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Abstract

Yalamov, T., Vutsova, A. & Arabajieva, M. (2021). Economic performance of agricultural enterprises in Bulgaria. 
Bulg. J. Agri. Sci., 27 (5), 819–828

The paper provides new empirical evidence on entrepreneurship in agriculture, its early performance (in the second year 
of establishment), labor productivity, operating revenues, and assets on firm-level data of all companies in the sector. The firm 
level economic performance is analyzed against a more general background of the sector (production, exports and subsidies) 
in a longer time frame. Gini coefficients are calculated on various indicators (operating revenues and assets in 2010 to 2018, 
agricultural subsidies for 2017/2018 and 2018/2019) and units of analysis and they all suggest extremely high inequality in the 
sector, which is in contrast with previous studies suggesting improving of the situation. The new agricultural entrepreneurs are 
more effective (relative to the years after the start) as they have prior relevant management experience, easier access to finance 
and enter the market as value chain entrepreneurs. The paper has important policy implications that the government should 
redesign its policies, which facilitate the inequality in the sector.
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Introduction 

Bulgarian as other Central and Eastern European (CEE) 
countries’ agriculture experienced deep transformation of its 
production structure, ownership, factor markets and value 
chains in the last 30 years, compared to the 30 years before 
the start of institutional changes in 1989. Agriculture was the 
first sector to be reformed through the Law on Ownership 
and Use of Agricultural Land, adopted by the Great Na-
tional Assembly on February 22, 1991. The law envisaged 
restitution in real borders at the time of nationalization, the 
approach used also by Romania. Privatization of manufac-
turing and services formally started with the Law on Restruc-
turing and Privatization of State and Municipal Enterprises 
adopted a year later on May 8, 1992. By 1993 around 20% of 
land was already in private hands. 

However, it was only in 1994-1996 when the mass privat-
ization was held. By 1999 95% of land subject to restitution 
was handed back to the citizens, yet with problems in titling 

(Csaki, 2000). The next big industrial privatization wave af-
ter the mass privatization came in 2002 when the stock ex-
change was utilized for competitive privatization bids. By 
end of 2004 87% of state assets subject to privatization have 
been transferred to private owners. At the end of 2018 the 
industrial privatization was over, some 20 years later than 
the agricultural privatization. The delay of industrial privat-
ization could be explained with the political battles for con-
trol of state-owned enterprises. The socialist party initially 
was reluctant to privatize, and the Union of democratic forc-
es (part of the ruling governments between 1990 to 1994) 
wanted to provide its believed constituents with enough 
cash through the restitution process (not only the land, but 
also residential and industrial estate and vouchers) in order 
to compete with the nomenklatura for the enterprises. Also, 
there was considerably large amount of former land own-
ers in 1990s who vividly remembered the collectivization/
nationalization of agricultural land, cattle and machinery in 
the period 1944-1959. The assumption was that those people 
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and their heirs will form the base for the middle class and 
will support the liberal political parties. Land restitution was 
largely perceived as restoration of justice even by the social-
ist party’s supporters. Ironically, the liberal motivation for 
quick restitution of land was following the Marxist concept 
of base and superstructure (Marx, 1904) serving as the initial 
accumulation of capital.

The lengthy land restitution process (10 years) was bad-
ly sourced and coordinated, was separated from the quick 
unstructured and untransparent privatization of assets of 
former socialist agricultural farms, which largely benefited 
either their former managers or politically tied entrepreneurs 
not necessarily owning large plots of land. Other countries 
in CEE like Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Poland 
were able to complete de-collectivization quicker as they 
had considerable share of private owners (be it individual 
or in cooperatives) during socialism. In Bulgaria private 
farmlands accounted to 10% of area in 1989 (Bachev, 2008). 
Despite the fact that some land owners in Bulgaria decided 
to form cooperatives for joint cultivation, land was gener-
ally fragmented (every second citizen became land owner 
in 1990s and the average plot was smaller than the average 
plot in 1939) and deserted in the first decade of transition. 
Owners did not have means to invest, which lead to decrease 
of production and exports compared to pre-transition years. 

Bulgaria, along with Albania (since 1966), Hungary and 
partially Romania (all years before 1980 and five years be-
tween 1980 and 1989) were net exporters prior to 1989. The 
initial shock transformed Albania in net importer with signif-
icant trade deficit and its export still has not reached the max-
imum of the pre-transition era. Similarly, Romania contin-
ued as net importer, despite the fact, that it hosts a third of all 
farms in the European Union (Eurostat, 2018). Bulgaria and 
Hungary remained net exporters. While starting at similar 
levels in 1989, Hungarian agricultural exports grew steadily 
and faster and currently surpass Bulgarian exports twofold. 
Czechoslovakia and Poland were net importers before the 
changes. Slovakia and Czech Republic remain net importers 
after the splitting, however Poland was able to transform its 
agriculture and since 2003 is a net exporter (Figure1). 

Several studies suggest persistent diverging trajectories 
of agricultural sectors in CEE countries (Lerman, 2000; 
2001; Fertő, 2016; Csaki & Jambor, 2019). Differences ap-
peared in the way land was privatized (restitution in real 
boundaries, vouchers and market bids, distribution to work-
ers without payments) and used (own-and-use individually, 
lease-and-use aggregated small plots or cooperative use), 
land concentration, structure of grown crops, labor reloca-
tion (cross-sector and rural-urban migration) and labor pro-
ductivity, logistics, food processing industry and fast moving 

Fig. 1. Export and import of agricultural products of selected CEE countries (1961-2017) in 1000s USD
Source: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2020
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consumer goods (FMCG) infrastructure, policy measures 
and negotiated terms for agricultural quotas and subsidies 
in the accession process, overall public sector governance 
and rule of law. A major difference between Bulgaria and the 
rest CEE countries was the increase of share of agriculture 
in total employment in the first decade of transition, yet it 
was lower than Poland and Romania. The labor productivity 
in Bulgaria grew substantially (more than three times) in the 
last 10 years and Bulgaria is already ahead many CEE coun-
tries like Hungary, Poland, Romania, Latvia, Croatia and 
Slovenia, reached 71% of labor productivity of Greece and 
Portugal, but is still half of average EU27 labor productivity 
for 2019. 

Undoubtfully, part of the increased labor productivity is 
due to the increase of direct payments to farms following the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) after the accession to 
the European Union in 2007. Available subsidies (through 
SAPARD programme) prior to the accession were margin-
al, accounting to less than 3% of total revenues of farms in 
2006, while in 2017 they reached 26.99% of total revenues 
of farms, according to the System of agricultural accounting 
information. 

Despite the wide-spread national belief that CAP is fa-
voring other EU countries but Bulgaria, in 2018 it attracts the 
largest EU expenditure as a share of GDP (2.1%). Then fol-
lows Lithuania with 1.6%, Greece and Romania with 1.5% 
and Hungary with 1.4% (European Commission, 2019). In 
absolute amount (1.155 billion euro), Bulgaria ranked 14 in 
EU28 in terms of CAP expenditures, like Czech Republic 
(1.196 billion euro) and Austria (1.282 billion euro). The 

distribution of CAP (cumulative expenditure for 2015-2017) 
in Bulgaria follows the EU28 and Visegrad Four’s pattern, 
significantly diverging from Romania (Figure 2). 

The second pillar of CAP or the rural development policy 
in Bulgaria is underperforming Romania and other countries 
(i.e. Greece), partially because Romania provides larger na-
tional co-financing than Bulgaria for rural development and 
has a sizeable (14.8% of all direct payments compared to 
0.5% for Bulgaria) small farmers scheme (Figure 3).

Ivanov (2020) argues that the direct payments increased 
the speed of land and farm consolation (especially those with 
less than 1, 2 and 10 ha), which contributed both to the in-
creased farm efficiency and also lack of stable middle class. 
5% of farms employ 20% of people in the sector and cultivate 
85% of used agricultural land (Ivanov, 2020). Policy makers 
try to support new farms and (clusters of) young entrepre-
neurs, who could invest simultaneously in a value chain to 
the end consumer, not just in agricultural production. Such 
examples are warm farms, bio-farms, bio-shops and home 
delivery logistics; spelt fields and bakeries; lavender and 
cosmetics production; etc. During the previous programing 
period a very popular targeted scheme has been accessible – 
SKILSS, with a special category – entrepreneurs. The share 
of the allocated budget for these measures is, unfortunately, 
relatively low but they have a place in the overall program 
portfolio every year.

Farms’ and agricultural markets’ sustainability, competi-
tiveness and their economic performance are usually assessed 
by aggregated proxies on national level (Bachev et al., 2017), 
responses of surveys (Vladimirov et al., 2003; Kaneva, 2016; 

Fig. 2. Distributuion of CAP expenditure by member state (cumulative 2015-2017) 
Source: Agri-Food Data Portal, Financing the Common Agricultural Policy – European Union
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Bachev, 2017), Lorenz inequality curves (Lerman, 2001), etc. 
This paper aims to fill a gap in studying the above domain 
through analyzing economic performance of new (established 
between 2016 and 2018) and all firms in the agriculture, for-
ests and fisheries sector in the period 2010 – 2018. Studying 
agrarian entrepreneurship is particularly important as the cur-
rent fashion in academic research is focused on high-tech and 
ICT entrepreneurship and also we observe declining number 
of farms in Bulgaria (20% between 2013 and 2016) and the 
European Union (3% in the same period), as reported by the 
Eurostat. The paper also aims to provide in-depth descriptive 
statistics for agricultural entrepreneurship and performance, 
which are generally not available from the reports by the Na-
tional Statistical Institute.

Material and Methods

The paper builds on several databases: Bureau van Dijk’s 
Orbis database as of November 30, 2019, APIS web services 
as of February 29, 2020 and the register of direct payments 
of the State Fund Agriculture for 2017/2018 and 2018/2019 
seasons downloaded on March 24th, 2020. Orbis sources the 
data from the National Statistical Institute or the National 
Revenue Agency, as it contains data on entities (including 
self-insured farmers), which are not publicly available in the 
commercial registry and is pretty reliable. We work with 181 
345 by entries (22 203 organizations and 159 150 self-em-
ployed, all active in 2018). For companies we have financial 
data (total operating revenues, total assets, profit/loss before 
tax and number of employed) for 2010-2018, 4-digit NACE 
code for the sector of economic activity, as well as the year 
of incorporation of business and location of business regis-
tration (not necessarily the place of agricultural operation). 

Rigorous data cleaning was applied as there were entries of 
self-employed as corporate as well as trade representations 
or branches. A total of 786 entries or 3.5% were removed. 
There are missing financial data for 4 690 firms for the 
whole period and there are 11 489 data-points for 2018. For 
the self-employed, we have data for operating revenue for 
2018 for 5 823 persons. 

At the same time Apis Web services suggests only 5 
879 firms in the same sectors, 89% of which were active in 
March 2020. The explanation is that Apis uses sectors of reg-
istration and Orbis uses sectors of reporting to the National 
Statistical Institute, which might be more accurate as there is 
a lot of cross-sector migration after registration.

The largest such example is Agro Svetlozar Dichevski 
Sole Proprietor (ranked 10 according to operative revenues 
in 2018), who is registered with NACE code, rev. 1.1. of 
5121 Wholesale trade of grain, seeds and animal feed but lat-
er turned out to be a major tenant producer of wheat, maize, 
sunflower and barley and as such having a NACE code rev. 
2 of 0150 Mixed farming. Similarly Troya Avto, part of Di-
chevski group started as a transport company but later started 
agricultural production. Firms registered before the acces-
sion to the European Union or without the intention to use 
structural funds did not mind what code of economic activity 
they subscribe to, but later codes became very important and 
are part of the eligibility requirements to apply for funding. 
However, the documents certifying the main economic activ-
ity come from NSI, thus not increasing much the impetus to 
update the code in the commercial registry. As the four-digit 
codes could easily change over the years (i.e. when farms are 
expanding and from pure crop production they engage with 
livestock breeding as well) there is no requirement to change 
it in the commercial registry. We believe that working with 

Fig. 3. Distribution of direct payment expenditure (cumulative 2015-107) by scheme in Bulgaria (left) and Romania (right)
Source: Agri-Food Data Portal, Financing the Common Agricultural Policy – European Union
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Orbis database is better than Apis web services for sector 
studies as it provides more accurate information also because 
Apis has only 1025 firms from agriculture, forests and fish-
eries with financial data digitalized. For all the rest it should 
be manual reading of scanned financial reports, which makes 
practically impossible to work with financial data. The pos-
itive side for Apis web services is that it provides monthly 
employment data with just a month delay, as well as full his-
tory of ownership information. The register for subsidies for 
2017/2018 contains 362 574 entries for 102 958 recipients of 
direct payments. After careful coding there are 9532 juridical 
persons (firms, cooperatives, NGOs, municipalities, church-
es, etc.) and the rest are individual persons. 

We provide descriptive statistics for the economic per-
formance of agricultural firms as well as Gini and Her-
findahl-Hirsh coefficients for direct payments, operative 
turnover and assets of firms in agriculture, forests and fish-
eries for different years. A value added of the paper is using 
different (and more recent) datasets than the usual suspect 
Farm Accountancy Data Network (FADN) database. Orbis 
has around 28% more entries with financial information for 
2017 than FADN, as reported through a recent study (Ivanov, 
2020).

Results and Discussion

There are about 21 417 organizations (firms, coopera-
tives and NGOs) in agriculture, forestry and fisheries indus-
try in 2019 according to data from Orbis. 54% of them have 
submitted financial reports and 51% have at least one so-
cially insured in 2018. 34% of them have VAT registrations 
(turnover larger than 25 565 EUR). 

Despite the available subsidies (including for young 
agricultural entrepreneurs) the level of entrepreneurship 

is declining since the peak in 2011 and is lower than most 
of the other sectors of the economy. In the last three years 
(2016-2018) there are around only 730 new firms registered, 
a decrease by 30% than the average in the period 2013-2015 
(Figure 4). Кey factors contributing to this trend is that the 
arable land is more or less taken (bought or leased) and 
young people are either migrating to the urbanized territories 
or abroad.

Fig. 4. Year of establishment of firms in 20191

Source: BvD Orbis, November 2019

Fig. 5. Growth of sales in second year of establishment2 
Source: BvD Orbis, 2019

Fig. 6. Sales of second year of existence as a share of the 
average turnover for the sector (%) 

Source: BvD Orbis, 2019

1Data for 1989 include all previous years as well. The oldest 
firm is established in 1901. 2Years represent the year or foundation of the firm.
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Yet, newly established firms tend to be more successful 
than previously established, measured by the growth in total 
turnover in second year of existence compared to the first 
year of existence (Figure 5) and by the relative increase of 
the turnover of the same second year of existence as a share 
of the average turnover in the sector (Figure 6).

One of the factors contributing to that is that the found-
ers of newly established firms had previous experience as 
individual farmers, managers in the sector or had other suc-
cessful entrepreneurial experience more often than before. 
Another factor is that new entrepreneurs think more sys-
tematically (focus on the value chain and not just on one 
part of it) and forward looking. Early entrepreneurs in ag-
riculture were either forced to do so (collapse of socialist 
farms or being unemployed in towns and are getting back 
to the villages of their childhood) or simply copied existing 
strategies of people they know. The newer entrepreneurs are 
more innovative, have other sources of income and hence 
are more risk-averse, which leads to higher profit. However, 
still a marginal share (7.4% in 2016) of farm managers in 
rural areas in Bulgaria were below 35 years old. Whereas the 
EU-trend decreased between 2010 and 2016, Bulgaria had 
an increase in the same period in the share of young farmers. 
Also, the ratio of young managers to elderly increased over 
time. 34% of the young farmers are women in 2016, which 
is the highest share in the EU. 

Entrepreneurs in agricultural sector have high degree of 
rationality for decisions regarding purposefulness, analysis 
and decision-making, autonomy of intent for action, clarity, 
logic and consistency in actions and relatively less rational-
ity in prediction of consequences and capabilities for imple-
mentation of plans of business activities and their adaptation 
to different circumstances (Taneva et al., 2019). The same 
study confirms the satisfaction of the entrepreneurs with the 
profit accrued and that they evaluate their success in the fu-
ture as highly probable.

Yet, the net entrepreneurial income in Bulgaria is just 1% 
of the EU28 total (Toteva, 2019). Similar is the situation in 
Croatia, Latvia, Romania and Slovenia (Figure 7). However, if 

we look at the agricultural entrepreneurial income per worker 
from the perspective of average wages in the whole economy 
(based on EUR/working hour), then the ratio of 83% of the 
average wage of the economy between 2005 and 2018 is pret-
ty competitive. This share ranges from 116% in 2008 to 68% 
in 2010 and it is above the EU-average. At EU level, the gap 
between the agricultural income per worker and the average 
wage in the economy seems to be closing over time.

New firms emerge in all NUTS III regions in Bulgaria 
with relatively more new firms in Sofia-city (15% of all new 
firms in the last three years), Plovdiv region (8%), Dobrich 
(6%) and Varna (5%). Location decisions for new firms are 
influenced by various factors – the place of residence of the 
major entrepreneur, access to transactional services, eligibil-
ity requirements for specific schemes (where the entrepre-
neurs would like to apply) and others.

The bulk of new firms in 2016-2018 represent niche 
production – snails, bio-fertilizers from California worms, 
lavender, new construction materials based on mushrooms 
and straw, etc. Snails have been used to produce bio-medical 
products in Bulgaria and export to Italy as food. There are 
lots of Italian investments in small snail farms (more than 20 
firms only in 2018). Altogether there are more than 200 snail 
farms in Bulgaria. 

Similar to other sectors, the academic entrepreneurship 
in the agri- and biotech sectors leads to important innova-
tions. Alex 1977 is a family firm established in late 2011 
by a researcher from the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences 
producing and exporting cosmetics and nutritional products 
based on snail slime. Alex 1977 (www.goldensnails.com) 
sells in 11 countries of the European Union and has received 
numerous prestigious awards among which are the National 
Innovation Award in 2015 in category Quality of Life of the 
Applied Research and Communications Fund and Pitagoreus 
Award of the Ministry of Education and Science and Minis-
try of Economy for R&D in private business. There are many 
other firms owned or co-owned by researchers from Bulgar-
ian academia, which would commercialize the research and 
will sell innovative products for bio-protection, vet medicine 

Fig. 7. Agricultural entrepreneurial income per worker compared to average wages in the whole economy
Source: DG Agri – Eurostat, Analytical factsheet for Bulgaria: Nine objectives for a future Common Agricultural Policy, 2019
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(i.e. bee veterinary products by Primavet, which received the 
2010 National Innovation Award in the category of small 
firms). Other firms like Bultech 2000 from Stara Zagora 
(also holding the National Innovation Award for 2015 in 
category market leader) are leaders in specific niches, like 
automation and quality control producing apparatus for di-
agnostics of quality of milk (market leaders in India). Since 
the EU accession we observe an interesting trend – IT and 
other high-tech entrepreneurs would become multipreneurs 
by investing extra effort and finances in agriculture or relat-
ed services (i.e. drones for agricultural/forestry use).

In the final production in agriculture in 2018, the largest 
share was of crop production – 68.3%, followed by the live-
stock with 23.5%, agricultural services – 5.9% and other in-
separable non-agricultural secondary activities – 2.3%. The 
intermediate consumption used to generate the final produc-
tion in the industry in 2018 amounted to 2 451.2 million euro 
or 56.7% of the total production value (MAFF, 2019).  

Compared to previous year, there was an increase in feed 
consumption by 23.3 million euro (4.8%), of agricultural 
services with 18.6 million euro (7.8%) of plant protection 
products and pesticides by 19.8 million euro (12.9%), of the 
fertilizers and soil improvers by 28.4 million euro (14.1%), 
of the costs for maintenance and repair of machinery, small 
inventory and buildings amounting to 19.4 million euro in 

total (8.5%), fuels and oils by 46.1 million euro (8.2%) and 
veterinary expenditure by 6.7 million euro (5.5%). A de-
crease was observed in the consumption of seeds and seed-
lings by 7.4 million euro (-7.4%) (MAFF, 2019).

Companies in the agriculture sector increase their turn-
over faster than the inflation in the country. For the period 
2010 – 2018 the inflation measured at the end of the year 
is 9.9% and the growth of the average turnover is 41% and 
the growth of the median turnover is even higher – 76%. 
There is a high volatility of the maximum turnover in the 
sector through the years with the peak in 2012 realised by a 
small firm, which has never made it up to top 100 firms in 
the sector and with persistent problems with tax authorities 
and creditors (Figure 8). Among the top companies are the 
regional state enterprises responsible for the forests and spe-
cialized hunting areas and the top four private firms – Zarne-
ni hrani, Milenium 2000 (part of the largest poultry producer 
Gradus), Zlatia Agro and Ayax 1. Growth of companies fol-
low very different strategies in terms of size. While the aver-
age assets grew by 28% from 2011 to 2018, the median as-
sets grew only with 5%, which is lower than the inflation rate 
for the period (Figure 9). This suggests that smaller firms 
have been decapitilised while larger firms grew substantially 
(the growth in the maximum assets is more than three times). 
Of course, newly established firms as a rule come up with 

Fig. 8. Total operative revenue for firms in agriculture sector (thousand euro)
Source: BvD Orbis, 2019

Fig. 9. Total assets in companies in agricultural sector (thousand euro) 
Source: BvD Orbis, 2019
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less capital (including because of the decrease in minimum 
required capital for firms), thus holding the medium assets to 
grow slowly. Other studies find links of the growth of food 
processing industry with the growth of agriculture produc-
tion despite the increased imports of resources for the food 
industry (Vladimirov, 2016).

Similar trends are observed in employment statistics. The 
average employed in the sector remains almost unchanged 
through the years, with the only exception of 10 in 2013, 
and median employed being 3. The largest employers are the 
state owned enterprises in the sector – the six regional forest 
companies and the Irrigation system (all of them with more 
than 700 employed and the maximum being over 2000 by 
the Southcentral state enterprise).

The top 10 private enterprise employ on average 261 per-
sons with the minimum being 200 and the maximum 373 in 
2018. The top 100 private employers have an average 123 
employees. There are 791 private companies which employ 
more than 20 people. On average they employ 43 people. 
The employment here refers to full-time equivalent reported 
by companies.

A recent study of firm-level competitiveness (Bachev, 
2017) by interviews with managers focused on three pillars 
of competitiveness – efficiency, adaptability and sustainabil-
ity. More than half of the farms have a good (on a scale of 
high, good and low) productivity, profitability and financial 
availability, which is a significant improvement from the 
study of competitiveness of farms in 2002 (Vladimirov et 
al., 2003). The worse situation is observed in sectors grazing 
livestock and pigs and poultry (100% low productivity, prof-
itability and financial availability), followed by individual 
farms with between 45% and 62% of cases with different 
low measures of efficiency. More than a third (36%) of all 
farms have low levels of profitability (Bachev, 2017). Hard 
data suggest that 23% of agricultural firms have operated at 
loss in 2018. And 8% of them operated at loss for two con-
secutive years (2017 and 2018). 

The most productive firms (according to their own 
self-evaluation) operate field crops and mix crop-livestock. 
Productivity increases by different measures: physical pro-
duction per hectare of arable land, physical production per 
employee, total revenues per arable land (including due to the 
direct payments and not only because of market prices), total 
revenues per employee, reducing costs per arable land, etc. 
The increase of productivity compared to 1990s is also due 
to improved access to finance for farmers and availability of 
insurance, which allowed them to invest and modernize their 
equipment and warehouses in case of vertical integration.

There is a 35% increase of nominal operating revenue 
(turnover) per employee in the sector in the last nine years. 

During the same period the cumulative inflation is 9.9%, 
which suggests a decent improvement in labor productivity 
in the sector. In the last five years there was a slight increase 
of 3% in profitability of companies to an average of 47 thou-
sand euro in 2018 (Figure 10).

Bachev (2017) suggests that firms (incorporate according 
the Commercial code) have higher (subjective) productivity 
than cooperatives and physical persons. Firms generated 45 
thousand euro on average per employed in 2018 while co-
operatives generated 38 thousand euro. Analysis of variance 
test for difference suggests that firms’ productivity is higher 
than cooperatives in 90% interval (coefficient of significance 
0.071). Yet, there is no significant difference in terms of prof-
it as a share of operative revenue and return on assets. Fur-
ther analysis suggest that higher productivity of cooperatives 
might be because bigger companies are more productive. 

Unlike Switzerland and Scandinavian countries, Bulgaria 
was not able to grow successful cooperatives. Out of around 
3000 cooperatives established after 1989 (Bachev, 2017) only 
around 800 survived. The cooperatives as social enterprises 
could be used for leveling-up against the negative trends of 
over-concentration of cultivation of land, farms and subsidies. 

The overall level of competition in the market is giv-
en by the Herfindahl-Hirschman index of concentration of 
economic activities. Theoretically, the level of competition 
slightly increases since 2010 as the HHI is low enough and 
still decreasing to suggest a competitive sector (Figure 11). 
However, as other studies showed higher real concentration 
is achieved through complex ownership structures (Stefan-
ov et al., 2015). The sector is characterized with high con-
centration of receivers of subsidies. In the study by Ivanov 
(2020) the Gini coefficient of subsidies is estimated between 
0.831 (in 2013) and 0.726 (in 2017). Our estimate for Gini 
for the next year (2017/2018) is 0.831 and for 2018/2019 it is 

Fig. 10. Operating Revenue per employed in agriculture 
(thousand euro) 

Source: BvD Orbis, 2019
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0.835. We cannot say whether there is a change in the trend 
or there might be calculation issues due to limitations of the 
available datasets in different years. For robustness checks 
we calculated Gini coefficients in several ways: based on all 
readable entries (totals), based on some aggregations (only 
for companies or for all persons in a given municipality and 
region) or even aggregations of companies with the same ul-
timate beneficial owner/family, with or without the amounts 
remaining in the State Agricultural Fund, etc. The difference 
in all Gini coefficients were around 0.01, which is not big 
enough to reverse the trend. We don’t have access to the data 
used in Ivanov (2020), but if we compute Gini coefficients 
for 2007 based only on reported size groups, we achieve 
higher number in 2017. The reported Lorenz curve in Figure 
12 is for aggregated subsidies based on ultimate beneficial 
owner for the top 10 recipients of subsidies and aggregated 
subsidies based on unique name within each municipality. 

Higher concentration (proxied by the share of direct pay-
ments received by the top 20% beneficiaries) is observed in 
Hungary, Estonia, Portugal, Czech Republic and Slovakia 
(European Commission, 2017). 

The Gini coefficients calculated based on operating rev-

enues between 2010 and 2018 suggest slightly decreasing 
(improving) linear trend, but with very low coefficient of 
0.0006. The maximum is 0.798 in 2012 and the lowest is 
0.775 in 2014. Yet, even the minimum value through the pe-
riod is high enough for the sector. Even more alarming is the 
fact that Gini on assets is higher (since 2013) than Gini on 
revenues (Figure 13).

Conclusions

The 30 years of transition to market economy transformed 
the production structure of Bulgarian agriculture. Bulgaria 
currently (2014-2018) produces more maize (43% growth), 
sunflower seed (356% growth), wheat (28% growth) from 
the top 10 crops in 1985-1989. Rapeseed and pepper (pip-
er spp.) made it to the top 10. The highest decline among 
the top cultures before the start of transition is observed in 
growing apples (87% decline) and tomatoes (83% decline). 
The same trend is observed in most of vegetables and fruits 
production (declining) while grain production is increasing, 
mainly due to the way agricultural subsidies are being pro-
vided (single area payments). The scheme also contributed 
to high concentration of subsidies (one of the highest in 
EU28) and farms (both in terms of cultivated land and in 
total assets of farms). 

On the positive side, despite that the agricultural entre-
preneurship is at very low levels it is competitive and newer 
companies are more efficient, partially because they enter 
as value chain entrepreneurs, not just producers of agricul-
tural goods. Entrepreneurial income and labor productivity 
are steadily improving, however still important income and 
productivity gaps exist with the other EU member countries. 
Policymakers should support academic entrepreneurship in 
general and in particular in agricultural sector, as it could 
further increase the value added of start-ups in the sector 
as well as achieve higher agricultural productivity through 

Fig. 11. Herfindahl-Hirschman index of agricultural sector
Source: BvD Orbis, 2019

Fig. 12. Lorenz curve for agricultural subsidies for 
2017/2018 

Source: State Agricultural Fund

Fig. 13. Dynamics of Gini coefficients of operating reve-
nues and assets

Source: BvD Orbis, 2019
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innovative plant biotechnology (Atanassov & Batchvarova, 
2002). CAP interventions in Bulgaria should be shaped to 
provide more sustainable development and not just favor the 
top 5% recipients of direct payments. National agricultural 
policies should reverse the tendency of concentration and 
inequality in the sector. Although the paper did not focus on 
other transition countries and did not analyze the Common 
Agricultural Policy of the European Union it seems that in-
tervention on union level is needed to overcome the negative 
tendencies of inequality.
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