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DEMOCRATIZING AGRI-FOOD SYSTEM 

 

Abstract: This is a summary of the paper “Democratize Agri-food System”, Paper No 5 of 

the Cooperative Principles on the Move Series, prepared to be discussed in the V Cooperative 

Summit. This paper reviews the main items that the cooperative movement should have on 

its agenda as part of the democratization of the agri-food system process, focusing on ending 

world hunger and defending family farming. 

 
 

Author:1 Ariel Guarco, President of the Co-operative Confederation of The Argentine 

Republic (COOPERAR) 

Humanity will be able to end world hunger, an achievable goal taking into account the natural 

and technological resources available if people enhance democratic tools in order to dispute 

global companies’ hegemony controlling food means of production and distribution. 

This will be accomplished if consumers are able to question food guidelines imposed by 

multinational supermarket chains associated with the concentrated food industry, if 

communities are able to defend themselves from predatory practices of the environment 

inherent in extractivist models, and if farmers and workers who produce food are able to 

enhance our culture and knowledge with the extraordinary science progress without falling 

in a short-term logic, a characteristic of the concentrated capital, which also affects 

biodiversity and does not have any territorial engagement. 

As of the experience in defending farmers, consumers, and workers, cooperatives can direct 

part of the civil society’s energy required by these goals to promote the agri-food system 

democratization which is a requirement to meet food security and protect the environment. 

By democratization, we understand three convergent concepts. On the one hand, that, in the 

business management of each value chain link (from the provision of inputs to retail), the 

different actors involved (producers, workers, and consumers) have democratic participation. 

On the other hand, that the access to safe and nutritious food is not restricted to any economic, 

social or political reasons. 
 
 

 

1 The views expressed in this paper are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the view of the 

Cooperatives of the Americas or the Co-operative Confederation of Argentina. 
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Finally, that those who want to produce food do not encounter entry barriers due to the 

oligopsonistic behavior of concentrated industry or commerce, or due to the lack of access to 

production resources (land, water, genetics, financing). 

The efforts of public policies and the different actors of civil society should be oriented 

towards these objectives, especially in the area of solidarity economy, of which cooperatives 

are part. 

This is an ethical mandate inextricably bound up with the survival of our civilization. 

It is ethical because ending hunger is a basic requirement for respecting human rights which 

are recognized on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 and improved by all 

international agreements since then. 

It is related to the survival of civilization because social inequality is the basis of international 

conflicts which have worsened in this historical moment with walls, chauvinism, forced 

migrations and homicidal violence. 

 

 
Economic power in the food system 

Modifying this situation requires rethinking the entire food system, beginning by discussing 

the power relations between its actors. 

In this sense, the Konzernatlas 2017 is an illustrative and updated comprehensive report 

regarding global consortium carried out by Heinrich Böll Foundation, together with Rosa 

Luxemburg Foundation, the German Federation for the Environment and Nature 

Conservation (BUND), Germanwatch, Oxfam and Le Monde Diplomatique. 

This report indicates that the economic power concentration is not only out of proportion, but 

tends to worsen. For example, the seven companies controlling the seeds and pesticides 

production today could become only three very soon: the German consortium Bayer plans to 

acquire Monsanto and thus becoming the largest manufacturer of agricultural chemicals in 

the world, while the US multinationals DuPont and Dow Chemical want to merge, and 

ChemChina wants to acquire the Swiss consortium Syngenta. The three resulting groups 

would control 60% of these markets. 

The grains, seeds, and pesticides produced by these oligopolies, then, go to a market 

controlled by four consortiums of export and import of agricultural raw materials. According 

to this research published in Germany, Archer Daniels Midland, Bunge, Cargill, and the 

Dutch Louis Dreyfus Company have a global market share of 70%. 

In turn, these groups send their inexpensive raw materials to the most powerful agroindustrial 

production companies, such as Unilever, Nestle, Heinz, Mars, Kellogg’s, and Tschibo. 
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As noted in this report, 50 corporations account for half of the global sales of food products. 

It is a relationship that is exacerbated by the new wave of mergers that has increased since 

2010 as a result of the financial crisis: just in 2015, two mergers with an individual transaction 

volume of more than USD 100 billion were completed. First, it took place the merger of the 

Anheuser-Busch brewery with its rival, the SAB-Miller. Then, the Heinz ketchup brand 

became unified with the food producer Kraft. 

These large groups eventually commercialize their production through global supermarket 

chains. 

“In Germany, four supermarket chains concentrate the 85% of the sales of retail food”, says 

Marita Wiggertale of OXFAM. “These chains have a similar function to that of a guardian 

of a store because they determine who produces food and how it is produced, and which 

products will be available to the public”, she adds. Wal-mart, the largest retail company on 

earth, accounts for 6.1% of the global sales. 

The pressure of these large groups extends to the producers, who work more hours and have 

lower incomes, as can be read in the Konzernatlas 2017, which also states that the fact that 

there are almost 800 million undernourished people in the world does not have anything to 

do with the shortage of food, but it is basically a problem of distribution. Industry chains 

have sharpened the problem instead of solving it. 

 

 
Producers, value chains and territories 

Agricultural cooperativism is one of the most long-lived and consolidated expressions of the 

global cooperative movement. 

It is not about marginal companies. Cooperatives in rural areas have long demonstrated their 

capacity to build large-scale enterprises, including transnational and competitive ones in the 

most demanding markets, starting with the supportive integration of small and medium 

producers in all value chains. 

In any strategy towards the democratization of the food system, this is an actor that 

cannot be absent. This mainly proves that, based on democratic management, 

competitive companies can be developed. 

In the last decades, especially since the 90s, a significant part of the agricultural cooperative 

movement has led a strong merging process to achieve the scale required by the negotiation 

with the commercial and industrial links of the value chain. This process was related to an 

increase in the level of professionalism required in the management of these companies, 

particularly, in order to meet the growing complexity of the markets to which their products 

are directed. 
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The challenge is that this does not alter these organizations, whose goal is the protection of 

the producer member’s interests. To a great extent, the answer to this crossroads is in the 

participation system implemented by the cooperative. 

It is not only the commitment and the desire of each producer to participate in cooperatives 

but also the efficiency of the concrete institutional mechanisms available to the members that 

allow them to participate in increasingly complex companies. This complexity is expressed 

in the qualifications required for these companies -which are increasingly less related to the 

specific agricultural activity-, and in the presence of external investors, as in many American 

and European experiences. 

In large-scale companies, an effective participatory system should include appropriate 

instances of participation to ensure management control by producers from different 

territories, an information system that captures the diverse interests and localities it 

represents, the considerable cooperative education efforts focused on participatory 

management and a significant investment in the development of youth leaders. 

The participatory systems with these characteristics enable to take charge of two dimensions 

that affect the producer’s reality: value chain and territory. 

Regarding the value chain, it is essential to affirm the weight of the priorities of the member 

producers within the framework of the cooperative’s business strategy. 

Regarding the territorial dimension, it is crucial that the producer has adequate participatory 

spaces that allow him to be part of sustainable local development strategies. 

This is essential if it is understood that an important part of the challenge to achieve “a deep 

reform of the global agriculture and food system” (in terms of the 2030 Agenda) involves the 

strengthening of short production and consumption chains, expressing the interests related to 

food security and the sustainable development of a specific local community. 

At the point of intersection between the demands of global value chains and the need 

for sustainable local development, there are many experiences in the cooperative world; 

there is no a single model to replicate. The point is that cooperatives that seek to be 

actors in the reform of the global system of agriculture and food should make the 

greatest efforts to incorporate sustainable local development as a significant part of 

their strategy, regarding protection and promotion of their producer members. 

 

 
Consumers: to question the food system from the perspective of the organization 

The economic power controls the agri-food system in all its components, but the problem 

lays in the relationship of domination that it builds with the consumer. The alliance between 

the transnational retail distribution chains, the concentrated food companies, and  
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the hegemonic mass media develop consumption patterns in which the priority is not 

nutrition but the addiction to standardized food products. 

It is necessary to take a critical look on this and to ask ourselves if our efforts regarding 

food production are oriented to satisfy the new demands of a more demanding 

consumer or to submit ourselves to the consumption patterns developed by the capital 

to maximize their income. 

It is difficult to answer this question due to the lack of clarity of the barrier built by the 

multinationals between the producer and the consumer. The truth is that this barrier will not 

break only with producers’ initiative. The critical look and the organization of consumers are 

necessary. 

At this point, an important actor enters the scene: the consumer cooperative, the first model 

in the history of the cooperative movement. When the pioneers, in the midst of the industrial 

revolution, could not find a way to counteract misery and exploitation, they appealed to the 

most basic: to assert their status as consumers. 

When we consume we are validating a way of producing. Not only do we choose a 

product, but we choose the social fabric behind that product. 

If this is a collective decision, then it can modify power relations. An isolated consumer 

is not sovereign. Sovereignty is a collective attribute, not an individual. 

These ideas are the ones that led to the development of very important cooperative 

experiences, such as the European L´Associazione Nazionale Cooperative de Consumatori – 

ANCC Coop– (Italy), Kooperativa Förbundet –KF– (Sweden), The Cooperative Group UK 

(United Kingdom), Consum Coop (Spain), Coop Retail Chain –KON– (Bulgaria), Suomen 

Osuuskauppojen Keskusosuuskunta –SOK Corporation– (Finland); the North American 

National Cooperative Grocers Asociation –NGCA– (USA), Calegary Cooperative (Canada); 

the Latin American Supermercados Coop (Brazil), and Cooperativa Obrera (Argentina); and 

the Asian National Cooperative Consumers Federation of India –NCCF–, All-China 

Federation of Supply and Marketing Cooperatives and Miyagi-Coop (Japan). All of them are 

important companies that represent the cooperative movement of consumption in the world. 

As in the case of agricultural cooperatives, these experiences show that it is possible to 

build large-scale companies, capable of competing against multinationals, based on 

consumers’ solidarity in each territory. Therefore, when it comes to struggling for the 

democratization of the food system, these companies should develop the main actor. 
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Developing food democracy from the territories 

It is necessary to analyze and rethink the food issue from the reality of each community, 

taking its ecology and its culture into account. Reviewing our way of consuming requires a 

cultural change, which must begin by relating ourselves with the environment in a different 

way. Food is the most direct way of relating to the territory. Rethinking our way of eating is 

rethinking our relationship with nature, of which we are part as living beings. 

The brutal dissociation between territory and consumption caused by the globalization 

of the food system is the core problem. 

To reverse this, it is necessary that the entire community assumes the problem of the 

relationship between food, production, and environment. Food sovereignty cannot be limited 

to a government agenda that considers small farmers. Placing all the responsibility on these 

small farmers for questioning and transforming a system that affects us all is unfair, 

disproportionate, and clearly insufficient. 

We must add all families as consumers to this struggle, as we have already discussed when 

talking about consumer cooperatives. It is not only about cooperatives: schools and different 

civil society organizations can effectively collaborate in the development of a less 

standardized food paradigm, with a greater commitment to local culture and focused on 

nutrition and not on the addiction to ultra-processed foods. 

This begins at each home when families decide to dedicate more time to prepare their food, 

to take care of and choose what directly affects their health, their dignity, and their joy for 

life. This begins when they break the subordination to the power of advertisement to start 

being protagonists of the human work of feeding us. 

It is also necessary to add to this struggle the retail sector with the greatest commitment to 

the community, that one that is run by neighbors of the territory, who can be advisers attentive 

to the needs of nutrition and local work from the community. This actor must also be 

organized through networks -retail cooperatives– that enable to have the size to participate 

in the wholesale field and join local product development strategies. 

The small and medium agro-industry must also commit itself to this task of democratizing 

the agri-food system. Bringing down the entry barriers to the food market is part of the task 

of the economic democracy and we must work together on it, both the cooperative agro-

industry and the small and medium-sized non-cooperative business but committed to local 

development. We have a common agenda against the economic power of global supermarket 

chains. 

We also have a common agenda against the sanitary and bromatological control systems. It 

is usual for large corporations to condition the State’s audit responsibilities by imposing 

artificial barriers -for example, excessive bureaucratization and centralization- so that small 

and medium-sized producers of food cannot reach the market. 
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Overcoming these obstacles would also allow labor cooperatives to have a growing role in 

the development of a more diverse food system that is committed to the territory. In 

Argentina, there is an increase in its presence among the different links of the value chain of 

small and medium-sized dairy factories, meat processing plants, sales companies linked to 

responsible or supportive consumption, restaurants, etc. Many of these initiatives have arisen 

from processes of recovered enterprises which were abandoned or fraudulently broken by 

their previous owners. These experiences must be taken into account and multiplied by 

developing networks in each territory. 

It is not necessary to wait for investments of the big industry to be able to add value and 

create employment in each of our localities. We must bring barriers down and develop 

networks that make undertakings of work cooperatives, and other SMEs from the 

sector, viable. It is certain that there are many entrepreneurs who, with a great passion 

for their land’s products and culture, could enthusiastically join the healthy food 

production. From them, not from multinational food companies, will the answer emerge 

for the development of a diversified and democratic food system. 

To sum up, cooperatives must add a strategic perspective that incorporates the goal of 

democratizing the agri-food system, and must do so in dialogue with all the actors in the 

territory: families, producers, SMEs, workers, traders, men and women of each nation and 

culture who are increasingly concerned about their health and the health of the planet. 

Our generation has the responsibility to develop a system that guarantees healthy and 

nutritious food for all of us. And this responsibility cannot be delegated to an economic 

sector, far less to the companies of the concentrated economy. The answer is on a greater 

democracy, in more companies that represent the interests and needs of each of us. 

 

 

Translated by Tania Giacomelli 

for Abrapalabra Linguistic Services Cooperative 
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