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The role of Bulgaria’s
extension service in

supporting the CAP

Kelly Labar, Violeta Dirimanova and

Insa Theesfeld

Abstract: The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) was implemented in Bulgaria
in 2007. Due to its complexity, farmers requested specific assistance from
agricultural extension services. Drawing on interviews with extension service
stakeholders, the authors explore the functioning and shortcomings of the current
Bulgarian public and private extension systems in assisting farmers to benefit from
policy measures. Insufficient staff numbers, a lack of skills and expertise, unclear
tasks and responsibilities, and low accessibility for the most vulnerable farmers are
identified as issues. The paper highlights the need to reform the Bulgarian Farm
Advisory System to cope with these weaknesses in light of the forthcoming CAP

Measure 114.
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In contrast to other European Union member states,
Bulgaria’s agricultural sector is characterized by a high
degree of land use fragmentation (Dirimanova, 2007),
poor access to loans for small and vulnerable farmers and
an ageing and poorly educated labour force (Census, 2003;
Ciaian and Swinnen, 2006; RDP, 2007). The
implementation of the Common Agricultural Policy
(CAP) in Bulgaria in 2007 has required agricultural
organizations to adapt in order to deal with new
agricultural and environmental policies, along with
assisting farmers to deal with new CAP support
measures. The aim of this paper is to assess the services
related to CAP measures offered by the Bulgarian
extension system and to identify the challenges that still
need to be addressed.

Agricultural extension services typically deal with
technology transfer, education, information and
innovation dissemination (Rivera and Sulaiman, 2009;
Azazi and Filson, 2009). In this paper, we use the
definition of Birner et al (2006), who define agricultural

advisory services as a set of organizations that support
and facilitate people engaged in agricultural production
to solve problems and obtain information, skills and
technologies to improve their livelihoods and well-
being. The advisory sector can be differentiated
between public and private provision and financing
(Figure 1).

Daku et al (2005) reported that in South-Eastern Europe
after the 1990s, limited government budgets constrained
the development of extension services. Usually,
governmental budgets and underqualified staff are the
driving forces in privatizing public advisory services
(Kidd et al, 2000; Rivera et al, 2009). Chapman and Tripp
(2003) highlight the fact that private extension services
have the advantage of being able to react faster to
upcoming needs and thus to cover a wider range of
emerging service needs. Although it is sensible to try to
achieve a public—private extension balance, Daku et al
(2005) report on the importance of maintaining a
continued role for the public sector.
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Figure 1. Mixed strategies for financing and providing extension.
Source: Kidd et al (2000).

EU institutional environment

Since 2003, the EU has requested its member states to set
up a Farm Advisory System (FAS) (EC 1782/2003, replaced
by EC 74/2009). The regulation states that ‘Member States
shall operate a system of advising farmers on land and
farm management [. . .] operated by one or more
designated authorities or by private bodies’. This
requirement is closely linked to the implementation of the
CAP, which implies compliance with Statutory
Management Requirements (SMRs) and Good
Agricultural and Environmental Conditions (GAECs). In
the old member states, the FAS has been established for
some time, and varies between being fully privatized as in
France, and fully public in Northern Ireland (UK), with
the coexistence of both types of provision in many other
member states (Angileri, 2007, 2009). According to
Aggelopoulos et al (2008), farmers in Greece, Bulgaria’s
neighbour, are more satisfied with the services provided
by educational research institutions, citizen support
centres, development agencies and public regional offices
than by private bodies (such as private development
agencies or private agricultural consulting firms). In
Germany, each federal state has the responsibility for
setting up a FAS. This has led to the coexistence of
various forms of provision (public, private, farmers’
groups or associations) and a different split in each
federal German state (Hoffmann et al, 1998). All new
member states have observed the implementation of the
CAP Direct Payments and CAP measures under the Rural
Development Programmes, along with the growing role of
agricultural extension services. As above, various types of
service provision have been implemented, from fully
privatized ones in Hungary to the coexistence of private
and public services such as in Poland.

CAP implementation and extension services
in Bulgaria

Core organizations involved in CAP implementation

In Bulgaria, the CAP is mainly implemented by the
Ministry of Agriculture and Food (MAF) in collaboration
with the European Commission (EC) and by the central
paying agency. The MAF is the ‘competent authority”
responsible for the accreditation of the paying agency, the

determination of the Certifying Body and monitoring and
control of the paying agency. The MAF is represented at
the district level by the District Directorates for
Agriculture and at the municipal level by the Agriculture
Municipal Services. The State Fund for Agriculture is the
Paying Agency (PA) for CAP measures in Bulgaria, with
11 district offices, 28 regional offices and 11 local technical
inspectorates throughout the country. The implementation
of the CAP in Bulgaria required strong information
campaigns as well as assistance for farmers. Staff from the
municipal services or from the district offices of the PA
were often available to answer questions from farmers or
extension workers regarding eligibility criteria or
application procedures. However, as shown later,
shortcomings still persist in the communication between
the different entities.

Bulgaria’s agricultural extension sector

In Bulgaria the public extension services to farmers are
currently delivered by the National Agricultural Advisory
Service (NAAS). It was established in 1999 and benefited
from different ‘twinning projects’ and programmes to
prepare its staff for the new duties linked to the CAP.
However, a survey by Nikolov and Hughes (2000)
demonstrated that the public sector extension services in
Bulgaria were still in their very early stages of
development and were not popular among farmers. The
reinforcement of the advisory services linked to Bulgaria’s
accession to the EU aimed to meet the requirements of EC
Regulation No 1782/2003 regarding the setting up of a
FAS. The main mission of NAAS was to provide farmers
‘with up-to-date information, specialized extension and
consultancy services and expert support to ensure
effective and competitive agriculture in line with the
established EU standards’ (RDP, 2007). Since the launch of
the Rural Development Programme (2007-2013), NAAS
has provided services in the context of Measure 143,
‘Provision of farms advisory and extension services in
Bulgaria and Romania’. This measure is one of the
adaptations from which Bulgaria and Romania benefited
at the time of their accession. The MAF chose NAAS to be
the single provider of services in Measure 143, which
covered assistance to farmers (mainly small and medium-
sized farmers) in its application for five rural
development measures. These were: the setting up of
young farmers, modernization of agricultural holdings,
semi-subsistence farming, setting up producer groups and
agro-environmental payments. Experts also support
farmers in achieving cross-compliance requirements in
terms of GAECs. Under Measure 143, services delivered
to farmers by NAAS are free of charge and funded
through European and national budgets. However, until
recently, only 20 to 25% of registered farmers have
benefited from the assistance of public advisory services.
NAAS has 28 district agencies, termed the Regional
Agriculture Advisory Services (RAAS). They are
composed of agricultural engineers, agro-economists or
agronomists, and until 2009 were responsible for writing
applications for CAP measures and business plans for
farmers and advising them on agricultural techniques. To
cope with the increase in RAAS duties linked to CAP
implementation, external experts have also been hired to
support the writing of applications for rural development

22
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Figure 2. Relationships between the main actors involved in CAP implementation in Bulgaria.

measures. Alongside the existing public extension service,
private extension services are emerging due to the
increasing opportunities to gain support through rural
development measures and to meet the requirements for
cross-compliance. Their activities range from writing
applications for financial support to technical assistance.
These private services are mainly used by large-scale
farmers. Farmer associations and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) at the national and subnational
levels are involved in advice provision to farmers, which
in most cases focuses on certain types of farming (for
example, organic farming) or on ethnic minorities (that is,
the Roma). Some members of farmers’ associations now
also participate in the Committee Granting Agreements
regarding applications to rural development measures.
They are thus in contact with both the stakeholders

and decision makers and particularly experienced with
the CAP. Measure 143 was intended to be replaced by
Measure 114, “Use by farmers and forestry holders of
advisory services’, which was to be implemented by 2011.

Linking actors in Bulgaria’s extension sector

In the context of CAP implementation, organizations
involved in extension have to interact with those
supervising the implementation process: that is, MAF and
PA. In this paper, we distinguish between three types of
relationship (Figure 2): (i) the relationship between the
MAF and other public organizations (PA and NAAS),
consisting of defining and delegating missions, training
staff and providing resources, (ii) the interdependency
between the MAF, PA and diverse extension services
providers, and (iii) the relationship between extension
service providers and farmers. Each of these is
considered below.

Methodology

In this paper, besides considering institutions at the
national level, the Plovdiv district in south-central
Bulgaria was chosen, with evidence drawn from a project
in 2009 by the Leibniz Institute of Agricultural Develop-
ment in Central and Eastern Europe for the World Bank
(Labar et al, 2009). Our findings are also based on partici-

pation by one of the authors in the Twinning Project
‘Strengthening the Capacity of MAF for Developing the
Farm Advisory System” between January and June 2010. A
survey was conducted with 20 farmers from the Plovdiv
district (Marquardt et al, 2009), complemented by 14
expert interviews at various administrative levels. At the
national level, experts from the Directorate for Rural
Development and from the Directorate for European
Integration and International Relations at the MAF, the
deputy executive director of the PA responsible for the
implementation of rural development measures, plus
leaders of two national farmer associations (Council of the
Bulgarian Agricultural Organizations and the Association
of Oil and Protein Crops Producers) were interviewed. At
the regional level, interviews were conducted with the PA,
RAAS, a private extension service (Center for Agricultural
Advisory and Rural Development) and an NGO (the
foundation ‘Land, Source of Income”). At the local level,
an expert from an Agricultural Municipal Service was
included. Experts were asked open-ended questions
whilst the farmers answered both closed and open-ended
questions. The expert questionnaire was structured
according to (i) an organization’s capacity to carry out its
duties in terms of service delivery — this covered human
resources and system capacities (Verheijen, 2007), and

(ii) the three types of relationship identified in Figure 2.
The farmers’ questionnaire related mainly to their
opinions on the availability and quality of the services.

Shortcomings in delivery of advice to farmers

Capacity of public extension services

Internal organizational resistance is usually the result of
an employee’s fear of a loss of power through
organizational change. One concept to explain internal
organizational resistance is ‘administrative inertia’
(Theesfeld et al, 2010). This can happen as a result of civil
servants being faced with high transaction costs relating
to, for example, time, meetings and memos in the process
of familiarizing themselves with new policies and new
implementation procedures, such as new applications
procedures within the CAP measures. ‘Path dependency’

Outlook on AGRICULTURE Vol 41, No 1
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— meaning that available alternatives are limited through
institutions and ideologies of the past — is another
important concept to help explain the reluctance often
observed within public organizations.

Limited staff resources were raised as one of the major
factors constraining good public service delivery to
farmers at the regional level. Even when external experts
were involved, the extended duties of NAAS led to an
overcharge of work that was not in balance with the
salary paid. Furthermore, by hiring additional external
experts, confusion in the duties and responsibilities of
existing employees (internal and external) occurred. As
bonuses are conditional on the success of an application,
those handed over to several advisers led to unfair
additional salaries in some cases. One major problem is
the low wage levels compared with the private sector that
negatively influence the motivation of employees from the
public sector, who frequently leave to create their own
private advisory enterprises. Regarding skills and
expertise, the quantity of training was considered to be
sufficient, but the high staff turnover led to high training
expenditure in the public sector.

Relationships between actors

Relying mainly on public sector services seems

risky. When different authorities need to work together
across different levels, ambiguity often exists in the
definition of their respective central and local
responsibilities. Often the central level tries to retain
control over local decisions. The way Measure 143 has
been implemented was not well appreciated by all actors
involved in extension service delivery. Indeed, the MAF
delegated delivery of advice under Measure 143 only to
the public actor (NAAS). This has been described by one
of the key informants as ‘risky’, given the low quality of
services delivered by public providers and their scarce
staff resources. Furthermore, frequent changes in public
sector organizational structure can destabilize employees
in public organizations. Foreseen insecurity affects the
motivation of staff. Allowing private extension services to
deliver supported assistance to farmers could mitigate
this problem.

Lack of transparency and information on application
processing weakens the trust of applicants in both
public and private extension actors. First, information
regarding changes in legislation or application forms
does not reach advisers in a timely manner. NGOs as well
as private extension services are sometimes bound to
repeat an application due to unexpected changes in
administrative documents. Second, data used to make and
process applications are not updated. This leads to
misunderstandings in the reasons for an application
rejection and suspicions regarding the legal basis of
decisions.

Low qualification levels of employees dealing with
applications for rural development measures at the PA
(such as lack of agronomic knowledge) generate delays
in processing or unjustified rejection. This is
particularly linked to the rural development measures
that require an investment plan. Applied agricultural
knowledge is often missing and thus resources and inputs
in the investment plan are often questioned by the PA

evaluators. Even if experts can be used to check for
business plans linked to specific cases — for example, wine
production — there is a lack of expertise regarding the
production techniques for common agricultural products.
This often leads to repetitive communication between
extension workers and the PA to understand the
investment plan, or in the worst case, its rejection.

Given the restricted number of people working in the
RAAS, the public extension services cannot support all
farmers who request it. Private extension services
usually collect fees for their services, which represent a
share of the amount of subsidies received by farmers from
the rural development measures. Poor farmers, who
cannot afford to pay fees, are disadvantaged. The fees to
use private services and limited access to public ones are
the main factors hampering farmers in gaining proper
access to extension services, and thus negatively influence
their access to rural development measures or direct
payments (Marquardt et al, 2009).

Farmers find the documents difficult to

understand. Interviewees agreed that the required
documents for rural development measures were too
complicated to prepare without advisory help. In turn,
young well educated farmers who participate in rural
development measures identified their need for better
information regarding the penalties they will encounter if
they do not fulfil the business plan they proposed to
obtain the subsidies.

Office locations at subnational level do not always
adhere to the one-stop-shop principle. In the district of
Plovdiv, the District Directorate for Agriculture and RAAS
are in the same building. In other regions of Bulgaria, this
is not always the case. The PA regional office was, never-
theless, located in another part of the same town. The
foundation ‘Land, Source of Income” and another private
extension service have chosen to be located in the same
building as RAAS. The private extension service argued
that, due to its location, people disappointed by RAAS
services could easily find it.

Summary

In the public extension sector, the capacities of human
resource management are deficient. This impedes the
delivery of an effective, good quality service to farmers.
Lack of transparency in the implementation of Measure
143 casts doubt on the system, and the insecure public
organizational structure still discourages public sector
staff, thus having a severe effect on their quality of work.
Remote, small, old and uneducated farmers tend to be
excluded from agricultural services. In terms of advisory
quality, the lack of clarity regarding application
procedures and selection criteria for funding impedes the
efficient work of advice providers, who are themselves
sometimes lost in the nebula of changes in procedures.
Such shortcomings have to be taken into consideration in
the design of the future FAS in Bulgaria. The future
engagement with Measure 114, ‘Use by farmers and forest
holders of extension services” was discussed. This
measure is based on services delivered by public and/or
private providers against fees partially financed by EU
and national funds. The current development of this
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measure should lead to various improvements, but is
subject to changes.

An immediate improvement will be provided by the
involvement of the private sector in the implementation of
Measure 114. Indeed, once accredited by the responsible
institution (designation still under discussion), private
extension services will be listed as advisers providing
advice partially reimbursed to farmers by the EU and
national funds (this can reach 80% of the advice cost).
Farmers will consequently be able to appeal for advice
from private agencies without being charged for the entire
cost. Moreover, through accreditation, the quality of
service delivered should be secured. Among the
accreditation criteria/requirements are education and
experience in the fields of advice to be delivered. Service
providers have to prove their capacities (both in human
resources and the system) to deliver such advice.

However, some factors can impede these elements:
first, it is still unclear whether or not public extension
services will go through the accreditation process. It is
worth noting that some member states have chosen to mix
accreditation of private actors with designation of public
advisers. If we assume that the accreditation process,
compared with the designation one, leads to a higher
quality of public service delivery and increases the trust
of farmers in such services, designating public services
instead of accrediting them would not increase the
reliability of the public system. A second and critical
threat to the implementation of Measure 114 is the pace of
its preparation. One noticeable characteristic of the
implementation of the CAP in new member states is the
rapid definition of a rural development programme to
fulfil EC requirements, but often lacking in ownership and
background strategy. Delays in the implementation of
certain measures or problems in the accreditation of the
PA reflected the disadvantages of opting for such rapid
paths of implementation. There is a risk that the
preparation of Measure 114 will suffer from similar time
pressures.

The Twinning Project was meant to assist the Bulgarian
MAF in setting up Measure 114 using the experience of
the FAS in Lower Saxony (Germany). However,
differences in organizational structures, costs of living,
farm structures (farm size, land fragmentation) existed
between the two regions. They have to be considered in
the design of the measure. A further challenge will be that
in order to involve existing private sector services in the
implementation of Measure 114, the private sector first
has to be assessed. Finally, during discussions between
partners involved in the Twinning Project, on both the
German and Bulgarian sides, preliminary steps (such as
group training) have been explored to identify options
that would increase outreach to small and remote farmers.
Given their share in the agricultural population and the
importance of small-scale agriculture for social security in
post-socialist countries, this should be an issue more
specifically considered by the Bulgarian government in
designing Measure 114.

References

Aggelopoulos, S., Pavlouidi, A., Manolopoulos, 1., and
Kamenidou, I. (2008), “The attitudes and views of farmers on
the new Common Agricultural Policy and the restructuring of

crops: the case of Greece’, American—Eurasian Journal of
Agriculture and Environment Science, Vol 4, No 4, pp 397-404.

Angileri, V. (2007), ‘Overview of the implementation of the Farm
Advisory System in Member States’, JRC Scientific and Technical
Reports, European Commission, Brussels.

Angileri, V. (2009), ‘'FAS Implementation in the EU. Setting-up,
farm advisory bodies and rural development support’, JRC
Scientific and Technical Reports, European Commission, Brussels.

Azadi, H., and Filson, G. (2009), ‘Comparative study of
agricultural extension systems: a systemic view’, Outlook on
Agriculture, Vol 38, No 4, pp 337-347.

Birner, R., et al (2006), From ‘Best Practice’ to ‘Best Fit': A Framework
for Analyzing Pluralistic Agricultural Advisory Services Worldwide,
DSGD Discussion Paper No 37, International Food Policy
Research Institute, Washington, DC.

Chapman, R., and Tripp, R. (2003), Changing Incentives for
Agricultural Extension — a Review of Privatized Extension in
Practice, Network Paper No 132, Agricultural Research and
Extension Network, London.

Ciaian, P., and Swinnen, J.LE.M. (2006), ‘Land market imperfections
and agricultural policy impact in the new EU Member States: a
partial equilibrium analysis’, American Journal of Agricultural
Economics, Vol 88, No 4, pp 799-815.

Daku, L., Norton, G.W., Taylor, D.B., and Qenani-Petrela, E.
(2005), “Agricultural extension in South-Eastern Europe: issues
of transition and sustainability’, Journal of Agricultural Education
and Extension, Vol 11, pp 49-61.

Dirimanova, V. (2007), Economic Effects of Land Fragmentation.
Property Rights, Land Markets and Contracts in Bulgaria, ICAR,
Shaker Publisher, Aachen, Germany.

Hoffmann, V., Lamers, J., and Kidd, D. (1998), Reforming the
Organization of Agricultural Extension in Germany: Lessons for
Other Countries, Network Paper No 98, Agricultural Research
and Extension Network, London.

Kidd, A.D., Lamers, ]J.P.A., Ficarelli, P.P.,, and Hofmann, V. (2000),
‘Privatising agricultural extension: caveat emptor’, Journal of
Rural Studies, Vol 16, pp 95-102.

Labar, K., Wegener, S., Petrick, M., Marquardt, D., Theesfeld, L.,
and Buchenrieder, G. (2009), Review of Public Service Delivery in
Agriculture for Romania and Bulgaria, Final Report of World Bank
Project, No. KP-P111199-KMPD-BB, Leibniz Institute of
Agricultural Development in Central and Eastern Europe
(IAMO), Halle.

Marquardt, D., Dirimanova, V., and Csongor, A. (2009), Review of
Public Service Delivery in Agriculture for Bulgaria and Romania.
Results of Surveys Among Farmers About the Public Service
Delivery in Agriculture in Romania and Bulgaria, Leibniz Institute
of Agricultural Development in Central and Eastern Europe
(IAMO), Halle.

Nikolov, G., and Hughes, D. (2000), ‘Market information services
in economies in transition: the case of Bulgaria’, Journal of
Euromarketing, Vol 8, pp 53-76.

RDP (2007a), Rural Development Programme 2007-2013, Republic of
Bulgaria, Sofia.

RDP (2007b), Operational Programme Administrative Capacity 2007—
2013, Ministry of Administration and Administrative Reform,
Sofia.

Rivera, W.M., Blum, M., and Sulaiman, R.V. (2009), Agricultural
Extension in Transition Worldwide: Policies and Strategies for
Reform, Food and Agriculture Organization, Rome.

Rivera, WM., and Sulaiman, R.V. (2009), ‘Extension: object of
reform, engine for innovation’, Outlook on Agriculture, Vol 38,
No 3, pp 267-273.

Swinnen, J., Stanley, V., and Vranken, L. (2006), Agricultural Land
Rental Markets in Europe and Central Asia. Developments,
Constraints and Implications, World Bank, Washington, DC.

Theesfeld, 1., Schleyer, C., and Aznar, O. (2010), ‘“The procedure
for institutional compatibility assessment: ex-ante policy
assessment from an institutional perspective’, Journal of
Institutional Economics, Vol 6, pp 377-399.

Verheijen, T. (2007), Administrative Capacity in the New EU Member
States. The Limits of Innovation? Working Paper No 115, World
Bank, Washington, DC.

Outlook on AGRICULTURE Vol 41, No 1

25


http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0030-7270()38:3L.267[aid=9883006]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0030-7270()38:3L.267[aid=9883006]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0002-9092()88:4L.799[aid=8410770]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0002-9092()88:4L.799[aid=8410770]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0030-7270()38:4L.337[aid=9883007]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0030-7270()38:4L.337[aid=9883007]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1049-6483()8L.53[aid=9883010]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=1049-6483()8L.53[aid=9883010]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0743-0167()16L.95[aid=8941251]
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/external-references?article=0743-0167()16L.95[aid=8941251]
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/272144537

