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Report Highlights: 

In 2018, the Bulgarian dairy industry continued to stabilize.  Despite a decline in the dairy inventory 

and a seven-percent decrease in cow milk production, milk collection increased and the industry 

processed 11 percent more cow milk than in 2017.  This occurred due to increasingly larger operations, 

improved milk yield averages, industry consolidation, as well as an overall decline in small, subsistence 

dairy farms.   In the first five months of 2019, milk deliveries declined by less than two percent 

compared to the same period of 2018.  Post expects dairy cow inventories and milk deliveries to 

stabilize by 2020.  Bulgaria’s unstable animal health situation remains the biggest threat to its dairy 

industry.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  

General Information:  

 

Dairy Farms and Dairy Cow Inventory   

In 2018, the number of dairy farms declined to about 20,000 farms, a 19-percent decrease.  This 

reduction was concentrated among small farms with up to 20 cows (Table 1).  Commercial farms (over 

100 dairy cows) have grown and have invested in productivity and technology.  Farms with at least 50 

cows accounted for 56 percent of the national dairy herd.  The average number of cows per farm 

increased from 11.5 in 2017 to 13.3 in 2018.  The number of smaller, subsistence farms (one or two 

cows) dropped in 2018 by 24 percent from 2017.  Despite this decline, this segment still accounted for 

68 percent of total Bulgarian dairy farms, but managed only six percent of the total national dairy herd 

(Graph 1).   In 2018, beef cows inventories grew to 107,000 head, accounting for 31 percent of total 

cattle (although some of these were spent dairy cows registered as “for meat”).    

  

Graph 1: Distribution of Dairy Farms in Size, 2018 

 
Source: Bulgarian Ministry of Agriculture, Foods and Forests Statistical Bulletins  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Graph 2: Distribution of Dairy Farms in Size, 2018  

  

Source: Bulgarian Ministry of Agriculture, Foods and Forests Statistical Bulletins  

  

Graph 3: Dairy Farms and Dairy Cow Inventory Development, 2012-2018  

Source

: Bulgarian Ministry of Agriculture, Foods and Forests Statistical Bulletins  

  

Post expects that Bulgaria’s dairy cow inventory will recover modestly in 2020, due to a more stable 

animal-health situation and favorable milk prices.  Post expects average milk yields to increase steadily, 

especially at commercial farms. 

  

Fluid Milk Production  



In 2018, total fluid milk production decreased by six percent.  Cow milk production decreased by seven 

percent, and goat milk production by less than one percent from 2017 (Table 2).  Buffalo and sheep 

milk increased by 13 percent and three percent, respectively.   

  

Cow milk production decreased due to a seven-percent decrease in dairy cow inventories and 

insufficient growth in milk yields.  Official January-May 2019 data shows that cow milk deliveries 

decreased marginally by 1.7 percent from the corresponding period in 2018.  Some industry estimates 

forecast 2019 milk production and deliveries at 1-2 percent lower than in 2018.  Post expects that milk 

production in 2019 will stabilize and be consistent with 2018 levels.  Cow inventories should also 

stabilize in 2020.  More stable cow inventories and improved milk yields in 2020 should lead to 

moderate milk production growth.   

  

Milk Deliveries:  Previously, the Bulgarian dairy sector’s biggest challenge was the consistent decline in 

milk deliveries for processing (Table 3 and 4, Graph 4).  Since 2016, however, this trend has changed 

due to commercialization and on-farm investments.  In 2018, total milk deliveries grew by 10 percent, 

with cow milk deliveries increasing by 11 percent, with a stable share of cow milk deliveries to total at 

94 percent.  Cow milk prices were favorable, due to stronger demand from processing.  (Table 3).  Cow 

milk deliveries achieved 72 percent of production versus 60 percent in 2017.  Post expects that this 

trend will continue as dairy farms and processors continue to modernize.   

  

Milk Quality: Milk quality has become more consistent among farms, largely due to farm consolidation 

and the steady reduction of smallholder farms.  Although as of mid-2018, only 339 dairy farmers did not 

meet EU milk-quality standards, an EC Food Veterinary Office audit report performed in October 2018 

shows that more needs to be done, especially regarding private laboratory testing, to achieve fuller 

compliance with the EU standards. 

  

Milk Cost and Prices:  2018 Bulgarian cow milk prices (see average monthly prices here) varied 

between €29.04/100 kg (June) and €30.83/100 kg (December).  These prices lagged behind EU average 

prices by 10-15 percent in different months.  In January-May 2019, prices varied between €30.94/100 

kg (January) to €29.66/100 kg (June).  Average milk prices in May 2019 (€29.72/100 kg) were two 

percent higher than in May 2018.  Bulgaria’s May 2019 average milk price was also 14 percent lower 

than the EU average (€33.83/100 kg).  Overall, Bulgarian cow milk prices are below EU-average prices, 

although similar to those in Romania, the Baltic States, and Poland.  According to projections of the 

Bulgarian Center for Economic Studies in Agriculture, average milk prices in Bulgarian in 2019 will 

likely be about three percent lower than in 2018.      

  

Milk for Direct Sales:  Direct sales and on-farm milk consumption have declined since 2016 (Table 3).  

In 2018, cow-milk direct sales declined by 35 percent compared to 2017.  The share of direct sales and 

on-farm cow milk use dropped to 28 percent, compared to 40 percent in 2017 due to the industry’s 

commercialization and the efforts to limit gray market channels.    

  

 

 

 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/food/audits-analysis/audit_reports/details.cfm?rep_inspection_ref=2018-6463
https://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/sites/agriculture/files/market-observatory/milk/pdf/eu-raw-milk-prices_en.pdf


 

Graph 4: Cow Milk Production and Deliveries, 2012-2018  

 
Source: Bulgarian Ministry of Agriculture, Foods and Forests Statistical Bulletins  

  

Factory Use/Milk Processing 

Total output of processed products in 2018 was marginally down by 3.6 percent to 294,000 MT (Graph 

5) due to about 10 percent reduction of yogurt products.  In 2018, Bulgaria had 237 dairy processors. 

 Due to increased milk deliveries, imports of fluid milk and milk substitute marginally declined.  

According to industry reports, in 2018 processors used 17,800 MT of imported raw milk, 350 MT of 

concentrated milk, 4,100 MT of powder milk, 7,400 MT of milk concentrate, and 700 MT of other milk 

substitutes (source: Ministry of Agriculture (MinAg) Bulletin 362/June 2019).   

  

Cow milk accounted for 94 percent of all industrial use in 2018, followed by sheep milk at four percent, 

goat milk at about one percent, and buffalo milk at 0.5 percent (Table 4).  The processing of buffalo 

milk increased by 36 percent in 2018 over 2017.  Despite this growth, buffalo milk is produced in small 

quantities which do not meet volume needed by the commercial dairies and the prices offered to farmers 

are reportedly, not satisfactory.  This drives most buffalo farmers to look for own processing and direct 

sales of the processed dairy products.       

  

Processed dairy production in 2018 grew slightly (with the exception of yogurt).  Cheeses output was 

2.6 percent more, with 5.8 percent increase for yellow cheese and significant growth in fresh cheeses of 

42.7 percent.  Production of cheese with plant/vegetable oils (usually palm oil) continued to decline by 

8.0 percent due to continued consumer campaigns against these products and regulations restricting 

their sales (Table 6).  For the first time in years, yogurt output declined by 9.7 percent.   

  

Tentative data for January-May 2019 indicate some stagnation and a marginal decline in production in 

total dairy products.  Cheese output decreased by four percent while drinking milk stagnated over the 

corresponding period in 2018.  Output of yogurt and cheeses with plant oils grew by over six percent.   



  

 Graph 5: Processed Dairy Products Production, 2012-2018  

   

Source: Bulgarian Ministry of Agriculture, Foods and Forests Statistical Bulletins  

  

Consumption 

The average annual consumption of dairy products continued to increase from 63.9 kg/capita in 2017 to 

64.9 kg/capita in 2019.  Drinking milk consumption kept decreasing to 16.8 kg/capita while yogurt 

consumption increased to 29.3 kg/capita.  Fluid milk faces increasing competition from plant-based 

milks such as soy, almond, rice, and other types of milk.  White cheese consumption grew marginally to 

11.8 kg/capita and yellow cheese consumption grew to 4.2 kg/capita.  These data do not include the 

food service sector, which is increasingly driving demand for dairy products.  

  

Trade 

Dairy product imports in 2018 (HS#0401-0406) (volume) were stable at the same level as in 2017.  

Imports consisted of mainly fresh milk for processing (36 percent of total imports), non-fat dry milk 

(NFDM), whole milk powder (WMP) and whey (33 percent of total imports).  Cheese imports 

accounted for 18 percent of total but it grew significantly by 14 percent in 2018 over 2017 (Graph 6).  

 2018 dairy exports increased to 49,000 MT, by about eight percent over 2017.  Cheese accounted for 

the largest share of exports with 47 percent (Graph 7), followed by fresh milk with 28 percent.  

  

 

 

 

 

 



 

Graphs 6 and 7: Dairy Imports and Exports Structure, 2018 

   

  

Fluid Milk (HS#0401): Imports of non-concentrated fresh milk (HS#0401) in 2018 stagnated due to 

improved milk deliveries.  Major suppliers were Poland and Greece.  In 2018, fluid milk exports 

increased sharply by 82 percent due to more demand by Greece and Romania.  January-April 2019 

exports were at a similar level.      

  

NFDM (HS#040210): 2018 imports of NFDM decreased slightly by two percent over 2017.  Poland, 

Estonia, France, Germany and Greece were the major suppliers. 

  

WMP (HS#040221, 040229):  Combined 2018 imports of WMP declined by 18 percent to 9,700 MT.  

According to the January-April 2019 data, imports of WMP decreased further by over 70 percent.  The 

main supplier is Romania.  

  

Butter (HS #040510, 04051090):  Combined 2018 butter imports decreased by 10 percent to 7,100 milk 

equivalent (BET) from 2017.  Bulgaria sourced butter mainly from Germany, the Netherlands and 

Slovakia.  The decline was due to higher prices, by nine percent for HS#040510 and 16 percent for 

HS#040590.  However, January-April 2019 butter imports increased by more than 14 percent due to 

lower availability and moderated import prices.    

  

Cheese (HS#0406):  2018 cheese imports reached a record high of 26,000 MT, upward by 14 percent 

from 2017.  Thus for the first time, cheese imports exceeded exports by almost 3,000 MT (volume) and 

about $900,000 (value) (Graph 8).  The January-April 2019 data shows imports only marginally lower 

(by less than two percent) compared to the same period in 2018.  Cheese imports were sourced mainly 

from Poland, Germany, and the Netherlands.   

  

Cheese exports are traditionally important for Bulgaria and supported by various private and public 

programs.  However, since 2016 cheese exports have declined.  In 2018, cheese exports were six percent 

lower than in 2017 and the reduction from 2014 (best export year) was 14 percent.  For the first four 



months of 2019, exports continued to slide down by another 15 percent.  Bulgaria’s main cheese export 

markets are Greece, the United States, Germany, Romania and Lebanon.  (Graph 8) 

  

Graph 8: HS#0406 Cheese Trade, Imports and Exports, 2012-2018 

Source

: World Trade Atlas 

  

Agricultural Policy   

Animal Health:   

In January 2018, the BFSA published its three-year program on anthrax (BU1827).  In the middle of 

2018, Bulgaria had five detections of the EU’s first case of the highly-contagious ovine rinderpest, or 

PPR (BU1825 First Ovine Rinderpest Outbreak in Bulgaria).  In September 2018, the country had 

Brucellosis outbreak on sheep in a small farm.   

  

In June 2019, the Minister of Agriculture announced an upgrade in the electronic animal registration, 

identification and traceability system called VetIs.  Per MinAg reports, currently the system covers 

80,000 cattle, 210,000 sheep, 40,000 swine and 210,000 beehives.  MinAg aims to include all animals in 

the system until the end of 2019 since on-site checks reveal major discrepancies between the electronic 

system and the actual farm situation.  MinAg also announced plans for a major revision of the 

veterinary legislation.  In July 2019, the Paying Agency approved additional subsidies (€1.6 million) for 

extra sampling and veterinary work related to prevention of animal diseases.   

  

Animal Breeding and Selection:   

In 2018, MinAg approved an annual subsidy of 5.5 million leva ($3.4 million) for 2019 to all breeding 

associations (48 total) to cover administrative and related costs of selection work, a lower subsidy than 

in 2018 ($4.2 million).  About 5,000 farmers are members of breeding associations.   

  

According to MinAg data and industry reports, about 110,000 head or 37 percent of all dairy and beef 

cattle, are currently under selection control, of which 12,000 are beef cattle.  In late 2018 and 2019, the 

authorities began to inspect more stringently the criteria for breeding animals under selection control 

and revised the major Animal Breeding Law in January 2019.  The amended legislation introduced new, 

http://gain.fas.usda.gov/Recent%20GAIN%20Publications/Livestock%20and%20Products%20Annual_Sofia_Bulgaria_7-30-2018.pdf
http://fasintranetapps-gain.fas.usda.gov/Applications/FileDownLoad.aspx?FileID=26863
http://www.bfsa.bg/bg/Page/brucellosis/index/brucellosis/%D0%91%D1%80%D1%83%D1%86%D0%B5%D0%BB%D0%BE%D0%B7%D0%B0%20%EF%BF%BD


higher requirements for the registration and work performed by the breeding associations (including the 

breeding programs).  The changes also aimed harmonization with Regulation EC 1012/2016 which was 

enforced since November 1, 2018.   The focus of the breeding work is gradually shifting from milk 

productivity tests towards breeding high quality sires.  

  

Dairy Products Regulations:  In June 2018, MinAg amended its regulation on dairy processing 

(Regulation No. 1, Official Gazette No. 51, June 19).  A new requirement to ban 

production/packaging/handling of dairy products containing vegetable oil at the same establishment 

where regular dairy products are produced was introduced.  (BU1827).  In June 2019, the MinAg 

introduced a voluntary logo for agricultural products produced in mountainous regions (Ordinance #4, 

May 28, 2019).  

  

Domestic Support:   

In 2018 , the MinAg increased the subsidy rates under coupled support subsidies due to additional, 

unspent budget (BU1827).   In June 2019, the rates for these subsidies was set at €30/cattle for farms 

with 5-250 cattle (about 6,000 eligible farms); and at €7.5/sheep for farms with 10-300 sheep (about 

9,000 eligible farms). Sheep farms with more than 300 sheep will have  a subsidy rate of €3.5/sheep.  

  

In July 2019, MinAg revised the program and decided to increase the domestic support from 10 to 25 

percent for the first 50 dairy animals (from 30 animals/farm) due to the reduction of dairy farmers’ 

applications by four percent.   

  

Additionally, the Paying Agency paid over €11.0 million to 13,000 dairy farmers (cattle, sheep and 

buffalo) under de minimis programs for 2018.  In June/July 2019, the Paying Agency allocated €13 

million for de minimis subsidies to be paid after August 2019.  The subsidy rates were set at €20/dairy 

cow for farms with up to 250 cattle; €10/dairy cow for farms with more than 250 cattle; €7.5/ewe for 

farms with 10-300 sheep and €3.5/ewe for farms with more than 300 sheep.  In June 2019, the MinAg 

and the Paying Agency revised the regulations for animal welfare subsidies by reducing the multiyear 

(usually up to five years) commitment to one year only.    

  

Since 2018 and until December 31, 2020, farmers are eligible to apply for state aid for investments in 

small units for processing of raw milk (mini dairies).  The program has a budget of €750,000 and can 

cover up to a half of investment expenses but not more than €30,000.   Another state aid program (€1.0 

million budget) provides subsidies for investments in cooling milk tanks.  As of July 2019, there were 

78 applications under this program. 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://gain.fas.usda.gov/Recent%20GAIN%20Publications/Livestock%20and%20Products%20Annual_Sofia_Bulgaria_7-30-2018.pdf
http://gain.fas.usda.gov/Recent%20GAIN%20Publications/Livestock%20and%20Products%20Annual_Sofia_Bulgaria_7-30-2018.pdf


 

Appendix: 

  

Table 1.  Dairy Cattle Farms and Dairy Herd, 2017-2018 

Changes in the number of dairy cattle farms and dairy herd, 2018 vs. 2017 

Number of  dairy cows 

per farm 
Number of 

farms 
as of end-

2018 

Change 

2018/2017 
Dairy cows, 

1000 head 
Change 

2018/2017 

1-2 13,216 -17.7% 15.4 -23.8% 

3-9 1,869 -37.4% 8.6 -38.1% 

10-19 1,312 -24.6% 17.6 -25.1% 

20-49 1,939 -10.4% 61.5 -9.3% 

50-99 796 -4.3% 52.9 -2.8% 

100 and above 382 +5.8% 78.0 +8.0% 

Total 19,514 -19.2% 234.0 -7.1% 

Source: Bulletin 360, May 2019, Statistical Office, MinAg 

  

Table 2.  Milk Production, 2008-2018, MT 

Milk Production, 2008-2018, MT 
Years Cow milk Buffalo milk Sheep milk Goat milk Total milk 

2008 1,143,190 7,173 88,243 77,465 1,316,071 

2009 1,073,401 7,022 87,247 64,090 1,231,760 

2010 1,124,360 7,933 85,001 60,410 1,277,704 

2011 1,125,824 8,868 89,296 61,543 1,285,531 

2012 1,093,034 8,081 87,403 53,333 1,241,851 

2013 1,147,418 8,704 93,814 54,425 1,304,362 

2014 1,102,731 8,850 74,615 44,565 1,230,762 

2015 1,028,036 9,454 73,964 40,810 1,152,265 

2016 1,018,567 9,460 79,296 40,969 1,148,291 

2017 968,177 10,355 69,040 43,585 1,091,157 

2018 898,774 11,731 71,190 43,179 1,024,873 

Share, % 87.7% 1.1% 6.9% 4.2% 100.0% 

2018/2017 
Percent Change 

(-7.2%) +13.3% (+3.1%) (-0.9%) (-6.1%) 

Source: Bulletin 360, May 2019, Statistical Office, MinAg, 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Table 3.  Produced and Processed Milk in 2016-2018, MT  

Produced and processed milk in 2016 

  Total milk Including cow milk 

Processed at dairies 560,159 MT* 524,035 MT* 

Other use: direct sales, on-farm and 

feed use 
588,132 MT 494,532 MT 

Total milk 1,148,291 MT 1,018,567 MT 

Change 2016/2015 +3.9% more processed total 

milk 
+3.1% more processed cow 

milk 

Produced and processed milk in 2017 

  Total milk Including cow milk 

Processed at dairies 618,941 MT* 578,790 MT* 

Other use: direct sales, on-farm and 

feed use 
472,216 MT 389,387 

Total milk 1,091,157 MT 968,177 MT 

Change 2017/2016 +10.5% more processed total 

milk 
+10.4% more processed cow 

milk 

Produced and processed milk in 2018 

  Total milk Including cow milk 

Processed at dairies 681,195 MT* 642,903 MT* 

Other use: direct sales, on-farm and 

feed use 
343,679 MT 255,000 MT 

Total milk 1,024,873 MT 898,774 MT 

Change 2018/2017 +10.1% more processed total 

milk 
+11.1% more processed cow 

milk 

Note: Eurostat reports total milk processed at 713,000 MT in 2018 and 661,000 MT in 2017. Cow 

milk deliveries are reported at 649,000 MT in 2018 and 592,000 MT in 2017. 
Source: Bulletin 362, June 2019, Statistical Office, MinAg 

  

Table 4.  Milk Production and Processing, 2016-2018 

 Production and processing on milk, 2016-2018 

Type of 

milk 
2016 2017 2018 Change 

2018/2017 

  000 

liters 
% of total 

processed 

milk 

000 

liters 
% of total 

processed 

milk 

000 

liters 
% of total 

processed 

milk 

  

Cow 

milk 
508,772 93.6% 561,932 93.5% 624,178 94.4% +11.1% 

Sheep 21,745 4.0% 26,857 4.5% 24,660 3.7% -8.2% 

Goat 10,354 1.9% 9,360 1.5% 8,827 1.3% -5.7% 

Buffalo 2,973 0.5% 2,765 0.5% 3,690 0.6% +32.8% 

Total 543,844 100.0% 600,914 100.0% 661,354 100.0% +10.1% 



Source: Bulletin 362, June 2019, Statistical Office, MinAg 

  

 

Table 5. Quality of Milk in 2018 

  Fat Content, Percent Protein Content, Percent 

Cow milk 3.65% 3.25% 

Sheep milk 6.66% 5.13% 

Goat milk 3.50% 3.17% 

Buffalo milk 6.89% 3.97% 

Source: Bulletin #362, June 2019, Statistical Office, MinAg 

  

Table 6.  Production of Processed Dairy Products in 2017 and 2018 

 Production of processed dairy products in 2017 and 2018 

  2017 2018 Change 2018 vs.2017 

Packaged fresh milk, thousand liters  70,860 71,050 +1.3% 

Packaged cream, MT 2,555 2,357 -7.8% 

Yogurt  146,114 131,991 -9.7% 

Cheese, total 91,192 93,546 +2.6% 

-White cheese 57,577 57,814 +0.4% 

--incl. cheese with plant fats 14,699 13,502 -8.1% 

-Yellow cheese   24,458 25,888 +5.8% 

- Fresh cheeses  5,600 6,488 +42.7% 

-Other Cheeses 1,765 1,687 -4.4% 

-Smoked cheeses 1,792 1,669 -6.9% 

Butter/oils 1,056 1,071 +1.4% 

Other dairy products 950 3,711 +290.6% 

Source: Bulletin 362, June 2019, Statistical Office, MinAg 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

                     

  

 


