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Abstract
The purpose of the article is to analyze and evaluate the importance and impact of agriculture on rural 

development. The changes in agriculture and their effects on the socio-economic and environmental 
characteristics of rural areas are the subject of the study. The object is impact of agriculture within the territory 
of 13 districts of the country (NUTS3). The survey is based on statistical information and expert evaluation of 
specialists in agriculture and territorial development in three planning regions (2019). 

The results presented in the publication are part of the project № 15/8 of 2017 “Sustainable multifunctional 
Rural Areas: Rethinking Agricultural Models and Systems in the face of increased requirements and scarce 
resources”, funded by the Scientific Research Fund.
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Резюме
Целта на статията е да анализира и оцени значението и въздействието на земеделието върху раз-

витието на селските райони. Предмет на изследване са промените в селското стопанство и техните 
ефекти върху социално-икономическите и екологични характеристики на селските райони. Обектът 
е въздействието на земеделието на територията на 13 области в страната (NUTS3). Изследването се 
основава на статистическа информация и експертна оценка на специалисти в областта на земеде-
лието и териториалното развитие в три района на планиране (2019 г.).

Резултатите, представени в публикацията, са част от проект № 15/8 от 2017 г. „Устойчиви мулти-
функционални селски райони: преосмисляне на моделите и системите на земеделието при нарасна-
ли изисквания и ограничени ресурси“, финансиран от Фонд научни изследвания.
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Introduction

The accession of our country to the EU dy-
namizes the changes in the development of ag-

riculture. Its characteristics and indicators are 
changing with different speed in the Bulgarian 
regions. Researchers of the changes in the new-
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ly acceded countries conclude that, despite the 
different time of accession and social, economic 
and political conditions faced by the new Mem-
ber States, their agricultural sectors follow simi-
lar pattern. The model is related to the declining 
share of agriculture in gross value added (GVA) 
and regional labor activity. Bryceson (1996) in-
troduces the term deagrarianization to describe 
three interrelated processes: reorientation of eco-
nomic activity, professional adaptation and spa-
tial rearrangement of settlements. According to 
a number of authors (Wilson, 2001; McCarthy, 
2005), these processes are accompanied by re-
gional differentiation and gradual polarization 
at the regional level. Areas with favorable condi-
tions for agriculture are gradually being formed, 
in which farmers can produce and offer on the 
market competitive agricultural goods. Other ar-
eas and districts have limited conditions for agri-
cultural development and farmers have to be sup-
ported in order to maintain the importance of ag-
riculture (Potter, Tilzey, 2005; Cairol et al., 2009). 
At the same time, there is a process of changing 
the place and importance of agriculture at region-
al level. According some authors (Corral et al., 
2017), agriculture in a number of countries con-
tinues to be the main driving force for rural de-
velopment, for increasing the incomes of the poor 
and is the sources from which they earn their liv-
ing.

In this regard, the development of agricul-
ture is closely linked to the changes in rural ar-
eas (EC, 2010). The production of high-quality 

products, new short circuits involving produc-
ers and consumers, organic farming, nature and 
landscape management, agritourism etc. should 
be considered as key elements (Stoyanova, Hari-
zanova, 2019). 

The purpose of the article is to analyze and 
evaluate the importance and impacts of agricul-
ture on rural development.

Material and Methods

Statistical methods and the method of expert 
assessment are combined in term to assess the 
impacts of agriculture on rural development. For 
the purposes of the survey a questionnaire was 
developed and the experts give their evaluation 
trough a five-point positive Likert.

86 experts with average professional experi-
ence between 11 and 20 years and qualifications 
in agriculture (71%), social sciences (15%), tech-
nical sciences (7%) etc. took part of the survey. 
The representatives of the state administration at 
regional and municipal level predominate (85%), 
followed by municipal councilors and other elect-
ed positions at regional level (6%). The represen-
tatives of the non-governmental sector are 4% 
and 6% – others.

The regions included in the survey are deter-
mined on the basis of differences in the perfor-
mance indicators of agriculture such as: net add-
ed value and net income per annual working unit 
and per unit of utilized agricultural area in hect-
ares. According to the indicator net added value 

Table 1. Regional differences in net value added and net income per AWU and per hectare (2017)
Таблица 1. Регионални различия на нетната добавена стойност и нетния доход на една годишна 
работна единица и един хектар (2017 г.)

Regions Net value added per 
AWU

Net income per 
AWU

Net value added per 
ha Net income per ha 

North West 32301 19749 953 582
North Central 35600 11297 1338 613
North East 37817 10965 1329 473
South West  15481 6039 1243 834
South Central 15699 8122 1248 685
South East  26575 12093 1049 475

Source: Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Forestry, Agrostatistic.
Източник: Министерство на земеделието, храните и горите, Агростатистика.
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and net income, the regions with the highest and 
lowest values are included. These are the North 
East, South West and South Central regions (lev-
el NUT2). 

The North East region is the leader in terms of 
net value added per annual work unit and second 
in terms of net value added per hectare, but with 
the lowest net income per hectare (Table 1). The 
South West region has the lowest values in both 
indicators per annual work unit and the highest 
value in terms of net income per hectare. The 
indicators of the South Central region are very 
close to the data of South West region.  

The survey was conducted at the end of 2019 
in three planning regions of the country, which 
represent 51.76% of the territory and 63.7% of the 
population. Agriculture in these areas differs in 
a number of characteristics and results due to the 
formed agricultural models in them (Doitchino-
va, 2019; Doitchinova et al., 2019).

Studied regions

Table 2 presents some main characteristics of 
agriculture in 13 districts (level NUT-3), which 
are part of the three planning regions. The im-
portance of agricultural for different districts, 
measured by the relative share in the gross value 
added shows significant differences in the range 
from 2.49% for Varna district to 13.85% for Do-
brich district. The relative share in the gross val-
ue added is up to 5% in 4 of the districts and from 
5% to 10% in 5 districts located in the South West 
and South Central regions. With more than 10% 
relative share in the gross value added of local 
economies are three districts in the North East 
region (Dobrich, Shumen and Targovishte) and 
one in the South Central region (Kardzhali).

The contribution of the gross value added from 
agriculture is also different. The highest contri-
bution is from Plovdiv district (6.98%), followed 

Table 2. Characteristics of agriculture by districts
Таблица 2. Характеристики на земеделието по области

Districts Share of agricul-
ture in GVA (%)

Share of district 
and region in 
national agricul-
tural GVA (%)

GVA per
hectare (BGN)

Share of agricul-
ture in employ-
ment (%)

Share of district 
and region in 
national em-
ployment (%)

Kardjali 12.95 3.91 1522.43 42.96 4.45
Pazardzhik 7.89 4.37 1361.65 33.05 5.65
Plovdiv 3.39 6.98 873.86 20.00 10.36
Smolyan 8.41 2.22 1674.37 19.97 1.50
Haskovo 8.49 3.91 639.16 31.51 4.74
South Central region 5.87 21.4 1008.68 26.23 26.71
Blagoevgrad 8.57 6.00 1640.59 21.40 4.84
Kjustendil 8.05 2.10 815.07 19.66 1.46

Pernik 4.99 1.30 450.94 17.38 1.06

Sofia-district 4.59 3.88 664.22 21.09 3.05
South West region 1.2 15.02 933.73 20.57 10.41
Varna 2.49 4.27 796.93 12.14 3.91
Dobrich 13.85 5.21 524.99 40.73 5.10
Shumen 11.00 2.88 730.11 36.05 2.81
Targoviste 10.80 4.11 896.88 36.26 4.31
North Еast region 6.03 16.47 691.67 25.04 16.14

Source: Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Forestry, Agrostatistic; National statistical institute, 2018.
Източник: Министерство на земеделието, храните и горите, Агростатистика, Национален статистически 
институт, 2018 г.
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by Blagoevgrad (6.0%) and Dobrich (5.21%). Ar-
eas with a relative share in the national indica-
tor up to 4% (7 districts) predominate, followed 
by those with a relative share from 4% to 6% (4 
districts). 

Indicative for the differences in the produc-
tion directions of agriculture by districts is the 
indicator of gross value added per unit of utilized 
agricultural area. The differences in this indica-
tor range from BGN 1,674.37/hectare in Smolyan 
district to BGN 450.94/hectare in Pernik district. 
The formed values are over BGN 1000 in 4 dis-
tricts. In the other districts they range between 
BGN 500 and BGN 1000. 

The relative share of employment in agricul-
ture in the studied districts varies widely – from 
12.14% in Varna district to 42.96% in Kardzhali 
district and 40.73% in Dobrich district. The high-
est are the values of the relative shares of the em-
ployed in Plovdiv district (10.36%), Pazardzhik 
(5.65%) and Dobrich (5.10%). The lowest are the 
values of employment in the districts of Pernik 
(1.05%) and Smolyan (1.5%).

65.41% of the farms in the country operate in 
the studied districts (2016), incl. 66.40% of the 
holdings of natural persons, 49.79% of the sole 
traders, 47.98% of the cooperatives, 45.67% of 
the commercial companies and 45.35% of the 
civil associations and others.

The structure of the holdings by legal status 
shows significant differences between the dis-
tricts (Figure 1). The holdings of individuals are 
over 97% in both southern regions and 91.35% in 
the North East region. At the same time, 5.76% 
are commercial companies and 1.87% are sole 
traders against their significantly lower presence 
in the South Central region (respectively 1.65% 
and 0.56%) and in the South West region (1.96% 
and 0.61%). The smallest differences are in the 
cooperatives and associations.

Regional Analysis’

The importance of agriculture for rural areas 
is highly evaluated from the experts with an av-
erage score of 4.15 (Table 3). They consider ag-
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Fig. 1. Structure of agricultural holdings by legal status (2016) 
Фиг. 1. Структура на земеделските стопанства по юридически статут
Sources: Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Forestry, Agrostatistic.
Източник: Министерство на земеделието, храните и горите, Агростатистика.
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riculture is more a source of income than a jobs 
creator, respectively 3.61 and 3.49 points. In a 
comparative plan between two of the regions – 
South Central and North East there are no dif-
ferences in terms of the importance of agricul-
ture for income generation and employment, re-
spectively the evaluation for the whole regions 
are about 3.7 for income generation and 3.6 for 
the creation of job. With lower score is the South 
West region, respectively 3.3 for income genera-
tion and 3.2 for job creation. The highest score is 
given to the importance of agriculture for income 
generation and job creation in the districts of Do-
brich and Haskovo, and the lowest in Sofia - dis-
trict (2.57) and Kardjali (2.6). 

In contrast to the almost identical assessments 
of the importance of agriculture for employment 
and income, experts give different assessments 
for the positive impact of agriculture for the envi-
ronment in different districts. They rated the im-
portance in the South Central region with 3.88 
points, with 3.24 for the South West region and 

with 2.92 for the North East region. For different 
districts, the estimates range from 2.5 in Varna 
district to 5 in Smolyan district.

The respondents give average assessments of 
3.3 points for the statement that specialization of 
the farms is appropriate for the rural areas. They 
vary from 2.67 (Targoviste) to 4.16 (Dobrich).

The assessment of the statement that natural 
and climatic conditions create preconditions for 
the cultivation of crops and animals, from which 
higher incomes can be realized differ significant-
ly in different districts (Table 4). The score is from 
1 for Smolyan district to 4.3 for Blagoevgrad and 
Dobrich. Insufficient irrigation areas cause reduc-
tion in vegetable and fruit production is evaluated 
with a very high score (from 4.27 to 4.4 points) for 
all the three surveyed regions. This means that the 
availability of water resources and effective water 
management is very important condition for the 
areas specialized in vegetables and fruits. 

Labor shortages are a reason for limiting la-
bor-intensive industries is a statement, that re-

Table 3. Assessment of the importance of agriculture for rural areas
Таблица 3. Оценка на значението на земеделието за селските райони

Regions and districts
Agriculture
importance in rural 
areas provides income provides jobs positive impact on 

the environment
Pazardzhik 3.8 3.67 3.5 3.33
Plovdiv 4.6 4.0 3.58 3.28
Haskovo 4.6 4.36 4.33 4.0
Smolyan 4.0 4.0 3.83 5.0
Kardjali 3.0 2.6 2.66 4.0
South Central region 4.04 3.72 3.56 3.88
Blagoevgrad 4.5 3.7 4.0 3.5
Kjustendil 4.45 3.82 3.55 3.55

Pernik 3.8 2.8 2.8 3.0

Sofia-district 3.57 2.57 2.0 2.57
South West region 4.18 3.36 3.24 3.24
Dobrich 5 4.5 4.33 3.6
Shumen 4.33 4 4 3.33
Targoviste 4 3.25 3.75 2.75
Varna 3.75 3.25 2.7 2.5
North East region 4.27 3.74 3.67 2.92

Source: Own study.
Източник: Собствено изследване.
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ceive evaluation above average as for South Cen-
tral region the score is 4.16, for the South West 
– 3.78 and for the North East – 3.66. Only in 
Pernik, Targoviste and Haskovo the evaluation is 
less than 3. The statement that there are a grow-
ing number of farms that aim to produce better 
quality products, not just their quantity receives 
also score that is close to the average – 3. On dis-
trict level the score varies from 2.5 in Kardjali to 
3.33 in Plovdiv and Haskovo.

The results from the survey show that large 
specialized farms have the highest presence and 
importance in the districts of Dobrich and Hasko-
vo (100%), Targovishte (75%) and Plovdiv (57%). 
At the same time, the mixed farms are with the 
greatest importance in the districts of Smolyan 
(100%), Shumen (80%), Pazardzhik (80%), Hask-
ovo (66.7%) and Plovdiv (57%).

Over 50% of the experts consider that small 
farms predominate in the districts of Kardzhali 
(75%), Smolyan (66.7%), Pazardzhik (60%), So-
fia (57.1%) and Targovishte (50%).

The importance of small and medium enter-
prises in districts such as Blagoevgrad, Pernik, 
Kardzhali and Haskovo is at the highest degree 
and this is the opinion of all the respondents. 91% 
of the surveyed experts from Kyustendil district, 
66.7% in Smolyan district and 57.1% of those in 
Sofia district give similar assessment.

The statement that the farms aiming at provi-
sion of livelihood to the household has increased 
during the last 15 years receive different eval-
uation and they vary from 2 (Dobrich) to 4.33 
points (Kardjali). This statement is evaluated 
with a score of around 3.4 for South Central and 
South West region and with 2.86 for North East 

Table 4. Assessment of the impact of the factors that determinate the farm specialization on district level
Таблица 4. Оценка на вличнието на фактори, които определят специализацията на стопанството

Regions
Specialization 
of the farms is 
appropriate for 
the rural area

Natural and 
climatic condi-
tions, etc. create 
preconditions 
for the cultiva-
tion of crops and 
animals, from 
which higher 
incomes can be 
realized

Insufficient 
irrigation areas 
cause decrease 
in vegetable and 
fruit production 

Labor short-
ages are a reason 
for limiting 
labor-intensive 
industries

There are a 
growing num-
ber of farms 
that aim to 
produce better 
quality prod-
ucts, not just 
their quantity

Pazardzhik 3.5 3.8 3.82 4.16 2.8
Plovdiv 3.33 4.16 4.28 4.58 3.33
Haskovo 3 3.33 4 3 3.33
Smolyan 3 1.0 5 5 3.0
Kardjali 2.33 2.25 5 4.33 2.5
South Central 3.02 2.9 4.4 4.16 2.99
Blagoevgrad 3.8 4.3 4.75 4.22 3.7
Kjustendil 2.54 3.63 4.54 3.9 2.7
Pernik 3.2 3.25 3.33 2.5 3.4
Sofia-district 3.29 3.42 4.47 4.51 3.28
South West region 3.2 3.65 4.27 3.78 3.27
Dobrich 4.16 4.33 4.33 4.16 3.0
Shumen 3.57 3.6 4.3 4.2 2.6
Targoviste 2.67 2 4.5 2.5 2.67
Varna 2.87 3.37 4 3.8 2.67
North East region 3.32 3.33 4.28 3.66 2.74

Source: Own study.
Източник: Собствено изследване.
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region (Table 5). The score for the statement that 
the number of holdings making direct sales has in-
creased receives from 3.09 to 3.7. Organic farms 
are growing receive score around 3 for all the three 
surveyed regions. Farms that apply agrienviron-
mental practices are growing is a statement that re-
ceive also score 3 for South Central and South West 
region and the score is less for the North East re-
gion – 2.29. The evaluation of the statement that the 
holdings that diversify their activities with tourist 
activities is growing vary from 1.33 (Kardjali, Tar-
goviste) to 4 (Smolyan). 

Conclusion

In recent years, under the impact of the Com-
mon Agricultural Policy occurs changes in ag-
riculture such as the production of high-quality 
products, new short circuits involving produc-
ers and consumers, organic farming, nature and 

landscape management by farmers, agritourism 
and others. These changes are also observed in 
Bulgarian agriculture, but they happen slower 
than in the other countries and with a different 
significance. The conducted survey among ex-
perts gives grounds for the following important 
conclusions:

Evaluation of the importance and impact of •	
agriculture on rural areas are higher in areas with 
favorable conditions, especially in cases where 
the relative share of gross value added from agri-
culture is above the national average.

In some of the districts in the southern re-•	
gions of the country and near the larger urban 
centers the development of organic farming, di-
rect sales and diversification of agricultural activ-
ities are carried out faster. There are serious diffi-
culties in the transition to the production of high 
quality products and in organizing producers to 
register and protect their products.

Table 5. Assessment of the changes in the development of agriculture during the last 15 years
Таблица 5. Оценка на промените при развитие на земеделието през последните 15 години

Regions

The farms aim-
ing at providing 
livelihood to the 
house-hold has 
increased

The number of 
holdings making 
direct sales has 
increased

Organic farms 
are growing

Farms that apply 
agri-environ-
mental practices 
are growing

The holdings 
that diversify 
their activities 
with tourist 
activities is 
growing

Pazardzhik 3 2.8 3.4 3 2.6
Plovdiv 3.25 4.2 3.16 3 2.33
Haskovo 3.0 3.33 3.67 3.33 3
Smolyan 4.0 5 1 2.16 4
Kardjali 4.33 3.25 2.25 2.5 1.3
South Central region 3.51 3.72 3 3.69 3.5
Blagoevgrad 3.57 4 3.4 3 3
Kjustendil 3.45 3.67 2.7 2.67 2.27
Pernik 3.8 3.25 3.3 1.67 1.67
Sofia-district 2.83 3.29 3 2.85 2.85
South West region 3.41 3.55 3.1 3 3
Dobrich 2 2.75 2.5 2.8 2.8
Shumen 3.37 2.75 3.5 2.3 2.3
Targoviste 3.5 3.5 3 1.33 1.33
Varna 2.56 3.14 3.37 2.75 2.75
North East region 2.86 3.09 3.09 2.29 2.29

Source: Own study.
Източник: Собствено проучване.
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The assessments of the production special-•	
ization of the agricultural holdings and of the op-
portunities in the similar regions to develop pro-
ductions with higher value added, give grounds 
for development in the direction of better use the 
potential of the rural areas. For this is necessary 
to intensify the policy in the direction of stim-
ulating investments and employment in agricul-
ture and restoration and construction of new hy-
dromeliorative facilities. 

The importance of agriculture for rural ar-•	
eas is significant. Agriculture is more a source 
of income than a job creator. The analysis shows 
that there are no significant differences in the as-
sessments for the importance of agriculture for 
income generation and job creation between dif-
ferent districts, but assessment of the positive im-
pact of agriculture for the environment in differ-
ent districts differ significantly.

The development of agriculture in the North •	
East region and the structure with significant 
participation of companies, sole traders and co-
operatives (mostly with the similar type of spe-
cialization) implies and requires directing efforts 
for establishment of network producer’s organi-
zations in order to create additional competitive 
advantages.

The development of agriculture in both •	
southern regions and the large predominance of 
family farms in them imply policies to improve 
market infrastructure, irrigation systems and cre-
ation of farmer‘s organizations.
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