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Abstract

:

Land is essential to livelihoods, so it is hard to overstate its strategic significance for well-being and prosperity. It has been detected that farm size greatly influences agricultural sustainability from the viewpoints of the economy, environment, and society. Land concentration is negatively affecting the development of rural communities. Similar to other European countries, Estonia is undergoing agricultural land concentration. One way to stop the further concentration of agricultural land is to set an upper limit to land acquisition (similar to that in Latvia and Lithuania). This paper aimed to determine what kind of regulations concerning agricultural land use and ownership Estonia needs to restrain land concentration. Four sources of data were used for this research: statistical data from Statistics Estonia, the data for the land holdings of agricultural producers from the Estonian Agricultural Registers and Information Board, data from the Land Registry and available literature. The outcome of the study confirmed that Estonia requires policy direction and regulations for the agricultural land market, that would help to lighten the impact of land concentration in rural areas in the long run, similar to several other European countries.
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1. Introduction


Land is fundamental to prosperity and well-being and, due to this, it is hard to overstate its strategic importance for existence. Large-scale land acquisitions transform land use and food systems in targeted districts worldwide [1,2,3,4,5,6]. The outcome of these large-scale land acquisitions is that agricultural land becomes concentrated. It has been found that large-scale land purchases are causing socio-economic destruction. [7,8,9,10,11].



Agricultural land concentration is a topic of discussion in different countries, but particularly current in post-Soviet countries. Land concentration is an activity by which large agricultural concerns increasingly buy, or lease, land from other agricultural producers [12,13,14,15]. Supporting small farmers remains essential for food security and to combat rural poverty. This phenomenon has affected countries like Slovakia [16], Hungary [5], Romania [17], Poland [18] and many other countries. These countries all experienced major land reforms after the Soviet Union collapsed. In the process of land reform, a lot of land came onto the market and it was possible for buyers to purchase as much land as they wanted. The prices of land are still low in these countries, compared with other European Union countries.



The process of agricultural land concentration started decades ago but has recently accelerated. It has been detected that farm size greatly influences agricultural sustainability in economic, environmental, and social aspects [19]. Small agricultural producers are vanishing rapidly, and places of employment in rural areas are decreasing [20,21,22,23,24]. The rural living situation is worsened by job losses, poor social infrastructure, and the fact the younger generation is moving away from rural areas. The process of land concentration is generally not reversible [25,26]. Land concentration is negatively affecting the development of rural communities. Small agricultural producers are vital for rural communities as they conserve rural cultural heritage and rural life. They enliven rural social life, produce valuable products, use natural resources sustainably and assure a range of landowners in rural regions [25,27,28,29]. Sustainable land use that ensures a fair and balanced distribution of land, water, biodiversity and other environmental resources between various competing claims, is necessary to secure human needs now and in the future [30].



Division of land ownership to cover a wide range is the foundation of the social market economy and social cohesion [31]. It also ensures job creation in rural areas, adds significant value to agricultural production, and is essential for ensuring peace in society. The future of the agricultural sector depends on a new generation of farmers. The will to innovate and invest in young people is vital for rural areas. The ageing of the agricultural sector can be stopped, and the continuity of rural life can be secured through this.



Estonia has undergone, over its history, considerable structural changes, affecting its agriculture. Through various streaks of occupation and simultaneous reforms, Estonia became independent in 1991 and launched the most recent, still incomplete, land reform. The laws of land reform, and agricultural reform, are inclined towards agriculture based on small farms. In the early years of the reforms, between 1993 and 2001, the number of farms in Estonia grew, and many small farms were involved [32]. However, over the period of 2001–2020, the number of small farms decreased and is continuing its downward trend.



Agricultural development is not favouring small-scale farming. The only choice for small- and medium-sized farms is to grow or go. If farms are not able to grow in size and acquire more land (move to larger sized farming groups), they are not able to survive. Larger and more competitive agricultural producers push small farmers out of business, and agricultural land becomes even further concentrated. Small farms struggle to survive in the existing market situation, where large producers have a clear advantage. Thus, the State should step in and regulate the agricultural land market so that small, medium and large producers can coexist and operate under similar conditions.



The agricultural land market cannot be regulated only by means of market principles because land genesis does not respond to prices in the same way as regular goods [33]. Several EU countries have laws with various objectives, from preserving agricultural land for agricultural use to curbing land concentration. Since 2013, Hungary, Slovakia, Latvia, Lithuania, Bulgaria, Romania and Poland have sanctioned land laws targeting unwanted developments in their land markets [34].



Agricultural land concentration can be a threat to soil use as well. Previous studies have shown that environmental damage from large-scale agricultural production includes the destruction of soil fertility, contamination of water sources, loss of biodiversity, and draining of wetlands [35,36]. Large-scale agricultural producers, whose primary purpose may be to earn as much profit as possible, might be the outcome of further agricultural land concentration. The cost of this kind of behaviour may result in severe and irreversible environmental damage and harm to the soil [17,35]. Industrialised agricultural producers are mainly interested in greater yields, which means soils are often harmed through more intensive agriculture. Healthy soils are vital to reverse biodiversity destruction, assure healthy food and guarantee everyday well-being. The European Union (EU) soil strategy for 2030 has a vision and objectives to achieve healthy soils by 2050 [37]. The EU soil strategy for 2030 supports the goals of the European Green Deal.



Besides the intensive use of agricultural land, there are several other environmental issues. One is the soil sealing that can happen through land use changes. Agricultural areas are replaced with development areas in the ongoing urban sprawl [38,39]. The consequences of this kind of land use change may be that agricultural land use becomes more complicated, as agricultural activities can disturb nearby land owners and users [40,41]. This situation emerges when there are no buffers between expanded urban areas and rural areas, or when people who are not farming move to rural areas [42]. Eventually, only a small number of agricultural producers survive near cities [43].



Agricultural land fragmentation is also not environmentally friendly, as farming is more expensive than it would be with compact land use. Extensive driving to get from one field to another field results in increased pollution [44,45,46,47,48]. Agricultural activity is complex and involves different aspects. Although land use changes and fragmentation are important topics it is not feasible to handle all the involved issues in one paper. Therefore, this study focused on agricultural land concentration and opportunities for restraining land concentration in Estonia. Similar to many other European countries, Estonia requires policy direction and regulations for the agricultural land market so as to relieve the influence of land concentration in rural areas for extended periods. This paper aimed to determine the kind of regulations, concerning agricultural land use and ownership, that Estonia needs to curb land concentration.




2. Materials and Methods


Four types of data sources were required for this research. Statistics Estonia was the resource for statistical data. The data on agricultural producers’ land holdings were obtained from the Estonian Agricultural Registers and Information Board (ARIB). Land Registry data was used to analyse changes in land ownership of the 49 largest agricultural producers, according to 2020 ARIB data. Books, scientific papers, reports, acts of law, regulations and documents were researched.



Data from Statistics Estonia (PMS416, PMS422) was used to analyse changes in Estonian agricultural land use, including data on the number of agricultural households and agricultural land use area. This data was for the years 2001, 2003, 2005, 2007, 2010, 2013, 2016 and 2020.



To obtain an overview of changes in Estonian agricultural land users’ land holdings, ARIB data for agricultural land area and number of farms in 2011 and 2020 were dissected. GIS software ArcGIS (version 10.4) was applied to summarise land users and land area per farm. Farms were divided into six groups according to the size of their land holdings: 0–<2 ha, 2–<40 ha, 40–<100 ha, 100–<400 ha, 400–<1000 ha and >1000 ha. This division (into six groups) was based on the method of the Farm Accountancy Data Network (FADN), in which agricultural land area is separated into four size groups (0–<40 ha, 40–<100 ha, 100–<400 ha, >400 ha). To obtain a better understanding of the smallest farmers, we divided the FADN size group 0–<40 ha into size groups of 0–<2 ha and 2–<40 ha. We divided FADN size group >400 ha into size groups of 400–<1000 and >1000 ha to define the largest agricultural producers. This means that two FADN size groups were changed for this study. Figure 1 presents the study area and its position in Europe.



Land Registry data were used to get an overview of land ownership changes among 49 land users. Land Registry data covered the years 2001, 2016 and 2021. In order to acquire data from the Land Registry, ARIB 2020 data was used to ascertain the 49 largest producers. After searching the ARIB 2020 data, an inquiry was sent to the Land Registry concerning the 49 largest agricultural producers.



The farmed land areas of the 49 largest agricultural land users were studied to compare land ownership and changes in land use area. Unfortunately, the earliest records from the ARIB concerning land use were only available from the year 2003. ARIB data from 2003, 2016 and 2021 were used to compare land ownership with land use in this study. Farms were grouped into six clusters according to the size of their land holdings: 0 ha, less than 100 ha, 101–200 ha, 201–400 ha, 401–1000 ha and more than 1000 ha. Data was applied based on these group sizes.



Available books, scientific papers, reports, acts of law, regulations and documents were studied to determine the restrictions EU countries have implemented to protect their agricultural land against concentration. Firstly, information from reports and scientific articles was used to find countries where such restrictions are implemented. Secondly, some legal acts (that were available online and in English) from these countries were studied to determine the exact regulations. Figure 2 illustrates the countries’ division in the study regarding restrictions on agricultural land acquisitions.



EU countries that were included in the study were divided into two groups. The first group included countries from the western part of the EU (Germany, The Netherlands, Denmark, France, Austria and Finland). The second group included post-Soviet EU countries (Estonia, Hungary, Poland, Latvia and Lithuania).




3. Results


3.1. Agricultural Land Use Changes in Estonia


The number of agricultural households has diminished year-to-year (Figure 3). In 2020, there were 11,369 farms in Estonia, a considerable decrease from that in 2001 when there were 55,748 farms in Estonia. Meanwhile, the agricultural land area has stayed nearly the same. The utilised agricultural land area was 871,213 ha and 975,323 ha in Estonia in 2001 and 2020, respectively (Figure 3).



The average land use per farm in Estonia has grown due to the decrease in the number of farms and the almost consistent farming area (Figure 4). In 2001, the area of agricultural land use per farm was 16 ha. It had grown to 86 ha by 2020. The average agricultural land use area per farm grew from 2 to 26 ha per year.



The number of farms in the three smallest land user groups (0–2 ha, 2–<40 ha and 40–<100 ha) diminished over the years 2011 to 2020. The number of farms in the three largest (100–<400 ha, 400–<1000 ha and >1000 ha) groups grew (Table 1).



An analysis of farmers, according to the six farm size groups showed that between 2011 and 2020, area farmed by land users in the size groups 100–<400 ha and >1000 ha increased the most. Meanwhile, the area farmed by land users in the size groups 0–<2 ha and 2–<40 ha diminished. The agricultural land area used by size group 40–<100 ha stayed almost similar for the period considered.



There were 768 farmers in Estonia, with land holdings above 400 ha in 2020, who utilised 502,539 ha, or 51%, of the agricultural land. In 2011, 463 farmers with land holdings above 400 ha utilised 424,736 ha, or 48%, of the farmed area. The agricultural land area used by larger farms increased, while that used by smaller ones diminished (Figure 5a). The number of farms in size groups 0–<2 ha and 2–<40 ha diminished (Figure 5b).



In 2011, 1475 farms in size group 0–<2 ha used 2139.72 ha of agricultural land. In size group 2–<40 ha, 11,654 farms used 132,888.41 ha. In 2020, there were 264 fewer farms in size group 0–<2 ha using 361.57 ha less land. In size group 2–<40 ha, there were 1869 fewer farms, using 25,769.19 ha less land than in 2011.



Farms in size groups 40–<100 ha, 100–<400 ha, 400–<1000 ha and >1000 ha increased in number. In 2011 in size group 400–<1000 ha, 337 farms used 207,843.80 ha of farmed land. In size group >1000 ha, 126 farms used 216,892.61 ha. By 2020, there were 219 more farms in size group 400–<1000 ha and 86 more in size group >1000 ha. The farmed area increased by 36,730.39 ha in size group 400–<1000 ha and by 41,071.78 ha in size group >1000 ha.



In 2020, there were 275 legal persons and 936 self-employed in size group 0–<2 ha (Figure 6). In size group 2–<40 ha there were 4203 legal persons and 5582 self-employed. The self-employed formed the majority in these two size groups. There were no self-employed in size groups 400–<1000 ha and >1000 ha. In size group 400–<1000 ha, there were 556 legal persons, and 212 in size group >1000 ha.



The number of farms in size group 0–<2 ha formed 8.1% of the total number of farms in Estonia (Figure 7a), utilising 0.2% of the total land area (Figure 7b) in 2020. The number of farms in size group 2–<40 ha accounted for 65.1% of all Estonian land users, using 10.9% of all agricultural land areas.



Simultaneously, the number of farms in size group 400–<1000 ha accounted for 3.7% of the whole number, utilising 25% of all agricultural land in Estonia. The number of farms in size group >1000 ha accounted for 1.4% of the whole, utilising 26.4% of all used agricultural land in Estonia.




3.2. Agricultural Landownership Changes in Estonia in 2001–2021


The area of properties owned by the 47 largest farms increased between 2001 and 2021. Two producers’ land ownership area decreased in the same period but increased between 2001 and 2016. One producer owned 96.04 ha of land in 2001, and 2164.94 ha in 2016. The second producer owned 76.01 ha of land in 2001, and 1116.18 ha in 2016.



In 2001, 41 producers had no land ownership or owned fewer than 100 ha of land (Figure 8 and Table 2). In 2021, all producers were landowners and only four owned less than 100 ha of land. In 2001, 20 producers owned fewer than 100 ha of land, and their average landownership area was 38 ha. In 2021, it was 53 ha.



The larger sized groups grew over the years (Table 2). In 2001, there were two farms in size group 401–1000 ha, and their average landownership area was 488 ha. In 2021, there were 15 producers in this size group, and their average landownership area was 787 ha. Massive changes occurred in size group >1000 ha. In 2001, one producer owned 1747 ha. In 2021, there were 26 producers with landownership larger than 1000 ha, and their average landownership area was 1750 ha.



The average landownership area of these 49 producers was 86.48 ha in 2001. In 2016, this area was 1135.80 ha, and in 2021, it was 1193.62 ha. The average landownership area of the 49 largest producers grew by an average of 1107.17 ha between 2001 and 2021. The most enormous land ownership area was 1700.14 ha, and the smallest was five hectares (Figure 8). The average growth area was 1280.96 ha. Sixteen producers’ landownership area grew by more than the average. Ten producers’ landownership area grew by more than 100,000%, and the most significant growth was 312,347%.



Analysing the changes in the 49 largest producers’ land use area by dividing them into size groups, it was found that the number of farms in the largest size group grew between 2003 and 2021 (Table 3). Most of the producers grew in size and moved into size group >1000 ha. In 2001, there were 40 farms in size group >1000 ha, five farms in size group 401–1000 ha, two producers in size group 201–400 ha, and in size groups 101–200 ha and <100 ha, there was one producer. In 2021, there was one producer in size group 401–1000 ha and 48 in size group >1000 ha.



Producers in size group 201–400 ha utilised the largest share (25%) of owned land in 2001. In 2021, there were no producers in size groups smaller than 401–1000 ha. All these producers had moved into larger size groups. In size group 401–1000 ha, producers had almost no owned land in 2001. In 2021, the share of owned land in this size group had grown to 103% of the total land use. Farms in size group >1000 ha owned 3% of the utilised land area in 2001. In 2021, the share of owned land in this size group was 47% of the utilised land area.



Comparing the increase in land ownership area between 2001–2021 (Land Registry) to the changes taking place in utilised land area (owned land and rented land, from ARIB) of the 49 largest land users, it was found that many producers’ land use area had decreased, while the area of land ownership had increased (Figure 9).



In 2001, the average share of landownership area from the utilised land area (2003) was 1.02%. In 2016, the average share of landownership area from utilised land area was 46%, and in 2021 it was 47%. Consequently, the share of owned land increased in the case of the largest land users.




3.3. Restrictions to Agricultural Land Purchase in European Union


The agricultural land market is subject to different regulations in the countries of the world. The importance of a well-functioning agricultural land market is difficult to over-emphasise.



Restrictions on the acquisition of agricultural land vary in different EU countries. The member states decide on adopting and implementing agricultural land market regulations, as certain land market regulations are missing at the EU level. However, EU treaties disallow restrictions on the movement of capital [49].



In Germany, the legislation concerning the ownership of agricultural land favours people engaged in farming. The approach aims to protect agricultural land from being turned into development areas, to protect nature and the environment, and to assure food security [50]. There is a permit obligation before any agricultural land transaction. Local municipalities also possess a pre-emptive right to purchase agricultural land, and the magistrate can appoint inheritable agricultural land to one particular heir in the case of inheritance. In Germany, there is also a minimum area of agricultural land that is subject to permit obligation.



In the Netherlands and Finland, there are no restrictions on acquiring agricultural land based on the buyer’s legal form or citizenship [49]. However, there is a permit obligation in Finland for persons from certain third countries. In Denmark, there are no longer any specific restrictions on acquiring agricultural land.



There is a need to apply for a specific permit if persons from third countries wish to acquire land in France. An obligation has to be approved by Sociétés d’Aménagement Foncier et d’Etablissement Rural to purchase agricultural land [49]. In Austria, there is also an obligation for approval from the Grundverkehrskommisson. However, in Austria, there are exceptions to this rule.



In Hungary, there is an obligation to qualify as a farmer to purchase more than one hectare of agricultural land [49]. To qualify as a farmer, a person has to be a citizen of Hungary or another EU country [51]. A person who does not have the qualification mentioned earlier must first be able to prove that they have been engaged in agriculture for at least the previous three years. Secondly, this person must prove that they received an income from agriculture over the previous three years.



In Hungary, there is a restriction on third persons using acquired agricultural land. The owner must use this land only for agricultural purposes for at least five years from the purchase [49]. The agricultural land area that one person can purchase in Hungary is limited to 300 ha [20], and a maximum of 1200 ha of agricultural land can be in the ownership of one farmer [49,52]. Corporations have no right to own land in Hungary, but there are exceptions to this rule. It is not easy for a third-world person to obtain a farmer’s qualification in Hungary.



In Poland, there is an obligation for a person from Poland or the EU to qualify as a private farmer when purchasing agricultural land. A private farmer is a subject who owns or uses a maximum of 300 ha of agricultural land and is registered to live in the local municipality [49]. Purchasable agricultural land and already-owned land cannot exceed 300 hectares in Poland; although exceptions exist to this rule [49,53]. Persons not qualified as private farmers must acquire approval from the National Support Centre for Agriculture to purchase agricultural land in Poland.



A person from Latvia or another EU country must be registered to conduct business there to acquire agricultural land in Latvia. A self-employed person must confirm in writing that they will start agricultural activity there within one year of purchasing the land [49]. From 2017, a person cannot acquire more than 2000 hectares of land, and related persons cannot acquire more than a further 4000 hectares of land [49,54]. A corporate body must also prove that agricultural activities will commence on the purchased land and indicate the actual profit recipients. Persons from third countries are not permitted to purchase land in Latvia; although exceptions exist.



In Lithuania, there are also restrictions on how much agricultural land can be acquired and by whom. Similar to restrictions in Latvia, these are important to prevent further agricultural land concentration [20]. In Lithuania, in the case of agricultural land purchase, it is mandatory to prove that the person will use the land only for agricultural purposes for at least the next five years [49]. A person cannot own more than 500 hectares of total agricultural land in Lithuania [55]. Persons from third countries cannot acquire land in Lithuania.



Estonia has no specific restrictions on acquiring agricultural land for citizens of Estonia or the EU [56]. Corporate bodies from EU countries must be involved in agriculture in the EU for at least three years prior to purchasing land in Estonia that exceeds 10 ha. Corporate bodies must also be involved in agriculture to purchase agricultural land, and its affiliate has to be registered in Estonia. Persons from third countries have the right to purchase agricultural land in Estonia only with permission from the local government and provided the person has lived in Estonia for at least six months [56].





4. Discussion


A growing population and an aim to decarbonise the economy mean that agricultural land is in demand for a broader range of uses than ever before [57,58,59]. Agricultural land is a unique asset exposed to pressure from non-agricultural uses, increasing demand for food, energy and biomass. Agriculture is a significant source of greenhouse gases, and as the world’s greenhouse gas levels continue to heighten, climate change is appearing much quicker than foreseen [60,61]. There is a need for productive, yet sustainable, agriculture to ensure future food security for the world’s increasing population [32,62]. The European Green Deal and Sustainable Development Goals set some of the goals needed to move towards sustainability [12,39,63,64]. Land is a finite resource, and more cannot be produced. Growth in farm size is connected with a statistically significant decrease in fertilizer and pesticide use per hectare, showing clear gains for environmental conservation [19]. Small agricultural producers are the core of European agriculture, and increasing concentration makes it harder for family farmers to access land.



The phenomenon of land concentration in the EU and many parts of the world is one of the most severe land matters. This phenomenon started to emerge decades ago and has recently accelerated. The ongoing agricultural land concentration affects Europe’s small farms and hinterlands. Some EU countries have taken steps to prevent and reverse agricultural land concentration. For example, Hungary, Poland, Latvia, and Lithuania have adopted regulations against excessive land concentration and other undesirable patterns in their land markets.



Utilised agricultural land area in Estonia has remained almost the same over 20 years (871,213 to 975,323 ha) or grown a little. The number of farms diminished by almost five times (from 55,748 to 11,369) within 20 years, while the area of agricultural land use per farm grew five times (from 16 ha to 86 ha). While average land use per farm in Estonia has grown, the agricultural land in Estonia has become progressively concentrated in legal entities’ hands.



The whole number of farms in Estonia has diminished, and farms that have shut down their activities are primarily in size groups 0–<2 ha (−264 producers) and 2–<40 ha (−1869 producers). The most extensive increase in the number of farms between 2011 and 2020 appeared in the size group 100–<400 ha (486 producers).



Most of the self-employed were farming in size groups 0–<2 ha (77%) and 2–<40 ha (57%) in 2020. Legal entities dominated in size groups over 40 ha. Some self-employed farmed in size group 40–<100 ha (4%) and a few in 100–<400 ha (1%). Farmers in size groups over 400 ha (100%) were legal entities. The largest portion of agricultural land is concentrated in the usage of large corporate users in Estonia in Lääne-Viru and Järva counties [32,65], in which the most fertile soils in Estonia are located. Therefore, the largest concentration of agricultural land occurs in regions where soils are most fertile. This phenomenon has also been seen elsewhere in the world.



Agricultural development in Estonia is not favouring small-scale farming. Yet small agricultural producers are preferable for environmental sustainability, protection of traditional values and economic flexibility [23]. One reason for the decline of small-scale producers is that the CAP does not cater to the needs of small-scale farmers. Land users with enormous domains receive more significant subsidies, which means they can obtain more land. Secondly, large agricultural businesses are deluging markets with cheap food and agricultural products. A situation has been created wherein small-scale agricultural producers cannot compete in the marketplace.



It is indicated [66,67,68,69,70] that agricultural producers’ holdings will grow in the future, with small farms disappearing. If small farms are not able to grow in size and acquire more land (move to larger sized groups), they will not be able to survive. Larger and more compatible agricultural producers will push them out of business, and agricultural land will become even further concentrated. Small farms struggle to survive in the existing market situation where large producers have a clear advantage. Thus, the State should step in and regulate the agricultural land market so that small, medium and large producers can coexist and operate under similar conditions.



The results of this paper indicate that the area of land ownership of large land users is growing alongside the increase in land use area. This conclusion was made by analysing the land ownership of the 49 largest land users. Further research on changes in landownership is needed to make firm conclusions. Nonetheless, this paper indicates that land ownership is concentrated beside land use, and this is a dangerous sign. Control over land is concentrated increasingly in the hands of a small number of large corporations, and there is a need to take action against this development in Estonia.



Like many other European countries, Estonia requires policy direction, strategy and regulations for handling the agricultural land market to relieve the impact of land concentration in remote areas in the long run [20]. Restrictions on acquiring agricultural land in Estonia are necessary to stop further concentration and reverse the current situation, where small and medium farms cannot compete with large corporate bodies. Small and medium farms require more support from the State. The State should also create conditions for newcomers entering the sector. Farmers have pointed out that they need support from the State to acquire agricultural land [71].



An upper limit should be set on how much agricultural land one person, or related persons, can own in Estonia to prevent further agricultural land concentration. To restrain agricultural land from ending up in the possession of large business with no relation to agriculture, a portfolio obligation to have a particular qualification for purchasing agricultural land is also necessary in Estonia. A prior right of purchasing agricultural land should be enacted to guarantee that newcomers and small farms can acquire the necessary land. The possibility of fair market competition for all farming types should be assured.



Before setting restrictions on obtaining agricultural land, there is also a need to create a clear structure of enterprises in Estonia to determine how much land one enterprise owns or rents. Without this, grounds for the circumvention of restrictions are possible.




5. Conclusions


Circumstances regarding agricultural land concentration are similar in Estonia to other post-socialist EU countries. The number of farms has dropped, and the agricultural land area per farm has increased. Surviving farms are growing in size. The size of agricultural holding plays an essential role in the environment, including in agricultural sustainability. Small farms are disappearing, although these producers are believed to contribute more to environmental sustainability, preservation of traditional values, and economic resilience than large ones.



The Estonian case study showed that agricultural land use concentration is happening along with land ownership concentration. A large area of land is already concentrated in the ownership of a small number of large farms. Restrictions on acquiring agricultural land in Estonia are needed to restrain further concentration and reverse the current situation, where small and medium farms cannot compete with large corporate bodies.



There is a need to regulate how much agricultural land one person or related persons can own in Estonia. Agricultural land should be owned only by those who have a particular qualification. A prior right of purchasing agricultural land should be enacted to guarantee that newcomers and small farms can acquire the necessary land.



The direction of agricultural land use and ownership in Estonia is a topic for studies and disputes over relevant regulations, potential limitations for possession and the usage of pre-emptive rights. Measures concerning agricultural land concentration in Estonia should be implemented in an interplay between agricultural producers and the government to encourage green development. The balance between large agricultural producers and small farms in Estonia must ensure that both farming types remain in fair market competition. There is undoubtedly a need for transparency in the structure of enterprises in Estonia.
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Figure 1. Position of Estonia (study area) in Europe. 
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Figure 2. Division of the countries included in the study regarding restrictions on agricultural land acquisitions. 
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Figure 3. The number of farms and area of agricultural land in Estonia between 2001 and 2020 (Statistics Estonia). 
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Figure 4. Average utilised land per farm in Estonia between 2001 and 2020 (Statistics Estonia). 
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Figure 5. (a) The difference in the area of agricultural land use, and (b) the difference in the number of farms in size groups between 2011 and 2020 (ARIB). 
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Figure 6. Percentage of legal entities and self-employed in size groups in 2020 (ARIB). 
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Figure 7. (a) Distribution of size groups by the number of farms, and (b) differentiation of size groups by agricultural land area in 2020 (ARIB). 
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Figure 8. Area of landownership (Land Registry) of 47 agricultural producers in 2001 and 2021 (Land Registry). 
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Figure 9. Increase in landownership area between 2001–2021 (Land Registry) and change in land use area between 2003–2021 (ARIB). 
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Table 1. Data for land user groups, according to the area of farms for the years 2011 and 2020 (ARIB).
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Groups

(ha)

	
2011

	
2020




	
Number

	
Area (ha)

	
Area (%)

	
Number

	
Area (ha)

	
Area (%)






	
<2

	
1475

	
2140

	
0

	
1211

	
1778

	
0




	
2–<40

	
11,654

	
132,888

	
15

	
9785

	
107,119

	
11




	
40–<100

	
1460

	
91,563

	
10

	
1615

	
91,578

	
9




	
100–<400

	
1174

	
225,708

	
26

	
1660

	
275,696

	
28




	
400–<1000

	
337

	
207,844

	
24

	
556

	
244,574

	
25




	
>1000

	
126

	
216,893

	
25

	
212

	
257,964

	
26




	
Total

	
16,226

	
877,036

	
100

	
15,039

	
978,711

	
100
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Table 2. Changes in the 49 largest producers’ landownership area (Land Registry) between 2001 and 2021 (Land Registry).
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Groups

(ha)

	
2001

	
2021




	
Number

	
Average Area

	
Number

	
Average Area




	
ha

	
%

	
ha

	
%






	
0

	
21

	
0

	
0

	
0

	
0

	
0




	
<100

	
20

	
38

	
1

	
4

	
53

	
2




	
101–200

	
4

	
136

	
5

	
1

	
164

	
5




	
201–400

	
1

	
215

	
8

	
3

	
267

	
9




	
401–1000

	
2

	
488

	
19

	
15

	
787

	
26




	
>1000

	
1

	
1741

	
67

	
26

	
1750

	
58




	
Total

	
49

	
2618

	
100

	
49

	
3021

	
100
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Table 3. Changes in the 49 largest producers’ land use area between 2003–2021 (ARIB) and proportion of their landownership (2001–2021) area (Land Registry) to land use area (ARIB).
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Groups (ha)

	
2003

	
Proportion of 2001 Land Ownership Area to 2003 Land Use Area (%)

	
2021

	
Proportion of 2021 Land Ownership Area to 2021 Land Use Area (%)




	
Number

	
Average Area (ha)

	
Number

	
Average Area (ha)






	
0

	
0

	
0

	
0

	
0

	
0

	
0




	
<100

	
1

	
58.51

	
0

	
0

	
0

	
0




	
101–200

	
1

	
145.54

	
0

	
0

	
0

	
0




	
201–400

	
2

	
283.48

	
25

	
0

	
0

	
0




	
401–1000

	
5

	
764.08

	
0

	
1

	
847.44

	
103




	
>1000

	
40

	
3040.48

	
3

	
48

	
2538.01

	
47
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