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Abstract: The diversity in the Danish organic farming sector in terms of 
patterns of human resource use is investigated. Based on the total time 
allocated to agricultural activities almost half the organic farms are full-time 
farms, one third part-time and the rest hobby farms. Spouses contribute little 
time to agricultural activities and 75% of them has full- or part-time jobs 
outside the farm. Half of the organic farms engage in Other Farm-based 
Activities (OFAs), with 40–50% of these being of some or major economic 
importance and with direct sales being most frequent.  Full time farms pursuing 
a size enlargement strategy seem to engage in OFAs like other full time farms, 
indicating that enlargement and diversification are not exclusive. 
Diversification of resource use into off-farm work and OFAs seems to be an 
integrated part of organic agricultural strategies, more than a pathway away 
from agriculture. The potential contribution of such strategies to rural 
development is discussed. 
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1 Introduction 

Agricultural restructuring takes place all over Europe as economies of scale still force a 
change towards larger farms. However, the Common Agricultural Policy of the European 
Union is in a process of changing the subsidy structure from production support to area 
support and is increasing the share of the budget allocated to Rural Development support 
schemes. This development has broadened the possible development pathways that an 
agricultural enterprise may take and enhanced the options for seeking alternatives to the 
agricultural modernisation and find new responses to the cost-prize squeeze (Ilbery and 
Bowler, 1998; van der Ploeg and Renting, 2000). Present European rural development 
policies describe three development axes: the agro-food economy, the environment  
and the broader rural economy and population – viewed as the products of the 
multifunctional role that farming plays in European agricultural landscapes (EC, 2005). 
Thus, while rural development is a process involving actors from many sides, a crucial 
role is still foreseen for the farmers. Consequently, a need arises to conceptualise the 
specific contributions to rural development that farms and farmers provide: farm-based 
rural development. 

Organic farming has been promoted as stimulating rural development, directly 
through enhanced employment and indirectly through environmental improvements 
(Dabbert et al., 2004). Organic farming is however not a single strategy, as organic  
farm households – like conventional farm households – combine different patterns of 
resource use, potentially resulting in the contribution to various societal goals in relation 
to the rural development. Not much is known about the types, scale and importance of 
the contribution to farm-based rural development of Danish farms. In this paper, we 
discuss approaches to farm-based rural development and how organic farming has been 
seen in this context. Results from an empirical analysis of the patterns of use of human 
resources on Danish organic farms are presented. 

2 Background 

In the latter part of the period of agricultural modernisation (1960–1990) farm incomes 
came under pressure due to overproduction within the European Union. Some scholars 
even go so far as to call it an agricultural crisis associated with growing health risks, 
environmental loss, overproduction of low quality products and decline in number of 
producers and farm workers (Marsden et al., 2001). One of the responses to this was an 
increased awareness of the creation of additional income sources for the farmers and 
policies directed at diversification of core farm business appeared. In 1999 the second 
pillar of the CAP was introduced through the Rural Development Regulation. This 
included support for agri-environmental measures as well as diversification of 
agricultural activities, encouragement for tourist and craft activities and marketing of 
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quality agricultural products. The recent CAP reform strengthened this approach, by 
allocating a larger share of the support to second pillar activities, focussing on 
competitiveness in agriculture and forestry, environmental issues, quality of life and 
diversification (EC, 2005). While literature discusses the relative importance of external 
and internal drivers for diversification, no firm conclusions on this aspect have been 
drawn (Turner et al., 2002). 

The farm structures and income sources that farm households pursue were 
extensively mapped over a number of European countries already in the late 1980s 
(Bryden et al., 1992) showing that off-farm incomes or non-agricultural farm-based 
activities were taken up by 63% of all farms surveyed and that the importance of these 
activities were increasing. A large number of studies have since provided evidence of the 
diversification of farms and of farm household strategies across Europe (e.g. De Vries, 
1993; Djurfeldt and Gooch, 2002; Eikeland, 1999; Jervell, 1999; McNally, 2001; Meert 
et al., 2005; Turner et al., 2002; Walford, 2003). These studies highlight a number of 
issues related to diversification and the up-take of off-farm incomes, such as the 
increased need for supplementing farm income with income from non-agricultural 
activities (De Vries, 1993), the stabilising effect of off-farm income (Meert et al., 2005) 
and the changed role of the spouse following the increase in double income households 
(Jervell, 1999; Melsted, 2004). Based on an extensive mapping of farm diversification 
activities, Lobley and Potter (2004) pointed out the large diversity in responses and the 
links to both farm type, location and the wider rural economy context. 

These different farmer responses to the agricultural crisis were discussed by Ilbery 
and Bowler (1998) and conceptualised as different farm development paths. They 
stressed the appearance of alternatives to the traditional industrial model of farm  
business development, such as agricultural or structural diversification (the latter  
being introduction of non-agricultural activities on the farm), off-farm occupation, 
extensification with reduced capital input or semi-retirement as hobby or part-time 
farmers. 

Analytical approaches to this development need however to consider the different 
approaches taken in studies of diversification and the implications for analytical 
categories. Thus, diversification is in itself a concept with many competing definitions. 
The diversification of core agricultural business was formerly conceptualised as 
pluriactivity – meaning the combination of agricultural with other economic activities 
(Fuller, 1990). Pluriactivity is however sometimes reserved for off-farm income 
(Kinsella et al., 2000), while non-agricultural farm-based activities may be termed 
alternative farm enterprises (Evans and Ilbery, 1993; Ilbery and Bowler, 1998) or simply 
Other Farm-based Activities (OFAs). In a recent survey of farm diversification in UK 
Turner et al. (2002) argues that a general consensus exists on diversification being 
business activities that are run on the farm or are dependent on farm-based land and 
capital assets. In this definition off-farm incomes are not included in diversification, but 
are treated as a separate category. 

Whereas pluriactivity and diversification express the resources used for  
non-agricultural activities by farm households, part-time farming is a different 
conceptual entrance to this issue, focussing on the time spent for agricultural activity. But 
as Evans and Ilbery (1993) notes it is not always clear, whether part-time farming implies 
the existence of off-farm incomes or only characterises the extent of agricultural resource 
use. Furthermore, when investigating the time spent on agricultural activities, the focus 
may be on the farm household or only on the farmer’s use of time. Some studies do not 
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make explicit the role of the spouse in the development of pluriactive farm households 
and pluriactivity may be defined as the participation of either spouse or farmer in  
off-farm activities. Consequently a farmer may work full-time on the farm but still  
be part of a pluriactive farm household. It has been argued that the off-farm work of the 
spouse express the agricultural version of the general societal development of the  
dual-income households (Jervell, 1999), helped by the mechanisation of farm work.  
In that case, the farm should still be considered as a full-time farm. For the sake of 
exploring the different patterns of resource use and their role in rural development 
processes, it is important to make a distinction between the role of the farmer and the 
spouse respectively, in farm household strategies. Also, a clear approach to the way time 
is used for different activities needs to be considered. 

While the analytical approaches discussed above concerns the household patterns of 
resource use, the wider implications for rural development is interesting from the point of 
view of how different farm household strategies may contribute to the local development 
and quality of life in rural areas and how policies may be targeted to different types of 
strategies. Van der Ploeg and Renting (2004) describe farm-based rural development in 
terms of three processes. One is deepening of agricultural activities, in terms of more 
value added generated per unit of product. This would encompass on-farm processing, 
high quality production including organic farming, direct sale or marketing through short 
marketing chains. Another is broadening of activities (structural diversification) 
including non-agricultural farm-based activities such as agri-tourism, nature and 
landscape management. The third is regrounding – mobilising resources through 
‘farming economically’ (van der Ploeg, 2000) or off-farm incomes. This perspective 
allows the existence of hobby and part-time farming to be viewed as a part of the broader 
rural development and as entities with potential roles in rural development, which should 
be evaluated empirically. 

In a rural development context, strategies involving diversification or pluriactivity  
are often seen as alternative to and exclusive of an expansive strategy, for  
example, ‘traditional restructuring’, often characterised by size enlargement (Lobley  
and Potter, 2004). However larger farms may have both the resources, flexibility  
and entrepreneurship needed to take up new activities (Turner et al., 2002) and 
complementarities and coexistence should not be excluded. 

Despite an expectation of the potential of organic farming to contribute to rural 
development there is little empirical knowledge in the field. As a framework for their 
extensive survey on the impact of organic farming on rural economy Lobley et al. (2005) 
listed a range of areas in which organic farming may contribute to rural development in 
ways distinct from conventional farming. They found evidence suggesting that compared 
to non-organic farms, organic farms have the potential to enhance employment as well as 
to increase the generation and retention of value in the local rural economy through 
trading activities. They also suggest that social networks fostering innovation are more 
prevalent within the organic farming community. However, they do point out that 
organic farms cannot be assumed to achieve all these, but that it depends on farm types 
and degree of specialisation. 

The above discussion of past research leads to following questions, which were 
addressed in the present study: 

1 Which types of organic farms exist, in terms of resources used for  
agricultural activity and what are the roles of farmer and  
spouse respectively? 
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2 Given various farm types, how are these combined with other types of income 
activities on organic farms? 

3 Are the different farm household strategies mutually exclusive, coexisting  
or complementary and what are their roles in the wider  
rural development? 

3 Data and methods 

Categories for empirical analysis are discussed by Knickel and Renting (2000), who 
argue that different rural development processes may be explored at different levels,  
like farm, farm household, region and global levels. They emphasise that strategies, 
patterns of resource use, interrelationships and networks should be dealt with at  
the household level, as done in the study of Irish farming livelihood strategies by 
Kinsella et al. (2000). This approach is also adopted in the research presented in  
this paper, where resources used for off-farm, other farm-based activities and  
agricultural activities and their economic importance are mapped for Danish organic 
farming households. 

Information on resource use for the three types of activities was collected through 
structured face-to-face interviews in 2002 in 11 case-areas, in which all organic farmers 
were approached (response rate: 75%). A total of 347 farmers were interviewed and  
341 subsequently included in the analyses. These farms covered approximately 10% of 
all organic farmers in Denmark and represented the national distribution of farm types 
among organic farms: 25% of dairy farms covering half of the total area, 41% of arable 
farms covering lesser than one third of the area and the rest, mixed and small farms. The 
case areas represented major landscape types of Denmark and areas with a relatively high 
density of organic farms. 

Respondents listed their involvement in OFAs by type and estimated time used  
for agricultural activity and OFAs for farmer and spouse in four categories: on an 
average less than 10 hours/week (cat. 1), 10–20 hours/week (cat. 2), 20–37 hours/week 
(cat. 3) and more than 37 hours/week (cat. 4). Moreover estimated levels of  
off-farm work for farmer and spouse were recorded as well as the estimated economic 
importance of OFAs. Farmers are in Denmark predominantly males and spouses  
females. Ancillary data on farming households, background and history on farm, as  
well as land use and management, collaboration and participation in professional 
networks were also collected. 

To investigate the household patterns of resource use, farm household categories 
were defined according to the total time used for farming by farmer and spouse  
(see Table 1) and these categories were analysed in terms of combination with  
off-farm work, type and extent of OFAs pursued, additional employment on farm and 
gender roles. 

The off-farm activity level of the farm household was defined as the combination  
of the farmer’s and the spouse’s activities. The off-farm income level of the farmer  
was defined at three levels: main income, minor income or no income. These  
three groups were again subdivided according to the spouse’s off-farm workload  
divided into high (full or part-time off-farm job), and low (minor or no off-farm  
work) (Table 2). 
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Table 1 Farm types based on estimated total time used for agricultural activities  
by the farmer and his/her spouse 

Farm type Workload 

Hobby farm Less than 10 hours/week 

Part-time farm Between 10 and approximately 40 hours/week 

Full-time farm More than approximately 40 hours/week  

Table 2 Off-farm categories 

Off-farm code Farmer’s income from off-farm work  Spouse’s level of off-farm work 

FmajSmaj Main Full or part-time 

FmajSmin Main Minor or none 

FminSmaj Minor Full or part-time 

FminSmin Minor Minor or none 

FnoSmaj None Full or part-time 

FnoSmin None Minor or none 

OFAs were grouped into three groups, according to deepening, broadening and 
regrounding activities:  

• deepening: farm shops and other direct sale, processing of farm produce 

• broadening: farm tourism, leasing of hunting rights, riding schools and horse 
pensions, crafts, business located on farm, paid childcare, let out of buildings, 
sale of energy from windmills 

• regrounding: contracting and other agricultural services. 

To explore whether a traditional size enlargement strategy seemed exclusive of on-farm 
diversification, changes in farm size within the different farm types between 2001 and 
2004 were investigated, and farms enlarging their area were further analysed for their 
OFAs. Farm size changes could be followed on the 261 organic farms still to be found in 
the registry of organic farms in 2004. 

4 Results 

The first part of the analysis is the identification of farm types with similar resource  
use for agricultural activities. The second part of the analysis explores whether these  
farm types have implications for off-farm involvement and the up-take of other  
farm-based activities. 

4.1 Resource use for agricultural activity 

Based on the time used for agricultural activities by the farmer and his/her spouse, 47% 
of the farms were classified as full-time farms, while part-time farms made up 35% and 
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hobby farms 17% of the sample. The time allocation to agricultural activity by spouses 
was low – typically lesser than 10 hours/week, except for the traditional family farms on 
which farmer and spouse both worked full-time on the farm (5% in total). Figure 1 shows 
the frequency of the different farm types and the contribution of spouses to the 
agricultural workload within these types. 

Time used by employed staff was not included as a resource here. Employment was 
almost exclusively found on full-time farms, with 24% of the full-time farms employing 
one or more persons on the farm full-time. 

Figure 1 Frequency of farm types and spouse time contribution to agricultural activity  
on these. ‘Little time’ is lesser than 10 hours/week, while ‘some time’  
is between 10 and 36 hours/week (n = 340) 

 

4.2 Off-farm work 

More than half (54%) of the organic farms were managed by a farmer who had  
his/her main income from off-farm business. For most of these farms (44%), not only  
the farmer but also the spouse drew the main income from off-farm work. On the 
remaining 10%, the spouses had no or little off-farm activity. The rest of the farms  
(46%) were managed by farmers with no or minor off-farm incomes and varying 
engagement by spouses in off-farm employment (see Table 3). A total of 75% spouses 
had full- or part-time jobs (>20 hours/week) outside the farm. 

Table 3 Off-farm activity levels of 338 farms 2001 (legend, see Table 1) 

Off-farm activity level  No. of farms Percent of farms Size of farms, in ha 

Fmaj Smaj 150 44 23 

Fmaj Smin 35 10 28 

Fmin Smaj 39 12 75 

Fmin Smin 22 7 65 

Fno Smaj 65 19 84 

Fno Smin 27 8 105 
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Farm size differed significantly (p < 0.01) between the two farm groups, in which the 
main income source for the farmer was off-farm income, and the four groups in which 
the farmer had no or minor off-farm incomes. The level of off-farm work of the spouse 
was only weakly related to farm size. 

Off-farm incomes played a different role on the different farm types. On almost  
all hobby farms and on the majority of part-time farms, farmers drew their main  
income from off-farm activity. Of the full-time farms, that is, those where farmer  
and spouse together use full-time or more, 18% of the farmers still had major  
off-farm incomes (Figure 2). 

Figure 2 Farmers’ off-farm income levels by farm types (n = 340 farms) 

 

4.3 Engagement in other farm-based activities 

OFAs were undertaken on 49% of the farms, but were not found on the remaining  
51% of the farms. 9% of the farm households engaged in more than one OFA  
on the farm. (Table 4) 

The level of engagement in other farm-based activities differed among farm types. 
More than half (53%) of the part-time and the full-time farms had diversified their core 
agricultural business, while only 33% of the hobby farms were involved in such 
activities. More than one activity was found on almost one third of the full-time farms, 
while this was seldom found on hobby farms and part-time farms. 

The single most frequent activity was running farm-based shops and direct sale  
(f.i. meat sale at farm gate or at off-farm place of work), representing short marketing 
chains. Both part-time and full-time farmers were engaged in different kinds of direct 
sale, whereas processing of agricultural produce was mainly done on full-time farms. 
Leasing hunting rights or buildings were also frequent activities taken up by farmers. 
While leasing buildings were relatively more often found on hobby farms, leasing 
hunting rights was more frequent on full-time farms. Professional activities on the farm 
(like medical care, lawyers office, import of wine) were almost exclusively seen on  
part-time farms, like day care of children. Overall, deepening and broadening type 
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activities were the most prevalent on all farm types, whereas almost exclusively full-time 
farmers were engaged in regrounding activities like contracting (Figure 3). 

Table 4 Other farm-based activities on 168 organic farms (n = 231) 

Type of OFA % of OFA 

Farm-based shop, other direct sale 22 

Processing of agricultural produce 8 

 Total deepening 30 

Letting of hunting rights 14 

Renting out buildings 14 

Rural tourism 6 

Business 6 

Crafts 5 

Sale of renewable energy 5 

Professional child care 3 

Riding school, horse pension 2 

 Total broadening 55 

Contracting 7 

 Total re-grounding 7 

Other  8 

 Total other 8 

On 21% of all farms OFAs were characterised as having some or major economic 
importance for the household. Of farms with OFAs, 48% of part-time farmers and 41% 
of full-time farmers stated that they were of ‘some’ or ‘major’ economic importance, 
while this was true only for 11% of the hobby farmers. Among the activities, farm-based 
shops, other direct sale as well as leasing buildings were often of ‘some’ or ‘major’ 
economic importance and business or day care were almost always of ‘some’ or ‘major’ 
economic importance. 

Figure 3 Type of OFAs by farm type 
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4.4 Changes in farm size 2001–2004 

Mean farm sizes differed between the three farm types (Table 5) with full-time farms 
being significantly larger than both part-time and hobby farms. 

Of the farms still found in the organic registry in 2004, 64% remained unchanged in 
size, that is, increased or reduced their farm area with less than 10% between 2001 and 
2004 (Figure 4). While the share of farms reducing their farmed area was similar in all 
three farm types, twice as many full-time farms as part-time farms enlarged in the period, 
indicating a strategy of scale enlargement. Among hobby farms more farms reduced than 
enlarged their area. 

Table 5 Size of farms for each farm type (n = 340) 

  Hobby farms Part-time farms Full-time farms 

Percent of farms 17 35 47 

Mean farm size, in ha 16 26 82 

Figure 4 Changes in farm size between 2001 and 2004, for each farm type (n = 261) 

 

To elucidate whether size enlargement seemed to exclude the engagement in other  
farm-based activities, we looked at the full-time farms which increased their size by more 
than 10% between 2001 and 2004. On these farms the frequency of OFAs was slightly 
higher than on all full-time farms: 58% of them were engaged in OFAs. However, the 
activity types differed: regrounding activities amounted for a larger share of all activities, 
while both deepening and broadening activities were less frequent. Regarding 
employment almost half of the enlarging farms but only one third of all full-time farms 
had employed farm help. 

5 Discussion 

Based on the time which the farmer and his/her spouse use on agricultural activities, 
almost half the Danish organic farms could be characterised as full-time farms, with only 
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5% being farms where both the farmer and the spouse work full-time on the farm. One 
third was part-time farms and 17% hobby farms and contributions to agricultural activity 
by spouses – being predominantly female - were low on all farm types. 

With more than 3/4 of spouses working more than 20 hours/week outside the farm, 
the majority of organic farm households relied economically on off-farm incomes from 
spouses and were – as most other households in Denmark – dual income households.  
In addition to the off-farm engagement of the spouses, more than half of the organic 
farmers themselves derived their main income from outside the farm. When these 
farmers were asked about their future strategy, only a small minority (<10%) answered 
that they considered stopping farming or reverting to conventional farming during the 
next five years, indicating that such farm households consciously build on off-farm 
incomes to sustain a rural life with farming as an important component. This supports the 
recent research results showing off-farm work as a condition for sustaining farms and 
furthering their development, rather than as a hindrance for farm development and a first 
step out of agriculture (Meert et al., 2005; Turner et al., 2002). In a rural development 
context, off-farm incomes of farm households may be seen as a transfer of resources 
from the urban to the rural economy and as such as securing the basis for maintaining 
local services (van der Ploeg et al., 2002). 

Half of the organic farms engage in OFAs. There are considerable differences in  
both the level of engagement and the preferred type of OFAs between hobby farms,  
part-time farms and full-time farms. Van der Ploeg and Renting (2004) suggested that 
diversification may lead to reorganisation of households, for example, allowing spouses 
to return to the farm. However, in our material, there are no signs that the up-take of 
OFAs change the organisation of work within the household in such a way that  
spouses give up their off-farm employments. Only few Danish organic farmers  
(5%) engage in farm-based tourism, which is low compared to the 40% of UK organic 
farmers as reported by Lobley et al. (2005). Engagement in tourism would traditionally 
involve spouses more and this may be an area for further development, which  
could change household structure in the directions discussed by van der Ploeg  
et al. (2004). 

Short marketing chains like farm-based shops and direct sale was the single most 
frequent activity type and thus play a large role on Danish organic farms. Lobley et al. 
found organic farmers to be more involved than conventional farms in local and direct 
sales routes. They also noted that farms involved in direct sales are associated with a 
significant potential rural development impact (Lobley et al. 2005). Direct selling seemed 
to often generate informal links between farmers and was frequently combined  
with processing of farm produce – either their own produce or the produce of other 
farmers – thus potentially contributing to network building among producers. Lobley  
et al. (2005) however point out that because not all farms are well suited to adopt a direct 
sales strategy, engaging in direct marketing is not a model which can simply be copied to 
advance rural development. 

The farm types engage in OFAs in different ways. Organic hobby farmers do not rely 
on the farm income and engage considerably less than the other farm types in other farm-
based activities. When engaging in OFAs, broadening activities, especially leasing 
buildings, are most frequent. This is not surprising, given that the definition of hobby 
farmers used here only allow one person to work a few hours on the farm/week, making 
the group consist of households choosing to live in the countryside, but with a very low 
agricultural engagement. Contrary to this, although more than 80% of the part-time 
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farmers have major off-farm incomes, more than half of them also engage in OFAs. 
Direct sale and processing of farm produce are frequent and often economically 
important activities. The range of other activities found on part-time farms is large and 
frequently not related to the agricultural production (broadening), for example, business 
activities or day care located on the farm are almost exclusively found on these farms. 
Full-time farms engage in OFAs with the same frequency as part-time farms, but the 
activities taken up on full-time farms are frequently either deepening and regrounding 
activities which in some way depart from agricultural production. For more than a third 
of the full-time farmers with OFAs, the activities are of ‘some’ or of ‘major’ importance 
for the household income. The results from this study show that organic full-time farms, 
to a large degree, combine farm income with off-farm income – mainly provided by the 
spouses – and with a variety of OFAs, mostly processing and marketing of agricultural 
products and the use of production means on other farms. 

Diversification has been seen as an alternative to traditional expansion strategies.  
The results show that a considerable share (around 30%) of organic full-time farms 
expanded their utilised area during the period from 2001 to 2004. This recent size 
enlargement trend among organic farms was even more striking when changes were 
analysed in a cohort of organic farms who converted in 1997 and stayed organic  
until 2004 (Langer et al., 2005). Here, 75% of all farms and 80% of farms larger  
than 50ha expanded their farmed area by more than 10%, with one third expanding  
by 50% or more between 1997 and 2001. Investigating whether expansion coexisted  
with diversification among the Danish organic farms surveyed in this study, we found 
that the level of engagement in OFAs on farms having enlarged within the last five years 
did not differ much from that of other full-time farms. Diversifying as such does not 
seem to be in contradiction to expansion of the agricultural production. It seems 
however, that farms expanding in size frequently engage in specific OFAs, for example, 
contracting activities, exploiting their agricultural production means beyond their  
own farm. 

Surprisingly, more than half of the OFAs seem to be undertaken without giving  
rise to substantial economic contributions to the household. Engaging in activities, which 
are not very time-consuming, for example, leasing fishing rights etc., may be a choice by 
the farmer for other than strictly economic reasons. Farm businesses operate on a 
different economic logic than most other businesses, for example, a small group of 
diversifying UK farmers regarded their diversification as little more than nurturing a 
hobby (Turner et al., 2002). For some organic farmers engaging in activities securing 
face-to-face contact with consumers or providing community access to farmland nature 
may be highly valued and continued in spite of low economic returns. However, the 
considerable proportion of activities which fail to contribute economically may also be 
due to lack of support for sufficient development of activities, for example, of  
farm-based shops with sale of regional quality products or of agri-tourism, of which the 
latter was found on surprisingly few farms. Both these activities have the potential to be 
a development option for organic farms, but policies and institutions tend not to view  
the full range of resources available to the farm household as the basis for advice and 
development. With rural development as a main policy objective in the CAP and  
an expected increase in funding for the ‘second pillar’, the local policy environment in 
which farmers operate will change, giving rise to new needs for targeting policies to an 
increasingly diverse group of land managers. 
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