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Francis Weiler, Blanka Chropúvková 

The total cattle population of the European Union in 2002 was 78.3 million 
animals. Since EU-15 data have been available only since 1994, trends in the 
total EU-15 cattle population can be shown only from that year onwards. This 
publication illustrates the numbers of cattle, the trends in those numbers and 
the distribution of the total cattle population by category in the Member States 
for the period 1994-2002. 

Figure 1 shows that, after a slight upturn (+0.6%) in 1995 from the 1994 
figure, the total Community cattle population declined until 2002. The biggest 
drop was recorded from 1999 to 2000 (-3.1%). If the total cattle population in 
2002 is compared with that of 1994, it is seen to have fallen by 6.2 million 
head. 

Figure 1: Total EU-15 cattle population (1000 head) 

  Source : Eurostat 

Total trends in the Member States 
Overall, the cattle population of the European Union fell during the period 
1994-2002. During this period, cattle production was affected by two BSE 
crises in 1997 and 2000. The effects of these were to reduce cattle numbers 
by culling and temporary confinement of animals to holdings while awaiting 
more favourable market conditions. Table 1 shows that, despite certain 
fluctuations, cattle numbers are falling in 11 Member States, fairly stable in 
two and rising in another two countries. Declines of at least 10% have been 
observed in the Netherlands, Denmark, Finland, Germany, the United 
Kingdom, Austria and Belgium, and increases in Spain and Greece. Some 
major fluctuations have been recorded in Greece and Italy. 
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Table 1 
Total cattle population in the Member States ('1000 head) 2002/1994 

  1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 (%) 

Belgium 3161 3159 3071 2978 2984 2970 3001 2908 2758 87.3 
Denmark  2082 2094 2052 2026 1968 1976 1891 1840 1740 83.6 
Germany 15962 15890 15760 15227 14942 14658 14568 14227 13732 86.0 
Greece 520 550 593 596 577 654 567 559 573 110.2 
Spain 5234 5495 5905 5869 5966 6291 6164 6272 6279 120.0 
France 20507 20837 20541 20334 20055 20216 20089 20281 19729 96.2 
Ireland 6344 6451 6661 6882 6952 6558 6330 6408 6338 99.9 
Italy 7272 7418 7390 7328 7316 7361 6232 6933 6695 92.1 
Luxembourg 204 204 209 205 202 203 200 198 190 93.2 
Netherlands 4588 4545 4366 4287 4184 4097 3890 3842 3780 82.4 
Austria 2329 2326 2272 2198 2172 2153 2156 2118 2067 88.8 
Portugal 1363 1386 1389 1386 1409 1421 1414 1404 1395 102.3 
Finland 1185 1179 1150 1125 1101 1068 1035 1019 1012 85.4 
Sweden 1790 1779 1747 1708 1712 1680 1618 1617 1612 90.1 
United Kingdom 11981 11735 11430 11347 11237 11281 10878 10161 10381 86.6 
EU-15 84522 85048 84536 83497 82777 82587 80031 79788 78281 92.6 

 
Source : Eurostat 

If we look at the size of producer countries, we see that over 50% of the EU cattle population is to be found in three 
countries (France, Germany and the United Kingdom); if Ireland, Spain and Italy are added, the six Member States 
hold more than 80% of all cattle. The shares of these groups of countries varied little over the period concerned, 
despite the fall in the number of cattle in the three main producer countries. 

 Figure 2: Member States' shares of the EU-15 cattle population, 2002 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Breakdown of the cattle population by main category 
 

In the breakdown of cattle by main category (age group – Figure 3), cattle aged 2 years or over are seen to be in 
the majority in all Member States: in November/December 2002, over 40% of cattle were in this age group.  The 
percentages were highest in Greece (57%), Portugal (56%), France (56%) and Spain (55%). 
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Figure 3: Breakdown of the cattle population in 2002 (%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Over this period of several years there was little variation in the distribution of the cattle population across the three 
age groups. Figure 4 shows the breakdown by Member States of the average cattle population for the period 1994-
2002. In most Member States, 20-25% of cattle were in the 1 to < 2 years age group; in Spain the figure was 11% 
and in Greece and Portugal 16%. The northern Member States appear to hold more young cattle; except in Italy, 
the age of cattle increases towards the south. 

 Figure 4: Breakdown of the cattle population - 1994-2002 average (%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
As mentioned above, in 2002 cattle aged 2 years or over accounted for 57% of the total population in Greece. 
Figure 5 shows the breakdown of Greek cattle by age. 

Figure 5: Breakdown of the cattle population in Greece, 2002 
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Figure 6: Breakdown of the cattle population in Greece 

 

The biggest changes in the distribution of cattle by 
age group during the period 1994-2002 were 
noted in Greece. While, on average, 55% of cattle 
were aged 2 years or over in 1994-2002, only 
51% were in this age group in 1999, but as many 
as 59% by 2001. This increase was offset by the 
fall-off from 31% in 1999 to 26% in 2001 in cattle 
under a year old and from 18% in 1999 to 15% in 
2001 in cattle aged 1 year to under 2 years (see 
Figure 6). 

 

In 2002 Finland has the smallest percentage of cattle aged 2 years or over: 40% (see Figure 7). Of the Member 
States. Finland and the United Kingdom had the highest proportions (25%) of cattle aged 1 year to under 2 years. 
Cattle less than a year old accounted for 35% of the Finnish bovine population  the highest percentage in the 
EU. In 2002 the same proportion of cattle aged less than a year (35%) was recorded in the Netherlands. The age 
groups of cattle remained fairly stable in Finland in the period 1994-2002. 

In Spain the proportion of cattle aged under a year was close to that of Finland in 2002, at 34%.  Cattle aged 1 
year to under 2 years were least well represented in 2002, at 12%, while animals aged 2 years or over were in the 
majority (55%) (see Figure 8). 

 
       Figure 7 : Breakdown of the cattle population,                 Figure 7 : Breakdown of the cattle population, 
                        Finland, 2002                                                                         Spain, 2002
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Figure 9: Breakdown of the cattle population, Spain 
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In Spain the proportion of cattle aged 2 

years or over fell from 59% in 1994 to 54% 
in 1999-2001. In 2002 it reached the 1994-
2002 level of 55%. The proportion of cattle 
aged less than a year rose (see Figure 9).
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Ireland, too, saw a drop in the percentage of cattle aged 2 years or over in the period 1994-2002, but an increase 
in the percentage of cattle less than a year old (see Figure 10). 

Figure 10: Breakdown of the cattle population, Ireland 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Increases in the percentages of cattle aged 2 years or over were recorded in Belgium, Denmark and the 
Netherlands. The growth in Belgium was offset by the decline in the other two age groups (Figure 11). In 
Denmark, only the proportion of cattle aged under a year fell; that of cattle aged 1 year to under 2 years remained 
stable (see Figure 12). The Netherlands saw a substantial drop in the percentage of cattle aged 1 year to under 2 
years (see Figure 13). 

The relative sizes of the age groups remained fairly stable in the other Member States. 
Figure 11: Breakdown of the cattle Figure 12 : Breakdown of the cattle  

      population, Belgium             population, Denmark 
 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 13: Breakdown of the cattle population, the Netherland 
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Trends in the dairy cattle population 

Dairy cows make up a very large proportion of the cattle population aged 2 years or over. In 2002 there were 19.5 
million dairy cows in the EU. In the period 1994-2002, the dairy cow population fell by 3.5 million head (see 
Figure 14), with the biggest decline, 3.4%, recorded from 1999 to 2000. This fall-off may have been the result of the 
milk quotas associated with better productivity. 

 Figure 14: The dairy cow population, EU-15 ('1000 head) 

 

                          
  
 

 
 
 

 

 

 
                            Source : Eurostat 

In 2002 Germany had the highest dairy cow population in the EU: 4.4 million, or 22.4% of the total (see Figure 15), 
despite a fall of 900 000 head from 1994 to 2002 (see Table 2). 

 Figure 15: Dairy cows in the Member States as percentages of the total  
EU-15 population, 2002 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The cattle surveys conducted in other Member States with high cattle populations (France, the United Kingdom) 
confirm a decline. In France, the only increase in the dairy cow population in the period 1994-2002 was 1% from 
2000 to 2001; in the United Kingdom, dairy cow numbers were up by 1.2% from 2001 to 2002. 

Ireland and Finland, as well as Germany, saw a fall-off in dairy cow numbers in the period 1994-2002. The biggest 
drop (-12.8%) was recorded in Austria from 1994 to 1995. 
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Table 2 
 

Cow milk livestock in the Member States (1000 heads) 2002/1994
  1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 (%) 

Belgium 720 684 650 640 632 619 629 611 591 82.1 
Denmark  717 714 697 695 680 681 644 628 613 85.5 
Germany 5273 5229 5195 5026 4833 4710 4564 4475 4373 82.9 
Greece 175 185 184 184 172 154 180 172 165 94.4 
Spain 1331 1281 1279 1254 1278 1207 1141 1159 1102 82.8 
France 4760 4700 4566 4502 4432 4424 4153 4195 4133 86.8 
Ireland 1233 1221 1216 1201 1199 1174 1153 1148 1129 91.5 
Italy 2167 2080 2125 2078 2116 2126 1772 2078 1911 88.2 
Luxembourg 49 48 48 47 47 45 44 44 42 85.9 
Netherlands 1757 1777 1646 1674 1600 1570 1532 1551 1546 88.0 
Austria 810 706 698 720 729 698 621 598 589 72.7 
Portugal 379 384 376 377 372 357 355 338 341 89.9 
Finland 413 402 396 383 380 374 358 352 343 83.1 
Sweden 503 482 478 462 471 447 426 425 403 80.2 
United Kingdom 2768 2632 2511 2498 2475 2438 2339 2203 2229 80.5 
 UE-15 23054 22526 22063 21742 21416 21024 19910 19977 19511 84.6 
 
Source : Eurostat 

Table 3 shows the trend by Member State in the shares of dairy cows and suckler cows in the cattle population 
from 1994 to 2002. In the Netherlands, dairy cows accounted for most of the total cattle population, at 41% in 2002 
 the highest in the period observed. In Denmark and Finland, 35% and 34% respectively of cattle in 2002 were 
dairy cows; in Ireland, only 18% were dairy cows. 
The proportion of dairy cows fell in Spain from 25% in 1994 to 18% in 2002, and in Portugal from 28% in 1994 to 
24% in 2002. In Austria, dairy cows accounted for 28% of cattle in 2002, an average of 31% in the period 1994-
2002, and 35% in 1994. In Greece the proportion of dairy cows fell from 34% in 1994 to 24% in 1999. The suckler 
cow population usually reverses the trend in the dairy cow population. Table 3 breaks down the cow population by 
type of production. Several Member States are developing a strong dairy production potential, while in others the 
two categories of cow are more evenly balanced. 

Table 3 - Share of the cows on the total number of cattle 
  Milkcows Other cows (of which suckler cows) 
Country \ Year 94 95 96 97 98 99 00 01 02 94 95 96 97 98 99 00 01 02
Belgium 23 22 21 21 21 21 21 21 21 15 16 17 17 18 18 18 18 18
Denmark  34 34 34 34 35 34 34 34 35 5 6 6 6 6 7 6 7 6 
Germany 33 33 33 33 32 32 31 31 32 4 4 4 5 5 5 6 6 6 
Greece 34 34 31 31 30 24 32 31 29 17 17 19 20 23 17 17 21 19
Spain 25 23 22 21 21 19 19 18 18 28 28 29 28 28 29 31 30 30
France 23 23 22 22 22 22 21 21 21 19 19 20 20 20 20 21 21 21
Ireland 19 19 18 17 17 18 18 18 18 15 16 16 17 17 18 18 18 18
Italy 30 28 29 28 29 29 28 30 29 9 9 9 9 9 10 7 6 7 
Luxembourg 24 23 23 23 23 22 22 22 22 14 15 14 15 15 15 16 16 16
Netherlands 38 39 38 39 38 38 39 40 41 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
Austria 35 30 31 33 34 32 29 28 28 4 9 9 8 7 8 12 12 12
Portugal 28 28 27 27 26 25 25 24 24 20 21 23 24 24 24 24 25 26
Finland 35 34 34 34 35 35 35 35 34 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 
Sweden 28 27 27 27 28 27 26 26 25 9 9 9 9 9 9 9 10 10
United Kingdom 23 22 22 22 22 22 22 22 22 15 16 16 17 17 17 16 16 16
EU 15  27 26 26 26 26 25 25 25 25 13 13 14 14 14 15 15 15 15
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