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SUMMARY 

 

In professional circles the issue of sector size linked to certain agricultural activities and ensuring 

subsistence is a matter of constant debate and our own study and related analyses are also in 

connection to this. On the basis of a sample containing 19 elements we aimed at surveying the 

efficiency, profitability and sustenance capability of farms in the West Transdanubian region. By 

categorising and grouping the farms based on the above, we made an attempt to draw several key 

conclusions regarding the minimal cow inventory (besides different specific yield levels), which is 

determining with respect to sustenance capability of the farms. Consequently, a few farms, although 

seemed viable according to the ESU size categories, stopped producing, since their activity was 

unprofitable. Farms with at least 20 animals performing a production level of 5000 litre/cow and with 

a forage area of 30 ha provided the desired income for a four-member family in each year. Farms with 

less than 10 cows (independently of the level of productivity) never met the previous requirement. We 

need to emphasise, however, that these results and conclusions drawn from them can only be guiding.  

Keywords: milk production, efficiency, profitability, sustenance capability 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In Hungary over the past decades, the share of agriculture in the national economy has declined 

steadily, the previous balance of crop and livestock production is disrupted. The social and economic 

development corollary is observed in all developed and developing countries, globally however – as a 

result of increasing demand – what is characteristic is a more intensive agriculture and an increasing 

animal production. Unfortunately, as a result of opposite processes, our country experiences a 

significant drop in livestock production, and animal production is in decline even today. 

In the late 1980's, livestock production was the primary sector of agriculture, it accounted for 50-60% 

of the output. By the turn of the century this proportion turned around in favour of crop production, 
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animal production continued to decrease since joining the EU and in 2011 it represented only 33% of 

the gross output. 

According to the General Agricultural Census (GAC 2010), the number of animal farms (including 

both specifically livestock, or the so-called mixed farms) decreased from 575 thousand to 295 

thousand over the past 10 years, expressed in animal units of livestock this is a drop from over 3 

million to 2.5 million. Categorising into farm groups and production types reveals that the nearly 50% 

change in animal holdings derives almost exclusively from the decrease in number of individual 

farms, and it is also assumed that a large proportion of mixed farms stopped livestock production and 

in their structure the crop production became dominant. In regards to the above, Csete (2008) notes 

that the simplistic, domestic "ear-corn product" farming faces dismal future in the long run due to the 

depletion of resources and unstable and low yields. Csáki (2008) highlights the fact that the move 

towards extensive farming was not compensated by an intensification of crop production, however, 

extensive agricultural production offers the rural population far fewer job opportunities and a lower 

income. 

Regarding cattle-keeping, certain positive developments started in 2011 (growing stock and 

production, balanced internal market) – however, due to adverse weather and economic conditions in 

2012, there has been some decline. Despite all the above it does not seem an exaggeration to claim that 

cattle sector was the biggest loser in the period after the regime change. Namely, although the total 

number of stock in December last year was 753 thousand (which is 71 and 59 thousand more than in 

the same period of 2010 and 2011, respectively) and even the number of cows (336 thousand) has 

increased significantly (by 27 and 9 thousand cows), the continuous increase in the last one and a half 

years did not prove enough to raise the number of cattle to the level of ten years before. It is necessary 

to note however that the decrease in the number of cows refers primarily to dairy cows, namely, while 

between 2003 and 2011 the number of cows belonging to the meat breed or mixed breed increased by 

36 and 5 thousand, respectively, the number of dairy cows decreased by 65 thousand. Consequently, 

not even the improvement of the specific output – overall 21% growth in the past 12 years – could 

stop the decline in the quantity of produced milk. Compared to the previous year, in 2011 the 

production of raw milk grew by 3 percent and the purchase of raw milk by 8 percent. Despite this, 

production is lower by 19% and purchase by 27%, compared to 2000 (Hungarian Central Statistical 

Office). It is also a well-known fact that the change in the agricultural support system and the 

evolution of the market price of cattle favoured the beef cattle farmers, while many dairy cattle 

farmers were squeezed out of the market after accession due to low purchase prices and higher quality 

requirements. 

The latter will have to meet newer and newer requirements in the future, since in the mid run, the 

development of domestic dairy production largely depends on the gradual increase and elimination of 

milk quotas, as well as its impact on raw milk export – and purchase prices. It is also certain that milk 

production in the EU will be further concentrated, with large, specialised factories gaining ground, i.e. 



Development of profitability and the sustenance capability of the West Transdanubian Region family dairy farm 

30 

 

the decrease of production costs is expected in all of EU (Popp et al. 2010). What is more, the 

discussion of the 2014-2020 budget is under way, and even though predictions are assuring (URL
1
), 

the future of agricultural policy and the division of its material bases is still uncertain (URL
2
).  

One of the goals of Common Agricultural Policy is supporting those enterprises, enterprise 

communities and improving their competitiveness that provide the European citizens with quality food 

produced in a sustainable way (George Lyone report).    

The agricultural policy of the European Union consequently prefers to rely primarily on family farms 

as the basis of the European agricultural model. Its classification is based on the income of the farm 

owners, the origin of the income and the time spent working (Horváth 2004). European Union, i.e. the 

Farm Accountancy Data Network – FADN classifies farms according to Standard Gross Margin 

(SMG). SMG is a normative contribution determined for an agricultural production per unit of size (1 

ha, 1 animal) (applicable to average weather and operating conditions). All SMG of a plant is 

expressed in EUR and each 1200 EUR is referred to as the European Size Unit – ESU. Based on the 

ESU, member states of the European Union established a size threshold representing the minimal size 

which provides subsistence for a family. In Hungary, within the framework of the AVOP support 

system, plant size above 5 ESU was considered the basis, in the FADN, however, this observation was 

extended to all plants reaching 2 ESU (although this size offers opportunity for income supplement 

exclusively, one cannot live on it (Béládi and Kertész 2005)).  

The competitiveness of the Hungarian agricultural was analysed in depth within the NKFP/2001/4/032 

programme. The study could not have reached a conclusion other than that efficiency is the necessary 

condition of maintaining competitiveness in the long run. Namely, defining competitiveness and its 

extent may include many different aspects, however, efficiency and productivity should be decisive in 

the long run. Productivity usually refers to labour productivity (Dancs and Molnár 1997), but in this 

analyses we started out from a broader interpretation of the concept (ratio of any combination of 

output and input) (Nábrádi 2008).  

According to Heinrich (1996) a profitable farmer/farm is the one who/which stays competitive. They 

are successful as long as they are not forced out of production, i.e. their output and market share do not 

decline, but rise. The activity of farm is effective if the biggest possible profit is realized by the 

resources at disposal (production factors).  Profitability of a family farm may be measured through 

whether the reached profit is satisfactory for the family or not. According to Lin and Tan (1999) those 

enterprises are viable which achieve profit acceptable to the society, not different from the usual. 

Enterprises capable of producing the minimal wage at market conditions are considered capable of 

sustenance (Potori 2004, Hamza and Tóth 2006). 

In professional circles, the question of the size of the farm providing subsistence is a matter of 

constant discussion. Our own studies and related analyses have also set the similar goal. Accordingly, 

we tried to find conclusions about the determining factors classifying the farms in our sample based on 

the "family" sustenance capability (with a minimum number of cows required at different levels of 
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production unit, etc.).  The starting point in determining the coverage could mean the way in which the 

work wage implications of all the farmers (and their family members) and if necessary, other items, 

such as opportunity cost could form an integral part of the calculus. However, relying on Szűcs (2005) 

and Kapronczai (2011), the basis of our calculations was the desired income of a four-member family 

which we calculated individually based on annual per capita expenditure of households (Central 

Statistical Office cit by Szűcs 2005). 

Accordingly we primarily wanted to find out whether the farms of a traditionally livestock production 

area, the West Transdanubian Region are capable of providing sustenance for a four-member family, 

whether they prove to be viable, meet the requirements of CAP, and whether there is a competitive 

farm among them. 

According to our hypothesis, there do exist competitive individual (family) farms in Hungary (and 

West Transdanubian Region as well) besides farming organisations providing dominant proportion of 

produced milk.  

 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

 

According to the agricultural census on farm structures of 2007, the number of milking and dual-

purpose cow keeping individual farms in 3 counties (Győr-Moson-Sopron, Vas, Zala) of 

Transdanubian Region was 1251. Every sixth that is 15% of population was included in our sample.   

The survey is based on questionnaires and personal interviews on two occasions. We talked to the 

farmers in 2007 for the first time and the questions referred to the period between 2002 and 2006. 

They received the same questionnaire in 2012 but this time regarding the period between 2007 and 

2011. In the first round we approached almost 200 questionnaires using a database at our disposal 

(from the population), but in the second round we only sent questionnaires to those who replied in the 

first round. Sampling of 2007 actually corresponds with proportional stratified sampling but as only a 

determined proportion of the questioned gave answers, it cannot be considered random sampling. The 

sample includes 19 farms, out of which 14 belong to Győr-Moson-Sopron county, 3 to Vas county and 

2 to Zala county. 11 of these are family farms and 8 are primary producers.  

The analysis aimed at investigating the number of stock, its yield, size of land at the farmers' disposal, 

purchase prices and change in income conditions. Apart from the above, the questions regarded 

general features of the farm and the farmers, technical and technological conditions, as well as certain 

quality parameters. 

The answers can be classified into the following categories: natural efficiency – yields, quality 

parameters (biological factors); technical, technological characteristics (physical factors); land 

ownership and usage (natural factors); farming and personal conditions (human factors); economic 

efficiency – price, cost and income conditions, investment, development (cost and income factors). 
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Although the collected data offers opportunity to calculate numerous efficiency indicators, we 

confined ourselves to short presentation of one-two significant factors beside income conditions due to 

length limits. 

Our sample already proved to be highly heterogeneous in relation to factors determining income, more 

specifically income from keeping cows (milk production) (type, technology, number of cows, specific 

yield, revenue and cost levels). The data were therefore not suitable for us to determine precisely and 

unambiguously the (least) number of cows (as threshold) necessary to achieve the desired income 

regarding a narrow group of farmers. Consequently, we used the characteristic combined parameters 

(which could be considered as guiding) of only a few farms which reached the standard income level. 

We systematized the farms from more aspects (according to FADN typolology, the applied 

technology, production intensity, sustenance of farms) and for the analysis of results we applied 

partition and contingency coefficients, correlation analysis beside average, weighted average and 

standard deviation calculations. 

In our calculations the production value was composed of the price of the milk produced, the sale of 

calves and culled animals, and subsidies (milk quota, support for suckler cow keeping). We however 

did not include the farmer's salary ("did not pay himself") and its dues, consequently, we calculated 

the gross income.  

 

Dairy farms of West Transdanubian Regions 

 

The studied farms are located in the West Transdanubian Region (mainly in the Győr-Moson-Sopron 

county), which has a more developed agriculture than the average of the country. This is a traditionally 

livestock production area, directly bordering the EU-15 region. Conforming to the conditions of the 

hilly terrain, intensive keeping technology is characteristic of its northern county, while in Vas and 

Zala counties extensive technology is more widespread. Despite outstanding features and options, 

livestock production has lost its role in the region in the past years (Tables 1 and 2).  
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Table 1. The change in number of cow farms in Hungary and in the West Transdanubian Region 

between 2003-2010 

 

 
National West Transdanubian Region 

2003 2010 Change 2003 2010 Change 

All farms 24398 13386 -11012 (45%) 2853 1340 -1513 (53%) 

Individual 23648 12587 -11061* 2734 1235 -1499 

Size All farms 

1-9 21785 10377 -11408 2507 - - 

10-199 2208 2640 +32 281 - - 

above 200 405 369 -36 65 - - 

 24398 13386 -11012 2853 1340 -1513 

Source: General Agricultural Census (GAC 2010) 

* As opposed to individual farms, the number of farm companies although only slightly, but has increased in the 

given period. This explains why the change in the number of all farms is smaller (less farms) than for individual 

farms. 

 

Table 2. The change in number of cows in Hungary and in the West Transdanubian Region in the 

period between 2003-2010 

 
National West Transdanubian Region 

2003 2010 Change 2003 2010 Change 

All farms 350183 314584 
-35599 

(10%) 
49222 43501 -5721 (12%) 

Individual 116800 102071 -14729 12346 9,819 -2527 

Size All farms 

1-9 62993 30282 -32711 6337 - - 

10-199 79657 93973 14316 11030 - - 

above 200 207533 190329 -17204 25855 - - 

 350183 314584 35599 49222 43501 -5721 

Source: General Agricultural Census (GAC 2010) 

 

In the period between 2003 and 2010 the number of cattle keeping farms in the region decreased by 

47% and the number of cow keeping farms by 53%, which surpassed not only the national, but all 

other regions' relapse. The number of individual farms closing is also striking, in 8 years 1499 cow 

keeping farms ceased to operate. On a national level the number of cow keeping farms dropped by 11 

thousand, which equals the decrease in the number of farms keeping 1-9 cows, in other words, it is not 

far-fetched to claim that the 1499 farms that ceased to operate in the region were primarily the farms 

keeping 1-9 cows. 
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Although similarly to the previous tendency, the decrease in the number of cattle and cows was 

beyond the national average, its scale was far from the one experienced on a national level. On the 

national level, the number of cows decreased by more than 35 thousand, in the background of which is 

a 32 thousand reduction in farms keeping 1-9 cows, a 17 thousand reduction in farms keeping more 

than 200 cows, and a 14 thousand enlargement of farms keeping 10-199 cows (mainly individual 

farms). The number of animals on individual farms in the region dropped by 2500, and the number of 

animals in farming organisations by 3200, so we can assume that the former belongs to the first 

category, the latter to the category with over 200 cows, while the vast majority of the farms we 

analysed belongs to the category with 10-199 cows. This is supported by the fact that in the majority 

of cases the number of cows was more than 10 and all the farms' stock increased over the years. 

We need to note, however, that it is extremely difficult to separate a purely dairy cow inventory 

(especially on a regional level) since the milking inventory of individual farms largely consists of 

Hungarian Simmental and Holstein-Friesian mixed breed cows together. (In statistics they are 

sometimes mentioned separately and sometimes jointly – that is the reason for incompleteness of some 

lines in Tables 1 and 2). 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

The establishment of economical operation of dairy farms and improvement of efficiency primarily 

relies on increasing the individual specific milk production. This was also taken into account by the 

farms we analysed. Yields increased year by year (Table 3), but considering the performance of 

leading farms on a national level (Hungarian Simmental: 5800 kg, Holstein-Friesian: 10000 kg 

(Munkácsi and Patkós 2004)), there is still room for improvement regarding the Holstein-Friesian 

breed. However, all the farms reached, and in numerous cases even exceeded the characteristic 

average level (Hungarian Simmental: 4500 kg; Holstein-Friesian: 7000 kg (Horn 1995) – regarding 

both breeds.  
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Table 3. Typical housing technology, yields and period of time between two calvings in the examined 

farms 
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2002 2006 20111 2002 2006 2011 

1st 11 14 19 18 
Hungarian 

Simmental 
Bound 

Bucket 

milking 
4600 4800 5800 361 

2nd 3 6 8 - 
Hungarian 

Simmental 
Bound Wired 5100 5700 - 373 

3rd 5 35 44 - 
Holstein-

Friesian 

Deep 

litter-

loose 

Milking 

parlour 
6700 7100 - 403 

Source: own calculation 

 

The milking cows represent serious value, it is thus in the fundamental economic interest of the 

farmers to utilise them properly. Among reproduction factors one has to emphasise the period of time 

between two calvings, which increases together with the improvement of productivity. Currently in 

Hungary this period is on average 430 days, which can be considered unfavourable. It may largely 

affect the productivity of a cow farm negatively, is the persistence of milk is not good enough (and 

usually it is not) (Brydl 2013). According to calculations by Ózsvári (2007), the annual loss due to 

reproductive disorders is about 40-80 thousand HUF per cow, which may amount to 9-11% of the 

farm's revenue. It is encouraging that compared to the above, on the farms we examined the period 

between calvings is substantially less – on average 380 days – but it is also known, and the Table 3 

also indicates it, that the individual needs of animals in a smaller stock are more easily satisfied, so 

more thorough care and attention can significantly improve the fertility rates. A smaller number of 

animals occasionally offers the possibility for cheaper and simpler forage, but the strict quality 

standards and efficiency improvements increasingly require the use of advanced technological 

equipment, the purchase of which is expensive and in many cases its proper utilization is doubtful.  

In farms applying bound keeping technology (11+3) bucket milking and wired milking solution 

prevails, in farms with loose keeping technology (5) the milking parlour solution is more characteristic 

(Table 3). On all farms the cows are milked twice a day, the cooling of the milk happens in cooling-
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storage containers. In one of the farms with a smaller stock (10 animals) cooling poses a problem, 

therefore the milk is collected from them twice a day. 63% of the farms deliver the milk once a day, 

the rest of the farms (37%) twice a day, due to great delivery distances and the small amount of milk.  

Apart from the level of mechanisation, the number of cows on a farm is basically determined by the 

size and quality of land at disposal, as well as the number of working hours that can be devoted to this 

end. 

In 2006 the average land size was about 53 ha, the proportion of the farmers own and rented land was 

59-41%. The share of arable land out of total production area is almost 80 percent, and more than two 

thirds of this is used to grow forage (such as corn silage) and a quarter is used to grow cash crops. The 

remaining 21% consists of grassland (meadow, pasture). 

Out of 19 farms, 17 perform its activities as its main occupation, while 2 as a supplementary 

employment, where only the farm owner and their family members work at the farm. 3 farmers have a 

primary school level (2 are retired), 8 farmers have a vocational (agriculture) secondary school level, 7 

a non-vocational secondary school level, and 1 farmer has a non-vocational higher education. 37% of 

the farmers belong to the 36-50 age group, 47% to the 51-65 age group, 11% are retired, and only 5 

percent are under 35 years of age, which is a pretty gloomy prediction regarding the future.   

Human resources, i.e. the cost of labour represent a substantial share of the production costs, work 

productivity and the efficient use of own work are therefore of great importance. There were questions 

in the questionnaire regarding the number of working hours, but the respondents either provided no 

answers or too general ones ("all day long", "from dust till dawn"). We tried to complete the missing 

information during the personal interviews, but except in one or two cases, we failed to do so. One of 

the farmers indicated 20 working hours a day, which seems rather an exaggeration. Taking into 

account, however, that the farmer had to perform bucket milking on 34 Hungarian Simmental cows in 

2006, the statement does not seem so overrated any more, since Munkácsi and Patkós (2004) claim 

that in bound keeping the daily working time per cow is 42.8 minutes. Another farmer reported 

working 11 hours a day in 2006, which amounts to 22 minutes per cow on a farm with 30 Holstein-

Friesian and a parlour milking solution. The same farmer worked 9 hours a day in 2011, and since the 

number of cows rose to 32, it amounts to 17 minutes per cow, which means he managed to improve 

his productivity. For this latter case the authors established 17.8 minutes. (In both cases members of 

the family help, so the number of working hours per person, i.e. per farmer is somewhat lower than the 

reported total number of working hours.) 

Milking and milk handling, as well as forage preparing are the most intensive labour types on a dairy 

farm, their development therefore is crucial. This effort can also be discovered regarding the 
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investment of the farmers, since the largest items of disbursed subsidies are used for purchase of 

machinery. There was investment and development in 84% of the farms, primarily: 

- purchase of farm equipment (milking, cooling, mower, fodder cars), 

- the construction of farm buildings, expansion (creating summer residence, barn building, 

construction of silage storage), 

- compliance with hygiene standards (manure storage). 

Experience shows that in the 2007-2013 EU budget period investment and development projects 

dropped compared to the past (investment and development occurred only in 1-2 farms), the 

willingness to invest and intention to develop remained referring to the following: 

- would purchase machinery  

- would purchase land  

- would rent land  

- would increase the number of milking cows  

- would establish farm building  

- other (modernising existing buildings, upgrading equipment; upgrading the milking 

system; design and development of milk processing). 

By 2011 a few farms (taking into account only those who also replied in the second round) succeeded 

in acquiring land either by purchase or by rental, which led to a larger proportion of arable land within 

production area. However, the share of arable territories aiming at producing forage, i.e. the area 

covered with cash crops grew, which corresponds not only to previous intentions of the farmers, but 

also to the tendencies already indicated.  

 

Income factors 

 

First we grouped the analysed farms according to the typology used by the Farm Accountancy Data 

Network – FADN, thus enabling even an international comparison. We calculated their plant size by 

taking into account the current (affecting cattle industry, related to milk production). (Note: Dairy 

cows and their progeny (e.g. two-year old and older cattle, dairy cows /J07/, cattle less than one year 

old, female /J02B/, forage areas for their provision (e.g. extensive grassland, meadow and pasture 

/F02/).) Standard Gross Margin (SMG) values and EUR/HUF exchange rates (European Central Bank 

(ECB), 31 December of the given year). (Note: Standard Output replaced Standard Gross Margin 

(SMG) in 2010 and since than it is the basis of the plant classification system. In our study we used the 

Standard Gross Margin (SMG) for each year, in order to achieve comparability.) 
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We included years 2002, 2006 and 2011 in the Tables. There is considerable difference in the number 

of farms included in the sample.The obvious reason for this is that not everybody submitted their 

replies, or that they provided incomplete responses. To simplify the comparison, the calculated data of 

farms participating in both surveys are marked by 2002/2 and 2006/2. 

The data from Table 4 show that each and every farm's size was over 4 ESU, what is more, some of 

them become part of higher category within the studied period. In these cases the classification was 

due to increased land size and a greater stock, even if this cannot be read from the Table clearly. It 

may be misleading, however, that in certain size categories the presented period shows decrease in the 

number of animals and land area. This should not explained by factual reduction (though in two cases 

this may be the reason), but by the fact that the farm's switching from a lower category to a higher one 

negatively affected the average of the higher category. The data from the "aggregate data" column of 

the Table – where related to average number of cows and average land size of the farms we indicated 

the average of all farms instead of size category – already mirror the previously mentioned tendency. 

 

Table 4. Certain characteristic data of analysed farms according to ESU categories 

Name Year 

Farm size 

Aggregate 

data 
4 under 

ESU 
4-8 ESU 8-16 ESU 16-40 ESU 

40 above 

ESU 

Number of 

farms 

2002  4 6 7 2 19 

2006  3 4 10 2 19 

2002/2  3 3 2  8 

2006/2  2 3 3  8 

2011 2   6  8 

Average 

number of 

cows on the 

farm (animal) 

2002  5 11 20 58 18 

2006  8 11 26 66 24 

2002/2  6 10 26  12 

2006/2  10 11 23  15 

2011 -   18  13 

Average area 

of farms (ha)* 

2002  6.5+6.5 24+16 37+21 123+30 36+17 

2006  6+4 23+12 32+21 123+30 36+17 

2002/2  8+7 11+20 63+0  23+10 

2006/2  8+5 22+7 34+17  23+10 

2011 8+1   29+23  23+17 

Source: own  

Note: between 2002 and 2006 the farmers did not report change (renting, buying, selling) concerning land 

*own and rented land 
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In Table 3 we classified the farms according to the technology applied (type, keeping technology, 

milking technology) and we described the group-specific average number of cows, yield level and the 

calving period concerning the three (highlighted) years mentioned earlier. We experienced large 

differences in intensity and income generating capacity, despite similarities within type and 

technology. This suggested classification into further subcategories, but the small number of analysed 

farms presented an obstacle to this. We therefore studied different factors (number of cows, yield, 

specific gross income, total income) with the help of correlation analysis and discovered an 

extraordinarily strong connection between yield and specific gross income. Consequently, we 

established 3 intensity groups according to the national average production levels (1. group: intensive 

– over 6000 litre/cow, 2. group: semi-intensive – 4500-6000 litre/cow, 3. group: extensive – under 

4500 litre/cow), and in Table 5 we provided the number of cows, yield, specific gross income and total 

income characteristic of the groups. We compared these data with the previously mentioned desired 

income and we tried to determine the plant size (production volume and respective number of cows) 

which is necessary for the given farm to achieve the level needed to subsistence a four-member family. 

Farms belonging to the intensive farming group (over 6000 litre/cow) on average kept 23 cows in 

2002, their gross income reached, and by far exceeded their desired income level (Table 5). In the 

surveyed period there was a significant increase in yield and animal number, in 2006 the average 

number of cows was 32, and the gross income exceeded 10 million HUF. Farms belonging to the 

semi-intensive farming group (4500-6000 litre/cow) – although according to the group average the 

income was sufficient in all three years – in 2002 only 50% of the farms reached sufficient income and 

this did not change by 2006 – even though similarly to the first group there was an increase in yield 

and animal number. However, in 2011 the gross income of all the farms belonging this group reached 

the desired income of the family. Farms belonging to the extensive farming group (under 4500 

litre/cow) reached the desired income level only in 2011 despite the fact the gross income of the farms 

was not far away from the previous group's.  
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Table 5. The development of average number of cows, yields and gross income of different intensity 

groups 

 
1st group 2nd group 3rd group 

2002 2006 2011 2002 2006 2011* 2002 2006 2011* 

Number of 

farms in the 

group 

6 6 - 7 7 4 6 6 2 

Number of 

cows 

(animal) 

23  

(6-52)** 

32 

 (10-65) 
- 

18 

 (5-64) 

22  

(10-67) 

17  

(12-22) 

14 

 (4-32) 

20 

 (4-34) 

19  

(6-32) 

Yield 

(litre/cow) 
6970 7470 - 5400 5900 6125 3350 3167 5200 

Gross 

income 

(HUF/cow) 

314040 327342 - 187721 214738 299672 54118 71789 163924 

Gross 

income 

(HUF) 

7222920 10474944 - 3378978 4724236 5094424 757652 1435780 3114556 

desired 

income of a 

four-

member 

family 

2068944 2850092 - 2068944 2850092 3279424 2068944 2850092 3279424 

Source: own calculation, Hungarian Central Statistical Office 

* average of farms also participating in the second survey 

** extreme values in parentheses 

Note: We grouped the farms according to their yield level in 2002 in order to make the change in yield level and 

animal number easy to follow – and we did not change their category even if the increase or decrease in yield in 

the examined period would make the change in group justifiable. This is why it is possible that in 2011 both the 

second and the third group's average yield is higher than the values of the intensive group (4500-6000 and under 

4500). 

 

It may not come as a surprise that the intensive group only had farms keeping Holstein-Friesian breed 

and applying loose keeping technology. On the farms belonging to the the semi-intensive group there 

were both Hungarian Simmental cows reaching higher yield and Holstein-Friesian cows reaching 

lower yield, and almost without exception bound keeping technology was applied. Farms keeping 

Hungarian Simmental cows under the national average and applying bound technology belong to the 

extensive group.  
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Table 6. The development of average number of cows, yields and gross income of different income 

groups 

 
1st group 2nd group 

2002 2006 2011* 2002 2006 2011 

Number of farms in the group 9 11 5 10 7 1 

Number of cows (animal) 28 31 20 9 15 - 

Yield (litre/cow) 6202 6538 6125 4390 4150 - 

Gross income (HUF/cow) 242213 262709 270572 118089 117226 - 

Gross income (HUF) 8241059 10365833 5098880 898154 1572864 - 

desired income of a four-

member family 
2068944 2850092 3279424 2068944 2850092 - 

           Source: own calculation, Hungarian Central Statistical Office      

           * average of farms also participating in the second survey 

           ** in 2011 only one farm belongs to the 2nd group 

 

In Table 6 we applied a new sorting strategy. We divided the farms into two groups, one in which the 

gross income of the farm covered the family's subsistence, and in the other those farms in which the 

gross income of the farm did not cover the family's subsistence. Naturally, we were looking for the 

answer to the "why not" question. – in other words, we were looking for the factors which the negative 

development of the level of income can be traced back to. Similarly to Table 5, we indicated the 

average number of cows, yield, specific and total gross income, and with taking into account the 

desired income, we retried to make (purely guiding) conclusions regarding the necessary number of 

cows and and plant size. 

The data in Table 6 show that the farms reaching (or significantly exceeding) the desired income level 

kept on average 28 cows in 2002, 31 cows in 2006 and 20 cows in 2011, while producing an average 

yield of over 6000 litre/cow. The farms that did not reach the desired income level kept on average 9 

cows in 2002 and 15 cows in 2006 and their specific yield did not even reach the national average 

characteristic of Hungarian Simmental cows (4500 litre/cow).  

Among farms reaching desired income, those keeping Holstein-Friesian cows and applying loose 

keeping technology are in majority, however, there are also a few farms with Hungarian Simmental 

cows which produce a higher yield level and are more numerous. It would therefore be misleading to 

conclude that keeping Holstein-Friesian cows is more profitable in itself. Namely, in our study we 

used income strictly in connection to milk production and disregarded any other possible income of 

the farm. It is characteristic primarily of farms keeping Hungarian Simmental cows to keep male 

calves for fattening (specifically fattened animals), which due to beef cattle prices can significantly 

increase the income of the farm. Furthermore, the farmer who has the possibility to cultivate cash 
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crops beyond providing the necessary forage for his livestock may also earn some complementary 

income. 

We would like to emphasise, that although our study, contrary to Szűcs (2005) and Kapronczai (2011) 

studies, examines real, existing farms, the results we got are only valid under certain conditions and a 

generalisation would be irresponsible from many aspects. First of all, our sample is of local validity, 

second of all, numerous factors influence the development of a farm's gross income, it is therefore 

difficult to model it properly. Namely, from the point of view of cost development there is difference 

between forage from own or rented land, in other words, if the forage is self-produced or bought. Not 

to mention the quality of the given forage and the way the livestock utilises it.  

As we already mentioned during the presentation of material and methodology, our sample did not 

offer suitable basis – regarding the size of the farm/plant – as to the necessary minimal cow number 

threshold calculation. Regarding certain farms and derived groups we can, however, conclude the 

following: 

- Based on intensity: 

Keeping 10 animals at the 6000 litre/cow production level (Holstein-Friesian) proved enough to make 

the farm's gross income reach the desired income. Keeping at least 16 animals at the 4500-6000 

litre/cow production level (mainly Hungarian Simmental) proved enough to make the farm's gross 

income reach the desired income. Milk yield under 4500 litre/cow (Hungarian Simmental) did not 

provide the necessary income, except in one case (high number of animals). 

More precisely, our sample showed that with maintaining the given production level, at least 10 

animals in the intensive group, at least 16 in the semi-intensive group and at least 32 animals in the 

extensive group are needed to keep the farming activity profitable.   

- Based on reaching the desired income: 

In the case of farms reaching the desired income the minimal number of cows was 10 (with 6100 

litre/cow production level) and the minimal yield level was 5000 litre/cow (with 25 animals) 

(disregarding the unique case mentioned above). In the case of farms that did not reach the desired 

income, the highest number of animals was 34 (with 3500 litre/cow yield level) and the highest yield 

level was 6400 litre/cow (with 6 cows). Taking into account that the average of farms in Western 

Europe significantly exceed the 6000/litre/cow/year production level, the objective to increase the 

3500 yield level is not unrealistic at all. The indicated desired income can be reached at a medium 

production level if paired with an adequately high number of animals.  

- Based on the presented years: 

The raw milk purchasing price, different costs and the overall economic environment changed a lot in 

the period under examination. For example, 2006 required a higher number of cows and a higher yield 

level for ensuring the desired income than either 2002 or 2011. It occurred that the animal number and 

production level from 2002 proved insufficient in 2006, yet fewer cows and a lower production level 

ensured reaching the desired income level in 2011. We may found farms in our sample whose gross 
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income did not increase enough to reach the desired income despite the increase in yield level (which 

exceeded group average). On certain farms not even did intensity and growth in animal number that 

goes hand in hand with it – due to lower prices and higher costs – result in a satisfactory increase in 

the income. However, we may also find farms whose gross income increased with an unchanged 

production level due to growth in animal number, and there are also farms which reached the desired 

income with a low yield level due to a higher number of animals. 

Data of the analysed 19 farms show that intensity in itself (without increasing the number of animals) 

usually did not result in satisfactory improvement. All this does not imply that increasing the yield 

level in itself cannot lead to increase in income. The really efficient utilisation of means (human 

resources) however also requires an adequate number of animals. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The hypothesis proposed in the introduction part proved true as on the basis of our analysis our sample 

contains – based on Heinrich's definition – competitive farms which during the period surveyed 

increased or maintained the production at the same level, their operation brought profit to the family 

enterprise and ensured subsistence of the farming family. There were also farmers, whose farms 

seemed viable according to the ESU size categories, but they nevertheless stopped producing, since 

their activity was unprofitable.  

According to calculations of Dorgai (2003) the viability can be reached with 17-22 cows. Szűcs (2005) 

model calculations show that although a farm can be viable with 10 milking cows, it does not provide 

suitable income for a four-member family, Kapronczai (2011) considers farms keeping 30-35 cows as 

economic farm size ensuring subsistence of the family. 

Emphasising that any result is purely guiding, based on the sample we can conclude that farms with at 

least 20 animals performing a production level of 5000 litre/cow and with a forage area of 30 ha 

provided the desired income for a four-member family in each year. At the same time, farms with less 

than 10 cows never met the previous requirement.  

All this also supports our assumption that in the West Transdanubian Region farms with less than 10 

cows stopped farming, while farms with more than 10 animals increased their livestock, developed the 

farm in order to sustain or increase their competitiveness.  

 

  



Development of profitability and the sustenance capability of the West Transdanubian Region family dairy farm 

44 

 

A jövedelmezőség és az eltartóképesség alakulása a Nyugat-Dunántúli Régió tejtermelő 

családi gazdaságainál  

 

SALAMON ILDIKÓ – TELL IMRE – HEGYI JUDIT – KACZ KÁROLY 

Nyugat-Magyarországi Egyetem, Mezőgazdaság- és Élelmiszertudományi Kar 

Gazdaságtudományi Intézet, Üzemtani Intézeti Tanszék, Mosonmagyaróvár 

 

Szakmai körökben állandó vita tárgyát képezi az egyes mezőgazdasági tevékenységekhez köthető, a 

megélhetést biztosító ágazati méret kérdésköre, amelyre saját vizsgálataink és a kapcsolódó elemzések 

szintén irányultak. Egy 19 elemet tartalmazó minta alapján igyekeztünk felmérni a Nyugat-Dunántúli 

Régió tejtermelő (egyéni) gazdaságainak hatékonyságát, jövedelmezőségét, élet- és eltartóképességét. 

A gazdaságokat ezek alapján csoportosítva, illetve kategorizálva azokat, megpróbáltunk néhány olyan 

lényegi megállapítást tenni például a szükséges minimális tehénlétszámra (különböző fajlagos 

termelési szintek mellett) vonatkozóan, amely meghatározó az eltartó-képességet illetően. Ennek 

megfelelően, néhány gazdaság – jóllehet az EUME méretkategóriák szerint életképesnek bizonyult – 

felhagyott a tejtermeléssel, mert tevékenysége veszteséges volt. A legalább 20 egyeddel (és 5000 

liter/tehén hozamszinttel), valamint 30 hektár takarmánytermő területtel rendelkező gazdaságok 

minden vizsgált évben biztosították egy négyfős család megélhetését. A kevesebb, mint 10 tehenet 

tartók viszont (a fajlagos termelési szinttől függetlenül) egyetlen egy esetben sem feleltek meg ennek a 

követelménynek. Hangsúlyozni kell ugyanakkor, hogy az eredmények, az azok alapján levont 

következtetések pusztán iránymutatóak lehetnek.  

Kulcsszavak: tejtermelés, hatékonyság, jövedelmezőség, eltartóképesség 
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