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1.-INTRODUCTION 

We are on the precipice of a new era in the history of humanity, a time of major challenges that have 
emerged from different concurrent factors. Firstly, the immense opportunities offered by technological 
development, unimaginable even just a few decades ago. The ICT revolution has transformed our 
relationship with our surroundings, to the extent that physical distance has become invisible in a global 
world and the automation of processes has been made possible. In turn, we are at the beginning of the 
biotechnology revolution with direct implications on the management of biological assets as a function of 
agriculture. Secondly, increasing tension on the supply of natural resources (including energy, water, 
agricultural land). Thirdly, new environmental demands to guarantee the sustainability of our wellbeing in 
the face of increasingly present risks resulting from the actions of man (climate change, loss of diversity, 
degradation of the soil). Fourthly, in the face of evidence that the economic system based on growth for 
growth’s sake is not sustainable, and is plunging us into a process of growing inequality and asymmetry. 

In view of all of this, we must urgently seek and find alternatives capable of turning all the potential of 
today’s society into wellbeing and equilibrium. These are times of change, and we must focus and guide this 
change correctly. We must guess the future, and to this end, the AGROFÒRUM 2050 platform (hereinafter, 
AGROFÒRUM) has been created. The magnitude of the challenges we face means that we must optimise all 
energies and harness all synergies. It is time for us to come together, to join forces and move forwards 
together towards shared goals. Combining institutional energies, gaining greater credibility and obtaining 
more resources in order to connect with better teams and forward planning centres.  

In particular, the mission of AGROFÒRUM is to bring together knowledge, strategies, and solutions that are 
being designed, developed and implemented by different parts of the world as we look to the future, with 
our sights firmly set on the horizon of 2050. Awakening in turn concerns, revealing weaknesses and 
strengths, foreseeing threats, developing opportunities and contributing proposals for solutions. All within a 
framework of plural, stable debate, leading the way with regard to key issues involving the agrarian, agri-
food, and rural environment of Catalonia. 

The AGROFÒRUM platform is made up of twenty-seven organisations, including diverse professional 
associations, foundations, companies, business organisations, cooperatives, research centres and 
universities, as well as Catalonia’s Regional Department of Farming, Fisheries and Food. 

In order to give content to its study aims and proposal, AGROFÒRUM is organised into different working 
groups. One of these groups focuses on "relations and strengthening of the agri-food sector", which has 
been set up to find and propose responses to the concerns generated by the new reality of the markets, the 
structures of production, and the food chain. In fact, this working group strives to be an ideas factory, ideas 
that might not necessarily be aligned in the same direction, not closed off or restricted to one single 
perspective, but rather ideas that might open the doors to the future. Ideas that are condensed into Working 
Documents.  

In reality, the thematic strand on which the working group focuses goes far beyond this specific sector. 
Undoubtedly, many of the problems that need to be tackled, in terms of the causes and the solutions, are 
closely linked with the production system in the broadest sense. This means that the issue cannot be tackled 
without considering systemic aspects and also that any proposals developed to give a positive response to 
the problems detected must also contain systemic content. 

In turn, dynamics related with the structures of agri-food production and relationships within the food chain 
occur within an increasingly globalised world. For this reason, many of the proposals are only viable if they 
are approached from the perspective of globalism or at least taking into considering large political and 
economic territorial units such as the EU for example. This aspect means that we must carefully consider the 
target audience for the proposals developed, and although these are intended initially for the Regional 
Government of Catalonia, many of them must also be capable of influencing much broader forums and 
institutional units. 
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This document, which deals with THE STRUCTURES OF PRODUCTION AND THE FOOD CHAIN, includes the 
reflections prepared on this subject by this Working Group. The document has been reviewed and approved 
by the Managing Body of the AGROFÒRUM platform. Since this document has been drawn up as a result of a 
plural debate, the strategic guidelines proposed reflect diverse opinions that are not always convergent, 
since the aim of this document is to promote reflection on the basis of open positions. 

The opinions expressed in this document are aimed at society as a whole and specifically at democratic 
institutions, and in particular at Catalonia’s Regional Parliament and Government, to convey responsible 
concern about the challenges of the future, and suggest pathways and strategic guidelines for agri-food 
policies. 
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2.-NEW GLOBAL SCENARIO  

  

2.1.-EMERGING CHALLENGES 

The dawn of the 21st Century has been branded by the mark of globalisation, crisis and necessary change. 
Humanity’s recent development, particularly over the last two centuries, has been extraordinarily 
transformative, but also tremendously devastating in part.  

In a certain respect, the world has become smaller. “The earth is flat”, says Thomas Friedman. 
Improvements in conventional communication but particularly new information and communication 
technologies have brought global society closer together and are opening the doors to international 
commerce, blurring the boundaries between nation states. Larger markets promote larger production units 
in a growing process of standardisation that competes with local singularity. At the same time, production 
location strategies are being reconfigured; the digital offshoring of services has become a reality, and digital 
collaboration strategies are playing an important role in business development. 

 Furthermore, development has been brought about with a short-term vision, based on the notion that 
resources were infinite. The energy required for new development has been concentrated comfortably in 
fossil fuels, in other words, the energy savings the Earth has been able to accumulate over millions of years, 
savings that made the world in which we live possible and allowed it to progress. However, the unchecked 
development of the current system has placed humanity in the path of five major challenges: the relative 
depletion of fossil fuels and other natural resources, global food safety, the deterioration of the 
environment, climate change, and socioeconomic inequality. These problems are closely interlinked and 
place major restrictions on the future, requiring radical changes in development policies in accordance with 
sustainability goals. 

 

Figure 1.- 21st century scenario, a century with global challenges 
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a) Fossil fuels and other natural resources  

According to the figures compiled by the International Agency of Energy (IAE), current reserves of fossil 
fuels are still plentiful and will guarantee current levels of consumption for an extended period of time. 
However, their extraction is becoming increasingly expensive and has a more accentuated effect on the 
environment. Furthermore, their impact on climate change means that it is prohibitive to consider 
unrestricted exploitation over the mid to long term. New fracking sites found are merely a way of 
"scraping the plate clean” in the words of Dr. Mariano Marzo. Nonetheless, this new offer and other 
geopolitical factors such as the opening up of the Iranian market or reduction in Chinese demand can 
mask underlying long-term trends. Relative scarcity also affects other mineral products, including those 
used as fertiliser for agriculture (potassium, phosphates, etc.), which have undergone shocking price 
rises. 

b) The food challenges 

In another respect, economic development has clearly impacted the food markets. The improvement in 
health has multiplied the growth rate of the global population, which is expected to reach 9,700 million 
inhabitants by 2050. Furthermore, the development of emerging countries is modifying eating habits 
towards more protein rich diets with a major increase in the consumption of meat and milk, which place 
much greater demands on agricultural resources. 

The production of agro-fuels further exacerbates this demand on agriculture. In order to reduce 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, there has been a drive to produce fuels using crops that have until 
now been used exclusively for food. The arrival of this new demand has undoubtedly brought new 
pressure and tension, and has also tied oil prices in with food prices. 

In the opinion of the FAO, in order to guarantee food safety, by the year 2050 the production of food will 
have to increase by 70%. According to this same international organisation, only 20% of this increase can 
come from the cultivation of new lands, the rest (80%) must be achieved through intensification in 
sustainable agriculture, defining and promoting the concept of “sustainable intensification”. These goals 
will require the combination of technology and irrigation, as described later on. 

Furthermore, in relation to food demand, we must bear in mind the tendency in the consumer markets 
of the more developed countries to link food with the protection of health and, consequently, there is a 
segmentation of demand for functional reasons, as well as greater demands in terms of food health and 
safety from a biological and chemical perspective, avoiding any potentially toxic residues. 

Running parallel to this, there is a growing orientation towards more responsible consumption from an 
environmental and social perspective, in relation above all with the reduction of the carbon footprint 
and the maintenance of agriculture in struggling environments, promoting agriculture of proximity and 
shortening the food chain by bringing the producer and end consumer closer together. 

c) Balance and environmental restoration  

A third effect of this unchecked growth has been the environment: pollution, contamination, the 
degradation of soils, the squandering of certain resources, the loss of biodiversity, adding additional 
ballast that adds to the difficulty of guaranteeing food supply in an increasingly pressurised world and 
ensuring a sustainable relationship with nature. In this regard, concerns are two-fold: on the one hand, 
how to halt and avoid further deterioration, further aggression; and on the other, how to invest 
resources in order to restore deteriorated environments and damaged natural realities.  

d) Climate change 

Climate change, although it is an environmental issue, deserves its own chapter on account of the 
magnitude of its effects. Climate change is our past, present and future. It makes no sense to continue 
talking about this phenomenon as something that might hypothetically occur in the future. The effects 
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of climate change are being felt today, with important consequences as a distorter of agricultural 
production and, therefore, as a distorter of the food markets with the corresponding economic, social 
and political consequences. Today such changes are evident, including the increase in temperature, 
changes in the frequency and intensity of rainfall, modifications in the availability of water, changes in 
the phenology of plants, etc. In a rapidly approaching future, unless these trends are radically modified 
through decisive action, we will have to talk about the flooding of fertile lands, the salinisation of 
waterways, and the accentuation of extreme meteorological phenomena. 

In recent years, large multinationals have shown clear concern over the consequences of climate 
change. Their approach is not necessarily linked to specific territories, since these large firms can focus 
on establishing production where it will survive and not necessarily on defending the opportunities of 
traditional agrarian territories. Undoubtedly, the options available to these large firms can affect and 
modify traditional production. 

e) The challenge of inequality  

Finally, the most important challenge facing humanity today is inequality. Beyond ethical arguments, 
inequality is potentially the main destabilising factor not only in terms of economic but also social and 
political equilibrium. The current trend towards increasing levels of inequality is undoubtedly 
unsustainable; something that should prick our conscience even if this is for purely selfish reasons. 

Accompanying economic growth, since the second half of the 20th Century, great strides have been 
made in terms of food safety; the number of people suffering from malnutrition has fallen – although it 
is still close to around eight hundred million. At the same time, the middle classes have grown, which has 
given rise to a certain strategic optimism about the capacity to reach a situation of progress and global 
stability. However, the economic crisis that began in 2007 has laid bare the fragility of current 
development and the patent contradiction between extraordinary productive potential and increasingly 
unequal wealth distribution. Oxfam has denounced the so-called economy in the service of the 1%, given 
the statistic that the richest 1% of the global population has more wealth than half the world’s 
population, and this gap is continuing to increase. In recent declarations made by the physicist Stephen 
Hawking, he drew our attention to the fact that: " If machines produce everything we need, the outcome 
will depend on how things are distributed. Everyone can enjoy a life of luxurious leisure if the machine-
produced wealth is shared, or most people can end up miserably poor if the machine-owners 
successfully lobby against wealth redistribution. So far, the trend seems to be toward the second option” 

 

2.2.- STRESSORS AND DE-STRESSORS 

Given all of the above, we could say that humanity has entered a more difficult scenario with scarcer 
resources, more conditioning factors on their usage, and the clear need to reconfigure the foundations of 
the economic system towards sustainable development. In this new scenario, there are four main stress 
factors: 

a) Energy.- its relative scarcity and environmental restrictions with regard to fossil fuels and nuclear power 
are urging the promotion of renewable energies  

b) Water.- A multifunctional and multi-demanded resource, the main consumer of which is agriculture, but 
which is becoming increasingly scarce on account of increasing demand and a worrying decline in quality  

c) Agricultural and forest land.- This is the basis of food and bio-economics. Precisely because of its 
foreseeable scarcity, it is the subject of major international moves towards acquisition and hoarding. 

d) Loss of biodiversity.- As a necessary asset and natural heritage, a reservoir of solutions that nature has 
been able to create over millions of years, which can offer answers to multiple problems faced by 
humanity in terms of health, materials, etc., and also as an indicator of environmental imbalances. 
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But we are not only referring to natural biodiversity, but also to the simplification of production 
varieties, with the consequent standardisation of consumption and the loss of highly valuable properties 
in terms of nutrition, smell and flavour, and adaptation to different soil and climate conditions. 

The wealth of countries and, in general, of humanity, depends on the availability of these recourses and the 
way in which they are used. 

In contrast, the main de-stressors are: 

a) Technology.- As a powerful and versatile tool capable of optimising efficiency and, therefore, reducing 
needs and costs, a tool capable of replacing resources or in general of offering new alternatives. 

However, technology also plays a destabilising role insofar as it is capable of transforming the structures 
of production quickly and radically, beyond our speed and capacity to adapt. Current technologies 
facilitate accelerated progress towards automation and robotics, factors that displace huge amounts of 
labour and, in turn, foster processes of business concentration, raising the threshold of efficiency for the 
units of production. 

Running parallel to this, information and communication technologies, with the corresponding logistical 
media, are transforming relations within the food chain. The availability of greater information, the 
speed at which processes can be closed, global intercommunication and its immediacy are opening up 
the door to new ways of behaving, both within supplier companies, which can roll out a global and at the 
same time individualised offer, and from the perspective of the consumer, as a hyper-connected, hyper-
informed shopper at the global store. 

Therefore, technology can play a dual role: as the most important tool to construct the future but also as 
a generator of new tensions. It should be noted that the tensions or perverse effects caused by 
technology are partly produced by the fact that technology is a major vector for change, and any change 
requires a process of adaptation. Furthermore, such perverse effects are not generated by technology 
itself but rather by systemic inability to redistribute socially the benefits brought by this technology. 

b) Irrigation, which can multiply the production potential of agrarian land, thus consequently avoiding 
deforestation for the purposes of increasing agricultural production, which can make it a powerful tool 
against climate change. Specifically, irrigated crops account for over half the world’s agricultural 
production, which occupies just a fifth of approximately 1,500 Mha of cultivated land. In Catalonia, the 
average irrigated land area is seven times that of non-irrigated land, but efficient modern irrigation 
systems can increase the value of production by twenty. Clearly, irrigation provides a powerful tool to 
help achieve the goal set by the FAO to multiply production by 70% by the year 2050. 

c) Renewable energies, which are destined to radically transform primary energy sources and drastically 
reduce the consumption of fossil fuels. However, we must note that we are referring here to renewable 
energies that do not compete with agrarian land (next generation agro-fuels, wind power, solar power, 
etc.) 

d) Coordination: in all cases, one key de-stressor is the capacity of people to coordinate, to enter into 
dialogue, and to be capable of reaching agreements within a necessary exercise that encompasses 
generosity and solidarity. 

 

2.3.- TRENDS UP TO 2050 

The next thirty five years will be determined by the dynamics of the series of factors described above, which 
will be expressed in terms of two poles, on the one hand a world with greater tension, and on the other, 
technology capable of offering major change and a fair few surprises. The catalyst for these two dynamics 
will be the capacity of humanity to turn the potential offered by technology into wellbeing for the 
population. Undoubtedly, the outcome will depend on the capacity to respond to the decisive challenge of 
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inequality. In this respect, it is not just a matter of distributing a world of abundance in a better way, but that 
inequality itself will be the insurmountable obstacle to reaching this world of abundance. 

The great challenge that encapsulates all the others is how to achieve progress in terms of welfare in a 
balanced society. Making progress towards achieving this goal will require major systemic change in social 
structures, in the organisation and distribution of resources. This great challenge will only be achieved by 
means of solidarity in fully democratic societies, the only societies capable of ordering and checking the 
power of the major oligopolies. 

In any case, the crucial transformations we can glimpse on the horizon will have extremely salient 
sociocultural impacts, and the management of these impacts must become an urgent concern for policy 
makers and governments in general. 

This next section analyses individually the trends leading up to 2050 observed in each of the different 
dynamics described; in other words, in an increasingly global, tense world, but one with great transformative 
potential through science and technology: 

a) Globalisation.-  

Globalisation, spurred on by the development of conventional communications and, above all, digital 
communications, is being accompanied by an extraordinary process of commercial liberalisation and 
deregulation.  

However, as a highly significant point of fact, all the efforts made by the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) since 2008 to close the Doha Development Round of trade negotiations – aiming to open up the 
borders of agri-food commerce to a much greater extent – have been fruitless. The causes behind these 
difficulties have included the opposition of emerging countries, which are concerned about the risks 
entailed for food safety itself with regard to possible imbalances in the food markets and their 
consequent repercussions on prices. This fact highlights once again the singularity of food markets and 
the strong social sensitivity to imbalances in food safety. 

b) Concentration and standardisation  

Furthermore, current technology is broadening the optimal dimension of companies, which, 
accompanied by broader and deregulated markets, is driving a major concentration process in economic 
operators. 

This trend implicitly entails a process of increasing uniformity and standardisation that could lead to the 
loss of local values, as well as greater economic and social inequality, a tendency facilitated by processes 
of liberalisation. 

c) Tension in terms of resources, markets and people  

The tougher scenario we are facing in the 21st Century, as described so far, can already be seen in key 
areas of the economy and society. We have entered a convulsive economic dynamic, of which the major 
economic crisis we have been suffering since 2008 is the major exponent. A crisis probably seeded in 
excessive processes of liberalisation such as the deregulation of financial assets, liberalisation of land 
uses, etc. 

Within these new dynamics, one decisive fact has been the development of so-called emerging 
countries, which have contributed major growth, driving, among other factors, the global demand for 
food that, together with the increase in the population and the energy uses of agricultural production, 
have put pressure on primary resources for food safety. 

Prices provide one of the most sensitive indicators. In this respect, in recent years, food prices have 
become increasingly volatile with a tendency for prices to rise for the main pressurised resources: basic 
foodstuffs, agricultural land and energy. In terms of food, over the past eight years, we have been 
subject to three major price crises based on the tension factors described previously, but which are 
exacerbated by opportunistic speculative movements in reaction to any instability in production, caused 
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for example by meteorological phenomena that might compromise production. In any case, episodes 
that have sent prices into crises, which have serious consequences in terms of the safety of the food 
supply, have become increasingly frequent. Although at the time of publication, the prices of oil and 
foodstuffs are following a downward trend, the long-term trend clearly points towards price rises. 

In spite of the development of emerging countries, there are still huge underdeveloped areas, which 
stand in marked contrast with First-World development. Inequality in this case is expressed in the form 
of large migratory movements and greater social and political tensions, of which we have evidence on a 
daily basis. 

d) Consolidation of ICT developments. 

The ICT revolution has changed the world: information available at the touch of a button; the 
universalisation and globalisation of economic and social relations, but in turn the individualisation of 
recipients; its applications geared towards efficiency, automation and robotics as a support for other 
technological developments (nanotechnology, biosensors, remote detection, etc.). 

Within the agri-food sphere, these developments should allow, among other things, for more flexible 
and adaptable mechanisation in line with the complexity of biology and the characteristics of the land, 
along with precision agriculture, capable of moderating environmental impacts. 

In general, technology will offer tailored, bespoke, more flexible solutions, which could positively affect 
the viability of smaller production units. However, technological ease to centralise the management of 
these processes will also open up trends in the opposite direction, moving towards concentration. 

Network intercommunication will be essential and will facilitate the configuration of outsourced teams, 
an aspect that might have repercussions on residential location, reducing the importance of hub or 
cluster economies. 

e) Revolution of renewable energies  

The future lies with renewable energies, the only path to sustainable development. Even so, the 
widespread implementation of these energies is a complex process and one that will take time. 
However, technological improvements are playing a crucial role. More efficient materials are being 
discovered to capture solar energy. Decisive steps are being taken towards the capacity to store 
electrical energy, essential for progress in terms of electrical vehicles and to improve the management of 
solar power. In addition to the promotion of ‘classic’ renewable energies (sun and wind), progress is 
being made in terms of micro-wind power, geothermal power, wave power, tidal power, and biofuels, 
which are obtaining good results in terms of second and third generation biofuels, in other words, those 
that do not compete with the production of food. Smart grids are being rolled out for the distribution of 
energy produced in a more dispersed way. Urban planning is being redirected towards energy efficiency. 
The refurbishment of existing buildings to make them more energy efficient will become an important 
activity over the coming years. 

f) Biotechnological revolution  

The biotechnological revolution will be the great revolution of the 21st Century. Technology will provide 
a new level of solutions in terms of health, with the capacity to extend life and, therefore, influence 
democratic dynamics. Biotechnologies allow genetic improvements to be accelerated, and new 
functionalities to be incorporated into living beings geared above all towards the limitation of 
production risks and the reduction of environmental impacts. New doors will be opened to 
biotransformation that could, among other things, give rise to new biosynthetic materials and could 
even radically modify the livestock industry by offering meat protein obtained through genetic 
transformation without the involvement of animals. 

The current debate about the use of genetic transformation techniques will eventually be overcome, 
given that the world will no relinquish the possibilities offered by this technology in terms of health and 
for the management of plant or animal agrarian resources. In any case, the biotechnological revolution 
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will have a major impact that will require substantial cultural change, which will in turn require prudent 
and democratic management.  

 

g) Saving, recycling, the circular economy  

We are becoming increasingly aware of the demands of a scenario with fewer resources, greater food 
tensions, greater environmental tensions, and increased climate change. Energy savings, the recycling of 
water and materials, minimisation of food waste, etc., will become a part of our new routines.  

h) Harnessing new material resources  

The sea is destined to become the new guest at the table that can offer resources in a sustainable way, 
resources that are as yet unexplored or underutilised in the sphere of food and energy supply. Other 
sources of proteins will also be explored, such as insect proteins. Insect farms and the corresponding 
manufacturing plants will appear on our landscape. 
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3.- IMPACTS ON THE STRUCTURES OF PRODUCTION AND THE FOOD CHAIN  

The markets, by definition, fluctuate within an incessant process of adjustment between supply and 
demand. Furthermore, production structures have transformed over the years, and as a result of these 
changes, we now have a more competitive agri-food production sector but one that is markedly 
different in terms of the number and dimension of production units and their respective bargaining 
power within the food chain. In any case, changes are part of growth dynamics and these must be 
welcomed, accepted and adopted when they are geared towards improvement in terms of sustainable 
development and economic and social wellbeing. 

However, in a globalised world with increasing levels of tension, within the new scenario defined, 
changes are accelerating extremely quickly, whilst external or environmental forces can be decisive in 
the design of transformations, possibly outside of local interests and habits. This fact can give rise to 
dysfunction and risk. To avoid these, as well as having access to good information, we must guarantee as 
far as possible the opportunity to manage and direct change, which will inevitably occur, adapting such 
changes in line with our own capacities and needs. 

The impacts faced over the coming years by the agri-food sector, in terms of its production structures 
and balance of the value chain, can be summarised as follows: 

1 Increasing volatility 

Tensions in the 21st Century scenario are being reflected in the pricing system of basic foodstuffs. 
Following a long period of relative stability, since 2007 the volatility of prices in the agricultural markets 
– more global and liberalised – is taking on an extraordinary dimension, displaying an upward trend over 
the long term. Furthermore, since agriculture has become a producer of fuels, changes in the prices of 
basic foodstuffs have become closely linked to changes in oil prices, as shown by figure 2. 

 

 

Figure 2.- Prices indexes (general and cereals) of the FAO and oil prices. Source FAO and SGM 
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This figure shows how, since 2007, there have been three major crises in the prices of basic foodstuffs 
that have provoked major imbalances in the markets, in international trade relations, having a knock-on 
effect within economic and social structures. We must bear in mind that imbalances in expected 
revenues are passed on particularly to the weakest economic units, indirectly favouring concentration 
and inequality, as well as potential problems in terms of food safety. 

2 Integration and concentration.-  

There is a clear tendency towards concentration associated with processes of integration and/or the 
absorption of production units. These transformations modify capacities and competitiveness, whilst at 
the same time transforming internal working relations that evolve towards a higher weighting for 
salaried labour. All of this has an impact on agrarian and agro-industrial occupation, on derived incomes, 
and, in short, on one of the most important factors in rural development and territorial equilibrium. 

By way of an example in relation to European agriculture, according to EUROSTAD, over a 10-year period 
(2003-2013), the number of farms fell by 27.5% in the EU as a whole, and by 15.4% in Spain. The 
agricultural land area in Spain declined by 7.4%, whilst average farm size increased from 22.1 ha to 24.1 
ha.  

However, the importance of these impacts will depend on the way in which these processes are carried 
out. The most impactful ways are those whereby, based on movements of capital outside the territory, 
new production units are created, excluding, in terms of ownership at any rate, the former owners of 
the farms. In contrast, impacts are much lower, and a part of the necessary dynamics of renovation and 
competitive innovation, when they take place through the integration of production units to form a new 
collaborative economic unit, in the form of a cooperative or a trading company. Or when win-win 
relationships are established between companies situated on different links of the food chain, without 
affecting the protagonism of each of the parties. 

In relation to this point, it is important to stress the tendency to establish direct relationships between 
distribution and the primary sector, which breaks away from the classic structures and puts the 
transformation link in the food chain at risk. To avoid these risks, food industries are embarking on 
processes of reorganisation and increasing the flexibility of scales and quality in their offer. 

3 Risks in relation to controlling the basic assets required for production.-  

At a global but also at a local level, given that resources are becoming foreseeably scarcer in relation to 
needs, different environments of power are generating accelerated processes of acquisition and control 
over basic resources such as agrarian land and water. The actors driving this move to gain greater 
control over resources are major multinational companies, or companies in countries that predict the 
scarcity of such resources in their own territory. The loss of control over these resources could generate 
major tensions and conflicts in the near future, potentially even upsetting the geo-strategic equilibrium. 

In order to increase the transparency of these processes, the Global Land Matrix has been created, 
offering information about land acquisitions in other countries. In spite of the statistical limitations of 
this observatory on account of the difficulty of obtaining data, as a guide, Spain is only shown in these 
statistics as a – limited – buyer of land in other countries (chiefly South America and Central Africa). In 
any case, this is a growing trend and a risk that must be supervised and controlled.   

4 Inequalities and asymmetries in the food chain.-  

Evolution towards the concentration of business units has not been equal throughout the different links 
of the food chain or between the related sectors. Some providers of raw materials and services to the 
agri-food industry have attained clearly oligopolistic structures. Food distribution could be similarly 
defined. The transformation industry, on the other hand, has a much more diverse production structure 
and, above all, the primary sector has a highly fragmented production structure. The consequences of 
this fact are multiplied, firstly on account of the distortions it can generate in price formation, and in 
general, in market dynamics, and secondly on account of differences in the bargaining power of the 
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different companies in each link of the chain, which opens the door to dysfunctional imbalance and 
inequality in the distribution of margins. 

 

 

Figure 3.- Asymmetry in the food chain 

Contemplating the trends towards concentration, vertical integration processes are taking place that 
seek maximum efficiency by managing the entire food chain completely. These processes can be 
fostered by production or by distribution. The bottom-up or top-down nature of the process will in all 
likelihood generate different benefits on account of the different actors involved. 

5 Distorting the concept of free market.-  

The argument that the free market creates efficiency, through the selection of improvements generated 
by open competition, ceases to be meaningful when we talk about markedly oligopolistic markets. To 
give a statistical idea of this fact, "The Oxfort Farming Conference" (Porter 2012) provided estimated 
data about the degree of concentration of certain markets related with agri-food. 

 

CONCEPT No. of companies  GLOBAL CONTROL 

GRAIN COMMERCE 5 75-90% 

RETAIL COMMERCE 10 40% 

FERTILISER SUPPLIERS 7 Close to 100% 

AGROCHEMICALS MARKET 5 68% 

MARKET SEED CERTIFICATES 3 50% 

 

 6 Speculation and food.-  

Food markets with increasing tensions between supply and demand, as we have seen in recent years, 
are increasingly volatile markets. High volatility is a characteristic of food markets, since this is a basic 
product with markedly inflexible demand that responds to changes in supply with major prices 
modifications. This is a frequent occurrence given the uncertainty of agrarian production on account of 
unforeseeable weather or health events. 
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Volatility has a pull effect on speculative funds, which enter the futures markets – with insufficient 
regulation – the ideal tool to carry out an activity that seriously distorts the food markets, with 
potentially devastating consequences. Interestingly, the futures markets, which were created in order to 
stabilise agrarian prices, are a highly destabilising instrument because they admit, on account of their 
insufficient regulation, non-commercial operators. 

To illustrate the destabilising potential of the volatility of agri-food markets and the role played by 
speculative funds, the process that accompanied the speculative bubble surrounding the price of wheat 
in the summer of 2010 is particularly representative (figure 4). Russia suffered an unprecedented 
drought, and the Russian wheat market was affected by the loss of a substantial part of its harvest. Over 
a few short days, futures contracts multiplied extraordinarily, and the futures price of wheat shot up by 
65% in just over a month. The spot price reacted in the same way. In the rest of the world there had 
been good harvests and stocks were higher than in any of the previous seven years, and so there was no 
wheat shortage, even though Russia had closed off its borders to exports in order to protect domestic 
supply. However, this opened the door to panic. In other words, there was wheat, but fear of shortages 
in supply had been created, and this set off a vicious circle that fed into a speculative bubble, a bubble 
that had possibly been deliberately initiated by major investment funds, operating outside of the food 
markets, but with sufficient financial capacity to generate by themselves an acute market response and 
obtain certain profits based on their dominant position. 

 

 Figure 4 – Wheat prices in the Chicago futures market (maturing December 2010) compared with the 
Barcelona Llotja exchange. Source: Authors’ own based on data from CME and the Barcelona Llotja 
exchange  

 

7 Risks in relation to processes of commercial liberalisation.-  

The World Trade Organisation and major centres for global coordination are driving new processes of 
commercial liberalisation, in which the European Union is fully involved (and particular mention must 
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also be made of the TTIP). These processes of liberalisation are defended from a liberal perspective that 
links trade development with the generation of efficiencies based on competitive advantages. However, 
history also shows that these processes do not always benefit all parties equally, and can in turn induce 
severe sector restructuring in less competitive environments. 

Furthermore, by opening up the markets, we run the risk of standardising supply at the most basic levels 
of quality, as well as putting tailored commercial proposals at risk. 

8 Impacts derived from the ‘above and beyond’ quality standards established by large distribution chains.-  

Distribution (and transformation) companies establish their own agri-food policy through the 
requirement of standards in the productions they transform or distribute. These are rules that are 
derived exclusively from the sales policy of large distribution and transformation firms. This fact is 
derived from the dominant position held by these companies with regard to agrarian production. Often, 
these private rules (Global Gap rules) are defended under the argument of consumer protection, even 
through they are in an environment that is perfectly regulated by legal provisions. These additional 
quality requirements impose additional costs that are often beyond the reach of smaller companies, 
indirectly accelerating the process of business concentration and, therefore, they have a significant 
impact on production structures. 

9 Impacts of the technological revolution on social structures.-  

Since the end of the 20th Century, we have entered the so-called third industrial revolution, or the 
revolution of robotics. ICTs, as well as multiplying exponentially our capacities for information and 
knowledge, have laid the foundations for a spectacular leap in the automation of processes. As a 
consequence, human assets are being freed up, replaced by automatic processes, with the 
corresponding social and territorial consequences. 

The fact that technological progress is replacing human labour is basically positive. In other words, 
people require less effort to obtain the goods and services that they undoubtedly need, which is 
undeniably positive from a theoretical point of view. In this regard, history illustrates and shows us how, 
on the one hand, technological transformation has been accompanied by major social movements of 
resistance, for example the Luddites, but also, once the corresponding adjustments have been made, 
these technological advancements become clearly beneficial for society. However, we are currently 
facing a process that is so accelerated that it makes it difficult to adjust, leaving in its wake a trail of 
social and territorial de-structuring, as well as personal suffering.  

10 Clash between global trends of uniformity and resilient local assets.-  

This clash occurs between two points of view, the local and the global. On the one hand, globalism 
facilitates the integration of large global or multinational business units, together with technology that 
increases the minimum efficient or competitive dimension. Because of this process, many small or 
medium sized business units are forced to abandon their activity unless they have been able to integrate 
with others or if they have not been able to offer a unique product or service, with greater added value 
and sufficient demand to absorb this supply. From another point of view, and in reference above all to 
the primary sector, the bases of production are very heterogeneous on account of climate, orography, 
soil, availability of water, etc. This diversity generates evident competitive differences between different 
territories, becoming a clear factor in the abandonment of activity and rural depopulation. Even so, 
technological progress, based on the use of ICTs and more adaptable and versatile tools, could reduce 
these competitive differentials in many cases.  

11 Decoupling growth dynamics from wellbeing dynamics.-  

As a result of all the tendencies described here, we are seeing an increasingly marked divergence 
between economic growth and social wellbeing. To put it another way, this situation is highlighting the 
incapacity of the currency economic system to transform its immense production and development 
potential into improvements in people’s quality of life. For this reason, it must be emphasised that the 
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problem does lie in the aimless growth to which the current system leads, but instead in the ways in 
which wealth is distributed.  

12 Excessive bureaucracy of public controls.-  

The agri-food sector is a basic and complex sector, and as such it is closely supervised and controlled by 
Public Administration. The aim is, one the one hand, to guarantee the quality and safety of foodstuffs, 
and on the other, to establish and ensure an adequate relationship between agri-food production and 
the environment. Furthermore, Public Administration must manage funding and subsidies established 
for agriculture on account of the fragilities and specific risks of this basic production, which supplies 
important public goods that must be remunerated. Tackling these objectives is not simple, and it is easy 
to fall into excessive bureaucracy, losing sight of the ultimate purpose and replacing it with the actual 
procedure itself. All of this has a clear impact on the competitiveness of the sector when it should be 
dealing precisely with greater competitiveness demands.  

The standards and controls required by Public Administrations, within the European Union, must be 
general, transparent, proportionate to the nature of the risk to be avoided, and homogeneous in order 
to avoid cost differentials within the single market. 
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4.- GENERAL GUIDELINES 

 

4.1.- OPEN TO CHANGE, MANAGING CHANGE. 

One fact is undeniable: the change dynamic is very high. It is probably hard to imagine the future on account 
of the world’s high capacity for renewal and reinvention. For this reason, we must open doors, minds, and 
culture, towards change. However, in order to manage change, as well as attitudes, we need tools and 
knowledge. Among such tools, information and planning are essential: 

• Up-to-date quality information with exhaustive monitoring of the key variables of development, the 
markets, operators, institutions, etc., pertaining to the current moment and to the surroundings. 

• Strategic planning as a tool to articulate models capable of imagining, compiling and following new socio-
economic trends, thus facilitating the adoption of change in a pioneering way, based on a broad 
understanding of the vectors of this change and the environment in which it occurs. 

 

4.2.- TECHNOLOGY AS TOOL  

We mentioned previously that technology is the major source of alternatives. We are at the heart of the ICT 
revolution that is opening up all manner of possibilities in terms of communication and automation. Robotics 
adapted to different uses and users will become the centre of innovative dynamics over the coming years. 
Furthermore, we are at the start of the biotechnology revolution as a major tool in the defence of human 
health and sustainable biological production. And we are also at the start of the major revolution in 
renewable energies. In this process, we must focus on funding and driving R&D, technology transfer, and 
innovation in general. 

However, at the same time, the major innovative force of the 21st Century is aimed at a society that has 
major shortcomings in terms of accepting and absorbing the changes that are arriving. Some changes, 
particularly in the sphere of biotechnologies, will require a major cultural debate for the possible assumption 
of innovations and adaptation to new realities. The socio-economic structure is not ready or geared towards 
receiving these changes, but above all because of the capacity of innovation to destroy social structures. We 
must not put up barriers to innovation, but measures must be implemented that compensate for or correct 
the damage caused by innovation. Similarly, for example, in the defence of biodiversity and the 
environment, a new infrastructure requires impact studies and a series of measures to avoid or compensate 
for them. Innovations that cause significant impacts on social structures, affecting entities or people, must 
require an impact study in order to demand ways of avoiding or compensating for these impacts. The fact 
that this has not been done so far only goes to show that the system is currently opaque, geared towards 
fuelling inequality.  

 

4.3.- ESTABLISHING RULES AGAINST MARKET DYSFUNCTIONS  

We know that authoritarian economic systems are the source of inefficiency, wastage, and an open door to 
corruption. But if there is something that has become clear from the latest economic crisis, it is that 
excessive regulation can simply be a competitive strategy fostered by dominant economic-financial 
operators, and can be the cause of major dysfunction. Given that the markets are held captive to major 
operators, arguments based on the free market no longer make sense. Indeed, some of the deregulation 
proposals tend to reinforce inequality with increasingly visible and worrying consequences. This is a systemic 
problem that goes far beyond the food markets. 

As Thomas Piketty states "the price system plays a key role in coordinating the activities of millions of 
individuals, thousands of millions of individuals even within the new global economy. The problem is that 
the price system knows neither limits nor morality". The aim, therefore, is to establish those limits. 
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Therefore, we have to establish rules, no more than required, but which will regulate in order to avoid 
dysfunctions in the efficiency of the markets and in avoiding unfair competition practices. 

Markets governed by certain rules do not have to be rigid and inefficient markets. Current information 
management tools can facilitate more or less automatic rebalancing mechanisms that avoid market 
imbalances. One condition is that information must be transparent. Transparency is the best lubricant to 
ensure everything runs smoothly. 

More radical liberal stances reject any regulation, but it is often forgotten that humanity has been able to 
advance thanks to its own self-regulation. Since time immemorial, humanity has incorporated broad-
sweeping rules to govern common interests. Given the institutional primitiveness of the earliest historic 
times, this role has been bestowed upon religion as a superstructure that is theoretically situated above 
social and territorial frameworks. Since antiquity, religion has regulated the necessary weekly rest; in other 
words, since the dawn of time religion has regulated our ‘working schedule’. Religion has also regulated 
health and sanitary aspects that posed a risk to the population, such as the prohibition on eating pork in light 
of the risk of trichinosis. Humanity has made extraordinary progress in terms of scientific and humanistic 
culture. And so, as a mark of its maturity, it should be capable of establishing limits when liberality becomes 
harmful to collective wellbeing and long-term sustainable development. 

4. 4.- PUTTING UP BARRIERS TO INEQUALITY  

It is becoming increasingly evident that we must find formulas for tackling inequality. Economic 
development is undoubtedly the main and most basic tool to achieve higher levels of wellbeing and 
rebalance economic and social structures. In this respect, the development of the so-called emerging 
countries has been extremely important, taking a major leap forwards in the reduction of territorial 
inequalities from a global point of view, although there are still vast swathes of underdeveloped territories in 
Africa and Latin America. It is also true that liberal economic development over recent decades has been 
accompanied by increasing inequality between social strata.  

The fight against inequality is nothing new in public policies, quite the contrary. Putting authoritarian 
approaches to one side, the preferred way of tackling inequality has been to place progressive taxes on 
income. This is a theoretically effective measure but it is too easy to shun. 

 Other initiatives are now becoming feasible: the so-called Tobin tax on financial transactions, the 
requirement to divide a company when it reaches an oligopolistic position, capping maximum employee 
salaries, etc.  

In general, the efficacy of such measures against inequality depends on them being implemented generally 
by – ideally – all countries. As long as there are declared or concealed tax havens, wealth redistribution 
actions will have limited repercussions. This is an essential goal in the fight against inequality. 

4.5.- GROWTH VS. WELLBEING  

The economic system in place since the start of the industrial revolution has for years been the driving force 
behind major economic growth and, in general, behind the improvement of wellbeing expressed in the most 
graphic form through the development of a large middle class. The freedom of the market expressed 
through free competition has spurred this growth. However, the process of development has not been 
linear, nor has it been lacking in major contradictions.  

The central aim of the current system is limitless growth. We have to grow in order to keep the system well 
oiled. Until now, with major oscillations, this growth for the sake of growth has been possible. However, 
following the latest economic crisis, we have become aware of the difficulties in maintaining indefinite 
growth, and the contradictions of the system have become even clearer. 

The new scenario talks to us of a world that is already aware of the lack of resources and the environmental 
limits on development. However, the system continues to be a major predator and squanderer of resources. 
Squanderer of human resources on account of its incapacity to offer work to the whole population, of 
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natural resources, of food… A system that feeds into waste by moving the machine of growth to absurd 
levels. Practices of programmed obsolescence and consumerism as an ideology are particularly revealing 
practices. An unequal system where 1% of the global population has over 50% of the world’s total wealth. 
Not only is this inequality gap not being closed, it is actually becoming swiftly and ever wider. 

In any case, we are faced with necessary systemic changes capable of reorienting dynamics of development, 
and this can only be achieved through a major revolution of values, where values of solidarity occupy a 
decisive place on the scale of values, and these are fully rooted in the culture of society. In this direction, the 
cooperative world must play a more important role, and for that reason, it will be discussed in greater depth 
later on. 

 

5.- ALTERNATIVES 

 

5.1.- AGAINST VOLATILITY 

Given the instability of agri-food prices, one of the highest levels of international coordination, the G-20, 
proposed five key goals based on the advice of the most important international organisations related with 
this issue, goals that are set out fully in its strategic guidelines and which refer to the need for: transparency 
in the markets in order to avoid the distortions of opaque markets; international coordination that facilitates 
the capacity to respond to imbalances; the development of agrarian production that avoids supply tensions; 
and the development of tools to manage risks and improve the organisation of agrarian markets, including 
the regulation of futures markets. 

These proposals must be emphasised since they provide the foundation for many of the solutions available, 
the efficacy of which will depend chiefly on the degree and clarity with which they are applied. With these 
goals, global coordination centres are taking major steps towards aspects that have been thus far largely 
ignored: 

• Awareness that the problem is global, markets are global, and true solutions must emerge through global 
coordination. 

• That we are not facing a simple problem of volatility, but also one of structural tension in the markets. In 
this respect, proposals aimed at developing agrarian production become important, and this should be 
translated into greater irrigation, more technology and, in general, greater self-sufficiency in supply. 

• That the organisation of agrarian markets must be improved, making them more efficient, more agile and, 
undoubtedly, avoiding artificial distortions. In this respect, the need to regulate the futures markets takes 
centre stage with a view to avoiding speculation and applying other mechanisms such as mandatory 
contracts with extensive commitments over time, in order to moderate volatility and to prevent abusive 
relationships from being established in the food chain. Both these initiatives are described in greater detail 
later on. 

Strategic guidelines 

1. Improve market transparency and information. 

2. Improve international coordination in order to improve confidence in the markets. 

3. Develop agrarian production. 

4. Develop risk management tools. 

5. Improve the organisation of agrarian markets. 

6. Control futures markets  
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5.2.- AGAINST SPECULATION 

When we talk about speculation in the food markets, we must talk above all about futures markets. These 
emerged in Chicago in 1848 as a means of stabilising cereals markets and offering greater security to 
farmers. This is the function of a futures market for agrarian products. It is a contractual relationship, which 
theoretically benefits both parties: at one end of the relationship is the farmer, and at the other, for 
example, a wheat factory. 

However, the buyer has an asset that they can sell to a third party, and this is where speculation and 
speculators come into play. In this case, the goods in themselves are irrelevant. The aim is to obtain a profit 
by buying and selling a contract, a piece of paper with an associated value. Hence, in this market, two types 
of operators come together, commercial and financial operators. The interests of these two types of 
operators are radically different. The first are seeking security and desire stability. However, the hypothetical 
gains of the second group stem from the volatility of the markets. To put it another way, their possible 
profits can be found in instability. 

Speculative funds remain alert to any imbalance in the market in order to gain a profit. However, the 
speculative bubble is now increasingly ‘manufactured’ by major investment funds with sufficient financial 
capacity to generate by themselves an acute market response and secure profits based on their dominant 
position. In other words, major operators can ‘invent’ the market response and thereby gain extraordinary 
profits, which can only be achieved through a dominant position, which has nothing to do with free market 
forces.  

Speculation in agricultural futures is no different to speculation with other types of financial assets, but with 
one significant difference: we are dealing here with food, and such speculation is a luxury we simply cannot 
afford. It makes absolutely no sense for the profits of a few speculators to endanger our economic and social 
stability and to create tension in something that is as fundamental and basic as food. 

The distortion caused by speculative funds in the food futures markets has been known about for many 
years, and in the 1930s, legislation was passed in this regard. However, cometh the law cometh the 
loophole. Financial funds have found a thousand ways of getting round restrictions, buoyed by the 
passiveness of monetary authorities. It is argued that speculative financial funds provide liquidity and that 
without these funds, many operations would not go ahead. This is a false problem. The idea is that 
operations that have an economic basis should be carried out, and only such operations. The futures 
markets are not a game, and we shouldn’t play with our food. In relation to this issue, we must be 
uncompromising, capping the number of intermediate operations between the first and last holder of the 
futures contract, and restricting access to these funds to economic operators related with the product that is 
being commercialised.  

 

 

Strategic guidelines 

1. Stricter limitation on access to futures markets, restricting this to economic operators within the sector  

2. Require identification of the ultimate purpose of the futures contract, a purpose that must be restricted 
to the productive uses of the resource. 

3. Limit the number of intermediate transactions in relation to a futures contract   
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5.3.- IN RELATION WITH THE FOOD CHAIN  

The high degree of concentration with the consequent asymmetry in the bargaining power of the different 
links in the food chain is allowing some to abuse their dominant position. There are various different types of 
response capable of correcting or moderating this reality, summarised below:  

Firstly, responses based on self-regulation, born out of the will for consensus. Good commercial practice 
codes are a part of these strategies. These are voluntary agreements reached between different operators in 
the food chain with a view to improving the functioning of the chain, the image of the different operators 
and/or the product in the eyes of consumers, and the promotion of measures that can benefit all parties (of 
product promotions, etc.).  

Running parallel to this, inter-professional responses aim to give value to possible synergies within the food 
chain as a whole in aspects such as quality, research, information, commercialisation, etc.  

Secondly, options aimed at increasing the bargaining power of the weakest chains: increasing their 
dimension through processes of concentration or mergers, promoting cooperative enterprises and 
strengthening organisations of producers and their bargaining power.  

Thirdly, by establishing required contract rules through public policy. The so-called ‘Milk Package’ is a clear 
example, requiring written contracts to be put in place regarding prices for extended periods of time, 
generally index linked to indicators that reflect the dynamics of the markets. This encourages producers to 
cluster together whilst at the same time deactivating limitations on collective contracts established by 
competition laws. The aim is, on the one hand, to obtain less volatile prices in the short term, thereby 
reducing risk, although not avoiding medium and long-term volatility; and on the other hand, to avoid abuse 
based on very short-term contracts for highly perishable products. 

Another instrument that can become highly effective and which has recently been proposed in some spheres 
involves legal demands for full public disclosure of prices established in all transactions. This proposal, if it 
comes to fruition, would break with all traditions of secrecy surrounding commercial deals and, therefore, it 
would be subject to resistance. Through secrecy, all parties wish to obtain an advantage, but it is an 
advantage that is becoming harder to obtain in a world that is increasingly open in terms of communication 
and information. 

Previously, we mentioned the problem of establishing additional ‘above and beyond’ quality standards to 
those set out by law, with the consequent indirect and perverse effect of limiting the competitiveness of 
smaller agri-food businesses by adding cost differentials that are hard to absorb at certain scales. In light of 
this, the options are complex, given that a corporate or business group cannot be deprived of the right to 
define self-required rules that go beyond legislation. In any case, policies can be directed towards reinforcing 
the prestige of public quality standards, clarifying their sufficiency, and furthermore, in terms of the product 
lines carried by superstores, it is also possible to require or recommend that there should be products that 
comply with legally established standards in their quality policy, setting them apart from the others.  

In relation to the major levels of concentration found in certain links and sectors, it is important to bear in 
mind that oligopolistic practices are prohibited by law. However, the aim is to prevent the formation of 
oligopolies by limiting concentration operations and recovering, if required, the presence of more operators 
for the different sectors. 

Moving in a positive direction, different processes are underway that bring the different links of the chain 
closer together through win-win agreements based on quality, which is largely in the hands of the producer. 
For example, a milk transformation company can obtain greater quality guarantees based on a close 
relationship with the producer, quality that can be valued in the market.  

In any case, and beyond the set of proposals that might facilitate the establishment of synergies and a more 
balanced relationship within the food chain, undoubtedly Public Administrations must legally prevent and 
effectively control directly harmful forms derived from some players abusing their dominant position, such 
as loss-making sales, often disguised as promotions or commercial tactics, etc. 
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Strategic guidelines 

1. Establish stable frameworks to self-regulate relations between the different links in the food chain, 
seeking synergies and facilitating pathways to dialogue and consensus in light of conflicts of interest, such as 
good commercial practice codes, for example. 

2. Regulation and encouragement of inter-professional responses capable of implementing mandatory rules 
(extension of rules) derived from broad consensus among all operators in the chain. 

3. Favour processes of integration among operators with lower operational capacity  

4. Promote agri-food cooperativism (see chapter 6)  

5. Deactivate legal conditioning factors that restrict the collective bargaining power of the weakest and most 
disperse links in the chain. 

6. Expand as far as possible – in highly volatile and highly perishable sectors – mandatory contracts over 
extended periods of time in accordance with objective review clauses. 

7. Expand requirements for price transparency in transactions carried out between certain buying and selling 
links in the chain. 

8. Strict control over the prohibition of loss-making sales  

9. Strengthen information about food safety guarantees based on legally established regulations. 

10. Legal requirement for food distribution lines to include products whose quality policy is restricted to 
legally established rules, when there other ‘above-and-beyond’ policies have been put in place in this regard. 

11. Activate anti-monopoly measures that prevent levels of concentration that limit or deactivate market 
mechanisms. 

12. In general, bring the chain closer together. In other words, establish more fluid commercial relations 
between the different links on the basis of win-win agreements  

 

5.4.-CONTROLLING AGRARIAN LAND AND ITS USAGE 

Land is crucial to ensure global food safety, in the struggle against climate change and as the basis for 
sustainable development. However, this strategic asset is in great demand for different agricultural uses, 
forests, essential natural spaces, infrastructures, solar and wind power, housing, and urban infrastructures. 
Furthermore, it is subject to various factors that make it a fragile resource, including erosion, contamination, 
salinisation, and inadequate management, which are giving rise to major losses in viable land for production. 
In turn, as a long-term tendency, possible rising sea levels caused by climate change can affect large swathes 
of coastal and delta agricultural land. It should be noted that low-lying lands, which are located on 
traditionally highly productive lands, have been extensively occupied by infrastructures, equipment and 
industrial estates, such as the Llobregat delta and Tarragona’s industrial estate, to give two significant 
examples.  

In the current 21st Century scenario, agrarian land has become a critical strategic asset. It is an essential 
resource, which is in increasing demand, thus fostering major geo-strategic moves to obtain control over 
agricultural land for agrarian or speculative uses, with an eye on future shortages. China, Saudi Arabia, 
Japan, Korea, etc., are buying up millions of hectares of agricultural land in Africa. 

Catalonia is not exempt from these tendencies. There are not any precise data available yet, but land is 
certainly being bought by large companies, including some from industries and sectors outside of agriculture 
and decoupled from the territory, which are shaping a new reality of larger more technologically advanced 
agricultural exploitations, based on salaried labour. Beyond questions of legitimacy, this tendency is already 
starting to have an impact on the productive and social structures of the rural world. 
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Catalonia is largely covered by forest, and the utilised agricultural area (UAA) represents just 26.3% of its 
total land area, giving an average availability of just 1,500 m2 UAA per inhabitant, highlighting that land 
suited to agriculture in Catalonia is a non-renewable and scarce resource that must be protected. 

The region’s Parliament, when it met on 14 April 2010, discussed proposals presented by parliamentary 
groups in a general debate about the agrarian world, and adopted Resolution 671 / VIII which highlights the 
need to protect agrarian land, indicating the following objectives: 

• Guarantee the existence of a sufficient amount of quality agricultural land and, consequently, rationalise 
the occupation of land for other uses, such as industry or infrastructure. 

• Define and approve more suitable instruments to intervene in the territory in order to protect spaces of 
agrarian interest over other land uses, with a view to guaranteeing equilibrium between agrarian uses and 
other uses of the territory, thus ensuring that the impact of infrastructures and land used for urban, 
industrial and logistical purposes is as low as possible in areas of high agrarian value. 

• Include an agrarian impact study in all projects to transform non-urban land into urban land/land suitable 
for construction and in all infrastructures projects. 

• Promote and execute actions to attenuate the agrarian impact of infrastructures. 

• Guarantee that the Catalan Land Institute takes account of the need to preserve the maintenance of land 
for agrarian purposes in its actions. 

• Develop a territorial agrarian plan as part of Catalonia’s General Territorial Plan. 

• Present to Parliament an agrarian areas bill that: establishes the legal definition of the concept of an 
agrarian area; determines the organisational purposes of these areas, with a view to preserving, organising 
and managing them; and endows the system with the economic and human resources required. 

• Promote the studies required to draft legislation to create a fund of agricultural and forest lands in 
Catalonia. 

Catalonia’s Regional Department of Farming, Fisheries and Food, in accordance with this Resolution, has 
drawn up an Agrarian Areas Bill, which was presented to Parliament during the previous term and is 
currently going through the required parliamentary channels. 

Strategic guidelines 

1 Specifically assess the proposals of Resolution 671 / VIII adopted on 14 April by the Catalonian Parliament 
and the actions currently being undertaken by Catalonia’s Regional Government  

2 Recognise the importance of this strategic asset, which is particularly scarce in Catalonia  

3 Improve information and the monitoring of agrarian land and strengthen vigilance to any changes that 
are taking place very rapidly. 

4 Defend the availability of agricultural land and its quality. 

5 Adopt the measures required to guarantee productive control over this strategic asset  

6 Facilitate through legislation and stimulus ways of exploiting land that respond to the competitive 
challenge but which entail the involvement and joint responsibility of farmers. As for the system of 
exploitation, the formula that can offer the best response to the objectives referred to here is the modern 
cooperative model or, alternately, integrated forms of production with win-win relationships between 
producers and integrators. 

7 Finally eliminate the dysfunctional fragmentation of actions in relation to the territory. It is necessary to 
integrate the management of agrarian and environmental policies; in other words, production and 
conservation must be located within the same administrative unit.  
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5.5.-TOWARDS A NEW COMMON AGRICULTURAL POLICY  

The latest reforms of the CAP were passed in 2014 and yet from the very moment they were passed, new 
reforms could already been glimpsed on the horizon, as if the latest round was already obsolete. 
Furthermore, in relation to this issue, Spain has a peculiar position since it imposed a version that was 
completely separate from the objectives of the reform, which will further impede necessary convergence 
with Europe. 

Moving against this tendency, the first approach taken in Catalonia should: 

• Focus on identifying fully with the CAP lines of development and, of course, scrap the unjustifiable linking 
of funding to historic criteria. 

• Strengthen the role of the CAP as an integrating and balancing common policy of European agrarian 
policies, rejecting growing trends towards the competitive renationalisation of agrarian policies. The 
dismantling of dairy quotas could be one example of the impacts caused by dismantling common policies. 

In any case, the new CAP should focus on the major consensus expressed by agrarian organisations and 
European citizens given in the survey promoted by the European Commission in 2013 in answer to the 
question: "Why do we need a common agricultural policy?” 

a) To guarantee all citizens a safe and stable supply of healthy and good quality foods. 

b) To ensure that foods are produced in a way that respects rural areas, the environment, fauna and flora. 

c) To sustain rural collectives and employment, safeguarding the maintenance of agricultural activity within 
the European Union as a whole  

d) To ensure fair treatment of farmers in the different member States. 

e) To respond to new challenges: instability of global markets, economic crisis and climate change. 

To fulfil these objectives, the CAP has different instruments in place: 

a) Direct subsidies geared towards sustainable agriculture.- 

The majority of CAP resources are allocated through so-called direct subsidies. These subsidies are designed 
to ensure standardisation.  Their justification is linked to remunerating farmers for the public services they 
provide and to support more advanced, in other words, more sustainable environmental agriculture. 
However, from another point of view, direct subsidies are a commercial barrier to the dismantling of 
customs fostered by agreements reached within the World Trade Organization (WTO). However, for chiefly 
historic reasons, there are serious differences and clear imbalances in their territorial distribution. In this 
section, Catalonia is in a position of deficit on account of the type of agriculture and livestock farming it has, 
a fact that must be reviewed within the framework of a more global vision of territorial balances. 

b) Regulation of markets.- 

Given the high volatility of agrarian products, especially the most perishable kinds, a series of resources is 
allocated, on the one hand, to market regulation tools (withdrawal of production, storage, bridging loans, 
etc.), which aim to avoid potential fatal strangulations, and on the other hand, to risk management tools 
(production insurance, income insurance, regulatory funds, etc.), which compensate for or alleviate losses 
caused by risks associated with agrarian production. 

c) Fostering modern sustainable agriculture.- 

Through policies designed to stimulate R&D and Innovation, the adoption of innovations, training, innovative 
investment, the recruitment of young people, organic agriculture etc. Towards a sufficient, environmentally 
efficient and diversified agricultural model with a view to optimising its relationship with the natural and 
social environment. 

d) Struggling agriculture.- 
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The factors that condition agrarian production are very different in the various territories. These differences 
stem chiefly from orographic, soil and climate conditions. The differences in these conditioning factors give 
rise to varying difficulties when it comes to competing. Hence, large swathes of mountainous or arid 
territories have major problems in terms of the economic viability of their agriculture. However, for reasons 
of territorial balance and environmental and landscape protection, these territories should continue to play 
a role. However, to ensure this, as well as promoting other production or service resources, such as forest 
biomass, solar and wind power, tourism, etc., the endurance of viable agriculture requires specific 
remuneration of the public services it generates. 

e) International cooperation 

European agriculture is closely involved with global agriculture. Europe is the world’s second largest exporter 
of foods and the biggest importer. This implies a high level of responsibility with regard to international 
trade relations and, specifically, in the decisions of the World Trade Organization. Furthermore, as a 
developed economy, it has the duty to foster forms of cooperation that favour the development of delayed 
economies, promoting endogenous development and preventing the sudden collapse of social structures 
that have traditionally guaranteed our food supply. 

Strategic Guidelines 

1 The European Union’s common agricultural policy should modify priorities in the allocation of resources, 
reducing the weighting of direct subsidies and reinforcing the three other focal points: market regulation, 
promotion of modernisation, and struggling agriculture. 

2 Furthermore, beyond the allocation of CAP resources, it should act within the framework of legislation and 
regulation to foster the free market, avoid and regulate imbalances in the markets, and prevent any abuse 
of dominant positions. 

3 Struggling agriculture should be given a normative framework that would foster and encourage it, with 
positive discrimination aimed at family farm businesses and local business hubs that are closely linked with 
the territory where they are located. 

4 At a global level, it is essential to internalise the cost of environmental impacts, commercially favouring 
production achieved with more environmentally friendly techniques, a space where traditional agriculture 
can have a greater margin for development. 

5 International cooperation and support for the development of more economically delayed countries must 
be allocated resources and actions geared towards achieving this, avoiding the use of international 
commerce to free up excess through directly or indirectly subsidised prices. 

6 In any case, growing sanitary and environmental health demands required by the European Union must 
be defended at our borders and/or through clearly differentiated information.  

7 Any trade deal with third countries, such as the TTIP, to give an emblematic example, must respect the 
production and quality standards achieved by the European Union. 

 

5.6.- EFFICIENT MANAGEMENT OF THE LOCAL-GLOBAL RELATIONSHIP  

Globalisation has come about very quickly. Suddenly, the world has become smaller, more open, and more 
complex. But in the shadow of globalisation, many things have happened, as we have already described. We 
are talking among other things about the liberalisation of markets, less protection for agriculture, the 
development of emerging countries with important changes in trade relations, the concentration of 
economic power, etc. 

All of these changes have had a major impact at a local level. Globalisation has arrived as a threat to 
competition, as a factor in the outsourcing of production, as a factor in increasing standardisation, and 
consequently as a destroyer of local singularity, some of which is of great value in terms of heritage, culture, 
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gastronomy, etc. However, globalisation has also arrived as an opportunity towards new markets that are 
just a click away on a computer, as a bringer of new ideas, as a factor in digital outsourcing and the 
engagement of talent from everywhere, as a path to network collaboration. 

Faced with this new reality, an initial undeniable conclusion is that globalisation is unstoppable and, 
therefore, we must adapt to it in the most positive way possible. To this end, strategies must have a dual 
orientation: on the one hand, increasing strength, driving competitiveness in the face of more open markets, 
but on the other hand, by ‘putting up mountains’, to paraphrase Thomas Friedman. 

 

Strategic guidelines 

Increasing strength 

1 Importance of belonging to a big club (European Union) 

2 Basic prioritisation of communication infrastructures (traditional and ICT) 

3 Driving research and technological innovation  

4 Presence and proximity to global coordination centres  

5 Promotion and participation in collaboration networks for the provision of services in multiple arenas  

6 Business efficiency 

7 Efficiency of Public Administrations  

8 Resolute promotion of English language learning and knowledge 

Putting up mountains 

9 Promote digital outsourcing to engage talent through residential appeal and the offer of personal services. 

10 Value local diversity in different spheres of production, gastronomy, culture. 

11 Promotion of agriculture of proximity  

12 Promote the generation of greater added value 

13 Promotion of short commercialisation chains 

14 Collaboration towards global network commercialisation of diverse local production  

15 Transparency regarding the origin of foods  

16 Information about the environmental footprint of foods 

17 Commitment to quality in terms of flavour, health, and the environment  

18 Multi-functionalism of farms or agrarian businesses  
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6 – COOPERATIVISM IN THE 21st CENTURY  

As set out above, technological development and globalisation in a competitive environment are fostering 
increasing levels of business concentration. The agri-food sector is not exempt from this tendency, quite the 
opposite, with all its consequences in terms of transforming and destroying economic and social structures, 
affecting local structures particularly. In light of this reality, cooperatives are becoming one of the most 
valuable tools in the bid to articulate the local and global spheres harmoniously, without either one feeling 
uncomfortable, but instead establishing a synergistic relationship that fosters the whole and the parts 
thereof. A tool capable of integrating small units to form complex business structures, without these small 
units diluting their singularity in the larger unit. It is a tool capable of paving the way for farming businesses 
to take part in the different links of the food chain. In short, a tool to gain dimension from the ground up, 
through horizontal and vertical integration and diversification, a tool to moderate the asymmetries of the 
food chain and to respond to the local-global relationship. 

Cooperatives are based on the values of self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity and 
solidarity. In the tradition of the founders of the cooperative movement, members of cooperatives make the 
ethical values of honesty, transparency, responsibility and social vocation their own. 

The principles of cooperation set out by the International Cooperation Alliance (ICA) are guidelines through 
which cooperatives put these values into practice: 

1. Voluntary, open ownership 

Cooperatives are voluntary organisations: the member-owners are the ones who decide to be a part of it. 
Cooperatives are open to all those who wish to contribute their production or use their services, and who 
are willing to accept the responsibilities of being owners, without gender, social, racial, political, or religious 
discrimination. 

2. Democratic owner control 

Cooperatives are organisations that are managed democratically by their member-owners, who participate 
actively in establishing policies and making decisions. Participation gives owners the right and the duty to be 
elected for the different posts in the cooperative. Vote distribution is not based on capital, but rather on 
people. 

3. Owner economic participation 

To become part of a cooperative, you must contribute capital, as set out in the by-laws. The law does not 
establish a minimum capital contribution. Owners manage capital democratically. Profit distribution is based 
principally on participation in the activity of the cooperative, not based on each owner’s capital contribution. 

4. Autonomy and independence 

Cooperatives are autonomous organisations, managed by their owners, who must retain the freedom to 
control their own destiny. 

5. Education, training and information 

Cooperatives provide training and education for their member-owners as well as their workers, so that they 
contribute effectively to the development of their cooperatives. They also provide information about the 
nature and benefits of cooperation. 

6. Cooperation among cooperatives 

Cooperatives serve their member-owners effectively and strengthen the cooperative movement by working 
together through local, national, regional and international structures. 

7. Concern for the community 

Any decisions made by the cooperative must be responsible with regard to its surroundings, and promote 
participation in the development of the community. 
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These cooperative principles define very powerful lines of action, which can be extrapolated to other 
business formulas, as a viable and sustainable alternative to equity capital companies. 

However, cooperativism also has a set of characteristics that can hinder its competitiveness, which in the 
current scenario could entail a major risk for its own survival. To ensure the endurance of cooperativism in 
the 21st Century, there must be a competitive approach to its management. Cooperativism that responds to 
the demands of the market whilst simultaneously satisfying the needs of its member-owners. These are key 
aspects such as the involvement of young people in the cooperative structure, and promoting member 
training from within the agrarian cooperative. How business training is provided to the governing bodies and 
how the management structures are professionalised. How to approach the essential processes of 
commercial integration that would enhance business efficiency. 

Agrarian cooperatives in Catalonia  

Currently, there are around 240 cooperatives in Catalonia that could be labelled agro-industrial (to 
differentiate them from family cooperatives, set up by a few owner-producers). In some cases, these 
cooperatives have been around for a hundred or so years, and their main function is to transform and 
commercialise the production of the members. Figures from the 2015 socio-economic yearbook about 
agrarian cooperatives in Catalonia show that of the 221 cooperatives affiliated to the Catalonian Federation 
of Agrarian Cooperatives (FCAC), 208 are first-degree cooperatives (the members – and at the same time 
owners – are producers) and 13 are second-degree cooperatives (the members of which are first-degree 
cooperatives). 97% of these cooperatives are SMEs, and as a whole, they have 34,420 producer members, 
over 5,000 workers, and an aggregated turnover of 1,612 million euros. 

 Cooperatives contribute 35% of Catalonia’s Final Agrarian Production (51% of its agricultural activity and 
26% of its livestock activity). The participation percentages in Catalonia’s agrarian production are as follows: 

• Nuts and dried fruits 78% almond / 62% carob / 52% hazelnut 
• Olive oil 72% 
• Rice 69% 
• Herbaceous crops 52% / Fodder 25% 
• Wine 51% 
• Seeded fruit 48% / Stone fruit 45% / Citrus Fruit 21% 
• Milk 33% 
• Animal feed 18% 
• Fruit and vegetables 8% 
• Pork 8% / Beef 7% 
• Honey 4% 

Catalonia’s agrarian cooperatives, therefore, share three major characteristics: 

Major heterogeneity. From small cooperatives in towns and villages with turnover of less than €100,000 and 
serious problems in terms of generational continuity and profitability, to large cooperatives (first or second 
degree) with over 200 million euros in turnover, highly professionalised, which export to over 70 countries. 

They span multiple sectors. They work in more than one sector of agrarian or livestock production (for 
example, it is common for them to work in livestock, cereal, dried fruits and nuts, and oil production at the 
same time). 

They are multifunctional. As well as transforming and commercialising the production of the members, they 
do many other things besides: they sell supplies, fuel, provide services to members, they have lending 
departments, they manage Plant Defence Groups, and have direct points of sale for consumers (sales area of 
over 20,000 m2 in aggregated data spread between over 150 establishments). 

The Framework Plan for Catalonian Agrarian Cooperativism  
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The FCAC, with the support of Catalonia’s Regional Department of Farming, Fisheries and Food, completed 
the Framework Plan for Catalonian Agrarian Cooperativism a few months ago, with the idea that, as soon as 
the political situation allows, it can be approved as a government plan. 

The Framework Plan was grounded in the analysis of data about agrarian cooperatives over a five-year 
timescale to comprehend their evolution from a sector, economic, territorial and social perspective. On the 
basis of these data, a process of strategic reflection commenced involving the cooperatives themselves. 

Reflecting the main strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats detected, the document sets out 4 
major strategic pillars for the promotion of agrarian cooperativism, and within these pillars, there are 
different strategic goals that, once developed, are specified through around a hundred different actions to 
be carried out, either directly by the sector or in collaboration and with the support of the administrations. 
The strategic pillars are as follows. 

Pillar 1. Strengthen the social structure of cooperatives  

Pillar 2. Incentivise collaboration and business organisation  

Pillar 3. Foster commercialisation in agrarian cooperatives  

Pillar 4. Promote agrarian cooperative products  

Additional aspects for competitive management  

The strategic goals defined within these four strategic pillars of the Framework Plan are in the strategic 
guidelines box further on, and in the proposal development document there are also actions to be 
implemented by cooperatives to ensure competitive business management. Without competitive business 
management, there can be no agrarian cooperatives. 

The fact that the position of the supplier and that of the owner are located within the same business unit 
(and even that of the customer when the cooperative provides supplies or services to its members) gives the 
supplier a very strong bargaining position when it comes to the distribution of profits. Furthermore, the 
dilution of assets in a collective body such as the cooperative can mean that members are not predisposed 
to invest in something that seems fairly removed from them in terms of assets. The argument that these 
assets are being passed down to future generations is very weak in today’s society. The combination of these 
two factors – bargaining power and remoteness of assets – can mean that short-term options prevail, to the 
detriment of the necessary self-financing of the cooperative enterprise. 

A cooperative should never renounce market indicators, the only guarantee of long-term viability. In this 
regard, the first market indicator is price, market price. Liquidation, as the only form of payment available in 
cooperatives for the products or services provided by its members, should be a voluntary option, rather than 
the only option available. And in any case, firstly the criteria for liquidation must be established in a very 
objective way. Alternatively, members should have the right to be paid market value (defined on the basis of 
clearly established reference indicators) without waiting, but without renouncing future liquidation in 
accordance with their status as members, with results that can be positive or negative, in this latter case as 
the best indicator of competitive inefficiency. In other words, the role of supplier who receives payment for 
the provision of goods or services (regardless of the moment payment is received) must be kept separate 
from the role of member who is allocated gains (or losses) for the management of the cooperative 
enterprise. 

These same dysfunctions that cause confusion between member and supplier could end up relaxing the 
principles of solidarity on which cooperativism is based. For this reason, sometimes the cooperative 
becomes the only (sure) option as an outlet for the member’s production if they have not found a better 
option on the market. In other words, the cooperative ends up being the back-up plan, which prevents good 
commercial management, given that the members are in turn competitors, thus making it hard to motivate 
the commercial services of the cooperative. This practice generates a vicious circle of declining credibility on 
account of poor quality, low sales prices, and low liquidation for members. However, the cooperative itself 
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can counter this threat by establishing in its by-laws (and ensuring compliance afterwards) the requirement 
to supply all production through the cooperative itself. 

There is certainly not just one viable model for an agrarian cooperative. Sector, social, territorial and 
economic differences mean that a large exporting cooperative that must commercialise a high volume of 
production can be just as viable as a medium sized cooperative that can capitalise on the fact that it is close 
to almost seven million consumers in order to commercialise products of proximity with their own brand. 
However, there are clear lines of action that should become a focus point and commitment for this sector: 
professionalisation; the integration of small town and village cooperatives into second-degree structures 
that guarantee their profitability and, therefore, their viability; and the development of processes of 
commercial integration with a view to increasing the dimension of the business. 

The cooperative model is a model that – in spite of the major challenges it faces – if well managed, can be a 
very powerful model to structure the sector and ensure the viability of members’ farms. A model that is not 
outsourced, which forms the backbone of the territory, and which is destined to be a future driver of the 
farming sector. 

Strategic guidelines 

1 Competitive business management  

1.1 Strengthen self-finance mechanisms and capacities  

1.2 Adopt legal formulas that allow assets to be nominated, such as: 

1.2.1 Voluntary reserves allocated on the basis of activity criteria  

1.2.2 Possible management of the complexity of cooperatives through a network of subsidiaries defined as 
trading companies (Co., LTD) 

1.3 Modify regulations so that departures of members are not recorded as debt for the cooperative. In order 
to avoid decapitalisation of the cooperative, the parts of the business fund must be treated as non-
speculative purchase-sale transactions. 

1.4 Separate out the role of supplier from the role of member in relations with the Cooperative. 

1.5 Prevent liquidation from concealing inefficiencies in the management of the cooperative, which has a 
structure based on indicators of efficiency and competitiveness. 

1.6 Demand exclusivity for the cooperative in the commercialisation of members’ products  

2 Strengthen the business structure of cooperatives  

2.1 Promote the incorporation of young people as members of the cooperative  

2.2 Encourage members to become involved in the cooperative. 

2.3 Improve the professionalisation of agrarian cooperativism. 

3 Incentivise collaboration and business structuring  

3.1 Encourage collaboration and inter-cooperation among cooperatives. 

3.2 Ensure access to adequate instruments for the public support of inter-cooperation and cooperative 
collaboration. 

3.3 Significantly increase the average size of cooperative enterprises, strengthening their leadership in the 
surrounding area. 

3.4 Guarantee the continuity of the agrarian cooperative model by means of lending departments. 

3.5 Promote the cooperative model. 

4 Foster commercialisation in agrarian cooperatives  
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4.1 Promote the network of agro-stores run by agrarian cooperatives. 

4.2 Foster the internationalisation of agrarian cooperatives. 

4.3 Promote new sales models. 

5 Promote the agrarian cooperative product  

5.1 Create a cooperative brand: promote the creation of an entity to group together cooperatives interested 
in developing a cooperative quality seal. 

5.2 Seek strategies for the joint promotion of cooperative products. 
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Entities that make up the AGROFÒRUM 2050 platform 

 

 Agromillora Research SL 

 Agroprés 

 Col·legi d’Enginyers de Forests de Catalunya 

 Col.legi d’Economistes de Catalunya 

 Col·legi Oficial d’Ambientòlegs de Catalunya 

 Col·legi Oficial d’Enginyers Agrònoms de Catalunya 

 Col·legi Oficial d’Enginyers Tècnics Agrícoles i Forestals de Catalunya 

 Col·legi Oficial de Biòlegs de Catalunya 

 Consell de Col·legis de Veterinaris de Catalunya 

 Cooperativa d’Ivars d’Urgell 

 Departament d’Agricultura, Ramaderia, Pesca, Alimentació i Medi Natural 

 Fundació Agrícola Catalana 

 Fundació del Món Rural 

 Fundació Triptolemos 

 Institució Catalana d'Estudis Agraris 

 Ros Roca Indox Cryo Energy, S.L. 

 Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona - Facultat Veterinària 

 Universitat de Girona - Escola Politècnica Superior 

 Universitat de Lleida – Escola Tècnica Superior d’Enginyeria Agrària 

 Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya – Escola Superior d’Agricultura de Barcelona 

 Universitat de Vic 
 


