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18. The scale and conditions of deagrarianisation in Poland 
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Abstract 
Deagrarianisation constitutes one of the regularities of the economic develop-
ment. This phenomenon is becoming increasingly apparent also in Poland and 
manifests itself in, for instance, the decline in the importance of the agricultural 
sector as a type of occupation. However, the Polish economy is still character-
ized by high agricultural employment, which determines the low labour produc-
tivity in this sector and results in its weak adaptation to the functioning in the 
conditions of competition. Further changes in agriculture are subject to the la-
bour outflow to other sectors. This process is one of the objectives of the Polish 
labour market policy. The paper examines the scale of deagrarianisation of em-
ployment and its exogenous and endogenous conditions in the Polish economy. 
The effects of the support of labour outflow from the agriculture, which had 
been implemented through the Cohesion Policy as well as the RDP in the years 
between 2007 and 2015, were also assessed. According to the research results, 
the process of deagrarianisation of employment is continuous and sustainable. It 
was determined by many various factors, which can be divided into two groups: 
internal – pushing the labour force out of agricuture (supply), and external – 
identifying the needs for employment outside agriculture (demand). As the anal-
ysis of ways and effects of the impact of projects financed from the EU funds on 
changes in agricultural labour resources proves that these initiatives contributed 
to the growth in non-agricultural employment, at different levels of effectiveness 
and sustainability of support depending on the type of allocation. 
Keywords: deagrarianisation, employment, conditions of deagrarianisation, Co-
hesion Policy, RDP 
JEL codes: J21, J23, J43 
 
18.1. Introduction 

Presently, the regularity of the economic development is the progressive de-
agrarianisation of the economies of individual countries [Timmer, 1988]. This phe-
nomenon was increasingly observable also in Poland, and expressed itself in con-
stantly decreasing number of people employed in agriculture. However, despite 
a clear downtrend trend, the Polish economy, compared to other European countries, 
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was characterized by one of the highest employment rates in this sector44. A large 
number of people working in the domestic agriculture led to the adverse relations 
between the labour resources and the resources of land and capital. Consequently, 
this situation determined generally low work productivity [Baer-Nawrocka and 
Poczta, 2016]. As a result, the Polish agriculture was still poorly adapted to the 
functioning in the conditions of global competition [Zi tara, 2014], and further ef-
fectiveness-oriented changes of agricultural structures were determined by the pace 
of the agricultural labour outflow to other segments of the economy [Sikorska, 
2013; Karwat-Wo niak, 2016]. The increase in employment in services and the 
limitation of hidden unemployment on farms had long been one of the objectives of 
the Polish labour market policy [Krajowa Strategia…, 2005; NSRO, 2007]. To-
gether with the accession to the EU, the catalogue of public intervention tools aim-
ing at supporting the implementation of this task has broadened45. 

The aim of the paper was to analyse the current changes in the scale of ag-
ricultural employment in Poland, particularly in the family farming sector. The 
endogenous and exogenous conditions of deagrarianisation of labour were also 
outlined and the impact of the EU Cohesion Policy instruments and the agricul-
tural and rural development policy (Rural Development Programme for 2007-
2013, hereinafter RDP 2007-2013) on changes in the allocation of rural labour 
resources was determined. The paper uses the primary data gathered by the offi-
cial statistics (GUS, Eurostat) as well as the results of panel surveys conducted 
by IERiG -PIB (Institute of Agricultural and Food Economics-National Re-
search Institute). The paper was supplemented by the analysis of secondary data 
including information on the implementation of national and regional operation-
al programmes as well as RDP 2007-2013, studies commissioned by the gov-
ernment and self-government administration, as well as the relevant literature. 
The period covered by the observation concerned the period between 2007 and 
2015 and partly earlier and later periods46. 

 
18.2. The conditions of the decrease in employment in agriculture 

The process of deagrarianisation, that is the decrease in the role of agricul-
ture in the economy, is visible in many aspects: socio-economic, cultural, organ-
ic, manufacturing, legal and institutional [Roszkowski, 2009; Halamska, 2011; 
Wojewodzic, 2017]. Within the economic dimension, what is often analysed is 

                                                            
44 According to the Eurostat, in 2016 the share of persons working in agriculture it total working population 
amounted to 10.6%, while this rate for the EU-28 constituted 4.5%. Higher employment rate in this sector was 
noted in Romania (24.0%), Bulgaria (18.0%) and Greece (11.3%) was noted [European Commission, 2017].  
45 The data concerning agriculture involve also forestry, hunting and – since 2008 – fishing. 
46 This was done due to the fact that, within the frames of the financial perspective of 2007-2013, the projects 
supported from the EU funds were implemented in Poland in accordance with the n+2 rule until the end of 2015. 
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the decrease in the significance of agriculture as a type of occupation on the 
macro-scale, which is referred to as the deagrarianisation of employment. The 
deagrarianisation of employment entails numeruous consequences and results or 
a number of reasons. Those factors can be generally divided into the exogenous, 
which are outside the agricultural sector, and endogenous, which relate to this 
area of economic activity (Figure 1). The first of the mentioned groups of de-
terminants includes e.g.: the pace of economic growth, the level of entrepreneur-
ship, the demand for work in the economy, demografic trends, legal and institu-
tional issues.  

Figure 1. The conditions of decrease in employment in agriculture 

 
Source: own elaboration. 

In modern economies, the force absorbing the labour recources from agri-
culture is the significant creation of value added and the employment in the ser-
vice sector of the economy, which is accompanied by establishing and liquidat-
ing non-agricultural economic entities. At the same time, in the conditions of 
demografic ageing of populations, the competition on workers increases. As 
a result, those branches which offer better-paid jobs at better conditions are re-
warded. The shape of legal and institutional solutions in the scope of social in-
surance, the taxation as well as the support of the professional activity affecting 
the working conditions in particular sectors of the ecoomy is also significant for 
the allocation of the labour force. 
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Among the endogenous determinants affecting the proccess of deagrari-
anisation, the important issues are: the level of concentration of means of pro-
duction, commercialization and specialization of farms as well as the mechani-
zation of works. Those phenomena of various intensities are effects of the esca-
lating competition among the agricultural producers, which generates the pres-
sure to increase the effectiveness of production. It is connected to the declining 
demand for labour force, which is determined by social and demographic char-
acteristics of the rural population and its tendency for the occupational mobility. 
Those numerous external and internal premises of deagrarianisation accumulate 
increasing the pace of this proccess or work in opposite directions (often neutral-
ising their influence), which results in the further persistence of the significance 
of agriculture in employment.  

 
18.3. The change in the scale of employment in agriculture in Poland and 

its conditions 

In 2005-2016, the decrease in the significance of the acricultural sector in 
the employment of working people working in the Polish economy was ob-
served. This proccess was expressed in both relative and absolute terms. The 
share of people working in agriculture in the analysed time interval decreased 
from 17.4% to 10.5% (Figure 2). The number of people working in this sector 
decreased, in turn, by 31%. This changes resulted mainly from the decrease in 
the number of people working in the family farming, which decreased by ca. 
33%. Even though the scale of changes in the allocation of labour could be con-
sidered as significant, still it was one of the highest in Europe (twice as high as 
the average for all EU Member States and four times higher than in the so-called 
old Member States). In the analysed period, the role of agriculture as the area of 
occupational activity of rural population was also changing. Even though the 
rural inhibitants still dominate among those working in agriculture, they worked 
in this sector less frequently. In 2009-2016, the percentage of Polish rural inhab-
itants employed in agriculture decreased from 32% to less than 25%.  

The described changes in the scale of deagrarianisation of employment of 
the domestic economy were related to the favourable macroeconomic factors. 
The significant growth of the gross domestic product could be observed in Po-
land47. However, the dynamics of those changes in particular years varied. Nev-
ertheless, in each analysed year, the real increases in GDP, expressed in both 
current prices (by at least 1.7%) and in constant prices (by at least 1.4%), was 
noted. The growth in production created the demand for work, especially in non-
                                                            
47 In 2016, in Poland, the level of GDP in the current prices amounted to 1.8 trillion and was over twice as high as in 
2005. During this period, the GDP of current prices increased by almost 50%, that is by 1.47% each year on average. 
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agricultural branches, both in respect to the urban and rural population. In the 
analysed time span, this phenomenon was reflected in the changes that were re-
ported in the values of the employment and unemployment rates. Since 2005 to 
the third quarter of 2017, the employment rate increased by 7% in the case of 
rural population and by 10% in the case of urban population. In consequence, 
the level of employment of the rural and urban inhabitants was similar and 
amounted to over 54%. The unemployment rate, in turn, was decreasing and 
reached the same level for both urban and rural populations (5%). At the same 
time, the increase in the number of job offers reported by enterpreneurs was ob-
served. In the third quarter of 2017, this number amounted to almost 450 thou-
sand and was over twice as high as in the corresponding period in 2012. 

Figure 2. The people working* in the agricultural sector** and family farming 
in Poland in 2005-2016 (%) 
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*Annual averages – arithmetic mean of quarterly data, the total of working people in Poland = 
100. **Agriculture, hunting, fishery and fishing. 
Source: based on GUS, LFS. 

The decreased allocation of the labour factor in agriculture was also influ-
enced by demographic determinants. The processes of population ageing were 
becoming visible in rural areas. These trends were accelerated, as evidenced by 
the increasing median age. In the case of urban inhabitants, it amounted to 41 
years and increased within the last period (2010-2016) by ca. 5%. The median 
age of rural inhabitants in 2016 amounted to 38 years and was higher by 6% 
compared to 2010. However, the rural population was still demographically 
younger than the urban population, which is also indicated by the structure of 
population according to the economic age groups. In 2016, about 20% of the 
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rural residents were people in pre-working age, and 17% – in the post-working 
age. In the case of the rural population, these proportions were reversed. The 
demographic forecasts developed by GUS showed that the aging process of the 
population will continue. The number of people in the post-working age will 
increase. In 2040, the share of this group will constitute over 25%. The group of 
people in the pre-working age will decrease, which means that smaller number 
of people will enter the labour market. The ageing of the population will also 
create new vacancies, e.g. for nursing services. 

Among the endogenous factors of deagrarianisation of employment in the 
economy, relatively dynamic concentration processes, especially of the agricul-
tural land, should be emphasized. The majority of the resources of agricultural 
land were in the group of large farms (over 50 ha of UAA) and amounted to 
32% of the total. However, still relatively large part of land was owned by small 
agricultural holdings, which – due to their small area – are considered as non-
developing (about 13% of land was used by farms with the area of up to 5 ha, 
which constituted more than a half of all farms in Poland). When it comes to the 
EU Member States, with which – due to the structure of agricultural commercial 
production – the Polish agriculture competes, the share of agricultural land 
owned by the farms with the area of 50 ha and higher amounted to 80-90%. To-
gether with the concentration proccesses of land, the investment expenditures on 
the fixed assets in agriculture were increasing. In 2015 this expenditures in con-
stant prices were higher by 50% compared to 2010, and by 80% compared to 
2005. On average, approximately one third in those investments were aimed at 
the mechanization of works, which led to the growth of the capital-labour ratio. 
From the point of view of the demand for labour force, the comprehensive 
mechanisation of all phases of the production process is important. Based on 
surveys conducted by IERiG -PIB, the scale of comprehensive mechanisation 
was assessed. The number of farms with complex mechanisation increased up to 
20%. This process was visible particularly in the group of commercial farms, 
regardless of the production profile.  

 
18.4. The instruments of the Cohesion Policy and agriculture and rural  

development of the EU policy and employment deagrarianisation  
in Poland 

In 2007-2015, the Cohesion Policy and the agriculture and rural develop-
ment policy contributed to the deagrarianisation of employment in the Polish 
economy. It should be noted that both types of public intervention that were 
mentioned had directly or indirectly articulated aim in the form of decreasing the 
role of this sector as a place of employment, and the scale of financial resources 
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engaged in their implementation was relatively significant48. The activities ori-
ented at the increase in the non-agricultural occupational activity were an im-
portant element of the EU policy appointed by the Lisbon Strategy and CAP’s 
objectives. They concerned the creation of a competitive and knowledge-based 
economy, providing jobs as well as the economic, social and spatial cohesion. 

The shape of domestic systems of implementation of the Cohesion Policy 
and the agricultural and rural development policy were the reflection of the as-
sumptions and rules of the support shaped at the EU level. The Cohesion Policy 
financed by the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), the Cohesion 
Fund (CF) and the European Social Fund (ESF) were implemented in Poland 
primarily through five nationwide programmes (Operational Programme: Infra-
structure and Environment – OP I&E, Innovative Economy – OP IE, Human 
Capital – OP HC, Development of Eastern Poland – OP DEP, Technical Assis-
stance – OP TA, which covered 74% of the financial funds allocated to Poland 
by the EU) as well as sixteen regional operational programmes (ROPs, 25% of 
total allocation)49. A part of the total envelope of  EUR 85.6 billion (EUR 67.3 
billion came from the EU budget, EUR 11.9 billion from national public funds, 
and EUR 6.4 billion from private sector) were allocated for the projects related, 
among others, to the promotion of entrepreneurship, trainings, occupational ex-
tension and retraining. These actions had to contribute to the equalization of op-
portunities for development and supporting the structural changes in the coun-
tryside, as well as to the growth of its non-agricultural functions. The diversifi-
cation and development of the rural economy in the direction of non-agricultural 
functions and the employment promotion among rural residents in Poland were 
also supported by the CAP funds coming from the European Agricultural Fund 
for Rural Development (EAFRD), provided for the implementation of RDP 
2007-2013 [Regulation No. 1698/2005 2005, RDP 2007-2013]. The total budget 
of this programme in the country amounted to over EUR 25 billion, and it was 
planned that less than EUR 3 billion of this sum (that is 12% of the total budget 
of the Programme) would be allocated to instruments directly aimed at increas-
ing of the non-agricultural employment and entrepreneurship50. These funds 
were available mainly as part of the RDP 2007-2013 measures of the third and 
                                                            
48 It is estimated that, within the entire programming period, PLN 109 billion were allocated to the interventions 
undertaken within the framework of structural funds and the CF, the purpose of which was to generate the em-
ployment effects. This money constituted 44% of the EU total allocation in projects [Wp yw realizacji…, 2016]. 
For the implementation of the RDP 2007-2013 PLN 4.3 billion (i.e. about 6% of total public budget of the RDP) 
were allocated to the projects linked with the support and promotion of non-agricultural occupational activity of 
rural population. 
49 1% of all EU funds allocated to Poland in the programming period from 2007 to 2013 were devoted for the 
financing of the European Territorial Cooperation Programmes. 
50 Due to the problems in implementing the measure no. 312 of the RDP 2007-2013, the final allocation was 
almost halved [Ocena wp ywu…, 2016]. 
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fourth axes, i.e. Diversification into non-agricultural activity, The establishment 
and development of micro-enterprises and The Implementation of the Local De-
velopment Strategies (measures no. 311, 312 and 413).  

Both in relation to the Cohesion Policy and the RDP 2007-2015, the im-
pact of public intervention on the deagrarianisation of employment in Poland 
was indirect (the overall impact of programmes on the demand for work of non- 
-agricultural entities) and direct (effects of instruments strictly focused on sup-
porting workers’ moving away from agriculture and establishing new jobs out-
side this sector). In the case of the Cohesion Policy, in the entire programming 
period, the total number of jobs created as a result of this policy was estimated at 
173-282 thousand of jobs, which translated into about 190 thousand jobs ex-
pressed in full-time equivalent. This growth was mainly determined by ROPs, 
but also by the OP IE and the OP HC51 [Wp yw realizacji…, 2016]. It is esti-
mated that, out of the total number of jobs established as a result of the interven-
tion of European funds, approximately 30% were created in rural areas and in 
towns of up to 5 thousand inhabitants [Wp yw realizacji…, 2016]. New jobs 
were created mostly in the construction and in services sectors, as well as – but 
to a lesser extent – in the industry. It is worth noting that the Cohesion Policy’s 
intervention in Poland did not contribute to the growth of the employment in 
agriculture, what proves its clear deagrarianisation effect (Table 1). However, it 
should be mentioned that a relatively high proportion of new jobs was created 
strictly to implement the EU-funded projects [Wp yw realizacji…, 2016].  

Within the Cohesion Policy, the projects directly related to the increase of 
rural, non-agricultural employment were implemented by the instruments of the 
ESF funds as a part of OP HC, OP DEP and ROP (self-employment, promoting 
employment, entrepreneurship, business creation)52. One of such forms of the 
improvement in the case of employment and in the labour market was the sup-
port for setting up a business available in the OP HC [Badanie skuteczno ci…, 
2013]. This support allowed to establish 247.7 thousand businesses [Sprawoz-
danie ko cowe…, 2017]. It is estimated that about 99.7 thousand of these com-
panies were established in rural areas [Badanie skuteczno ci…, 2013, Sprawoz-
danie ko cowe…, 2017]. 

                                                            
51 The majority of full-time jobs’ equivalents were established at the beneficiaries as a result of implementation 
of the ROP (98 thousand). In this regard, a smaller contribution was noted for OP IE (around 52 thousand of 
EPC) and OP HC (around 35 thousand of the EPC). Relatively small impact in the case of the OP DEP (4 thou-
sand) was observed. 
52 In the entire programming period, 583.6 thousad of rural residents participated in the projects aimed at the 
employment growth within the framework of the OP HC Priority VI Labour Market Open to Everyone. Six 
months after the completion of the participation in these projects, 76% of the participants from these areas were 
employed [Sprawozdanie ko cowe…, 2017]. 
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Table 1. Selected programmes as well as instruments of the EU Cohesion Policy 
and CAP supporting the deagrarianisation of employment in Poland, 2007-2015 

Details the number of created jobs*  
(thousands) 

impact on agricultural 
employment 

OP HC** 34.5 - 
OP DEP 4.1 - 
OP I&E 5.2 - 
OP IE 51.7 - 
ROP 97.5 - 
Measure 311 of RDP 2007-2013 13.8 +/- 
Measure 312 of RDP 2007-2013 24.0 + 
Measure 413 of RDP 2007-2013 1.9 +/- 

* In the case of the programmes financed by the ERDF and the ESF, the number of jobs was 
expressed as the equivalent of full-time jobs. The estimates did not include the effects of the 
OP TA. ** In addition, it is estimated that as a result of the support offered within the OP HC 
Priority VI concerning starting up a business, 250 thousand new jobs were created. 
Source: own elaboration based on [Sprawozdanie… 2015, Wp yw realizacji… 2016, 
Sprawozdanie ko cowe… 2017]. 

Regarding the overall impact of the RDP 2007-2013 on employment, 
within the entire programming period, the average annual increase of 41 thou-
sand jobs was reported. In absolute terms, it covered all sectors of the economy 
[Zaleski, 2015]. The impact of the Programme on the increase in the share in the 
structure of employees working in the services sector and construction sector 
was noted, which, at the same time, translated in this respect into a relative de-
cline in the importance of agriculture. However, it should be assumed that the 
overall deagrarianisation effect of the RDP 2007-2013 was limited by direct 
payments and other support provided within CAP, which may have caused 
a part of the rural population to remain in the sector [Olper et al., 2014].  

The RDP measures, directly supporting the increase in the non- 
-agricultural employment, in the entire programming period, contributed to the 
creation of 37.9 thousand of new jobs. In this respect, the relatively largest ef-
fects were associated with poviding the support in order to run or develop a non- 
-agricultural business (Measure 312). Thanks to the received subsidy, over 14.5 
thousand projects were covered by the support (funds were mostly allocated to 
rural businesses established before founding), as a result of which 24 thousand 
non-agricultural jobs were created [Sprawozdanie…, 2015]. These were mainly 
jobs related to the provision of services (construction and installation, agricul-
tural, tourism, recreation and sports services). Low effectiveness and sustainabil-
ity of the support, as well as the limited impact on non-agricultural employment 
characterised, in turn, the Programme measures associated with the diversifica-
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tion of agricultural activity53 and the implementation of the Local Development 
Strategies54 (Measures 311 and 413). The financial support was usually used for 
development of traditional forms of farming activity, which was not conducive 
to outflow of employees from agriculture [Ocena wp ywu…, 2016]. 

 
18.5. Summary and conclusions 

In 2005-2016 the process of deagrarianisation of employment in the Polish 
economy was observed. The employment rate in domestic agriculture decreased 
from 17.5 to 10.5%. As a consequence, the level of agricultural employment ob-
served in Poland reached the maximum value which is considered for highly de-
veloped economies. It should be noted that exogenous factors associated with the 
increase in the global production and the increase in the demand for jobs in non- 
-agricultural sectors were of essential significance for this process. The favourable 
economic situation was accompanied by demographic and social trends that con-
tributed to shrinking of the agricultural labour resources. At the same time, deter-
minants inherent in this sector turned out to be significant for the outflow of em-
ployees. In particular, they concerned gradual concentration of agricultural land, 
improvement of the level and complexity of production mechanization, as well as 
the increase in the production specialization. These changes resulted in a decrease 
in the demand for labour force, mainly in family farms. 

Instruments of the EU Cohesion Policy and the CAP contributed to the in-
crease in non-agricultural employment of rural population. In 2007-2015 in Po-
land, according to various estimates, the number of 213-495 thousand of new 
non-agricultural jobs were created thanks to these interventions. These numbers 
could be supplemented by 250 thousand jobs resulting from the actions support-
ing the sturt-ups’ creation. However, it should be taken into account that the re-
sults, effectiveness and sustainability of individual projects varied depending on 
the subject of allocation. Many of the induced employment effects were expen-
sive, unsustainable and unnecessarily involving public funds. It should be ex-
pected that the deagrarianisation trends in Poland, which are decribed in the text, 
will persist in the coming years. Regardless of the significance of the instru-
ments of public policy aimed at increasing non-agricultural employment in the 
                                                            
53 As a part of diversification into non-agricultural activity, 15.3 thousand people received support and they im-
plemented 15.7 thousand projects. They were allocated to the activity consisting in offering services for agricul-
tural holdings and forestry (10.9 thousand projects, which constituted 70% of all operations under the Measure 
311). The research carried out among the beneficiaries indicated that 13.8 thousand jobs outside agriculture were 
created thanks to the received subsidies, 11.9 thousand of which were of permanent full-time positions 
[Sprawozdanie…, 2015]. 
54 Within the LEADER approach, 1.8 thousand people associated with farms and running additional economic 
activity (in more than a half of the cases in the form of services for agriculture and forestry) and 1.4 thousand 
projects undertaken by the new and existing non-agricultural economic entities were supported. With the support 
of the EAFRD, 1938 new jobs were created [Sprawozdanie…, 2015]. 
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future, the pace of the economic development and the scale of demand for la-
bour created by services sector will be crucial for the continuation of the struc-
tural changes in the Polish agriculture. In coming years, the latter should be 
stimulated mainly by demographic trends, particularly population aging.  
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