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Abstract 

 

Aim of the research is to uncover and present the operational features and possibilities of the 

Southern Great Plain region’s agriculture. Regarding to this in my lecture I will analyse the 

changes of the agricultural labour force from 1990’s till present. In 1980 20 % of employees, 

in 2012 only 5,2 % worked in agriculture. Before the change of the regime, the large-scale 

farms used to have significant employment potential, but nowadays they have changed or 

eliminated , so a significant part of previous workers have become unemployed, inactive, or 

they are looking for working places in other sectors of the economy. In many cases the former 

workers are still related to the sector in form of a part-time job, thus the analysis of their 

agricultural activities is an important part of the research as well. In the study I present the 

changes of the agricultural labour force in this region based on statistical databases and 

revealed data from a questionnaire survey. 
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Introduction 

 

The analysed area is located in the periphery of the country, it belongs to the least developed 

regions of the European Union, so its purpose is to move forward and increase the 

competitiveness and employment by taking into consideration the living conditions of the 

population. The Southern Great Plain region is basically a rural region. Out of the Hungarian 

regions this is the region where the share of agriculture in the GDP is the highest and the agricultural 

employment rate is the highest as well. 
The employment and unemployment are important economic indicators, roots of which are in 

the basic economic assumptions that the production is determined by three factors: capital, 

labour and natural facilities. For this reason, the indicators are carrying important information 

about the economic system. It is important to examine in particular the composition of 

employment in the agrarian sector, because in spite of the decreasing share of agriculture, it 

will be a dynamic factor in the growth of national income as other sectors. [Schultz 1983]. 

Aim of the study is to uncover the problems and possibilities of the change of the agricultural 

labour in the region after the change of the regime, compared to the region’s settlement, 

population density and education of the population. Regarding to this in my lecture I will 

analyse the changes of the agricultural labour force from 1990’s till present. I am looking for 

the answer for which economic and social factors had the greatest impact on the production of 

the small-scale farmers after the transformation or elimination of the purchasers after the 

change of the regime and what market opportunities are remained or formed. A questionnaire 

survey is also part of the research, in which participants are small-scale farmers from the 

Southern Great Plain Region, who are directly experiencing the changes and their effects. 

In the study I present the changes of the agricultural labour force in this region based on 

statistical databases and revealed data from a questionnaire survey. The importance of the 
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research is emphasized by the fact that the Southern Great Plain possesses good conditions 

regarding agricultural production factors and the agriculture and the related industries are 

playing also a great part in economic and social life of the region nowadays, so this region is 

important areas from the point of view of agricultural labour force analyse. 

Facilities of the Southern Great Plain region 

The Southern Great Plain region has few, but large settlements, from 254 settlements 53 are 

towns. There are not clearly established centres apart from the county seats and some big 

cities, the sub-region centres with low population have only a town status. These towns often 

have no urban functions, with the exception of administrative tasks. In addition homesteads 

have a significant impact in the Great Plain being integral part of the settlements, thus they 

cannot be developed separately from them. 

The inter-relationships of the settlements have been transformed in the region after the change 

of the regime. The relationship between the towns and the surrounding settlements became 

more important in the development of the regional processes. The Southern Great Plain region 

has a rare settlement network, but a thick urban one. The urban network with catchment area 

cannot be clearly identified, because there are no significant differences between the 

settlements. [Csatári, 2004.] 

Figure 1: The urban network of the region (2013) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Own editing, based on KSH data 

However, the central role of the cities is not only influenced by the spatial structure, but it has 

a significant impact on the employment. The labour migration is directed from the rural, 

mostly agricultural areas to urban regions, which have significant effects on the number of 

agricultural employment in the villages. In the case of county seats and major cities it can be 

observed that they distract the workers from the neighbouring villages majority of the 

population is commuting, so they do not participate in the local production. The population 

density also significantly affects the land use. The importance of land management is bigger 
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in the more densely populated areas. While in the lower population density areas the extensive 

nature utilization dominates, in these areas significant regional differences may occur due to 

the potential concentration of the population and the economy. [Korompai, 2013.] 

The Southern Great Plain region has a low population density next to its dense settlement 

network. The population density was lower than the national average in case of both analysed 

years. In 2001 the national average was 109.6 km2, which approached mostly the population 

density of Csongrád, but this was lower than the county average, too. In 2011 the average 

population density was 107.3 people per km
2
 in Hungary, which also did not achieve any 

analysed county. The largest decrease was in Békés County in the analysed 10 years. 

Table 1: The area, total population and population density of the regions (2001-2011) 

 

Source: Own editing and calculations, based on KSH data 

It can be concluded from the low – the less than national average – population density of the 

analysed region that the sectors which space requirements for the productivity is higher play a 

major role in the area. The agriculture may have a higher economic potential in the areas with 

low population density if the natural conditions are given, too. 

Table 2: Rate of the educational attainment of the population in the regions (1990-2011) 

 

Source: Own editing, based on census data 

Beside the spatial characteristics the qualification of the population and labour force plays an 

essential role from the point of view of the working capacity and work efficiency. The 

qualification of the population in the analysed region was under the national average. If the 

counties were examined separately, Csongrád County is keeping the national level. However, 
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Bács-Kiskun 8445,15 547954 64,88 8444,83 524841 62,15

Békés 5631,05 401919 71,38 5629,72 361802 64,27

Csongrád 4262,68 430514 101,00 4262,71 421827 98,96
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Bács-Kiskun 1,5% 73,2% 21,6% 7,0% 0,8% 85,8% 28,9% 9,0% 0,6% 93,5% 38,9% 13,6%

Békés 1,1% 72,6% 23,4% 6,6% 0,6% 85,4% 30,1% 8,1% 0,6% 93,6% 40,6% 12,9%

Csongrád 1,0% 77,6% 28,6% 9,4% 0,4% 89,4% 38,6% 12,5% 0,5% 95,6% 49,9% 18,7%
Southern 
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average

1,2% 74,5% 24,5% 7,7% 0,6% 86,9% 32,5% 9,9% 0,6% 94,2% 43,1% 15,1%

Hungary 1,2% 78,1% 29,2% 10,1% 0,7% 88,8% 38,2% 12,6% 0,6% 95,1% 49,0% 19,0%
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the country-specific changes can be observed in the case of region and counties. Compared to 

the 1990’s level more than 90% of the population completed primary school. The rate of the 

people with a college or university degree is the highest in Csongrád County, but still this rate 

is under the national average, and the lowest is in Békés County. The greatest improvement 

occurred in case of the university and college degree. 

The foregoing data also shows that the region is basically a rural area, with low population 

density and population with lower educational qualification than the national average. Based 

on the region's settlement network and the population density of the sub-regions there are only 

two urban sub-regions, the other 23 sub-regions are rural areas out of which there are ten 

which do not have urban centre. 

Figure 2: Rural character of the sub-regions in the Southern Great Plain 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Own editing, based on Regional Development Operational Programme of the 

Southern Great Plain 

Changing the number of the agricultural employments in the analysed region after the 

change of the regime 

In Hungary and also in the analysed region the agriculture played a major role in employment 

for a long time. In 1990 15,5 % of employees worked in agriculture in Hungary, but in the 

Southern Great Plain region this rate was higher. Nowadays the share of agricultural 

employment is decreasing: 9,87 % is its rate in the Southern Great Plain region, which is 

higher compared to national average and the other counties’ share. 
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Table 3: Rate of the employments according to sector of the national economy (2011-2011) 

 

Source: Own editing, based on KSH and census data 

The change of the regime has left a track in agricultural production and employment, which 

came from the transformation of the producer organizations and the lost markets. The 

production capacities are mostly maintained, but the devices of the large-scale production 

could not infuse their original function by moving to the new owners. In addition, a serious 

problem was the loss of eastern markets, which have significantly decreased the domestic 

agricultural export opportunities. [Székely, 2012.] 

Before the change of the regime, the large-scale farms (state farms and cooperatives) used to 

have significant employment potential, but nowadays they have changed or eliminated due to 

the privatization processes, so a significant part of previous workers have become 

unemployed, inactive or they are looking for working places in other sectors of the economy. 

The real losers of the agricultural structural change were the previous workers with low 

educational qualification, because most of them did not have appropriate knowledge and skills 

to find a job in industrial or service sector. [Nagy, 2004.] 

After 1990 a structural transformation occurred. The small industrialist and retailers who 

became self-employed by the evolved difficult situation became completely vulnerable. For 

the peasants separated from the cooperatives posed a serious threat to perform the supplier-

seller tasks in the new market conditions, because there was no protection against the 

purchaser, mostly foreign interested companies. [Fekete, 2009] The new operators were less 

competitive alone; they had few resources and were less fluent. Most of the agricultural 

producers have a slight market share which does not allow the wide range of applications of 

the self product development, the price influence and the sales promotions. [Lehota – 

Tomcsányi, 1994.] 

The agricultural stakeholders were transformed, formed similar to the country trend in the 

analysed region. In the past few years, the number of individual entrepreneurs has started to 

rise. This was partly due to the separation from the cooperatives and on the other hand 

because of the change of the law regulations. Most of the individual entrepreneurs were 

previously employed in cooperatives, therefore the decrease in the number of main workers 

does not give an accurate picture of the social role of the agricultural sector. In addition, the 

loss of agricultural jobs did not necessarily mean the termination of their relationship with the 

sector. In many cases the former workers are still related to the sector in form of part-time 

jobs. The fact should be taken into consideration that the family members do not always show 

up in the statistics regarding the individual and family holdings. [Székely, 2012.] 

1990 2001 2011 1990 2001 2011 1990 2001 2011 1990 2001 2011

Agriculture 26,5% 12,5% 9,9% 19,8% 8,3% 7,8% 16,5% 5,7% 5,7% 14,7% 5,2% 4,2%

Industry 33,6% 31,6% 29,9% 35,9% 32,7% 31,7% 39,0% 40,9% 39,6% 44,6% 43,3% 42,6%

Service 39,9% 55,9% 60,2% 44,3% 59,1% 60,5% 44,5% 53,4% 54,7% 40,7% 51,5% 53,2%

1990 2001 2011 1990 2001 2011 1990 2001 2011 1990 2001 2011

Agriculture 13,6% 4,2% 4,4% 21,8% 7,8% 7,4% 6,8% 1,5% 1,2% 15,5% 5,5% 4,9%

Industry 45,0% 37,3% 36,3% 35,4% 32,4% 30,6% 35,7% 25,2% 22,1% 37,9% 32,9% 30,8%

Service 41,4% 58,2% 59,3% 42,8% 59,8% 62,0% 57,5% 73,3% 76,7% 46,7% 61,7% 64,4%

Northern Great Plain Northern Hungary Central Hungary Hungary

Southern Great Plain Southern Transdanubia Western Transdanubia Central Transdanubia



In the analysed region the number of agricultural workers decreased substantially according to 

national trends. In 1992 more than 50 thousand people, in 2011 only 20 thousand people 

worked in agriculture in Bács-Kiskun County. The largest decrease was in this county based 

on the nominal data, however, here is still the highest the number of the agricultural workers. 

The less problem occurred in Csongrád County after the change of the regime, while in Békés 

County by the year 2000 the number of employed decreased by half. However, in the 2000’s 

the agricultural employment also in Csongrád County decreased drastically. 

Figure 3: The number of the agricultural employees in the region (1992-2011) 

 

Source: Own editing, based on TEIR data 

The share of the agricultural employees in the working-age population was also significantly 

reduced in the analysed period. In the Millennium their proportion was 7,9 % in the Southern 

Great Plain region, while after eleven years it was only 5,19 %. Significant changes can be 

observed in the region. While in the millennium Csongrád had the highest share of the 

agricultural employment in the working-age population (8.71 %), in 2011 the county already 

had the smallest share (4.38 %). 

Table 4: The number of the agricultural employment according to age group, their share of the 

working age population (1992-2011) 

 

Source: Own editing, based on KSH yearbooks and TEIR data 

In the region, the decrease of the number of agricultural employees follows the trends in 

Hungary and even in Europe, but this region is the highest proportion in Hungary. In other 

words, despite the downward trend, the sector plays an important role in employment in this 

region. Therefore, the agricultural labour force can pose a significant economic potential for 

the future of the region. 
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In addition to the change of the number of employees it is also important to analyse the wage 

of the workers in this sector. The average of the gross wage of the employment in agricultural 

enterprises which employed more than 20 people is less than the average of the gross wage in 

Hungary (in 1992 was 267 528 Ft, in 2010 was 2 430 300 Ft). Compared to other sectors it 

shows a less favourable picture. For example, in processing industry the income wage was 2 

484 048 Ft in 2010, while the agricultural wage was 1 726 332 Ft. If the counties are 

separately examined, both women’s and men’s gross average wage was in Csongrád County 

the highest in 1992; in 2010 Békés County would be the first place in this respect. In the 

average wage of women a greater growth has occurred in the analysed 18 years than in the 

average wage of men. 

Table 5: Gross earnings average of the counties (1992-2010, 1000 Ft) 

 

Source: Own editing, based on KSH yearbooks and TEIR data 

Wage differences between the agricultural and other sectors may partly explain the move 

away from agriculture. The extent of the wage greatly influenced the employment of the 

sector and the region. The basis of migration is often the possibility of higher wages and 

better living opportunities. Therefore, maintenance and increasing the role of agriculture in 

employment is indispensable condition for salary increase. 

Analyses of the position of the small-scale farmers - selection of target area 

A decrease in the number of main workers in agriculture shown by the statistical data does not 

give an accurate picture of the social role of the agricultural sector. On the one hand some of 

the previous workers became individual entrepreneurs in the last few years so they are 

removed from the statistics, on the other hand more people moved away from the sector 

looking for working places in other sectors of the economy, but in many cases the former 

workers are still related to the sector in form of part-time jobs. Therefore, it was necessary to 

use primary research method to reveal the characteristics of the agricultural labour force. Thus 

for getting a precise picture missing from the labour basis but important for the sector a 

questionnaire survey was carried out. 

The region is large, consequently, it would have been difficult to completely cover it in the 

survey, so the field is narrowed to a sub-region. To ensure that the analyses of the position of 

the agricultural small-scale farmers in the selected sub-region could be interpreted to other 

rural regions in Hungary as well, it is important to analyse such area which is essentially rural, 

with high agricultural proportion and there is no specific potential focusing on specific 

problems not appearing in case of others (for example special raw material inventory, positive 

agglomeration location, disadvantaged position, etc.). 

The sub-region of Kalocsa is selected for the subject of further studies. It was an important 

aspect that the sub-region belongs to the rural sub-region due to the previous classification. 

Table 6 shows the characteristics of these sub-regions, apart from those which belong to the 

most disadvantaged sub-regions in Hungary. The most disadvantaged sub-regions were not 

examined, because there are specific problems which would distort the results. 

woman men woman men

Bács-Kiskun 153,83 Ft 185,16 Ft 1 600,48 Ft 1 843,50 Ft

Békés 145,52 Ft 192,70 Ft 1 692,63 Ft 1 884,35 Ft

Csongrád 158,38 Ft 199,81 Ft 1 548,45 Ft 1 769,42 Ft

1992 2010



Six from the remaining thirteen sub-regions are in Bács- Kiskun County, after the selection 

the choice was limited to this county. The choice of the county was also confirmed by the fact 

that out of the region’s counties the highest share of agriculture from the GDP and the 

agricultural employment rate is the highest in this county. From the rural sub-regions which 

do not belong to the most disadvantaged sub-regions, the sub-region of Kalocsa has the most 

settlements, and only there are also towns, large villages and small villages in Bács-Kiskun 

County. Based on this the sub-region Kalocsa shows several opportunities for special 

diversification of the questionnaire survey. 

Table 6: Characteristics of rural sub-regions in the Southern Great Plain (2011) 

 

Source: Own editing, based on KSH and TEIR data 

Figure 4: Number of the small-scale farmers in the Southern Great Plain (2011) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Own editing, based on TEIR data 
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Bács-Kiskun

Bácsalmási 8 1 0 16148 4 946 38109 65 0,40% 2432 19

Jánoshalmai 4 2 0 15991 5 022 39910 103 0,64% 2296 41

Kalocsai 20 3 2 50847 18 714 102929 225 0,44% 4546 102

Kiskőrösi 15 4 0 55115 21 336 113033 249 0,45% 9121 96

Kiskunmajsai 6 1 0 19206 7 115 48513 213 1,11% 3888 28

Kunszentmiklósi 10 3 0 30087 11 258 80279 162 0,54% 3114 32

Békés

Mezőkovácsházai 18 4 2 40608 12 783 88149 496 1,22% 6862 67

Sarkadi 11 1 0 23228 6 585 57097 124 0,53% 3323 42

Szarvasi 8 2 3 42909 16 437 82157 250 0,58% 5020 96

Szeghalomi 9 5 0 39366 14 690 100973 116 0,29% 4381 51

Csongrád

Csongrádi 4 1 0 22697 8 267 33924 82 0,36% 2989 27

Kisteleki 6 1 0 18429 6 836 41020 85 0,46% 3332 23

Mórahalomi 9 1 0 25377 9 651 53482 147 0,58% 6529 18



The sub-region Kalocsa is on the second place in population and the size of the area; in the 

number of settlements, the number of agricultural enterprises it is on the first place out of the 

selected sub-regions. Regarding the number of small-scale farmers it is on an average level 

compared to other sub-regions in the region. (Figure 4) 

Based on these factors and on the basis of personal ties the sub-region Kalocsa became the 

target area of the survey. In my opinion due to the agricultural potential and the economic 

structure of the area it was appropriate to carry out the survey. Its results are presented in the 

next section. 

Analyses of the situation of the small-scale farmers in the Southern Great Plain 

In the structure of the questionnaire it was important to get more accurate picture of regional 

specificity of the sector due to the information from the activity of the agricultural small-scale 

farmers which are important for the agricultural activity and which are rarely in statistical 

surveys. 

The questionnaire was made up of three parts; the first five questions are about the 

respondent’s data, the part two deals with the agricultural activity, which would explore the 

respondent’s relationship with the agriculture. The third group of questions assessed the 

production and sales opportunities nowadays and 15-20 years ago. 51 small-scale farmers 

filled the questionnaire in paper and electronic form in 6 different settlements. 

Figure 5: The age and educational qualification of the respondents 

 

Source: Own editing, based on questionnaire survey data 

Based on the age and qualification the respondents highly differ. Based on the age-

distribution of respondents more than 70% are over than 50 years old, which is consistent 

with the assumption that the small-scale farmers are mainly in their older ages, being in 

previously close relationship with the sector. (Figure 5/a) Based on the educational attainment 

more than 70% of the respondents have secondary qualification and more than 17% of the 

respondents have college degree (Figure 5/b.). Two-thirds of the respondents have been 

dealing with agriculture for more than 15 years due to the age distribution of the respondents. 

Among the answerers only 31 replied to the question having a primary or secondary relation 

with the agricultural sector. Six are related to the agricultural sector in form of full-time job, 

25 in form of part-time job out of these. Most of the part-time workers are retired. In addition, 

public officials, business professionals and other professionals were in the sample. It can be 
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college / university  
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clearly seen in Figure 6 that the small-scale farmers do not work in the same economic sector, 

so their information and expectations about the future of the sector may be different. 

Figure 6: The occupation of the respondents 

 

Source: Own editing, based on questionnaire survey data 

The last questions of the second part was regarding the use of the support system. 18 small-

scale farmers have used at least one type of support, 16 of these avail oneself of Single Area 

Payment Scheme – SAPS. They knew or have used a few about the relatively broad support 

spectrum. Partly this may be due to that in part-time job the understanding and evaluation of 

the support scheme is not primary. On the other hand the information about the support 

opportunities do not at all or only partly reach the small-scale farmers. 

The third part of the questions focused on information about the production and sales, 

especially on the small-scale farmers’ aspects of the changes of the agriculture in the last 15-

20 years. Respondents related to the sector for less than 15 years could provide information 

about the current habit and opportunities of the production and sales, while the small-scale 

farmers who are related to the sector longer could provide information about the previous and 

the current production and sales at the same time. 

The survey investigated four areas in connection with the production: kitchen garden, crop 

production, livestock breeding and special local products. There has not occur a significant 

change regarding kitchen garden. In case of the crop production it can be observed that most 

of the respondents produce more types of crop than previously, but in less quantities. Thus 

some kind of diversification can be obsereved. The most important varieties of plants: wheat 

and corn, as well as sunflower, that has a greater importance compared to the previous period 

which can be connected to the built of the sunflower oil factory in Foktő. By livestock 

breeding a significant decrease can be observed. The small farmers, who dealt with animal 

husbandry earlier are not terminated the activities but a significant decrease occurred. In the 

case of special local products the red pepper (paprika) is emerging, which has had a decisive 

importance in the region for a long time. 
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Based on the answers in case of sales it is outstanding that the role of the local and big market 

sales decreased, the wholesale sales  emerged. Only one small-scale farmer of the respondents 

is producing for export as well (to Italy). Between the wholesale sales and production there is 

a close relationship. Producers who produce in larger quantity sell their products primaly with 

help of the wholesale chains, while the smaller producers sell their products in the local 

markets. 

The questionnaires provided useful information, but raised several new questions. Due to the 

survey we can get an accurate picture about the situation and characteristics of the agriculture 

in this region. 

 

Discussion 

 

After the change of the regime the importance of the agriculture decreased in the Hungarian 

economy, thus the level of the employment became lower than previously. This was not only 

due to the change of the regime but also the following legal and social changes played an 

important role in this process. The change and elimination of the cooperatives has made 

difficult to perform agricultural activity, which shows not only in decrease of the productivity, 

the increase of the prices, but also in the significant increase of the agricultural 

unemployment. The statistical data do not provide a complete picture about the sector, in rural 

areas the self-productivity is significant and the self-sufficiency as well. 

In the analysed region between an inverse relationship can be observed between the 

agricultural employment and the population density that can be explained by the significant 

needs of area of the agricultural productivity and the development of the deficient 

agglomeration zones. 

The highest average gross income was in Csongrád in 1990’s while today in Békés County. 

The analysis of these data can be particularly important because the additional statistics do not 

prove the changes in the counties. It can be worth for further analysis what kinds of 

companies are founded there and what other reasons exist regarding the change of the gross 

wage. However, the wage growth is lower than in other sectors, which contribute greatly to a 

decrease of the sector’s role in employment. 

During the survey I also discussed the transformation of consumer preferences which 

occurred due to the crisis, namely to what extent came to the fore the self-sufficiency of the 

small-scale farmers. The majority emphasized regarding this question that in the current 

economic situation appreciates the self-sufficiency. 

In the previous market selling system were clear and well-defined catchment areas which 

changed or eliminated due to the wholesale chains. Analysing the territorial aspects of these 

processes can provide a more accurate picture about the market sales opportunities of the 

small-scale farmers that can be a further research area. 
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