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Abstract: This article analyses the available income of farmer households in Poland in 2003-2020 in
the context of their level, variability, and differentiation. The income situation of farmers was analysed
from the intra-sectoral perspective and the inter-sectoral perspective by comparing the average
monthly available income per capita of farmer households to the income of employees and total
households. The research aimed to assess the stability of farmers’ incomes against the background of
comparative groups and to assess their social sustainability. We understand farmers’ income parity
relative to other socio-professional groups and a similar level of intra-sectoral differentiation. The
source of empirical materials was the cyclical statistics of the Central Statistical Office prepared as
part of the Household Budget Surveys, published in the years 2004-2021. It was found that despite
a significant increase in the real income of farmers” households in Poland over the studied years,
the income disparity of farmers relative to other socio-occupational groups persisted. However, the
income gap of farmers in relation to workers from the non-agricultural sector decreased from 35.1%
in 2003 to an average of 15.7% in 2004-2020, which is largely due to the support for agriculture from

El;i‘eﬁ‘fg the CAP funds. Compared to the analysed groups, the income of farmers” households is characterised
Citation: Kata, R.; Leszczyriska, M. by the most significant instability and greater diversification. These results indicate a persistent
Stability and Social Sustainability of deficit in the social sustainability of farmers” household income in Poland.

Farm Household Income in Poland in

2003-2020. Agriculture 2021, 11, 1296. Keywords: farmer households; sustainable development; available income of households; income
https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/ disparity; income inequality; social sustainability

agriculture11121296

Academic Editor:
Giuseppe Timpanaro 1. Introduction

The need to increase and stabilise farmers’ income (both in absolute and relative terms,
relating to other social groups) remains one of the fundamental premises of agricultural
policy, especially the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) of the European Union. The
problem of so-called parity income concerns the issue of fair income distribution within
the market economy and the existence of income inequalities in society [1-4]. Income
inequalities are natural to a market economy, but when they are too high and result from
the non-equivalent distribution of income due to production factors (labour, land, and
capital), they can lead to the economic deprivation of certain socio-professional groups.

The active agricultural support policy conducted in the European Union countries since
the 1960s caused that the income disparity between farmers and other socio-professional
groups was significantly reduced. However, empirical studies show that in most EU countries,
the income of agricultural producers is still below the income earned by employees in other
sectors of the economy, and it mainly concerns the so-called new member states, including
Poland [5-7].

The population’s income determines the possibilities for satisfying its individual needs
conditions of the Creative Commons  ald, as a result, is a determinant of the quality of life. It also concerns the agricultural
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://  POpulation. Obtaining sufficient incomes by agricultural producers is necessary to maintain
creativecommons.org/licenses /by / agricultural production at the level desired by society and obtain appropriate quality food.
4.0/). It is also an indispensable condition for the realisation of other functions of agriculture,
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which are crucial for the sustainable development of this sector and the sustainable develop-
ment of rural areas [8-10]. These include functions essential for preserving the values of the
natural environment, biodiversity, maintaining the climate, rural landscape, or providing
society with other public goods (social, cultural, etc.) [11,12]. Agriculture faces pressure
from both policymakers and consumers to adopt sustainable development practices [13].
However, the implementation of many ecological or social order functions is not conducive
to maximising the income of agricultural producers. This is one of the arguments to justify
rewarding farmers for adopting certain agricultural practices considered beneficial for the
climate, environment, and society.

The problem of income disparity of farmers relating to other socio-professional groups
has been present in the literature for many decades, but also today, it has not lost its
topicality [14-16]. It is similar to the issue of stability of farmers’ income [17-21]. This
difficulty is fundamental because farmers’ incomes are subject to large fluctuations over
time due to the variability of the volume of agricultural production, shaped under the
influence of natural factors and the variability of prices of agricultural products and
prices of purchased means of production. However, it should be emphasised that, by
economists representing the neoliberal trend, this topic is treated marginally because
they assume that the characteristic attribute of the market economy is differentiation and
unpredictability [22], rather than balance and stability [23,24].

Much space in the literature is devoted to the impact of agricultural policy instruments,
including CAP instruments, on farmers’ income [25-32]. In most studies, the subject of
analysis is the efficiency and effectiveness of public expenditure in achieving CAP objectives
related to the level and stability of farmers” income. The subject of analysis is also the
effectiveness of subsidies directed to farmers in reducing their income disparity relating
to other socio-professional groups [33-35]. Much less attention is paid to the problem of
income disparities within agriculture, although this issue has been gaining importance
lately [36—42]. This is due to the growing conviction about the negative consequences
of the progressive increase in income inequality of agricultural holdings for sustainable
agricultural development [43].

The object of interest of researchers is usually agricultural income, i.e., income from
agricultural production. Concerning individual farmers, this is the so-called income from
the family farm. These analyses are often based on FADN agricultural accounting data,
which are representative of commercial farms. In Poland, these are farms delivering about
90% of production to the market, but in terms of numbers, they constitute about 55% of all
farms registered as agricultural producers. The FADN data are therefore not representative
of a significant proportion of agricultural holdings in the country.

In the context of stability and especially social sustainability of farmers” income, the
category of particular interest is not so much agricultural income (from agricultural pro-
duction) but the disposable income of farmers” households. For farmer households, the
primary source of livelihood is farm income, but this income is most frequently supple-
mented by non-agricultural income, i.e., from hired labour, non-agricultural economic
activities, or budget transfers, but not related to agricultural activities. Due to the strong
connection between the farmer’s household and their farm, there are strong couplings
between agricultural income and income obtained from other sources. Farm income is
used to support the farmer’s family, but non-agricultural income is also frequently a source
of financing for the costs of farming activities. Available income determines the standard
of living of the farming family and the sustainability and development possibilities of the
agricultural holding.

A higher and stable income contributes to the better resilience of farmer households
to crisis and protects the farm against materialisation of adverse risks related to natural
and economic factors [44]. Moreover, a fair and stable income enables farmers to take
advantage of a broader set of economic opportunities for farm development. It should
be emphasised that available income is not only an economic, but also a social category.
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This is because it is a determinant of the social status of the household. Farmers need to
compare their income relative to other socio-professional groups and other farmers [4].

2. Materials and Methods

This study analyses the average available income per capita in farmer households
in Poland in 2003-2020 in the context of its level, variability, and diversity. The study
aims to assess the level of variability (stability) of farmers’ available income and its social
sustainability in absolute (intra-sectoral) and relative terms, i.e., relating to the income of
total households and workers” households.

We understand the social sustainability of agricultural income as a situation in which
farmers’ available income is similar to the income of households in general and workers’
households, and the intra-sectoral differentiation of farmers’ income does not differ too
much from the differentiation of income of the groups of households mentioned above.
Such a perception of the social sustainability of farmers’ income results from the essence of
available income as an economic and social category.

In the research procedure, the following hypotheses were formulated:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The per capita available income of farmer households in Poland shows much
more significant year-to-year variation than that of total households and worker households.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Support through subsidies from the Common Agricultural Policy contributes
to reducing the income disparity of farmers compared to other socio-occupational groups and
reducing income inequality in agriculture.

The research period includes the year before Poland’s accession to the European
Union (2003) as a base year for comparisons, and the years 2004-2020, i.e., 15 years of
agriculture in Poland under the influence of the Common Agricultural Policy. Verifying
the first Hypothesis (H1) will make it possible to assess the impact of CAP instruments
on mitigating the naturally high variability (fluctuation) of farmers” household incomes.
On the other hand, verifying the second Hypothesis (H2) is interesting in answering the
question to what extent the CAP support for agriculture influences the more outstanding
social balance of farmers’ income.

We assume that the stabilization of agricultural income and, to a certain extent, the
reduction of income inequalities within the sector are influenced by those CAP instruments
that directly support farmers’ income and are not related to the volume of agricultural
production (e.g., direct payments, LFA payments). Under the second pillar of the CAP, these
objectives are implemented by such instrument as, for example, “Restoring agricultural
production potential following natural disasters”.

The level and variability of per capita available income of farmer households was
analysed relating to the income of total households and employee households. The latter
are households whose exclusive or main (prevailing) source of maintenance is income from
hired work in either the public or private non-agricultural sector.

The farmers income parity was established as an indicator (in %) that determines the
ratio of the average monthly available income per capita in farmers households compared
to the average monthly available income per capita in the reference group of households
(i.e., all households or employee households). If this ratio is lower than 100%, then we are
talking about the farmers’ income disparity, and the relative difference (in %) between the
average level of farmers’ income and the average level of income of the compared group
will be referred to as the income gap.

Changes in income dynamics were presented in absolute terms (in constant prices),
and the consumer price index (CPI) was used as a deflator. In the analysis of income
variability of farmers relating to other socio-occupational groups, the parameters of de-
scriptive statistics were applied, such as the average annual rate of income change, as well
as the minimum, maximum, divergence, and the value of standard deviation, as well as
the coefficient of variation V, determined for the average annual rate of income change.
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To assess the scale of intra-sectoral income inequality in agriculture (among farmer
households), the Gini coefficient for per capita available income in farmer households
was used. The coefficient values are in the range [0, 1]. Assuming that income values are
ordered in ascending order, the Gini coefficient is determined by the formula:

1 Y .
G = 1—N—2yg[(2(N—z)+1)yi]

where i =1 to N, N denotes the number of subjects in a population, y; the income of the
i household indexed in non-decreasing order (y; < y;.1), and ¥ the average income of
households in a population.

A higher value of G indicates a high income differentiation, while a lower value
is a distribution close to equality. Low income stratification of a given population of
households can occur when the value of the Gini coefficient is less than 0.30. The Gini
coefficient within the range of 0.30-0.45 reflects average income disparities, while values
above 0.45 characterise communities with high income stratification [45].

The source of data on disposable income in different types of households in Poland
was the cyclical research of the Central Statistical Office (CSO) entitled Household Budget
Survey from 2004 to 2021. This income category is the resultant volume of household
budget surveys, which reflects the income obtained by farmers from different sources,
i.e., from the farm, hired labour, property rights, and social benefits, which is reduced by
taxes and social and health insurance contributions [46]. In this approach, the fluctuations
in disposable income are significantly influenced by the factors determining the level of
income of farming families also obtained outside agriculture. In Polish statistics, presenting
data in microeconomic terms, the main criterion for distinguishing farmer households
is the overwhelming basic source of their livelihood, which is income from the use of
a private farm for agriculture. It is worth emphasizing that the research on household
budgets in Poland concerns the living conditions of the population and is carried out
by the Central Statistical Office using the monthly rotation method on a random sample
of total households. According to this method, a different randomly selected household
participates in the annual survey each month. The research is therefore representative. Such
an approach allows for an in-depth assessment of the financial situation of households: in
current and retrospective terms, in the light of the most important categories of economic
well-being, both monetary and non-monetary. The research covers various groups of farms
according to their socio-professional profile.

3. Results

The amount of income obtained, in comparison to other socio-professional groups
and other farmers, is a measure of the living standard of the agricultural population and
is a necessary factor for the occurrence of satisfaction, usefulness, and well-being. It
concerns not only its objective dimension, but also its subjective one. Figure 1 presents
the development of real available income per capita in farmer households in 2003-2020 in
comparison with total households and employees” households.

Monthly per capita available income in farmer households increased by 171.3% in real
terms (290.9% in nominal terms) between 2003 and 2020. At the same time, in employee
households, per capita, disposable income increased by 83.8% in real terms, and in total
households by 95.8% (in nominal terms, by 164.9% and 182.2%, respectively). Farmers’
incomes grew faster than those of comparable groups, thanks to which their income gap
relating to other socio-occupational groups was gradually reduced. It is worth noting
that after the period of market transformation in Poland at the beginning of the 1990s,
farmers’ real income decreased the most compared to other groups of households. Only in
1995-1997 was the rate of their decline halted, and the process of their slow reconstruction
began [47]. However, in the following years, 1998-1999, there was an actual decline in
farmers’ incomes and a deepening of the income disparity regarding other groups of farms.
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In 20002002, farmers’ incomes grew in real terms, while in 2003 they again recorded a
decline. Thus, while in 1995-2003 there was a real improvement in the income situation
of average households and employee households (the average annual growth rate of
their income was 1.7% and 2.3%, respectively), farmers’ income recorded a regression
(an average annual decline of 0.9%). Moreover, the period just before accession to the
European Union (2000-2003) was characterised by a high variability of available income of
farmers [48].

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

=== 3|l households ——#=—farmers households ==e==employee households

Figure 1. Real available income per capita in farmers’ households and in total households and employees in 2003-2020 (in

PLN) This is a figure. Schemes follow the same formatting. Source: own study based on Household Budget Survey in 2003
and next until 2020; Central Statistical Office: Warsaw, 2004-2021.

The income situation of farmers has radically improved since 2004, i.e., since agricul-
ture was covered by support under the EU Common Agricultural Policy instruments. As
a result of direct payments and other agricultural support instruments, farmers’ income
increased in 2004-2008 by 64.2% in real terms. In this period, the real incomes of farms
in general increased by 34.8%, and of employee farms by 26.2%. In 2009, there was a no-
ticeable slowdown in the dynamics of the average household’s income, which was caused
by a decrease in the rate of economic growth. A renewed increase in farmers’ income
took place in 2010. During the following years (2011-2015), relative stabilisation of the
level of real income was noted in all socio-economic groups. However, farmers’ incomes
compared to other groups showed the most significant volatility during this period, and
in 2014 recorded a rather deep decline (by 9.1% compared to the previous year). In turn,
between 2015 and 2017, farmers” incomes showed a clear upward trend but remained all
the time below the average incomes of workers and farms in general. In 2017, compared to
2016, farmers’ households recorded the highest increase in real income (by 34.0%) among
all household groups [46]. In that year, the income gap of farmers against total households
(1.3%) and worker households (2%) was the lowest not only in the entire period under
study, but also since the early 1990s [48]. However, this rebound in farmers’ incomes in
2017 was essentially the result of their previous stagnation at low levels in 2014-2016 and
was to some extent ‘statistical’ in nature. In 2018-2019, farmers’ real incomes remained
at a level similar to 2017. A fairly deep decrease of farmers available income in 2009 and
2014 resulted mainly from unfavorable price relations in agriculture (the price scissors
index in those years was 0.90 and 0.98, respectively). On the other hand, a strong increase
farmers’ income in 2017, in addition to the aforementioned statistical effect, was caused
by favorable price relations in agriculture (the price scissors index was 1.10). In 2020,
despite the COVID-19 pandemic and its negative economic impact, farmers’ incomes in
real terms increased quite dynamically by 8.2% compared to the previous year. Over the
post-accession period (2004-2020), farmers’ incomes grew at an average annual rate of 6%,
while total farm incomes grew at 4% and employee farms at 3.6%. These results indicate
unequivocally that farmers are the occupational group that benefited most from Poland’s
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accession to the EU. It is reflected in the improvement in the income parity of farmers
relating to other household groups.

Table 1 shows the relation of the average per capita available income of farmers and
workers regarding the average household’s income in Poland. The relation of farmers’
available income to workers’ income is also shown. The data confirm that in the post-
accession period (2004-2020), the average income gap between farmers” and workers’
incomes was smaller, relative to the 2003 gap by 19.4%, and relative to total households by
15.3% (Table 1).

Table 1. Relationships of available income per capita of farmers ‘and employees” households in
relation to total household income (in %).

Households Income Relationships
Total Households = 100

Farmers’ Income

Years Parity in Relation to
Farmers Employee Employees (%)
2003 69.7 107.4 64.9
2004 73.6 106.4 69.2
2005 79.7 101.2 78.7
2006 82.6 99.3 83.2
2007 91.1 98.5 92,5
2008 84.9 100.5 84.5
2009 79.4 100.8 78.7
2010 85.9 100.5 85.4
2011 80.2 101.4 79.1
2012 85.9 100.8 85.3
2013 89.0 100.5 88.5
2014 784 100.7 779
2015 75.5 100.1 75.4
2016 78.0 101.4 77.1
2017 98.6 100.6 98.0
2018 93.4 100.5 94.2
2019 91.6 100.7 89.6
2020 96.6 100.8 95.8
Average 2004-2020 85.0 100.9 84.3
- Difference to 2003 15.3 —6.5 194

Source: as Figure 1.

The higher dynamics of farmers’ available income relating to other socio-professional
groups is not only due to EU subsidies supporting farmers’ income. It is also due to the
increase in agricultural productivity in Poland after 2004, both globally and in terms of
productivity of individual production factors in agriculture [49]. For example, the final
output of agriculture expressed in constant prices was 75% higher in 2019 compared to
2003 [50,51]. The increase in agricultural productivity in the post-accession period, to some
extent, was also due to transfers of CAP funds to this sector. They allowed farmers to
implement modernisation investments and increase the production potential of farms and,
as a result, the profitability of agricultural production. Moreover, the increase in farmers’
household income was also influenced by transfers from government social programmes,
such as the Family 500+ and Good Start programmes, which have been in operation since
2016 and support families with children. Thanks to these programmes, budget expenditures
for social purposes increased from about 20 billion PLN in 2015 to 60.4 billion PLN in 2019,
i.e., by more than three times (by 213%) [52]. It is estimated that about 60% of these funds
went to the countryside. A significant part of them went to agricultural families, which
have more children than those living in cities. However, both transfers from CAP funds
and government programmes supporting families and the improvement of agricultural
productivity did not allow for the complete elimination of the income disparity of farmers,
but undoubtedly caused its significant reduction.
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As shown in Figure 2, between 2003 and 2020, the average annual growth rates of per
capita disposable income of agricultural households show much higher volatility than the
income of total households and worker households.

==t 3|l households g farmers households === cmployee households

Figure 2. Annual growth rates of real available income in farmers” households in 2003-2020 as compared to the income of

employees and total households (in %). Source: as Figure 1. Note: 2004—Poland joins the EU and agriculture is covered by

CAP instruments.

Over the period 2003-2020, the average rate of change in farmers’ available income,
i.e., its year-on-year deviation (in %), was 7.4% in nominal terms and 5.2% in real terms and
exceeded these rates for total households and workers (Table 2). This measure indicates
that the average annual amplitude of fluctuation of these incomes for farmers is higher
by about 1.4%. Much higher fluctuation of farmers’ incomes compared to other socio-
occupational groups is also evidenced by such measures of variability as the R-square, the
standard deviation, and the coefficient of variation V for the annual growth rate of real
incomes (Table 2). The relatively higher income variability of farmers, i.e., self-employed
in agriculture, may not be surprising. It results from the direct dependence of their
income on unstable market factors (economic situation, prices of means of production
and products or services sold by farmers). Concerning farmers, income variability is
also determined by natural factors that influence the volume and quality of agricultural
production. Nevertheless, more than three times higher coefficient of variation of the
annual growth rate of farmers” household income relating to the compared groups of
households indicates a very high income instability. This problem is one of the most
important current challenges for agricultural policy, as fluctuations in farmers” income
have been very high for many years. Figure 3 shows the absolute values of fluctuations
in the annual rate of change of farmers’ available income. Over the entire period under
study (2003-2020), they averaged 9.92%, while in 20032010 they averaged 10.94%, and in
the next decade they were 9.11%. These data indicate that CAP instruments dedicated to
stabilising agricultural income are insufficient or not very effective, as the fluctuation of
this income has remained at a similar level for years.

The available income of farmer households is less stable relating to other socio-
professional groups. It shows relatively more significant internal differentiation, illustrated
by the Gini coefficient values (Figure 4).
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Table 2. Changes (in %) of the annual growth rates of real income of farmers ‘households against the background of total
households and employees” households in 2003-2020.

Available Income Per Capita for Selected Groups of Households

gy Nominal Take Real Take
Specification
All Farmers Employee All Farmers Employee
Households Households Households  Households Households Households
- average rate of growth 6.1 74 5.9 3.9 5.2 3.7
- minimum 2.3 —-17.1 —-1.5 —-14 —-17.8 —-3.6
- maximum 12.5 36.7 14.7 8.6 34.0 10.1
-range R 10.2 53.8 16.2 10.0 51.8 13.7
- standard deviation 3.1 12.1 3.6 3.0 11.7 3.4
- coefficient of variation V (%) 50.3 164.0 60.5 75.3 226.7 91.8
Source: as Figure 1.
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Figure 3. The absolute rate of change in the monthly nominal available income per capita in farmers” households (in %).
Source: as Figure 1.
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Figure 4. Differences in available income per capita measured by the Gini coefficient in Poland in 2003-2020 for selected
groups of households. Source: as Figure 1.

Differences in available income per capita in total households and households of
employees in Poland, as measured by the Gini coefficient, have decreased since 2004, from
the level of 0.364 to about 0.313. In the studied period (2003-2020), in the group of farmers’
households, an opposite tendency could be observed, i.e., an increase in income inequality,
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measured by the Gini coefficient. Its level in this group of households was 0.473 in 2003,
while at the end of the analysed period it was as high as 0.583.

Progressive intra-sectoral differentiation of farmers” household incomes in Poland
is primarily a derivative of structural changes in agriculture, i.e., processes of agrarian
structure concentration and decrease in employment in agriculture. In 1995-2016, the
average area of agricultural holdings increased from 7.6 ha to 10.7 ha of arable land
(AL). The number of farms above 15 ha of AL increased from 8% to 15%, and their share
in agricultural land increased from 31% to 60.4%. In the same period, employment in
agriculture, expressed in the annual work unit (AWU), decreased by as much as 51.8% [32].
These changes lead to an improvement in the relations of factors of production (land,
labour, and capital) and, as a result, to an increase in their productivity and an increase in
profitability per employed person. The key here is to increase the capital stock per unit
of labour (increase in the technical equipment of labour) and per unit of land and reduce
labour input [53-56]. However, the tendencies described here are not universal for the
whole collective of agricultural holdings. Some farms develop their production potential,
invest, intensify, and increase the scale of production. Others seek alternative development
paths and sources of income, and still, others enter a decline phase or collapse, constituting
to some extent a reservoir of resources for developing farms. Income differentiation in
agriculture is a natural consequence of the sector’s development. However, sustainable
development requires that these processes are not spontaneous but stable, leading to
the retention in agriculture of indispensable labour resources with high human capital
and outflow of surplus resources. Income from agricultural activity should ensure a fair
remuneration of production factors, including the labour factor, involved in this sector, but
should be obtained primarily on the market.

4. Discussion

The presented research results are consistent with other studies, which show that the
dynamics of disposable income of farmers” households in Poland in the post-accession
period, i.e., after 2004, have significantly increased compared to the pre-accession pe-
riod [57,58]. The increase in budget expenditure on the agricultural sector since 2004
also significantly mitigated the fluctuations in the level of farmers” income. However,
this stabilising effect of budget expenditure was more evident regarding real gross dis-
posable income than disposable income [42]. The former income category is a sectoral
approach (based on national accounts), while the latter results from microeconomic studies
of household budgets. Gross disposable income reflects better than disposable income
from agricultural production. On the other hand, the fluctuations of disposable income are
significantly influenced by factors determining the income level of agricultural families
obtained outside agriculture.

Studies indicate that the orientation of financial support for agriculture to make direct
payments, at the expense of market interventions, contributes to the reduction of income
fluctuations of agricultural producers [30,59]. Still, farmers” income volatility is very high
and significantly exceeds the income volatility of other socio-professional groups. The
Common Agricultural Policy increasingly considers the need to reduce the volatility and
uncertainty of agricultural incomes. However, thus far the CAP policies have not been
able to buffer the farmers income fluctuations. Mitigating the volatility of agricultural
incomes affects the greater stability of investment processes, as the private capital of farms
primarily finances these. The above premises are essential for capturing the objectives of
the stabilisation function in the budgeting of agricultural expenditure [42].

Many researchers point to the persistent income gap of farmers relating to other socio-
professional groups, both in Poland [60] and in other EU countries [61-63]. In Poland, as
in other EU countries, the income disparity of farmers is reduced under the influence of
subsidies directly supporting farmers’ income and other CAP instruments, supporting
investments in farms [64,65], or ecological and climatic objectives or structural changes in
agriculture [30,40,66].
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The necessity to increase the stability of farmers’ income and improve their income
relative to other socio-professional groups remains one of the most critical challenges
relating to the EU Common Agricultural Policy and its national implementation [67,68].
It is also an essential element of the social sustainability of farmers” income, without
which farmers will not be able to fulfil all those functions (productive, environmental,
social) that the society expects from them [12,69]. In the extreme scenario, without the
social sustainability of income in agriculture, family farms will be replaced by industrial,
agricultural monocultures, farmers as a social group will disappear, and the village will
lose its natural (cultural and social) character [11]. It will also be complicated to achieve
the objectives of environmental governance and the changes required of agriculture related
to climate challenges.

The concept of sustainable development points to the need for economic and social
inclusion, i.e., achieving decent incomes, or at least parity incomes [70] and the full integra-
tion of different social groups in socio-economic development. It also points to efforts to
reduce inequalities between and within socio-economic groups [43,71-73]. In this respect,
the research results presented in the article indicate an incomplete realisation of the social
sustainability of farmers” incomes in Poland understood in this way. In the studied period,
there was significant progress only in reducing the income disparity of farmers relative to
other socio-professional groups.

5. Conclusions

The conducted research confirms that in Poland, over the period 2003-2020, the level
of available income per capita in farmers” households significantly improved. The average
income of farmer households in that period increased nominally and in absolute terms
(by more than 170%), which improved the living standards of most farm families. After
Poland’s accession to the EU, there was also a faster increase in disposable income in
farmers’ households compared to households in general and employees’” households. This
resulted in a significant reduction of the income gap of farmers compared to other socio-
professional groups. This is undoubtedly due to the support of farmers” income with direct
payments and other subsidies (e.g., agri-environmental payments) under CAP instruments
since 2004. Moreover, the improvement in farmers” income is also the result of increased
agricultural productivity, which was also helped by European funds channelled to support
investment and structural changes in agriculture. Farmers have also shared the benefits
of Poland’s economic growth, while rural residents, and farmers to a relatively greater
extent than urban residents, have benefited from budget transfers supporting families
under social policy programmes operating since 2016.

For farmers, the stability of the available income received is essential. On average,
farm income (agricultural activity) still accounts for two thirds of a farmer family’s income
(65.7% on average in 2019). The variability of farm income mainly causes the variability of
the available income of farmer households. Large fluctuations in these incomes can create
specific tensions in terms of financial stability or even the financial security of agricultural
households.

A significant problem that is gaining strength is the excessive intra-sectoral differenti-
ation of agricultural incomes. Unevenness (concentration) of income distribution is natural
for agriculture. The processes governing the concentration of production factors are a condi-
tion for the growth of production potential, economic effectiveness, and competitiveness of
agriculture in Poland. This results from the relatively high fragmentation and dispersion of
the resources of production factors in this sector, particularly from the fragmentation of the
agrarian structure. However, excessive income disproportions limit the chances for smaller
farms to stay on the market, which provide valuable public goods for society (biodiversity,
rural landscape, vitality of villages, cultural values, etc.). High levels of income inequality
are undesirable for the social context of sustainable agricultural development but can also
harm the achievement of economic and environmental governance.
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The empirical research carried out allowed for the verification of hypotheses posed
at the beginning of this article. The first one (H1) was fully confirmed, while the second
Hypothesis (H2) was partially confirmed. Regarding HI, it has been shown that the
high instability of available income of farmer households in absolute and relative terms,
i.e., in comparison to the income of households in general and worker households, is a
fact. As regards H2, it was shown that support subsidies from the Common Agricultural
Policy contribute to the reduction of the income disparity of farmers relating to other
socio-occupational groups, which is evidenced by the reversal in 2004 (since Poland’s
accession to the EU) of the previously observed trend towards an increase in the income
disparity of farmers. Over the period 2004-2020, the average income gap of farmers
against total households and employee households decreased approximately twofold in
comparison to 2003, i.e., from about 30% (against total households) and 35% (against
employee households) to, respectively, 15.3% and 19.4%.

The research carried out did not allow us to accept the second hypothesis, indicating
that expenditure allocated to agriculture under the CAP contributed to reducing income
inequality among farmer households. In the period in question, an increase in the income
polarisation of agricultural households (intra-sectoral) was observed, but it should be
assumed that this increase would be more significant if no financial transfers under the
CAP were directed to agricultural households. This results from the fact that some of them
are redistributive, i.e., they prefer smaller farms or are addressed only to farms that do not
exceed a specific size concerning agricultural area (direct payments) or economic strength
(support for farm modernisation).

Considering the persistence and inevitability of concentration processes of production
factors in agriculture, responsible for progressing income polarisation in this sector, and
given the high variability of farmers’ incomes, a unique role should be assigned to agricul-
tural policy instruments. To a greater extent than in the past, they should have an impact on
mitigating the growing income disproportions in agriculture and reducing the fluctuation
of agricultural income. Apart from the actual convergence of farmers’ incomes towards
other socio-occupational groups, these objectives should represent the most critical area of
intervention towards achieving a more outstanding social balance of agricultural income.
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