Research Paper

N =

Future of Food: Journal on Food, Agriculture and Society,
2(2)-Winter 2014/2015 @

Growing through Connections - A Multi-Case Study of
Two Alternative Food Networks in Cluj-Napoca, Romania

JOSEFIN SMEDS *

! The Department of Human Geography, Lund University, Slvegatan 10, 223 62 Lund, Sweden
* Corresponding author’s contact details: E-Mail: josefin.smeds@gmail.com Tel: +46 73 566 02 22

Data of the article

First received: 30 September 2014 | Last revision received: 15 December 2014
Accepted: 16 December 2014 | Published online: 12 March 2015

URN nbn:de:hebis:34-2014082545923

Key words

conventional food system;
sustainable food paradigm;
embeddedness

Introduction

Abstract

In a context of urgent global socio-ecological challenges, the aim of this paper has been to ex-
plore the potential of localised and socially connected food systems. More specifically, through
a multi-case study of two alternative food networks in the city of Cluj-Napoca, Romania, their
contribution to a sustainable food paradigm has been explored. An important synergy within
the networks is how good food is equated with peasant produce, but issues regarding quan-
tity, delivery arrangement, power relations and inclusiveness constitute potential conflicts.
Although challenged by unfavourable trends on national and EU levels, the networks are be-
coming more embedded horizontally, through an intrinsic focus on community in one case
and through quality food stimulating good relations in the other case. The networks contrib-
ute to a sustainable food paradigm by promoting agroecology, by reclaiming socio-cultural
factors of food provisioning and by being part of a (re)-peasantisation process. Exploring how
these kinds of initiatives can emerge, be sustained and be developed is of relevance, especially
considering their potential for improving the prospects of environmentally sustainable and
socially just futures in Romania and beyond.

In different places in the world, a diverse range of
local solutions for providing food are sprouting,
such as in the form of community supported ag-
riculture (CSA) schemes, community gardens, and
agroecology movements (Goodman & Goodman,
2009; Ploeg, 2008; Wezel et al. 2009). These strate-
gies often focus intrinsically on sustainability and
health and can be seen as a response to the con-
ventional food system (CFS) which many scholars
recognise as unable to effectively deal with con-
verging global challenges (Marsden & Morley,
2014; Ploeg, 2008). The CFS is the supply chain
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which is characterised by large-scale, productiv-
ist agriculture, global trade and a concentration
of corporate influence (Morgan, Marsden, & Mur-
doch, 2006). This process towards increased or-
dering and control often happens at the expense
of the autonomy of small-scale producers (Ploeg,
2008). The CFS is also argued to be increasing the
geographic as well as social distance between pro-
ducers and consumers of food, which is said to be
related to many of the socio-ecological challeng-
es the world is currently facing (Plumwood, 2002;
Polanyi, 1944). Indeed, industrial agriculture is a
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major cause of global trends such as biodiversity
loss and climate change (Rockstrém et al., 2009).

The growth of the CFS, as well as alternative solu-
tions, can be seen in Romania, where half the land
is owned by small-scale farmers, often referred to
as peasants, using traditional practices with a high
level of diversity (Hartel & Fisher, 2013; Voicules-
cu, 2008). Such alternative solutions are, for ex-
ample, in the form of CSA, where producers and
consumers share the risks of the production, and
direct selling vegetable box schemes, where pro-
ducers sell their produce through subscriptions
directly to consumers. This paper explores two
such strategies in the city of Cluj-Napoca, namely
Asociatia pentru Sustinerea Agriculturii Taranes-
ti (ASAT) and Cutia Taranului (CT), in order to un-
derstand how they can contribute to a sustaina-
ble paradigm for food and agriculture. Although
the limitations of the CFS are subject to debate,
exploring potential alternative solutions is never-
theless relevant, as is also argued by the United
Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food
who stresses that a “new paradigm focused on
well-being, resilience and sustainability must be
designed to replace the productivist paradigm
and thus better support the full realization of the
right to adequate food” (De Schutter, 2014, p. 13).

The alternative initiatives included in this paper
involve close ties between vegetable produc-
ers and urban consumers and weekly deliveries
of fresh, local, and largely organic food. Such in-
itiatives are generally referred to as alternative
food networks (AFNs). Based on insights from
a multi-case study involving farmers, consum-
ers and project initiators in the two AFNs, spe-
cific attention is given to the implications of the
close relationships under construction between
the involved actors. The outline of the paper is
as follows: after providing a theoretical back-
ground to the CFS and a sustainable food para-
digm, the methodology of the study is presented.

The next section with the findings and discus-
sion gives an overview of the Romanian con-
text and the AFNs after which focus is on syner-
gies, conflicts, and the level of embeddedness
in the local and broader context. A concluding
section summarises the main points and pro-
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vides some food for thought for further research.

Challenges and Opportunities for Food and
Agriculture

The Social and Ecological Limitations of the Conven-
tional Food System

Starting in the 1960s, the Green Revolution has re-
sulted in benefits for global food security through
the industrialisation of agriculture and the use of
inputs such as chemical fertilizers, pesticides and
improved seeds. However, the yield gains have
been coupled with side-effects such as soil deg-
radation, pollution, losses of biodiversity and a fa-
vouring of wealthy farmers (Griffin, 1979; Pingali,
Hossain, & Gerpacio, 1997; Rosset, 2006), show-
ing that this agricultural model is not sustainable
(Holt-Giménez & Altieri, 2013; Horlings & Marsden,
2011). Further, the global food crisis in 2007-8
served as a major shock to the CFS, eroding the
notion of an abundance of cheap food (Marsden
& Morley, 2014; Rosin, Stock, & Campbell, 2012).

Although Bailey (2011) and Brown (2011) argue
that the global food crisis in 2007-8 was caused by
price inflation rather than limited food supplies,
the crisis has sparked a renewed interest around
“food security”. The aim is to increase production
through the use of the Green Revolution model,
albeit with a greener touch and with trade liberal-
isation and proprietary technologies (Holt-Gimén-
ez & Altieri, 2013). Besides limiting small farmers'
autonomy, this is problematic in relation to the
rapidly changing global ecological circumstanc-
es. Three of nine planetary boundaries which set
the limits for safe long-term human development
have been passed, namely carbon dioxide emis-
sions, biodiversity, and phosphorus and nitrogen
cycles (Rockstrom et al. 2009). These are all as-
sociated with industrial agriculture and need to
be halted in order to avoid “disastrous long-term
social and environmental disruption” (p. 22f.).

In recent years, the agricultural sector has become
subject to trade liberalisation and deregulation,
resulting in a few large global agribusinesses con-
trolling for example seeds, fertilizers and markets.
Sometimes the whole supply chain is controlled by
one company and supermarkets have become ma-
jor institutions for food supply, influencing global

ISSN-Internet 2197-411x OLCL 862804632



production and consumption patterns (Lawrence
& Burch, 2007; McMichael & Friedmann, 2007). Su-
permarkets canimprove food access for consumers
and provide opportunities for some farmers, but
challenge many small farmers who are less able to
compete (Reardon & Gulati, 2008). In essence, the
implementation of neoliberal policies in the food
sector has led to a concentration of power and
wealth in the hands of a few (Peck & Tickell, 2002).

A major implication of these developments is
“the creation of disconnections” (Ploeg 2008, p.4),
which can be seen as central to the functioning
of the CFS. Indeed, the globalised nature of food
provisioning means that food is increasingly com-
modified and disconnected from socio-ecological
relations (McMichael, 2009). This is referred to as
dis-embeddedness, the “lifting out' of social rela-
tions from local contexts of interaction and their
restructuring across indefinite spans of time-
space” (Giddens 1990, p. 21). Dis-embeddedness is
further driven by commodification processes and
the environmental consequences of the CFS can
be associated with how it disconnects people from
understanding how production is constrained
by ecological limits (Plumwood, 2002). Indeed,
consumers in the CFS are more or less socially
disconnected from the people engaged in and
affected by the food production (Bauman, 2004).

Another implication of the CFS is the disposses-
sion of peasants. Peasants are often considered
in derogative terms, but here Ploeg's (2008) more
progressive way of defining the peasant condition
is used. Being a peasant is related to continuously
adding value to a limited resource base, providing
for a range of needs and striving for autonomy“in a
context of dependency relations, marginalisation
and deprivation” (p. 23). Although the importance
of peasants is increasingly recognised, especially in
relation to contributing to poverty reduction and
food security (World Bank, 2007; IFAD, 2010), many
of the trends mentioned previously are leading to
a phenomena called depeasantisation. This refers
to a “weakening, erosion or even disappearance
of peasant practices and associated rationality”
(Ploeg, 2008, p.35). Thisis problematicinrelation to
sustainability, since many principles from peasant
farming are seen as important for building resilient
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food systems (IAASTD, 2009; United Nations, 2013).

Agroecology and (Re)peasantisation as Features
of a Sustainable Food Paradigm

There is a wide range of alternative strategies
emerging, largely provoked by the limitations of
the CFS. These strategies are not simply a resist-
ance, but also an active attempt to create practi-
cal solutions that are substantially different (Ploeg,
2008, p. 269). In addition, whereas the CFS is
largely characterised by increased centralisation,
control and homogeneity, the alternatives are,
and should be, diverse, multi-faceted, and highly
context-specific (McMichael, 2010). Therefore, a
sustainable food paradigm is not defined in strict
terms here, but instead two strands of thought
are highlighted which can be seen as part of the
same process of organising food and agriculture in
systematically different ways (Rosin et al. 2012, p.
225), namely agroecology and (re)peasantisation.

Agroecology can refer to a science, a practice and
a movement (Wezel et al. 2009). The movement fo-
cuses on promoting local and autonomous small-
scale food systems in contrast to the increasingly
global and dominant CFS (Altieri & Toledo, 2011).
Agroecological practices try to minimise the use
of external inputs, establishing diversified farm-
ing systems with a functional interconnected-
ness between farm components and adapted to
local realities (Rosset & Martinez-Torres, 2012).
Agroecology can be seen as a resistance to the
CFS, both discursively and in practice (Rosset &
Martinez-Torres, 2012). As farmers become less
dependent on external inputs and turn to agro-
ecology, they become “more peasant” (Rosset &
Martinez-Torres, 2012, p. 5). Ploeg (2008) empha-
sises the role of peasants in handling the current
crises, by grounding farming in ecological, social
and cultural capital. This refers to seeing healthy
ecosystems as essential for farming, increased lo-
cal and regional self-regulation as an alternative to
the control exercised by the CFS, and closer pro-
ducer-consumer connections. Ploeg (2010) stress-
es that peasants build resilience through these
strategies, making their farms “more resistant and
better equipped to survive the externally induced
crises that are likely to de-activate (if not de-
stroy) capitalist and entrepreneurial farms” (p. 25).
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Ploeg (2008) uses the term “(re)peasantisation
(p. 7) to refer to the strive for autonomy by peas-
ants, which both entails an increase in quantity,
the number of peasants, and in quality, meaning
greater autonomy and distance from conventional
markets. McMichael (2010) identifies (re)peasan-
tisation as a key contributor to sustainable food
systems. This process is sparked by the CFS, as
well as by the reduction in urban opportunities,
making people turn to the countryside. Peasants
are resisting the CFS through “heterogeneous and
increasingly interlinked practices through which
the peasantry constitutes itself as distinctively dif-
ferent” (Ploeg, 2008, p. 265). Although some argue
that these approaches are labour-intensive and ro-
manticises peasants (Collier, 2009), Ploeg stresses
that peasant farming involves a sense of pride and
identity which often is more valuable than mate-
rial benefits. Further, labour-intensity need not
be an issue as unemployment is growing globally
(Ploeg, 2008; Badgley et al. 2007).

One manifestation of peasant resistance to the
CFS is the engagement in alternative markets,
and Marsden & Morley (2014) argue that looking
into alternative food practices can be “a critical

Romania
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innovative vehicle for showing us ways of cre-
ating a real sustainable food paradigm” (p. 21).
AFNs generally refer to an increased connection
between consumers and producers through a
focus on food with certain requirements, such
as local, organic, and Fair Trade, often distribut-
ed through alternative channels such as farmer's
markets and food cooperatives. The rise of AFNs
is related to a discontent with the CFS, mainly re-
garding aspects such as quality and sustainabili-
ty (Goodman & Goodman, 2009). AFNs are often
re-localising food production and consumption
which can be seen as a response to the de-local-
isation caused by the CFS (Watts, llbery, & Maye,
2005). CSA is one kind of AFN, referring to “local
markets with special arrangements between con-
sumers and producers” (O'Hara & Stagl, 2001, p.
145), involving them co-planning the production
and supply of food. Many scholars see potential
in CSA since it often blurs consumer and pro-
ducer roles, has an intrinsic focus on community
and works towards a de-commodification of food
(Higgins, Dibden, & Cocklin, 2008; Wilson, 2013).

In summary, agroecology and (re)peasantisation
are two strands of thought aiming to bring about
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Figure 1 Study Areas in Cluj County
Source: Map is adapted from Cluj County Council (2014)
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more sustainable alternatives to the CFS. A sus-
tainable food paradigm involves a range of hetero-
geneous practices, often characterised by autono-
my, self-regulation, and a re-grounding of farming
in ecological, social and cultural capital. Spatially
and socially connected food systems have the po-
tential to be part of this process. Later, the AFNs
included in this study are discussed in relation to
these strands of thought.

Materials and Method

The research method for this study has been a
multiple case study of AFNs in Cluj County, Ro-
mania, carried out in October to December
2013, especially in and around the county capital
Cluj-Napoca, see the map in Figure 1. Cluj-Napoca
(46°46'N 23°35'E) is the second largest city in Ro-
mania with a temperate climate and a population
of 411,379 in the metropolitan area according to
the 2011 census (National Institute of Statistics,
2011). Two AFNs were included in order to show

Category of Stakeholder
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ators, their location can be seen in Figure 1.

The main methods used to understand the AFNs
have been in-depth interviews and participant
and non-participant observations, complement-
ed with a digital survey. Given their limited num-
ber, all producers and initiators in the AFNs were
included in the study. For the consumers, all of
them were invited to participate in the survey, and
to select some of them for in-depth interviews a
convenient sampling strategy was used. Consum-
ers were able to submit their contact information
in the survey if they wanted to be interviewed.

In-depth interviews with initiators, producers and
consumers were carried out with the aim of un-
derstanding the involved actors’ perceptions and
experience of the AFN and the context in which
they take place, with a specific focus on motiva-
tions and relationships between actors, see Table
1 for a list of interviewees.

Institution

5 consumers from ASAT

Consumers

15 consumers from CT

1 ASAT producer (joined in 2012)
2 ASAT producers (joined in 2013)

Producers

2 CT producers (joined in 2012)

2 CT producers (joined in 2013)

Main administrator of ASAT

Project initiators

Social networking volunteer at ASAT

2 founders and administrators of CT

Table 1. List of stakeholer interviews

some of the diversity within alternative food prac-
tices in and around Cluj-Napoca. Although they
are compared to some extent, the point is not to
evaluate them against each other but rather to
gain a broad range of insights on their potential.
All types of actors involved in the networks were
included, namely producers, consumers and initi-

Observations were made on farms so as to under-
stand the site of food production, the methods
used and also to some extent the livelihoods of
the producers. Further, observations were made
at the various meeting places between produc-
ers and consumers in order to get insights into
the relationships between the actors, and how
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they relate to each other and the food itself. For
CT all farms except two were visited and obser-
vations were done during one delivery. Visits
were made to all ASAT farms and pick-up points
as well as two evaluation meetings and one farm
visit for consumers. To complement the inter-
views, a digital survey (N=141) was conducted so
as to further understand the demographics of the
consumers, their general experience of the AFN,
their motivations for participating, and their val-
ues when it comes to food and their attitudes to-
wards the CFS. The total response rate for the sur-
vey was 53.2% (47.3% for CT and 82.2% for ASAT).

The main materials used in this research consists
of transcription notes from in total 31 interviews
(20 consumers, 7 producers and 4 initiators),
notes and photographs from the observations
mentioned above as well as statistical data from
the digital survey. Insights from these sources
have been merged and contrasted with previ-
ous research and theory to form the discussion
of results in the next section. Only active mem-
bers in the networks have been interviewed
which is a main limitation for the research. It
would have been relevant to also include partic-
ipants who cancelled their membership in order
to get a deeper understanding of the networks
but this was not feasible due to inaccessibility.

Results and Discussion

Analysing the Challenges and Opportunities of
the Romanian Context

Following a history of collectivisation during com-
munism, where peasants were forced to work on
large industrial farms, Romanian agriculture now
has a dual structure (Kligman & Verdery, 2011).
This means that about half the land consists of a
large number of very small-scale farm units, and
the other half of a few large-scale commercial
enterprises (Mollers, Buchenrieder, & Csaki, 2011;
Voiculescu, 2008). 90% of Romanian land holdings
are less than 5 hectares (Mollers et al. 2011). Peas-
ants in Romania grow mainly for self-consump-
tion, using traditional practices with a low level of
mechanisation and a high level of diversity, both
in terms of livestock and plants (Hartel & Fischer,
2011; Mollers et al. 2011). Despite its many ben-
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efits, such as for farmland biodiversity and resil-
ience, peasant agriculture is generally considered
a relic from the past, and Dale-Harris (2014) ar-
gues that “the movement of peasants off the land
has been billed by the government as inevitable,
a hitch on the road to becoming a prosperous,
western economy”. Indeed, peasants in Romania
are facing many challenges, which in recent years
can be seen with the growth of supermarkets and
commercial retailers in the farmers' markets (Prada,
2008). This is related to Romania entering the EU
in 2007, which made the Romanian markets more
accessible for foreign actors. Such actors are also
attracted by the liberalised seed and land markets,
and some estimate that around 8 % of Romania’s
farmland is now owned by foreign companies
(Bouniol, 2013). Since 2001, the agricultural em-
ployment has been declining in Romania, show-
ing a trend of depeasantisation (Voiculescu, 2008).

However, due to these challenges, some peasants
are turning to alternative solutions in order to sus-
tain their livelihoods. Some consumers are also
interested in alternatives to the conventional mar-
kets due to disappointment with the decreased
food quality in recent years (Vetan & Florean,
2013). Such solutions can be in the form of di-
rect producer-consumer arrangements, which in
Cluj-Napoca happens through CSA initiatives and
subscription schemes for vegetable boxes. There
are at least three such AFNs in the city which have
emerged in the last few years, all having in com-
mon the fact that boxes with local produce are de-
livered weekly from rural producers to urban con-
sumers (Hirsch, 2013; Meaker & McFarlane, 2013;
Vetan & Florean, 2013). However, these kinds of
arrangements between rural producers and urban
consumers are not new to Cluj-Napoca, having a
history of hostezeni. This refers to peasants living
near the city responsible for providing citizens with
fresh and organic fruits and vegetables, a tradition
which largely disappeared in the 1980s (Deac, Iri-
mus, & Pacurar, 2013). The next section provides
an overview of the AFNs included in this paper.

Community Supported Agriculture in Asociatia
pentru Sustinerea Agriculturii Taranesti

ASAT is based on a CSA model from France and
started their first partnerships in Cluj-Napoca in
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2012. As of 2013, three small-scale producers are
supplying fresh vegetables to a total of 45 con-
sumers in Cluj-Napoca. Based on findings from
the digital survey, most of these consumers are
highly educated young families with household
incomes well above the Romanian average. Grow-
ing organically is a precondition for ASAT, and this
is also a main reason why consumers are part of
the network. Consumers sign a contract for a year,
a budget is made to cover all the production costs,
and a partis paid in advance, as a form of risk-shar-
ing.The freshly harvested vegetables are then sup-
plied weekly through deliveries to a pick-up point,
near the home or office of a consumer. ASAT is
marketed mainly by word-of-mouth, and the net-
work involves direct forms of consumer-producer
and consumer-consumer interaction in several
ways: through planning meetings, farm visits, so-
cial events and online social networks. However,
the study shows that many consumers seem to not
fully understand the idea of community, although
some state that they do want to build closer rela-
tionships with the producer and other consumers.
The motivations for being involved in ASAT can
be said to be “nested within each other” (Cox et
al. 2008, p. 212), with more personal reasons such
as accessing fresh, tasty, and organic produce of-
ten being expressed together with broader aims
such as knowing where the food comes from and
supporting small-scale producers. For produc-
ers, it is a matter of gaining a more secure source
of income, but also to access a more reward-
ing system, since the prices are directly linked
with the production costs and the efforts are ac-
knowledged by a group of engaged consumers.

Direct Selling Vegetables and Growing Relation-
ships in Cutia Taranului

CT is a direct selling box scheme, initiated in 2011
by a couple who wanted to provide a link be-
tween rural peasants and urban consumers. In
Cluj-Napoca, there are four small-scale vegetable
producers providing vegetables for in total about
220 consumers. From the digital survey it can be
concluded that most of the consumers are fairly
affluent, well-educated young families. To some
extent, the producers adapt the methods to the
interests of the consumers, for example by grow-
ing a greater diversity of crops, or by transitioning
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completely to organic farming. All producers are
successors to previous farmers; one of them used
to be hostezeni and expresses pride in continuing
the heritage of peasants feeding urban dwellers.
Consumer sign up for a producer online, discuss
the practicalities with them, and fresh vegetables
are then delivered to the home of the consumer
weekly. Advertising is mainly done through word-
of-mouth. The consumer-producer interaction is
limited to brief talks during deliveries, and some
consumers are satisfied with this, but others val-
ue this relationship highly and want to get closer
with the producer. Whereas the consumer motiva-
tions initially was a range of personal reasons such
as convenient access to tasty, fresh, and healthy
food, consumers indicate that being part of the
network can foster motivations related to wider
benefits, such as the well-being of the producer
and an active support of peasant agriculture. The
producers take part in CT since it is more secure
and fulfilling than standing in the farmers’ mar-
ket. Another reason is to continue a heritage, and
many producers express a sense of pride in being
a peasant, knowing that the work is worthwhile.

Synergies and Conflicts in the Functioning of the
Networks

There are a few synergies and conflicts within
the networks which are important to consider in
relation to their functioning and future develop-
ment. A main synergy is the perceived quality of
the food (especially in CT), which according to
one consumer in the study is of “superior quali-
ty” compared to what she had eaten before. In-
deed, some consumers state explicitly that they
are looking for food produced by peasants, and
others do so implicitly by talking about the impor-
tance of natural food “that has seen the ground”
and about “quality as in the real product, the
real deal, not the supermarket deal”. This can in
practice be seen as a promotion of agroecolo-
gy, since traditional peasant farming systems are
largely agro-ecological (Rosset & Martinez-Torres
2012). Most of the consumers are connected to
rural areas in various ways; they prefer Romani-
an and seasonal vegetables, and claim to know
the difference between local and imported foods.

Although the networks generally function well for

ISSN-Internet 2197-411x OLCL 862804632



both consumers and producers, there are a few
areas of conflict which can create friction. One is
related to the box deliveries. Consumers in ASAT
emphasise that going to a pick-up point is incon-
venient and that they would prefer home deliv-
ery, like in CT. However, from the point of view of
producers, a pick-up point is more useful and also
entails an opportunity to build relationships. This
clash of interests between consumers and produc-
ers could be solved if the ASAT pick-up points were
more inviting meeting places (they are now car
parks), or if there would be a more expensive box
which gets home delivered. Another issue is the
quantity of food, with many consumers (especially
in CT), emphasising that the amount of vegetables
is excessive. In ASAT, the quantity is co-decided,
but the actual quantity differs from year to year
due to weather differences. It is thus difficult to sat-
isfy the needs of all consumers due to variability.
However, large quantities can be a way to build re-
lationships, since consumers often solve the issue
by sharing food with colleagues, family or friends.

There are some unequal power dynamics to con-
sider, especially within ASAT. The co-planning of
the production is largely a result of mutual dis-
cussions between the actors, but the consumers
have some leverage on the producer in those in-
teractions. Consumers want the producer to “be
more open and flexible to our suggestions” and
make requests on what crops to grow and how to
doit. In CT, there are also unequal power relations
to some extent, with consumers requesting small-
er boxes and more or less of certain vegetables.
The producers accommodate to these requests
since they are afraid to lose customers, but this
entails a risk of “self-exploitation” (Jarosz, 2008, p.
241) as they put in more time and effort. The con-
sumers in both networks are affluent and highly
educated, which raises the issue of inclusiveness.
These particular networks should not be seen as
universal solutions, but it is problematic that it
might be more difficult for low-income groups
to access good quality food in Cluj-Napoca.

Thus, CT and ASAT constitute fairly strong forms
of AFNs since they are organising food provision-
ing differently through short and connected sup-
ply chains, as well as providing food with certain
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characteristics (Watts et al. 2005). ASAT has the
potential to be a more transformational mode of
food provisioning, due to the intrinsic focus on
community (Hinrichs, 2000; Kloppenburg, Hen-
drickson, & Stevenson, 1996). However, CT con-
sumers are more satisfied with most aspects of
their network, indicating that the CT model is
better suited to the interests of the consumers.

Elements of Horizontal and Vertical Embedded-
ness in the Networks

In contrast to how social relations largely are lifted
out of transactions within the CFS, embeddedness
is about bringing them back, which according to
Granovetter (1985, p. 490), can change the nature
of exchange between actors, for example by gen-
erating trust. It also involves a concern for wider
common goods over or in addition to personal in-
terests; “the willingness of actors to offset purely
personal financial incentives against social criteria
involving collective, community or environmental
benefits” (Sage, 2003, p. 48). ASAT and CT both rep-
resent embedded forms of food provisioning, with
the food representing something more than just a
product - it matters where and how it was made.
ASAT is explicitly focusing on creating relation-
ships between producers and consumers; there
is a notion of community and solidarity. CT is also
building relationships between actors, through a
process where the perceived quality of the food
is important. The quality of the produce seems to
accords with local notions of good taste (Morgan
et al. 2006). Although the consumers in many cas-
es joined the networks in pursuit of easy access
to good food, many of them they express interest
in creating more embedded food systems, by vis-
iting the farm and connecting with the producer.

Similarly, the producers are satisfied with having
more embedded relations than in the farmers’
markets: “when you know that the customers are
happy you are also happy”. They emphasise the
sense of pride in providing good food for people
in the city. Creating an identity in this way can
be related to Ploeg (2008)’s notion of a peasant
strive for autonomy. According to Ploeg, peas-
ants engage in self-organised and embedded
food systems as a way to position themselves
as distinctively different from the CFS and to in-

ISSN-Internet 2197-411x OLCL 862804632



crease their autonomy and legitimacy. In this
way, ASAT and CT can be seen as part of a (re)
peasantisation process. Seeds of this process are
found among the consumers as well since some
of them are interested in moving to the country-
side to engage in peasant farming themselves.
Besides exploring relationships on a local, hori-
zontal level, Sonnino and Marsden (2006) stress
the importance of looking into broader political
and institutional dimensions of embeddedness,
the vertical level. Trends on these levels can facil-
itate for or hinder the development of AFNs. On
a national level, the Romanian National Rural De-
velopment Plan for 2007-2013 focused largely on
increasing the competitiveness of the agricultural
sector in order to participate in global markets, and
facilitating the movement of labour out of agricul-
ture (Government of Romania, 2010). The plan for
2014 onwards is under development and accord-
ing to Szocs (2013) it has similar aims and is likely
to involve “the end of peasant farming in Romania”.

As mentioned previously, land and seed markets
are becoming more liberalised in Romania. 94 for-
eign companies had registered seeds on the Ro-
manian market in 2012 (Ministry of Agriculture &
Rural Development, 2012). Producers in CT also
mention how seed companies are promoting the
use of hybrid and other commercial seeds to peas-
ants. Replacing traditional seeds with hybrids can
reduce resilience and autonomy, since these seeds
are often infertile, meaning that their usage repli-
cates a model of industrial agriculture, with a con-
stant need for external inputs (De Schutter, 2010).
Further, from 2014, land in Romania is available
to buy also for companies in the EU. The result is
that Romanian farmland is increasingly controlled
by large-scale agribusinesses wanting to produce
mainly for export (Bouniol, 2013). Land prices have
increased during the last decade and are like-
ly to continue doing so as competition increases
(Voiculescu, 2008). This can be a major obstacle for
those who want to move to the countryside and
constitute a pressure on peasants to sell their land.

The development of the EU Common Agricultur-
al Policy (CAP) may have implications for AFNs in
Romania. This policy has largely been unfavoura-
ble for peasants, due to an unbalanced focus on
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productivist agriculture rather than rural devel-
opment (Gorton, Hubbard, & Hubbard, 2009).
Subsidies are only eligible for farms over 1 hec-
tare, and have mainly been used by large-scale
commercial enterprises (Mollers et al. 2011). Al-
though the CAP has increased its focus on rural
development and sustainability in recent years,
many argue that it still mainly gives incentives
for “agricultural intensification, despite its like-
ly ecological costs” (Hartel & Fischer, 2013, p. 7).

As has been argued above, engaging in AFNs and
turning to agroecology are important strategies in
peasants’ strive for autonomy (Ploeg, 2008). How-
ever,agroecologyis notan explicitaim within these
AFNs and not seen as a political strategy. Gonzalez
de Molina (2013) emphasises that for agroecology
to be able to effectively challenge the CFS, politics
has to be at the centre which involves seeing how
food productionis closely“linked to the technolog-
ical, political, economic, social, and cultural aspects
of the broader food system” (Tomich et al. 2011, p.
213), in other words the vertical embeddedness.
The actors involved in CT and ASAT are largely not
aware of broader trends influencing food and ag-
riculture in Romania, which indeed is a limitation.
However, this could be dealt with by strengthen-
ing producer-consumer relationships since “[n]o
agroecological transition will be fully successful
without a major alliance between producers and
consumers” (Gonzalez de Molina, 2013, p. 56).

Conclusions

What can be concluded from the preceding anal-
ysis is that ASAT and CT both accommodate to
consumers’ need for tasty, good quality, and local
produce and producers’ need for a more secure
and rewarding market. CT consumers are more
satisfied with their network, but ASAT might be
a more transformational mode of food provision-
ing, through the focus on community and solidar-
ity. Potential conflicts lie in issues regarding food
quantity, the delivery system, unequal power re-
lations, and inclusiveness. A major synergy is the
idea of quality produce being closely tied to peas-
ant production, which constitutes a main embed-
ding factor, especially within CT, where it assists in
strengthening producer-consumer relations. Thus,
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although the vertical embeddedness is limited
considering disadvantageous trends on nation-
al and EU levels, the networks are in the process
of becoming more embedded in a horizontally
which improves the prospects of contributing to
a sustainable food paradigm. Furthermore, the
equating of quality food with peasant produce
can be seen as a promotion of agroecology, which
contributes to a sustainable food paradigm. Fur-
ther, AFNs such as CT and ASAT could play an im-
portant role in creating strong alliances between
producers and consumers. By strengthening
these relationships, broader benefits, for exam-
ple related to peasant livelihoods and environ-
mental sustainability, could become central aims.

The AFNs also contribute to a sustainable food
paradigm by highlighting socio-cultural aspects
of agri-food, which can serve to position the AFNs
as qualitatively different from the CFS. In CT and
ASAT, this happens through producers expressing
pride in providing urban citizens with food, con-
sumers seeing peasants as an important part of
the Romanian identity and through the focus on
community and solidarity. Similarly, these AFNs
can be seen as part of (re)peasantisation process,
whereby the autonomy of peasants is increased.
However, in order to effectively establish a new
paradigm, it is important to consider how alter-
native practices can build connections between
each other so as to constitute a more significant
counter-force to the CFS and the trend of de-
peasantisation. This includes further stressing the
socio-cultural aspects of food and recognising
the political significance of participating in AFNs.

ASAT and CT provide benefits for both consumers
and producersandcanalsohavebroadersocio-eco-
logical benefits considering the intrinsic focus on
sustainability and health. The direct connections
between the involved actors are interesting since
they seem to be deepening a sense of co-depend-
ence, solidarity, and community. This could serve
as an important way to strengthen the networks,
but broader political and institutional frameworks
are largely favouring a more productivist kind of
development for food and agriculture in Romania.

Local responses to the limitations of the CFS are
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developing in various places around the world
and studying how these innovative practices can
emerge, be sustained and developed, can provide
importantinsightsonsustainablesolutionsforfood
and agriculture. Thus, considering their potential
socio-ecological benefits, it is important to explore
how to better facilitate for the development of
AFNs, rather than hinder them. More generally, in-
stead of aiming to find a one-size-fits-all agri-food
solution, recognising the importance of autono-
my and facilitating for people and communities to
devise meaningful solutions for themselves, could
improve the prospects of ensuring widespread
environmental sustainability and social justice.

For future research it is relevant to look into to
what extent initiatives like ASAT and CT can or
should explicitly challenge the CFS, considering
that alternative solutions may have limited pros-
pects if the CFS increases its dominance. Building
alliances has been mentioned as an important
strategy for AFNs and a potential research agen-
da can be on examining how alliances can be built
between different actors and initiatives. Further-
more, whereas most research on AFNs focus on
producers and consumers, it is of high relevance
to also explore the role of initiators in starting
up, sustaining, and influencing the development
of AFNs. These kinds of alternative initiatives are
flourishing in many places around the globe
and should be explored further in order to more
thoroughly understand their functioning and
potential broader implications for sustainability.
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