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Abstract 

The conventional agricultural production system is not sustainable. Organic agriculture is assumed to 
be sustainable from the environmental perspective, and its production and labelling has been 
regulated in the European Union (EU). The EU organic regime has been challenged by proponents of 
agroecology, a philosophy that merges agriculture and ecology and considers environmental and social 
aspects. Some other initiatives at the local and regional level propose different ways of producing food 
sustainably. In 2015, a Spanish environmental NGO called RCTCMM launched a market of products 
coming from land stewardship (LS) agreements certified with participatory guarantee systems (PGSs), 
claiming it to be a sustainable alternative to the products certified as EU organic.  

Using strong/weak and soft-path/hard-path sustainability frameworks I analyse the sustainability 
features of the EU organic regime, agroecology, LS, and PGSs from the environmental and social points 
of view. I also do a SWOT analysis on the implementation of RCTCMM’s project. My analysis finds: 1) 
the EU organic regime is not sustainable because it does not take into account important local and 
global environmental impacts, and leaves out of the market responsible farmers who cannot compete 
in the global markets, afford the cost of certification, or participate in the selection of the certification 
criteria; 2) agroecology is a strong sustainability, soft-path solution from both social and environmental 
dimensions; 3) LS and PGSs can solve some of the current EU organic regime’s sustainability issues, 
with multifunctional agriculture, short commercial channels, and inclusiveness and participation of 
farmers in the certification process; and 4) RCTCMM’s project needs to improve some organisational 
aspects for the successful implementation of their initiative in Spain, although there are other external 
risks that require changes at the EU-level to dissipate.  

Using transition theory, I offer three legal transitions towards a less unsustainable EU regime: A) a 
‘patch’ to the current EU organic regime with an update of the current criteria and the allowance of 
group certification; B) a parallel alternative system of incentives for initiatives like PGSs and LS; and C) 
a reform of the whole EU agricultural regime conforming to agroecological principles. I suggest Option 
B because it is a strong sustainability alternative and it is the easiest to implement considering the 
transaction costs involved in the other two. 

 

Keywords: organic farming, agroecology, land stewardship, participatory guarantee systems, legal 
transition, multifunctional agriculture 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Problem identification and research questions 

Food is everywhere. Everyone consumes it and we all depend on it to stay alive. Food is even a sign of 

our culture and throughout the world food is produced, transported, and consumed in different ways 

(Ashley, Hollows, Jones, & Taylor, 2004). Plenty of literature addressing the relation between 

agriculture and the environment concludes that the conventional way of producing food is not 

sustainable (Conner, 2004; Källander & Rundgren, 2008; Lamine, 2015; Reynolds, Smith, & Farmer, 

2014). Conscious consumers are becoming increasingly aware of what they buy (Alkon, 2008; 

Atănăsoaie, 2013; Gutierrez & Thornton, 2014; Zander & Hamm, 2010), and are starting to buy 

products from whom they consider as responsible producers (Belasco, 2008). Responsible producers 

have been largely identified with organic labels when it comes to environmental issues (Browne, 

Harris, Hofny-Collins, Pasiecznik, & Wallace, 2000; Costanigro, Kroll, Thilmany, & Bunning, 2014; Ruiz 

de Maya, López-López, & Munuera, 2011). Other authors challenge the current organic paradigm and 

advocate for agroecology as the philosophy of sustainable food production that considers both 

environmental and social aspects (Cox, 2014; Sevilla Guzmán, 2006). 

In February 2015, the Spanish environmental NGO Red de Custodia del Territorio de Castilla-La Mancha 

y Madrid (RCTCMM) announced a project of a market for agricultural products from land stewardship 

(LS) agreements, which are private agreements between landowners or land users and environmental 

NGOs aiming for nature conservation. Those agreements would be certified with participatory 

guarantee systems (PGSs), a group certification scheme (Gómez, 2015). The benefits of such initiative 

were explained: LS contributes to the preservation of biodiversity and the reduction of environmental 

impacts, and PGSs allow producers to take part in the certification process and certify their good 

agricultural practices. 

Environmental-awareness attributes are also assumed in European Union (EU) organic farming 

products (Vega-Zamora, Parras-Rosa, Murgado-Armenteros, & Torres-Ruiz Francisco, 2013). If 

RCTCMM’s project gets finally implemented and consumers stumble upon two similar products, one 

from LS with PGSs, and another with the EU organic farming logo, which would be the differences 

between the two? Which option would be better? 
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To fill this knowledge gap I study the features of LS and PGSs and compare those features to the EU 

organic ones. With this thesis I intend to answer the following research questions: 

 RQ1: What are the limitations of the EU’s regime of organic farming from a sustainability 

perspective? 

 RQ2: (How) can LS and PGSs solve those limitations? 

 RQ3: (How) can the LS and PGSs market be implemented in Spain? 

 RQ3: (How) can an LS and PGSs regime be implemented at the EU-level? 

 

1.2 Relevance for sustainability science 

Agriculture is directly associated to environmental issues like land management, biodiversity 

conservation, water use, or climate change, as well as to social issues like rural development or the 

livelihood of farmers (Kumar, 2012). Organic food is assumed to be sustainable, and this assertion 

often goes unchallenged (Niggli, 2015; Vittersø & Tangeland, 2015). As a researcher, I observe reality 

and gather information to assess those assumptions (Hirsh Hadorn et al., 2008). As a sustainability 

scientist, I critically assess whether those assumptions are correct or not, and whether there are better 

solutions to the current situation, and if so, I make suggestions for further improvement (Wittmayer & 

Schäpke, 2014).  



3 

 

2 Background 

2.1 The EU regime of organic farming 

The EU organic regime is regulated in the Council Regulation No 834/2007 (European Union, 2007), 

which sets the production and labelling guidelines. This regulation has been further developed in the 

Commission Regulation No 271/2010 (European Commission, 2010). 

EU organic production has advantages in comparison to conventional farming. Organic agriculture is 

exhaustive and has crucial principles that are applied to the way food is produced, banning the use of 

synthetic inputs that are common in conventional production. Chemical pesticides, mineral fertilisers, 

and some food additives are by default not allowed in organic agriculture, except for the ones explicitly 

included in ‘positive lists’, like the ones affecting ‘plant protection products’ or ‘soil conditioners’, for 

example (IFOAM, 2009). Other principles of organic agriculture refer to ethical arguments of 

‘naturalness’, which exclude GMOs (Lammerts Van Bueren, Verhoog, Tiemens-Hulscher, Struik, & 

Haring, 2007). Organic farms have on average higher biodiversity levels (Winqvist et al., 2011) and 

higher standards for animal welfare than conventional farms (Stevenson, 2012). 

Organic farming has other advantages that are based on consumers’ perceptions. Although there is no 

conclusive scientific evidence suggesting that organic food is better than conventional in terms of 

taste, nutritional attributes, or food safety (Costanigro et al., 2014), some studies show that consumers 

perceive organic agriculture to be safer (Colom-Gorgues, 2009), more nutritious, with a better taste 

(Bauer, Heinrich, & Schäfer, 2013), and worth paying a price premium for (Briggeman & Lusk, 2011). 

Consumers perceive an intrinsic value in organic products that explains the rise in sales worldwide 

(Cuéllar-Padilla & Calle-Collado, 2011), especially among ‘ethical’ consumers (Aprile, Caputo, & Nayga, 

2012). 

Organic food is present in supermarkets and big retail chains in the United States and Europe 

(Daunfeldt & Rudholm, 2014). The increasing demand for organic food sends a positive market signal 

(Larceneux, Benoit-Moreau, & Renaudin, 2012), which increases its production and general availability. 

Organic labels are perceived as socially just (Browne et al., 2000) and make it easier for Fair Trade 

producers to export to the EU (IFOAM, 2009). 

Organic labelling started with private organisations (Janssen & Hamm, 2014) until the EU took over 

with a compulsory standard for producers (Atănăsoaie, 2013). The current regime forbids any producer 

or retailer to sell their products in the EU under terms ‘organic’, ‘ekologisk’, ‘biologique’, ‘ecológico’,…, 

if they are not certified following the EU’s rules (European Union, 2007). When it comes to certification, 
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consumers trust public institutions more than private organisations (Aprile et al., 2012), and public 

labels guarantee a minimum legit standard (Koos, 2011), providing legal certainty (IFOAM, 2009), and 

helping consumers take informed purchasing decisions. This reduces the information asymmetry 

between producers and consumers (Aprile et al., 2012; De-Magistris & Gracia, 2014; Gutierrez & 

Thornton, 2014). 

The official guarantee system in the EU is a third-party certification, consisting on regular audits by 

external accredited experts (Cuéllar-Padilla & Calle-Collado, 2011), with a clear procedure for the 

control bodies and authorities through the use of a coding system that specifies in the logo the 

certification body and the origin of the ingredients (Beck, Szeremeta, Eigenschink, & Ball, 2012).  

 

2.2 Agroecology: the union of ecology and agriculture 

Organic agriculture has had two main trends:  ‘input substitution’ and agroecology.  The first one aims 

to avoid local environmental degradation, and it is the trend followed in the EU organic regime. The 

agroecological trend focuses on a holistic approach, considering environmental and social aspects of 

agricultural production (Boza Martínez, 2013).  

The Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences defines agroecology as follows: 

‘Agroecology is the integrative study of entire farm and food systems, embracing 

environmental, economic, and social dimensions. Agroecological principles are 

applied in food systems to stimulate responsible action and target transitions 

towards more sustainable production, processing, and consumption of food, 

including efficient use of resources and safe recirculation of nutrients. These 

principles are applied through systems thinking, interdisciplinary research and 

education, and participative and action-oriented strategies’ (SLU, 2015, p. 1). 

Agroecology can be understood in different ways: 1) as a scientific discipline that studies the 

interrelations between food production and the natural systems; 2) as a set of practices that aims for 

sustainable food production; and 3) as a movement aiming for food sovereignty and functional agro-

ecosystems (Silici, 2014). 

Agroecology is multidisciplinary and involves experts from different fields with civil society, assessing 

the socio-economic and cultural aspects of food production, along with the technical-productive ones 

(Cuéllar-Padilla & Calle-Collado, 2011). Agroecology studies farms as part of a bigger ecosystems and 
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focuses on internal rural development, the use of local varieties, and rejects the external dependency 

and industrial mode of production (Sevilla Guzmán, 2006). 

 

2.3 Land Stewardship (LS) 

2.3.1 Definition for this thesis and its use in Spain 

Definition and main elements 

Quer et al. (2012) define LS as the ‘(…) strategy that aims to involve land-owners and land users 

(farmers, shepherds, hunters, fishers...) in the conservation of natural landscape, with support by a 

wide range of society groups. Through voluntary agreements between land-owners /users and land 

stewardship organisations, natural environment and landscape will be maintained and restored’ 

(Quer et al., 2012, p. 57). 

The essential elements of LS are: 1) subject-wise: landowners, land users, and Land Stewardship 

Organisations (LSOs); 2) object-wise: the land and its current and potential values; and 3) procedure-

wise: a voluntary agreement with binding clauses for both parties (Barreira López, Rodríguez-Guerra, 

Puig Ventosa, & Brufao Curiel, 2010). LS is not only about restricting landowners and users from 

performing certain actions of their land, but also about encouraging them to keep other practices that 

are beneficial for nature conservation (Basora, Mitchell, O’Neill, & Sabaté, 2013). 

The three main agents of LS are: 1) landowners/users, 2) civil society, represented by LSOs, 3) and 

public authorities, which are responsible for facilitating the development of LS (Arquimbau, Pietx, & 

Rafa, 2001). LS can help municipalities’ conservation goals and can contribute to rural development 

(Basora, Gordi, Sabaté, & Vicente Añaños, 2005), although it is important to highlight that LS is not 

intended to be a substitute for the nature conservation plans promoted by public authorities, but 

rather a complement (Arquimbau et al., 2001). 

 

LS agreements 

There are some initial requirements for signing a LS agreement: 1) the land has actual or potential 

values worth preserving; 2) there is a will from the landowner to conserve those values, 3) there are 

common or compatible goals for the signing of the agreement; and 4) the LSO has enough present and 

projected resources to fulfil those goals (FIRE, n.d.). 
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From landowners’ perspective, LS is the way to get support for the conservation of environmental, 

social, or cultural values of their land (Asensio, Cortina, Pietx, & Collado, 2005). Some of the direct 

benefits landowners can get out of LS agreements are social recognition, legal and technical advice, or 

access to additional funding options (Basora & Sabaté, 2006a). LS has to be economically viable since 

many landowners depend on their land as a source of rent (Basora et al., 2013). 

LSOs and landowners come to an agreement voluntarily, but that does not mean they do not hold 

responsible for the breach of their end of the agreement. Both parties are accountable for any harm 

they might cause with their activity to each other or to the environment (Recordà Cos, Pons Solè, & 

Solè Jiménez, 2013). 

 

LS in Spain: organisation in regional networks 

LS is organised in Spain in three organisational levels (Figure 1). First-level organisations, or LSOs, which 

are environmental NGOs with a local or regional focus; second-level organisations, or Land 

Stewardship Networks (LSNs), which are coordinated networks of first-level organisations within a 

region; and a third-level organisation, called The Land Stewardship State Forum (FRECT), a ‘network of 

networks’ that also includes other organisations interested in LS at the national level (FECT & 

Fundación Félix Rodríguez de la Fuente, 2010). 

Figure 1. Organisational levels of LS in Spain. 
In the bottom of the pyramid there are the LSOs, which organise in 
regional LSNs, and those also aggregate in a national forum, in a 
bottom-up fashion. 
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2.3.2 LS in the rest of the world 

 LS is present in other parts of Europe such as France, Germany, or The Netherlands (Basora et al., 

2013). In the UK most of the private land for nature conservation is managed by big first-level 

organisations, such as The National Trust, WWF, or the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 

(Barreira López et al., 2010). In 2011 there was an international exchange among organisations from 

Spain and France that ended up with the Euroregional Cooperation Network for LS (XCT et al., n.d.). 

The 2009 Milano Declaration aimed to spread LS throughout Europe (Quer et al., 2012), and the 2014 

Barcelona Declaration is the result of an EU Landlife Project with the goal of expanding LS in the Natura 

2000 Network (XCT, Prysma, Legambiente, CENLR, & Eurosite, 2014). Many European LSOs and LSNs 

from Spain, France, and Italy, have already signed it (ABC Natural, 2015). 

There are many private reserves in Latin America, and they are a key instrument for nature 

conservation, especially since most land is privately-owned. In the United States ‘Land Trusts’ are the 

equivalent to LSOs (Barreira López et al., 2010). 

 

2.3.3 Other uses of the term 

Stewardship has different meanings and some can be partially opposed or overlapping (Barritt, 2014). 

‘Land stewardship’ is mentioned in the literature with a different meaning from the one referred to in 

this thesis. ‘The Land Stewardship Project’ took place in the State of Victoria (Australia), and consisted 

of a direct payment to farmers for the provision of ecosystem services with their land (Cocklin, Dibden, 

& Mautner, 2006), but it lacked the involvement of LSOs. Same happens with ‘Rural Land Stewardship’, 

a programme in Florida (United States)  that consisted of public economic incentives to landowners 

for not developing their land (Stringer, 2009). The United States Forest Service already alluded to 

‘stewardship of forests’ and civil society participation (Johnson et al., 1999), but it did not have the 

voluntary aspect, because it was a governmental plan. Same happens with ‘landscape stewardship’, 

also from the United States (Brown & Mitchell, 2000), and with the Canadian province of Alberta, 

where those words stand for a legal act (Lavelle, 2012). 

 

2.4 Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGSs) 

Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGSs) ‘are locally focused quality assurance systems. They certify 

producers based on active participation of stakeholders and are built on a foundation of trust, social 
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networks and knowledge exchange’ (IFOAM, n.d., p. 1). A PGS is a group certification system where 

producers, consumers, and other agents involved jointly verify the adequacy of the production process 

to a previously-agreed criteria. This peer-certification process requires a constant and direct contact 

among its agents (Boza Martínez, 2013). PGSs fosters a learning process among producers, consumers, 

and other stakeholders, making each case different and the certification process dynamic (Nelson, 

Gómez Tovar, Schwentesius Rindermann, & Gómez Cruz, 2010). 

PGSs start by coming to terms of the criteria to apply. Those criteria have to be agreed by the producers 

involved and the certification committee, and then producers do cross-assessments of some of their 

neighbours’ lots, together with other external participants such as consumers or other members of 

civil society, which ends up in a positive or negative certification (Boza Martínez, 2013). PGSs systems 

are present in many developing countries and they are starting to gain momentum in developed 

countries (Nelson et al., 2010). 
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3 Methodology 

3.1 Ontology and epistemology 

I adopt the ontological approach of critical realism, based mainly on Roy Bhaskar’s writings. This school 

of philosophy (Archer, Bhaskar, Collier, Lawson, & Norrie, 1998) states that reality (ontology) is 

differentiated and stratified in three dimensions: the observable experiences, such as the chemistry 

indicators for environmental degradation (empirical dimension); the events that cause those 

experiences, such as the market regulations (actual dimension); and the unobservable underlying 

mechanisms that generate such events, like the global productivist paradigm (real dimension). In this 

thesis I observe some bits of reality in order to explain other bits of reality that are unobservable. I 

observe facts and events involved in food production in Europe to explain the unobservable social 

structures that cause them. 

I continue with Bhaskar’s understanding of ontology/epistemology, for whom it does not really make 

sense to talk about the real dimension by referring to our knowledge of it. We understand and sort 

knowledge in our particular and limited way, which is anthropomorphic and anthropocentric. 

Assuming that we can obtain knowledge about the real in a non-anthropocentric way would be falling 

in what he coined the ‘epistemic fallacy’ (Archer et al., 1998). 

 

3.2 Research structure 

This thesis is a qualitative research structured in two different phases, each with a different unit of 

analysis (Carno & Brewer, 2002) and different methods. 

 

3.2.1 Phase 1: Analysing sustainability on the EU organic regime, LS, and PGSs 

For the first phase I take the ‘EU organic agriculture regime and its limitations in comparison to the 

alternatives suggested by RCTCMM (PGS and LS)’ as unit of analysis. It applies to the sections 5.1 to 

5.5 included, and aims to answer RQ1 and RQ2. 

 

Methods  

The methods used in this phase are document analysis and review of secondary data. For the 
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document analysis (Bowen, 2009) I use primary data from legal documents concerning the regulation 

of organic agriculture at the EU-level. Those legal documents are the Council Regulation (EC) No 

834/2007 of 28 June 2007 on organic production and labelling of organic products and repealing 

Regulation (EEC) No 2092/91, and the Commission Regulation (EU) No 271/2010 of 24 March 2010 

amending Regulation (EC) No 889/2008 laying down detailed rules for the implementation of Council 

Regulation (EC) No 834/2007, as regards the organic production logo of the European Union. 

With the secondary data I do a systematic review (Bryman, 2008) concerning a wide range of topics: 

agroecology, PGSs, LS, and publications on organic farming and labelling. The search parameters  

(Bryman, 2008) include a library search in the LUBsearch database for the keywords ‘participatory 

guarantee systems’, ‘land stewardship’, ‘organic labelling’, and ‘European organic farming’, as well as 

the combinations among them using the AND command (Bryman, 2008). I choose the relevant 

publications according to the following selection criteria: 

1. Publications based on the problematisation of organic farming and labelling 

2. Publications combining any of the keywords 

For literature on LS I access RCTCMM’s and XCT’s online resource databases, since I previously knew 

of the existence of relevant LS-related documents there.  

I continue searching for some of the papers and reports referenced in the selected publications, and 

those documents’ reference lists lead to others. I continue that trend for documents in either English, 

Spanish, or Catalan, with a self-set limit of 150 publications. Later selected publications are chosen on 

the basis of complementing argumentative or descriptive points throughout the thesis. 

The analysis of this phase is done as a deductive research (Bryman, 2008), by applying sustainability 

theoretical frameworks to the findings obtained from both primary and secondary data. 

 

3.2.2 Phase 2: Case study of LS and PGSs in Spain 

The research design for this phase is a case study (Bryman, 2008). The unit of analysis is ‘the difficulties 

RCTCMM’s project might face during its implementation in Spain’. It applies to section 5.6, and aims 

to answer RQ3. This case is an ‘information-oriented selection’, more specifically a ‘critical case’ whose 

findings cannot be generalised for the most part, except for a logical deduction that can be applied to 

similar contexts  in the EU(Flyvbjerg, 2006). 
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Case presentation of RCTCMM’s project 

Before RCTCMM’s initiative there were other LS market or PGSs experiences in Spain. Cuéllar-Padilla 

& Calle-Collado (2011) did a study on the implementation of a PGSs system in Andalusia; also in 

Andalusia the co-operative Pueblos Blancos arranged a ‘short commercial circuit’ initiative (Luetchford 

& Pratt, 2011), and Xarxa de Custòdia del Territori (XCT) set in Catalonia a LS market called Mercat de 

Custòdia (Mañosa i Rifé, Giralt i Jonama, & Pietx, 2007). What is special about RCTCMM’s initiative is 

the fact that it merges a local/regional LS market with PGSs certification. 

RCTCMM is one of the nine LSNs that operate in Spain (Figure 2). In June 2013, soon after its 

foundation, RCTCMM started a pilot project of a LS market to spread the concept and importance of 

LS, the added value of the agricultural products coming out of those agreements, and to suggest an 

internal criteria for the elaboration, monitoring and evaluation of those agreements (Gómez, Yacamán, 

Figure 2. Map of LSNs of Spain. 

To date, there are 9 LSNs in Spain, with a regional or multiregional reach (XCT, 2015). RCTCMM was constituted in 2013 and 
it is active in Castilla-La Mancha and Madrid regions (Gómez et al., 2015). The ‘oldest’ LSN is XCT, from 2003 (XCT & Fundación 
Biodiversidad, n.d.), and the ‘youngest’ is Rede Galega de Custodia do Territorio, from 2015 (Fragas do Mandeo, 2015). In 
some regions such as Murcia, La Rioja, most of Navarra, Canary Islands, or Extremadura (in grey) there are no LSNs yet, but 
there are active LS agreements, especially in Murcia (Fundación Biodiversidad, 2014). Map elaborated with information from 
Avinença (n.d.), Orihuela Orellana & Blanca Torres (n.d.), RCTCMM (n.d., 2014), and Red Transcantábrica de Custodia del 
Territorio (2014). 
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& Navarro Gómez, 2015). RCTCMM’s suggests a fair and environmentally-friendly model of food 

production. They promote awareness and critical thinking in relation to the challenges we face with 

the current agricultural system, and they promote short distribution channels and apply the principle 

of ‘shared responsibility’ between producers and civil society (Gómez et al., 2015). 

RCTCMM as a LSN provides the structure for the PGS and divides the different roles of the certification 

process among its members (Figure 3). This initiative certifies agreements, not products. The first 

requirement for a LS agreement to be certified is to meet the minimum criteria, previously set by 

RCTCMM. Then three actors, the Assembly, the Visit Group, and the Certification Committee are 

formed. The Assembly is formed with representatives of all LSN's members, and is responsible for 

setting the requirements for certification and for the appointment of the Visit Groups and the 

Certification Committee. The Visit Groups do field visits, and are formed with one LSO member, 

another producer with a LS agreement with the same LSO, and a volunteer, be them user or consumer. 

The Certification Committee is responsible for the assessment and validation of LS agreements and is 

formed with representatives from the public administration and private stakeholders. The role of LSOs 

is to verify that the LS agreements are respected while guaranteeing transparency to anyone interested 

(Gómez et al., 2015). 

 

Figure 3. RCTCMM's market PGS certification flow diagram. 
The certification process starts with a LSO's request and ends with the concession or 

rejection of the certification by the Certification Committee. Based on (Gómez et al., 2015). 



13 

 

Methods 

The information for the case study is mainly based on primary data. That primary data is collected from 

an official report by RCTCMM on the case (Gómez et al., 2015), as well as from interviews from key 

informants (Bryman, 2008) who provide me with information I cannot obtain otherwise. 

I conducted two semi-structured interviews (May, 2011), and I later transcripted and coded them 

(Walliman, 2006) for elaborating the SWOT analysis. I selected the interviewees using purposive 

sampling on the basis of their relevance for the information needed (Bryman, 2008). José Ignacio 

Gómez (Interview_JIG, 2015), from RCTCMM, is the leading author of the official report on the case 

and works on the organisation responsible for the project. Montse Masó (Interview_MM, 2015), works 

at XCT, the other organisation that tried a LS market project in Spain. I met them previously and we 

agreed on an interview. With relation to the interviewees I was situated with some degree of 

engagement, which made it easier to access relevant information and have a relaxed environment 

during the interviews (May, 2011). With regards to ethical considerations, both interviewees gave me 

their informed consent (Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, & Namey, 2005) to use the content of 

the interviews for the purpose of this thesis. That referred content is not available in the thesis, but I 

can share it with interested people upon request. 

I also use secondary data for the case study and its analysis, although I do not do a specific search for 

documents. I use relevant parts some of the publications found in phase 1, especially the ones 

addressing advantages or disadvantages of LS, PGS, or both. 

Both the primary and secondary data for the case study are analysed with the SWOT tool. SWOT stands 

for ‘Strengths’, ‘Weaknesses’, ‘Opportunities’, and ‘Threats’, and it is widely used in business 

administration and project management (Pai, Chu, Wang, & Chen, 2013) and also in other fields from 

social and natural sciences (Scolozzi, Schirpke, Morri, D’Amato, & Santolini, 2014). Strengths and 

Weaknesses are the organisational analysis, and are internal aspects, dependent on the choices of the 

people involved in the project. Opportunities and Threats are external, and reveal the organisational 

environment, beyond the mangers’ reach (Ghazinoory, Abdi, & Azadegan-Mehr, 2011). The SWOT tool 

provides an easy conceptualisation of the issues a project faces, and it is convenient for having an 

overview of a project from a project manager’s point of view (Kurttila, Pesonen, Kangas, & Kajanus, 

2000), which suits my collected data from the interviews and the official report from the project’s 

organisers. 
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3.2.3 Limitations  

The research methodology of this thesis encounters some scope limitations. In phase 1 I select only 

the literature that challenges the EU organic farming regime and advocates for alternative options. 

Also in phase 1 I limit my initial selection of publications to a maximum of 150.  

Some of the publications referring to PGSs and especially the ones referring to LS are authored by 

people who work in organisations that promote them publicly. In this sense, these official documents 

from private sources ‘cannot be regarded as providing objective accounts of a state of affairs’ (Bryman, 

2008, p. 522). 

After conducting the interviews I noticed that it would have been convenient to do a snowball sampling  

(Walliman, 2006) and interview also farmers to have a holistic view of the case study, but that was not 

possible due to lack of time and resources. That lack of adequate primary data from interviews on the 

case study forces me to observe the project only from RCTCMM’s perspective, for which a SWOT 

analysis is convenient, but I could have used a different tool if I had had information from farmers too. 

SWOT analysis has some downsides, like the lack differentiation between small and core strengths and 

weaknesses or between crucial opportunities and urgent threats (Coman & Ronen, 2009). 
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4 Theoretical framework 

4.1 Conception of sustainability 

4.1.1 Strong vs weak sustainability 

Sustainability is a concept whose exact definition is much debated over the literature. Nature has a 

value in itself that humans cannot compensate with their actions. In order to make clear what I mean 

by sustainability, I adopt the ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ sustainability framework by Neumayer (2003), to 

whom weak sustainability ‘is based on the belief that what matters for future generations is only the 

total aggregate stock of “man-made”, human and “natural” capital (and possibly other forms of capital 

as well such as social capital), but not natural capital as such’ (Neumayer, 2003, p. 1). I reject this 

understanding of sustainability and advocate for strong sustainability instead, which implies that 

natural capital is non-substitutable by human-made capital, but rather complementary (Daly & Cobb, 

1989). Strong sustainability takes into consideration the intergenerational aspect and advocates for  

the non-reduction of future generations’ well-being (Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010). 

Strong sustainability per se is too abstract to be measured directly. To estimate it, some specific 

indicators have been suggested (Dietz & Neumayer, 2007). As suggested by Ekins, Simon, Deutsch, 

Folke, & De Groot (2003), I operationalise strong sustainability by linking it to the concept of critical 

natural capital (CNC). According to Ekins (2003): 

‘Critical natural capital (CNC) is the natural capital which enables such functions to be 

performed, with the additional condition that, for any particular CNC, and resulting 

environmental function, there is no substitute type of capital, natural or human-made, 

which would enable the same function to be performed to the same extent, i.e. the CNC is 

non-substitutable in respect of the function in question. The strong sustainability principle 

holds that CNC should be absolutely protected’ (Ekins, 2003, p. 277). 

 

4.1.2 Hard-path vs soft-path solutions 

Another framework that I use in this thesis is ‘hard-path’ and ‘soft-path’ solutions. Firstly developed 

by Lovins (1977) for energy infrastructures and later by Gleick (2002) for water infrastructures, hard-

path solutions would be intensive in technology or with high infrastructure investments, while soft-

path solutions focus on simplifying and improving the efficiency of the current infrastructures instead 

of building additional ones and increasing overall capacity and costs. Many soft-path solutions conform 
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to strong sustainability while many weak sustainability plans are considered hard-path solutions 

(Yanarella & Levine, 2011). I use strong sustainability framework in connection with soft-path solutions 

rather than hard-path ones. 

 

4.1.3 Dimensions of sustainability 

I consider the sustainability dimensions (environmental, social, and economic) to be embedded and 

dependent in a nested model: the economic dimension is within the social dimension, and society is 

dependent on the Earth’s life-support systems (Griggs et al., 2013). This way of understanding the 

interrelations makes it difficult to have trade-offs among the different dimensions (Waas, Hugé, 

Verbruggen, & Wright, 2011). The environment is the support where society is nested (Giddings, 

Hopwood, & O’Brien, 2002), and as Kuhlman and Farrington (2010) put it, the social and economic 

dimensions are one, and we could instead equal social aspects to ‘well-being’. Well-being of people 

here involves variables such as welfare (decent livelihood and healthcare), cultural values, or good 

governance and participation (Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010). Public participation becomes crucial when 

it comes to decision-making in environmental resource management as a way of empowering 

communities (Waas et al., 2011). 

 

4.2 Transition theory 

I analyse and discuss the findings in this thesis as the actual or potential transition from one 

paradigmatic way of producing and consuming food to another, using transition theory. As Geoff 

Wilson puts it, transition theory is the ‘theoretical framework that attempts to understand and unravel 

socio-economic, political, cultural and environmental complexities of societal transitions (or sub-

systems of society such as agriculture) from one state of organisation to another’ (Wilson, 2007, p. 14). 

There is a current European and global paradigm of food production that has a structure, and in order 

to challenge and change that, some convulsive phases of change might happen until another balance 

can be found within a new stable paradigm (Wilson, 2007). This theory helps me focus on the societal 

actions that can drive change, how the change can happen, and whether those changes can end up in 

a new state of organisation. 

Transitions do not normally happen in one level, but rather take place with a multilevel perspective 

(Geels & Schot, 2007). Using the terminology from Geels (2002), of landscape, regime, and niche levels, 
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in this thesis the landscape is the global level, the regime is the EU-level, and the niche level is any level 

under the EU, be it national, regional, or local. As explained in the background section, LS in Spain 

operates mostly at the regional level, although the regulation affecting organic agriculture is at the 

regime level. 

Smith, Stirling, and Berkhout (2005) differentiate four types of transition contexts depending on the 

coordination level and the sources of pressures for change: 

1. ‘Reorientation of trajectories’: there is an uncoordinated response to internal pressures for 

change. In legal terms this would imply passing several regulations that do not have a systemic 

approach to adapt to an internal changing reality. 

2. ‘Endogenous renewal’: there are internal pressures for change and the regime change happens 

in a coordinated and systematic way. This was the case with the Regulation concerning the 

Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of Chemicals (REACH), where all the 

rules and principles for chemical products were regulated in a single law (Schwarzman & 

Wilson, 2009). 

3. ‘Purposive transitions’: come as a coordinated response to external pressures. The future 

adaptation to the TTIP conditions serves as an example (European Commission, 2015). 

4. ‘Emergent transformation’: is an uncoordinated response to adapt to external pressures. An 

example of this is biodiversity conservation, where there are several EU-level, national, and 

international regulations and treaties on the issue, in an uncoordinated way (Klemm & Shine, 

1993). This has also been referred to as ‘fragmented governance’ (Ekström, Young, Gaines, 

Gordon, & McCay, 2009). 

In this sense, the proponents of LS and PGSs are actors at a niche level, from within the regime, who 

claim to be innovative (Geels & Schot, 2007). The innovative character of their practices and the need 

or not for a regime transition based on their innovations is assessed later in the thesis, but we can 

conclude now that the types of transitions that can come up from these niche-level innovations are 

either ‘reorientation of trajectories’ or ‘endogenous renewal’, since LS and PGSs proponents are actors 

at the niche level with the potential to constitute an internal pressure at the regime level. In case there 

is finally a pressure able to induce change, and that change might require more (endogenous renewal) 

or less coordination (reorientation of trajectories). 
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4.3 Legal positivism standpoint 

As a Law graduate, I have a personal understating of what laws and regulations imply for society. 

Regardless of whether there is a natural, fair, and flawless concept of justice and how societies should 

work, there is a current set of laws that is in force at the moment and informs most of our behaviour, 

be it close or not to a hypothetical perfect law. This gives me an academic standpoint by which I argue 

for the regulation of public issues in any case. However, that does not necessarily mean I support tight 

and inflexible regulations. Regulations could state that people are free to act the way they find 

appropriate. On the contrary, I dislike the situations of alegality, where the law does not cover the 

legal effects of a situation, and anyone can act at their will without being coerced by the law, because 

many abuses can come from those situations (Lindahl, 2008). 

***** 

Combining my legal positivism standpoint, Bhaskar’s stratified ontology, and transition theory, I 

understand legal changes as the measurable events that drive change in social structures and result in 

a new legal paradigm. Sometimes the law is changed because of changes in society and sometimes 

changes in law change society. Either way, changes in law are discrete and mostly measurable, while 

changes in society are continuous, and have many unmeasurable parts (Figure 4). 

Figure 4. Social vs legal transitions. 
Following Wilson's, (2007) models of transition, I claim that legal changes conform to stepped type of transition 
(in blue, discrete changes), while society follows a random type of transition (in red, continuous changes). 
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As a sustainability scientist, I have to provide recommendations for sustainability transitions taking 

into consideration policy issues (Meadowcroft, 2011). Transaction costs are crucial when evaluating 

different policy options (McCann, Colby, Easter, Kasterine, & Kuperan, 2005), and they have to be 

strategically-considered in order to have functional and effective regulations (Pannell, Roberts, Park, 

& Alexander, 2013). In this thesis I make a personal twist to the soft-path solution framework, and 

apart from assessing the simplicity of solutions from the strictly material point of view, I suggest a legal 

‘soft-path’ that can be reached by selecting the policy option with the best goal efficacy/transaction 

costs ratio.  

In terms of transition contexts, ‘hard-path’ legal solutions are the ones requiring high coordination, 

expressed in the transaction costs involved in passing and making them compatible with the rest of 

the legal system. In addition to this, the definition of niche-level innovations for this thesis is ‘all 

practices that take place at the niche-level and are innovative’, measuring innovation as an 

improvement in sustainability terms. 
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5 Findings and analysis 

5.1 Agroecology: a strong sustainability perspective on farming 

5.1.1 Strong sustainability 

Agroecology is a good example of strong sustainability. It acknowledges the unique value of nature 

and advocates for its conservation. To this philosophy, natural capital is non-substitutable by human-

made capital, and it criticises the current reductionist paradigm that considers natural capital as a mere 

productive capital –as if it was substitutable (Sevilla Guzmán & López Calvo, 1993). In agroecology, 

natural resources can be extracted or consumed as long as net renewability is assured (Aronson, 

Milton, & Blignaut, 2007). To do so, two conditions must be fulfilled (Sevilla Guzmán & López Calvo, 

1993): 

1. Extraction rates must be no greater than natural regeneration rates 

2. Waste generation rates must be no greater than the natural assimilation rates  

If any of these conditions are not fulfilled there is a natural capital depletion, which is considered 

unsustainable by definition. This consideration of keeping the natural capital at least at the current 

level conforms to the idea of CNC, and is therefore a strong sustainability approach (Ekins et al., 2003). 

 

5.1.2 Soft-path solution 

Agroecology challenges modernity as a counter-movement that seeks to protect pre-modern practices 

with a post-modern approach (Cuéllar-Padilla & Calle-Collado, 2011). In particular, agroecology 

opposes the industrialisation of agriculture and its globalisation and integration in long value chains. 

This philosophy advocates for an ‘artisan’ production and distribution systems, simplified and with 

small mileage (Boza Martínez, 2013), and also suggests the development of rural communities through 

the ‘re-peasantification’ of the countryside instead of the current constant mechanisation process 

(Sevilla Guzmán, 2006).   

 

5.1.3 Holistic approach 

Agroecology focuses on both the environmental and social dimensions of agriculture: the farm and the 
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well-being of the farmer. Farms are considered as part of a bigger ecosystem and the conservation of 

all the environmental values, functions, and services provided by farms and their surroundings 

becomes essential. Intercropping, the plantation of several varieties in the same field, agroforestry, or 

the use of livestock to fertilise crops are common practices (Rosset, 2011). In the social dimension, 

agroecology constitutes an attempt to balance the uneven power relations that exist between the 

global markets and small producers. The role of peasants is emphasised along with the cultural aspects 

of farms and farming, including the landscape, local varieties, traditions, or customs from rural 

communities (Sevilla Guzmán, 2006). 

***** 

Agroecology conforms to strong sustainability, aims for soft-path solutions, and considers both the 

environmental and social dimensions of agriculture. Therefore, agroecology and its principles serve as 

a reference for sustainable agricultural production. 

 

5.2 The EU regime on organic farming through a sustainability lens 

5.2.1 Social aspects 

The main aspect to highlight under this point is that many farmers are being left out of the organic 

market for several reasons, which has direct consequences on their well-being. 

  

Globalisation and conventionalisation 

Organic products have joined the global markets and long vertical logistic chains, with big volumes, 

external dependency, and high mileage (Cuéllar-Padilla & Calle-Collado, 2011). The ‘neofordist’ (Boza 

Martínez, 2013), ‘industrial’ (Cox, 2014), and productivist and market-oriented system is the dominant 

paradigm and it is aimed for economies of scale. It applies not only to conventional agriculture, but 

also to organic agriculture (Luetchford & Pratt, 2011). Some authors classify the mainstream organic 

regime as a ‘reformist trend’ (Holt Giménez & Shattuck, 2011), but still under the conventional 

paradigm (Olsson et al., 2013). 

The ‘conventionalization’ of organic agriculture is the result of the prevalence of a ‘technical fix’ to 

conventional agriculture (Luetchford & Pratt, 2011), a mere ‘input substitution’ criteria with globalised 

markets and standards that gives the power to big organisations and sets high entry barriers for small 
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producers (Nelson et al., 2010). Labels that refer to input substitution schemes miss crucial points from 

sustainable agriculture, such as the avoidance of big agribusiness or the encouragement of local 

producers (Conner, 2004). Ethical consumers focus on fair compensation for producers, support for 

local and regional products (Zander & Hamm, 2010), and that is not incorporated into many ecolabels 

(Atănăsoaie, 2013). The EU organic label is no different in this case, and instead of ‘sustainable 

consumption’ there is a switch towards ‘green consumerism’ where big producers remain anonymous 

under commercial brands (Akenji, 2014), without real transparency or traceability (Luttikholt, 2007). 

 

Participation constraint 

The exclusive definition of organic can have an opposed effect than the one desired. IFOAM (2003)  

advocates for the protection of small producers because of the vital role they play in organic agriculture 

worldwide. The EU officially recognises the role of small-scale producers and local produce for the 

development of organic agriculture, but farmers do not have any power to change the criteria affecting 

the production or labelling rules. In Spain, the EU country with the largest area dedicated to organic 

agriculture (1.8 million ha. in 2011), organic production constitutes less than 8% of its farming area 

(European Union, 2013), excluding the vast majority of small farmers (Cuéllar-Padilla & Calle-Collado, 

2011). 

Under the EU organic regime key stakeholders are not considered and the regulation establishes the 

same criteria for all the EU, despite of the diversity of production methods, ecosystems, and food 

varieties that are in the continent (BÖLW, 2015). WWF urges the EU to enable more inclusive ways of 

organic production for the development of rural areas instead of only considering input substitution 

schemes (WWF, n.d.).  

According to article 23 of the Council Regulation No 834/2007 (European Union, 2007), all organic 

producers have to label their products with the EU organic logo if they are to be sold in Europe, and 

the rest of producers are not allowed to use the EU label nor the terms ‘bio’ ‘eco’, or similar ones, 

depending on each country (European Union, 2007). The prosecution of  producers who use the term 

‘organic’ to refer to their products without being EU-certified ends up in legal disputes, discouraging 

many farmers to produce following the organic rules (IFOAM, 2011). 
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Certification costs 

Governments encourage farmers to produce in a sustainable way to provide positive externalities, 

although the costs of doing so are often assumed only by farmers (Cocklin et al., 2006), increasing their 

selling prices and creating a barrier also for consumers (Padel & Foster, 2005), many of whom would 

buy organic products if their price was closer to conventional (Olivas, Díaz, & Bernabéu, 2013). 

Considering the EU’s principle ‘polluter pays’ (Lindhout & Broek, 2014), mutatis mutandis concerned 

producers should not bear the burden of paying for the external certification system, but it should 

rather be the opposite. The current situation benefits the certification bodies who monopolise the 

term organic, and the rest of producers are considered as ‘conventional’, even if they produce in a 

sustainable, environmentally-friendly way. To avoid this situation, UNEP-UNCTAD recommends: 

‘Compulsory requirements for mandatory third party certification should be avoided as 

they will not enable other alternatives to emerge. Other conformity assessment 

procedures, such as participatory guarantee systems, should be explored’ (UNEP, 2008, p. 

21). 

Since 2012 organic producers are obliged to use the EU organic label (Janssen & Hamm, 2014), and 

many farmers throughout Europe are quitting organic because of high certification costs and 

paperwork (IFOAM, 2011). The ‘real’ organic market in the EU is bigger than the EU-certified organic 

(IFOAM, 2011) and there are many ‘uncertified’ organic farmers who are ‘invisible’ to consumers 

(Atănăsoaie, 2013). Formal complaints have been filed against public agricultural authorities in 

countries like the UK and Spain because of the high costs and bureaucracy of the certification process 

(Cuéllar-Padilla & Calle-Collado, 2011). Some producers in developing countries cannot export organic 

because third-party certifiers are not in their region or are too expensive (IFOAM, 2003). This situation 

is due to two main reasons: 1) public policies do not support small-scale production enough, making it 

easier for large and highly-mechanised farms instead, and 2) the cost of certification increases with 

crop diversity, so simplified big monocultures have it easier and cheaper to certify (Cuéllar-Padilla & 

Calle-Collado, 2011). 

 

5.2.2 Environmental aspects 

Local impacts 

Under the current regime farmers compete with ever increasing volumes and decreasing prices. 
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Globalised markets are putting pressure on farmers, and farmers do the same to their land (UNEP, 

2008). Most farmers will not even consider going organic, and if they do, they will still aim for high 

volumes, a choice that usually implies big monocrops (Cocklin et al., 2006). 

It is possible to find large homogeneous crops with dysfunctional ecosystem services complying with 

the organic guidelines, while some complex heterogeneous landscapes and ecosystems may not fulfil 

the organic criteria (Winqvist et al., 2011). The average area of organic farms in Europe is twice as big 

as conventional (Llorens Abando & Rohner-Thielen, 2007), and mostly dedicated to commercial 

varieties and monocrops (Cuéllar-Padilla & Calle-Collado, 2011). There are some chemical threats 

considered in the EU regulation (i.e. pesticides, herbicides, or the excess of nitrates), but there are 

other threats, such as biodiversity loss, deforestation and habitat fragmentation, soil depletion and 

desertification, water waste and eutrophication, energy inefficiency, or the use of plastics (Mañosa i 

Rifé et al., 2007) that are still not considered in the EU regulation. 

The maintenance of biodiversity is one of the principles of the EU organic regulation (European Union, 

2007), but after analysing its content there is no mention of how to achieve such thing. Instead, the 

EU organic regulation sets a list of allowed and forbidden inputs that can be used in the farming 

process, focusing only on what is added to the soil. This has been criticised by some authors, who 

consider the regime a mere input substitution that neglects relevant environmental aspects (Boza 

Martínez, 2013; Nelson et al., 2010). 

 

Global impacts 

Apart from the local impacts, there are other practices that have impacts at the global level. 

Deforestation and other land use changes happen at the local level but contribute to climate change 

globally (Pielke et al., 2007), and the supply chain of organic products often leads to long mileage 

products, whose transportation has embedded carbon emissions (Abraham, Ganesh, Kumar, & Ducqd, 

2012). Organic production in Europe is not suited for short distances, but for globalised channels, 

resulting in products with big ‘food miles’ (Van Passel, 2013). It is difficult for the EU regime to be 

sustainable when such externalities are not considered (Luttikholt, 2007). 

***** 

The analysis of the EU organic regime shows that the current system is not sustainable. From the 

environmental point of view, it fails to conform to strong sustainability and preserve the CNC since it 

neglects several issues, both at the local and global levels, such as biodiversity conservation, soil 
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erosion, water efficiency, or climate change. The current regime also has negative aspects from the 

social point of view. Many producers are left out of the organic market due to the high costs of 

certification, the lack of participation in the selection of criteria, and the globalisation of markets that 

leads to a global competition and decreases the well-being of farmers. Large commercial chains and 

the ‘technical fix’ are examples of hard-paths. 

 

5.3 Solutions for the EU regime from PGSs 

5.3.1 Horizontality 

PGSs seek the empowerment and participation of all the agents involved and release pressure for 

farmers from complying with standards they cannot fulfil sometimes (Nelson et al., 2010). This is 

achieved by allowing the farmers to jointly agree to the criteria to apply in the certification process. 

Instead of imposed and inflexible rules from the EU, producers choose their own criteria to certify. 

Those criteria are often based on some references like the EU or US organic, adding or changing some 

of the criteria in each PGS (Boza Martínez, 2013). Apart from certifying the criteria, the members of 

the PGS suggest ways of improvement for the next time, regardless if there has been a positive or 

negative certification, leading to a constant learning process and an interaction that builds trust among 

the participants and raises the standards for the next time (Meirelles, 2007). 

 

5.3.2 Peer-certification 

As a response to the ‘conventionalization’ of third-party organic certification, holistic certification is 

supporting ‘beyond organic’ movements (Nelson et al., 2010). Inside holistic certification, group 

certification constitutes a solution to include small farmers in organic agriculture and their products in 

the market (IFOAM, 2003), and inside group certification PGSs allow producers to get certified by their 

peers at a lower cost and with less bureaucracy than with third-party certification (Boza Martínez, 

2013). Peer-certifiers do not get paid for participating in the certification process of fellow producers 

but do not have to pay to get certified either. This PGS increases the level of cooperation among 

farmers and helps building more resilient rural communities (Torremocha, 2012). 
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5.3.3 Transparency and traceability 

PGSs advocate for an internal fiscalisation among the different stakeholders to create trust-based 

networks in rural communities (Boza Martínez, 2013). Apart from neighbouring producers, consumers 

also take part in the certification process and that provides transparency to the whole process, 

traceability to the product, and increases the acceptability of the system from both consumers and 

producers (Cuéllar-Padilla & Calle-Collado, 2011). 

 

5.4 Solutions for the EU regime from LS 

5.4.1 Multifunctional agriculture and ecosystem services 

Multifunctionality and ecosystem services are different concepts: multifunctionality is farm-centred 

and ecosystem services are service-centred (Huang et al., 2015). The Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment  (2005) defines ecosystem services as: 

‘[T]he benefits people obtain from ecosystems. These include provisioning services such as 

food, water, timber, and fiber; regulating services that affect climate, floods, disease, 

wastes, and water quality; cultural services that provide recreational, aesthetic, and 

spiritual benefits; and supporting services such as soil formation, photosynthesis, and 

nutrient cycling’ (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005, p. V). 

And according to Daugstad, Ronningen, & Skar (2006), multifunctionality is: 

‘[T]he production of other values beyond food and fibre, including collective goods such as 

cultural landscapes and heritage, biodiversity, recreational opportunities, rural 

settlements and food security’ (Daugstad, Ronningen, & Skar, 2006, p. 68). 

Agricultural ecosystems can show high levels of biodiversity, but the abandonment of fields and the 

intensification of agriculture can reduce biodiversity (Mañosa i Rifé et al., 2007). Agriculture can make 

sense from the conservation perspective, as long as it is done considering the ecosystem dynamics 

(Asensio et al., 2005). LS is a multidisciplinary way of working (Asociación Locustella, 2004) that pays 

attention to farmers, their farms, the surrounding ecosystems, as well as to the ecosystem services 

provided by them (Barreira López et al., 2010; Gómez et al., 2015). 

LS also aims for the conservation of natural and cultural values, like unique landscapes or geological 

structures (GOB Menorca, 2008), the  protection of old trees (de Leyva, 2014), or sustainable traditions 
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and customs (Basora & Sabaté, 2006b). Other key issues of multifunctional agriculture are sustainable 

water use (Groenfeldt, 2006), green infrastructures, or habitat connectivity (Camp & Alberich, 2011), 

which are also considered in LS (GOB Menorca, 2008). 

LS agreements suggest different measures depending on the typology of the farm and the type of crop. 

Some suggestions are similar to the EU organic criteria, like the rejection of GMOs or chemical 

pesticides, while some suggestions go beyond the organic requirements, like planting several varieties 

of vegetation on the sides of fields, using traditional crops and seeds, avoiding the use of plastics, 

keeping or creating wetlands, or leaving dead trees on the ground, among many others (GOB Menorca, 

2008). 

 

5.4.2 Partnership perspective 

One of the most special features of LS’s governance is the partnership perspective: landowners and 

LSOs are in constant interaction, building trust over time. Both parties get involved for the achievement 

of a common goal (Basora et al., 2013). From the perspective of landowners, LS is a partnership to 

protect the natural values of their land, looking for a common improvement, where their opinion will 

be always respected, and where they will always have the last word (Basora & Carrera, 2009).  

 

5.4.3 Local production and short distribution channels 

Nature conservation is easier and cheaper to manage when key stakeholders are involved (Tuxill, 

Mitchell, & Clark, 2009). Among those, civil society’s engagement is a condition sine qua non for an 

effective conservation policy (Camargo et al., 2009). LS constitutes a good opportunity for taking care 

of land while involving civil society (Quer et al., 2012). LSO’s are members of civil society with a 

permanent involvement in nature conservation. The involvement of other agents from civil society is 

crucial for building trust in LSOs and therefore in LS as a whole. To do so, some LSOs have made specific 

plans for the engagement of citizens (Observatori del Tercer Sector, 2008) as allies, partners, or 

voluntaries. People can come from different places, such as nearby rural communities or urban areas, 

and can have different social profiles. Everyone has something to offer and to get from LS (Fundación 

Tormes & Red de Custodia de Castilla y León, n.d.). 

In their aim to involve civil society and build social bonds among consumers and farmers, among 

people from rural communities and people from cities, and among citizens and their land, LS has a 
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local/regional approach which favours local products and encourages producers to keep growing 

traditional varieties while taking care of their land. In fact, in many cases they have recommended 

producers to choose that strategy not only for conservation reasons, but also for commercial ones 

(Basora & Sabaté, 2006a; Gómez, 2014a). Marketing short distance labels might be more effective than 

certifying organic, as it was shown in a study by De-Magistris & Gracia (2014), where consumers 

revealed higher willingness-to-pay for local products than for the ones labelled organic. 

***** 

There is a controversy whether multifunctionality could work in a globalised and liberalised market 

(Potter & Tilzey, 2007), but for LS, multifunctionality has to take into account both the local and global 

impacts of food production and advocate for short commercial channels, excluding the notion of 

globalised free markets (Gómez et al., 2015). Multifunctional agriculture protects the CNC of an area 

(Haygarth & Ritz, 2009), and the local approach to agriculture avoids also the impacts derived from 

international trade and embedded carbon emissions (Xu & Dietzenbacher, 2014). Therefore, LS’s 

understanding of multifunctional production has a strong sustainability approach. 

 

5.5 PGSs and LS combined as a solution 

5.5.1 Synergies between LS and PGSs 

PGSs and LS separately are good practices for social and environmental improvement of the current 

organic regime. But as it often happens, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, and there are 

synergies between LS and PGSs.  

The principles that guide PGS and the ones ruling the functioning of LSNs as social structures are highly 

compatible. LSNs form after some LSOs decide to voluntarily unite to work in a coordinated way. LSOs 

are free to join and leave LSNs and all of them contribute to the LSN’s decision-making. LSNs have a 

set of principles on which their work is based: 1) common goal and common action; 2) team work, 

synergies; 3) flat structures, work with peers; 4) active participation and involvement of all members; 

5) autonomy among the different members; 6) simple structures and direct communication; and 7) 

shared and constant learning (Sabaté, 2011). Following Meirelles (2007), the principles of PGSs 

worldwide are 1) shared vision/understanding; 2) participation; 3) transparency; 4) trust; 5) learning 

process; and 6) horizontal/flat structures. Many of these principles are in fact similar and compatible 

(Figure 5). 
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PGSs require the agreement and constant participation of all the agents involved. Those are the 

producers, their neighbours, external verifiers, and consumers. This learning process and participation 

builds trust (Boza Martínez, 2013). Because the participation levels in PGSs may vary among different 

producers, the role of facilitators in providing technical support for each participant is crucial for the 

successful implementation of a PGS. Working in a dynamic way and with a long-term perspective is 

therefore needed (Cuéllar-Padilla & Calle-Collado, 2011). LSNs provide a good social structure to deal 

with these relevant issues for PGSs, and can be used for their implementation without incurring in 

additional costs. LS agreements use monitoring and evaluation tools to ensure the agreement is 

respected (Basora et al., 2013; Gómez, 2014b), and precisely that monitoring and evaluation can come 

together with a PGS certification (Gómez et al., 2015). 

 

5.5.2 Alignment with agroecology 

PGS and LS contribute to increase the environmental and social performance in the agricultural sector. 

Agroecology also aims for multifunctionality and the defence of local producers (Silici, 2014). The 

Figure 5. PGSs and LNSs working principles comparative. 
PGSs and LS have many things in common and one of them is their working principles. The graph shows similar 
principles with the same colour except for the principles in grey, which do not match exactly. 
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difference is that agroecology is a philosophy while LS and PGSs could be considered as tools. Most of 

the literature referring to LS or PGSs explicitly mentions agroecology (Boza Martínez, 2013; Cuéllar-

Padilla & Calle-Collado, 2011; Gómez, 2015; Guzmán, López, Román, & Alonso, 2012; Torremocha, 

2012), and the authors of those publications directly link either LS or PGSs (or both) to agroecology. 

Although those social structures are aligned with the agroecological philosophy (Gómez et al., 2015), 

it does not mean that agroecology can be achieved only through the implementation of LS or PGS. 

***** 

The analysis on PGSs and LS reveal that both practices would improve the EU organic regime from a 

sustainability point of view (Figure 6). The environmental aspects (local and global impacts) are solved 

with LS, due to its multifunctional consideration of agriculture and the promotion of short distribution 

channels, and the social aspects are solved by PGSs and LS. Moreover, LS and PGS have similar and 

compatible values, as well as similar social structures, which generates synergies between the two. 

Also, LS and PGS align with the agroecological philosophy, since they are practices that lead to 

sustainable production. These practices take place at the niche-level and are innovative from the 

sustainability perspective; therefore, they could be labelled as niche-level innovations. 

Figure 6. Summary of EU organic problems and solutions from LS and PGSs. 
Some of the identified problems of the EU organic regime can be solved with LS, while others can be 
solved by PGSs, or by the combination of LS and PGSs. 
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5.6 SWOT analysis for the implementation of RCTCMM’s LS market 

RCTCMM’s project is not functional yet (Interview_JIG, 2015), and they are still in the initial stage of 

implementation. To foresee the chances of its effective implementation, I do a SWOT analysis based 

on the information from XCT’s past experiences from Montse Masó (Interview_MM, 2015), the initial 

situation of RCTCMM from José Ignacio Gómez (Interview_JIG, 2015), and some SWOT and similar 

analyses from previous publications on LS. 

5.6.1 Strengths 

 LS and PGSs match: LS is flexible, adaptive, and resource-efficient (Donada & Ormazábal, 

2005), which makes PGSs easy to implement (see point 5.5.1). 

 Synergies with other stakeholders: LS aims for win-wins with a constant knowledge-sharing 

with other LSNs (Quer et al., 2012), and a constant dialogue with producers (Interview_JIG, 

2015) and with public authorities (Quer et al., 2012). 

 Commitment with the project: RCTCMM’s members are committed with the project 

(Interview_JIG, 2015) and they all share the responsibility for its implementation 

(Interview_MM, 2015). Although not much, they have sufficient economic means to continue 

with the project (Interview_JIG, 2015). 

 Social and environmental added values: public participation and voluntary agreements 

(Interview_JIG, 2015) are a clear added value to the products (Interview_MM, 2015), whose 

common criteria is a minimum contribution to biodiversity conservation (Interview_JIG, 2015), 

as ‘people who take care of the land, (…) at your doorstep’ (Interview_MM, 2015). Products 

can have total traceability, specifying the farmer, the LS agreement, and the GIS coordinates 

of the farm (Interview_JIG, 2015).  

 Simple distribution channels: LS market has simplified distribution channels, with short 

circuits for local and regional products (Interview_JIG, 2015; Interview_MM, 2015). 

 Accumulated knowledge: RCTCMM has been able to learn from previous mistakes from other 

initiatives like XCT’s (Interview_MM, 2015). 
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5.6.2 Weaknesses 

 High transaction costs: the market is managed by a LSN, but LSOs are the ones signing 

agreements with farmers and it implies time and rounds of negotiations to get all producers 

on board (Interview_MM, 2015).  

 Unclear certification criteria: RCTCMM is having difficulties in the establishment of the criteria 

and indicators for the certification of LS agreements (Interview_JIG, 2015). The same 

happened with XCT and it was one key element of the failure of their project (Interview_MM, 

2015). 

 Insufficient dedicated human resources: professionalisation is linked to better performance 

(Broncano, 2007). However, specific knowledge is sometimes lacking among LSOs 

(Interview_MM, 2015), and even with knowledge, funds are needed to support those 

professionals (Interview_JIG, 2015). Many LSOs are too small to hire personnel with a 

permanent contract (Romero-Lengua, 2009).  

 Lack of business plan: without an agreement on the business idea the project becomes blurry 

and dysfunctional (Interview_MM, 2015). RCTCMM has yet not found a way to commercialise 

products in bundles instead of diffuse sales (Interview_JIG, 2015). There is a lack of products 

and customers at the moment (Interview_JIG, 2015). 

 Few internal partners: there are still few LSOs in the area of influence of RCTCMM (Quer et 

al., 2012). There are 10 LSOs in Madrid region and only 2 in La Mancha region (Fundación 

Biodiversidad, 2014). 

 Weak communication: many LSOs have difficulties to communicate their initiatives to the 

public (Quer et al., 2012), and they require good communication strategies (Interview_JIG, 

2015).  

 Undifferentiated product quality: LS products do not have demonstrated quality in 

organoleptic terms (Interview_MM, 2015). 

 

5.6.3 Opportunities 

 Spread of LS and PGSs: a LS market can spread PGSs among the LSNs (Donada & Ormazábal, 

2005), and LS throughout Spain (Interview_JIG, 2015).  
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 Openness to fresh ideas: RCTCMM is open to passing the project on to anyone willing to take 

it further (Interview_JIG, 2015). Social entrepreneurs could take over and implement it 

(Interview_MM, 2015). 

 Internal partners’ involvement: landowners and users can get engaged and work for the 

continuation of the project (Donada & Ormazábal, 2005) and perceive the market as a 

recognition of their work (Interview_JIG, 2015), as well as an economic incentive 

(Interview_MM, 2015). RCTCMM welcomes LSOs and farmers from outside to take part 

(Interview_JIG, 2015). Vendors and retailers can facilitate and communicate the unique values 

of these products and increase sales (Interview_JIG, 2015). 

 External support: there are many private funds (Donada & Ormazábal, 2005) and many tax 

incentives that could be applied to LS projects in Spain (Calaf Forn & Puig Ventosa, 2012). The 

market could get institutional support from public administrations, as it happened with XCT 

(Interview_MM, 2015). 

 Consumer perception: citizens can perceive the LS market as a social benefit (Interview_JIG, 

2015), and there is an increased awareness among potential buyers (Interview_MM, 2015). 

There are many ways to ease traceability and increase consumers’ trust in the LS market 

products, like adding QR codes with relevant information to the products (Interview_MM, 

2015). 

 

5.6.4 Threats 

 Public dependency: public administration officials are not used nor qualified to deal with LS 

and some LS projects can be heavily dependent on public administrations (Donada & 

Ormazábal, 2005), making them financially unsustainable (Interview_JIG, 2015). 

 Low concern among Spain’s population: most people in Spain are not environmentally-aware 

(Interview_MM, 2015), nor are they used to public participation in land management (Donada 

& Ormazábal, 2005). Most people do not know what LS is (Interview_MM, 2015).  

 Financial crisis effects: the European economy is still under the effects of an economic crisis 

(Quer et al., 2012), especially Spain, where the non-profit sector is struggling (Interview_MM, 

2015). 
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 Lack of incentives for producers: many producers may not perceive a big incentive in joining 

the market if they already sell all their production (Interview_MM, 2015). The co-learning and 

relationship development and trust can turn out badly if there are property rights involved, 

and legal disputes can be expected (Rissman & Butsic, 2011) as a result of the breaching of 

agreements (Collado, 2013). If a LS agreement gets registered in a public institution it can be 

perceived as a burden for landowners, discouraging them from signing (Boisán Cañamero, 

2013).  

 Label confusion: many of the LS market products are produced in an environmentally-friendly 

way, although they cannot get certified organic, which in the end ‘labels’ them as conventional 

(Interview_JIG, 2015). Also, apart from RCTCMM’s market there are already initiatives with 

their own label and criteria such as GOB or Brinzal (Interview_JIG, 2015) as well as farmers’ 

market initiatives (Interview_MM, 2015). Although there is a higher willingness-to-pay for local 

products than for organic-labelled ones (De-Magistris & Gracia, 2014), in the end consumers 

tend to buy organic-labelled brands more than local products produced in an environmentally-

friendly way (Bauer et al., 2013). The LS label can be confusing for consumers (Interview_JIG, 

2015).  

 Deviation from main activity: selling agricultural products is not the normal activity of LSOs, 

and it might cause problems with the Spanish Tax Agency (Interview_MM, 2015). 

 

5.6.5 SWOT analysis interpretation 

The internal organisational analysis (strengths and weaknesses) suggests that there has been some 

improvement in learning from previous initiatives, building trust networks, and having a committed 

team to continue with the project (Figure 7). There are also issues that ought to be solved to continue 

with the project, like the increase of the number of partners, the improvement of communication, and 

especially the design of a working business plan, in order to make the project financially sustainable. 

The analysis of the external environment (opportunities and threats) indicates that there are risk 

factors beyond RCTCMM’s reach that threaten its continuity, even if they overcome their own 

weaknesses. Among those threats, the lack of incentives for producers combined with the label 

confusion are crucial. If selling products as LS is not perceived positively by farmers, they will not have 

big incentives to join the project. LS products are not trusted as much as organic-labelled products 

(Interview_JIG, 2015), and it has to do with the public promotion and publicity the EU organic label has 
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received from public institutions (European Commission, 2014c). With regards to this, The 

International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM) suggests that if other initiatives 

contribute to sustainable production they should also get institutional support and publicity (Meredith, 

Kölling, Busacca, & Moeskops, n.d.). 

 

  

Figure 7. SWOT analysis summary. 
RCTCMM's initiative can be implemented, but it will have to overcome some important weaknesses like the lack 
of business plan and project partners and expect that some of the opportunities bear fruits while successfully 
managing and adapting to external threats. 
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6 Discussion 

6.1 Transitions to sustainability 

The EU organic regime is not sustainable, and both agroecology and the combination of PGSs and LS 

can serve as sustainable solutions, or in transitional terms, niche-level innovations. The question that 

arises now is how to improve the current situation. Improvement implies change, and change implies 

transition (Meadowcroft, 2005). 

The SWOT analysis of RCTCMM’s initiative reveals that some changes might be required at the EU-

level for the project to succeed. The authority at the regime level has the agency (Geels & Schot, 2007) 

to make legal changes that affect at the niche level, while the niche level wants to influence the regime-

level authorities to promote that change. In this sense, the pressure for change is bottom-up, 

demanding the authorities at the regime level to pass a top-down regulation that conforms to the 

interests at the niche level (Figure 8). Thus, assessing whether the pressure is high enough to trigger 

change at a superior level is necessary (Lawhon & Murphy, 2012). 

Figure 8. Cycle of influence of niche-level innovations at the regime level. 
Some niche-level innovations like LS or PGSs can create internal pressures to induce a change at the regime level 
(bottom-up). The change at the regime level would eventually affect at the niche level (top-down), and so on. 
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6.2 From a private agreement among local NGOs to an EU-level regulation 

LS and PGS could be integrated into EU-level regulations, but first they need to be known by policy-

makers and society in general. LSNs worked hard to include LS in the 2007 Spanish Natural Heritage 

and Biodiversity Law (BOE, 2013; Fundación Biodiversidad & Universidad Rey Juan Carlos, 2006), and 

increasing political influence is needed to generate an internal pressure for a legal change in the EU, 

especially now that LS has grown and spread through most of Spain and Europe.  

A way to gain political influence is to lobby with politicians, as XCT did with the Catalan Parliament 

(Xarxa de Custòdia del Territori, 2007), which resulted in the inclusion of LS action plans for Catalonia’s 

environmental agenda (Generalitat de Catalunya, 2010, 2011). Some of the most important issues for 

the successful implementation of LS in Catalonia were supportive legal and tax framework, a 

participatory and inclusive stakeholder engagement, and the transfer and increase of knowledge about 

LS (Arquimbau et al., 2001). 

LS could be introduced, developed, and incentivised in European regulations affecting the Natura 2000 

Network (Basora et al., 2013), the High Natural Value farmland, and the European Landscape 

Convention (Council of Europe, 2000, 2006). Other incentives could be the payment for ecosystem 

services or the legal protection of the land that has been subject to LS agreements (Montesdeoca de 

la Fuente, 2013). All those funds could be channelled into EU rural development plans for small-scale 

farmers who preserve unique agrarian ecosystems, so both farmers and LSOs could have legal certainty 

and could prepare for long-term projects.  

Even if producers and facilitators are concerned, a mindset change among consumers is also needed. 

There is a high correlation between sustainable consumption and environmental awareness (Díaz 

Donate & Bernabéu Cañete, 2012), and consumers must take active part for these systems to work 

(Luetchford & Pratt, 2011). Raising awareness (Ruiz de Maya et al., 2011), and developing the role of 

consumers to citizens (Jacquet et al., 2010) is of upmost importance if actors at the niche-level aim to 

constitute an internal pressure at the regime-level (Elzen, Geels, & Green, 2004). 

 

6.3 Different options for the EU policy 

As part of the transition to a sustainable agriculture, I assess the changes that can come from 

implementing some of the features of LS and PGSs in the EU laws. This section aims to answer RQ4. 

Drawing from the RCTCMM’s case, I want to make clear that now it is possible to set a LS market with 
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PGS in Spain, but there are many legal limitations, prohibitions, and a lack of incentives for its 

implementation. Assuming the build-up of internal pressures for a transition in the EU, legal changes 

should take place at the EU-level. The transition to a new legal framework can have different intensity 

levels. I offer three different legal options sorted from smallest to biggest change from the current 

situation.  

 

6.3.1 Option A: PGSs certification and a review of criteria as a ‘patch’ 

This option involves making legal changes on the current EU regulation on organic farming and 

labelling. This ‘patch’ consists of the inclusion of group certification as a possible certification system 

and a review of the current criteria of organic production.  

IFOAM (2011) has a set of policy recommendations to foster organic agriculture that includes adapting 

to PGSs criteria, as well as explicitly considering PGSs as a valid certification system, allowing it to use 

the term ‘organic’. This is likely to be implemented in the next reform of the European regulation 

affecting organic farming certification (European Commission, 2014b), since it is supported by 7 out of 

10 Europeans (European Commission, 2013). Some countries in Latin America such as Brazil, Bolivia, 

and Costa Rica have already regulated PGSs (Nelson et al., 2010), as a way to encourage internal 

consumption of organic food (Fonseca, 2006). LS would play a minor role in this transition as it would 

only serve as a social structure for some PGSs. With this change, PGSs would spread throughout 

Europe, but not necessarily LS. 

Another relevant improvement in this legal change is the update of the organic criteria into a stronger 

and more environmentally-conscious one, as it has been expressed by 74% and 61% of Europeans 

respectively (European Commission, 2013). As an example, IFOAM has a set of Common Objectives 

and Requirements of Organic Standards that are in constant revision with inputs and learnings from 

all over the world (IFOAM, 2014), which could serve as an inspiration for that criteria modification. 

 

6.3.2 Option B: LS and PGSs as an alternative 

This second option is an alternative system, parallel to EU organic, and it consists of the facilitation of 

commercial initiatives combined with nature conservation, food production, and short distribution 

channels to support local and regional producers. Small-scale producers could join horizontal 

structures with simplified distribution circuits that would give them control over their sales (Cuéllar-
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Padilla & Calle-Collado, 2011). This would lead to a ‘relocalisation’ and reorganisation of the value 

chain into a shorter one, contributing to the resilience of the whole agricultural and rural system 

(Lamine, 2015).  

Registered LSNs would be allowed use PGSs for the certification of their criteria covering biodiversity 

conservation, water use, soil depletion, energy efficiency, adapted to each bioregion with dynamic 

standards. All those standards should be accessible and clear for consumers. This way farms are 

treated as part of a bigger ecosystem, farmers do not have to pay for the certification, the standards 

applied would be adaptable to each case, and the same social structure that gives advice for taking 

care of the land can be used for the certification process. The commercialisation should be eased in 

short channels and each product should specify its exact origin and the content of the LS agreement. 

The products from this type of certification shall not use the words reserved for EU organic agriculture. 

With a different commercial name, and under different criteria, some products could get both LS and 

organic certifications, and LS products would make sure they are working on nature and ecosystem 

conservation and selling within a regional radius, so consumers would be supporting their neighbours 

and protecting the natural values of their region. Big food brands would likely not embrace the LS 

products, because they would like to sell and distribute nationally or internationally, but both small 

and big retailers would buy those products if they sell well among consumers. This option requires 

LSNs to communicate their products’ credence attributes if they want to sell them to the general public 

(Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006). 

With this alternative, and considering that some people buy organic for ‘selfish’ reasons rather than 

environmental or ethical ones (Vega-Zamora et al., 2013), it would be possible to discriminate the 

motivations for buying different labels – for perceived food safety consumers would buy organic and 

for environmental and social concerns they would buy this alternative. Therefore, understanding the 

shopping motivations of consumers becomes essential (Dentoni, Tonsor, Calantone, & Peterson, 

2009). 

 

6.3.3 Option C: Agroecology as a reform 

This option applies the deep philosophy of agroecology and not just a regulatory compendium of 

agroecology’s buzzwords, which runs the risk of been appropriated by free-market proponent 

institutions as one of the many ‘capitalism’s struggle(s) to overcome its own internal contradictions’ 

(Sevilla Guzmán & Woodgate, 2013, p. 43). As Guzmán et al. (2012) put it, it would be a process of 
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‘agroecological transition’ in contrast to the industrialised model that dominates nowadays. 

A way to implement agroecology as a reform would target the whole CAP and not just the organic 

agriculture regime, aiming for an EU-level self-sufficiency, as well as the discouragement of 

consumption choices that do not conform to agroecology by taxing them as it happens now with 

tobacco or alcohol. With available supply from a nearer location, the further the food travels the higher 

the tax rates. 

This EU-level decision would have consequences as for international agreements with the WTO, the 

exit of the TTIP, and the reversion of the burden of cost for big conventional monocrops and 

agribusinesses exercising their intellectual property rights on seeds. With this reform, importers, long-

distance sellers, and big agribusiness are taxed more because of the impact of transportation and for 

the abusive use of their position with first-necessity goods such as food (Trauger, 2014). This 

philosophy applies the EU’s principle ‘polluter pays’, and guarantees food sovereignty in the EU. 

LS with PGSs certification fit well in this option. This option also implies breaking totally with the 

productivist paradigm, a regime transformation supported by agroecology advocates (Gurcan, 2014; 

Rosset, 2011; Sevilla Guzmán, 2006; Silici, 2014), and heavily-criticised by industrial system-supporting 

authors (Avery & Avery, 2008; Kirchmann, Bergström, Kätterer, Andrén, & Andersson, 2008). 

 

6.4 Suggested ‘soft-path’ solution 

The allowance of PGSs to certify EU-reviewed standards (Option A) would give access to the EU market 

to many European and non-European producers, which still would encourage exports and long-

distance sales and purchases. In this sense, the local environmental impacts of food production would 

be avoided, but the global impacts from carbon emissions and the exposure of local producers to global 

markets would still be unresolved. Option A is not a strong sustainability change because it does not 

consider the CNC affected by impacts at the global level (climate change). Nevertheless, it would still 

be an improvement, and the term ‘organic’ would have more meaning than it has today. As for 

transition contexts, this is an endogenous renewal, which would have to ‘coordinate’ with the legal 

effects of the previous regulation and set a legal adaptation period. 

The reform option (Option C) facilitates an agroecological regime, and therefore a transition to a strong 

sustainability agriculture. However, this way of ‘taking out the bad options’ (Akenji, 2014) would be a 

ground-breaking change that would take long time to be passed in the EU. There are many rigidities in 
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the legal system, as well as vested interests that increase transaction costs to the point that policy 

changes become impossible, despite the increasing risks derived from unsustainable patterns (Barbier, 

2011), and especially in heavily-institutionalised and bureaucratised structures such as the EU. The 

decision of exiting the WTO or the TTIP seems delusional at best, considering the current state of affairs 

(Malmström & Hill, 2015), and the time and transaction costs involved in passing such regulation makes 

it difficult to even consider this option. Many political parties, corporations, lobbies and even countries 

would not welcome such change. This option is also an endogenous renewal, with even higher 

coordination/transaction costs than Option A. 

The alternative solution (Option B) is not suggested as a reform for the current EU organic agriculture 

regime. The transaction costs for reverting years of negotiations that resulted in a 2020-horizon action 

plan (European Commission, 2014a) would consume too many ‘political resources’, taking long rounds 

of negotiations, and it would likely fail the approval at the EU-level. Instead, in terms of transition 

contexts, Option B is considered a reorientation of trajectories, not needing to coordinate much with 

other regulations, since it would regulate the issue for the first time, without many legal overlaps.  

Transaction costs vary according to the object of the transaction, the transactors, and the moment of 

the transaction (Coggan, Whitten, & Bennett, 2010). At this moment there are many transactors 

(stakeholders) involved in organic agriculture –thousands of producers and millions of consumers in 

the EU and elsewhere- and a legal reform of the organic regime (Option A) or the EU agricultural policy 

in general (Option C) would take too long. Instead, passing a parallel regime (Option B) initially involves 

less actors and does not affect other regulations, so it is expected to generate less transaction costs. 

Therefore option B constitutes a ‘softer path’ in terms of policy-making resources, while Option A - and 

especially Option C - could be considered as ‘hard-paths’. 

Option B would contribute to the contention of the forced competition among producers and could 

foster a transformation towards multifunctional agriculture and rural development (Mölders, 2013). It 

would also increase the ‘interconnectedness’ between cities and countryside (Horlings & Marsden, 

2012), and nearby urban settlements could be the ‘pull’ of rural economies. Moreover, Option B fulfils 

the strong sustainability criteria because LS proponents consider the protection of the CNC at the local 

and global levels. However, Option B would be applicable only to the producers and consumers who 

voluntarily wanted to take part in that system, so in quantitative terms it would not be as strong as 

Option C. 
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Considering the ‘softness’ of the paths of legal change and the ‘strength’ in terms of sustainability of 

the three options, I suggest Option B over A and C, despite the fact that Option C would be ‘stronger’ 

(Figure 9).  

With Option B I suggest a path that is sufficient enough to facilitate a good land governance at an EU-

level without imposing and restricting the liberty of consumers and producers. Implementing this 

option would bring sustainable products to the market, with fair compensation for producers, and 

respect for nature, landscape, and rural development, with short commercial channels, and with no 

additional costs of certification. It would be up to consumers to decide if they want to support a 

productivist system or an agroecological one. Food values change over time (Lusk & Briggeman, 2009) 

and with this legal change they might change in the sustainable direction. With my suggestion I just 

want to make a sustainable alternative as accessible as the current options. 

Figure 9. Soft-path, strong sustainability solutions graph. 
This graph shows the different options attending to the soft-path solutions and strong sustainability criteria. The 
origin (lower left corner) is the optimal option, and the green area is the range of both strong sustainability and 
soft-path solutions. The yellow area represents the strong sustainability options but hard to implement, and the 
red area represents the range of undesired options because of either being weak sustainability or too hard to 
implement. According to my theoretical sustainability framework, Option C would be the ‘strongest’ option, but 
also the ‘hardest’ one. Option A would not be strong enough because it would neglect the global impacts of 
agriculture and it would be hard, and Option B would be less strong than C because it would only affect part of 
the EU agriculture, but it would be still ‘softer’ than the other two. The graph is not aimed to show accurate 
positions for the different options, but rather conceptualise them visually. 
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7 Conclusions 

In this thesis I have provided some arguments for why the EU organic agriculture regime is not 

sustainable and I also have argued that agroecology is the philosophy in which to base our agricultural 

model if we want to make it sustainable. However, agroecology is a very broad concept and it would 

imply high transaction costs to implement it directly at the EU level. Instead, an alternative system to 

the conventional and organic regimes is suggested here as a soft-path solution, a solution that would 

involve accepting and integrating LS and PGSs officially. LS would make sure that agriculture is 

multifunctional and the commercial channels remain under the local/regional reach, and PGSs would 

ease the way for farmers in the market and improve their well-being. In order for the EU to incorporate 

LS in their regulations, it has to be known among citizens, politicians, farmers, and consumers. 

RCTCMM’s market can contribute to spread LS throughout Spain and it can be the ‘spark’ for an 

agroecological igniting transition, but first the project has to overcome its initial difficulties. 

Some future lines of research could focus on other niche-level innovations and the possibility of 

implementing them at the EU-regime level. Another research could be a follow-up of the RCTCMM’s 

initiative focusing in the Spanish context and the consumption patterns of organic food, as well as the 

effects of a possible development of the Spanish regulation regarding nature conservation and 

farmer’s markets after the implementation of RCTCMM’s project. 
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