
MEDIT N° 1/2000 

EMPLOYMENT OF FARMERS IN THE SHEEP 
AND GOAT LIVESTOCK SECTOR 

OF THE TRIKALA REGION IN GREECE 

HELEN THEODOROPOULOU (*) - GEORGIOS THEODOROPOUL"()S (**) - GEORGE ZERVAS (***) 

ABSTRACT 

The employment of farmers in the sheep and goat livestock sector of 
the Trikala region in Greece was examined by using empirical social 
research methods. Sample data on population chamcteristics, educa­
tion, employment status, and income of farmers were collected. Also, 
data on the descriptive characteristics of the farms were collected. Da­
ta collection was performed by using a questionnaire survey. The da­
ta of the study were analysed with descriptive statistical techniques 
and cross-tabulations. The results of the study give an insight on the 
employment of farmers and the needs for future growth of this sector. 
In addition, on the basis of these data, the profile of the sheep and 
goat farmer in this region was constructed. 

RESUME 

Dans ce travail on a examine I'emploi des agriculteurs dans le secteur 
des moutons et de chevres de la region de Trikala en Grece en utilisant 
des methodes de recherche sociale empirique. On a ainsi col/ecte les 
donnees d'echantil/onnage sur les caracteristiques de la population, 
I'instntction, i'etat de I'emploi et du revenu des agriculteurs. On a aus­
si col/ecte les donnees sur les caracteristiques descriptives des exploila­
tions agricoles. La col/ecte des don m!es a ete faile atravers u ne enquete 
par questionnaire. Les donnees de I'etude ont ete analysees par des 
techniques statistiques descriptives et des tableaux croises. Les resultats 
don ne un aperfu sur I'emploi des agriculteurs etles besoins de la crois­
sance future de ce sectellr. En oUlre, sur la base de ces donnees, on a 
constntitle profil du moutonnier et du chevrier dans celle region. 

cess the current condition of 
the farmers and their ability 
to adapt to new market situ­
ations that may arise in the 
near future. 
For this reason, the employ­
ment in the sheep and goat 
livestock sector of the Tri­
kala region in Greece was 
examined since primary da­
ta for this region is lacking. 
The region of Trikala, locat­
ed in central Greece, is an 
important sheep and goat 
livestock producing area 
that has 146 rural communi­
ties where there are 4,890 
farms with 234,647 sheep 
and 3,710 farms with 
115,439 goats that contribute 
around 30% of the region's 
Gross Product (National Sta­
tistical Service of Greece, 
1995). Specifically, by using 

Sheep and goat far­
ming is an important 
sector of the livestock 

industry in Greece where 
a large number of the agri­
cultural labour force is oc­
cupied. The agricultural la­
bour force of Greece totals 
771,516 people (National 
Statistical SelVice of Greece, 
1996) which is 20.4% of the 
active labour force and pro­
duces 12-13% of the Gross 
National Product (SPA 2000, 
1998). The sheep and goat 
livestock sector of Greece 
has a capacity of 13,276,593 
sheep and goats accounting 
for 27.4% and 65.6% of the 
total meat and milk produc­
tion respectively (National 
Statistical Service of Gre­
ece, 1991). Sheep and goat 
farming in Greece is a fami­
ly business where a large 
number of the agricultural labour force is employed on a 
permanent or seasonal basis. 
Some of the problems facing the sheep and goat live­
stock sector are low productivity and investment, ageing 
of the farming labour force (SPA 2000, 1998), possible 
negative effects of the law for use of grazing pastures 
(Hatziminaoglou et al., 1995), and the imminent reduc­
tion or termination of subsidies which threatens the sur­
vival of sheep and goat farms in Greece. There is a fear 
that after the termination of subsidies, many sheep and 
goat farmers will go out of business resulting in an in­
crease of the unemployment rate and desertion of the 
countryside which will have a negative effect on other 
sectors of the rural economy as well. Therefore, it was 
considered that a sUlVey of employment in the sheep 
and goat livestock sector was necessary in order to ac-

empirical social research 
methods, data on the demographic, educational, em­
ployment status, and income characteristics of the sheep 
and goat farmers were collected. On the basis of these 
data, the profile of the sheep and goat farmer in this re­
gion was constructed. 
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METHODOLOGY OF THE SURVEY 

Population census 
Population census data was supplied by the National Sta­
tistical SelVice of Greece and the Trikala Regional Office 
of the Greek Ministry of Agriculture. 

Sampling 
A stratified sampling of rural communities by size of their 
farms, distance from an urban centre and local geogra­
phy (mountainous, hilly, plain) was used. 

Data collection 
Data on the demographic, educational, employment sta­
tus, and income characteristics of the sheep and goat 
farmers in the region of Trikala were collected through a 
questionnaire sUlVey. Also, data on the descriptive char-
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acteristics of the farms were collected. The question­
naires were completed by the investigators on location 
by visiting the fa rms and interviewing the farmers face to 
face in order to avoid misunderstanding in the comple­
tion of the questionnaires. 

Questionnaire 

The questionnaire had the following sections: farm de­
scription, demographic characteristics of farmers, educa­
tionallevel, occupation, income, insurance, future plans, 
job satisfaction from livestock farming , quality of life, 
and suggestions for improving farm li fe . 

Data ana lysis 

Data from the collected questionnaires were analysed by 
using M/iV/ TAB for V(/inciolU5, Release 10.1. Percentage 
distributions for the va rious responses were generated 
and cross-tabulations were made between related re­
sponses. 

RESULTS 

Fifty seven (57) fa rmers residing in 
23 rural communities in the region of 
Trikala accepted to have their farms 
visited and to be in terviewed for 
completion of the questionnaire. 

Farm ciescriptio n 
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fam ily relatives (86%), and owned their house (96%). 
Most of the farmers (83%) were narive of the region of 
Trikala and 17% were nati ve of o the r reg io ns who 
moved into the region of TrikaJa. There were no absen­
tee farm o\vners since all the farmers imerviewed in the 
study were local residents in this region. 

Eciucatio na l level 

Figure 1 presents the distribution of sheep and goat 
fa rmers by educa rionall evel. An imporrant observation is 
that the farmers' educational level was mostly prim;IIY 
school and below (74%), on ly :I 2% had finished high 
school, and a mere 2% had fini shed an occupational 
school. 

Occupation 

Figure 2 presents the primary and secondalY occupation 
of sheep and goat farmers. Most of the farmers (81%) 
had sheep and goat farming as primary occupation and 
19% as secondary occupation. Figure 3 presents the 
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Farms were mosdy located in rural 
communities with a population less 
than 500 (65%) and a dista nce from 
an urban centre less than 50 km 
(91%). The geography of the farms' 
location was characterized as either 
mountainous (32%), hilly (39%), or 
plain (29%). All of the fa rms were 
fa mil y owned and operated. The 
farms had been in operation on an 
average for 26 years. The available 
facilities on the farm were characte­
rized by most of the farmers them­
selves as not satisfactolY (77%). Of 
the 57 study fa rms, 50 had on aver­
age 136 sheep and 20 had on aver­
age 104 goats . Sheep farming was 
mainly extensive (58%) o r semi-in­
tensive (40%). Goat farm ing was pre­
dominantly extensive (95%). 

No school Some classes Primary Secondary Technical High school University 

De mographic characteristics 
of fa rme rs 

The distribution of farmers by gen­
der was 88% men and 120/0 \vomen. 
The majority of fa nners (68%) were 
45-64 yea rs old , married (89%), had 

in primary school school school 
school 

Fig llre I - Distriblflio ll of S/Jec.1) (jlld goot f armers by ed"cflIiOllflllcl'c!. 
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years of practising sheep and goar 
fanning. On average, fanners prac­
tised sheep and goat farmin g 10 
hours daily on a yea r round basis for 
30 years. 

Income and insurance 
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Figure 4 presents the fa rmers' total 
annual income and annllal income 
only from sheep and goat farming. 
An imponant observation is that the 
majority of fa rmers (70%) have a low 
annual income and that sheep and 
goat fann ing is an important source 
of income for them. Almost a ll (93%) 
the sheep and goat fa rmers receive 
subsidies and of those who receives 

F(/!,/f/"c .3 - lefll;s offJrrlctisillg sbrt1) (/11(/ gO{fljarmil1g. 

it 92% considers it as an important 
pan of their annua l income. All of 30 

the farmers had some kind of state 
pension and health insurance cover- 25 

age. 

Job satisfa ction from livestock 
fanning 
The majority of sheep and goat fa rm­
ers (70%) responded that they were 
not satisfied with their occupario n 
(figure 5). This result is relared to 
the fact that only 5% of the fa rmers 
liked sheep and goat farming when 
they started it, while the majority of 
the farmers (47%) started it by neces-
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sity because they had no other 
choice (figure 6). Even though they 

/:(fJ,III"f' 'I - Fal"/IIe,.s ' /l!fof mll/I/o! illcome (II1f/ flllI/l/al illcomcjrolll sbccp allri gOfftjarlJlillg. 

did not like it, 67% of rhe farmers responded that rhey 
would not change sheep and goar farming roday. The 
main reason cited (50%) was that they are roo old ro start 
something anew. In add ition, most of the farmers (77%) 
would not like their children to continue sheep and goat 
farming because it is a harsh job (54%), or because it is a 
job with no respect (26%), or because the income is low 
(20%) 

Future plans regarding sheep and goat farming 

A large proportion of fa rmers (27%) responded thar they 
wi ll srop sheep and goat fa nning if subsidies are termi­
nated, while of those who wi ll keep sheep and goat farm­
ing, 30% will increase the number of animals in rheir 
flock and 56% wi ll apply a more intensive producrion 
system with more productive Slack in order to increase 
their annllal income. 

Quality o f farm life 

Most of the farmers (58%) responded that the income 
fro m sheep and goat farm ing is not enough ro cover rheir 
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life necessities. In addition, farm life would be better if 
they had higher income (60%), better selvices such as 
shops, schools, hospitals, and theatres (25%) and better 
housing conditions (15%). Their main suggestions for im­
proving their income we re higher prices for livestock 
producrs (39%) and income protection by the state (21%). 
On the other hand , most of the farmers (53%) would not 
like ro attend an educational programme on sheep and 
goa t farming to improve their production techniques. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The profil e of the sheep and goat farmer in the region of 
Trikala that emerged from this slllvey is that of a man 45-
64 yea rs of age, born and raised locally, homeowner, 
who is married wirh 2-3 children and rakes ca re of 2-3 
fam ily relarives (usually parems). His educational level is 
mostly primmy school and below. He considers livestock 
farming as his primary occupation) he has been doing 
this job on an average for 30 yea rs, and he is .not satisfied 
with it. Also, he considers the facilities of his farm as not 
sa tisfacrolY. He opted for livestock farming because he 
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suade young people to practice ex­
tensive livestock farming in upland 
areas where there is no social life. 
Unde r these circumstances, a new 
strategy is needed [0 face the prob­
lems and disadvantages of the semi­
intensive and intensive livestock pro­
duction system used (Zervas, 1995). 
Since the accession of Greece to the 
Europea n Community in 1981 the 
pou ltry and p ig livestock secto rs 
have intensified while the sheep and 
goat livestock sector has remained 
largely unaffected . Sheep and goat 
fanning is ope rated under traditional 
practices which eve n though does 

Extra income 
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not require large capital for feeding 
and housing, it is a harsh job associ­
ated with a life sty le thar is not at­
tracting young people (Hadjigeo r­
gio u and Papavasi liou, 1998). The 

No other choice 
48% 
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had no other job opportun ities, or to supplement his in­
come from another primary occupation. A proportion of 
farmers will stop sheep and gOal fanning if subsidies are 
terminated, and some of them plan to increase the num­
ber of animals, which may contribute to envi ronmental 
degradation and conflict with the law for use of gra zing 
pastures, while some others will apply a more intensive 
and more productive system. The main factors which lim­
it the possibilities of expansion and make the small hold­
ings suffer the most severe financia l conslraints are: the 
small size of farms (the number of animals and the avail­
able land area per fa rm), the high land prices (competi­
tion of land from more economica lly viable crops), the 
state ownership of rangelands with the current legislation 
of land tenure, the low genetic potential (low productivi­
ty) of some traditional breeds still used, inadequate nutri­
tion (nutritional fluctuations and imbalances), inefficien­
cy or lack of co-ope r~ltive ventures between rural pro­
duction and retailing enterprises, and inadequate value­
adding activities, such as regional and eco-Iabelling on 
farm processing and marketing, combined \vith an ineffi­
cient milk processing and poorly organized market (Zer­
vas, 1998). The prospects for sheep and goat farming in 
the region of Trikala are not optimistic and probably this 
applies to the rest of Greece too. The agricul tural labour 
force occupied with sheep and goat farming is ageing 
and the new generations are not encouraged by their par­
ents to take over. Today, it is extremely difficult to per-
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integrated plan for regional develop­
me nt 2000-2006 (S PA 2000, ] 998) 
proposes to rectify this situation by 
offe ring incentives for you ng people 
to become fa rmers, by giving invest­
me nts for the improvement of fa rm 
fa ci lities, genetic stock and grazing 

lands, and by improving the quality of fa rm products 
through animal disease control measures, standardiza­
tion, resea rch and development. Whether this plan will 
lead to upgrad ing of sheep and goat fa rm ing in Greece it 
remains to be seen. • 
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