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Increase in the size of agricultural holdings and improvement in labour force productivity and 

efficiency 

 

The structure of agricultural holdings changed significantly from 2013 to 2016: the average size of agricultural holdings 

increased by 0.3 hectares of the Utilised Agricultural Area (UAA) to 14.1 hectares (+2.1%), the economic size per 

holding grew by €2.8 thousand of total standard output (total SO) to €19.9 thousand (+16.5%), the number of 

agricultural enterprises increased by 1.4 thousand to 11.4 thousand (+14.3%), and labour productivity and efficiency 

indicators improved. 

In 2016, 70.2% of holdings were specialised, i.e. a single activity provided more than two-thirds of the total SO, in 

particular specialisation in grazing livestock (34.3% of the national total SO) and permanent crops (21.1% of the 

national total SO). 

Large-scale and entrepreneurial agriculture, mostly composed of agricultural enterprises, although accounting for only 

4.4% of holdings in 2016, managed almost one-third of the UAA and produced 44.6% of livestock. In this context, 

holdings that irrigated most of their UAA, although accounting for less than one-fourth of total holdings and 10.9% of 

the UAA in 2016, generated 36.2% of the national total SO. This co-existed with small-scale agriculture, composed of a 

large number of elderly and low-skilled farmers (72.8% of farms had less than €8 thousand of total SO in 2016). 

On the negative side was the ageing of agricultural holders, the oldest in the EU28, whose average age increased from 

63 in 2009 to 65 in 2016. In 2016 farm managers aged over 65 managed more than half of the holdings, with an 

economic size of €9.5 thousand, i.e. less than half of the national average. 

Despite the positive trend of national agriculture, average productivity of the agricultural labour force was €16.2 

thousand of total SO per annual work unit (AWU) in 2016, i.e. less than half of the EU28 value in 2013. Similarly, the 

efficiency of the agricultural labour force, expressed in UAA per AWU, was lower than the European average (-37.7%). 

 

 

In this press release Statistics Portugal publishes the main results of the farm structure survey 2016 (2016 FSS). 

This statistical operation completes the cycle of farm surveys envisaged in Regulation (EC) No 1166/2008 and precedes 

the next agricultural census. Its purpose is to characterise Portuguese agriculture, notably the land structure, the 

productive systems, and the agricultural labour force and population. 
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The FSS is one of the main information sources for monitoring and assessing the measures implemented by the current 

common agricultural policy (CAP), its results contributing to the first performance assessment report of the CAP, which 

the Commission is expected to submit to the European Parliament and the Council by 31 December 2018. 

 

Statistics Portugal releases a publication in electronic format 

with an analysis of the results of the 2016 FSS, comparing it 

with back data for 2013 and 2009, where appropriate. 

 

A set of harmonised statistical indicators comparable with 

previous issues is also available at www.ine.pt. 

 
 
 
 
Agricultural holdings: decrease in farmland abandonment; increase in 
average size 
 

According to the results of the 2016 FSS, there were 259 thousand farms, i.e. -5.4 thousand farms than in 2013 and -

46.3 thousand than in 2009, with a slowdown in farmland abandonment in the last three years. Even though a 

significant number of holders have ceased their agricultural activity since 2009 (-15.2%), the UAA did not undergo 

significant changes, remaining at 3.6 million hectares (39.5% of the land area). 

 

 

 

The average size (UAA per holding) increased 

by 2.1 hectares in seven years, from 12.0 

hectares in 2009 to 14.1 hectares in 2016. 

 

https://www.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=INE&xpgid=ine_publicacoes&PUBLICACOESpub_boui=311060876&PUBLICACOESmodo=2
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The average size of holdings recorded great regional 

variability, with the average size of holdings in the 

Alentejo region four times the national average. By 

contrast, holdings in the Norte and Centro regions 

were on average smaller than 7 hectares of the UAA, 

i.e. less than half of the national value (14.1 hectares 

of the UAA per holding). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Land structure: 2.4% of holdings managed 58% of the UAA 
 

In 2016 holdings with 100 or more hectares managed more than half of the UAA (58.0%), accounting for only 2.4% of 

agricultural holdings. A reduced number of large-sized holdings (261 farms with 1,000 or more hectares of the UAA) 

managed 12.3% of the national UAA. By contrast, small-sized holdings (less than 1 hectare), although corresponding to 

19.0% of the total, only farmed 0.7% of the UAA. 
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Farmland abandonment occurred mainly in small 

holdings. The decline in the number of large-

sized holdings was limited to less than 

100holdings, probably related to land and 

business fragmentation. 

 

In turn, land resizing was also evidenced by an 

increase in the share of the UAA managed by 

smaller farms (in 2016 holdings of the third 

quartile managed around 30% of UAA, against 

11% in 2009). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Composition of the UAA: Permanent grassland took up more than half of 
the UAA 

 

The cultivation area has not changed 

significantly since 2013, with arable land 

declining (-5.2%) and permanent crops 

undergoing almost no change  

(-0.5%). By contrast, permanent grassland 

(with or without forest cover) increased by 

3.3%. This reinforced the downward trend 

of arable land (-130 thousand hectares than 

in 2009) and the upward trend of 

permanent grassland (+92 thousand 

hectares than in 2009). 
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Livestock: reduction in the number of holdings and increase in the average 
size of livestock per holding. 
 

In 2016 livestock measured in livestock units (LU), stood at 2.2 million, of which 63.4% were grazing livestock, 19.5% 

pigs, and 17.0% poultry. 

An analysis of the livestock sector’s 

productive structure shows that the 

number of holdings decreased sharply 

for all species since 2009, notably  

-20.8% pigs, -18.1% goats, -13.3% 

cattle, and -11.6% sheep, especially 

due to the disappearance of small-

sized farms. 

The average size of livestock per 

holding increased: the average number 

of cattle per holding went up from 28.6 

heads in 2009 to 36.1 heads in 2016 

(+7.5 heads per holding). Holdings 

with pigs had an average of 47.3 heads (+9.1 heads), with sheep 48.1 heads (+5.2 heads) and with goats 14.7 heads 

(+1.7 heads). 

 

Economic size of holdings: from 2013 to 2016 each holding generated on 
average +€2.8 thousand total SO 
 

The national total SO for 2016 exceeded €5.1 billion (+14.1% than in 2013), with the Alentejo region contributing over 

one-third of this value. On average, each agricultural holding generated €19.9 thousand of total SO, i.e. more than €2.8 

thousand compared to 2013, corresponding to a 16.5% increase in the average economic size of holdings. 

An analysis of holdings according to the Farm Type points to the Portuguese agriculture’s specialisation, given that 

70.2% of holdings were specialised (more than two-thirds of the total SO originated in a single activity), with mixed 

holdings contributing only 11.9% of the national total SO (7.3% in the EU28). 

Holdings specialised in livestock showed the highest economic sizes, with poultry farms generating on average €221.3 

thousand (€229.4 thousand in 2013), industrial pig farms €192.9 thousand (€247.5 thousand in 2013), and dairy farms 

€136.4 thousand (€123.8 thousand in 2013). The horticulture sector was also formed by holdings of large economic 
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size. Conversely, and although large-sized holdings were included, olive-growing and viticulture specialised farms 

recorded low economic sizes per holding. 

 

Agricultural sole holders: older and still low skilled 
 
In 2016 agricultural sole holders were mostly men (66.2%) aged 65 on average, with 54.6% aged 65 and over. A large 

majority of sole holders only completed primary education (71.4%) and only 5.8% had an educational level equivalent 

to tertiary education. 

 

 

The average age of holders increased from 63 to 65 

from 2009 to 2016 and in 2015 the Portuguese 

population's limit of healthy life years at 65 was 7 

years. In regional terms, holders from the Algarve 

region were the oldest (at an average age of 69) and 

those from Açores the youngest (57). 
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There was a strong negative correlation between the manager's age and the economic size, i.e. older managers 

managed holdings with lower total SO. The economic size of holdings managed by managers aged 65 and over (52% of 

the total) was lower than the national average in 2016 (€19.9 thousand of total SO). 
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As expected, the manager's educational level and the economic size seemed to have a positive relationship. In fact, the 

total SOs of holdings managed by uneducated managers were quite low (€5.4 thousand in 2016). By contrast, holdings 

managed by managers with tertiary education, although representing only 8% of holdings, accounted for 23% of the 

national total SO and presented an economic size considerably higher than the national average (+201%) and the 

European average (+96%). 

 

Labour indicators: increase in agricultural labour force productivity and 
efficiency 
 

gricultural labour force was mostly composed of family labour force (72.2% of AWUs in 2016, compared to 80.1% in 

2009), sole holders contributing the greatest work volume (39.8% of AWUs in 2016 and 43.6% in 2009). 
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Non-family agricultural labour force included regular employees, which contributed 17.9% to AWUs (11.3% in 2009), 

and non-regular employees, which accounted for 8.5% of the volume of farm work (7.5% in 2009). 1.3% of farm work 

in 2016 resorted to the provision of services (1.1% in 2009). 

 

The work volume in the agricultural sector declined (-13.4% between 2009 and 2016) and there was a simultaneous 

improvement in labour indicators related to productivity (expressed in total SO per AWU) and labour efficiency 

(measured in AWU per ha of UUA and per LU). Each holding resorted on average to 1.2 AWUs and each AWU 

generated a total SO of €16.2 thousand (+28.0% than in 2009). On the other hand, 8.7 AWUs were needed, on 

average, to manage 100 hectares of the UAA (against 10.0 AWUs in 2009) and on average 14.3 AWUs were necessary 

to produce 100 LUs (-14.1% than in 2009). 

 

Portuguese agriculture in the European context: aged and less productive  
 

Portuguese agriculture is unproductive compared to the EU28 average. In 2013 average agricultural labour force 

productivity in the EU28 was €34.8 thousand of total SO per AWU, i.e. more than double the value reached in Portugal 

in 2016. In addition, agricultural labour force efficiency, expressed in UAA per AWU, although depending on the type of 

productive system, was higher in the EU28, where each AWU farmed on average 18.4 hectares of the UAA, i.e. 7 

hectares more than in Portugal. 

The managers of holdings in Portugal are the oldest of the EU28. In 2016 more than half were aged 65 and over, i.e. a 

much higher representativeness than that of the EU28 in 2013 (31.1%). 
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As already mentioned, Portugal stood out as the EU28 country with the highest ageing rate of the agricultural sector. 

However, in 2016 the economic size recorded identical values to countries with considerably younger farm managers 

(2013). 
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ANNEX 
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Technical file 

The 2016 Farm Structure Survey is part of the European Union program of surveys concerning agricultural holdings covered by 

Regulation (EC) No 1166/2008 of the European Parliament and of the Council, which have been carried out in Portugal since 1987. 

This Regulation defines the conditions of implementation in each of the Member States, harmonizing methodologies, concepts and 

variables to be collected, which is essential for an accurate assessment of the agricultural situation in the European Union and in each 

Member State and enables comparative studies between the different countries. 

Main concepts: 

agricultural holding: a single unit both technically and economically, which uses its own labour and production factors and which 

compulsorily complies with the following four conditions: 

1. it produces 1 or more agricultural products; 

2. it has or exceeds a certain size (area, head of livestock, etc.); 

3. it has single management; 

4. it is located at a specific and identifiable location. 

agricultural household: members of the (sole) holder’s domestic household, no matter whether they work on the holding or not, as 

well as other family members that regularly carry out farm work on the holding but who do not belong to the household. 

annual work unit (a.w.u.): a unit of measure corresponding to the work performed by 1 person on a full-time basis over a year, 

measured in hours (1 AWU = 225 working days of 8 hours each). 

arable land: land often ploughed for annual or multi-annual (less than 5 years) plant production. It also includes fallow land, land kept 

in good agricultural and environmental condition and land occupied by greenhouses or covered by fixed or mobile structures. 

economic size: of the holdings is measured using Standard Output and it’s expressed in Euros. 

farm type of a holding: is determined by the relative contribution of the standard output of the different characteristics of this holding 

to the total standard output of this one: 

Stage 1: The total SO is calculated by valuing the areas of agricultural crops and farm animals, based on the SO 

established regionally for the different crops and animals. 

Stage 2: A holding is allocated to a type of farming class, depending on the relative contribution weighted in value of each 

plant and animal production to total SO. 

holder: the holder of the holding is that natural person or the legal person on whose account and in whose name the holding is 

operated and who is legally and economically responsible for the holding. The holder reaps the benefits and bears any losses, takes 

the strategic decisions regarding the production system, investment loans, etc. 

livestock unit, (LSU or sometimes LU): is a reference unit which facilitates the aggregation of livestock from various species and 

age, via the use of specific coefficients established initially on the basis of the nutritional or feed requirement of each type of animal. 

The reference unit used for the calculation of livestock units (=1 LSU) is the grazing equivalent of one adult dairy cow. 

resident population: the persons who regardless of the fact that at the moment of observation are present or absent in a given 

housing unit, this unit being where they live during most of the year with their family, or where they have all or most of their 

belongings. 

standard output of an agricultural product (crop or livestock), (SO): is the average monetary value of the agricultural output at 

farm-gate price, in euro per hectare or per head of livestock. There is a regional SO coefficient for each product, as an average value 

over a reference period. The reference period for FSS 2016 covered a five years period from 2011 to 2015. 

total SO: the sum of all SO per hectare of crop and per head of livestock in a farm is a measure of its overall economic size, 

expressed in euro. 

utilised agricultural area (UAA): the area of the holding, which includes: arable land (cleared and under cover of scrub and forests), 

kitchen garden, land under permanent crops and permanent pasture. 

unutilised agricultural land: an area of a holding previously used as an agricultural area but which is no longer used for economic, 

social or other reasons. It is not used in crop rotation. It may be used again with the help of the resources generally available at the 

holding. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


