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SUMMARY  
The ongoing discourse on agri-structural development in Austria and the 

EU as well as initiatives at a global scale have brought the phenomenon of family 
farming back into political and scientific discussions. Despite this recent interest, 
culminating in the United Nations’ “2014 International Year of Family Farming”, 
family farming is a system in which people live and work that has developed 
over centuries, fundamentally shaping the structure and policy of agriculture, not 
only in Austria. Yet, a generalised depiction of family farms is not applicable. 
They come in many shapes and sizes in terms of land size and capital, farm focus 
and the different types of farming. This contribution starts by discussing the 
overall concept of family farming. Then, the developments in Austria are 
outlined using select key agri-structural data along with certain characteristics of 
family farming such as employment, participation in agri-environmental 
measures as well as the social and cultural aspects of family farms. The results 
show that the majority of farms in Austria are family farms. They therefore play 
a key role in implementing agricultural policy and also have a high stake in 
ensuring a divers agricultural landscape and animal husbandry. However, they 
have undergone considerable restructuring processes in the last decades and will 
be challenged to develop competitive strategies and become more attractive for 
future generations. 
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INTRODUCTION 
There are several reasons why the issue of the operational organisation of 

agricultural production and the debate about the future of "family farms" are so 
pertinent. These are (i) the discussion on the agro-structural goals in Austria and 
the European Union (EU) - e.g. on the subjects of farm size, land ownership or 
non-agricultural investors - as a requirement for legislation, legal practice and 
case law, (ii) the EU strategy "Europe 2020" dedicating a flagship initiative to 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in the economy, without referring to 
agriculture, agricultural policy or even family farms, (iii) the discussion about 
family farms is of global import (Böhme 2013). In Austria, the importance of 
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family farms as a core element of agriculture is undisputed. For decades, 
agricultural interest groups and decision makers have demonstrated a strong 
commitment to family farming as well as to sustainable agricultural and forestry 
production systems covering the whole territory and providing a high-quality 
food supply (BMLF 1969, BKA 2013). Nevertheless, changes in key framework 
conditions (e.g. open markets, production requirements, long-term nature of 
agricultural payments) and the ongoing structural changes have contributed to 
uncertainty amidst the farming population (Quendler 2011). Against this 
background, this paper frames the concept of "family farming" identifying the 
main criteria and characteristics which contribute to its definition. Subsequently 
select criteria are used to describe the status quo and development trends of 
Austrian family farms and their economic, ecological and social dimensions. 
Finally, future prospects for family farming in Austria are outlined. The 
following elaborations are based on previous work on family farming in Austria 
by Quendler (2015) and Partl and Quendler (2014). 

 
MATERIAL AND METHODS 

The general picture of family farms was refined using common definitions 
and characteristics found in literature in order to deduce descriptive criteria. The 
Austrian situation of family farms is presented accordingly. The agri-structural 
analysis of Austrian family farms is based on farm structure surveys (FSS) from 
1980 to 20102 provided by Statistik Austria (1980; 1995; 2010), which defines 
family farms according to the criteria ‘legal status’, i.e. farms belonging to a 
single natural person, operated as full- or part-time farms3 (Statistik Austria 
2012). This definition is applied in the forthcoming analysis. The parameters 
outlined are the status quo and development of the number of farms, the average 
area per farm and labour force (in absolute and relative terms). This data is 
supplemented by income information from the Austrian Farm Accountancy Data 
(BMLFUW 2010a; 2011; 2012). In Austria, apart from agricultural and forestry 
income, off-farm income is collected from the participating farms thus allowing 
to depict the overall household income. Due to considerable annual fluctuations 
in farm income, a three-year-average was taken. Income figures are presented for 
small, medium sized and large farms, which have been derived from standard 
output size (SO) classifications. It has to be noted that Farm Accountancy Data 
selection criteria do not cover all agricultural holdings recorded in the farm 
structure survey; very small farms with SO < 8.000 € and very large farms with 
SO > 350.000 € are excluded. Participation of family farms in Austria’s Agri-
environmental Programme ÖPUL is based on data from the Integrated 

2 Changed survey thresholds over time: 1980-1990: Farms with total farm size >1ha; 
since 1990 incl. farms with no area; since 1995: farms with UAA>1ha or >3ha forestry 
area (Statistik Austria 2012) 
3 Off-farm working time of farm holder and spouse <50% of total working time and 
minimum farm standard output (SO) of 8,000€=full-time farms; otherwise part-time farm 
(before 2010: SO: 6,000€) (Statistik Austria 2012) 
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Administration and Control System (IACS) from 2010 (BMLFUW 2010b). 
Finally, their diversification strategies were identified through desk research and 
personal communication (pers. comm.) with relevant actors in the field and for 
the latest available data.  

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The concept of family farming 
A family farm manifests itself in a variety of shapes, depending on the 

natural, social and cultural as well as economic situation and the respective 
objectives of a farm (Garner, de la O Campos 2014). This makes the term 
difficult to grasp. The FAO established the following definition: “Family 
Farming (also Family Agriculture) is a means of organising agricultural, forestry, 
fisheries, pastoral and aquaculture production which is managed and operated by 
a family and predominantly reliant on family labour, both women’s and men’s. 
The family and the farm are linked, coevolve and combine economic, 
environmental, reproductive, social and cultural functions.” (Garner, de la O 
Campos 2014). However, the authors argue that rather than a one-size-fits-all 
definition, a conceptual outline of the term should be established. In table 1, 
family farms are characterised according to five criteria: labour force, type of 
tenure, decision making, employment basis and family unit.  

 
Table 1. Criteria and characteristics defining family farms 

Criteria Characteristics 
Labour force On-farm work occurs mainly by the farm holder, the spouse and 

other family labour; temporary employment of non-family labour  
Type of tenure Agricultural land and other farm land are farmer owned; renting 

of additional land is common; yet, sole tenant farming is not 
excluded; rented or leased equipment and/or labour is common 

Decision-
making 

By the family; farm holders and/or family members take all 
necessary farm related decisions 

Employment 
basis 

Farm income does not necessary need to fully sustain the 
family/household; non-farm income may ensure the survival of 
even relatively small farms; questions of liability or social 
insurance requirements lead to “new” organisational forms (e.g. 
farm cooperation, diversification of household income)  

Family unit The holding and the family constitutes a unit; a family farm is 
both working and living place at the same time; the farm is passed 
on from generation to generation, family members are usually 
closely related; in most cases the family farm is a natural person; 
alternative family farm-models are on the rise (e.g. patch work 
families, multi-family farms, group holdings)  

Source: Quendler 2015 according to Böhme 2013; Priebe 1942 in Lipinsky 1988; Urff 1983; 
Planck, Ziche 1979; EEC-Commission 1983; Bubendorf, Gantner 1990; Hill 1993 in Garner, de la 
o Campos 2014; Djurfeldt 1996 in Garner, de la o Campos; Iwamoto 2006 in Garner, de la o 
Campos; Kirner 2010; Schweizer Bauernverband 2013. 
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Beside the family farms as described therein, other forms of family 
operated farms and holdings are on the rise and will become ever more 
significant in future. These are multi-family run farms, agricultural family 
holdings or “agricultural family holding companies” or "sowing pools" of legal 
status (group holdings, legal persons) other than natural persons with a higher 
percentage of non-family labour force (Böhme 2013; IAMO 2013). With these 
aspects in mind, the forthcoming representation of family farms can be treated 
only approximately, since it is limited to the legal form. Nevertheless, trends do 
become visible. 

Agri-structural development of Austrian family farms 
In 2010, 92.7% (160,697) of all agricultural and forestry farms are family 

farms, of which 41.6% (66,802) are operated full- and 58.4% part-time (93,895). 
Only 3.2% (5,570) of farms are operated by group holdings and 4.1% (7,050) by 
legal entities. Family farms cultivate 86% of the total utilised agricultural area 
and 60.5% of the total farm area, where full-time farms hold a higher average 
total farm area (43.2 ha) than part-time farms (16.7 ha). 4.8% of the total farm 
area is operated by group holdings with a higher average total farm area of 62.9 
ha. Legal entities hold 362.1 ha and 34.7% of the total farm area.  

From 1980 to 2010), the number of family farms belonging to a single 
natural person has almost halved (by -48% or 147,960 farms), with the rates of 
change being similar for full- and part-time farms (-50%;-46%). In contrast, other 
legal farm types show an increase in number of farms from 10,428 to 12,620 
(+21%). This is mainly due to an increase of group holdings (companies under 
civil law) as per the 2007 FSS and can be attributed to a shift from full-and part 
time farms to group holdings (pers. comm., Ms. Dötzl, Statistik Austria 2014). 
Thus, strong restructuring processes at socio-economic farm type level have 
occurred over the observed time span. This also applies to average farm sizes. 
Out of all farms, the average total farm area came to 24.8 ha in 1980 and 
increased up to 42.4 ha in 2010. When looking at the legal form of the holdings, 
a different picture appears. Average farm sizes have increased for both family 
farm types over the past 30 years coming to 43.2 ha per farm for full-time farms 
(+16.2 ha) and a comparatively low 16.7 ha for part-time farms (+8 ha). 
Interestingly, the average farm size of group holdings went down considerably 
from 292.1 ha in 1999 (which was the first time they were considered in FSS) to 
62.9 ha, which can be explained by a notable increase in the number of farms 
with low land area (pers. comm, Ms. Dötzl, Statistik Austria 2014). 

A downward trend has also been observed in family labour force, 232,296 
people have left employment in agriculture and forestry since 1995 (-40% or an 
average of 15,486 persons per year up to 2010). In 2010, the proportion of family 
to non-family labour force was considerably higher providing the majority of the 
labour input (90% in 2010). Yet, since 1995 (95% family labour force) there has 
been a shift towards non-family labour force, which is mostly the case for full-
time farms (+47% or 578 persons per year); in contrast, part-time farms saw a 
reduction of external labour (-16% or an average of -114 persons per year).  
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Economic, ecological and social dimension of family farming 
Family farms pursue different income generating strategies according to 

their economic farm size. Figure 1 shows how the share of agricultural and 
forestry (A&F) income with respect to total earned income4 increases with 
increasing farm size. Thereby, small-sized family farms (22% of farms sampled) 
derive a considerable amount of their earned income off-farm. Medium and large 
farms (53% / 25% of farms sampled) derive their income predominantly from 
non-agricultural income. Average unpaid labour units increase with farm size and 
so does the income from A&F per unpaid labour unit.  

 

 
*Farm size: small 8,000 < 30,000 SO, medium 30,000 < 100,000 SO, large 100,000 < 350,000 SO; 
SO = standard output. ** One person working a minimum of 270 days per year and 8 hours per day 
 
Figure 1. Average income from agriculture and forestry (A&F) and off-farm 
income in Euro per farm by economic size and unpaid labour unit, 3-year average 
2010-2012 (own elaboration according to BMLFUW 2010a; 2011; 2012). 

 
Family farms also undertake a wide range of diversification activities 

which may have an economic importance for the farms themselves but also fulfil 
social and cultural functions. There are several farm diversification initiatives 
opening family farms to a broader social environment such as (i) “Holidays on 
the farm” with 2,650 participating family farms in the homonymous association 
and one tourist bed in every seven on a family farm in Austria in 2012 
(BMLFUW 2012b), (ii) social farming initiatives e.g. “school on the farm” (460 
farms and 78,417 attending pupils/trainees in 2011/2012; pers. comm. Mrs. 
Kaufmann, BMLFUW, 2014) and “green care” (~570 family farms providing 
care, education or social work services; Wiesinger et al. 2013) or (iii) direct 
marketing activities, where 46,000 or ~1/3 of all family farms market their 
products by e.g. farm gate sale, farmers markets or in cooperation with 
gastronomy (KeyQuest 2010). 

Thus it seems as if family farms have developed different strategies to 
encounter structural change. The challenge will be to find the appropriate mix of 
managerial strategies, grasp current opportunities and enable adaptability and 
transformability in order to ensure the resilience of family farms in future 
(Darnhofer 2009). 

4 Earned income: income from A&F plus off-farm income, i.e. from business establishment, self- 
and dependent employment. 

Size of 
farms 

Unpaid 
labour 
unit** 

A&F 
income/ 
unpaid 

labour unit 

Small 1.0 10,462 

Medium 1.5 22,139 

Large 1.7 38,115 Euro 
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Family farms do also play a major role in the Austrian environmental 
programme ÖPUL (second pillar of the Common Agricultural Policy), since they 
hold 95% of the area-related measures and 98% of livestock-related measures. 
Also, family farms hold 94% of 450,000 ha under organic cultivation (BMLFUW 
2010b). These figures suggest that family farms have a high stake in securing a 
diverse agricultural landscape and animal husbandry. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

The majority of farms in Austria are family farms. They make a significant 
contribution when it comes to the implementation of the Common Agricultural 
Policy and in guaranteeing sustainable agriculture in Austria. However, family 
farms underwent massive agri-structural developments in the past years and farm 
abandonment has not slowed down. Family farms will need to develop 
competitive strategies to create a sustainable environment and become more 
attractive for future generations. Due to the increasing specialisation and division 
of labour, family farms are increasingly likely to adopt other organisational 
forms, e.g. legal persons, group holdings, "agricultural holdings companies" or 
"sowing pools", in order to address liability or social security issues. It seems 
remarkable that – despite modern production methods and organisational forms 
of agriculture – family farms have continued to thrive.  
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