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Abstract
This study stems from a participatory foresight exercise conducted in nine Mediterranean, Baltic, Nordic and Eastern Euro-
pean regions, aiming to strengthen the role of small farms and small food businesses in ensuring food security. A wide range 
of stakeholders participated by attending workshops. They represented farmers’ organisations, food businesses, consumers’ 
organisations, NGOs, researchers, extension services, professional groups, and administration and public bodies. The actions 
proposed by participants are scanned and categorised around six broad objectives, stakeholders’ priorities and their underly-
ing beliefs and preconceptions are discussed around the current debates of the literature, and the drivers that influence the 
feasibility of the proposed actions are discussed. Furthermore, the alignment of stakeholders’ -driven objectives with the 
European Strategies on food, agriculture, and rural areas is examined, with a focus on: (i) the EU Farm to Fork Strategy, (ii) 
the Rural Action Plan contained in the Long-Term Vision of Rural Areas developed by the EU Commission, and (iii) the 
Common Agricultural Policy in force since January 2023.
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1 Introduction

The definition of small farms has been widely debated in the 
academic literature (Davidova & Thomson, 2014). Thresh-
olds of farm land size are commonly used to distinguish 
small farms from the others. In Europe, using this metric, 
small farms are generally defined as those measuring less 
than five hectares of utilised agricultural land. According 
to this definition, over 10 million European Union farms 
–approximately 70% of all holdings - are small farms, and 
two out of three operate less than two hectares (European 
Parliament Research Service, 2022).

The importance of small farms regarding the alleviation 
of rural poverty and depopulation, as well as the provision 
of environmental goods, has been addressed in the Euro-
pean literature (Guth et al., 2022; Shucksmith & Rønningen, 
2011). Studies have also shed light on the contribution of 
small farms to food security, which goes beyond food self-
provisioning (Guarín et al., 2020; Guiomar et al., 2018). In 

some European regions and for some product categories, 
small farms provide more than half of the produce (Rivera 
et al., 2020). Moreover, small farms have been found to be 
connected to the regional food systems in formal and infor-
mal ways that are sometimes distinct from those of bigger 
farms. Thus, small farms have a role in diversifying food 
systems and improving consumer access to fresh and diverse 
food (Galli et al., 2020). Meanwhile, small food businesses 
have the potential to add value to small farms’ activities, by 
means of processing, retailing, and distributing small farm 
foodstuffs (Hernández et al., 2021).

Despite their importance, the statistical data show that 
the number of small farms has been declining in Europe 
over time. Between 2005 and 2016, 38% of the farms with 
less than two hectares disappeared in EU-28. About 85% 
of the farms that disappeared had less than 5 ha, whereas 
the number of farms with 100 ha or more increased by 18% 
(Eurostat, 2018).

Against this background, this study stems from a par-
ticipatory foresight exercise conducted in nine European 
regions, aiming to strengthen the role of small farms and 
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small food businesses in ensuring food security. A wide 
range of stakeholders participated by attending workshops. 
They represented farmers and farmers’ organisations, food 
businesses (input suppliers, processors, retailers, supermar-
kets), local action groups, consumers’ organisations, NGOs, 
scientists and researchers, extension services, professional 
groups (consultants, vets), and administration and public 
bodies (policy-makers and officials from agriculture, devel-
opment, sanitary and epidemiological departments).

The research objective of his paper is fourfold: (i) to scan 
and categorise the actions proposed by the stakeholders, (ii) 
to discuss the drivers that influence the feasibility of the 
stakeholders’ proposals, (iii) to unpack the beliefs or precon-
ceived ideas regarding how small farms contribute to food 
security that underlie the stakeholders’ proposed actions, 
and (iv) to analyse to what extent the provisions of the cur-
rent EU policy framework on food and agriculture align with 
the recommendations derived from the workshops.

The contribution herein aligns with the growing impact of 
participatory foresight exercises on scholars and policy-mak-
ers over the last two decades in various domains, including 
agriculture and food systems (OECD, 2020; Barrett et al., 
2021) attributable, in part, to a legitimacy-seeking shift in 
governance approaches (Duckett et al., 2017). This article 
is distinct and novel in several key aspects. Firstly, it has an 
empirical foundation with a wide social and geographical 
coverage, which includes the participation of nine (Nordic, 
Mediterranean, Baltic and Eastern European) countries and 
130 stakeholders. Secondly, it introduces a unique norma-
tive and action-oriented approach on how to enhance the 
contribution of small farms and small food businesses to 
food security, setting it apart from a previous exploratory 
foresight study on this topic (Ortiz-Miranda et al., 2022). 
Thirdly, it bridges the gap between academia and the per-
spective of grass-root actors by not only capturing stakehold-
ers’ insights, but also by contrasting them with the evidence 
found in scientific studies. Fourthly, it allows for an assess-
ment of the alignment or divergence between the stakehold-
ers’ perspectives and the existing policy framework.

The next section details the steps followed to conduct 
this study. Sections 3, 4 and 5 detail Results, Discussion 
and Conclusions.

2  Methods

The exercise presented here follows a methodology 
that combines prospective, planning, and participative 
approaches, commonly referred to in the foresight literature 
as “backcasting”, which consists of “generating a desirable 
future, and then looking backwards from that future to the 
present in order to strategize and to plan how it could be 

achieved” (Vergragt & Quist, 2011: 747). A distinct element 
of backcasting as a foresight method lies in the normative, as 
opposed to predictive, nature of the scenarios that are taken 
as endpoints for planning (Sonia-Lara & Banister, 2017).

The steps of the methodology followed to conduct this 
analysis are explained below and synthesised in Fig. 1.

Step 1 comprises the steps necessary to prepare the regional 
workshops. A training day was held in order to acquaint the 
facilitators of the regional teams with the intended workshop 
dynamics, and a draft protocol was also outlined. This draft was 
elaborated and fine-tuned in the weeks prior to the workshops 

Fig. 1  Steps taken in the analysis. Source: Authors’ elaboration
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to take into account the specificities of each region, while keep-
ing a common methodological core to facilitate the comparative 
analysis. In step 2, one-day regional participatory workshops 
were conducted in nine European regions (Table 1). The partici-
pants were selected and invited by each research team, pursuing 
a diversity of profiles pertinent to the study.

In the workshops, participants were asked about the role that 
they would like small farms and small food businesses to play 
both in terms of their contribution to the production of food in 
the region, and to their provision of an adequate diet to con-
sumers and farm households. This stage was carried out using 
cognitive maps, which can usefully systematise the understand-
ing of concepts and issues (Van Berbel & Verburg, 2012). The 
members of each group were given sticky notes to write their 
‘visions’ or desirable aims for the future, and were encouraged 
to react to each other’s ideas. The sticky notes were arranged 
thematically on flip charts in such a way that each cluster repre-
sented a broad aim. The participants were then asked to select 
up to three of these aims through a voting system.

Later, each group developed an action plan to achieve the 
selected aims, and arranged the actions that should be taken in 
a reverse chronological order, from 2030 to present. The facili-
tators assisted the process by means of verbal prompts and 
questions. As an outcome of the workshops, 25 action plans 
were formulated across the nine European regions designed 
to achieve the 41 aims selected by the stakeholders.

These aims were formulated with different degrees of preci-
sion – from very specific to far-reaching goals. In step 3, an 
inductive identification of thematic patterns by means of colour 
codes allowed for the re-arrangement of the 41 aims defined at 
a regional level into six broad objectives at a European level. 
These second-tier objectives were formulated ensuring that they 
(i) covered the vast majority of the regional aims, (ii) closely 
related regional aims were grouped together under the same 
broad objective, and (iii) encompassed various avenues that 
had been identified through which the contribution of farms 
and small food businesses to food security could be enhanced.

Step 4 consisted of a synthesis of the actions proposed in 
all the regions to achieve each one of the six broad objectives. 
This phase constituted a challenge, given the amount of infor-
mation collected and the unavoidable overlaps between the 
actions proposed in the nine regions. In order to deal with this 
complexity, first, every action was assigned to one of the six 
objectives identified in the preceding stage, and second, simi-
lar actions proposed in different regions were consolidated. 
Importantly, we kept the traceability of the region/s that pro-
posed each action and context-specific nuances of interest. 
Finally, a cross-regional discussion of the broad objectives 
and the proposed actions was addressed by the research team.

3  Results

Table 2 shows the number of aims that the stakeholders pri-
oritised in the regional workshops, as well as the number of 
actions that they proposed to reach them.

Table 1  Regions and number of 
participants and facilitators of 
the foresight workshops

Source: Authors’ elaboration

Country Region Date of the workshop No. participants 
(women)

No. 
facilitators 
(women)

Spain (ES) Castellón 20 November 2018 16 (8) 6 (1)
Italy (IT) Pisa 20 December 2018 7 (1) 4 (2)
United Kingdom (UK) Perth and Kinross, 

and Stirling
30 January 2019 19 (10) 7 (5)

Poland (PL) Rzeszowski 27 February 2019 24 (9) 6 (5)
Latvia (LV) Latgale 1 March 2019 20 (13) 4 (2)
Norway (NO) Hedmark 6 March 2019 5 (1) 4 (3)
Greece (GR) Larisa 7 March 2019 13 (5) 4 (1)
Portugal (PT) Oeste 7 March 2019 12 (9) 5 (5)
Romania (RO) Giurgiu 12 March 2019 14 (7) 4 (4)

Table 2  Number of desirable goals and proposed actions per region

Source: Own elaboration

Region Number of regional 
aims

Number of 
proposed 
actions

Larisa (GR) 5 42
Pisa (IT) 1 13
Latgale (LV) 6 52
Hedmark (NO) 6 31
Rzeszowski (PL) 3 34
Oeste (PT) 4 66
Castellón (ES) 5 45
Giurgiu (RO) 5 36
Perth and Kinross, and 

Stirling (UK)
6 41

Total 41 360
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These six objectives, and a synthesis of the actions pro-
posed by the stakeholders to achieve them, are detailed 
below. The regions that proposed each action are also abbre-
viated in parentheses, for example ‘ES’ for Spain (see the 
countries’ abbreviations in Table 1).

3.1  Objective 1: Small farms and small food 
businesses have knowledge and access 
to capital, inputs, and innovations

Many of the actions aimed at achieving this objective were 
focused on the access to knowledge by small farms and small 
food businesses. The workshop participants proposed meas-
ures such as training courses and advisory services, aimed 
at the acquisition of the know-how needed to produce local/
traditional/healthy food (ES, PL, NO, LV), to improve market-
ing, and to enable multi-actor network building (GR, NO, LV). 
Peer-to-peer learning and field visits were also proposed (PT, 
GR, PL, LV). In RO, emphasis was placed on taking advan-
tage of the experience and knowledge of returning migrants.

Only stakeholders in NO highlighted the importance of 
public support in financing the restructuring of small farm 
production systems to achieve the goal of transforming them 
into pioneers of healthy food production. The implementation 
of precision agriculture by small farms was proposed in GR. 
Stakeholders of several countries suggested creating joint sell-
ing platforms for local agri-food production (ES, PL, IT, LV), 
or platforms for information and experience sharing (GR).

An aspiration for the improvement of regional and rural 
infrastructure was evident. The UK’s participants advocated 
the creation of regional food hubs, support for digital chan-
nels and high-speed broadband provision. In RO and LV, the 
importance of better connected rural spaces and services to 
encourage repopulation of rural areas was underlined.

Stakeholders in two countries desired actions aimed at 
increasing the access to land. In the UK, the country with 
the largest farms in Western Europe, reforms to increase the 
access to small scale plots of land were proposed. In LV, 
participants suggested free access to a public database on 
non-farmed land plots, and that the State could buy strips of 
land that have become a burden for large, intensified farms 
and lease them to small farms.

Finally, the access to credit for small farms and small food 
businesses – as a requirement to invest in inputs or technology 
– was only mentioned in LV and PL, with reference to credit 
lines, credit unions, preferential loans, and state guarantees.

3.2  Objective 2: Small farms and small food businesses 
participate in and have access to value‑addition 
processes and new business models

To achieve this objective, co-participation of farmers, 
consumers, and other stakeholders in the discussion of 

food-related issues and the development of new business 
models were seen as necessary (ES, LV, RO).

The creation of business incubators (ES), the support for 
start-ups in rural areas (RO), and the launch of support pro-
grammes for enthusiasts (NO) were also proposed. Stakeholders 
stated that cooperatives would need public support targeted to 
professionalise their staff in order to make informed market deci-
sions (ES). Likewise, the public administrations and research 
institutions were nominated to carry out market studies to iden-
tify consumers’ preferences for small food businesses (PT).

Stakeholders in nearly all countries considered product 
labelling for quality, local provenance, nutrition, and organic 
products as a key value-adding strategy for small farms’ and 
small food businesses’ products. The creation of public or pri-
vate provenance mechanisms for certification of local prod-
ucts (GR, UK, PT, IT, RO, NO, LV), their effective protection 
against counterfeiting (GR), the creation of specific brands for 
small farm products (RO) and public support to Denominations 
of Origin (PT), also featured in the discussions.

3.3  Objective 3: Small farms and small food 
businesses have a significant share 
of the regional food supply and are well 
connected to diverse markets

Workshop participants highlighted the need for increasing the 
accessibility of consumers to products from small farms and small 
food businesses through diverse distribution channels. Their pro-
posals focused on the commercialisation of high quality prod-
ucts in short supply chains. For instance, they advocated for the 
creation of small shops for specialty or local food (GR, UK, PL). 
Support to farmers’ markets was also requested (NO, ES, UK, 
LV), and suggestions were made to boost new online distribution 
channels (RO, PL) and food vending machines in local commu-
nities (UK). Improving the access of small farm and small food 
business products to supermarkets was considered only in LV.

Tourists, in a number of the discussions, were recognised 
as potential consumers; in this sense, there was a perceived 
need to enhance collaboration between small farms, small food 
businesses and tourist agencies, as well as to develop marketing 
strategies targeted at tourists (UK, ES, PT, IT). The creation of 
hubs to foster contacts between small food production units and 
hotels and restaurants was also advocated (ES).

3.4  Objective 4: Food culture in the region 
has changed towards greater consumer 
awareness and appreciation of local small 
farms’ and small food businesses’ products

This objective embraces the demand-side actions aimed at 
influencing the consumers’ mind-set, so that they privilege 
the consumption of food produced by local small farms and 
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small food businesses. To achieve this goal, public aware-
ness campaigns were proposed in all the regions, focused on 
spreading the consumption of local food (GR, ES, IT, PL, 
RO, UK, LV), promoting niche products with high value 
added (PT, RO), traditional products of the local cuisine 
(ES, PT, GR, IT) or traditional crops and varieties (PT). 
Campaigns and life-long education in purchasing respon-
sibility (i.e. understanding seasonality, strengthening the 
link between environmental values and food) were also 
considered desirable (PT, UK, LV), along with education 
on healthy and nutritious diets (PT, IT, PL, UK, LV) and 
training in individual cooking skills (LV). In most countries, 
several of these messages were seen as integral parts of a 
joined up campaign. Education at school received attention 
in most of the countries (ES, UK, PT, PL, LV, IT).

Measures specifically aimed at raising public awareness 
about the role of small farms also emerged in the discussions 
(ES, PT, RO, LV). For instance, in PT, small farms were 
encouraged to promote their products on the local radio and 
TV. In LV, marketing campaigns (e.g. open farm days) and 
ICT tools to inform consumers about small farm products 
were considered, along with the promotion of small food 
businesses’ participation in regional and national food fairs.

3.5  Objective 5: Small farms and small food 
businesses are politically, economically, 
and socially empowered

This goal gathered the greatest number of proposals, 
which can be categorised into two groups: those that refer 
to empowering of small farms and small food businesses 
through public policies, and those aiming to improve their 
position in the value chain.

As for the first group, proposals aligned with different 
policy scales. Actions recommended at the European and 
national level aimed to provide additional support from 
agricultural policies to small farmers (PL, RO) and small 
food businesses (UK) to prevent their marginalisation and 
acknowledge their role in guaranteeing food security, rural 
livelihoods, and sustainable regional development (LV, IT). 
The reduction of the minimum farm size to have access to 
subsidies was suggested by some countries (GR, NO, PL). 
In PT, participants recommended reviewing the eligibility 
criteria based on objectives defined by small farms. Some 
other proposals went further and asked for minimum food 
prices at regional level (PT) or for a change of the support 
schemes from growth to economic stability (NO).

At a national level, changes in the tax policies to incentiv-
ise small farms and small food businesses were put forward 
(PT, LV, GR). Reduced tax for small farms and increased 
tax for unfarmed land were discussed in LV. Legal require-
ments around traceability and hygiene could be improved 
if tailored to the specificities of small farms and small food 

businesses (ES, LV). Nearly all regions proposed actions to 
make public administrations more aware of the importance 
of small farms and small food businesses in order to priori-
tise them in public procurement procedures (ES, PT, RO, 
PL, GR, LV, IT). Municipalities were also called upon to 
subsidise cooperatives’ managers, support the development 
of infrastructure, and improve logistics, thereby enabling 
trade and access to larger contracts for small farms (LV, IT).

As a general requirement for achieving these changes, the 
stakeholders assumed that the small farmers and small food 
businesses should lobby harder to represent their interests. 
Multi-actor advocacy of small farms/small food businesses’ 
contributions to food security was deemed necessary (LV, 
IT). Municipalities should be lobbied to coordinate and sup-
port short food supply chains, and regional policy-makers 
should be encouraged to change rural development pro-
grammes in favour of small farms (PT, LV, IT).

The second group of actions is focused on private-led 
initiatives to improve the position of small farms and small 
food businesses in the value chain. Value chain arrangements 
(contracts) at regional and national level were proposed (IT), 
as well as the creation of second-level cooperatives (ES), the 
promotion of cooperatives involving small farms and small 
food businesses (PT), and networking among different small 
food businesses to create food clusters (GR, LV).

3.6  Objective 6: Small farms and small food 
businesses contribute to environmental 
protection and climate change adaptation 
through sustainable production, diversification, 
and preservation of the genetic heritage

The most outstanding actions proposed pertaining to this 
objective were focused on the use of native livestock breeds 
and traditional varieties and crops, and the preservation 
of the genetic heritage by small farms (ES, PL, PT, GR). 
PT’s stakeholders emphasised the importance of utilising 
varieties adapted to the region and climate, drawing on the 
accumulated knowledge of small farmers. The creation of a 
Propagation Material Deposit with traditional varieties was 
proposed in GR. The preservation of native genetic heritage 
was recognised as a valuable tool to support small farms in 
achieving those objectives (PL).

Attention was also paid to the need for promoting organic 
production (GR, UK, LV, IT) and the other environmental 
certifications for small farms and small food businesses’ 
products (LV). Stakeholders in PT were in favour of reduc-
ing small farms’ production costs by using farm organic resi-
dues and more renewable sources of energy, and surveying 
relevant bodies about the availability of raw materials in the 
region to foresee how by-products can be used by small food 
businesses to create value-added products.
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Payments to small farms for their environmental services 
were also discussed. Subsidy regimes would be compelled 
to increase the subsidies for environmental services (UK, 
RO) - a support that could be replaced by or complemented 
with private schemes (PT, ES).

4  Discussion

4.1  Exploring stakeholder preconceptions

Generally, the actions aimed at gaining access to technology 
and inputs (Objective 1) were mainly focused on the access 
to knowledge and technology to facilitate networking. This 
aligns with the assumption that networking, as well as the 
development of value-based supply chains, are knowledge-
intensive (Šūmane et al., 2018; Żmija et al., 2020). Digital 
technologies have the potential to enhance market access 
for smallholders, lower certification costs and streamline 
transactions. However, concerns have also been raised about 
the inclusiveness of such technologies and the changes they 
may bring to power relations within value chains (Kos & 
Kloppenburg, 2019). Comparatively, much less attention 
was paid to the access to inputs, land or finance that is also 
part of the Objective 1 - credit access being only mentioned 
in two Eastern European countries, where financial con-
straints for small farm investments are particularly impor-
tant (Bjonec & Ferto, 2016; Varga, 2016).

The value addition and the creation of new business 
models (Objective 2) allow connecting small farms and 
small food businesses with the changing consumer food 
preferences. In this vein, the workshop participants 
strongly recommended food labelling, assuming that this 
would be an effective strategy of differentiation for the pro-
duce of small food production units. However, some stud-
ies (Krzysztofowicz et al., 2020) foresee that agricultural 
corporations will continue targeting the market demand 
of labelled food by relying on timely supply of low-cost 
ingredients of standardised quality and vertical integration 
strategies that may exclude small farms.

Great importance was given by the participants to 
demand-side actions aimed at influencing consumer food 
choices in favour of local products (Objective 4). Notably, 
the concepts of local, high-quality, healthy (nutritious), and 
sustainable products were frequently intermingled in the 
stakeholders’ discourse without a substantive discussion on 
whether or to the extent to which these terms are intercon-
nected. Thus, the goods produced by small farms and small 
food businesses were widely – and, to some point, uncriti-
cally - associated with all these attributes. Scholars have 
also found that consumers connect local food with the men-
tioned positive characteristics (Szegedyné Fricz et al., 2020). 
However, the actual linkage between the local products and 

those benefits is extensively problematised in the literature 
(Karasmanaki et al., 2020; Parker et al., 2016).

Remarkably, actions focused on finding technological 
solutions or inputs (Objective 1) to increase overall produc-
tion volume or to improve land or labour productivity in 
small farms were virtually absent. The need for some degree 
of land consolidation in areas with an extremely fragmented 
farm structure (i.e., numerous and very small plots per farm) 
to ease agricultural operations was largely neglected. This 
suggests that the actions proposed by the stakeholders to 
enhance the role of small farms in food security move away 
from a “productivist” approach. This view overlooks the 
need to overcome land fragmentation to enhance productiv-
ity (Looga et al., 2018), the technologisation as one possible 
resilience strategy for small farms in some Eastern European 
countries (Czekaj et al., 2020), and, in broader terms, the 
prevalence of “productivism”, “sustainable productivism” 
or “sustainable intensification” in regions where small farms 
prevail (Galiano, 2017; Juntti & Downward, 2017; Moreno-
Pérez, 2013).

Stakeholders’ proposals regarding changes in agricul-
tural practices were primarily focused on ensuring that 
small farms fulfil environmental functions that are expected 
from them (Objective 6), such as biodiversity conservation, 
preservation of traditional varieties, and the promotion 
of organic production. This aligns with existing literature 
(Płonka, 2019), and with evolving consumer food preference 
patterns. In broader terms, small farms were perceived in the 
workshops as integral to a system of synergies contributing 
to circular economies. However, actions aimed at adapting to 
climate change received much less attention compared with 
other environmental issues.

Linked to the above considerations, actions targeted at 
increasing the presence of small farms or small food busi-
nesses’ products in mainstream marketing channels (e.g. 
supermarkets), which could result in a quantitative increase 
in their sales, were absent in the workshop discussions. 
The proposals aimed at achieving Objective 5 – empower-
ment of small farms and small food businesses – revolved 
around defending their interests in the political sphere 
rather strengthening their bargaining power within con-
ventional food chains. In line with some scholars’ discus-
sions (Hernández et al., 2021; Rivera et al., 2020; Wiggins 
et al., 2010), the demands of big food retailers in terms 
of quality standards, prices and purchase volumes, pose a 
particularly difficult challenge for small farms and small 
food businesses, a fact that was widely acknowledged in 
the workshops. Arguably, the strong emphasis made by the 
stakeholders on the need for political empowerment of small 
farms/small food businesses responds to the primary goal, 
on which the rest of the objectives depend, of increasing 
the public support to small food production units in order to 
ensure their survival.
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According to the above, enhancing the role of small farms 
and small food businesses in the regional food security in terms 
of market share (Objective 3) would rely on the multiplication 
of market niches through alternative food networks. A study has 
stressed the role of these networks in shaping more sustainable 
and equitable food systems (Cerrada-Serra et al., 2018), high-
lighting issues that may also underlie the priorities expressed 
by stakeholders. The extent to which short food supply chains 
are gaining ground over conventional chains has long been a 
matter of debate. Cicatiello (2020) states that the market share 
of alternative food networks remains small in comparison with 
conventional chains, although it has experienced an impressive 
growth. Saviolidis et al. (2020) details scepticism in European 
stakeholders’ views regarding the potential of mainstreaming 
and upscaling short food value chain initiatives. In a study of 
seven European countries, Marsden (2017) found that short 
chains have expanded significantly since late 1990s, but also 
that these practices are taken up mainly by medium-sized farm 
businesses, as “a minimum production level is often necessary 
to make the activity viable and finance investments, while large 
volumes are sometimes at odds with the specific and differenti-
ated processing and marketing structures involved” (p. 138).

Interestingly, post-Covid-19 literature backs up some of the 
proposals made by the participants, but also sheds light on new 
issues. The pandemic has directly undermined food security by 
disrupting food systems, and indirectly affected it through the 
impact of lockdowns on household income and physical access 
to food (Devereux et al., 2020; Duckett et al., 2021). The need 
for the territorialisation of food production and consumption 
to avoid disruptions in conventional food supplies have been 

acknowledged (Hobbs, 2020; Altieri & Nicholls, 2020). The 
central role of network building to connect farmers, consumers, 
local markets and small shops in order to increase local food 
systems’ resilience has been made evident during the Covid-19 
outbreak. Darnhofer (2020) argues that small farms and small 
food businesses in Europe reacted fast and like never before in 
creating such connections. Other authors concur, but also warn 
about small farms and small food businesses’ shortcomings. 
Hobbs (2020) claims that price and convenience continue to be 
influential drivers of consumer choice, which places local food 
supply chains at a disadvantage compared to mainstream chains. 
Sanderson Bellamy et al. (2021) hold that, should the increase 
in the demand for fruit and vegetables experienced during the 
pandemic persist, small farms would require to invest in upscal-
ing their production – something that received little attention by 
the stakeholders participating in our study.

4.2  Mapping the objectives and the drivers 
that influence their feasibility

The success or failure of the actions proposed by the stake-
holders to achieve the six broad objectives depends on many 
factors. We will discuss some of these factors drawing from 
the work of Arnalte-Mur et al. (2020), who identified a num-
ber of ‘drivers’ that influence the role that small farms and 
small food businesses play in the European food security. 
The Fig. 2 interconnects the six objectives, and also includes 
the drivers affecting the feasibility of the actions wherever 
they may exert such influence.1

1 For the sake of clarity, interconnections among drivers and between 
drivers and objectives do not appear in the figure.

Fig. 2  Objectives and drivers 
for the contribution of small 
farms and small food businesses 
to food security. O1 to O6: 
Objective 1 to Objective 6. SFs: 
Small farms. SFBs: Small food 
businesses. Source: Authors’ 
elaboration
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As shown in the Fig. 2, three of the objectives seek to act 
on the supply side. Objective 1 (access to technology, knowl-
edge, inputs and innovations) is instrumental to unlock the 
achievement of other objectives, such as Objectives 2 and 6. 
On the demand side, Objective 4 focuses on raising consum-
ers’ awareness. Objectives on the demand and supply side 
converge in Objective 3, which aims to increase the market 
share of small food producers in the regional supply through 
diverse channels. Arguably, the empowerment of small farms 
and small food businesses (Objective 5) contributes to the 
achievement of all other objectives, since it strengthens their 
position both in the institutional sphere and in the food value 
chain – hence its placement in the interface of both domains.

Public policies cover the whole figure, as the public budget 
and the regulations are drivers that may enable or constrain the 
accomplishment of all the objectives, and also influence the 
way in which the other drivers act. Actions that largely rely on 
public budget availability or should be directly led by the pub-
lic administration (e.g. the improvement of regional and rural 
infrastructure) are less likely to occur under increased budget 
constraints. However, some actions could be carried out even in 
such a context, as they can be promoted by private actors – e.g. 
private-led payments for ecosystem services to small farms. As 
Moragues-Faus et al. (2017) argue, the private sector can play 
a relevant role in the scalability of food policies at the regional 
level, for example through civil society organisations affecting 
consumer food literacy and innovation by small farmers.

Neoliberal, open-trade market economies generally are not 
compatible with some of the proposed actions, such as the 
establishment of minimum food prices Sodano (2012). How-
ever, marketing campaigns aimed at changing consumers’ food 
culture would be feasible. On the other hand, in a context of 
high market concentration, there is a risk that many of the 
innovative business models that small farms and small food 
businesses may adopt can be appropriated by large agri-food 
businesses. This topic connects to the debates on the conven-
tionalisation of organic agriculture (Buck et al., 1997), the 
conventionalisation of local food (Mount & Smithers, 2014), 
and the adoption of the discourse advocating for local agricul-
ture by mainstream actors (Lamine et al., 2019). Big operators 
are also likely to lobby against small farms and small food 
businesses (e.g., by pushing for “only we feed the world”). 
However, value chain regulations aimed at empowering small 
operators may counteract these trends.

As for the rural demographic trends, the problem of ageing 
and lack of family succession of European small farmers (Żmija 
et al., 2020) would act as a major obstacle for the feasibility of 
the actions proposed around all the objectives. However, there 
are also studies that highlight the role that new entrants and 
young farmers may play in taking advantage of new business 
opportunities. Policies that support new farmers would address 
the problem of farms’ succession and facilitate the entry of new 
ideas (Pindado et al., 2018; Milone & Ventura, 2019).

Another danger lies in consumers’ access to alternative 
food markets which could be jeopardised by high levels of 
poverty (Hodgins & Fraser, 2018). An impoverished popula-
tion is expected to be mainly concerned about income short-
ages and care little for marketing narratives about the story 
behind food products; additionally, consumers’ perceptions 
of quality labels are income-dependent (Kaczorowska et al., 
2021). Redistributive and minimum income tax policies 
would directly affect this driver.

The strength of collective action would play a critical role 
in facilitating the implementation of many proposals. First, it 
would enable the creation of a form of small farms’ or small food 
businesses’ representation that would increase their influence in 
policy consultation mechanisms at local, national and EU level. 
Furthermore, it would be crucial in overcoming the limitations of 
small-scale farming (Arnalte-Mur et al., 2020; García Álvarez-
Coque et al., 2021). As discussed by Sutherland et al. (2017) 
and Noble et al. (2023), social capital enables smallholders to 
engage in different types of networks to access different types of 
knowledge; multi-stakeholder action is also required to develop 
certification schemes (De Rosa et al., 2017) or farmer-to-farmer 
learning on sustainable practices. Balancing the power within 
the food system also requires strong willingness to cooperate by 
small farms/small food businesses (Sanderson Bellamy et al., 
2021). However, the risks involved in lobbying actions should 
not be ignored, as not all small farms may be represented in their 
organisations; the inclusiveness of cooperatives is also contested 
(Bijman & Wijers, 2019).

Finally, the consumer values, including their awareness 
about health and the environmental implications of their 
diets, as well as the social recognition of small-scale farm-
ing, can have a great influence on the acceptability of public 
policies – which, in turn, will ultimately determine public 
budget availability and regulations. On the other hand, if 
strong social values in terms of solidarity are present, they 
could counterbalance, to some point, low income constraints 
and facilitate the promotion of small farms’ and small food 
businesses’ produce. Post-pandemic literature has high-
lighted the desire of small farms to be part of food pov-
erty responses (Sanderson Bellamy et al., 2021). Moreover, 
even in the most unfavourable context of low income and 
social cohesion, a minority of small farms could still work 
together as the need to overcome poverty would act as a 
trigger (Jentoft et al., 2018; Schneider & Niederle, 2010).

4.3  Alignment of the stakeholders’ proposals 
with the European strategies on food, 
agriculture and rural areas

Small farms and small food businesses have received 
particular attention in the recent European strategies 
and policies around food, agriculture and rural areas. 
We aim to discuss in this section the extent to which the 
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contemporary European political framework aligns with 
the six objectives identified from the stakeholders’ pri-
oritised aims. Table 3 shows the correspondence of these 
objectives with: (i) the Farm to Fork strategy (European 
Commission, 2020), (ii) the Rural Action Plan of the 
Long-Term Vision for the EU’s Rural Areas (European 
Commission, 2021), and (iii) the new Common Agricul-
tural Policy (European Parliament, 2021).

The Farm to Fork Strategy proposes actions that would 
address the six objectives, although most of them are tar-
geted to all food chain actors, and only a few (highlighted 
in italics) pay specific attention to small-sized producers. 
Among the three policy documents analysed, this Strategy 
is the only one that directly addresses the consumer side 
(Objective 4). For instance, in the EU Code of conduct for 
responsible business and marketing practice, one of the first 
deliverables of the Farm to Fork Strategy provides guide-
lines for the promotion of healthy, sustainable diets, and 
environmentally responsible food, and sets out to inform 
citizens about the real costs of food. Sustainable food label-
ling is also conceived to empower consumers.

The Long-Term Vision for the EU’s Rural Areas pays 
attention to agri-food activities and acknowledges the 
need for shortening food supply chains, improving the 
value addition of farmers, developing labelling schemes 
and satisfying the increasing demand for local products. 
The Rural Action Plan, articulated around flagship ini-
tiatives, aligns with the majority of the six objectives 
we have discussed here, but the scope of the actions is 
broader as they are aimed at covering the different sec-
tors and needs of the rural areas, and little consideration 
is paid to small farms and small food businesses.

The treatment of the new Common Agricultural Policy 
to small farms deserves special attention, as €386.6 billion 
are earmarked to this policy. Remarkably, the bulk of the 
aid, €270 billion, will be given as direct payments, and from 
them, 10% will be bound to small and medium-sized farmers 
(European Commission, 2023). Despite this redistribution, 
it could be argued that the status quo will be essentially 
preserved, as much of the support rewards the number of 
hectares – thus benefiting big farms over small ones. In 
addition, direct payments only will be granted to farmers 
that exceed an area threshold and/or a minimum direct pay-
ment set by Member States, which would exclude very small 
farms from this support.

Interestingly, some of the actions displayed in Table 3 
are not specifically targeted to small farms or small food 
businesses, but may affect the drivers identified above as 
influencing the feasibility of the stakeholders’ proposals, 
such as the rural demographic trends (rural revitalisation 
actions) and the strength of collective action (collective envi-
ronmental schemes).
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5  Conclusions

This study is based on foresight workshops held in Europe 
aimed at envisioning how, in the view of relevant stakehold-
ers, small farms and small food businesses may enhance 
their contribution to FNS. We have captured the participants’ 
priorities through six interconnected objectives. Despite the 
great differences between the European regions in which the 
workshops took place, the proposed actions around these 
objectives and the stakeholders’ main concerns present large 
commonalities. The empowerment of small farms/small food 
businesses in the public sphere received particular atten-
tion in all the regions and emerged as key to facilitating the 
achievement of the other goals. This emphasis can be attrib-
uted to the recognition that small food producers require 
such support to sustain their activities – as we hypothesised 
at the beginning. Stakeholders also clearly challenged a 
productivist approach, with the underlying assumption that 
small farms and small food businesses best contribution to 
food security is the production of high-quality, healthy and 
sustainable food.

We also discuss that the feasibility of the actions envis-
aged by the stakeholders would largely depend on a number 
of factors or drivers, among which the strength of collec-
tive action stands out. Furthermore, stakeholders’ views 
and assumptions connect with issues largely disputed in 
literature. Remarkably, they did not prioritise actions aimed 
at increasing production or productivity, although post-
Covid-19 lessons have highlighted the need for upscaling 
produce from small farms to improve local food systems’ 
resilience (Sanderson Bellamy et al., 2021).

Finally, an increased representativeness and involvement 
of small farms and small food businesses in the policy con-
struction process would be needed to better integrate their 
needs and potential in the development and implementation 
of food policies (Šūmane et al., 2021). Despite the empha-
sis placed by the EU around the importance small farmers 
(European Parliament Research Service, 2022), it could be 
argued that they are not given an ambitious and over-arching 
consideration tailored at their specific needs in the Common 
Agricultural Policy. Policies should remove knowledge, infra-
structural and governance barriers to provide a fair access of 
small food farms and businesses to markets, and support the 
construction of enabling environments wherein these produc-
ers can maximise their capacity to survive, contribute to food 
security and secure decent incomes to the farm households.

As a limitation of this study, it should be acknowledged 
that, due to the timing of the study, we were unable to directly 
assess the effects of Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic on 
the stakeholders’ vision and their subsequent implications for 
the findings. Although we have discussed our results in light 
of the most recent literature, this limitation emphasises the 

need for future research to delve deeper into how these trans-
formative events have shaped the perspectives and priorities 
of the stakeholders involved in small farms’ and small food 
businesses’ contribution to food security.
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