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Abstract: The monitoring of the European bioeconomy is hampered by a lack of statistics on emergent
and partially bio-based sectors. In this study, we complete the picture of the bioeconomy in the
European Union (EU) by first estimating a set of socioeconomic indicators in missing sectors. Second,
we identify four broad bioeconomy patterns within the EU that differ according to the specialisation
of Member States’ labour markets in the bioeconomy (location quotient) and according to the apparent
labour productivity of their bioeconomies. The patterns are geographically distributed in (i) Eastern
Member States and Greece and Portugal; (ii) Central and Baltic Member States; (iii) Western Member
States; and (iv) Northern Member States. They are strongly related to the level of gross domestic
product (GDP) per capita in Member States, and to their political histories (e.g., their year of accession
to the EU, and the existence and maturity of their bioeconomy strategies). Within each group,
diversity exists in terms of sectoral bioeconomy development. Third, we examine temporal dynamics
over the period 2008–2015, stressing with the cases of Slovenia, Portugal, Greece and Finland that
a transition from one group to another is possible. Finally, we take a closer look at the East–West
bioeconomy disparities within Europe and suggest measures to promote EU bioeconomies.
Keywords: bioeconomy; EU Member States; apparent labour productivity; jobs and growth; typology

1. Introduction
Europe’s bioeconomy encompasses the production of renewable biological resources and the
conversion of these resources and waste streams into value-added products such as food, feed,
bio-based products and bioenergy [1]. As a core principle, the European Bioeconomy Strategy aims
to balance social, environmental and economic gains by linking the sustainable use of renewable
resources with the protection and restoration of biodiversity, ecosystems and natural capital across
land and water [2].
The 2017 review of the Bioeconomy Strategy created a major opportunity for a new political
impetus and orientation [3]. The roadmap ‘Update of the 2012 Bioeconomy Strategy,’ published in
early 2018, reinforced the main purpose of the strategy and provided an updated plan for concrete
actions [2]. These actions relate to research and innovation, including education, special attention to
the development of bio-based markets, the minimisation of harmful impacts and maximisation of
co-benefits of the bioeconomy, and better exploitation of the potential in EU Member States and their
regions [2].
Both the review and the roadmap stress the need to assess progress through better monitoring
and assessment frameworks, in particular providing SMART (specific, measurable, attainable, relevant
and timely) indicators across relevant sectors.
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In this article we present the most recent socioeconomic key numbers, discuss and propose
additional indicators, and illustrate the use of further derived indicators for the analysis of EU
Member States’ bioeconomies in transition, as a contribution to the upcoming set-up of monitoring
and assessment frameworks. The paper gives some insights into the situation of individual countries,
as such contemplating also potentially existing path dependencies.
The majority of bioeconomy policy documents [1–3], but also scientific publications [4], describe
the bioeconomy in terms of indicators, turnover and jobs as calculated by the Joint Research Centre
(JRC) and the nova-Institute for Ecology and Innovation (www.nova-institute.eu) [5–7].
According to our most recent estimations, the EU-28 bioeconomy created 18 million full-time
jobs and generated €2.3 trillion of turnover in 2015. To date, turnover has been the main economic
indicator used to quantify the bioeconomy and its different sectors. In this article we argue that value
added should receive more attention, primarily because it avoids double-counting and provides the
additional value to the whole economy created by a sector. Furthermore, it is more in line with EU
Member State calculations and allows comparisons with national accounts. Expressed in value added,
the bioeconomy amounted to €620 billion in Europe in 2015. In particular, sectors with high inputs
reduce its overall share in the bioeconomy.
In a second step, with the objective of analysing the state and potential pathways of individual
EU Member States in the bioeconomy, this paper puts forward the use of the sectoral apparent
labour productivity (or value added per person employed) and the so-called location quotient (see
also [5]). Addressing economic performance through a productivity measure gives further insights
into the growth potential of specific bioeconomy sectors in individual EU Member States, which is of
particular importance from the perspective of the EU and its various policies that have implications
for territorial coherence.
Accordingly, this paper proposes a simplified socioeconomic indicator framework, the positioning of
EU Member States on a transition path to higher productivity and, finally, a grouping of Member States.
It should be stressed that this approach does not constitute a holistic assessment framework,
in particular because it omits the environmental dimension of sustainability. Nonetheless, it gives
insights into the state and the transition of EU Member States in this matrix of key economic and social
indicators, and thus provides an initial contribution to the monitoring of the bioeconomy in the EU.
The article is structured as follows. Following the introduction, the second section describes the
materials and methods, in particular the way the indicators are calculated. The third section provides
the results, starting with an overview of the socioeconomic indicators and followed by a detailed
analysis of the clustering of EU Member States. The fourth section discusses the choice of value added
as the main economic indicator and then looks into the untapped potential and bioeconomy-related
strategies for Eastern EU Member States.
2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Scope of the ‘European Bioeconomy’
This paper follows the official definition of the bioeconomy as published in communication COM
(2012) 60 of the European Commission mentioned in the introduction [1]. Briefly put, the bioeconomy
incorporates all the economic activities related to the production and manufacturing of biomass.
According to the official statistical classification of economic activities of the European Community
(NACE rev. 2) [8], these economic activities correspond to the list of sectors presented in
Table 1. Note that the NACE classification does not differentiate bio-based and non-bio-based
activities. This is the case, for instance, in the manufacture of textiles that can use biomass as a feedstock
(cotton, ,wool, silk, etc.), or synthetic fibres, or both. Sectors making use of biomass and other kinds of
feedstock are called ‘hybrid’ sectors. They are marked with a * in Table 1.
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Table 1. NACE sectors considered part of the bioeconomy.
NACE Code

Bioeconomy Sector (Parent Categories in Bold)

A01
A02
A03
A032
A031
C10
C11
C12
C13 *
C14 *
C15
C16
C31 *
C17
C20 *
C21 *
C22 *
C2014 *
C2059 *
D3511 *

Agriculture
Forestry
Fishing and aquaculture
Aquaculture
Fishing
Manufacture of food, beverages and tobacco
Manufacture of food
Manufacture of beverages
Manufacture of tobacco
Manufacture of bio-based textiles
Manufacture of bio-based textiles
Manufacture of bio-based wearing apparel
Manufacture of leather
Manufacture of wood products and furniture
Manufacture of wood products
Manufacture of wooden furniture
Manufacture of paper
Manufacture of bio-based chemicals, pharmaceuticals, plastics and rubber (excluding biofuels)
Manufacture of bio-based chemicals (excluding biofuels)
Manufacture of bio-based pharmaceuticals
Manufacture of bio-based plastics and rubber
Manufacture of liquid biofuels
Manufacture of bioethanol
Manufacture of biodiesel
Production of bioelectricity

* hybrid sector.

2.2. Determination of the Bio-Based Proportion of Hybrid Sectors
The extent to which a given hybrid sector is bio-based is determined following the approach set
out by Ronzon et al. [5]: experts estimate the proportion of biomass incorporated in each product
produced by the hybrid sector; and, at sector level, the proportion of biomass incorporated in all
products from this sector makes up the sectoral bio-based share.
In the present study, the quantification of sectoral bio-based shares strictly follows the same
methodology as described by Ronzon et al. [5], except for the case of the manufacture of bio-based
chemicals and pharmaceuticals (NACE rev. 2 sectors C20 and C21). In order to track possible
developments, the nova-Institute for Ecology and Innovation has updated the product bio-based
shares of these two sectors after a new round of expert interviews in which experts have worked on
the statistical classification of products by category (CPA) list of products belonging to sectors C20 and
C21. Consequently, the sectoral bio-based shares of the two aforementioned sectors were estimated
using the production value from the EUROSTAT-Prodcom dataset (see Equation (1)).
BBSi,k,l =

∑nj=1 bbs j × Production value j,k,l
∑nj=1 Production value j,k,l

,

(1)

where:






BBSi,k,l is the bio-based share of sector i (NACE Rev. 2), in EU Member State k and for year l;
bbs j is the bio-based share of product j, given that sector i manufactures j = n products.
Bio-based shares vary from 0 for products that do not incorporate biomass (e.g., Prodcom code
20.12.23.30, Synthetic organic tanning substances) to 1 for those that are made entirely of biomass
(e.g., Prodcom code 20.12.22.50, Tanning extracts of vegetable origin);
Production valuej,k,l is the production value of product j, by EU Member State k and for year l.

Finally, the sectoral bio-based share for the production of bio-electricity is derived from the
EUROSTAT—energy balances, using the nrg_105a dataset, which decomposes the gross electricity
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generation by source. As for the precedent sectoral bio-based shares, it is calculated per Member State
and year and then applied to EUROSTAT—Structural Business Statistics data (sbs_na_ind_r2).
2.3. Calculation of Monitoring Indicators
This study is based on the analysis of the number of persons employed in bioeconomy sectors,
their turnover, value added and derived indicators (see details in official definitions [9]):

•

•
•

The number of people employed (code V16110 in EUROSTAT—Structural Business Statistics)
is the total number of persons who work in the observation unit, as well as persons who work
outside the unit who belong to it and are paid by it.
The turnover (code V12110 in EUROSTAT—Structural Business Statistics) comprises the totals
invoiced by the observation unit.
The value added at factor cost (code V12150 in EUROSTAT—Structural Business Statistics) is the
gross income from operating activities after adjusting for operating subsidies and indirect taxes.

In the case of fully bio-based sectors, data for these indicators are retrieved from different
EUROSTAT datasets and from Scientific, Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF)
reports (see Table 2).
Table 2. Data source for fully bio-based sectors.
Bioeconomy
Sector

NACE Code Used
for Calculations

Number of Persons
Employed

Turnover

Agriculture

A01

EUROSTAT—Labour
Force Survey
(lfsa_egan22d)

EUROSTAT—Economic
accounts for agriculture
(aact_eaa01)

Forestry

A02

EUROSTAT—Forestry
Employment (for_emp_lfs)

EUROSTAT—Forestry
economic accounts
(for_eco_cp)

Fishing

A03

STECF 2014

STECF 2016

Manufacturing
sectors

C10; C11; C12; C15;
C16; C17

Value Added

EUROSTAT—National
accounts (nama_10_a64)

EUROSTAT—Structural Business Statistics (sbs_na_ind_r2)

Sources: [10–12].

Indicators are estimated for hybrid sectors by applying their sectoral bio-based share to
EUROSTAT—Structural Business Statistics data (sbs_na_ind_r2; see Ronzon et al. for more details [5]).
The derived indicators used in this study include apparent labour productivity (code V91110 in
EUROSTAT—Structural Business Statistics) and location quotient. Apparent labour productivity refers
to the ratio of value added to persons employed. Location quotient refers to the proportion of persons
employed in a particular sector and in a given Member State compared with the European proportion
(see Equation (2)). A location quotient of sector i in Member State k greater than 1 means the labour
market of Member State k is more ‘concentrated’ in sector i than the EU-28 labour market.
LQi,k,l =

% people employedi,k,l
% people employedi,EU28,l

,

(2)

where:





LQi,k,l is the location quotient of sector i (NACE Rev. 2), in EU Member State k and for year l;
% people employedi,k,l is the proportion of people employed in sector i (the bioeconomy or a
NACE Rev. 2 sector), in EU Member State k and for year l; and
% people employedi,EU-28,l is the proportion of people employed in sector i (the bioeconomy or a
NACE Rev. 2 sector), in the EU-28 and for year l.
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For example, the bioeconomy location quotient of 3.8 in Romania means that in the Romanian
labour market the proportion of persons employed in bioeconomy sectors is nearly four times higher
than the proportion of bioeconomy workers on the EU28 labour market.
Data are compiled within the JRC-Bioeconomics dataset and they can be gathered at https:
//datam.jrc.ec.europa.eu/datam/perm/od/7d7d5481-2d02-4b36-8e79-697b04fa4278 (see also the QR
codes in the Supplementary Materials).
3. Results
3.1. Key Socioeconomic Indicators
According to our estimations, the EU-28 bioeconomy employed 18 million people and generated
€2.3 trillion of turnover or €620 million of value added in 2015. In other words, this sector employed
8.2% of the EU-28 labour force and generated 4.2% of the EU-28 GDP. Agriculture and the manufacture
of food, beverages and tobacco accounted for about two thirds of the value added and turnover of the
bioeconomy and three quarters of bioeconomy employment. These sectors generated €174 billion and
€233 billion of value added respectively in 2015.
Even though these two sectors dominate the bioeconomy when measured with the three
indicators—employment, turnover and value added—sectoral contributions vary according to the
degree of labour intensiveness of the sector (see Table 3 and Appendix A Table A1). Agriculture, being
a low labour productive sector, employs 51% of bioeconomy workers but generates only 28% of the
bioeconomy value added. The other sectors tend to increase their contribution to the bioeconomy
when measured in value terms rather than employment terms. For example, the manufacture of
food, beverages and tobacco employs only 25% of the bioeconomy workers, but generates 37% of the
bioeconomy value added. The manufacture of bio-based chemicals, pharmaceuticals, plastics and
rubber (excluding biofuels) employs fewer than 3% of the workers in the bioeconomy, but generates
more than 9% of its value added.
Table 3. Contribution of bioeconomy sectors to the total bioeconomy labour market, turnover and
value added (%), EU-28, 2015.
Sector

Workers

Turnover

Value Added

Agriculture
Forestry
Fishing
Manufacture of food, beverages and tobacco
Manufacture of bio-based textiles
Manufacture of wood products and furniture
Manufacture of paper
Manufacture of bio-based chemicals, pharmaceuticals, plastics
and rubber (excluding biofuels)
Manufacture of liquid biofuels
Production of bioelectricity

51.0
3.0
1.2
25.1
5.6
7.8
3.6

16.8
2.2
0.5
51.0
4.6
7.7
8.3

28.0
3.8
1.1
37.6
4.6
7.6
7.3

2.5

7.8

9.1

0.1
0.1

0.5
0.5

0.4
0.5

Differences in sectoral contribution to the bioeconomy turnover versus value added arise from
differences in cost structure. Costs of bought-in goods and services are relatively higher in the
manufacture of food, beverages and tobacco than in agriculture. As a result, its proportion of the
bioeconomy’s turnover (51%) is far larger than its proportion of value added (38%), while the opposite
is true in agriculture (17% of turnover versus 28% of value added).
Over time, bioeconomy employment tends to reduce while value added increases. The number of
people working in the bioeconomy was 2.5 million fewer in 2015 than in 2008, mainly because of the
ongoing restructuring of the agricultural sector, which lost 1.5 million people during the same period
(which equates to 63% of the reduction in jobs in the EU-28 bioeconomy). In contrast, the value added
generated by the bioeconomy has increased by €45 million and the apparent labour productivity has
also improved from €28,000 of value added per person employed in 2008 to €34,400 in 2015.
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Policy initiatives already exist at the supra-national level. The Scandinavian countries of Denmark,
Finland and Sweden have founded the Nordic Bioeconomy [13]. The BIOEAST initiative comprises the
Central and Eastern European countries of Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania
and Slovakia [14]. This initiative argues that an east-west divide exists in the EU, with eastern countries
serving only as raw material providers for big companies in the west and having limited access to
research. Developing bioeconomy strategies for these countries can contribute to overcome existing or
perceived geographical imbalances and better exploit untapped potential.
Literature related to bioeconomy typologies is still in its infancy. Philippidis et al. [15], and Mainar
Causapé et al. [16] employed disaggregated social accounting matrices and multipliers to analyse the
bioeconomy of the EU. Employing the same tools of analysis, a similar case study was conducted for
the Spanish economy (Cardenete et al.) [17]
A typology of European regions according to their bioeconomy profile and approach is proposed
by Spatial Foresight et al. [18] with the aim of gathering stakeholders around specific bioeconomy
sectors/products.
In this article we focus on a more aggregated and macro-economic analysis, taking into account
two criteria for a typology: the concentration of national labour markets into the bioeconomy, and
apparent labour productivity of the bioeconomy. The first criterion acts as a proxy for the employment
situation, while the second reflects economic growth potential. This approach enables comparisons
between countries, insights into the complex interactions of job and growth creation, and, finally,
the identification of potential future pathways of countries that exhibit similar dynamic patterns.
3.2.1. Eastern Member States, Portugal and Greece (Group 1.1)
This group is defined by a strong specialisation of national labour markets in the bioeconomy
(location quotient higher than 1.6 in 2015) but a level of apparent labour productivity of the bioeconomy
below half the EU-28 level (i.e., less than €18,000 of value added per person employed in 2015).
It comprises Romania, Greece, Lithuania, Poland, Croatia, Portugal, Latvia and Bulgaria (see Figure 2).
These Member States joined the European Union after 2004 and show the lowest levels of GDP
per capita of the EU-28 (below €11,600 per capita), with the exception of Greece and Portugal, which
entered the EU in 1981 and 1986 respectively and reached around €17,000 of GDP per capita in 2015
(far below the EU-28 level of €26,600 per capita (Eurostat sdg_08_10, http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/
web/products-datasets/-/sdg_08_10)).
Over half of the bioeconomy labour force in this group is concentrated in biomass-producing
sectors (i.e., agriculture, forestry and the fishing sector), which generate 33–63% of the bioeconomy
value added. The agriculture sector alone contributes between 38% and 81% of bioeconomy jobs
and 23–55% of the value added. The agricultural focus is extremely strong in Romania and Greece,
where it provides more than 70% of bioeconomy jobs and around 55% of the bioeconomy value added.
In Latvia, Bulgaria and Lithuania, the relatively low contribution of agriculture to bioeconomy jobs
(38–48%) is compensated for by a strong contribution of the forestry sector (6–14% versus 3% on
average in the EU-28). The contribution of agriculture and forestry to the bioeconomy value added is
also higher in this group than the average in the EU-28. The fishing sector contributes nearly 5% of the
bioeconomy jobs in Greece, which is not negligible compared with other EU-28 Member States (1.2%
on average across the EU-28).
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of bio-based textiles in Portugal) or to biomass endowment (e.g., the manufacture of wood products
and furniture in Latvia and Lithuania). More labour-productive sectors, such as the manufacture of
paper and the manufacture of bio-based chemicals, pharmaceuticals, plastics and rubber, are not very
developed. The apparent labour productivity in all bioeconomy sectors is lower than the EU-28 average,
except in the Portuguese forestry sector. Therefore, there remains a large potential for the development
of the bioeconomy in these Member States. This is in line with the research and innovation (R&I)
bioeconomy index calculated in 2017. This index refers to the bioeconomy R&I maturity level of a
given country or region. It derives from four variables: (i) the innovation capacity and activity, (ii) the
existence of a specific bioeconomy strategy, (iii) the existence of bioeconomy-related clusters and (iv)
the intensity level of bioeconomy-related activities [18]. In the case of Member States of group 1.1,
the index does not exceed 5 on a scale from 1 to 10 in any of these Member States except Portugal
(which has a level of 6/10) [18]. It is also important to note that, among these countries, only Latvia
has its own bioeconomy strategy, the LIBRA. Drawn up in 2017, the strategy runs until 2030 [19].
3.2.2. Baltic and Central Member States (Group 1.2)
This group is defined by a medium specialisation of national labour markets in the bioeconomy
on the EU-28 scale (location quotient from 0.9 to 1.3) and a level of apparent labour productivity of the
bioeconomy of between half the EU-28 level and the EU-28 average level (i.e., €18,000 to €26,000 of
value added per person employed in 2015). It comprises Slovakia, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia,
Hungary, Malta and Slovenia (see Figure 2). Note that Malta presents a lower location quotient (1.6)
and a lower bioeconomy value added per capita (€14,000) than the other Member States in this group.
Nevertheless, we classify it in group 1.2 because this group is the closest to Malta’s characteristics.
These Member States joined the European Union after 2004. In 2015, their GDP per capita varied
between €11,000 and €21,000, below the EU-28 average level of €26,600 per capita (Eurostat sdg_08_10,
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-datasets/-/sdg_08_10) but in general higher than levels
reached in group 1.1.
Agriculture and the manufacture of food, beverage and tobacco are the main sources of
bioeconomy jobs and value added in group 1.2. This group differs from group 1.1 in that the highest
levels of apparent labour productivity reached were in the agricultural sector. As a result, agriculture
in group 1.2 contributes a similar proportion to the whole bioeconomy value added (18–48% according
to the Member States) while employing a lower proportion of bioeconomy workers (24–46%) than in
group 1.1. The very low proportion of agricultural jobs within the bioeconomy labour market reflects
a sectoral development towards other biomass-producing sectors, in which the Member States are
better endowed (e.g., in Malta the fishing sector provides 19% of bioeconomy jobs and in Estonia,
Slovakia and the Czech Republic forestry provides 8–11% of bioeconomy jobs). The manufacture of
food, beverage and tobacco contributes to the whole bioeconomy value added in a similar proportion
to the Member States of group 1.1 (17–30%) and has an apparent labour productivity below the EU-28
average level (see Figure 3). However, the Czech Republic is an exception, with 47% of the bioeconomy
value added generated by the manufacture of food, beverage and tobacco. The manufacture of food,
beverage and tobacco is the top employing sector of the Maltese and Czech bioeconomies and the
second in the other group 1.2 Member States (except Estonia).
The manufacture of wood and furniture is another important manufacturing sector of this group,
in particular in Estonia, where it represents the main source of bioeconomy jobs (31%) and value added
(34%). It is the third source of bioeconomy jobs in the other Member States of this group (except in
Malta where the fishing sector contributes to 19% of bioeconomy jobs) and it generates 11% and 15%
of the bioeconomy value added in the Czech Republic and Slovenia, respectively. The paper industry
contributes 7–9% to the bioeconomy value added in these countries. Finally, the most labour productive
sectors of the bioeconomy—i.e., the manufacture of bio-based chemicals, pharmaceuticals, plastics
and rubber—are less developed than the average in the EU, Hungary’s and Czech’s manufacture of
bio-based pharmaceuticals being an exception (see Figure 3).
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This group of Member States could illustrate the initial stage of a bioeconomy transition
characterised by the intermediate levels of apparent labour productivity achieved in low productive
sectors. Intermediate levels of productivity are indeed observed in agriculture and forestry. Labour
productivity remains low in the other bioeconomy sectors. Therefore, there is still potential for (i)
improving the apparent labour productivity in bio-based manufacturing sectors and (ii) developing
the bio-based industry in general. R&I bioeconomy indices confirm a low to medium maturity in
bioeconomy R&I in this group of Member States (the index ranges from 1/10 to 6/10). The transition
could be assisted in future years by national R&I orientations: the biochemical and biopharmaceutical
sectors are a R&I priority in Slovenia, the Czech Republic and Slovakia; the biochemical sector alone
is a priority in Estonia; and Malta and Slovenia focus their bioeconomy R&I on biorefineries [18].
Hungary has a 2011–2020 ‘National Environmental Technology Innovation Strategy’ in place [20]
that addresses some sectors of the bioeconomy: renewable energy, agriculture and soil protection,
the construction industry, and waste. R&I priorities in these Member States demonstrate efforts to
develop the bio-based sectors.
3.2.3. Western Member further States (Group 2.1)
This group is defined by a low-to-medium specialisation of national labour markets into the
bioeconomy on the EU-28 scale (location quotient from 0.4 to 1) and a level of apparent labour
productivity of the bioeconomy between the EU-28 level and twice the EU-28 average level (i.e., €43,000
to €67,000 of value added per person employed in 2015). It comprises Austria, Spain, Italy, Germany,
Luxembourg, France and Finland (see Figure 2). However, the classification of Finland in group 2.1
(‘Western Member States’) might be temporary, as it is close to meeting all the characteristics of the
bioeconomy in group 2.2 (‘Northern Member States’); See Section 3.3). Note that Luxembourg will
not be included in the following comments because of a lack of data for many sectors, which distorts
the overall picture. Indeed, data for Luxembourg are available for only a few sectors: agriculture,
the manufacture of food, beverages and tobacco, and the manufacture of wood products.
This group includes Member States that joined the EU between 1952 and 1995. They reach a
medium level of GDP per capita (€23,100 to €36,200, Luxembourg being an outlier with €81,300 of
GDP per capita).
Although agriculture and the food industry dominate the bioeconomy in this group of Member
States, these states tend to be more diversified across sectors than those in group 1.2. A slightly higher
proportion of bioeconomy workers is employed in the manufacture of paper and bio-based chemicals
and pharmaceuticals. Higher apparent labour productivity levels are reached in all the bioeconomy
sectors (see Figure 3), so high labour productive sectors contribute even more to the total bioeconomy
value added. The bioeconomy profiles of France and Spain are squeezed into the agriculture and
food industry sectors, which generate more than the three quarters of their bioeconomy value added.
In contrast, the contribution of agriculture to the bioeconomy value added is low in Germany (16%)
and Austria (17%). The food industry sector in these countries’ bioeconomies is pivotal (respectively
44% and 36% in value added) but they have also developed woody biomass value chains (respectively
25% and 36% of the bioeconomy value added from forestry and the manufacture of wood and paper)
and the manufacture of bio-based chemicals, pharmaceuticals, plastics and rubber (12% for Germany
and 7% for Austria).
Within this group, Finland presents a special profile with (i) the lowest representation of agriculture
and the manufacture of food, beverages and tobacco in its bioeconomy (in terms of both jobs and
value added) and (ii) among the highest levels of labour productivity in the EU-28 in forestry and
the manufacture of wood and paper. Consequently, woody biomass value chains provide 61% of the
bioeconomy value added in Finland (versus 10–36% in the other Member States of this group).
In more general terms, the higher sectoral diversification and productivity in this group suggest a
higher maturity of the bioeconomy manufacturing sectors than in groups 1.1 and 1.2. Biorefineries and
biochemicals are among the R&I priorities of all Member States of this group (except Luxembourg) as are
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biopharmaceuticals for all Member States except Italy [18]. In addition, most of these Member States have
developed a national bioeconomy strategy, which reflects a certain political support to this sector. Indeed,
national bioeconomy strategies were already in place in 2014 in Finland [21] and Germany [22]. National
strategies were released more recently, in 2016 and 2017, in Mediterranean Member States: Spain [23],
France [24] and Italy [25]. A bioeconomy policy paper is under development in Austria. Luxembourg is
the only Member State of this group with no strong strategic orientation towards the bioeconomy.
3.2.4. Northern Member States (Group 2.2)
This group is defined by a low degree of specialisation of national labour markets in the
bioeconomy on the EU-28 scale (location quotient from 0.4 to 0.8, except Ireland with 1.1) and
the highest levels of apparent labour productivity of the bioeconomy in the EU-28 (i.e., €72,000
to €104,000 of value added per person employed in 2015, which is above twice the EU-28 average
level). It comprises Denmark, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Sweden, Belgium and Ireland
(see Figure 2).
This group comprises Member States that joined the EU between 1952 and 1995. Their GDP per
capita is above the EU average (€31,300 to €51,400).
The bioeconomy of these Member States is close to that of group 2.1 but it differs in the even greater
significance of the manufacture of bio-based chemicals and pharmaceuticals. Another characteristic
of this group is that the manufacture of bio-based textiles is not well developed (fewer than 3% of
bioeconomy jobs and less than 2% of the bioeconomy value added) and there is only one Member State,
Sweden, that exhibits an orientation towards the woody biomass value chains. As in group 2.1, sectoral
apparent labour productivities tend to be higher than in groups 1.1 and 1.2 except in agriculture
and fishing. However, they are even higher than in group 2.1 in the manufacture of food, beverages
and tobacco and in the manufacture of bio-based pharmaceuticals. Bioeconomy labour markets are
dominated by jobs in agriculture and the food industry, but, because of the very high levels of labour
productivity achieved in other sectors, the distribution among sectors of the bioeconomy value added is
less concentrated. The major contributors are, in descending order, the manufacture of food, beverages
and tobacco, the manufacture of bio-based pharmaceuticals, agriculture, the manufacture of paper and
the manufacture of wood products and furniture.
R&I bioeconomy indices confirm a medium to high maturity in bioeconomy R&I in this group
of Member States (the index ranges from 5/10 to 10/10). Biorefineries and the biochemical and
biopharmaceutical sectors are R&I priorities in these Member States (except for the biochemical sector
in Denmark, and the biopharmaceutical sector in Denmark and Ireland) [18]. All states in this group
put a bioeconomy or a bioeconomy-related strategy in place between 2012 and 2015 (Denmark [26],
the Netherlands [27], the United Kingdom [28], Sweden [29], Belgium (Flanders [30]) and Ireland [31]).
Their bioeconomy strategies and visions tend to cover a wide variety of sectors, considering market
and research and innovation aspects as well as more efficient and environmentally friendly processes.
3.3. EU Member States in Transition
Over the period 2008–2015, the four bioeconomy patterns observed have evolved in a context of
agricultural restructuring and a reduction of the agricultural labour force (1.5 million fewer persons
employed in the agriculture sector in the EU-28 during this period), which was not compensated
for with job creation in other bioeconomy sectors. During this same period, the apparent labour
productivity has improved, with major gains in high labour productive sectors (growth of more than
€13,000/person employed in the manufacture of paper, of bio-based chemicals, pharmaceuticals and
plastics and in the production of bioelectricity) than in low labour productive sectors (growth of less
than €6,000/person employed in agriculture and the manufacture of wood and bio-based textiles).
A gradient is also observed alongside the four bioeconomy patterns identified: the apparent labour
productivity increases by €10,000 to €33,000/person in group 2.2, by €5000 to €16,000/person in
group 2.1, by −€2000 to €8000/person in group 1.2 and by 0 to €6000/person in group 1.1. Overall,
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bigger increases in bioeconomy value added are observed in Member States of groups 2.1 and 2.2
(except Spain and Luxembourg).
Although the four bioeconomy patterns continued between 2008 and 2015, a few Member States
have experienced individual developments: Slovenia, Portugal, Greece and Finland.
Slovenia is a very interesting case, as it shows a type 1.2 profile in 2015 with some characteristics
of type 1.1 that could be the mark of an uncompleted transition from group 1.1 to group 1.2. Slovenia’s
characteristics of type 1.1 in 2015 are the relatively high specialisation of its labour market in agriculture
(7% of total jobs, 59% of bioeconomy jobs), the low apparent productivity of agriculture and the low
diversification of its bioeconomy (in particular the manufacture of food, beverages and tobacco, which
accounts for only 16% of bioeconomy jobs).
Looking at Slovenia in 2008, its bioeconomy presented all the characteristics of a member of group
1.1, that is to say a location quotient higher than 1.5, an apparent labour productivity lower than half
the EU-28 average and a high specialisation in agriculture with a low level of labour productivity (see
Figure 4). Nevertheless, it had already achieved levels of apparent labour productivity at the top end
of the group 1.2 range in many bioeconomy sectors (i.e., forestry, fishing, the manufacture of bio-based
textiles, the manufacture of bio-based plastics and the manufacture of food, beverages and tobacco).
It also already generated a GDP per capita comparable to those of Member States in group 1.2. Between
2008 and 2015, the apparent labour productivity of the Slovenian bioeconomy improved by €5000
of value added per person employed. Major improvements occurred in fishing, the manufacture of
paper, forestry and the manufacture of bio-based chemicals, bio-based pharmaceuticals and bio-based
plastics. Therefore, in 2015 the apparent labour productivity in Slovenia attained the first or second
rank of group 1.2 in all bioeconomy sectors except agriculture and the production of bioelectricity.
Assuming that the Slovenian bioeconomy has been evolving towards a bioeconomy pattern of
type 1.2 from a 1.1 pattern, the last step would be a rise in the level of apparent labour productivity in
agriculture. This would also raise the overall apparent labour productivity of the bioeconomy. It would
certainly be concomitant to a reduction in agricultural jobs, entailing a further reduction of the location
quotient of the Slovenian bioeconomy.
Within group 1.1, the Portuguese bioeconomy has also evolved substantially so that, by 2015,
its characteristics were closer to those of group 1.2. First, the Portuguese bioeconomy labour market
was less concentrated in agriculture in 2015 (51% of bioeconomy workers) than it was in 2008 (62% of
bioeconomy workers). The number of agricultural workers in Portugal has shrunk drastically (reducing
by 234,000 workers during this period). This has been accompanied by a stronger specialisation in
the manufacture of food, beverages and tobacco and in the manufacture of bio-based textiles (both
of which employed 17% of bioeconomy workers in 2015 versus 13% in 2008). Second, the apparent
labour productivity of the Portuguese bioeconomy has grown more (+€6000 of value added per person
employed) than in other Member States of group 1.1. The production of bioelectricity generated
€40,000 per person employed more in 2015 than it did in 2008. The manufacture of paper sector and
the forestry sector recorded progress of around €30,000 per person employed, and the production of
bio-based chemicals, pharmaceuticals and plastics sector was €10,000 more productive per person
employed in 2015 than it was in 2008. Consequently, apart from the agriculture and fishing sectors,
where labour productivity remained very low throughout the period, the Portuguese bioeconomy
sectors attained the highest levels of apparent labour productivity within group 1.1. The labour
productivity of forestry and the manufacture of paper is even higher in Portugal than in group 1.2.
As a result, in 2015, the apparent labour productivity of the Portuguese bioeconomy was as high as
half the EU-28 average, i.e., at the threshold between groups 1.1 and 1.2. Nevertheless, its location
quotient remained high (1.7) compared with group 1.2. It seems that the non-bioeconomy sectors
did not develop as fast as in the other EU Member States between 2008 and 2015, a period that was
marked by a deep economic crisis in Portugal (the GDP per capita contracted from €17,200 to €16,600
in this period). Although the proportion of bioeconomy workers in the whole economy reduced from
17% in 2008 to 14% in 2015, this remains high compared with Member States of group 1.2 (where it
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In the same way, Greece has moved fast in a context of recent economic crisis, suggesting that it can
catch up once the economic environment recovers.
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The Slovenian, Portuguese and Greek examples are illustrations of ongoing developments within
the Member States of groups 1.1 and 1.2. However, we have not observed any case of transformation
of a bioeconomy pattern of type 1 (including 1.1 and 1.2) to type 2. This suggests that the necessary
leap in productivity might be more difficult to achieve than a transition from group 1.1 to 1.2, or that it
requires longer than the time period here observed, or that the enabling conditions for such a transition
were not met between 2008 and 2015. In contrast, it seems that an evolution from a bioeconomy pattern
of type 2.1 towards one of type 2.2 is unfolding in Finland. The Finnish bioeconomy has shown a leap
in productivity from €51,000 per person employed in 2008 to €67,000 per person employed in 2015 and
it is approaching the threshold of twice the EU average level. Labour productivity has grown faster in
Finland than in the other bioeconomies of group 2.1 with major improvements in the manufacturing
sectors (mainly biofuels, paper, bio-based chemicals, bio-based pharmaceuticals and wood) and the
forestry sector. In 2015, the apparent labour productivity in woody biomass value chains reached
levels equivalent to that of Member States of group 2.2. The bioeconomy strategy adopted in Finland
in 2014 may reinforce this trend as it focuses on the sectors that have progressed more: the wood value
chain (with actions in forestry, timber construction and bioenergy) and the manufacture of bio-based
chemicals and pharmaceuticals as part of the strategic focus on the health sector [21]. In conclusion,
the conditions seem to be met that will enable the Finnish bioeconomy to acquire the full characteristics
of group 2.2, the group of Northern European Member States.
4. Discussion
4.1. Reflections on Turnover and Added Value as Economic Indicators
The 2012 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council,
the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on ‘Innovating for
Sustainable Growth: A Bioeconomy for Europe’ [1] presented the economic significance of the bioeconomy
in terms of turnover. The JRC [5,6,32] and the nova-Institute for Ecology and Innovation [5,7] followed
this approach and presented results at EU and Member State levels in terms of turnover.
Turnover corresponds to the total value of market sales of goods and services to third parties and
therefore is, in most cases, higher than value added or the share of GDP [9].
Sectors with a high proportion of inputs (or high costs of bought-in goods and services) have a
particularly high turnover. This becomes evident when directly comparing turnover and value added
by bioeconomy sector, (gross) value added being defined by EUROSTAT as output minus intermediate
consumption. As shown in Section 3.1, the turnover share of the manufacture of food, beverage and
tobacco sector in the bioeconomy (51%) is far more important than its value-added share (38%), while
the opposite is true in agriculture (17% of turnover share versus 28% of value-added share).
According to our investigations, ongoing research by the Food and Agricultural Organization of
the United Nations (FAO) [33] and the MontBioeco study [34], most countries provide value-added
data, for example Germany [35] or the Netherlands [36].
The authors of this article propose that, in the future, value added should be considered the main
economic indicator instead of turnover, primarily because it avoids double-counting and provides
the additional value created by a sector. Furthermore, it is more in line with EU Member States’ own
calculations and allows for comparisons with national accounts.
The use of value added or GDP has several limitations, in particular in the context of sustainable
development (see, for example, the World Economic Forum [37]). However, as one of several indicators
describing the economic, social and environmental status of the bioeconomy, both provide key
information on economic growth compared with the rest of the economy.
4.2. The Untapped Potential in Central and Eastern Europe
Many regions in Central and Eastern Europe have a strong agricultural tradition and have selected
the bioeconomy as a smart specialisation strategy [38]. As already outlined in Section 3.2, the BIOEAST
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initiative assists Central and Eastern European countries (CEEC, this term is used throughout the
rest of this chapter and also when the literature refers to new Member States) to operationalise their
bioeconomy visions for 2030, drawing on their biomass potential to develop a sustainable increase in
biomass production and circular processing of the available biomass and, in viable rural areas, also to
develop an innovative, inclusive, climate-ready and inclusive growth model [14].
This article focuses on socioeconomic indicators to explain the development and potential of the
bioeconomy in individual EU Member States and, eventually, in a cluster of states within the EU. It is
not within the scope of this analysis to prove that much more biomass can be produced sustainably
within CEEC to drive the development of their bioeconomies. Two main aspects are discussed below,
which could support the argument of the untapped potential in CEEC: land abandonment and the
increase of productivity.
Agricultural land abandonment, or outflow, in the EU is expected to continue at a rate of a
decrease of 0.2% in utilised agricultural area (UAA) per year until 2030. This is, however, much
lower than the average observed between 2011 and 2016, when UAA decreased by 0.7% per year. By
2030, arable land is projected to have decreased by 3% to reach 104 million ha [39]. For the CEEC,
depending on the sources, different developments are plausible. According to the Agricultural Member
States Modelling (AGMEMOD) model results, the sown area has not changed significantly in the
past and is not expected to do so in the future [40]. On the other hand, Stürck et al. [41] came to the
conclusion, in different modelled scenarios, that land abandonment will occur, particularly in Eastern
and Southern Europe.
The EU in total shows only marginal growth of yield development for major crops in the EU,
particularly because of the high yield levels already achieved, mainly in the EU-15 (Member States that
joined the EU before 2014: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom) [39]. In contrast,
the production of major crops is expected to increase significantly in CEEC, almost entirely through
increased yields (e.g., for wheat and maize, increases of 15% and 50% respectively are projected for
2026). Notwithstanding, according to the AGMEMOD projections for 2026, the EU-15’s yields will still
be around 40% higher than for CEEC [40]. The Global yield gap atlas (http://www.yieldgap.org/)
explains the difference between actual yields and agro-climatically achievable yields in the same
region. For CEEC, several examples underpin the existing gap from the northwestern EU countries [42].
Similarly, the potential from forestry and agroforestry residues could be further exploited [43].
The potential to provide more biomass from agriculture for different bio-based activities could be
further enhanced through a development push for rural areas of CEEC, where, in some regions, small
semi-subsistence farms still dominate [40]. Furthermore, double-cropping could substantially increase
biomass output [42]. The same opportunity to increase productivity also applies, in principle, to
animal production [40]. Higher productivity through an improved input/output ratio would therefore
require less feedstock, which would then be available for other uses in the bioeconomy. In this
context, the much smaller proportion of the processing industry in CEEC to date has to be stressed.
Country-specific mapping of the potential for bio-based industries is provided by the Bio-based
Industries Consortium for Poland [44] and Romania [45].
These considerations suggest the existence of an untapped potential in CEEC for further biomass
production. Closing the yield gap would allow a higher level of labour productivity, which, all other
things being equal, would reduce the location quotient and therefore further enable a transition path
similar to that taken by northwestern EU countries.
4.3. Possible Strategies
The Member States typology developed in this paper suggests that, in spite of national specificities
inherent to natural endowment and historical political and economic choices, including path
dependencies, similarities in economic structures can help to identify type-specific needs and tailor
bioeconomy development strategies.
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The bioeconomy of group 1.1 (Eastern Member States) presents a strong specialisation—in terms
of both employment and value added—in agriculture and the manufacture of food, beverages and
tobacco, followed by low productive sectors. The bioeconomy of these Member States shows many
similarities with that of group 1.2 (Baltic and Central Member States). In addition, the data from
Slovenia indicate that a transition from a bioeconomy of type 1.1 to type 1.2 is possible. We might
therefore expect future sectoral changes from the primary sector to the secondary sector as a first step
of a transition towards a bioeconomy pattern of type 1.2. Such a transition can, of course, be supported
by industrial and innovation policies, but the Greek case shows that it is also strongly dependent on
the macro-economic environment: opposite sectoral changes occurred all over the Greek economic
and financial crisis period. However, the agriculture sector in particular and the bioeconomy sectors
more generally were less affected by job losses than the rest of the economy. The role agriculture
plays in rural areas and as an economic and social buffer is not to be underestimated. The valorisation
of biomass’s untapped potential could ease this transition process, starting with measures aimed at
reducing the yield gap in these countries while preserving their natural capital.
The bioeconomy labour market of Member States of group 1.2 suggests that outflows from primary
sectors have already occurred. Nevertheless, levels of labour productivity remain low compared with
Northern and Western Member States. The productivity divide widened between 2008 and 2015
because of lower bioeconomy productivity growth in Member States of groups 1.1 and 1.2 than
in Member States of groups 2.1 and 2.2. No Member State of group 1.1 or 1.2 has effected such a
productivity leap to reach the levels attained in group 2.1. Kuusk et al. also concluded that the sectoral
reallocation at stake in Central and Eastern European countries (CEEC) from low productive sectors
to more productive ones did not lead to substantial productivity gains over the period 2001–2012:
‘In most of the CEE countries there has been some labour transfer into sectors with relatively higher
initial productivity, whereas sectors with faster productivity growth over the year have on average seen
lower employment shares. Nevertheless, given the relatively small size of the sectoral change effects,
the contributions from the structural bonus and the structural burden are indeed very modest’ [46].
They quantify higher productivity gains within sectors than between sectors (i.e., gains arising from
sectoral reallocation). Looking at industrialisation processes in CEEC, Stojčić and Aralica describe two
opposite trends during the period 2000–2015 [47]: (i) restructuring of manufacturing sectors in the
Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Bulgaria, Lithuania and Romania in terms of labour productivity
versus (ii) deindustrialisation due to declining competitiveness in Slovakia, Estonia, Latvia, Croatia
and Slovenia. They argue that export competitiveness was the main driver of the restructuring of
the manufacturing sectors (trend (i)) and it is most likely the result of quality upgrading and of
integration into higher segments of global value chains. So, in order to foster industrial processes in
the manufacturing sector, they recommend targeting the industries with the largest market potential,
supporting their integration into global value chains and supporting their segmentation into high
value-added segments. They also stress that past industrial policies that centred around international
technology transfers have fallen short in creating growth in productivity. Innovation in firms and
industries in CEEC is most likely to emerge from a ‘doing-using-interacting’ (DUI) mode of innovation,
i.e., experience-based innovation emerging within firms or within firm networks [48] (The DUI mode
is opposed to the STI (science, technology and innovation) mode, which accompanies technology
transfers). On the one hand, these recommendations align with Smart Specialisation Strategy (S3)
EU policies in the sense that they are rooted in a regional assessment, in the targeting of regional
sectoral advantages and in regional networks of industries and stakeholders [48]. On the other hand,
Smart Specialisation Strategies emphasise the role of research, development and innovation (RDI) in
territorial development, while Stojčić and Aralica expect more productivity growth and spillovers to
come from market competitiveness than from innovation [47].
Labour productivity in the Member States of groups 2.1 and 2.2 already reaches very high
levels. The development of the bioeconomy in these Member States is more oriented towards shifting
production and manufacturing processes towards more resource-efficient and environmentally friendly
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processes. Note that such orientations are also relevant to the Member States of groups 1.1 and 1.2, in
combination with the measures described above. They include realising the transition to a low-carbon
economy by replacing fossil fuels with bio-based drop-ins and dedicated bio-based chemicals [49]. With
this aim, the bioeconomy strategy of the European Union, as designed in 2012, gave a strong emphasis
to investments in research, innovation and skills as one of the three pillars of the overall strategy. €975
million of EU funds are allocated to the Bio-Based Industries (BBI) Public–Private Partnership (PPP)
for the period 2012–2020, complementing €2.7 billion of private investments. Annual calls finance
development activities and fund the construction of pilot plants in strategic value chains. Optimisation
of biomass flows is another component of the bioeconomy shift. It implies enhancing process efficiency,
valorising byproducts and waste streams in the production of more diverse final products from initial
feedstock (e.g., the biorefinery concept) as well as promoting the cascading use of bio-based products
until the end of their lives. These concepts are already included in the Circular Economy Action
Plan [50]. The European Commission’s Communication on the Circular Economy [51] called for the
inclusion of these concepts in the Bioeconomy Strategy of the European Union after its revision in 2017.
The updated bioeconomy strategy should be released in 2018.
Supplementary Materials: All the data used in this study are compiled in the JRC Bioeconomics dataset. Please
find the bulk download at https://datam.jrc.ec.europa.eu/datam/perm/od/jrc-datam-biomass-estimates/
download/dataset.zip. The data can also be browsed at https://datam.jrc.ec.europa.eu/datam/perm/od/
7d7d5481-2d02-4b36-8e79-697b04fa4278. Pre-visualisations of the data are accessible as interactive infographics at
https://datam.jrc.ec.europa.eu/datam/mashup/BIOECONOMICS.
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Appendix A
Table A1. Quantified Socioeconomic Indicators of the EU Bioeconomy in 2015 (number of persons
employed, turnover, value added and apparent labour productivity).
Sector

Agriculture
Forestry
Fishing
Manufacture of food, beverages and tobacco
Manufacture of bio-based textiles
Manufacture of wood products and furniture
Manufacture of paper
Manufacture of bio-based chemicals,
pharmaceuticals, plastics and rubber
(excluding biofuels)
Manufacture of liquid biofuels
Production of bioelectricity
Bioeconomy

Workers

Apparent Labour
Productivity

Turnover

Value Added

(€ million)

(€ million)

380,164
50,101
11,650
1,153,006
103,497
173,724
186,616

173,597
23,834
6957
233,408
28,341
47,165
45,590

(€000 per person
employed)
19
44
31
51
28
34
71

444,967

177,044

56,314

127

26,271
13,844
18,067,648

12,194
10,831
2,258,827

2560
3138
620,903

97
217
34

Number of persons
employed
9,227,200
539,000
222,392
4,544,452
999,235
1,407,184
643,104
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