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PREFACE 
 
 
 
The idea for this volume was conceived after the International EAAE-

SYAL Seminar “Spatial dynamics in agro-food systems: implications for 
sustainability and consumer welfare” held in Parma, Italy, in October 
2010. The Seminar was the result of the joint efforts of two scientific 
communities: SYAL—ERG (Systèmes Agro-alimentaires Localisés—
European Research Group) and the European Association of Agricultural 
Economists (EAAE), closely involved in the debate on the dynamics of 
local production systems under the pressures of globalized food-chains 
with respect to environmental preservation, cultural identity, market 
equilibrium and in general socio-economic welfare.  

The awareness that an effective analysis on the spatial dynamics within 
the agri-food systems requires an interdisciplinary approach led to the 
involvement of scientists from the fields of economics, geography, 
sociology, demographics and agronomy. These fields can all provide 
useful theoretical tools and innovative analytical outcomes. 

We would like to express our gratitude to the International Scientific 
Committee of the EAAE-SYAL Seminar, in particular to José Muchnik, 
Javier Sanz Cañada, Corrado Giacomini and Gilles Allaire, who helped to 
make it possible to explore the complexity of the local agri-food systems 
in the present era. 

Although there is a great deal of literature on local agri-food systems, 
the links between local and global strategies of food production and 
processing are in rapid evolution and we felt an urgent need to update the 
underlying theoretical debate. We therefore gathered together contributions 
covering the following areas: the current state of spatial dynamics in agri-
food systems; the socio-environmental impact of agri-food systems on 
rural development; the role of local resources in agri-food systems; the 
governance and public policies of local agri-food systems; and, last but not 
least, the progress in methodological approaches for analyzing spatial 
dynamics of agri-food systems. 

The aim of this volume is to further interdisciplinary discussion, and it 
is hoped, to propose new pathways for the development of sustainable 
local agri-food systems in today’s globalized world.  

 
—Filippo Arfini, Maria Cecilia Mancini and Michele Donati 



 



INTRODUCTION 
 

LOCAL AGRI-FOOD SYSTEMS  
IN A GLOBAL WORLD:  

MARKET, SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL 

CHALLENGES 
 

FILIPPO ARFINI, MARIA CECILIA MANCINI 

AND MICHELE DONATI 
 
 
 

The purpose of this volume is to present a broad-based critical analysis 
of the relationship between the agri-food sector and the socio-economic 
environment when local agri-food production systems are connected with 
global markets. The key role of this topic was confirmed by a great deal of 
literature and it has been widely discussed as part of the complexity of 
agri-food systems, involving close connections between different 
dimensions, institutions and frameworks. 

It is a fact nowadays that food production, food processing and food 
consumption are economic activities in which local and global strategies 
are interconnected (Goodman 2004; Bowen 2011) and they are combined 
in complicated ways (Murdoch et al. 2000; Sonnino 2007). Decisions on 
where and how to produce, associated with what to consume, are made on 
a global scale. They are driven by the cost differentials of factors such as 
labour and transportation, but also by target market characteristics 
including quality needs, beliefs and cultural heritage. 

In agri-food as in other systems, many companies have organized 
production in developing countries in order to be more competitive on the 
global market. This process generates positive and negative externalities 
which can affect the welfare of the local population and, more generally, 
the sustainability of local production systems. 

On the other hand, local production systems are competing on the 
global market by producing specific quality goods, where innovation, 
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services, culture and local heritage are part of the concept of quality. They 
also affect the welfare of consumers and citizens; if products fail on the 
market, perhaps because of exogenous conditions, feed-back mechanisms 
will affect local production systems. 

In a globalized word, it is possible to locate production activities in a 
limited geographical area and reach markets that are global (Murdoch and 
Miele 1999). These may be commodity markets, but in other cases they 
are niche and spatially concentrated markets. As a result, there is a wide 
range of agri-food systems showing a striking coexistence of diverse 
organizational patterns, ranging from simple food chains to more complex 
food networks. Agri-food systems always however develop according to 
the cultural and productive characteristics of local production systems as 
well as the availability of resources like land and water, production costs 
and the localization of target markets. 

The implications of the relationships of different agri-food systems on 
local production systems are wide and varying. They fall into different 
areas: geography, economics, demography, sociology and agronomy 
which are all fields useful in assessing the impact of different behaviors 
and strategies on the socio-economic evolution of local production 
systems. 

In this book, the local dimension of agri-food systems is considered 
assuming that all the variables related to agri-food production are closely 
connected and dependent on local production systems. In this perspective, 
Local Agri-Food Systems (LAFS) also become the focus of the analysis in 
order to evaluate the level of sustainability and policy requirements. 
Whether LAFS produce, transform or simply consume food, there are big 
implications for the socio-economic environment and socio-economic 
sustainability. 

Although there is a great deal of literature on LAFS, there are still 
unresolved issues concerning the factors influencing their dynamics and 
effects, at both local and global level. The precise questions asked reflect 
different research objectives and policy goals, but the key issues are the 
following: 

 
- what are the dynamics of LAFS under the pressures of globalized 

food-chains with respect to environmental preservation, cultural 
identity, market equilibrium, firm competition and, in general, 
socio-economic welfare? 

- are LAFS a new paradigm for rural development?  
- what is the role of local resources in local agri-food systems?  
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- what is the role of institutions and public policies in supporting 
LAFS? 

 
The main issue for researchers however remains the definition of the 

theoretical framework able to catch most of the existing relationships 
between local and global, and provide answers on the above socio-
economic phenomena. 

The volume examines the interrelation between LAFS and agri-socio-
economic aspects from two main points of view. It therefore consists of 
two parts: theoretical analysis of the different models at the basis of LAFS 
and empirical evidence of the role played by LAFS on local and global 
markets. 

The theoretical debate on local approaches  
in the globalisation era 

The theoretical debate in this book underpins many of the different 
types of analysis on the relationships between local and global. Mardsen 
and Murdoch (2006) pointed out the complexity of interaction and the 
presence of heated debate between the actor-network approach and 
another approach closer to political economics. The debate is in fact still 
polarized around these two approaches, and this is reflected in the different 
theoretical frameworks used by our contributors. 

Sforzi and Mancini examine industrial district theory. This theory is 
well known, and is used to interpret industrial organization models 
developed at a local level. But industrial theory concepts are not widely 
applied to analyzing local food production systems. Sforzi and Mancini 
consider the theory as a possible framework for LAFS analysis. The focus 
of the analysis is the local community, but the key role is played by human 
agents of production and their knowledge. The agri-food system can be 
seen as “a global network of places”, where each place is specialized in a 
different component of the system and where policy action meets the 
needs of local population in regard to global pressure.  

Fisher on the other hand focuses on global value chains and the 
organizational relationships that effect sustainability at local level. It is a 
fact that the global value chain is the strategy developed by food chain 
managers in order to consider demand and supply equally with the 
objective of maximizing consumer company utility. In this respect, local 
producers of non-regional foods might suffer. On the other hand, effective 
food chains can also guarantee the transmission of information along the 
chain. The effectiveness of global value chains as a tool able to guarantee 
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fair conditions to producers is based on the ability of food managers to 
develop an effective communication strategy involving local producers 
and other organizations. If they are able to do this, all members of the food 
chain raise profits and sustainability becomes a realizable goal.  

Mettepenningen, Vandermeulen and Huylenbroeck analyse the theme 
of rural economics and rural development showing positive and negative 
externalities in today’s globalized context. They consider regional identity 
and local food systems as able to boost rural development. The 
connections between these two relatively new elements are regional 
specificities, including the skills to provide an identity to local food, and 
the improvement of environmental quality. Here too there is the need to 
satisfy the expectations of consumers and citizens. This approach is 
somewhat similar to industrial district theory as the condition for this type 
of development process in rural areas involves the different stakeholders 
and policy support, the decentralisation of governance structure and a big 
investment in human resources at local level. The main question is who is 
responsible for institutional mechanisms able to influence the supply of 
private and public goods and avoid market failure.  

Belletti, Casabianca and Marescotti indirectly support the approach of 
Mettepenningen, Vandermeulen and Huylenbroeck, as they consider the 
role of local food quality and local resources the key element in a 
sustainable approach for LAFS aiming to meet societal requirements for 
positive environmental externalities in production. 

Torres-Salcido and Muchnik highlight the presence of paradoxes in the 
very complex behavior and strategies adopted by both consumers and 
private/public stakeholders that affect LAFS in a globalized framework. 
From the consumer point of view, the paradox is the fragmentation of 
consumption, where consumers are increasingly attracted by products with 
specific characteristics associated with a territory and their intrinsic value. 
From the stakeholder point of view, the paradox is the combination of 
collective action and social exclusion. The combination is leading to new 
inequalities and asymmetries in the organization and collective action 
inside and outside local communities, and leading to economic and social 
fragmentation. This criticism is closely related to the comments of the 
previous contributors and underlines the need for public policy to prevent 
failure on global markets and at the same time prevent social exclusion at 
the local level.  

Lefebvre, Molnár and Gellynck conclude the first part of the book with 
a review of the literature on network performance and the factors 
influencing it. They show that inter-organizational networks are generally 
investigated for their impact on the performance of the firms participating 
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in the networks. They also find that that where goals are considered, these 
generally refer to the goals of the firms participating in the network and 
not to the goals of the network itself. They ask whether inter-
organizational goals really exist. 

There is a clear link between different approaches and the need to 
create value for companies, consumers, society and the local community 
and, at the same time, there is a need to create and to manage a sustainable 
agri-food food system where development is not only based on economic 
values, but also on human and environmental value. The complexity and 
the problems of LAFS in a globalized framework are all up for discussion. 
The breadth and scope of the contributions to Part I show that there is no 
single framework able to embed all the factors affecting LAFS 
sustainability and responding at the same time to the needs of the global 
market. 

Evidence of local complexities and new-socio  
economic patterns 

Part II contains six chapters placing the issues theorized in the Part I 
into a global context. Each chapter presents a case or experience 
exemplifying the complexity and links between different factors influencing 
LAFS sustainability and their evolution over the time.  

Some contributions show how LAFS take different forms and follow 
different dynamics in relation to local resources, market characteristics and 
policy strategies. The cases are from far-flung areas of the globe - Latin 
America (Desjardins), Spain (Sanz Cañada, Sánchez Escobar, Hervás 
Fernández and Coq Huelva), Tanzania (Loconto), Argentina (Champredonde 
and Muchnik), France (Mechemache) and Vietnam (Fanchette) and it is 
clear how, in a globalized context, geographical position affect LAFS 
characteristics, but it is also clear that local resources, market strategies 
and policy instruments used by different types of stakeholders are even 
more relevant. The cases demonstrate how socio-economic sustainability 
and environmental sustainability are closely linked. They are the result of 
how the different dimensions of the LASF combine with regard to 
objectives of local stakeholders.  

The six cases illustrate different aspects of the behavior of LAFS and 
their level of sustainability:  

 
- the adoption of a new paradigms of rural development (Desjardins);  
- the adoption of R&D strategies to enhance environmental quality 

Sanz Cañada, Sánchez Escobar, Hervás Fernández and Coq Huelva); 
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- the impact of certification schemes on the governance of global 
value chains (Loconto); 

- the dimension of quality for regional food products (Champredonde 
and Muchnik); 

- the relationships between agri-food intervention mechanism, such 
as quality labels, and rural development (Mechemache); 

- the adoption of innovation pattern and local policy strategies for 
global scale competition (Fanchette). 

 
The contributions show that no matter where the LAFS is located, 

globalization brings with it common problems. In this there is little 
difference between the north and south of the world or between 
industrialized and under-developed countries. LAFS all over the globe 
present problems in common, which by implication may have common 
solutions too. The differences are due to the socioeconomic context, 
environmental factors, local heritage and the culture of the population, the 
skill of the entrepreneurs and the role and the power of public and private 
stakeholders. 

This volume discusses the possibility that all over the world LAFS 
could be set on a common course towards development and sustainability.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

A REINTERPRETATION OF THE AGRI-FOOD 

SYSTEM AND ITS SPATIAL DYNAMICS 

THROUGH THE INDUSTRIAL DISTRICT 
 

FABIO SFORZI AND MARIA CECILIA MANCINI  
 
 
 

Abstract 
 
Industrial district theory has brought to development economics the 

opportunity to interpret economic change through places where it actually takes 
place, as a result of join action of local and extra-local social, economic and 
institutional forces. This chapter sets out to discuss the contribution that industrial 
district theory can make to the debate on spatial dynamics of agri-food systems in 
the age of globalisation. The first part analyses the contribution of the industrial 
district approach in the relationship between industry and territory; the second 
part studies the evolution of the concept of agri-food system and the main 
determinants of the spatial dynamics in modern agri-food systems. The authors 
agree that the industrial district theory can shed new light on the spatial dynamics 
of agri-food systems, and can offer an alternative to the mainstream approach. In 
using the local community as a unit of analysis, industrial district theory gives a 
key role to human agents of production and their knowledge and the agri-food 
system can be seen as “a global network of places”, each place being specialized 
in a different component of the system. 

1. Introduction: the industrial district  
and its various meanings 

The industrial district (ID) is widely recognized as a model of 
production by the international academic community in that it reveals the 
capacity of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) to attain the same level 
of competitiveness as large firms. It represents a model of economic 
growth and social development. 
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Since the 1990s, regional authorities have used IDs as an instrument of 
industrial policy on the initiative of central government, which has 
promoted their legal recognition. In the first decade of this century, the ID 
was adopted as a theoretical background for the policy of agrupaciones de 
empresas innovadoras (Innovative Business Groupings) in Spain (MITYC 
2006). In developing countries, the Italian experience of IDs has been used 
as a reference model by UNIDO (2001) for policies encouraging 
cooperation among artisan firms. Currently ID is the object of study and 
monitoring in many regions of Italy by academics and professionals 
working for public and private institutions. 

The ID concept has also informed similar concepts such as the 
systèmes productifs localisés (localised production systems) (Courlet 
2008), and to some extent introduced a “territorial dimension” into 
concepts such as the cluster (Porter 1990; Porter and Ketels 2009). The 
intellectual debt of these concepts to ID is widely recognized in the 
literature. 

ID theory has also breathed new life into industrial and regional 
economics. Most recently it has brought to development economics the 
opportunity to interpret economic change through places where it actually 
takes place, as a result of combined action by local and extra-local social, 
economic and institutional forces. 

Because of these multiple meanings—as the French economist Claude 
Courlet (2006, 20) noted—the original ID concept has “lost scientific 
rigor” or has been misinterpreted. 

As a matter of fact, defining an ID as a geographical concentration of 
industry is equivalent to defining it through the theoretical framework of 
the location of industries. But that is precisely the theoretical framework 
called into question by ID theory; an ID comprises a local community 
specialized in an industry instead of an industry concentrated in a place. 

Here is an example to clarify this point. Langhirano is a place well 
known to gourmets because it produces “Parma Ham”. Langhirano can be 
seen either as one of the places where the food industry is localised, or as a 
mountain community near Parma which procures what it cannot produce 
itself by specializing in what it makes best. In the first view, the unit of 
analysis is the food industry, and a study of its spatial distribution reveals 
Langhirano. In the second view, the unit of analysis is the community of 
Langhirano, and research on the production structure of the place brings 
into focus the food industry. In the first view, the socio-economic reality is 
seen as “an array of interrelated industries” and in the second view it is “a 
system of places”. 
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International historiography (e.g., Daumas 2007) is unanimous in 
recognizing that the ID concept began to spread among the scientific 
community thanks to the 1979 article by Giacomo Becattini, the Florentine 
economist founder of the Italian neo-Marshallian school. 

Becattini’s 1979 article was entitled “From industrial ‘sector’ to 
industrial ‘district’. Some remarks on the unit of analysis of industrial 
economics” (now reprinted in Becattini 2004) are of interest. The title 
leaves no room for doubt; Becattini proposes the district in the place of the 
sector as a unit of analysis. 

It is true that the article discusses economies of production and how 
 
the advantages of production on a large scale can in general be as well 
attained by the aggregation of a large number of small masters into one 
district as by the erection of a few large works (Marshall, cit. in Becattini 
1979). 
 
This clearly paves the way for the ID to be conceptualized as a model 

of production. But the central nucleus of ID theory remains that the ID is 
the unit of analysis of industrial phenomenology. 

This chapter sets out to discuss the contribution that industrial district 
theory can make to the debate on spatial dynamics of agri-food systems in 
the age of globalisation. 

Section 2 explains the theoretical foundations for this work. It 
examines the contribution of the ID approach in the relationship between 
industry and territory. It investigates the increasing importance given to 
territory in the analysis of the agri-food systems, highlighted by the 
growing number of theoretical approaches that use the territory as the 
explanatory variable of the socio-economic dynamics in modern agri-food 
systems, such as the systèmes agro-alimentaires localisés (hereafter: 
SYAL). Section 3 tackles the issue of spatial dynamics in agri-food 
systems and their determinants. Section 4 discusses a reinterpretation of 
the agri-food system and its spatial dynamics through ID theory and 
Section 5 proposes some final remarks. 

2. A theoretical approach to the relationship between 
industry and territory 

2.1 The ID as theoretical framework 

We first need to consider the theoretical importance of taking the ID as 
a unit of analysis. ID theory breaks with mainstream economics, which 
sees the relationship between industry and territory as the result of 
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industrial location. ID theory introduces territory into economic analysis, 
and overturns this perspective. 

In contrast with studying the distribution of industries over a territory, 
searching for the presence of manufacturing agglomerations and related 
locational factors, ID theory takes as starting point the place where the 
economic agents (both entrepreneurs and workers) are embedded. 

The approach is justified by the way in which industry is conceptualized. 
Instead of defining industry according to the traditional technological 
criterion, that is as “the set of firms which produce a given class of goods 
sharing the same technical characteristic or material of the manufacturing 
process”, we conceptualize industry as “the awareness that economic 
agents have of belonging to an industry”, through a criterion of identity. 

Giacomo Becattini, in his 1962 book on the concept of industry, 
writes: 

 
As well as a set of manufacturing processes, industry may be seen as a set 
of sacrifices of work, expectations and organisation (Becattini 1962, 23). 

 
In this view, the place of the industry is not a production system, that is 

a territorial partition circumscribing a group of firms in the same or related 
industry, but has the nature of a place of living, that is a bounded territory 
where a group of people live and earn their living in economic activities 
located in it. Most daily social relationships occur, and the need for social 
integration is met, within this same place. 

The economic agents’ awareness of belonging to an industry is formed 
inside the place (or local community) through the way in which the 
networks of local relationships (internal markets) intermingle with the 
networks of connections established with their customers and suppliers 
which may be national or even global (external markets). This system of 
internal/external networks between economic agents is also influenced by 
relationships with family and institutions, and their links with social and 
institutional contexts. All these aspects lead to the sharing of 
representations, norms, values and sanctions which provide a framework 
and background for the social and economic life of the local community.  

It is this local community, relatively self-contained economically, 
socially and institutionally, which is the unit of analysis and which we 
label “industrial district”. 

2.2 The role of “territory” in the agri-food system 

The relationship between agri-food system and territory has been 
gradually defined over time. Initially, the agri-food system was interpreted 
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through the notion of agribusiness in order to bring out the role of farming 
and its upstream and downstream activities in the industrial processing of 
food products. Davis and Goldberg (1957) for example examined only 
aspects of production and in this way gave farming a key role in advanced 
capitalist economies. At the beginning of the 1970s, the French school 
studied the industrialization of farming and focused on its role in fulfilling 
the requirement for food (Malassis and Bourdon 1970). It was found that 
the consumer drove the engine of the agri-food business, and the attention 
of agrarian economists shifted from supply to demand.  

In Italy the work of the French school was further developed by 
Galizzi (1975), who defined the field of agri-food study as “the set of 
functions which jointly satisfy a new requirement for food”. Galizzi 
correctly predicted that supermarkets would gain precedence in the 
relationship with the consumer and dominance over the other components 
of the agri-food system. 

Many subsequent researchers were to agree that the primary function 
of the sector is “feeding”. Ghersi and Bencharif (1995) for example write: 

 
The agri-food system is made up of a set of agents in dynamic interaction 
who act on the production and transfer of food products in order to ensure 
food supply. 

 
Ghersi and Bencharif thus recognise the complexity of the relationships 

between different, evolving, components of the agri-food system: farming, 
processing firms, suppliers of goods and services, food distribution, 
catering, consumers and institutions governing the agri-food system.  

Again thanks to the contributions of the French school, territory was 
recognized in the 1990s as playing a key role in the agri-food system. As a 
consequence of this realization, the natural environment (i.e., the use and 
preservation of natural resources) and the socio-cultural environment (i.e., 
local history and manufacturing traditions), were also given new 
consideration. Both types of environment affect the production system and 
the tangible and intangible quality of a product. Food production was now 
interpreted as the result of a production model where economic agents are 
linked through the characteristics of a specific territory. Cultural and social 
aspects, and the collective dimension of production know-how of foods 
gave rise to a very rich field of study (Sylvander and Lassaut 1994; Berard 
and Marchenay 1995; Letablier and Delfosse 1995; Sylvander 1996; 
Casabianca and Valceschini 1996; De Sainte Maire 1996; Berard and 
Marchenay 1997). 

The influence of the territory becomes particularly relevant in specialty 
foods. There are three types of factors involved: the specifically local 



Chapter One 
 

 

14 

nature of resources, the history and traditions, and the collective dimension 
of knowledge shared locally (De Sainte Maire et al. 1995; Sylvander 1995; 
Bérard and Merchenay 1995; Barjolle et al. 1998; Casabianca et al. 2005).  

The relationship between agri-food system and territory allows us to 
separate the agri-food system into constituent subsystems; product, 
consumption, institutions and territory (Bertazzoli et al. 2006). For each 
subsystem the characteristics need to be specified. These include the type 
of firm, characteristics of products, variety of services, type of institutions 
etc. It is also necessary to specify the function (productive, cultural, social, 
political, landscape) as well as the relationship between these aspects. The 
consequence is that there is not just one single agri-food system. There are 
many different systems, and each one is defined and reproduced according 
to characteristics and links among the subsystems.  

2.3 From the agri-food system to localised agri-food systems 

The use of the variable “territory” for the study of local production 
initiatives led to the proliferation of classifications.1 

A relevant approach to interpreting the relationship between the agri-
food system and the territory is the French systèmes agro-alimentaires 
localisés (SYAL). This definition incorporates the territorial dimension of 
the system and, like previous definitions, allows for a plurality of 
situations. The concept was first formulated in the mid-1990s by the 
CIRAD (1996) and since then has gradually been refined (Muchnik 2010). 
There is no space here to summarise the evolution of the concept, but it is 
important to note that the concept of SYAL is related to another concept 
formulated in France, the système productif localisé (SPL) by Courlet and 
Pecqueur (1992), and developed and consolidated by Courlet over the 
following decade (Courlet 2008). That there are certain similarities 
between SYAL and SPL is confirmed by a recent comparative analysis by 
Requier-Desjardins (2007). Requier-Desjardins shows, though, that SYAL 
and SPL involve a different definition of the relationship between 
economic activity and territory. For a SPL the industry has to be 
concentrated in a relatively small area, a single place, while for SYAL 

 
the notion of geographical concentration given the dispersion typical of 
rural areas must be softened: spatial limits of SYAL may be quite wide, 
embracing sometimes an entire region, or a set of micro-basins in a region, 
a kind of archipelago (Requier-Desjardins 2007, 11). 

 
Here are a couple of examples from the Parma area. The pig haunches 

to be turned into Prosciutto di Parma come to Langhirano from pig farms 
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located in various regions of Italy, so the SYAL is a very wide area. But 
for producing Parmigiano-Reggiano, the milk has to come from the same 
area that the cheese-making, ripening and sale take place, so the SYAL is 
geographically much smaller. 

An industrial economist could make a similar point about Biella wool. 
Biella is a local community located in North-east Italy, but the raw 
material does not actually come from the Biella area; it comes from sheep 
farmed in Australia. Biella is still however a local system specialized in 
woollen textiles even if some of its production stages are located outside 
the local system. This is because an industrial economist makes a 
distinction between the industrial district of Biella and the economic space 
of the industrial district of Biella, which is defined by the networks of 
trade with suppliers and even with final consumers located outside the 
district.  

So the agri-food system is not unusual; its features are shared by 
production systems of other manufacturing sectors. In this view, a 
localised agri-food system coincides with its economic space, so its 
components (producers, manufacturers, retailers, consumers) may belong 
to any territory. The SYAL has a multi-localised nature with regard to 
territory, which is typical of a sectorial approach. But the territory does not 
define the production system, it only describes it. 

3. Determinants of spatial dynamics in agri-food systems 

The spatial dynamics characterizing modern agri-food systems are 
mainly the result of social, economic, cultural, technological, and 
institutional change. The way in which agri-food systems reorganise to 
manage change underlies their spatial dynamics, and is a cause rather than 
an effect of the current globalisation. 

Hirst and Thompson (2003, 17) write: 
 
Globalisation has a history. The 50 years between 1950-2000 are not 
remarkable when compared with the period 1850-1914. In that period 
flows of merchandise trade, capital investment and labour migration were 
all comparable to or greater than those of today. 
 
But it is undeniable that one of the main features of contemporary 

globalisation is the ease with which production processes can be divided 
into stages, locating each stage in places throughout the world according to 
cost advantage, and implementing remote monitoring of production 
through wireless technology.  

The main changes in agri-food systems are occurring in four areas: 
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– new models of consumption; 
– modern retail; 
– technical progress and information; 
– international regulations. 

3.1 New models of consumption 

Changes in the economy, society and demographics have led to the 
requirement for food products with high service content.  

The increasing participation of women on the labour market, and the 
fact that women are now not entirely responsible for producing meals in 
the home means that there is today increased demand for time-saving 
products. At the same time, changes in labour organisation such as greater 
distances travelled between home and work and the decline of longer 
lunch breaks are making meals less important and increasing demand for 
snack products. Increased consumption of food outside the home and the 
growth of catering chains, immigration, population ageing and an increase 
in the number of single person households and single parent families are 
all factors which have led to a wider range of agri-food products being 
offered and stimulated the development of new sales formats and 
packaging.  

A second type of variables affecting consumers is cultural. Food 
consumption today is no longer simply a question of nutrition; it is also an 
expression of lifestyle and personal values. The desire for physical well-
being has led to increased demand for “light” products, fresh rather than 
processed, fruit and vegetable rather than meat-based, GM-free, organic 
foods and “novel foods” enriched with nutrients. New awareness of the 
environment is encouraging the consumer to choose low environmental 
impact products, organically and sustainably grown foods, and to save 
food miles by using local distribution channels and the short supply chain. 
Ethical considerations are making fair trade models more widespread in 
trade with poorer countries.  

Consumer choice is thus influenced by a range of socio-economic 
demographic and cultural variables acting jointly on decision-making 
processes. Demand for local speciality products, for example, is the result 
of consumer sensitivity to the advantages of buying from local producers 
as well as appreciation of chemical-physical and taste-smell characteristics 
of products. Another example of converging requirements is the spread of 
fast food and catering chains which satisfy the requirement to save time 
and at the same time the desire to imitate consumption styles imported 
from abroad. And naturally, the price variable remains a basic criterion for 


