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ORIGINALSCIENTIFIC PAPER

Comparative analysis of the dairy sector: Slovenia and Croatia
Ben Moljk!, David Kranjac?, Boris Luki¢?

Agricultural Institute of Slovenia, Agricultural Economics Department, Hacquetova 17, Ljubljana,
Slovenia (ben.moljk@kis.si)

2Faculty of Agrobiotechnical Sciences Osijek, Josip Juraj Strossmayer University of Osijek, Vladimira
Preloga 1, Osijek, Croatia

Summary

The development of milk production in Slovenia and Croatia has been very similar for decades.
This is not surprising given the politics and economic development of the former common state.
The development of milk production remained comparable in the first two decades after
independence, but in recent years there have been significant differences in production between
the countries. In order to understand the developments on the milk market in both countries, we
have conducted a brief comparative analysis of both sectors. We have sought explanations for
the differences in key production indicators. The slower pace of structural change in Slovenia
compared to Croatia appears likely to be the result of a combination of factors, including
potentially more favourable socio-economic and infrastructural conditions, such as diverse
employment opportunities in rural areas, better access to local markets, or specific national
agricultural support policies that alleviate economic pressures on smaller farms. Further
research is needed to quantify the relative impact of these factors on the observed deviation.

Keywords: dairy sector, Slovenia, Croatia, comparative analysis

Introduction

Milk production had a great self-sufficiency and social importance on smaller farms for
decades. In the former common state, market milk production was based on larger agricultural
enterprises (in Slovenia also in cooperatives), while the private sector was fragmented and
limited in production. After the collapse of the former state, significant structural changes began
to occur in the field of agriculture, both in Slovenia and in Croatia, as also indicated by
agricultural census data (SURS, DZS). At the same time, specialization of agricultural holdings
also took place with considerable intensity in both countries (Zeleno poro¢ilo, 2025, MPSR,
2025). While the two sectors were similar at the end of the former state and for some time after
independence, significant differences have emerged in the last decade. Thus, the purpose of this
paper is to review trends in milk production in Slovenia and Croatia over the last two decades
and to demonstrate the key causes of the changes that occurred and to explain them.

Material and Methods

This comparative analysis uses available official statistics and reports from national statistical
offices, agricultural ministries, and specialized agencies for the period 2000-2024. Data for
primary production included dairy farm structure (number of holdings by size categories), dairy
cow numbers, annual milk production levels, and average milk yield. Foreign trade analysis is
focused on aggregated import and export volumes of milk and dairy products, and self-
sufficiency rates. Trends were identified through descriptive statistical analysis, focusing on
year-on-year changes and multi-year averages, to highlight convergences and divergences
between the two countries.

481 61 Croatian and 21*" International Symposium on Agriculture
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Results and Discussion

In Slovenia, milk production is the most important agricultural sector (Zeleno porocilo, 2025).
It contributes around 15% to the total value of agricultural production in recent years, and 34%
to the value of livestock farming.

Due to its natural conditions, the structure of agricultural production in Croatia is quite different
from that in Slovenia. Due to the large share of arable land, the production of cereals and
oilseeds has the largest share in the value structure of agricultural production (DZS, 2026),
while milk production, according to the Economic Accounts of Agriculture, represented just
under 6% of the total value of agricultural production, and within livestock production, just
under 14% of the value. As recently as 2010, milk production represented around 12% of the
value of agricultural production, and around 31% of the value of livestock production. The
significant decrease in the share in fifteen years indicates structural changes and contraction of
the sector, which is also confirmed by other statistical data.

Studies concerning the farm structure in Slovenia indicate that structural adjustments within the
dairy sector have been the most pronounced across all livestock sectors over the past decade,
particularly since 2007. There has been a significant reduction in the number of holdings
specializing in dairy farming; by 2020, approximately 8% of all farms were involved in milk
production. The most substantial decrease in dairy operations occurred in the size categories
with fewer than 14 cows.

20.000
H1l-4
18.000
5-14
16.000
m 15-49
14.000
50-99
12.000
> 100
10.000
8.000
6.000
4.000
o L 1 I I II
. M I I o |
2000 2003 2005 2007 2010 2013 2016 2020

Graph 1. Dairy farm structure; Slovenia, 2000-2020
Source: SURS

Structural changes have also been occurring in Croatia, becoming most evident over the last
decade. As shown in Table 1, the number of dairy herds with up to 10 animals has decreased
rapidly, while the decline in the 11-30 cow category was significantly less intense. This
indicates the income viability threshold for smaller herds; however, these are not specialized
operations and they supplement their income with other revenue sources.
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Table 1. Dairy farm structure; Croatia, 2020-2024

No. of dairy cows 2020 2021 2022 2023 No. of dairy cows 2024
<6 14.777 142.41 11.542 10.553 <6 9.535
6-10 2.626 2.402 2.019 1.911 6-10 1.853
11-30 2.486 2.436 2.239 2.198 11-30 2.102
31-100 636 635 638 626 31-100 649
101-250 71 77 69 66 101-1.000 96
>250 33 32 30 32 >1.000 5

Source: MPSR, HAPIH

The trend of decreasing the number of dairy farms in Slovenia continued after 2020 (CPZ
Govedo, 2026), and the number of dairy cows also decreased. Thus, in 2015, there were over
110 thousand dairy cows in Slovenia, while in recent years there have been barely over 90
thousand (SURS). On the contrary, average milk yield increased. From around 5.500 kg/cow,
it increased by 1.300 kg/cow in a decade (SURS), and an even greater increase in milk yield is
shown by data from cows in milk yield control (CPZ Govedo, 2026).

The reasons are not only in better management of dairy cow nutrition, selection and changes in
breed structure, but also in the fact that dairy cows, which were characterized by lower milk
yield, are no longer in breeding (Zeleno porocilo, 2022).
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Graph 2. Number of dairy cows; Croatia*, Slovenia, 2000-2025
* estimation for period 2021-2025
Source: SURS (SI), DZS (CRO)

The number of dairy cows in Croatia has more than halved since 2000, when there were
262,200. In 2020, there were only 109,800, which is around 10 thousand more than in Slovenia,
and in 2021 the number of dairy cows was similar to that in Slovenia. A significant drop in the
heifer population occurred in 2022, when there were only around 79 thousand dairy cows in
breeding, and in 2025 there were only around 71 thousand.
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Graph 3. Milk production; Croatia, Slovenia, 2000-2025 (ton)
* estimation for year 2025
Source: SURS (SI), DZS (CRO)

In line with the decrease in the number of dairy cows, significant changes in Croatia are also
reflected in the amount of produced milk. In 2000, it amounted to 605 thousand tons, and just
under 25 years later, it was 468 thousand tons (in 2024), or 23% less. Since the decrease in the
total amount of produced milk is less intense than the decrease in the number of dairy cows, it
means that the average milk yield has been increasing rapidly. The calculation for year 2000
shows an average milk yield of 2.300 kg/dairy cow, while in 2024 it is almost 3 times more.
Similar to Slovenia, during the initial period of recording dairy cows, there were numerous
cows from subsistence farms, where milk production was at a level typical of suckler cows.
Also Croatia, the increase in average milk yield clearly confirms the intensive structural
changes. Smaller farms have abandoned milk production for various reasons. In addition to
economic reasons, this is certainly also a consequence of generational leaps. In Croatia, the
contraction of the so-called small family farms is more noticeable than in Slovenia.
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Graph 4. Average milk yield; Croatia, Slovenia, 2000-2025 (kg/dairy cow)
* estimation for period 2021-2025
Source: SURS (SI), DZS (CRO)

Prices of raw milk in Slovenia and Croatia are flexibly adapting to the conditions on the
European dairy market, but prices are significantly influenced by regional markets, especially
in Italy. Milk prices in Croatia have been consistently higher than in Slovenia, but in both
countries they are below the European average.
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Graph 5. Price of raw milk - delivered; Croatia, Slovenia, EU, 2013-2025 (EUR/ton)
Source: Market Information System, EC

Slovenia is a net exporter of milk and dairy products. The foreign trade balance has averaged
around 150 thousand tons over the past decade. Despite occasional fluctuations, the volume of
foreign trade is increasing and, according to the latest available data, amounted to 711 thousand
tons in 2024.

Table 2. Foreign trade with milk and dairy products, self-sufficiency; Slovenia, Croatia

SLOVENIA 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
Export (000 tons) 400.115 418.944 395.517 405.775 424.624
Import (000 tons) 244,289 248.192 238.046 263.114 285.897
Self-sufficiency (%) 133,2 135,5 133,9 130,7 129,0

CROATIA 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
Export (000 tons) 61.045 56.751 62.175 58.867 65.390
Import (000 tons) 262.403 276.382 298.156 311.788 325.103
Self-sufficiency (%)* 60 55 48 40-42 43-45

* estimation

Source: SURS (SI), DZS (CRO)

In contrast, Croatia is a net importer of milk and dairy products. The trade deficit in 2020
amounted to just over 200 thousand tons, and in the period 2021-2024 it increased due to
increasing imports of milk and dairy products, which coincides with a noticeable decline in
domestic milk production. Exports of milk and dairy products ranged between 60 and 66
thousand tons in 2020-2024.

Conclusion

Changes in the dairy sector in Slovenia and Croatia have taken place at different rates. The
economics of milk production are certainly a reason for the abandonment of production on
small farms. In Slovenia, the process has been slower, which can probably be attributed to
socio-economic and infrastructural factors, such as employment opportunities outside
agricultural activities, short distances to market routes, etc. In Croatia, by contrast, milk
production is increasingly concentrated and based mainly on large agricultural enterprises. The
observed structural changes, in particular the decrease in milk production on smaller farms, are
likely the result of a complex interaction of economic pressures, the political environment and
socio-demographic factors.
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