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Some facts about the (exotic?) French context of farmland ownership  

2/3 of farmland are rented by 
farmers…

under the auspices of the 
fermage status (cheap and secured 

lease) 

Ideal type owner = old men from 
the farming sector and the 

province 

Mean estate surface = 6,4 ha → 
14 owners/farm

Data on ownership of land = open 
access only for non-individual 

owners (38 millions plots)

1,5% of farmland is sold every year 
(6,200 €/ha)

Main purchasers = farmers 
(preemption right on rented 

land)

2nd main purchasers are the 
SAFERs (25%)



SAFERs are mostly locally-led and their agency depends on 
their insertion within power relationships

SAFERs carry out short- and long- term activities on the 
land markets

SAFERs produce data on the land markets both 
continuously and for more precise surveys

The recent extensions of SAFERs’ prerogatives open 
debates on land regulation and its tools

Outline



1. SAFERs are mostly locally-led and their agency depends on their insertion within power 
relationships

Difficult to asses the neutrality of SAFERs

Rules happen to be circumvented by the majority 
farmers’ union to allocate land to its supporters

Control of information is crucial and disadvantages 
aspiring farmers.

SAFERs are intermediaries between sectors, tending to legitimize the role of local authorities (information 
providing, consulting) and alternative land trusts. 

The majority farmers’ union is still pivotal in the intern 
governance

SAFERs are less linked to firm agriculture + the leftist 
farmers’ union

From a governance of farmland by the peers → of rural land by experts (Sencébé et al., 2013)

Extension of duties from agriculture to environment 
and local development

Shrinking of public subsidies (-> need of profitable 
operations, less land banking)

Sencébé, Y., Pinton, F., Alphandéry, P. (2013). Le contrôle des terres agricoles en France. Du gouvernement par les pairs à l'action des experts. Sociologie, 4(3), 251-268. 
https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251. 

https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251
https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251
https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251
https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251
https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251
https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251
https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251
https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251
https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251
https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251
https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251
https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251
https://doi.org/10.3917/socio.043.0251


1. SAFERs are mostly locally-led and their agency depends on their insertion within power 
relationships

Difficult to asses the neutrality of SAFERs

Rules happen to be circumvented by the majority 
farmers’ union to allocate land to its supporters

Control of information is crucial and disadvantages 
aspiring farmers.

SAFERs are intermediaries between sectors, tending to legitimize the role of local authorities (information 
providing, consulting) and alternative land trusts. 

The majority farmers’ union is still pivotal in the intern 
governance

SAFERs are less linked to firm agriculture + the leftist 
farmers’ union

From a governance of farmland by the peers → of rural land by experts (Sencébé et al., 2013)

Extension of duties from agriculture to environment 
and local development

Shrinking of public subsidies (-> need of profitable 
operations, less land banking)



1. SAFERs are mostly locally-led and their agency depends on their insertion within power 
relationships

Difficult to asses the neutrality of SAFERs

Rules happen to be circumvented by the majority 
farmers’ union to allocate land to its supporters

Control of information is crucial and disadvantages 
aspiring farmers.

SAFERs are intermediaries between sectors, tending to legitimize the role of local authorities (information 
providing, consulting) and alternative land trusts. 

The majority farmers’ union is still pivotal in the intern 
governance

SAFERs are less linked to firm agriculture + the leftist 
and right-wing populist farmers’ unions

From a governance of farmland by the peers → of rural land by experts (Sencébé et al., 2013)
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1. SAFERs are mostly locally-led and their agency depends on their insertion within power 
relationships

Criteria of regional 
differenciation 

Share of 
rented 

land 

Share of 
corporate 

farms 

Degree of 
competition in the 

land ownership 
market

Specific 
circumventing 

practives

Balance 
between 

the 3 
farmers’ 
unions

Type of relationship with 
farmers

+
Size of the « reachable 

market »

SAFERs are more fit where the 
farm structures are similar to 

those of the 1960s… than where 
they evolved towards firm 

agriculture 



2. SAFERs carry out short- and long- term activities on the land markets

Land is sold.

The Provincial Technical Committee (« parliament of 
farmland ») debates and gives a motivated opinion

In case of competing applications, an advice can be 
asked to an Advisory Local Committee

Amicable purchase
90% of operations Land to assign/allocate

Purchase through 
preemption

10% of operations

Call for application
Legal publicity for 2 weeks (newspapers, town halls, internet)

The representatives of the ministries of Agriculture 
and Finance approve the decision.

The Regional Board takes a decision based on the 
opinion

Legal information
At the Town Hall +

In case of purchase through 
preemption, direct message 

to the ousted buyer

On a regular basis, SAFERs 
purchase and sell land

2023

-> 98,700 ha sold (0,35 % of total 
French farmland) for 1,6 billion €. 

-> 14,270 operations (mean: 7 ha) 

-> 384,000 applications (27 
applications/operation in mean): 
«  100 displeased people and 1 
ungrateful person ». 

4,500 members nationwide



2. SAFERs carry out short- and long- term activities on the land markets

On a regular basis, SAFERs 
purchase and sell land

Within the 10 last years, SAFERs 
have carried out operations in 80 % 

of the 36,000 French 
municipalities. 

Number of operations by 
municipality (2014-2023)

Source of the 
map: FNSafer



2. SAFERs carry out short and long term activities on the land markets

SAFERs also act as on the 
longer term

2023: 39 000 ha of banked land
-> 63% on behalf of public 
organizations (e.g. projected 
infrastructures or farmland 
consolidation)

Partnership with public or private 
organizations willing to purchase 
land in a defined area for a 
general interest purposes (e.g. 
water quality protection)

Petitimbert et al. (2020)

Source: France Bleu



3. SAFERs produce data on the land markets both continuously and for more precise 
surveys

Thanks to the information regulatorily provided by notaries (nearly 
400,000/year, in 95 % of municipalities)

 Report                                                            Interactive website

SAFERs publish every year the reference price of land 
at a local scale

Source of the illustrations: 
FNSafer



SAFERs identify 6 main « markets of the rural space »

3. SAFERs produce data on the land markets both continuously and for more precise 
surveys

Source of the 
illustrations: 

FNSafer

Number of operations 
(thousands)

Surfaces (thousands 
of ha)

Value (billions of €)



3. SAFERs produce data on the land markets both continuously and for more precise 
surveys

SAFERs also provide knowledge tools and 
analyse data

Ex. 2 nationwide: mapping of farmland surfaces 
diverted from farm use without being urbanized.

Ex. 1 in the South of France: automatized 
mapping of abandoned farmland

Source of the illustrations: 
FNSafer



4. The recent extensions of SAFERs’ prerogatives open debates on land regulation and its 
tools

The « 4th leg » of an ambitious, but incomplete and splited farmland regulation 



4. The recent extensions of SAFERs’ prerogatives open debates on land regulation and its 
tools

The « 4th leg » of an ambitious, but incomplete and splited farmland regulation 

The State delegated the control to SAFERs due to its own lack of resources 

→ Legitimacy of SAFERs contested by some rural law and real estate professional 
organizations.

→ Ideas of merging SAFERs with other bodies, to connect silos of public policies.

Sempastous Law: 
SAFERs now control 
the market of share 
capital of companies 
owning farmland.

2022 : 800,000 ha sold 
indirectly though shares 

vs. 480,000 ha sold 
directly as plots of land.
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