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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Diversification  of  the  farm  income  base  represents  a  cornerstone  of  the  European  model  of  multifunctional
agriculture  (MFA)  and  rural  development  (RD)  alongside  the  objectives  of  enhancing  competitiveness  and
the  sustainability  of  agriculture.  A  knowledge  gap  exists  as  to  how  farmers’  decisions  to engage  in non-
agricultural  activities,  or to continue  farming  at all,  is  affected  by landscape  characteristics  and  the  farm’s
location  in  the  urban–rural  system.  This paper  presents  the  results  of  research  concerning  the  impact  of
spatial  factors  on  diversification  activities  and  farm  abandonment.  Based  on  a survey  conducted  among
147 farms  in  a case  study  area  in  Eastern  Germany,  spatially  explicit  data  on  farmers’  diversification
activities  and  exit  strategies  were  analysed  using  two  spatial  typologies  that  classify  rural  attractiveness
and farm  location  on  an urban–rural  gradient.  Results  show  that  while  rural  attractiveness  positively
affects  the  farmers’  decision-making  to  diversify  activities,  the  degree  of  urbanisation  encourages  farm
holders  to  continue  farming  activity,  i.e.,  the  proximity  and  accessibility  to urban  consumer  markets.
Diversification  rather  seems  to  be  associated  with  rurality  and touristic  development  and  not  so  much
with  the  proximity  to  urban  consumer  markets.

© 2012 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Farm adaptation, diversification and abandonment

Diversification is a strategy of farm adaptation which goes back
to the 1960s, but is gaining increasing importance in the Euro-
pean multifunctional agricultural model of today (Wilson, 2007).
When speaking about the diversification of farms, we generally
understand this to be the extension of on-farm business activi-
ties into other sectors to enhance the continuation of agricultural
activity, to broaden the income base, and to enable steady farm
development. In the following, we will use the term ‘diversifica-
tion’ when referring to income-generating activities carried out
alongside agricultural production. From a farm-household perspec-
tive, farm diversification refers to activities on or off the farm. It
either encompasses by-product activities of the agricultural pro-
duction, such as maize labyrinths, or access to new markets within
or outside the agricultural sector like tourism and direct marketing
(Evans and Ilbery, 1993; Ilbery, 1992; Piorr et al., 2007). Combined
approaches and effects frequently occur. Jongeneel et al. (2008) dis-
cuss diversification as a strategy which combines the comparative
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advantages of new activities on their respective markets with the
impacts of multifunctionality. The positive contribution of diversi-
fication (addressed as pluriactivity) to multifunctionality is widely
acknowledged, e.g. by Bergmann et al. (2007) and Wilson (2007).

Diversification has always been an economic adaptation strat-
egy in periods of farm business crisis and income squeeze. The need
to generate additional income represents the main motivation for
the introduction of farm diversification (Maye et al., 2009; Pfeifer
et al., 2009; Meert et al., 2005; Daskalopoulou and Petrou, 2002).
Particularly for small and marginal farm holdings, engagement in
farm accommodation and tourism, for example, is recognised as
a survival strategy (Maye et al., 2009; Rickard, 2004; Meert et al.,
2005). Sociologically, farm diversification is rooted in the family-
run farm business, often providing additional income resources for
women  and other family labour force in off-peak seasons (Gasson
and Winter, 2002; Garcia-Ramon et al., 1995).

Farm abandonment represents a likely alternative if adaptation
strategies, such as diversification along with modernisation and the
re-grounding of farm businesses, fail due to financial pressure. From
a farm-household point of view, farm abandonment can be seen as
an extreme form of transition: the pursuit of income alternatives
which are not related to agricultural activities at all. Abandon-
ment processes are linked to a complex set of physical, social and
economic drivers. Research on farm abandonment often focuses
on a decline of farming in marginal and less favoured rural areas,
such as mountainous regions, and is driven by physical factors such
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as soil quality, degradation and climate conditions as well as low
yields due to production methods (MacDonald et al., 2000). Further
key drivers include increasing competition and market exposure
combined with a trend towards specialisation and economies of
scale (Keenleyside and Tucker, 2010). Other research emphasises
the role of personal, intrinsic motivational and social values that
lead to farm abandonment, especially in regard to farm succes-
sion (Sutter, 2004; Antrop, 2005). Abandonment and the decline
of traditional, small-scale farming systems are also linked to a
broader, non-reversible process of socio-economic transformation
that shifts employment into other economic sectors like commerce
and services. These processes are generally attributed to urban eco-
nomic contexts (Marini et al., 2011). Measures of the European
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), such as Less Favoured Area (LFA)
and agri-environmental measures that support marginal farming
areas and the provision of public goods (Keenleyside and Tucker,
2010), have been attributed to mitigating farm abandonment.

The role of the spatial context for rural development

Besides individual farm structures and household characteris-
tics, there is increasing acknowledgement that the spatial context
of the farm’s location accounts for substantial influence on farm-
ers’ strategic behaviour. Personal preferences and attitudes of the
farm holder, as well as socio-economic factors such as household
composition, age, educational level and social capital all deter-
mine how and if individual farm activities are adapted (Meert
et al., 2005; Dalgaard et al., 2007; Jongeneel et al., 2008). On the
other hand, it has been argued that the geographical location has
a strong influence on decision-making in terms of diversification.
In this context, location is approached as a set of spatial charac-
teristics that shape the landscape in which a farm is situated. In
general, two types of site-specific characteristic sets have been dis-
cussed in the context of diversification: firstly, the attractiveness
of a landscape and presence of natural amenities in a landscape
(Pfeifer et al., 2009), and secondly, the impact of urban areas as con-
centrations of consumers with direct marketing options (Zasada,
2011; Ilbery, 1991). Landscape attractiveness has been comprehen-
sively acknowledged as another external driver of diversification.
The image of the landscape in Central Europe is shaped by its bio-
physical characteristics as much as by the type and extent of human
activity; cultural landscapes in rural areas are largely formed by the
type and extent of agricultural activities. Regional policy-makers
increasingly recognise that these characteristics can be assets con-
tributing to sustainable development: “Regions develop strategies
around less mobile and less tangible assets” (Bryden and Hart,
2004). Making landscape functions spatially explicit adds an impor-
tant component to research conducted in the field of landscape
goods and services quantification, and provides policy makers with
valuable information on regional qualities in terms of landscape
functionality (Willemen et al., 2008).

Furthermore, it has been observed that the proximity of the
farm’s location to urban consumer markets is highly relevant
to diversification. Regional production and its direct marketing
increases turnover and reduces the vulnerability to macro-
economic changes (Ilbery, 1991; Edmond and Crabtree, 1994;
Meert et al., 2005; Knickel and Hof, 2002). The urban demand for
rural goods and services provided by agriculture, such as fresh qual-
ity food or tourist services, represents an important opportunity
for farmers near urban areas (Buciega et al., 2009). Farm-gate pur-
chasing, box delivery systems or other direct marketing schemes
are more often evident within peri-urban areas (Aubry et al., 2008).
Therefore, short food-supply chains and the integration of primary
producers into local markets becomes a political priority, in that
these developments make important contributions to a sustainable
mode of food supply that is less transportation-intensive, while

enhancing the resilience of cities and urban areas by increasing
local food security (COM, 2011).

Rural development policy and diversification

European rural development policy relies on strong farms that
are competitive to ensure high-quality, resource-efficient food pro-
duction through innovation and restructuring. Robust farms also
contribute to natural resource management, stabilise rural areas
through capacity-building, improve local conditions, and inten-
sify rural–urban relationships (COM, 2010). Policy support of farm
diversification as an important strategy for balanced territorial
development dates back to the 1990s. In the current CAP program-
ming period, farm diversification received increased recognition
after reshaping measures like ‘diversification into non-agricultural
activities’ and ‘encouragement of tourism activities’ were intro-
duced. However, when evaluating Rural Development Programmes
(RDP) in Europe from 2000 to 2006, and comparing the indicative
budgets for the planning period 2007–2013, Dwyer et al. (2008)
found a relative decrease in expenditure for supporting diversifica-
tion in favour of more general rural development measures like
business establishment and village renewal. In this context, the
question is raised as to whether RDP support is able to address
new target groups of farms or locations that are not implicitly in
line with the “traditional” diversifiers. It was shown that while
diversification can be a strategy for small farms to broaden their
income base, some EU regions with a high diversification rate (more
than 40% of all farms) are characterised by a comparatively large
farm structure. These areas show a high variation in terms of GDP
averages, agricultural productivity and, particularly, the intensity
of tourism-related activities (Dwyer et al., 2008).

There is a lack of empirical data at regional level in relation to
farmers’ decisions regarding the adoption of diversification activi-
ties affected by CAP changes. There is particularly limited evidence
for the role of natural amenities and the urban–rural interface
being influencing determinants for the implementation of diver-
sification measures. This paper aims to bridge this knowledge gap
by combining new data gained from an empirical survey of farms
receiving CAP payments with geospatial analysis, making use of
spatial typologies for the aforementioned location factors. The pur-
pose of this analysis is to gain insights into the decision-making
of farmers affected by changing CAP schemes, as well as into the
uptake of diversification activities which depend on spatial charac-
teristics (including rural attractiveness and the degree of urbanity).
It is assumed that beyond a farm’s structural and household income
characteristics, farmers’ decisions about diversification (where the
focus of the diversification activities implied is on direct marketing
and investment into tourism and leisure activities in the German
region of North-East Brandenburg) and farm abandonment are
related to spatial settings. Therefore, this paper focuses on two
research questions:

1. How far is the intention of farm holders to establish or expand
diversification activities related to the attractiveness of the land-
scape for visitors?

2. How is the intention of farmers to abandon their business under
stable conditions and under conditions where CAP is being
phased out linked to the farm’s location on a rural–urban scale?

This parallel approach has been chosen because, when compar-
ing different areas within a region, we assume that diversification
into consumer-oriented activities is largely based on the occurrence
of natural amenities, while farm abandonment is influenced by the
prevalence of employment alternatives outside agriculture which
are more strongly linked to urban markets.
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