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A standard operating procedure (SOP) to define typical farms 

1 Summary (see also Annex 5 for a list of summary steps) 

The process to define typical farms described in this paper refers to farm data collected for the 

purpose of the analysis of competitiveness and potentials of typical farms and regions. Other 

purposes of the analysis and the consequences for the definition of farms are briefly touched 

upon in chapter 9. In the following a brief description of the necessary steps for the definition of 

typical farms is provided. All steps are based on the assumption that all required statistics are 

available. In case statistics are not available, chapter 7.4 provides a minimum standard to define 

farms. 

Select regions and locations 

In this step the most important regions and locations for the raw-production of the product con-

sidered are identified. For this purpose, maps showing the spatial distribution of production are 

created. Different regional reference units of the production are considered to come to a conclu-

sion.  

Identify the prevailing production systems 

Once the regions are identified, the relevant farm population, the production systems and farm 

types to be analysed must be determined. This step can be done by a scientist based on literature 

and statistics analysis and/or together with local advisors. For this purpose a check list is used to 

identify the degree of specialisation, the capital and labour structure and organisation, productiv-

ity levels, technologies, intensity levels and further indicators. 

Define the size and management level of the typical farms 

Size is defined as total animals sold per year for beef finishing and average number of suckler 

cows for cow-calf. The typical farms should have less than 50 percent off-farm income and/or 

sustain at least the living of one person. Regional statistics on farm size distribution are used to 

determine the position of the farms in the distribution of the farm population or representative 

surveys. To start with, agri benchmark defines a moderate size farm with average management. 

In the next steps, if more resources and time are available, we aim at establishing further farms 

from which we can expect different results compared with the first farm. Different results can 

result from different farm and herd sizes, different production systems and technologies as well 

as different management levels. 
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Data collection, cross-checking and updating 

Data are collected in so-called άfƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎέ with participation of producers and advisors. A 

standard questionnaire covering production and economic figures is used and for each figure it is 

checked and made sure that it reflects the typical situation. Once the data are collected, they are 

computed and the results are returned to the focus group / advisor for cross-checking. Further, 

their economic performance is cross-checked against other economic analysis from the region, if 

available. For the standard comparisons, we can also use data from individual farms that come 

close to the farm type identified in step 2. In that case, farm-ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ΨǘȅǇi-

ŦƛŜŘΩΣ ƛΦŜΦΣ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ōȅ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ Updating of prices and yields is done 

annually; the whole data set is updated every 2-4 years, depending on the pace of structural 

change and productivity changes. 

2 Introduction 

This paper describes the approach used in the agri benchmark for the identification and defini-

tion of data sets of typical farms. It is based on the experience gained in the agri benchmark and 

questions raised by agri benchmark partners and supporters during the existence of the network. 

The purposes for this SOP are: 

1.  Make transparent to the network and the outside world, how typical farms have been select-

ed. 

2.  Make transparent to the network and the outside world, how typical farms can be described 

relative to the rest of the farm population. 

3.  Make sure that irrespective of the availability of statistical data a minimum level of scientific 

standard in selecting farms has been respected. 

4.  In the long run: allow to draw conclusions regarding the entire sector based on results de-

rived on farm level analysis. 

In order to keep it simple, the SOP refers to (a) the standard situation, in which data from the 

farms selected will contribute to the global network and (b) to the presently less frequent situa-

tion where data have to serve specific purposes, which go beyond the scope of the overall stand-

ard within agri benchmark.  

This paper will not answer all potential questions. Therefore every partner is kindly invited to get 

back to agri benchmark Headquarters in Braunschweig and ask for advice. 
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3 Define the purpose of your exercise/analysis 

Since the purpose of an international farm comparison analysis has a major impact on the selec-

tion process for typical farms, it is assumed that competitiveness and potentials of regions are 

the objectives of the research. 

In section 8 of this paper we will talk about other purposes of the comparison and their implica-

tions for the selection criteria regarding farms and regions in greater detail. 

4 Select regions and locations 

This step can be done by the agri benchmark scientist using statistics available. You need to know 

which regions in your country produce most of the product (beef, cow-calf) you are looking for. 

This means that you are looking for the spatial distribution of the product and/or the farms pro-

ducing it. You are probably looking for regions with a substantial size and a relatively high cattle 

density. 

4.1 Make sure you consider the appropriate sector level 

As we analyse agricultural production (of raw materials like milk, beef and wheat), we need to 

look for indicators reflecting the on-farm production and not the first step of processing because 

the locations of production (farms) and processing sites (e.g. slaughterhouses) may diverge from 

each other. Examples: 

¶ In Argentina, for example, 45% of the slaughter takes place in the Greater Buenos Aires area 

whereas farm production is spread around an area of a few hundred kilometres. Choosing the 

slaughtering as an indicator of beef production would therefore produce misleading results.  

¶ A similar situation can be found in Spain with slaughtering concentrated in the Barcelona area 

on one hand and Aragón where animals are finished and then send for slaughter to the Barce-

lona region on the other hand. 

4.2 Find the appropriate indicator 

Taking the above said into account, we need an indicator that reflects on-farm production. This 

will usually be a figure showing the inventories of cattle to be finished. The choice of the indicator 

ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ǘƻƻΦ LŦ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀǘǘƭŜ ƻƴ ŦŜŜŘΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ όƭƛƪŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

US). If not, help indicators need to be constructed. Examples: 
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¶ In Germany, the vast majority of finished beef comes from bulls. They are ready for slaughter 

between one year and max. 20 months. Dairy cows have a share of 87 percent in the total 

cows. Thus, most of the beef comes from the dairy herd. Breeding bulls are not relevant in 

the dairy herd. The German statistics provide the number of male cattle of more than one 

year on county-level. Thus, this figure can be used to determine the spatial distribution of 

beef production in Germany. Cull cows or heifers are not reflected in this figure as they are 

not finished before slaughter. 

¶ Organic beef production in France is closely linked to cow-calf production. Specialised beef 

finishers do not exist and organic dairy farms only sell cull cows as organic beef. Thus the 

number of suckler-cows in organic farms can be chosen as an indicator for organic beef pro-

duction in France. 

4.3 Use the appropriate reference unit 

In this step it is necessary to refer the indicator specified above to an appropriate reference unit. 

The following examples refer to the Type 1 analysis (see chapter 1). 

¶ Number of cattle [on feed] per region:  This indicator can be misleading if sizes of regions dif-

fer substantially. Large regions appear important whereas small regions appear unimportant 

although the latter might have a higher cattle density (higher relative importance of beef 

production). The same applies if the share of a region in total cattle number in a country is 

chosen as an indicator. 

¶ Number of cattle per ha agricultural land:  This indicator comes closer to farming. It does not 

take into account non-agricultural land where beef production usually does not happen. 

However, a region with a very small share of agricultural land and just a few but large farms 

(which are producing beef) will appear to be very important for beef production whereas re-

gions with more agricultural land and a higher diversity of products appear less important. 

Using forage area instead of total agricultural land basically creates the same situation, in par-

ticular if beef farming coincides with other activities using forage (like dairy or sheep farming). 

¶ Number of cattle per square kilometre:  This is an absolute density measure taking the differ-

ent sizes of regions into account and avoiding the disadvantages of using agricultural land as a 

reference unit. It does however, not measure the importance of beef production relative to 

other farming systems and it might be misleading in cases when the region is relatively small 

and surrounded by non-beef-producing areas. However, using square kilometres probably 

provides the best indicator for the standard agri benchmark analysis as defined in section 3. 

Due to the pros and cons of each indicator, it is advisable to produce tables or maps for all three 

reference units. 

An example for Germany is provided in Figures 1 and 2. The maps show the regional density of 

male cattle with more than 1 year of age per square kilometre and per 100 ha agricultural area. 
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In this case, basically the same conclusion can be drawn from both maps. Main beef finishing ar-

eas can be found in Headquarters Bavaria as well as in North-West Germany. 

5 Define the relevant farm population 

Once the relevant regions have been identified, it needs to be checked whether the entire popu-

lation of farms is considered to be relevant for the analysis. Because agri benchmark is aiming to 

focus on those farms which are producing the bulk of products, the relevant farm population is 

characterized by the ability to generate at least 50 percent of the farm income or to feed at least 

one person/family. 

Figure 1: Spatial distribution of finishing cattle in Germany 

Male cattle of more than 1 year per 100 ha 

total acreage in 2003 

 

 

 

Source: Destatis (2004) 

6 Identify the prevailing production systems in the country and the re-
gions chosen 

Once the relevant regions have been identified, the question arises what type(s) of farm(s) 

should be selected. In order to make sure that the most important production systems are repre-

M.R. > 1 Jahr je 100 ha GF 2003

25,43

8,00

1,00


