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1

Sustainable development, of which sustainable agriculture constitutes a 

key part, is one of the main long-term priority objectives of the European 

Union in its focus on enhancing the quality of life of people. Through its 

economic, environmental and social role, the European Union is addressing 

the challenges laid out in the Lisbon Strategy (2000); in a diverse country such 
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as Slovenia, the fundamental objective of the Strategy – new, quality jobs and 

countryside. In this sense, sustainable development not only creates, directly 

and indirectly, employment on the local level and beyond in synergy with 

other economic activities, but is also a source of healthy, safe food, a basic 

condition of the preservation of biological and regional diversity, a counter-

weight to population decline in rural areas, a corner stone of natural tourism, 

and a factor that enables the implementation of other environmental and 

social functions of space which enhance the quality of life, such as ecosystem 

functions, aesthetic functions, cultural functions and recreational functions.

On the level of declarations, the European Union has decided on sustainable 

development and, in this framework, for sustainable agriculture. This is why 

state and international institutions such as the UN Food and Agriculture 

agriculture are encouraging farmers to implement sustainable agricultural 

practices and encouraging the public to embrace these practices. A condition 

for establishing this type of relationship between the public and agriculture 

is the trust and knowledge, generated in advance, that these practices do in 

responsible. For decades, agriculture has been losing its economic importance 

(which is expressed, among other things, in its share of the GDP), while at 

the same time maintaining its spatial and social dimensions; furthermore, 

the basic cultivation function of agriculture, that is, the role of food as a 

strategic commodity, is once again coming to the fore. It follows that the key 

challenges of the new agricultural policy in the next programme period are 

food safety, the sustainable management of natural resources and balanced 

territorial development.

The level of legitimacy and acceptability of a social objective – in this case, 

sustainable agriculture – increases with the openness of public administration, 

in the sense that the latter knows how to listen to citizens’ opinions regarding 

the state and execution of policy. This is why it is important to know what 

the attitude of the public is towards sustainable development in agriculture, 

how the public interprets sustainability and what meaning and importance 

it attaches to it. Furthermore, it is important to identify factors that have an 

systems, the bodies of state generally wish to gauge the public’s reaction to 

only be expressed to a very limited extent in the ultimate political will. This 
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agriculture in Slovenia and to provide an analysis of public opinion vis-à-vis the 

actual situation as revealed by indicators of sustainable agriculture.

agriculture. It is more of a philosophy or a way of farming and, at the same time, 

a way of life, within which a variety of interpretations and understandings are 

possible. Because the term »sustainability« applies to a balanced emphasis 

on environmental, social and economic components of development, the 

same should also hold true for sustainable agriculture. And yet, to take one 

example, the interpretation of sustainable development found in Article 

the Republic of Slovenia, no. 45/2008) is limited to the environmental 

component: »Sustainable agriculture preserves the biological diversity of 

plant and animal life and preserves the soil and its fertility while protecting 

the natural conditions of life on the ground, in the water and in the air.« 

Such an interpretation would be more in line with »ecological« agriculture, a 

concept which places emphasis on environmental (ecological) sustainability.

Although agriculture is primarily linked to climate, soil, land, water, woodlands, 

biological diversity, the cultivation of arable land, and livestock, one cannot 

overlook its connection to farmers, rural communities, poverty and other 

social issues. It follows that the sustainable growth of agriculture not only 

impacts the production of food and the use of natural resources, but is also 

important for the well-being of people in the agricultural community and for 

society as a whole. In this sense it is necessary to expand our perspective on 

sustainable agriculture.

sees it as environmentally friendly or harmless from the standpoint of 

sustainability. Sustainable development demands a shift towards economic 

advancement in the sense of limiting environmental impacts, and at the same 

while not presenting a threat to the life of future generations (of both people 

sustainable development therefore indicates an attitude towards nature and 

the self-renewability of the latter and an attitude towards man and his psychic 

and physical capabilities (Plut, 2004).

agriculture: »An integrated system of plant and animal production practices 



52 Administration, Vol. X, No. 2/1012

Maja Klun, Renata Slabe Erker

sustain the economic viability of farm operations; and (v) enhance the quality 

of life for farmers and society as a whole« (Public Law 101-624, Title XVI, 

Subtitle A, Section 1683).

In our research, we wished to gauge how broadly the general public and 

farmers in Slovenia understand sustainable agriculture. Furthermore, we were 

interested in assessing how they rank the importance of the development of 

sustainable agriculture through the use of various functions and objectives 

of agricultural policy and determining whether deviations occur between the 

opinion of the general public on the one hand and the opinion of farmers 

on the other regarding how important the sustainable development of 

agriculture actually is. The method of primary data analysis was used in the 

research. Data was obtained using surveys conducted among the two target 

groups. The results of the public opinion research were then compared with 

the actual situation, that is, with indicators of the sustainable agriculture.

similar research conducted in Slovenia and in other countries. This is followed 

by a presentation of the methodology and survey forms used and the results 

practice and a discussion.

2 An overview of research conducted to date

Despite the great emphasis placed on policies for encouraging sustainable 

agriculture, in practice very little research on how sustainable agriculture is 

perception and the factors that impact public opinion should be an obligatory 

the importance of sustainable agriculture in a given place and society (Tathdil 

et al., 2009).

Public opinion on sustainable agriculture is one of the things that the 

Eurobarometer tracks on the level of the EU. The results reveal that EU citizens 

view providing social stability for farmers as the most important aspect of 

sustainable agricultural policy (Special Eurobarometer, 2008), which is in line 

with the results of our research on a sample of the population of farmers (see 

below).

Partial studies on the perception of sustainable agriculture have been 

number of social spheres (politics, science, the economy, etc.). These research 

undertakings focused on various factors. More comprehensive research very 

similar to the research on the situation in Slovenia presented below has been 

conducted in Turkey (Tathdil et al., 2009). The basic purpose of the Turkish study 

was to provide a quantitative assessment of the understanding of sustainable 

development among farmers and to determine how various socio-economic 
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there was a greater degree of agreement among farmers. The general 

public attaches greater importance to the environmental determinants 

of sustainability, while farmers attach greater importance to economic 

determinants.

4.2 The importance of sustainable agriculture compared to other 
areas of society and in terms of its functions

The average mark for the importance of sustainable development in 

agriculture compared to other areas of society was very similar in both groups 

(Graph 2).

Graph 2: Importance of sustainable agriculture compared to other areas of 
society (on a scale of 1 to 5, %)

(p = 0.147), which means that the public and farmers attach a similar degree p

of importance to sustainable agriculture compared to other areas of society.

A comparison of the average marks given to the importance of individual 

functions or objectives of sustainable agriculture (Graph 3) reveals that 

»Preserving 

the natural and cultural heritage«, »The supervised use of fertilisers and 

phytopharmaceutical agents«, »Stabilisation and an increase in income«, 

»Reduced burden of agriculture on the environment« and »Protecting and 

maintaining the quality of the water, soil preservation«. The statement 

»Stabilisation and an increase in income« received the highest marks among 

farmers, while statements that apply to the environment were given the 

highest marks by the general public.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

farmers

general public
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felt that development has taken a turn for the worse, in particular from the 

perspective of the sustenance of farmers. Regarding the provision of food, 

the percentage of the public that felt that the situation is deteriorating is 

lower, while the opposite is true for the aspect of environmental preservation. 

It is interesting that in both groups, the share of those who noted that 

development over the past ten years is taking a turn for the better or remains 

on the same level is roughly the same.

Table 4: Perceptions of the development of sustainable agriculture in the 
past ten years from three perspectives

Provision of food Sustenance of farmers
Environmental 
preservation

Farmers % Public % Farmers % Public % Farmers % Public %

Turn for the 
better

24.4 30.5 11.1 8.5 33.3 22.6

Turn for the 
worse

54.6 46.1 74.1 71.3 41 54.3

At the same 
level

21 23.4 14.8 20.2 25.6 23

situation has taken a turn for the better or a turn for the worse in terms of the 

share consisted of those who felt that development has taken a turn for the 

worse.

In light of the focus of agricultural policy in the past ten years, farmers’ 

perception of the development of agriculture seems very realistic. In this 

period, the state was supposed to invest funds primarily in the sustainable 

use of natural resources and regional preservation (approx. 80 million 

euros in 2010), with fewer funds going to enhancing the quality of life in 

the countryside (approx. 60 million euros in 2010) and the fewest going to 

improving the competitiveness of the agricultural foods sector (approx. 20 

million euros in 2010). From 2000 to 2010, the share of total public funds for 

sector. Despite increases in agricultural production, a trend of declining GVA 

could be noted. In the 2000-2010 period, the share of GVA from agriculture in 

2002 to 2009, the share of food expenditure among total expenditure fell in 

On the other hand, the general public’s pessimism about achieving the 

environmental sustainability of agriculture is exaggerated, contrasting as 
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it does with favourable environmental-agricultural achievements and the 

current orientation of agricultural policy.

Respondents who said that development has taken a turn for the worse in 

terms of these two aspects were asked to state the reasons for their opinion 

the statement about the use of chemical agents, as the public felt that the 

increased use of these is a reason for the poor development of sustainable 

agriculture. The public also gave higher marks to statements linked to an 

increase in the overgrowth of arable land and migration to urban areas, while 

among farmers, a higher average mark was given to the statement about 

for the worse that in their opinion agricultural development has taken.

Once again, it appears the general public gives greater weight to environmental 

and spatial factors as reasons for the turn for the worse they feel agricultural 

development has taken, while farmers cite economic factors.

Graph 4: Comparison of average marks for statements from the public and 
farmers regarding why the development of sustainable agriculture 
has taken a turn for the worse over the past ten years

Here as well, a Mann-Whitney test was conducted for the individual 

between responses from the two groups to the statements discussed above 
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Table 5: Mann-Whitney test for statements about reasons why the 
development of sustainable agriculture has taken a turn for the 
worse

Mann-
Whitney U

Wilcoxon W Z
Asymp. Sig. 

(2-tailed)

22352.500 59208.500 -2.833 .005

22815.000 41536.000 -2.469 .014

18366.000 37087.000 -5.724 .000

22591.500 41312.500 -2.688 .007

25033.500 61889.500 -.820 .412

24447.000 43168.000 -1.251 .211

25640.000 62496.000 -.375 .707

24504.500 61360.500 -1.210 .226

22842.000 59698.000 -2.459 .014

Graph 5: Comparison of average marks for statements from the public and 
farmers regarding why they feel the development of sustainable 
agriculture has taken a turn for the better over the past ten years
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fact headed in the right direction gives credit for this development, on the 

production side, to improved farming practices and, on the consumption 

side, to customers who demand quality, domestically produced foods. People 

attach little weight to migration to the countryside as a factor behind the 

perceived improvement in agricultural development. The public (especially 

the general public) is obviously very polarised in its perception of advances in 

The results of the Mann-Whitney test also show a relatively similar assessment 

of reasons between the two groups of respondents.

Taking into account data on the condition of the environment and healthy 

and perceptions, both factors are changing for the better. This is also borne 

out by a cursory overview of certain data on the condition of the environment. 

Over the past ten years, for example, the so-called oxygen balance, that is the 

from 101 kg N/ha in 2003 to 64 kg N/ha in 2007 (Eurostat, 2011). Average 

use of phytopharmaceutical agents in Slovenia in the period 2000–2007 was 

a little over 125 kg per hectare. Since 2000, the use of phytopharmaceutical 

the Republic of Slovenia, 2009). The sale of phytopharmaceutical agents in 

Slovenia in the period 2000-2005 decreased by approximately 5% (Eurostat, 

2011). The positive response of agricultural economies to agricultural policies 

which support the expansion of ecological agriculture has also grown from 

year to year. From 1999 to 2008, the area of land intended for ecological 

agriculture increased from 2,400 hectares to 29,836 hectares, from 0.5% 

to 6.1% of all arable lands in use (ARSO, 2009). Another piece of data which 

quality food is the share of expenditure of research and development linked 

to food safety within the gross social product (GSP); at over 0.5%, it is wholly 

comparable with the average for the EU-27 (0.53%) (Eurostat, 2011).

5 Conclusion

Except on the declarative level, expert bases which would provide a well-

argued demonstration of the level of sustainable orientation in agriculture 

area of research of support for this concept among the public; this was the 

focus of this article.

We studied the opinion of the general public and farmers about the 

importance of sustainable agriculture in Slovenia. It was determined that 

people feel that the sustainable development of agriculture is very important, 

and that the public places more of an emphasis on the environmental 

dimensions of sustainability, while farmers emphasise the social dimension 
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opinion of both target groups, sustainable agriculture is best characterised 

indicates a favourable prognosis for sales of domestically produced food in 

in mind stimulus on the production side, such as measures for encouraging 

for dairy products in hilly areas, support for groups of manufacturers in 

disseminating information and accelerating sales of products included in 

consumption side, such as programmes for disseminating information and 

unsupervised use of fertilisers and phytofarmaceutical agents and improved 

on the other hand, fails to perceive this or is split in its perception of the 

are therefore solely dependent on income generated through the sale of 

and farmers appeared precisely in understandings of sustainable advances in 
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majority) credits environmental factors with bringing about improvements in 

development. By comparison, the perceptions of farmers are nearer to reality 

balanced, objective information to the public.

some time. Certain movements in this direction can be noted; however, the 

extent of these developments is not what it should be. The share of those 

who purchase ecologically processed domestically produced food in Slovenia 

remains low. The own sale by farmers of agricultural products in food 

markets in 2010 amounted to little over 3% of the total GVA of agriculture 

from the state, to ensure the economic and social security of the farmer. It is 

important that these matters not only be discussed on the theoretical level; 

attempts to force changes in peoples’ behaviour must not be limited to rules 

and regulations, but must also seek to change their convictions and values 

in order to get them to change and ultimately abandon currently dominant 

be easiest to implement through the use of a suitable system of education. 

People will change their patterns of behaviour if they are appropriately 

sector, for example).

The focus of the research was on personal opinions: what people think 

about an individual thing or an individual function of sustainable agricultural 

through the use of public opinion surveys, which, as we know, are not very 

objective. Additionally, personal opinions do not always express the current 

situation; in other words, perceptions can deviate from reality. That is why 

have improved our research by conducting the surveys on a larger statistical 

sample, as this would have provided a basis for stating that the conclusions 

and opinions of individuals are in reality those deduced in the research. It 

would be interesting if, in further research projects, we were to study what 

to change or strengthen awareness of sustainability, production practices, 



68 Administration, Vol. X, No. 2/1012

Maja Klun, Renata Slabe Erker

Maja Klun, PhD is associate professor at Faculty of Administration. Her 



69Uprava, letnik X, št. 2/1012

Perceived Development of Sustainable Agriculture

References

Ecological Economics

Journal of 
Agricultural Education

Natural Resources Forum

African Journal of Agricultural Research

American Journal of Agricultural Economics

Journal of Central European Agriculture

Annals of Matematical 

Journal of 

Journal of Environmental Management

Field Crops Research

Indicators of the Environment in 

Europeans, Agriculture and the Common 
Agricultural PolicyAgricultural PolicyAgricultural Policy



70 Administration, Vol. X, No. 2/1012

Maja Klun, Renata Slabe Erker

Conserving 
soils: Insights from socioeconomic research

Environment, Development and Sustainability

American 
Journal of Alternative Agriculture


