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Agroecology: an assessment of Campi Aperti transformative 
potential  

GIULIA ROSSI 

Rossi, G., 2022: Agroecology: an assessment of Campi Aperti transformative potential in Sustainable 
Development at Uppsala University, No. 2022/50, 60 pp, 30 ECTS/hp 

Abstract: Food systems are central to human well-being and development. Nevertheless, they also represent a 
significant source of environmental and social negative impacts. Additionally, the recent and multiple disruptions, 
like the coronavirus pandemic and the Ukraine war, have demonstrated that the systems are unprepared to face 
unforeseen shocks. For these reasons, in recent years, the concept of agroecology has been rediscovered and 
emphasized. The holistic framework proposed by agroecology is considered an innovative solution as it not only 
encompasses environmental measures for agriculture but also social and economic ones. Nevertheless, there is no  
official or precise definition of the criteria that need to be satisfied for a system to be considered agroecological. 
This situation increases the risk that mainstream food systems will appropriate the term  without undergoing the 
fundamental transformational actions that are needed to create sustainable food systems. This thesis applies a  
framework with which to test the level of transformation achieved by Campi Aperti, an agroecological system in 
northern Italy, to understand the extent  of the transformability they propose through the development of ecological 
farming methods and local farmer’s markets. The assessment is based on three sources of data: a summary of the 
association documents, semi-structured interviews, and a survey. The association has obtained an optimal score 
in almost all the indicators of progress towards transformation. Nevertheless, the results have also identified 
difficulties, challenges, and some areas for improvement, like access to nature, the ability for everyone to 
participate, and the relationships with the government. The results have highlighted the importance of undergoing 
an assessment of agroecological systems, not only to understand their transformability potential but also to help 
in defining the themes that need to be addressed to create a truly innovative agroecological system. 
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Summary: The production of food is fundamental for human development. Nevertheless, recent studies have 
demonstrated that the actual production methods can lead to several negative environmental and social impacts. 
Recent world events, like the coronavirus pandemic and the Ukraine war, have highlighted the fragility of modern 
food systems that use industrial methods to produce food as a commodity and bring it to consumers through long 
supply chains. For these reasons, the concept of agroecology that reduces the chemical inputs used to produce 
food and uses local markets to bring it to consumers is being developed as an alternative. The applied science of 
agroecology not only proposes environmental actions to be applied to agriculture but also economic and social 
ones. Nevertheless, there is no strict framework that specifically describes every step that needs to be taken in 
order for a project to be considered agroecological. This raises the risk that mainstream businesses will define 
themself as agroecological by making only superficial changes instead of undergoing a deep process of 
transformation. This thesis proposes an initial set of criteria, divided into themes and sub-themes, with which to 
assess the level of transformation achieved by Campi Aperti, an Italian association that manages several local 
farmer markets as a collaborative endeavour. The assessment was based on a summary of the main association 
documents, interviews, and a survey of farmers and their customers.  The results show that the association has 
created a transformative agroecological system. The assessment also highlighted different areas that could be 
improved, like access to nature, the ability for everyone to participate, and the relationships with the government. 
The results are important because they show the importance of undergoing an evaluation of agroecological 
systems. The framework was useful to assess the transformability of Campi Aperti and to identify the 
agroecological themes that would benefit further development.  
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1. Introduction 
Most humans are entirely dependent on food produced by the farming of domesticated plants and 
animals. During the past millennia farming techniques have constantly improved, and the largest food 
production increment occurred during the last century (Ellis et all., 2013). The main driver of change 
was the implementation of intensification strategies, where more food is derived from the same amount 
of land (Burney et al, 2010). The constant research on methods and techniques to improve production 
efficiency has finally shifted most food systems toward industrial processes that require large amounts 
of chemical inputs and mechanization. In contrast with the previous peasant production strategies that 
were valuing diversity, the industrial approach is characterized by specialization: the number of crops 
grown in an area has been reduced, and so have the tasks and roles of farmers. At the same time, the 
importance of financial capital and the use of external inputs have increased (Schneider, 2011) (Clap, 
2020).  

In spite of the new strategies, food systems today represent one of the main sources of environmental 
impact (Campbell, 2017), and the European Parliament has highlighted the increased necessity to 
transform our food systems (European Parliament, 2017). The multiple disruptions that have affected 
the global food system during the Coronavirus pandemic and the recent Ukraine war, have shown that 
this consolidated and efficient approach can still fail to provide a secure source of food (Clap, 2020). 
As a result, a transition toward a more sustainable food system is nowadays required (EU, 2020). One 
of the most promising holistic solutions available is represented by Agroecology (Anderson and Rivera-
Ferre, 2020). Considered the “science of sustainable farming”, the framework proposed by agroecology 
initially implied the application of ecological principle to the management of agricultural areas, but it 
quickly evolved toward a more holistic framework that also includes local societal and economical 
characteristics (Altieri, 1995). The agroecological paradigm is innovative and it differs from the 
industrial one as it finally “understands food systems as cultural systems, with people at their centre” 
(Gliessman and Tittonell, 2015). Nevertheless, Alonso-Fradejas et al. (2020), have demonstrated that a 
partial application of agroecological principles to a system based on industrial farming methods does 
not promote the fundamental transformations required to develop a sustainable food system. For this 
reason, different researchers have highlighted the growing need to define a framework that will allow 
monitoring of environmental sustainability and focus on transformative potential by including socio-
economic and political impacts into the analysis, while also taking into consideration the often 
underrated farmers’ opinion (Gliessman, 2015) (D’Annolfo et al, 2017). One of the main current goals 
of agroecological system research is to understand which of the systems actually is a transformational 
role model (Anderson et al, 2021) (Benè, 2022).  

After designing a transformability assessment framework based on the analysis of the six domains of 
transformation defined by Anderson et al (2021), correlated with the themes proposed by the 
Sustainability Assessment of Food and Agriculture System Guidelines (2013), this thesis will focus on 
an Italian case study, the organization Campi Aperti. They are a small association located in Bologna, 
that strives for the right of local people to control their own food system (La Via Campesina, 2003). 
Campi Aperti develops itself as a collaborative project that includes a network of small organic 
producers and consumers that interact directly rather than through the normal arrangement of food 
processors, wholesalers, and retailers. The interaction occurs in eight self-managed organic markets, 
with self-management and auto certification practices being fundamental association values. Due to its 
specific characteristics, the association represents an opportunity for a  case study to demonstrate the 
importance and usefulness of a transformability assessment.  

1.1 Research Question 
In order to understand the effective potential of the food system proposed by Campi Aperti, the aim of 
the study is to firstly define a framework that allows the assessment of the transformative potential, and 
then use it in order to answer two specific questions:    

How successful has Campi Aperti been in developing a transformative agroecological food system?  
What are the main strengths and the main obstacles that the project is facing?  
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2. Background 

2.1 Food Systems 
Food Systems have always been central to human wellbeing and development. Nevertheless, the main 
frameworks that study the food systems and their interactions have been developed only in the late 
1990s (Ingram, 2011). Food Systems have been defined as “all the elements (environment, people, 
inputs, ...) & activities needed for satisfying a population food security” (HLPE, 2014) and the 
frameworks studied the system’s elements and their multiple interactions with the global environment 
and society (Ericksen, 2007). Food systems have often been defined as complex, heterogeneous over 
space and time, and characterized by nonlinear interactions. Additionally, many trade-offs arise in the 
systems, usually across spatial scales or between short-term gain and long-term costs (Ericksen, 2007).  
The complexity of the systems arises from the fact that they are a complex and interlinked web of 
people, resources, environmental and social drivers (Ruben, 2019). Like most complex systems, they 
are characterized by wicked problems, thus with no known solution, a great number of stakeholders, 
and require compromises (Peterson, 2013).  

According to the framework proposed by Van Berkun and Ruben (2018), the main food system drivers 
can be divided into two categories: environmental and socio-economical. Among the environmental 
ones, we find the availability and cost of the natural resources like water and soil, and the climate 
conditions, that affect both production quantities and availability. The socio-economical drivers 
considered are: demographical changes, market opportunities, different policies that guide the system, 
new technologies, social organizations that arise, and individual factors like culture, traditions, and 
education.  

The spatial scales that are considered range from individual, which deals with personal decisions, to 
global, which takes into account global commodity markets and trade (Bralowe et all, n.d.). In between 
the two scales, we find household food systems, local food systems, often defined by food produced 
within 100-250 miles of consumption and a direct food sale, regional food systems, composed of 
aggregated local communities, and national food systems, that most of the time have clear geographical 
borders (Martinez et all, 2010). Although this thesis will mostly focus on local food systems, it is 
important to acknowledge that all the scales continuously interact with each other.  

2.1.2 History and trends 

In order to overcome the Malthusian limits, according to which the growth of a population is limited by 
the amount of available food, growth of food production has been pursued since the beginning of 
agriculture (Ellis et all, 2013). Two principal pathways have historically been used in order to increase 
the total amount produced: to expand the area used for agriculture, therefore using more land, or 
intensifying agricultural areas already in use, therefore adding more inputs per land unit (Burney et al, 
2010).  

Although the expansion of the agricultural area is an old trend, during the Anthropocene and especially 
after the second world war we have witnessed an exponential increase, particularly in the Global South. 
During the last three centuries, the cropland area has increased about fourfold, while the pasture area 
has increased about sixfold (Goldewijk et all, 2017). Nevertheless, while a large spatial variability is 
acknowledged, it is possible to affirm that the importance of land as an input has recently declined 
(FAO, 2019). The reasons for this decline can be looked for in the increased use of intensification 
strategies and the rise of the World Food Economy.  

Agricultural intensification implies the application of a high-productivity-focused approach. The main 
focus of a productivity intense approach is the constant search for efficiency of input use, where inputs 
are defined as land, labor, and capital. The pursuit of this paradigm and the technological possibilities 
that arose after the second world war in the US, thanks to the reconversion of the war industry into the 
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agricultural field, have caused the shift of most food systems toward industrialization (Clapp, 2020a), 
(Schneider, 2011). The application of the so-called “scientific approach” has led to farm specialization, 
a strategy that aims to increase efficiency by reducing the task and roles of the farmers (Shiva, 2016). 
As a consequence, specialization has resulted in an increment of monocultural fields, that are easier to 
manage (Ramankutty et al, 2018). Additionally, industrialization requires the use of an increased 
number of external inputs, from machinery to fossil fuels and chemicals. The high costs connected with 
the purchasing of the inputs and the global prevalence of economies of scale, which advantage large 
productions, have caused a consolidation trend, in which large farms were getting larger and the small 
ones were going out of business (Nyéléni Europe and Central Asia, 2021), (Clapp, 2020a). The 
concentration of the resources in the hand of a few companies has allowed them to own a large market 
share of the food industry. This condition is called market concentration and it is an ongoing global 
trend (Agropoly, 2013).  

At the same time, the global food market that arose during the colonial era further expanded and defined 
itself as the best tool for the development of an efficient World Food Economy (Clapp, 2020a). The 
process has been helped by different nations, particularly the US, which during the ‘50 and ‘60 
subsidized the expansion of not only the transnational food trade but also the industrial model itself 
(Shiva, 2016). Additionally, the transnational corporations aroused in the previous years had the 
opportunity to expand both horizontally, into new markets, and vertically, specializing in different 
aspects of the supply chain. The most recent changes that have characterized today's mainstream food 
systems are the continuous liberalization of the agricultural trade and the intensification of the 
financialization of the food markets (Clapp, 2020a). This globalization trend and the development of 
international trade have made it more advantageous to produce certain food in specific world regions, 
and transport them afterward, thus creating a global strictly interconnected food system.    

2.2 Food Security 
According to the previous definition of food systems, food security is their expected outcome. In 1996, 
the World Food Summit held in Rome defined it as:  

“Food Security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient 
safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy 

life.“  (FAO, 1996) 

There are four main pillars that characterize the concept of food security. The first is availability: 
sufficient quantities of quality food need to be available to people. Secondly, accessibility is needed: 
people need to have physical access, entitlement, and economic resources in order to acquire food. The 
diet should be of high quality and diverse, and the food has to be safe, so the third pillar is utilization. 
The last one is stability: food price and availability should not be variable in the short term, to allow 
people to plan for the future (FAO, 2006).  

While the pillars just described have been connected with the definition of food security during the ‘70s, 
the most recent framing of food sovereignty was proposed only in 1992. Food sovereignty is defined as 
the right of local people to control their own food system (La Via Campesina, 2003). Initially developed 
by the peasant group La Via Campesina, the concept became a peasant movement that asked for people 
to be granted the right to define their own food system and policies (Clapp, 2020f).  The movement 
based its ideas on the assumption that the objectives and strategies towards food security can only be 
decided by the food insecure themselves (Maxwell, 1996). For this reason, they focus on local needs 
and local food markets, and they center the food systems and policies around the aspirations and needs 
of the producer, distributor, and consumers (Clapp, 2020a), (Wittman, 2011).  

2.2.1 The supply chain 
In order to satisfy the food security necessities of a growing and urbanizing population, the supply chain 
concept has been developed and globally applied. A food supply chain is defined as a set of trading 
relationships and transactions with the aim to deliver food products from producers to consumers 
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(Beamon, 1999). In several world regions, a self-sufficient production of local food is not enough in 
order to satisfy the needs of the local population (Kinnunen et al 2020), while other regions are well 
suited to produce certain kinds of food. This fact, together with the rise of the World Food Economy, 
the presence of large economies of scale, and the global trust in the comparative advantages of trade, 
have allowed the development of large and transnational supply chains. According to the industrialized 
countries, global trade is a necessity for food security, because it allows the countries to specialize in 
production. In conformance with the efficiency paradigm, specialization implies an increased supply, 
economic growth, and more stable food prices (Clapp, 2020a).  

The result of these policies and of the increased globalization has been the creation of a strictly 
interconnected world in which places of production and consumption are locally disconnected but 
globally connected (MacDonald, 2016). The main consequences that followed the adoption of this 
production model are the increased exploitation of the global South and the creation and assertion of a 
hollowed space, a distance, between producers and consumers. The exploitation derives from the global 
North's power over the South during the colonization centuries. The capacity of the rich countries to set 
up prices and global rules has allowed them to concretize a system in which the concept of production 
efficiency is not only tightened to the availability of resources, but also to the price at which such 
resources are available (Hickel et al, 2022). Therefore, to satisfy the global North's increased demand 
for cheap food commodities, animal feedstock, and biofuels, the global South has been forced to become 
the foodshed of the North. This implies that, while the agricultural land use in the North is allowed to 
decrease to be allocated to other uses, this is done only thanks to the increased use of global South land 
and resources, that are exploited for the creation of cheap sources of exports (Kinnunen et al 2020).    

The distance, both physical and mental, that arose between producers and consumers opened greater 
opportunities for the food corporations. With a dynamic similar to the one of the production stages, the 
specialization and efficiency framework, together with the transnational nature of the exchanges and 
the high complexity and uncertainty of the agricultural product market, has favoured only those 
companies which were economically prepared to face the risks (Clapp, 2020a).  The result has been a 
high level of concentration in almost all the processes of the supply chain, especially in the production 
and distribution (Folke et al, 2019). The concentration of the trading and retailing industry has resulted 
in the so-called “Food System Hourglass”. On one end is possible to find the large number of producers, 
while on the other one the vast amount of consumers. In the middle section is the food distributors, 
which work as a bridge between producers and retailers. The dominance of this section of the supply 
chain by a few organizations creates a “bottleneck” (Macfadyen et al, 2015). This concentration is 
important to consider as it gives political and decisional power and leverage to just a few actors in the 
whole system, thus menacing the foundations of the food sovereignty concept (Clapp, 2020a), 
(Swinburn et al., 2019).  

2.3 Impacts and threats 
Today is clear that the food systems represent one of the main sources of environmental impact. For 
example, together they emit 26% of global GHG emissions (Poore and Nemecek, 2018), use 50% of 
habitable land, and account for 70% of global freshwater withdrawals (FAO, 2011). They represent one 
of the first causes of threat to the biogeochemical cycles, the biosphere integrity, biodiversity, and soil 
health while continuously inserting synthetic and novel entities into the environment (Our World In 
Data, 2021). Also, they are responsible for a large share of planetary boundaries overshoot (Campbell, 
2017).  

Food production is the world’s single largest economic activity, being one of the main sources of income 
in developing countries and rural areas and making up roughly 50% of the global labor force (WWF, 
2017). Nevertheless, the high number of fatalities, and work-related illnesses, make it one of the three 
most hazardous sectors to work in. Due to the development of industrial agriculture, it is always more 
difficult for small-scale farmers to derive a livelihood from it, while the socio-cultural systems 
interconnected with the traditional agricultural systems are also under threat (Hazell et all, 2010). 
Additionally, although global food security has generally improved, especially considering food 
availability and accessibility, regional differences and inequalities still persist (Food System 
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Dashboards). The food production trend is increasing. Nevertheless, we are seeing a general decline in 
its nutritional content: the selection of the varieties is mainly done according to productivity criteria at 
the expense of the nutritional value, and the production of empty calories has skyrocketed in the latest 
decades (Benton and Bailey, 2019). Empty calories are the ones that come from food in which the 
amount of calories greatly exceeds the amount of all the other nutrients. Additionally, a great percentage 
of production is absorbed by feed crops and biofuel production, so it doesn’t directly translate into food 
security (Cassidy, 2013) (Ramankutty et al, 2018). 

In this context, the main global challenge of the future will be to define a strategy in order to feed 9 
billion people by 2050 while lowering the total environmental impacts of food systems (Godfray et all, 
2010). Although industrialization and the market concentration have long seemed to be the best solution 
in terms of efficiency, it is now clear that they can lack efficacy, because in case of widespread shocks 
the modern food systems fail to maintain their functions and deliver their outcomes. This high lack of 
resilience, which can potentially impact all pillars of food security, has been highlighted during the 
global coronavirus pandemic (Laborde et al, 2020) and the recent Ukraine war (Husain, 2022). The 
multiple disruptions that have affected the global food system, i.e. labor shortage, a shift in demand, 
border closure, and trade restrictions (Clap, 2020), have shown that it suffers from the dependence on 
international trade, industrialization, consolidation, and market concentration. This is mainly due to the 
low adaptability of the global food system, a consequence of the rigidity of a highly industrialized 
system that does not value resilience between its characteristics. It is now evident that the business-as-
usual model won’t be the solution to future challenges. It is now fundamental to develop and apply 
alternative and transformative strategies, that will comprehensively and holistically address all the 3 
pillars of sustainability, people, planet, and profit.   

2.4 Agroecology 
In order to create an ideal food system, that is healthy, inclusive, sustainable, and resilient (IFPRI, 
2021), the supply side needs to produce more diverse and nutritious food in a sustainable way. At the 
same time, the distribution and consumption patterns need to become sustainable. One of the most 
promising multifunctional solutions today available is represented by Agroecology (Anderson and 
RiveraFerre, 2020). Agroecology has been defined by OECD (1997) as the study of the relationship 
between agricultural crops and the environment. Its approach can be considered transformative because, 
as it works in partnership with nature, it seeks to improve food production by building agricultural 
resilience, has the potential to rebuild ecosystems degraded by the use of conventional intensification 
agriculture and its principles are deeply rooted in concepts such as solidarity, emancipation, and social 
justice (HLPE, 2019). The importance of the application of transformative approaches to the current 
food systems cannot be ignored when the impacts that have been described above are acknowledged. 
However, as agroecology is such a highly context-dependent paradigm, it is difficult to have a strict 
definition of its characteristics. The risk is that the mainstream industrial model will take advantage of 
this complexity by adopting the language and advertising itself as agroecological without having 
actually undergone an effective transformation (Gliessman, 2015) (Nyéléni, 2015). While safeguarding 
natural resources and considering nature's intrinsic values, it also values local knowledge and promotes 
participatory approaches. Striving for a responsible governance system that prioritizes the agency of the 
food producers over the corporations, it recognizes the food sovereignty of the local people (Anderson 
et al, 2021). Agroecology has often been described as a science, a practice, a social movement, and 
especially a way of living (Wezel et all, 2009).   

2.4.1 History 
The word “Agroecology” first appeared in a published book in 1928 (Wezel, 2009). Although the 
construction of the terminology was fairly new, the concept was based on the rediscovery of long-
abandoned popular practices and sources of knowledge. The recognition of the knowledge system 
supported by local farmers' communities and the reclaiming of indigenous and peasant agricultural 
management practices was the spark for the re-creation of an agricultural paradigm that separated itself 
from the mainstream industrial one (Altieri, 1995) (Anderson et al, 2021).   
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In their paper, Wezel and Soladat (2009) identify four different phases for the development of 
Agroecology: the starting phase, the expansion, the institutionalization, and the new dimension. The 
first phase was marked by the application of ecological concepts to farming. For the first time in the 
industrialized world, the agricultural fields were not seen only as productive landscapes, but as de facto 
ecosystems characterized by the same ecological processes that happen in other vegetation formations 
(Altieri, 1995). This recognition has allowed several numbers of scientists to apply ecology studies, 
defined as the interaction of physical and biological characteristics, to the agricultural fields (Wezel and 
Soldat, 2009). Agroecosystems were then defined as ‘domesticated ecosystems’ (Odum, 1984). This 
conceptualization has also allowed started enlarging the application scale: from the single agricultural 
field to a more complex system like the whole farm (Gliessman, 2015). 

Only during the seventies, and especially at the beginning of the eighties, the term started to emerge as 
a formal conceptual framework. The newly defined concepts of sustainability and sustainable 
development have been fundamental for the further development of the practice (Wezel and Soldat, 
2009). A new layer was introduced into the agroecosystem definition: the exogenous social and 
economic factors. Agricultural fields were then defined as subjected to not only the interconnections of 
environmental and climatic constraints and interactions but also to human decisions and economic 
conditions. This awareness has allowed understanding that the resilience and stability of 
agroecosystems are dependent on social factors and that the social development component, especially 
targeting rural development, had to be an important characteristic of any agroecological plan. Another 
important evolution during those years was the increased recognition of the importance of traditional 
farming systems (Wezel and Soldat, 2009). Anthropological studies that focused on the agricultural 
practices and logic applied by the indigenous and peasant peoples had in fact highlighted how their 
management strategies were focused on the subsistence of the system as a whole, not only the 
agricultural fields. Additionally, different pratìctices, like the application of crop rotations, multi-
cropping and agroforestry have been rediscovered thanks to the acknowledgment of these studies 
(Altieri, 1995).    

During the 1990s the institutionalization of the agroecological concept consolidated. The most 
important books and authors, like Altieri and Gliessman, date back to this decade. The number of 
publications referring to agroecology and sustainable agriculture skyrocketed during this period and the 
concept started to be globally acknowledged and known (Wezel and Soldat, 2009). In the last phase of 
the agroecology development, which began in 2000 and it is still going on, Wezel and Soldat (2009) 
identified a new expansion of the scale of the concept’s application. As the topics involved in the 
agroecological discussion have increased over time, so has the focus of the discipline. From the 
agricultural field ecology that was at the center of the discussions in the early years, the concept has 
expanded to the farm and finally included to the complete food systems. Thanks to Gliessman's (2015) 
book, the linkage between the ones who produce and the ones who consume has been defined as 
fundamental for the development of an agroecological system that wants to take into consideration the 
societal context. The question of equality has also been highlighted, due to the fact that has during the 
years been confirmed as one of the most important inhibitors of sustainability. As a consequence, the 
governance topics have also entered the agroecological discussion and the discipline has finally been 
recognized to be interdisciplinary, thanks to the multitudes of approaches and methods that are needed 
in order to apply the concepts of system thinking that lay at the core of agroecology (Wezel and Soldat, 
2009), (Altieri, 1995).   

2.4.2 Practices  
One of the main characteristics of agroecology is that its framework is not a unique solution package 
that can be simply applied everywhere. Instead, the use of its recommended practices is highly context-
dependent, in order to embrace the variability of the local situations (Anderson et al, 2021), (HPLE, 
2019).  For this reason, there is not a unique definition and set of practices. Instead, it is possible to find 
different specifications and adaptations to the concepts and its principle. It is important to note that, 
even though different interpretations exist, they are all coherent with each other and based on similar 
literature and pillars (Schaller, 2013).  
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All the practices that are described can be divided into four main areas (CIDSE, 2018): environmental, 
socio-cultural, governance, and economic. By summarizing and cross-correlating some of the most 
relevant literature in terms of agroecological practices, in the table below I have highlighted and briefly 
explained all the practices connected with each category.  

Table 1. The table below describes most of the agroecological practices and divides them according to four main 
categories: Environmental, Socio-Cultural, Economic, and Governance. The practices are derived, summarized, 
and unified from some of the most relevant literature in the agroecology field and the categorization follows the 
one proposed by CISDE (2018). 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL   
The roots of Agroecology are in ecology and all the production practices are based on ecological 

principles (Nyéléni, 2015) (Altieri et al, 2015).  

Diversity  
+ 
Biodiversity and 
genetic  
resources protection 

Agroecological systems encourage crop diversification, crop rotation, and 
animal integration into the production systems. The maintenance of 
species, functional and genetic diversity helps the conservation and 
enhancement of local biodiversity 
(FAO, 2018), (CIDSE, 2018), (Nyéléni, 2015), (HLPE, 2019) 

Efficiency 
+ 
Input Reduction 
+ 
Recycling 

The efficiency paradigm promoted by agroecology is intrinsically different 
from the one used in industrial agriculture. In fact, it aims to produce more 
food using fewer external resources. Recycling the resources helps to 
lower their consumption. The dependency on purchased inputs and 
agrochemicals is also reduced 
(FAO, 2018), (HLPE, 2019), (CIDSE, 2018) 

Synergies Thanks to the creation of diversified systems, it is possible to create 
synergies, both at a small scale and at the landscape level. Good 
management of synergies and trade-offs support production and multiple 
ecosystem services 
(FAO, 2018) 

Soil and animal health 
 

A secured and enhanced soil health is necessary in order to guarantee the 
production for future generations. The right to welfare needs to be 
recognized also for the animals.  
(HLPE, 2019), (Wezel et all, 2020) 

Resilience 
+ 
adaptation to climate 
change 

These practices are difficult to limit to just one category, as they include 
elements of all of them. The creation of resilience and adaptation is based 
on the application of all the other practices and on the recognition of the 
necessary valorisation of these two practices in face of a changing 
environment and society (FAO, 2018) 

SOCIO-CULTURAL 
Agroecology is strictly connected with the local food system. It is anchored on farmers’ skills and 

traditions and all its principles are based on families and communities  
(CIDSE, 2018), (Nyéléni, 2015), (Wezel et all, 2020).  

Human and Social 
Values 
+ 
Culture and food 
traditions 

Dignity, equity, justice, and social inclusion are highly valued in 
Agroecology movements. The food systems that are built are based on the 
culture, identity, and traditions of the local communities. Local healthy and 
diversified diets are promoted, as they are also strictly connected with the 
local context and resource availability  
(FAO, 2018), (CIDSE, 2018) 
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Knowledge co-creation 
and sharing 
+ 
Connectivity 

A horizontal co-creation of knowledge includes equally all the methods, 
from the traditional practices to the new scientific discoveries. No fixed 
prescriptions exist in Agroecology, as its knowledge is developed locally, 
with a farmer-to-farmer exchange. A major role is played by the proximity 
and confidence developed between all the actors of the food system (FAO, 
2018), (HLPE, 2019) 

Central Role of Women 
+ 
Enabling people  

Support for education is fundamental, and technical support allows all the 
actors to make informed decisions. The equality of women and of other 
minorities need to be recognized at every stage of each practice (Nyéléni, 
2015). 

ECONOMIC 
Challenging corporate control and global markets, agroecology puts local economy and fairness at 

the centre of its system (Nyéléni, 2015), (CIDSE, 2018) 

Circular and solidarity 
economy 
+ 
Fairness 

Producers and consumers are connected through virtuous circles of 
solidarity, and mutual aid. Dignified livelihoods are supported, based on 
fair trade and employment. Food systems are planned on the principles of 
the circular economy (FAO, 2018), (HLPE, 2019). 

Local economy Local markets and short distribution webs are prioritized. Alternative 
supply chains and financial institutions are developed, and a web is created 
between all the actors of the local system (CIDSE, 2018), (Nyéléni, 2015).  

Economic 
Diversification 

Resilience is increased when not only crop diversity is promoted but also 
farm income diversification. This allows small farmers to adapt to the 
changing local conditions and to have financial independence and value-
added opportunities (HLPE, 2019), (CIDSE, 2018).  

GOVERNANCE 
Born as a peasant movement and as a resistance to the current profit-driven economic reality, the 

call for autonomy that characterizes Agroecology requires a deep restructuration of the actual 
structures of power (Nyéléni, 2015). 

Responsible 
Governance 

A new governance mechanism needs to be implemented, that takes all 
scales into account - from global to local. It needs to be transparent, 
legitimate, accountable, and inclusive. The needs and interests of all the 
actors involved have to be recognized and supported.  
(FAO, 2018), (HLPE, 2019) 

Agroecological 
promotion through 
policies 

It is fundamental that the policies recognize and support the practices 
promoted by the Agroecological movement as sustainable and innovative. 
The control of elements like seeds and land needs to go back to people and 
rights to the Commons needs to be ensured. Political barriers need to be 
abolished and territorial and holistic policies promoted instead (Nyéléni, 
2015), (HLPE, 2019), (CIDSE, 2018) 

Alliance  
+ 
Participation 

The decision-making process needs to be based on the active participation 
of all the different systems actors, from producers to consumers. New 
forms of decentralized, inclusive, and participatory governance have to be 
developed. Local adaptive management and social organizations need to 
be encouraged. Existing alliances need to be strengthened and new ones 
built, from local to global scale.     
(Nyéléni, 2015), (HLPE, 2019), (CIDSE, 2018) 
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In recent years, as the concept of agroecology became more popular, several new public-private 
initiatives have arisen, promoted by the corporations that have until now dominated the agri-food 
systems. AlonsoFradejas et all (2020), in their study, examine different initiatives, like the Sustainable 
Agriculture Initiative (SAI), or the New Vision for Agriculture (NVA). These approaches add some 
mild agroecological reforms to the business-as-usual methods of industrial farming, without promoting 
the fundamental transitions that agroecology requires for effective transformation. The goal of SIA and 
NVA is to ensure profit for the big business and, due to their purpose of ‘change everything so that 
nothing changes, has been often defined as ‘Junk Agroecology’, demonstrating that the application of 
ecological principles without social reforms and participatory public policies, does not fulfill the aim of 
a sustainable and just agri-food sector (Alonso-Fradejas et all, 2020). The study highlight that is 
nowadays important to clearly and deeply analyze the different projects before defining them as good 
examples of agroecological transitions. Partial fulfillment of the agroecology characteristics, in fact, 
could result in just an improved version of a business-as-usual model. Finally, there is a growing need 
to include the farmer's perspective in future research (D’Annolfo et al, 2017).  

2.4.2 The role of small farms and local markets 

For a great number of people, the concept of small farms is strictly connected with the safeguarding and 
the custody of local culture and traditions. Simultaneously, they connect industrial farming with large 
and extensive production, able to feed all the citizens (Shiva, 2016a). However, this analysis is only 
partially true. Small farmers really are the custodians of the local traditional knowledge, but at the same 
time is their food that mostly feeds us. Different sources have in fact estimated that globally, although 
a significant regional difference is acknowledged, small and medium farms produce roughly 70 to 80% 
of the world's consumed food (ETC, 2017 and FAO, 2014). Additionally, it has been estimated that 
crop richness and diversification decline with increasing farm size (Ricciardi et al, 2018). Herrero et all 
(2017) have also explored the connections between nutrient production and crop diversity. The result 
of the study has been that, from a global perspective, most nutrient-dense foods, like vegetables, roots, 
fruits, and cereals, are mostly produced in diverse agricultural landscapes. On the other hand, what is 
mostly produced in the less diverse landscapes are sugar and oil crops, generally defined as empty 
calory crops for their high caloric density and low nutrient content.  Consequently, small and medium 
farms not only feed the majority of the world but also help biodiversity conservation through crop 
diversification and give the citizen the resources needed in order to maintain a healthy diet.  

In spite of the importance that small and medium farms have in the global food systems, they are today 
facing several key challenges (Hazel et all, 2010). Even if the crop diversity that is often applied by 
those farms increase the general resilience of farming systems, still the effects and impacts of climate 
change could be significant during the next years. Market concentration and the derived low market 
price are making it difficult for the small farms to have access to the necessary amount of capital. 
Additionally, the new strict standards for product transformations based on the industrial production 
necessities, together with the newly imposed requirement of quantity, quality, and flexibility made by 
the consolidated powers, create a difficult environment in which the small farmers often cannot survive. 
As a result, it is nowadays fundamentally important for these farmers to have access to a market that 
respects their peculiarity and their necessities (Cervantes-Godoy, 2015). In this context, the role that 
farmer markets have in the local society is important. In fact, not only do they give small and medium 
farmers the opportunity to sell their products in channels separate from the industrial supply chain, but 
they also historically served as a space in which the city meets the countryside. The relationships 
between producers and consumers that are able to emerge in these places allow the citizens to be better 
informed regarding the food system that surrounds them. The understanding and awareness that arise 
from this learning relationship allow for the creation of a new system that takes into consideration the 
real needs of the people that produce the food that we eat (Potito e Borghesi, 2015). 
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2.5 The European Context 
Historically, the most important framework promoted by the EU in the agriculture context has been the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). Launched in 1962, it is the EU’s largest budget item since its 
creation, with an EU budget share that at the beginning was 65.5% and is today 35%. (EU Commission, 
2021). Defined as “a partnership between agriculture and society, and between EU and its farmers”, its 
aim is to support farmers' livelihood and rural areas, tackle climate change and promote sustainable 
management of natural resources (European Commission, n.d.). Nevertheless, since 1992 it has 
introduced a payment per hectare formula that has encouraged expansion mindsets and market 
concentration (IPBES, 2019). The payment schemes included in the policy, the Single Area Payment 
Scheme (SAPS) and Single Payment Scheme (SPS), are allocated according to a per hectare logic. 
Therefore, the bigger the farm is, the more incentives it will receive. This is an incentive for farm 
businesses to expand and buy large areas of land, which results in a higher land concentration. In return, 
the large land possession entitles the businesses to more support, creating a reinforcing feedback loop 
between the aid received and the land owned. The derived concentration of support, together with the 
land acquisition, inevitably leads to market concentration (Nyéléni Europe and Central Asia, 2021).  

In 2016, two-thirds of the EU’s Utilized Agricultural Area (UAA), were worked by 6.9% of EU farms 
with a size equal to or bigger than 50 ha (Eurostat, 2019). In the same year, the European Parliament 
report called for the need for a “more holistic approach to land governance at the EU level” (European 
Parliament, 2017). In 2019, one of the projects proposed by the European Green Deal (European 
Commission, 2019), which aims for a sustainable economy and for climate neutrality in 2050, was the 
farm-to-fork strategy. Recognizing the need for resilient food systems and the central role of food 
systems in society, the farm-to-fork strategy aims to accelerate the transition of food production toward 
sustainability. Its approach is comprehensive and focuses on all food systems activities while 
considering environmental impacts and externalities (European Commission, 2020). While 
comprehensive in its aims, the farm-to-fork strategy fails to recognize the different European production 
systems, each one with its own specific production challenges, and it does not properly address the 
environmental impacts produced by the industrial food production systems. While talking about the 
need for transitions, it does not fully address the potential of holistic approaches like agroecology and 
regenerative farming (Nyéléni Europe and Central Asia, 2021).  

In June 2021, in order to better align the CAP to the Green Deal, a new “greener and fairer CAP” has 
been promoted, that will cover the period 2023-2027. The new ten CAP objectives will cover the three 
sustainability dimensions (environment, economic and social) (European Commission, 2022). In order 
to develop its green ambitions, an enhanced conditionality has been added to the direct payment 
schemes: beneficiaries will have to dedicate at least 3% of their land to biodiversity and non-productive 
elements, the wetlands and peatlands will be protected and crop rotation or diversification is to be 
applied (European Commission, 2022), (European Commission, n.d.). Additionally, 25% of the direct 
payment budget will be allocated to eco-projects and 35% of funds will go to rural development 
projects. Overall, 40% of the budget will be climate and biodiversity relevant (European Commission, 
n.d.). Although these objectives are meaningful and valuable, different critiques have arisen. To begin 
with, in face of the new Ukrainian war, an exemption to the new conditionalities has been granted in 
order to guarantee food security inside and outside the EU (European Parliament, 2022), thus 
highlighting the variability and instability of the new regulations in face of unexpected shocks. 
Additionally, the proposed agri-environment-climate measures have been identified as being weakened 
by new but vague management options (Pe'Er et all, 2019).  

This is especially true in the organic farming case. In fact, the new CAP does not help in reducing the 
financial and operational costs that the farmers have to face in order to get the official certification, 
which has been identified as one of the major difficulties for the conversion (CCOF, 2015). 
Additionally, as there is no secure scientific test for determining if a product is organic, the accuracy of 
the EU label depends on the control capacity of the certification process. Even though many critiques 
still exist on the used procedures, no budget has been allocated yet for its development (ECA, 2019). 
Lastly, IFOAM Organics Europe (2022) defines the ambitions and budget dedicated to the conversion 
or reward for the use of organic practices as insufficient and goes on to specify that: “our members are 
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concerned with the decrease of a comparative advantage for conversion of conventional farms to 
organic farming, compared to incentives to adopt other types of farming practices that are less 
transformative and provide much less environmental benefits.” (IFOAM, 2022) 

Finally, new additional opportunities have arisen in the last couple of years. In 2020, the Next 
Generation EU was approved, as a solidarity measure against the Coronavirus pandemic. The funding 
of this recovery plan will be available to businesses or organizations that are working towards 
digitalization and/or green project (EU, 2020). Nevertheless, in the context of food production, the next 
generation EU is developed in collaboration with the farm-to-fork strategy (EU, 2020). In Italy, the 
management of the funding coming from the Next Generation UE is described in the PNRR (National 
Plan of Recovery and Resilience). One of its objectives is to promote and implement models of circular 
economy and sustainable agriculture (Parlamento Italiano, 2021). The main risk that needs to be avoided 
during the allocation of the funding is ‘greenwashing’. The funding should go to all the activities that 
are really striving toward sustainability and that are already implementing successful transformative 
models that can be used as a guide into the transitions toward a more environmentally friendly society 
(Zsiros, 2021). In order to avoid projects with only a green façade getting the funding, a careful 
evaluation of all the projects should be made.  

2.5.1 Emilia Romagna 

Emilia-Romagna is a European Region with continental and Mediterranean production. Its numerous 
excellences (examples are Parmigiano Reggiano PDO, Prosciutto di Parma PDO, Aceto Balsamico di 
Modena PGI, and Mortadella di Bologna PGI) make the region one of the leaders in Europe and Italy 
for its food quality (Regione Emilia Romagna, 2016). The rural area covers 90% of the region, and its 
Utilized Agricultural Area (UAA) represents roughly 47% of the territory, one of the Italian biggest 
shares (European Commission, 2015). In 2010, the farms of Emilia Romagna were only 4.5% of the 
national total but covered 8.3% of the total Italian Utilized Agricultural Area (UAA) (Regione Emilia 
Romagna, 2010). Only 3.3% of the farmland is cultivated with organic practices, a value below the 5% 
Italian average (European Commission, 2015). The regional production system is highly complex and 
diversified, characterized by the prevalence of specialized small and medium enterprises (SMEs) and 
traditional industries. In fact, SMEs represent roughly 75% of the total businesses, 5% of them with less 
than 5ha of agricultural land, 45% with 5-20ha, and 25% with more than 20ha (Regione Emilia 
Romagna, 2016). In 2016, 58.3% of Agri workers were employed in family business contexts (Regione 
Emilia Romagna, 2018). Nevertheless, between 1982 and 2016 the number of farms drastically 
declined, with their number diminished by 65% (a mean of 6 agribusinesses were closed every day 
between 2010 to 2016), and an additional loss of -16.2% of agricultural land has been experienced 
(Regione Emilia Romagna, 2016). While the loss of agricultural land is mainly attributed to the 
increasing trend in urbanization (Caire Urbanistica, 2014), the change in farm numbers is connected to 
an ongoing consolidation trend. In fact, while the number of small businesses was declining, the 
agribusiness bigger than 50ha passed from 3% of the total in 2010 to 10% in 2016 (Regione Emilia 
Romagna, 2018). This change was helped by national and European policies, like the CAP, and by the 
choices made by the large-scale retailers, which privilege the mass producers and not the small and 
medium farms (Campi Aperti, 2021). Finally, 75% of the region is characterized by high and medium-
intensity farming. The European Commission (2015) has acknowledged main environmental problems 
like soil erosion and groundwater chemical contamination derived from intensive farming methods.  

2.6 Campi Aperti 
Campi Aperti is a small association of consumers and farmers striving for food sovereignty within 
Emilia Romagna and the development of a local food system in the context of a solidarity economy, 
therefore prioritizing social profitability instead of purely financial profits. Inspired by “La Via 
Campesina”, the first and globally recognized movement for food sovereignty (La Via Campesina, 
2003), Campi Aperti develops itself as a collaborative project that includes a network of organic 
producers and consumers, called “co-producers”, that interact directly rather than through the normal 
arrangement of food processors, wholesalers, and retailers. A wide variety of producers is included in 
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the markets. While they are all farmers, they specialize in different types of production: from the ones 
that simply sell vegetables, dairy and cheese, and fruits, to the ones that after the harvest process and 
sell wine, flour, body creams, herbal products, etc. The interaction between consumers and producers 
occurs in Bologna, in eight self-managed markets for organic food, with self-management and auto 
certification practices being fundamental association values.  

2.6.1 The beginning: time, places, and spaces 

What can now be considered as a set of affirmed city markets started its journey of development in ‘90. 
This decade was characterized by a large number of social movements and ideologies that were 
struggling to find a concrete expression. In this context, a very small group of three-four producers of 
the Valsamoggia valley, a small valley close to Bologna, met with two different political collectives, 
Kontroverso and Capsycum. By that time, the farmers were already producing biological products and 
were trying to create a market that expressed their beliefs regarding the agricultural system: a system 
that wanted to differentiate itself from the profit-only logic of industrial production and distribution by 
also valuing the environmental, social and governance aspects of every action. They wanted to 
revindicate their status as peasant food producers and the practices of mutual aid, in contraposition of 
the ideas of farmers as agricultural businessmen in constant competition with each other. The meeting 
with the two political organizations, that shared similar principles, gave rise to the Food Self Defense 
Gym and finally to the Coordination for Food Sovereignty. The main goal of this informal group of 
people was the creation of an alternative model of production, consumption, and exchange. In order to 
realize this aim, they had to find a space in which to discuss and apply all their principles, in a way that 
was helpful and inclusive not only to the farmers but also to the consumers. In fact, in their vision, the 
market was not a place that finalized itself in the economical exchange. Instead, it was a space in which 
to meet, socialize and create relationships based on mutual knowledge ad trust, also between producers 
and consumers.  

At the very beginning, the markets counted only three producers and were constantly moving locations. 
Nevertheless, it needs to be recognized that the city of Bologna has played an important role in the 
development of the project. From the creation of the first university in the 1088a.c., passing by the 
cooperative movements of the post-WWII and to the alternative radical leftist movement of the ‘80, 
Bologna has a strong history of social collaboration that has allowed and hosted the creation of multiples 
and innovative spaces and ideas. Additionally, Bologna is a medium-sized city, surrounded by and well 
connected to the countryside and farms in the second Italian most productive region. The important 
turning point for the group happened in 2002 when they were firstly hosted by XM 24, a self-managed 
social center located in a squatted building in the Bolognina neighbourhood, a peripheral area of the 
Bologna city center characterized by social and economic complexity. In this place, for the first time, 
the market started to happen regularly every Thursday afternoon. The presence of the market in XM 24 
has been fundamental for its development. Not only was XM 24 a space with strong ideologies and 
constantly crossed by different ideas and experiences, but it was also a safe space in which the farmers 
were able to express themself and experiment with their ideas. In the beginning, due to the peculiarity 
of the place, the only customers were the people who already attended the space. But thanks to the 
increasing number of producers, it has slowly started to attract people of all ages and cultures from all 
over the neighbourhoods and beyond, becoming so large that in 2006 they decided to open a new market 
in another social center, Vag 61, located in a different neighbourhood. Due to the increasing number of 
people involved and the larger aim of the group, they felt the necessity to officialise their existence. 
From the informal group that they were, in 2007 they finally created an association. And this is how 
“Campi Aperti, a food-sovereignty association” was born. Since 2019, XM 24 doesn’t exist anymore, 
but the market survives in the parking space next to the building that used to be their first home. 
Additionally, seven more markets go on both in social spaces and public squares, as a final 
concretization of what have been the dreams and hopes of a small group of farmers. 
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2.6.2 Aims and campaigns 

As the first group’s name was suggesting, the markets were born as a means for farmers and citizens to 
fight the mainstream system. The practical goal of the association is, and has always been, the 
implementation of a short supply chain that respects the environment and the rights of co-producers, 
farmers, and workers. While the local and organic principles allow the association to lower the 
environmental impacts of food production and marketing compared with industrialized and globalized 
production, direct sales provide fresh and organic products at affordable prices to the co-producers, 
while paying a fair price to the producers. As the selling is done by the farmers themselves, they don’t 
have to engage in and pay for all the activities of a long supply chain, so they can increase their income.  

The markets started to represent a moment of contact between the countryside and the city. The citizens, 
additionally to buy high-quality food, have the possibility to directly meet the producers, and so to know 
them and their products. These knowledge relationships also arise from the fact that every farmer is 
allowed to sell only the products that he directly produces. This is not always the case in other farmers 
markets. The Italian regulation, in fact, allows for 49% of the products in a farmer's market stall to be 
from external sources. Citizens are often unaware of this condition and so are easily deceived regarding 
the origin of the food that they buy (Potito and Borghesi, 2015). By selling only locally made products, 
every farmer in the Campi Aperti markets personally guarantees the quality of every item. Additionally, 
he takes the full risk of its production: its sales are in fact directly connected with the quantities that he 
is able to produce in the different seasons. These methods have allowed an increased number of 
producers to join the association: many of them only have small seasonal production and are therefore 
present in the markets for a limited amount of time. In turn, the additional number of products and stalls 
have increased the citizen's access to fresh and seasonal food coming from the local farms, in 
neighborhoods since then monopolized by supermarkets. 

Thanks to the frontline position that the farmers take, and due to the contacts, that arise during the 
markets, a trust bond has arisen between the producers and the citizens who shop at the market. The 
relationship between the two parts of producer and consumer was strengthened by the application of 
the concept of co-producers where consumers are seen as co-producers of high-quality organic food. In 
the markets, the citizens are not anymore “consumers”, therefore passive actors that only do the one-
way action of purchasing, but instead they are referred to as “co-producers”, active individuals who 
with their choices directly contribute to the development of the association. All the activities of Campi 
Aperti have been developed with a bottom-up approach: producers and co-producers frequently meet 
in order to discuss the strategies and actions that need to be developed. In order to highlight the 
importance of the trust relationship and reciprocal action and support, the certification system 
acknowledged by Campi Aperti is not the official European one but is instead based on a Participatory 
Guarantee System, which will be explained in the next paragraph. In case of conflicts between desirable 
practices and local policies, the activities are still carried out and the successful outcome is used to 
challenge the regional and Italian authorities to change the policies. In fact, when the first Campi Aperti 
market was established, in 2002, it was not recognized as official by the municipality. By the time, the 
Italian normative didn’t officially recognize the farmer markets (Rossi et all, 2008). Thanks to increased 
awareness and a change in the law, since 2009 all the eight Campi Aperti markets have been officially 
and legally acknowledged by Bologna’s municipality. 

Since 2009, in order to reclaim the historical farmer’s right to make processed products from their own 
raw materials, Campi Aperti has founded the campaign “Genuino Clandestino” (Genuinely 
Clandestine). The campaign started as a communication activity aimed at revealing an unjust series of 
norms that equates the peasant transformations with the industrial ones. Even though at the European 
level the peculiarity of the small producers has been recognized, in Italy the norms that regulate the 
transformation processes of the different food commodities are the same for both the large industries 
and the small productive realities. Campi Aperti considers the norms meaningful and just when 
industrial production is involved. However, the standards regarding both the production places and the 
necessary types of equipment are often impossible to obtain or too expensive for the small productive 
realities. The consequence of these strict norms is that the small producers are forbidden from 
processing their own products. This creates a complicated situation: the processing process not only 
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adds value to the product but also helps to maintain and conserve the food for longer periods in 
circumstances in which demand is lower than the supply. The initial goal of the campaign, firstly 
targeted at the norms, was then expanded to contribute to the development of local communities, sustain 
and share peasant agricultural practices, and safeguard the local agri-food heritage. For these reasons, 
every producer in Campi Aperti is allowed to sell its own self-made products, with the condition that 
the product label will clearly state that it is a “Genuino Clandestino” product and that an explanation of 
the label meaning will be made visible next to it. Inside the association, this campaign, together with 
the “Participatory Certification System” allows farmers to practice transparency in the food production 
and distribution and make locally visible the environmental responsibility and the pricing process. Due 
to the great interest that the campaign has aroused, over the years it has attracted a lot of different 
productive realities throughout the whole nation. This gave the opportunity to create a national informal 
network that meets a couple of times per year in order to discuss peasant agriculture.   

Campi Aperti is also part of a wider unstructured and informal Peasant Food Web, composed of similar 
associations that act at both the regional and national level, and that have spontaneously aroused in 
contraposition to the large-scale industrial system. The main difference between the two lies in the 
organizational structure. While the industrial supply chain has a hierarchical organization, with different 
levels of top-down decision-making authorities, the organization that characterizes the Peasant Food 
Web is a networking one, that relies on the collaborative arrangement between the actors that are based 
on reciprocity, trust, and collaboration principles (ETC Group, 2017). A wide variety of associations 
and productive realities are included in the peasant food web: the production made for auto 
consumption, the small producers that sell directly on the farm, and the farms that sell into the local 
market. With a participatory approach, in 2021 a small group of realities has developed a “Food 
Sovereignty Project” (Campi Aperti et al, 2021). This 32-page document is directed to the local 
administration and recognizes the importance of a transition toward a model of local and direct peasant 
agroecology, due to the social and environmental benefits that could derive from it. 

Finally, Campi Aperti has always had a peculiar relationship with Bologna authorities, also recognized 
in the above-mentioned document. As at the beginning the markets were not legally acknowledged by 
the current legislation, all the development that has been done was thanks to the social spaces that were 
hosting and protecting the group. Subsequently, Bologna municipality has officially recognized the 
markets and, in the following years, has created specific “collaboration pacts” that have allowed Campi 
Aperti to have the markets in the city squares. Nevertheless, although the politicians often publicly 
praise the project as a value-added to the city, in practice they do not guarantee the basic needs of the 
markets. For example, not always provide electricity and toilets, and they didn’t provide the car pass 
that is required in order to transit in some of the city center areas. The markets find themself in a 
vulnerable position: they host the Genuino Clandestino members that don’t have legal permission to 
sell their products, they sell ready-to-eat food and drinks and play music without the official public 
license. For this reason, their relationships with the authority are delicate, and they describe their 
strategy as an “intelligent political struggle”, in which they don’t look for a clash with the authorities, 
but instead, they try to create a path for collaboration that would protect the producers. Nevertheless, 
the collaboration is always difficult, the necessary changes are slow to happen, and every concession is 
temporary in nature, thus creating un-secure situations that limit the possibilities for long-term planning.  

2.6.2 The Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) 
"Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) are locally focused quality assurance systems. They certify 
producers based on active participation of stakeholders and are built on a foundation of trust, social 

networks and knowledge exchange." (IFOAM, 2008) 

The certification system used in Campi Aperti is an application of a PGS: Participatory Guarantee 
Systems. The PGS have firstly developed in the ‘70 in Brasil, USA, France, and New Zealand, long 
before the development of the official standards for biological production (Sacchi, 2015). The concept 
has been officially recognized by Ifoam in 2004 and is now applied worldwide in more than 250 
different initiatives (Willer and Lernoud, 2015). The PGS are nothing but another certification system 
that verifies the compliance of the producers to organic agriculture standards. The main difference that 
arises between those certification systems and the official one proposed by the European Union is the 
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control method. While the official assurance models rely on a third-party verification system, the PGS 
relies on the active participation of producers, experts, and consumers that together verify and 
constantly check that the declared organic practices are effectively applied (Loconto and Hatanaka, 
2017). This certification method is therefore based on community control, and it is especially effective 
when a few key elements are present in the evaluating system.  

The key elements that characterize a PGS are the presence of a shared vision between all the actors, a 
relationship of trust between them, a horizontal and transparent process characterized by constant 
learning, and the participation of all the actors (IFOAM, nd). In order for the PGS to be best applied, 
the evaluating system should be a grassroots organization that shares principles and values that enhance 
livelihoods, like farmer rights, food security, and gender equality. The norms that regulate the 
organization should be conceived by all the stakeholders and every member should pledge on their 
realization or suffer the consequences for non-compliance. The systems, procedures, and mechanisms 
of compliance verification have to be clearly written and documented (IFOAM, nd). As this process 
reduces the costs and the bureaucratic burden, PGS are particularly suitable for local markets composed 
of smallholder farmers (Sacchi, 2015 and Home et all, 2017), and especially fitting for the Campi Aperti 
association.  

3. Theoretical Framework 
Agroecology is not a linear process. Additionally, there is not a unique solution that can be applied 
everywhere, but its application varies and adapts according to the local context and needs (Anderson et 
al, 2021). In the latest years, the concept is always more recognized and used by institutional bodies 
and academies. Nevertheless, the Agroecological complexity is often reduced to a sum of tools and 
technologies, and the existing power structures are rarely challenged (Nyéléni, 2015). Due to the 
urgency of the challenges that the world is facing, it is today more than ever fundamental to properly 
analyze every new project, in order to assess if the system that they propose represents a real 
transformation from the existing business as usual rhetoric.  

The main goal of this thesis will be to assess the transformative potential of the system proposed by 
Campi Aperti. Transformations are often defined as changes that are fundamental and that holistically 
affect the whole system and its interrelations (Hebinck et all, 2021). Transformations are able to 
challenge the dominance of the existing structures in order to let fundamentally different practices and 
paradigms emerge (Blyte et all, 2018). A transformative potential is therefore a fundamental 
characteristic of every system that presents itself as innovative and able to challenge the existing 
worldview. Additionally, the definition of agroecology comprises the refusal to merge with the 
dominant industrial system while looking forward to the creation of a new model based on 
fundamentally different values (Nyéléni, 2015). According to this, every system that defines itself as 
agroecological needs to have a high transformative potential. 

Unlike sustainability and resilience, the field of transformability has remained largely unexplored. For 
this reason, it doesn’t exist a unique framework for its evaluation. Instead, it is possible to find a 
constellation of different parameters and sets of strategies and practices (Blythe et all, 2018). Both the 
HLPE (2019) and the FAO (2018) used Gliessman’s framework in order to define the transformability 
level of agroecological practices. Gliessman (2015) proposed five levels in order to classify food system 
changes. The first two focus on the farm level and describe the changes that are necessary in order to 
shift the production toward an agroecological system. The first level deal with the efficient use of 
conventional practices in order to reduce the amount of used inputs while the second requires 
substituting conventional inputs and practices with alternative ones. The third level begins to increase 
the focal scale and requires the redesign of the whole agroecosystem in line with the ecological 
processes. The other two levels deal with the socio-economical sphere. At the fourth level, a direct 
connection needs to exist between producers and consumers, while to reach the fifth and last level the 
system needs to have all the previous characteristics and be additionally built on equity, participation, 
democracy, and justice (Gliessman, 2015). While the first two steps are considered incremental levels 
toward an agroecological system, from levels 3 the complexity increase, and levels 4 and 5 are defined 
as transformational, as they encompass the whole system (Wezel et al, 2020). Nevertheless, the majority 
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of studies focus only on the first three levels and rarely touch upon the wider socio-economical context 
when dealing with transformations (Anderson et al, 2021). For this reason, in this thesis, I am going to 
use the framework proposed by Anderson et al (2021). Basing its analysis on the one proposed by 
Gliessman (2015), Anderson et al. identify six domains of transformation, each one representing a key 
conflict area between the dominant regime and agroecology. They are: access and right to nature, 
knowledge and culture, system of economic exchange, networks, equity, and discourse.  

The domains are analysed in terms of enabling and disabling factors. In order to define a stricter 
measurement tool with the aim to evaluate the level reached by the analysed system in each domain, I 
have cross-correlated the description of the enabling factors with the categories proposed in the SAFA 
Guidelines (2013). The Sustainability Assessment of Food and Agriculture System Guidelines is a 
holistic framework promoted by FAO “for the assessment of sustainability along food and agriculture 
value chains” (Scialabba, 2013). The guidelines are based on different levels. They have four main 
areas, Economic, Environmental, Social, and Governance. In each area different themes, subthemes and 
indicators are identified. For the scope of my analysis, I have categorized the 6 domains proposed by 
Anderson according to the main areas, which are also the same areas according which I have previously 
categorized the Agroecological practices. Subsequently, by correlating the guidelines with the domain 
descriptions I have identified for each domain the general theme and the specific sub-themes. A 
description based on Anderson and SAFA guidelines is provided below.   

The first area deals with the economical aspect of the system. Specifically, it concerns the system of 
economic exchange that is applied in all the value chains. As agroecology value small and local 
productions, an important enabler factor is the existence of a complete supply chain that would support 
the system’s participant. For this reason, the first theme deals with the supply chain. Apart from being 
short and local, it is important that the supply chain is stable and embedded in the local territories and 
social relationships. The two characteristics are interconnected as nested markets guarantee direct 
contact between producers and consumers, while market stability allows for the contact to become a 
relationship of mutual understanding. If the markets are not only profit-driven but also value the mutual 
support that arises between the two parts, the relationship that arises can become an expression of 
solidarity. Secondly, as every business is responsible for the quality of its product, so it is an 
agroecological system. Quality and safety need to be guaranteed throughout the production process. 
Additionally, in order to guarantee accountability and transparency to consumers, they have to be 
provided with clear, correct, and easily accessible information regarding the whole value chain. Finally, 
it is important to consider the exchange system that is in place for all the inputs that the producers cannot 
derive on the farm. The agroecological system needs to encompass willingness and possibilities for 
resource circulation between all the members. Income diversification of the system actors would be an 
enabling factor because it would not only increase the stability of the association in case of shocks but 
would also imply the availability of different resources and inputs inside the system.  

The second main area deal with the environmental sphere, especially focused on the rights and access 
to nature. Secured land tenure and water access are important elements in every agroecological system. 
In fact, the security of a long-term right to these elements allows for the establishment of a long-term 
project that does not only involve immediate subsistence but instead attempts for general environmental 
and social improvement. In order to strive for environmental enhancement, is important that there is a 
general consensus on the importance of soil and water quality, the amount of water used, and 
biodiversity enhancement. The latest not only deals with biodiversity conservation at the landscape 
level, which considers the conservation and improvement of complex ecosystems but also includes 
species and genetic diversity. While species diversity is mainly maintained through the use of specific 
production practices, genetic diversity is principally improved by the use of locally adapted varieties 
and breeds. For this reason, it is important that any agroecological system at least includes a strategy to 
guarantee decentralized, community-led seed access and saving.  

The social area is divided into two main domains: knowledge and culture, and network. The first domain 
highlights the intrinsic relationship that exists between knowledge and power.  As agroecology differs 
from other sciences due to its strict interconnection with the context of the application, one condition 
that creates a strong base for its transformative potential is the consideration and understanding of 
traditional and locally culturally grounded practices. Additionally, agroecology recognizes that learning 
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is a continuous process, therefore new and innovative systems need to be also explored in order to create 
an adaptive system. The important characteristic that needs to be maintained during the unification of 
the different knowledge systems is the horizontality of the knowledge creation process, which needs to 
be based on reciprocal learning and exchange and has to reflect diversity and decentralization. The 
creation of a just and equal knowledge system will contribute to food sovereignty by providing all the 
system’s actors not only with the right to choose but also with the ability to do so in a critically informed 
way. The second domain deals with network creation. The creation of local community networks and 
alliances is an important enabling factor in strong contraposition with the individualization process 
advanced by mainstream agriculture. The creation of people-driven networks, built from a bottom-up 
logic, is crucial in order to establish relationships based on cooperation that would be difficult to arise 
in a competition-based system. The collaboration between formal and informal networks allows for the 
agroecological transformation to develop at different scales, while the connectivity between citizens 
that arise from this kind of relationship allows for the creation and increase of the local societal value.  

Finally, the last area deals with the governance sphere. The main domain that needs to be addressed for 
an agroecological system to effectively become transformative is equity. As the majority of today’s 
food systems are concentrated and consolidated in the hands of few actors that are able to make 
decisions that affect a large part of the population, the question of power and decision-making is 
nowadays central to any agroecological system. In order for any food system to be declared just and 
sustainable, the equity rhetoric needs to be applied in all themes: from access to resources and decision 
making to the possibilities of participation in every aspect of the system, passing by the practices used. 
Equity principally deals with matters of non-discrimination along any dimension such as age, gender, 
class, religion, etc, but also comprehends the support given to the people in need. When access is 
considered, equity concentrates on the ability of everyone to equally access the available resources and 
to have the same decision-making power as anyone else. At the same time, active participation of all 
the actors needs to be promoted and enabled, also through acts of engagement. Furthermore, equity also 
arises in the practices followed by the system’s actors: respect for labor rights and ethics needs to be 
guaranteed, and at the same time customers need to be empowered and aware of their responsibilities 
in order to make the best purchasing choices. Finally, the last important transformative domain involves 
the discourse used in the system. Messages can be framed in different ways and each of them carries a 
different meaning and have different implications. The use of transformative language, which includes, 
for example, the concept of food sovereignty, can be effective in helping the discourse to be considered 
socially legitimate and of high priority. Additionally, it also helps the promotion of practices that are 
fundamental for the sustainable development of not only the food system under consideration but also 
the larger-scale systems of which the food system is a part. 
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Table 2. The table has been derived by cross-correlating Anderson's (2021) theory of Domain of Transformation 
with the SAFA Guidelines (2013) and Gliessman's (2015) Five transformability levels.  The 6 domains proposed 
by Anderson have been divided according to main areas. Subsequently, by correlating the guidelines with the 
domain descriptions, general themes and specific sub-themes have been identified.  

 

 

AREA DOMAINS THEME SUB-THEME

Anderson et al
(2021)

Anderson et al (2021)

SAFA Guidelines

Short and local 

Stable and Nested in local 
territories

Solidarity aim (instead of 
Profit-only)

Food Quality and Safety

Transparency of Product 
information

Transparency of Price 
Formation Process

Resource Circularity between 
system actors

Diversification of incomes

Secured Tenure

Soil Health

Access

Withdrawal + Quality

Access to seeds

Decentralized + 
Community-led Seed Saving

Ecosystem Diversity + 
Synergies

Species and Genetic 
Diversity

Supply Chain

ECONOMIC

ENVIRONMENTAL Right to Nature

Product 
Quality

Circularity

TRANSFORMABILITY LEVELS

Gliessman (2007)

I
N
C
R
E
M
E
N
T
A
L

System of 
Economic 
Exchange

Level 3 
Redesign 

agroecosystems

Land

Water

Seed

Biodiversity
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AREA DOMAINS THEME SUB-THEME

Anderson et al
(2021)

Anderson et al (2021)

SAFA Guidelines

Traditional 
Knowledge

Enhancement and Use of 
Traditional Methods

Horizontal 
Learning

Reciprocal Learning and 
Exchange

Knowlege 
Dialogue

Unification of different 
Knowledge Systems

Food 
Sovereignity

Right and Ability to Choose

Creation of Local and 
National Alliance

Collaboration in Local Webs 

Local and Societal 
Value Creation

Enabling Connectivity

Gender Equality

Support for Vulnerable 
People

Equal Access to resources 

Equal Decision-making 
Power

Labour Rights

Responsible Buyers

Active Participation 
of all the Actors

Civil Society Engagement

Enabling Transformations

Promotion of Practices

T
R
A
N
S
F
O
R
M
A
T
I
V
E

TRANSFORMABILITY LEVELS

Gliessman (2007)

Level 4 
Reconnect consumers
and producers through the
development of alternative 
food
networks

SOCIAL

Knowledge and 
culture

Network

Equity 

Discourse

Level 5 
Build a new global food 
system based on 
participation, localness, 
fairness and justice

GOVERNANCE

Alliance 

Non 
Discrimination

Access

Community

Fair Practices

Partecipation

Framing
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4. Methodology and methods  

4.1 Methodology 
The aim of the study is an exploration of the association’s complexity. Even though different scholars 
have written about Campi Aperti, their thesis usually focused on only a few aspects of the association. 
The study wanted to provide the reader with an overview of the association's structure, rules, and 
members’ practices, in order to explore the key aspects that reflect the changes that the association aims 
to achieve and the barriers to those changes. The picture that will emerge from the assessment, will be 
useful in the future to define more specific and targeted studies (Kanazawa, 2018).     

A mixed-methods approach is used to assess the associations by summarizing and considering different 
aspects and points of view. This methodology allows the integration of different sources of data for 
producing a more complete understanding of the research problem. For this reason, a document review, 
some interviews, and a survey were conducted. The qualitative part of the study, characterized by the 
documents review and the interviews, has been mainly used in order to understand the meaning and 
definitions that the individuals give to the association topics and structure. In other words, qualitative 
data sources will be used in order to familiarize and understand the association before setting up a 
quantitative data collection. The document review allows not only to understand the theoretical 
framework that the association uses when dealing with the definition and management of the internal 
practices but also to be conscious of the group language and meanings (Creswell, 2018a). The 
interviews are then used in order to further explore which practices the association members actually 
apply and what opinions they have regarding the association structure and rules. The survey is then used 
with the goal to generalize and verify the assumptions derived from the previous methods (Cresswell, 
2018) (Silverman, 2015). The data from the survey were finally analysed and compared to the findings 
in the document review and interviews in order to answer the research questions. 

4.2 Methods 
4.2.1 Documents Review  
In order to understand the official structure of the association, a series of documents have been reviewed 
and summarized. In the beginning, all the regulations that have been collectively created and signed by 
all the association members have been collected. All the documents are freely available online for 
everyone to explore. All documents were in Italian and were translated to English by the author. 
Additionally, some of the documents were referencing a wider literature regarding the methods and 
practices that they apply, for example in the context of the PGS and the consensus method. These 
practices are meaningful in order to define some aspects of the association management, therefore the 
topics have been explored by also reviewing and summarizing the literature that has been used by the 
members in order to create the regulations. The general result of the document analysis has been the 
definition of the rules and values that the association has.  

4.2.2 Interviews 

In order to understand the point of view and the practices of the individuals that are part of the 
association, a series of semi-structured interviews have been used for the study. The interviews have 
been conducted while taking into consideration the fact that during the process the interviewers are 
active participants with the power to drive the conversation (Silverman, 2015a). At the same time, an 
effort has been made in order to collaboratively produce the interviews. According to this vision, the 
interviewee is not only a source of information but becomes an integrated part of the knowledge creation 
process (Silverman, 2015a). In order to strive for a deeper understanding of the opinions and values of 
all the actors, high flexibility has been kept during the whole process.  

At the beginning of the interview, the participants have been given an in-depth description of the project, 
its aim, and the methods with which the data were going to be collected and analysed. To every 
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participant, anonymity has been guaranteed therefore, in the analysis, they have been codified and 
referred to as numbers. Nevertheless, for the sake of meaning, a distinction has been made between the 
producers and the coproducers. All the interviews have been done in Italian, the mother tongue of all 
the participants, and subsequently transcribed in Italian. Some relevant quotations are translated by the 
author and reported in the result section in order to highlight particular aspects (Robson and McCartan, 
2016). 

The interviews were designed after having concluded the literature review and after the definition of 
the theoretical framework. For this reason, they have been arranged into 4 main topics, that represent 
the 4 main areas of assessment: economy, environment, social, and governance. This guideline has been 
used in order to gather meaningful pieces of information without forcing the participants into detailed 
answers. During the interview, it has been applied active listening, in which every participant is allowed 
to autonomously define the meaning of the topic while knowing the broader study context (Silverman, 
2015a). In this way, the active participation and the derived influence of the interviewer are limited in 
the definition of the scope. At the same time, this method allows to include and take into consideration 
unexpected topics that can arise in each study area. Also, the few questions were easy to understand, 
and the participants were considered the experts in the specific discussion fields, so the aim of each 
question was to unlock meaningful consideration on their part, also outside the expertise area of the 
interviewer. At the end of each interview, a simple color-coding method has been applied, in order to 
highlight the meaningful parts of the conversation that were directly related to the sub-themes identified 
in the theoretical framework (Skjott Linneberg Korsgaard, 2019). The process has been helped by the 
fact that the 4 main topics were kept separated during the interviews. 

4.3 Survey 

In order to generalize the results and consideration obtained from the interviews and in order to test if 
the values and principles declared in the regulations, are effectively followed by the members, a survey 
has been conducted. The survey aimed examine who, what and how the association members regard 
the agroecological practices (Kanazawa, 2018). The survey was designed accordingly and consisted of 
three parts: demographic information, opinion, and technical information of the participants. The 
research subjects of the survey were all the association members, both producers, and coproducers. The 
sampling was done according to voluntary response (Kanazawa, 2018) by distributing the online survey 
over multiple social media platforms and making it available for two weeks to enable the furthest 
possible outreach. The questions were designed as closed-ended questions, in the form of multiple 
choice and Likert scales, to gather quantitative data. A few additional open-ended questions and space 
for comments have been added, in order to allow the participants to fully express their opinion. 
Although it is not fully acknowledged that the sequence of data collection can influence the participant's 
response to the study (Covell et al., 2012), the questions were planned in the best possible way so as to 
not influence the study.  

At the beginning of the survey, only a brief explanation of the issue has been given: the scope of the 
study was to analyse which actions and opinions the members have developed in their everyday 
practices, without influencing them. As the behaviour and role of producers and coproducers are 
different, two different sets of questions have been asked, in order to gather data that will provide an 
association overview derived from the union of both the points of view.  
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5. Results 

5.1 Documents Review 

5.1.1 Association Principles and values 
In order for a citizen and for a producer to be part of the association, they have to sign and agree on the 
shared values and regulations that represent the association’s pillars. Here below are reported the main 
principles that guide the association.  

“Charter of Principles: 

1. Relationship Economy. The economy that is preferred allows for establishing concrete solidarity 
relationships between producers and co-producers, in contraposition with the mainstream market 
economy's focus on profit-driven relationships.  

2. Short supply chain. This principle is a strategic choice made in order to favor the local economy, 
crops, and cultures. Additionally, it promotes and stimulates the production of high-quality foods. 

3. Biologic and biodynamic agriculture. These techniques are recognized as the only production 
practices that preserve the environment and the health, both of the farmers and the consumers. 

4. Participative Certification System. This method allows for everyone to be involved in the selection 
and control of the associated actors. 

5. Environmental Sustainability. Sustainability has to be guaranteed during the whole processing 
process with a cradle-to-grave approach. Therefore, all the resources used should be considered and 
the post-consumption disposal taken into account. Additionally, there should be an effort to at least 
partially re-use some of the used resources 

6. Peasant agriculture. Smallholders and traditional production models are repurposed in contraposition 
with industrialized agriculture ones 

7. Fair and transparent price. The fair process of price formation is considered a fundamental element 
of the solidarity relationship that arises between producers and co-producers. Tables are published 
online in which max and min prices for every commodity are published and regularly updated 

8. Solidarity networks. The relationships between producers and co-producers reinforce the 
relationship economy and allow the creation of local solidarity networks” 

(CampiAperti, 2014, translated by the author) 

Apart from the charter of principles, the association ethics are expressed and specified in four different 
sets of rules: the internal regulation, the market regulation, the regulation for the processed products 
and the regulation for the herbal medicinal products. While the internal regulations principally focus on 
the governance aspects of the association, which will be highlighted in the paragraph below, the other 
regulations contain different important aspects that are relevant for the assessment.  

Campi Aperti describes itself as a community of people connected by an alliance based on cooperation, 
non-competition, and mutual aid (Campi Aperti, 2019). The producers have to use at least biological or 
biodynamic production methods, they can only sell their own products that they have to produce 
autonomously. As the group wants to promote the local economy, the producers should come from the 
local area, but exceptions are approved in the general assembly to supply the co-producers with products 
that are only available in other regions and in order to support national projects in line with the ethics 
and principles of Campi Aperti. A detailed description of the productive reality and a comprehensive 
list of each ingredient and its provenience have to be visible in each stall and available for consultation 
on the website (Campi Aperti, 2019a and 2020).   
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As the association’s producers are often small or have a small production highly bound to seasonality, 
Campi Aperti allows the possibility to have shared stalls or active collaborations. The ‘shared stall’ is 
a stall in which more than one producer sells his products, with the condition that the provenience of 
each product is clearly explicated and that each producer guarantees his presence at the stall (Campi 
Aperti, 2019a).  The ‘active collaboration’ deal with the processed products. If a producer cannot 
objectively have the conditions in order to harvest the principal ingredient of a processed product, he 
can institute a collaboration with another producer. As it is a collaboration and not a simple financial 
transaction, the two realities have to share the costs, risks, and work that goes into the production of the 
final product (Campi Aperti, 2020).  

The use of resources, defined here as all the physical inputs required at the different production stages, 
whether it is natural or of industrial derivation, is an important topic in Campi Aperti. Apart from the 
regulations regarding direct production, they also have specific rules in place for the reduction of waste. 
Everything that is brought to the market by the producers, like buckets and product scraps, has to be 
then reused or composted. Packages should preferably be made with organically sourced materials, but 
also plastic packages are allowed in limited amounts when no other packaging are suitable for the 
product. It is forbidden the use plastic bags and disposable tableware. Producers often use washable 
items, and co-producers are incentivized to bring their own containers to the market or to bring back 
the ones in which the product was sold. (Campi Aperti, 2019a).   

Another important aspect defined by the regulations is the products’ price. In Campi Aperti, the price 
formation process for each food item not only takes into account the necessary work and production 
costs, but also the opinion of the co-producers. The goal is to collectively set a ‘just price’ that considers 
the necessities and needs of both parties. Once the price is established, it is published online and has to 
be applied to all similar items. This process guarantees that the producers are paid a fair amount without 
having to undergo a price-based competition. Finally, Campi Aperti highly values work in all aspects 
of food production. They believe that there has to be a clear relationship based on reciprocal respect 
between the workers and the employee. The association supports the involvement of each type of 
worker, also temporary and seasonal, in the farm management. Every worker, in case he has problems 
with the employee, has the possibility to address them to the association, which will help and deliberate 
on them (Campi Aperti, 2019a).  

5.1.2 Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) 
Campi Aperti has been defined as one of the Italian best examples of the application of PGS principles 
(Sacchi, 2016). Apart from the adoption of organic local production and direct sales, each member of 
the group, in order to be accepted into the association, had to follow a specific set of actions (Sacchi 
2016), (Campi Aperti, 2019):  

- Sign and adhere to the Charter of Principles, and all the association’ regulations 

- At least comply with the European standards for organic production.  
     n.b.: farmers are not required to have the European certification, but still, they have to follow all the 

standards and comply with all the norms 

- Fill in the information forms, in which they have to thoughtfully describe their products and their 
production practices 

Once that the producers have completed the above steps, the PGS mechanism is activated, and consist 
on three main steps:  

- Initial visit to the new producer’s premises. This visit represents a way for the association and the 
new member to get to know each other. At the visit at least two association members have to 
participate, and at least one of them has to be a producer of the same product that the new reality 
proposes. Additionally, every association member is welcome and invited to join. The visit is often 
described as “multisensorial”, as it tries to evaluate the competencies ad trustfulness of the new 
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actor, as well as his willingness to participate in the association's active life. At the end of the visit, 
a report is written.  

- Discussion in the General Assembly. During the assembly, the report is read and the people who 
participated in the visit share their opinions. All the association’s members collectively evaluate 
the new situation and take a decision regarding the admission possibility.  

- Stall check. The control phase never stops and it is constantly carried on at the markets. Each 
producer is required to keep on the stall a presentation card that describes his products and 
production techniques. Everyone can therefore be aware of the limits and possibilities of each 
productive reality and can therefore check for incongruencies in the products sold.  

The PGS applied in Campi Aperti has been successful, mainly because it is based on reciprocal trust 
and shared responsibility. If a single producer doesn’t respect the rules, it is the whole market that will 
suffer from it. As a consequence, if a producer loses the trust of the other association members it is 
turned away from the markets.  

5.1.3 Internal organization and the decision-making process 
Campi Aperti define itself as a non-hierarchical organization, based on the principles of auto-
management and participation. Every activity, like the management of the markets, is therefore based 
on the actions and involvement of every single member. Inside the association, every individual is 
valued the same as the others, no matter gender or cultural differences. While during the first years it 
was relatively easy to maintain a horizontal organizational structure due to the limited number of 
members, the group has soon become aware of the necessity to clearly define its governance structure. 
Although the communication runs free between every member and group of the association, a complex 
set of assembly and specific working groups has been defined (De Angelis and Diesner, 2020).  

The main and most important organizational moment is the general assembly. All the other working 
groups report to it and every member of the association is called to participate. The assembly is generally 
convened every two months in order to deliberate on the general policies of the association, the 
acceptance or expulsion of the members, the opening or closure of new markets, and the approval of 
modifications to the regulations. The agenda of every assembly is decided by a working group in which 
everyone can participate and that evaluates all the proposals that are freely sent by everyone.  
Furthermore, every market has a monthly assembly that reports to the general one. The assembly is 
directly managed by all the participants and deals with topics that directly concern the management of 
the specific market, like the position of the stalls, the producers who participate, and the organization 
of cultural or ludic events. Every assembly elect two referents for the market and two for the 
participatory guaranteed system. Finally, every bio-region has its own assembly. In order to simplify 
the management, Campi Aperti has divided the Italian territory into bio-regions. All the producers that 
came from a specific bio region have an assembly that is used in order to propose and discuss themes 
for the general assembly that deals with the promotion of the specific territory (Campi Aperti, 2019).  

In addition to the assemblies, there are different permanent and specific working groups, all composed 
of volunteers. The permanent tables deal with functions that support the association's works, like 
external communication and the association reporting paperwork and bureaucracy. The specific 
working tables deal with definite goals and topics, usually proposed in and accepted by the general 
assembly. Some examples are the group that deals with the creation of an internal seed bank, and the 
ones that collaborate with ethical financial institutions in order to provide the members with the option 
to obtain monetary help and financing outside the mainstream banking system (Campi Aperti, 2019).  

In order to make the decisions, the group has decided to adopt the method of consensus. This method, 
which evolved from the methods used by the indigenous tribes and by the Quakers, is a decisional 
method that bases the resolution of the conflicts on peaceful collaborations. The goal is the development 
of a solution on which everyone can agree (Briggs, 2014).  The method is built on the acknowledgment 
that the two conditions that characterize the most the relationships inside a group during a decision 
phase are agreement/disagreement and trust/distrust. By crossing the two conditions into a matrix, we 
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would be prone to think that the optimum status for a decision is when there is high trust and high 
agreement, therefore unanimity. Nevertheless, apart from the fact that this status is almost impossible 
to obtain, it could also imply that people are simply adapting to the decisions without externalizing 
divergent opinions. While recognizing the importance of trust between the members, the method of 
consensus thrives in a condition of disagreement. In fact, if properly dealt with, it is this condition that 
allows for everybody to express himself and for every idea to be taken into account while collectively 
developing new and creative solutions based on inclusion that aim at the same communal objective 
(Tecchio, 2020). Some of the practices of the consensus method used by Campi Aperti comprehend the 
use of an external facilitator during the assemblies and the use of a position vote instead of the majority 
one. This latest means that every time that they have to vote on a decision, the members can choose 
between three positions: ‘to block’, ‘to stay on a side’, and ‘to consent’. ‘To block’ a decision means 
that the voter thinks that it is not in line with the values and ethics of the group, and should therefore 
not be pursued. ‘To give consent’ does not imply a complete agreement, but includes the possibility 
that even though the voter may disagree, he thinks that this decision is important and he is available in 
order to develop it further. ‘To stay on a side’ is a more problematic vote: it can imply that the voter 
disagrees with the decision but trust the group that wants it applied, or it can simply mean that he agrees 
but doesn’t have the possibility to compel himself into its development. As every choice is so full of 
meaning, it does not automatically pass the one who takes more votes. Instead, a careful evaluation of 
the choices is done every time. For example, a lot of votes on “to stay on a side”, even if “to consent” 
have the majority, imply that there is not a strong consensus, and therefore the decision should be re-
evaluated (Briggs, 2014). Finally, the methods comprehend a specific set of techniques that, if applied, 
help the users in creating a horizontal kind of assembly in which everyone has the possibility to equally 
express himself. 

5.2 Interviews 
The interviews have been done with 5 active producers and 2 co-producers of Campi Aperti.   

5.2.1 Economic Area 

To begin with, two producers (3 and 5) agree that the markets are a valuable source of income. However, 
since most of the producers are in remote areas, it is difficult for them to base their income only on 
direct sales. Producers 4 highlights that the possibility offered by the markets to produce and sell 
processed products is really valuable. In fact, not only does it allow her and the other producers to 
autonomously increase the value of the product that they are selling, but they are also able to store the 
products for longer periods of time. Producers 3 said that the possibility to store the products longer is 
fundamental for Campi Aperti because the producers only sell what they directly produce. Thanks to 
the processing they are less bound to the seasons and reduce food waste. Producers 5 explains that this 
is needed especially in summer: for example, in August Bologna is known to be empty of people, but 
at the same time is the most productive month for its surrounding countryside. Thanks to processing the 
producers are able to store the food for longer and they are not forced to sell it at a low price to the 
general markets.  Producer 2 said:  

“I live in a remote area of the region. I mostly produce wheat, but depending on the season I also have 
a very limited vegetable production, which I mostly sell directly on the farm. Coming to the markets 
allows me to sell bread and flour that I produce from my grains. This permits me to increase the value 
of the grains and to have something to sell all year round.” 

Additionally, producers have repeatedly defined the possibility of auto-production as a personally 
satisfying activity that also permits them to have full control and accountability for all the processes. 
Producer 1 said:  
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“According to the law, I should sell my grapes to the consortium1 so that they could process them into 
wine. But I care for the vineyard all year long, so I want to be in charge also of the processing steps. If 
I am able to make my own wine, I can gain more money from the sale, and I can personally guarantee 
and explain every step of the production.” 

Nevertheless, producers 3 and 5 agree with the fact that coming to the market is a time-consuming 
activity. Producer 2 has explained that the productive realities that constitute Campi Aperti are mostly 
family-owned and small realities, therefore they do not hire new people in order to take care of the 
markets, but they personally deal with the entire process, from production to sales. Producer 5 said:  

“I try to guarantee my presence at the market, to not leave an empty spot, and for people to be able to 
rely on me for their shopping. Nevertheless, some time is challenging. As we are a small working team, 
during some periods we are really busy working at the farm and we have very little time and energy left 
for the market.” 

The co-producers have also been satisfied with the financial aspect of the market. Co-producer 1 and 2 
agree on the fact that the markets are a valuable place in which to shop for high-quality food at a fair 
and just price. Co-producer 1 says that he is satisfied with the product diversity that he is able to find in 
the markets. Nevertheless, even if he recognizes that the different and fixed locations and times of the 
markets help, sometimes they both find it difficult to merge this commitment into their daily life routine. 
However, both co-producers still consider the markets as a valid alternative source of food with respect 
to the conventional sources such as supermarkets.  

Producer 1 also said that the trust relationship that arises between all the members makes it simpler for 
the resources to circulate among all the actors. Although the resources are different if producers or co-
producers are considered, for example with co-producers what is most shared and reused is the 
packaging, still, an effort has always existed. Producer 4 said:  

“In a small scale like this one, it is not too difficult to have a resource circularity. If I need something, 
like a tool, that I don’t own it's easy for me to ask other association’ members. Also with the client, we 
have a small circularity relationship: for example, we ask them to bring us back the jars and other 
packages that we use.” 

5.2.2 Environmental Area 
All the producers have agreed that the respect for the environment is embedded in all the practices that 
they apply. Producer 1 explains that, even though they are not required to be certified, the producers 
have to apply at least the norms of the EU regulations for biological production. He then states that the 
main difference between the other biological markets and the Campi Aperti ones is that they do not use 
the biological label as a mere marketing strategy, but they really care for the environment. For this 
reason, he specified, many of the farmers in Campi Aperti apply practices and methods that go even 
beyond the required regulations. For example, says Producer 3,  

“I try to follow the permaculture principles. Before actually starting to plan my farm I have spent a few 
years just collecting wild plants, in order to process them into herbal medicinal products. Only when I 
had studied and understood the territory in which I was I started to work the land, but always trying to 
keep the natural balance that already existed.” 

Producer 4 says that they are not able to apply plant synergy2 in the rows of the field, but they still apply 
crop rotation and have the land divided into small patches of production, so each crop is still surrounded 

 
1 Consortium: Italian farmers‘ association in the form of cooperative society. Created in order to provide 
services and goods for agricultural product transformation and sales has de facto become the main decisional 
authority in the Italian agricultural field.  
 
2 Plant synergy: the practice to plant together two or more crops in the same or adjacent fields in a way that 
promotes the different characteristics of the single plants to be of help for all the species   
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by different ones. Producer 2 explains that he is grateful for being part of the association, as thanks to 
it, he has had the possibility to learn a lot of new and different strategies. For example, one of the 
associations working groups have organized a seminar with one of the most important Italian seed 
geneticists, that has explained the concept of evolutive populations3 and has given some examples on 
how to apply it to the grain cultivations, in a way to maintain the use of traditional varieties while 
enhancing biodiversity and creating strong, context resilient crops. 

Producer 1 highlighted how, until now, their focus on small, qualitative, and regenerative agriculture 
has helped them to face the climate changes that are happening. Nevertheless, Producer 2 said: 

“Climate change is becoming an always more pressing issue. This winter season we had very little, if 
any, rain and snow, and farmers had to irrigate the fields months earlier than usual. We have a small 
production: we plant and harvest a number of crops that go in accordance with the surrounding 
environment. As of today, we haven’t faced many disruptions yet, thanks to the equilibrium that we have 
created. Nevertheless, due to the production choices that we made and the lack of money to invest in 
infrastructures, we would be unable to artificially supply the lack of water. If it won’t rain, we will lose 
part of the production.” 

Apart from climate change, all the producers agree that being biological productive realities present 
different challenges, also connected with the willingness to respect the surrounding ecosystem. For 
example, producer 4 said:  

“Not many of the farmers in our area use biological practices. With the success of our harvest, we hope 
to be an example for the surrounding farms. Nevertheless, we also face some issues. For example, we 
only use traditional and unmodified seeds, that attract animals like pigeons way more than the other 
ones that have been modified in order to repel them. Additionally, our farm is in the middle of a wildlife 
conservation area, so we have to find solutions that are always more creative in order to keep the 
animals away from the crops in a non-destructive way.” 

All the producers agree that many benefits derive from the internal certification system that they apply. 
Producer 1 explains that thanks to the participatory process they are able to continuously learn from 
new practices and strategies from each other. Producer 3 says that for him it is also important to be part 
of a community that values and recognizes the effort that he is making in order to safeguard the 
environment. Producer 5 said:  

“My farm is registered as biological under the European certification. As a farmer, I know that it is 
easy to deceive the auditing process for the EU certification, and I know many people who do it. 
Additionally, I have been lucky because back in the day I was able to afford to pay for the certification, 
but I know some of the realities here could not. I find it outrageous that we who follow good production 
practices have to pay and do a lot of paperwork in order to be recognized, while the ones who pollute 
the land can do it easily and for free” 

5.2.2 Social Area 

“Cities and towns are not anymore what they used to be. They used to be full of people that spent time 
together, talking, exchanging opinions, and sharing the moments of their everyday life. This is why I 
like and participate in these markets: they recreate the same sense of community and belonging that I 
used to feel in the streets when I was younger.”  

This thought of Producer 3 was generally shared by all the other participants, both the oldest and the 
youngest ones. Producer 2 underlined that creating community has always been within the objective of 
the association, since its creation. Co-producer 1 explained that this was one of the reasons why at the 

 
3 Evolutive populations: practice to plant together traditional and locally adapted varieties and to collect the 
seeds for the next year’s crop. The new populations will preserve the characteristics that fit the local 
environment and the management practices of that particular farm, thus becoming more resistant and resilient to 
the local changes (Ceccarelli, 2020)   
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beginning the markets were done only in self-managed social centers: with the markets, they were able 
to increase and strengthen the value of the community that was living and using the spaces.  

Producer 1 pointed out that the creation of the community does not only come from the interaction 
between the association’s members. It also arises from the relationship of trust and sharing that 
producers have between each other and the co-producers. Producer 5 specifies that there is not a 
competition-based union between each other, but instead a mutual aid one. In case of necessity, they 
are ready to help everybody in need, both monetarily and with the workforce, as has already happened 
in the past. Producer 4 said that the association can thrive if and only if all of them are thriving, therefore 
nobody should be left behind just for the sake of rivalry. Producer 3 explains that mutual aid usually 
concretizes in mutual support that arises in case of problems or necessities, and in the sharing of ideas 
and practices that constantly happen in the markets and outside. Acknowledging some of the difficulties, 
he also said:  

“It is pleasant when producers chat with each other and with the co-producers. It allows us to share 
ideas and practices, listen to suggestions and complaints, and to better understand each other. 
Nevertheless, some time is difficult to carve out moments. When the production is at its highest we are 
busy selling as much as possible, so we don’t have time to talk. However, the co-producers in line are 
still able to chat with each other.”  

The co-producers also value the community aspects of the market. Co-producer 1 said that he often 
comes to the markets even if he doesn’t need to buy food. He says that he enjoys the atmosphere and 
he often comes with friends or alone just to stay with others. Co-producer 2 noted that Bologna used to 
be a city in which the squares were always full of people, but due to violence and drug problems the 
municipality has closed many of them. Nevertheless, he argued that during the markets Campi Aperti 
is able to reopen the spaces and create an atmosphere of security and community that was almost lost. 
Producer 2 has highlighted the development of the association customers: from a selected group of 
alternative people they were able to reach everyone in the neighbourhood, in every social class. The 
markets, he says, “have become the meeting point for people that is very different from each other. In 
their daily life, they would probably never meet or consider each other, but in the market, they stand in 
line together, and often talk and share thoughts and experiences”.   

As the markets have become so easily accessible, Co-producer 1 recognized that for him they represent 
an alternative choice with respect to the supermarket. He acknowledged that the prices are sometimes 
higher and that not all the products are available (for example sugar), but still, he is happy to pay slightly 
more in order to buy quality food from producers that he now considers friends. Also, Co-producer 2 
highlights the positivity of the relationship that arises between producers and co-producers. “Getting to 
know each other”, he said “is important. When I go to the markets, I am no longer buying a product, I 
am buying an experience. When I give the money to the producers, I know I am helping them with their 
life and their projects: I am helping the farm to grow, the producer enrols in new courses, and their 
kids go to school. And I am clearly aware of the special meaning of this transaction because I have the 
possibility to spend time talking with the producer.“   

5.2.3 Governance Area 
The relationship that arises between the members of Campi Aperti helps them to know and understand 
each other. Producer 3 specifies that this is an important feature for a group that is based on a non-
hierarchical decision-making process. The awareness that exists that all the members share the same 
core values with respect to the association principles helps during the assemblies. In fact, everyone feels 
free to express his opinion without being scared of being judged about it.  Producer 1 also had a similar 
consideration:  

“As an association, we have always valued the creation of trust and relationships between the people. 
In the past, we have faced difficult problems, that were closely related to the personal ethics and values 
of each one. It has sometimes been difficult to make a choice as there were very different and opposite 
opinions. Nevertheless, thanks to the relationship that exists between us we have always been able to 
create meaningful debates based on reciprocal trust. The outcome of these debates has often been the 
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definition of innovative and sometimes unexpected solutions, derived by the union of as many opinions 
as possible.” 

However, Producer 2 acknowledges that taking into account everyone’s opinion is always difficult. He 
said that sometimes, some opinions are worth more than others. According to him, it is not a matter of 
gender or race, but it is about charisma and time spent as an association member. In fact, during the 
discussion moment, there often are some voices that talk louder and for longer, and that sometimes try 
to convince the other to accept their opinion instead of formulating a new and shared one. Producer 4 
also talks about these difficulties, but she also said that the group has highly improved in the 
management of these situations. She explains that the method of consensus has been introduced in order 
to better manage the decisive moments. Nevertheless, she recognizes that in order to better apply the 
method, all the members should be properly trained to apply it. Although they have made different short 
workshops about it, not everyone did participate. Co-producers 2 have also highlighted that during the 
years the participation in the general assemblies has declined. Additionally, he specifies that not only 
there are fewer people present nowadays, but they are more or less always the same ones.  

Producer 2 also defines time as one of the difficulties that the association faces in almost all of its 
activities. As the ones that are responsible for the activities management are the farmers themself, they 
don’t have much time to dedicate to the development of the association and of its methods. If at the 
beginning this was not so much an issue, it is now more problematic: in the latest years, the association 
has grown quite a lot, counting now almost 200 members between producers and co-producers, so the 
management is more difficult.  Producer 3 added that in his opinion the lack of participation is not a 
matter of time. Instead, he thinks that now that the association has grown so large not all the members 
are equally interested in active participation in the association life. Coproducer 1 said:  

“It is important that we have suitable methods in order to listen to everyone's opinion. What we are 
doing in the association is something new and transformative and, if we really want to create something 
different, all the voices need to be listened to and valued. In my opinion, this is the only way to create 
something different. I give you an example: it often happens that someone proposes a new project or 
initiative that at the beginning seems to be very innovative. Through the deep discussions, we are 
usually able to identify the real discourse behind the projects, and sometimes, what at the beginning 
seemed to be an alternative way ends up being a simple modification of the mainstream system.” 

5.3 Survey 
In the two weeks that the survey was available to all the association members, it collected a total of 38 
responses, 17 of which were from producers and 21 from co-producers. Like the other surveys that the 
association does, this survey was made available online on all the channels used by the association in 
order to reach everyone.  

Half of the survey participants were between 20 - 35 years old, while a quarter of them are more than 
50 years old.  Of all the participants, 65% graduated from a university, 38% of whom were in 
agricultural fields. The percentage of producers that graduated from university is 44%, and 35% had at 
least one study title in the agricultural field. In the survey, one of the questions asked to both producers 
and co-producers dealt with the decision-making process. The respondents were allowed multiple 
answers, with a maximum of two. The answer “all the opinions are worth the same” was chosen in 25% 
of cases, while 45% of the respondent selected that some opinions are worth more than others. Only 
two respondents choose that producers are more important than co-producers while 91% say that 
producers and co-producers are worth the same. This implies that the difference that has been identified 
between the opinions is to look for in other factors.  
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5.3.1 Producers 

Of all the producers that answered the survey, 66% come from the Bologna province and 33% from the 
Emilia Romagna region. Every producer is assigned a spot at one or more markets and it is important 
that they continuously occupy it. As the market spots are assigned in a way to guarantee a wide variety 
of products in every market, if the producers are not constantly present on their market, the customers 
are not able to rely on the markets as a stable source of food items. At the same time, as there is no strict 
official control, if a producer does not come to the markets his spot will remain empty, in spite of the 
demand from  other producers that want to  but didn’t get a place assigned to them. In the survey, the 
producers declared that their presence in the markets is constant and that they miss some dates only in 
exceptional cases, like injuries or family issues.    

Fig 1. Producers' willingness to adapt the price according to the necessities of the co-producers 

Regarding the final price formation, only a limited number of producers consider it fixed and definitive, 
while the majority are available to at least discuss the reasons behind the price with the customers and 
44% of them are also willing to change it according to specific necessities. When asked about their 
relationship with other producers, almost all the respondents have agreed or totally agreed about their 
willingness to help each other and to share knowledge and practices. They agree that the markets also 
are socialization moments, but 20% are not always able to find the time to chat with people.  

When asked to rate their land tenure security from 0 to 5, the average answer was 3. In the comment 
section, the majority of the respondent specified that they have rent contracts. Only a few own the land 
that they use and one wrote that he only has a verbal contract. An average score of 3 has been obtained 
also in the question regarding water security. In the comments, many of the producers have specified 
that they depend on the availability of rainwater and snow from the surrounding mountains. A couple 
of the producers rely on the artificial hydrological network that is in place in Emilia Romagna. Water 
usage is monitored with instruments by 46 % of the producers. The majority of them also apply 
strategies of resource circularity, like recycling, for soil and water and have quality targets for both. 
Nevertheless, 38% of the participants don’t verify the targets with instruments but based their strategies 
on the use of good practices and observations, like organic or biodynamic methods of production. 
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Fig 2. Practices applied by the association’s producers. The respondents were allowed multiple answers to this 
question, with no limits.  

All the producers declared that they continuously keep themself informed on the new practices and 
scientific discoveries. At the same time, what is done by all the producers is a deep study of the local 
social context and natural environment. Different methods are used in order to do so, from the 
understanding of traditional knowledge to scientific testing of water and soils. Many producers have 
specified that they spend a lot of time observing and trying to understand the production sites. Secondly, 
crop rotation is applied in 11 cases and thirdly eight producers declared that they have an attention to 
planning the production according to the local environmental context of their production site, for 
example, the soil and water reserve state. A minority of farmers also have a good percentage of perennial 
plants, have different genetic varieties of the same crop species, and plan their fields according to the 
knowledge of the synergistic interactions between plants, for example planting together in the same 
fields two or more crops that help each other getting rid of dangerous insects of weeds. When asked 
about the source of the methods that they use, the majority declare that they apply methods derived 
from holistic methods of production like permaculture, biodynamics, and agroforestry, followed by the 
use of traditional methods derived from local people and new methods derived from the latest scientific 
discoveries. A minority of farmers also use traditional methods derived from international farmers or 
indigenous cultures, like intercropping and agroforestry practices. 
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Fig 3. Producers’ reasons to join the association. The respondents were allowed multiple answers to this question, 
with a maximum of two.  

Although the answers connected with the increased selling and visibility have also been chosen, the 
majority of the respondents connect their participation in the association to topics that exceed the simple 
financial advantage. Some of the producers highlight that they value social interactions and that they 
wanted to collaborate in markets where it was also taken into consideration. Furthermore, they all 
specified that they wanted to be part of a network of people that had similar values and ethics as they 
have, as well as the same willingness to fight in order to change the mainstream system through the 
creation of a new one. These results highlight the fact that the majority of the producers didn’t join the 
association merely to find new markets, but instead because they wanted to feel part of a group that is 
guided by a specific set of principles and that aims for the creation of a new system in contraposition 
with the existing one. The main constraints that have been identified in the development of the 
association are the internal communication difficulties and the lack of support from the local authorities. 
Additionally, few of the producers have pointed out that one of the problems is the lack of time to 
dedicate to the association development, and a minority also identified as a problem the lack of market 
infrastructure and the communication with the local population.   
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5.3.2 Co-producers 

Of the 21 co-producers that have answered the survey, 56% come to the markets once or twice every 
week, 17% once or twice a month and all the other ones come rarely or with high variability. The 
majority of the co-producers (44%) come to the markets in order to buy general food items, while 32% 
come for the conviviality moments. All the others come because of the ready-to-eat products such as 
beer, pizza, etc. The majority of the co-producers agree that at the market they find a wide variety of 
products: not only there is the availability of different food groups, but also inside the same group (e.g. 
vegetables) it is possible to find different specific items.  

Fig 4. Co-producers ability to satisfy their food necessities with the markets  

When asked if they are able to satisfy all their food needs by only buying at the markets, the opinion of 
the co-producers has distributed almost symmetrically around the mean. This result demonstrates that 
there is a general tendency to consider the markets as a good source of food, but definitely not the only 
one. In fact, when asked to provide comments, many co-producers pointed out that they mostly shop at 
the markets for specific items, because although they are well furnished they do not provide all the 
necessary items (e.g. sugar) and some products are not affordable for everyone. The affordability 
problem has also been pointed out by the 20% of co-producers that have identified limitations in the 
accessibility of the markets. In the comments section, in fact, they have specified that the main limit 
that they identify is the question of price. Although they recognize that the market's price is way below 
the supermarket prices for organic food, they still point out that they are still more expensive than the 
other supermarket products, and sometimes this limits the buyers. Nevertheless, the majority of them 
have never asked a producer to adapt the price to their necessities, but the 20% who did declare that the 
producers are willing to help. All the co-producers agree or totally agree that the markets have helped 
them to be more aware of the seasonal availability of food. The main reason for them to shop at the 
markets is that they want to support organic production and direct sales. Secondly, they want to be part 
of a group that fights to change the system and want to support markets that also value the social sphere. 
Finally, they also want to be part of a group that has similar values and ethics and the minority is happy 
to buy high-quality products.   
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5.4 Analysis 

5.4.1 Economy 
Table 3. The table shows the different domains, themes, and sub-themes that have been evaluated for the 
economic area next to the data source analysed in this report. For every sub-theme, the relevant data has been 
highlighted. 

 

SURVEY INTERVIEWS DOCUMENTS 
REVIEW

Short and local Location of productive 
reality

Principles: 
- Short supply chain

Regulamentations:
- Local provenience

Stable and 
Nested in local 

territories

Stability of market 
stalls 

Stability of 
co-producers 
participation

Markets as an 
alternative source 
of food

Principles: 
- Relationship economy

Solidarity aim 
(instead of 
Profit-only)

Willingness of 
producers to change 
price and perceived 
willingness by the 
co-producers

Price perception

Principles: 
- Solidarity economy
- Non-competition

Existence of shared stalls

Food Quality and 
Safety

Participatory Guarantee 
System
w

Adherence to the European 
laws for biologic production 
w

Genuino Clandestino and 
direct sales

Transparency of 
Product 

information

Participatory Guarantee 
System

Direct sales

Regulations:
- Obligation to clear
communication

Transparency of 
Price Formation 

Process

Communal price-formation 
process

Existence of the price reference 
list available online

Resource 
Circularity 

between system 
actors

Resource 
circularity

Regulamentations:
- Active collaborations
- No waste principles

Diversification of 
incomes

Existence of 
different markets 
in which to sell
w

Possibility of 
auto-production

DATA 
SOURCES
DOMAINS THEME SUB-THEME

System of 
Economic 
Exchange

Supply Chain

Product 
Quality

Circularity
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In order to create a general assessment of the economic area, the first thing that was analysed was the 
supply chain. From the principles and regulations, it is possible to see that Campi Aperti gives a lot of 
importance to a short and local supply chain. In fact, these values are expressed in the second principle, 
and also the market regulation specifies that the producers should come from the local area, with special 
exceptions. In the survey, almost all the respondents came from a very local and limited area, 
represented for the majority by the Bologna province and Emilia Romagna region. The association has 
also been demonstrated to be stable and nested in the local territory. Not only the markets are stable, as 
they have existed for several years on fixed days, locations and times, but from the survey it is possible 
to deduct that also the stall and the product availability do not change. As the survey has shown, also 
most of the co-producers frequently attend the markets. In the interviews, they also specify that they 
consider the market a valuable local source of food. Lastly, the solidarity aim is also expressed in all 
the data sources. Not only it is included in the principles, but the solidarity and non-competition 
principles between producers are also expressed in the regulations by the possibility of creating a shared 
stall, in which different producers come together and help each other when one of them, or both, don’t 
produce enough to fill a single stall. Additionally, in the interviews, the price is perceived to be just by 
the co-producers, and even though just a few of them asked, throughout the survey emerged that they 
consider the producers available to change the price according to necessities. 44% of producers also 
confirm this data, highlighting that even though they come to the market in order to sell their products, 
the mutual aid principle still remains a reality.   

When it comes to product quality, most of the data have been derived thanks to the document review. 
The use of the Participatory Guarantee System to verify the adherence to the European laws for 
biological production together with the regulations that specify the obligation to clearly state all the 
ingredients and their provenience is an official indication that there is an effective mechanism in act to 
guarantee food quality and information transparency. A critique regarding product safety could be 
proposed regarding Genuino Clandestino, the campaign that allows the products to be processed even 
if the producers are not in compliance with European standards. Nevertheless, the production is still 
verified by the PGS process. At the same time, the transparency of information and the direct sales 
guarantee that the responsibility of the product is clearly shared between the producers and the co-
producers. Also, the price formation process is clearly stated in the regulations and it is transparent: not 
only the prices are decided in the assembly by producers and co-producers, but a comprehensive list is 
available online for everyone to consult.  

The principle that refers to resource circularity in the association has been confirmed by the regulations, 
that foresees the possibility of active collaboration: when a product is missed by a producer, he has to 
source it from other producers or co-producers. The willingness and ability to do so also for the products 
and tools that are not included in the regulations have been highlighted in the interviews. Finally, the 
circularity is helped by income diversification. Not only this is obtained through the possibility for the 
producers to sell their products into eight different markets in different parts of the city, but also thanks 
to the possibility to produce processed food. The interviews have highlighted that this characteristic is 
fundamental for the producers because this allows them to actually diversify what they offer on the stall. 
The co-producers have confirmed, both during the interview and survey, that they are able to find a 
wide variety of products, also in stalls that sell the same category item, for example vegetables. This 
demonstrates the high diversification that is present among the producers that compose the association.   
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5.4.2 Environmental 

Table 4. The table shows the different domains, themes, and sub-themes that have been evaluated for the 
environmental area next to the data source analysed in this report. For every sub-theme, the relevant data has 
been highlighted.  

 

To begin with, in the survey the security of land and water tenure were both rated as medium. The fact 
that many producers have also specified that they depend on rental contracts and the seasonal rainwater 
implies that access to these two important resources is not secure. In the long term, this could result in 
the farmer having to leave the land due to landowner decisions or the scarcity of water caused by climate 
change. In the interview, one of the producers explained the difficulties connected with the variability 
of the seasonal rains4. The uncertainty of water availability is also acknowledged by the fact that almost 
half of the respondents have declared that they use instruments in order to monitor their water use. Also, 
thanks to a production planning made in harmony with the local context and that do not aim to be 
intensive, from the interviews it is possible to understand that the usage of water in the fields is for 
many producers intended to be as limited as possible. A slightly different situation appears when the 
quality of water and soil is taken into consideration. In fact, the majority of the producers have declared 

 
4 Ref to 5.2.2 Interviews, Environmental Area, pp. 27    
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that they do not verify it with the use of instruments. Instead, they declare to rely on good agricultural 
practices, like organic and biodynamic production methods, that are considered to have a lower 
environmental impact. This lack of specific quantitative data could leave room for uncertainties to arise. 

The association principles recognize the importance of environmental sustainability in the whole 
production process and, at the same time, biological and biodynamic agriculture are the only ones 
allowed. The regulations then further specify that although an EU certification is not necessary, all the 
farmers have to at least follow the European regulations. Furthermore, many producers use the 
regulations as a starting point and apply additional practices sourcing from holistic, traditional, and 
scientific methods.  The approach followed involves continuous learning from different sources and 
from the local environment. The survey, in fact, reveals that a deep study of the local environment is 
the most applied practice and that a significant number of producers plan their production according to 
the local context. Crop rotation is also widely applied, while some producers also have a good 
percentage of perennial plants, plan the fields according to plant synergies, and have different varieties 
of the same crops. 

The use of these practices is not only important for the safeguard of water and soil, but also for 
biodiversity conservation. The use of crop rotation and the application of plant synergies implies the 
presence of different species harvested in the same location. One of the interviewees has additionally 
specified that its production take place in a wildlife conservation area while another specifies the 
importance that wild plants play in his production5. Furthermore, also genetic biodiversity is enhanced, 
as they have declared to use different varieties and they also apply and develop the concept of evolutive 
populations. The production of a wide number of species and varieties has been noted in the survey also 
by the co-producers, which confirms the product variability that is possible to find at the markets and 
in each stall. Additionally, although seed sharing is already happening among the producers, one of the 
working groups that constitute the organizational structure of the association is actively engaged in the 
first steps of the creation of a “Campi Aperti seed bank”, that would allow free and facilitated 
circulations of seeds. Finally, they actively organize seminars and activities in order to teach and raise 
awareness regarding seed access and conservation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 Ref to 5.2.2 Interviews, Environmental Area, pp. 27 
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5.4.3 Social  
Table 5. The table shows the different domains, themes, and sub-themes that have been evaluated for the social 
area next to the data source analysed in this report. For every sub-theme, the relevant data has been highlighted. 
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Two aspects were explored to assess the knowledge formation process of the association: the source of 
the applied knowledge and the actual knowledge creation process. In the survey, the producers have 
been asked about the source of their production methods. While the majority of them declare to apply 
holistic methods, the second choice has been the use of traditional methods derived from local people. 
Additionally, many of them have communicated that they also use scientific methods and that they 
constantly keep themselves updated on new discoveries. The application of holistic methods is a 
positive feature as those sources of knowledge usually incorporate elements from different traditions 
and cultures, as well as take into consideration both the local environment and the social context. The 
survey results that highlight how the majority of the producers study the territory and try to plan the 
production in harmony with it reveal a deep connection with the local places. Additionally, the 
association principles highlight the importance of peasant agriculture, a kind of agriculture that is deeply 
rooted in the traditions and cultures of the local areas. Finally, also the methods that are used by the 
association in order to manage their decision-making process and the certification system are sourced 
from international traditional and indigenous cultures, demonstrating that not only the producers but 
also the association as a whole embrace and apply different and multiple sources of knowledge.  

As is highlighted in both the principles and regulations, the relationships that arise between the 
producers and between producers and co-producers is a fundamental characteristic of the association as 
allows every process and project to be developed as a collectivity. Very important is also the awareness 
that exists between the producers that the relationship between them is not based on competition, but 
instead on collaboration and trust. Also, the interviews have highlighted the importance that mutual aid 
and reciprocal exchange play in the maintenance of what they define as a community of people. All 
these characteristics have allowed the association members to develop a learning process that is 
horizontal and decentralized. Not only do the members involved in the different working groups often 
organize courses open to everyone, but also the producers share practices, tips, and ideas as well as they 
are ready to help each other. In the survey, the majority of the voters demonstrated this result. 
Additionally, the PGS is based on principles of horizontal knowledge exchange, as the auditors are the 
producers themselves that in that context put their knowledge at the service of the community in order 
to evaluate new producers.  

The existence of the markets in different areas of the city also makes a valuable contribution to the 
struggle for food sovereignty. In the interviews, the producers specify the importance of the markets as 
they allow them to have more places in which to sell their products without having to rely on the 
mainstream distribution chains. In the survey, the co-producers have specified that although they cannot 
satisfy their whole food needs with the markets, most of them are still able to cover a significant part of 
their necessities. Problems like affordability and time required in order to go to the markets have been 
highlighted, but still, it is impossible to not consider the impact that the association has made in the 
creation of a new source of food that is detached from the mainstream one. This element is fundamental 
for obtaining food sovereignty, therefore in order to regain the people’s right to choose about their food 
systems.  

The creation of the market and the additional choice that has been offered to the citizen of the 
neighbourhood have during the years contributed to increasing and ameliorating the specific local areas 
and the spaces in which the market was going on. Not only was the food offer important, but also the 
fact that was coming from short supply chains. Thanks to the choice to promote local production, the 
markets alone were not only improving the city but also highlighting the prominence of the places of 
production, by increasing the awareness of the buyers regarding the local territory. Finally, the 
relationship economy that is present in the markets, the desire for conviviality also expressed by the 
producers in the survey, and the safe atmosphere that the association is able to create, all contributed to 
creating a community feeling. The interviews highlighted how city squares that were empty before have 
since been filled with people from different social strata, that were finding themselves together in places 
not only designed for simple trade goals, but also for increasing contact between each other. Thirty-two 
percent of the co-producers declared that they come to the markets merely for the conviviality moment.  

In addition to the creation of local value, Campi Aperti strives in order to create movements and 
interconnections that can expand further than the local spaces. The creation of the bioregions concept 
and the related assemblies allow for the association to be better in contact with the needs and 
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peculiarities of the different territories. Between their principles, the association recognizes the 
importance of the creation of solidarity networks, while they have actively contributed to the creation 
of different projects, like the Food Sovereignty Project, which involves many of the rural agriculture 
associations of Emilia Romagna. Additionally, Genuino Clandestino has successfully created a network 
of producers that expands in the whole Italian territory and that is composed of producers that actively 
collaborate and help each other. Although sometimes the association faces some difficulties in terms of 
collaboration with the local authorities, they still have always succeeded in managing most of the 
situations in ways that have resulted to be beneficial for both the actors.  

5.4.4 Governance 
Table 6. The table shows the different domains, themes, and sub-themes that have been evaluated for the 
governance area next to the data source analysed in this report. For every sub-theme, the relevant data has been 
highlighted.  
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In the context of transformability, the realization of an equal system is the main topic that needs to be 
investigated. Campi Aperti, in its regulations, declares that no discrimination happens on the base of 
individual differences of any sort. At the same time, in their principles, they promote the concept of a 
solidarity economy, which enhances the willingness expressed by the producers to help each other in 
case of need and in the expressed availability to modify the price according to the needs of the buyers. 
When access is considered, every producer who respects the association's principles and successfully 
passes the inspection is welcome to join. Once a member, every individual has the same rights and 
powers as everyone else. During the general assemblies, everyone is welcome to join and his vote will 
count as much as any other, no matter if he is a producer or a co-producers. The survey has confirmed 
that no difference has been found between the two groups during the decisional moments. The same 
dynamic happens in every working group, in which everyone is welcome to join and help in the 
activities. As is highlighted in the interview, although it has been a difficult and long process, decisions 
are now made in the most horizontal way possible. In fact, the consensus method and its disregard for 
the use of the simple majority in favour of a votation system that also takes into consideration the 
willingness of active participation in the projects development help to maintain a structure that tries to 
not consider some ideas more important than other but instead struggle in order to find concrete 
solutions that better incorporate as many ideologies as possible.    

The result is slightly different when participation is considered. According to the association principles, 
in fact, everyone has equal access to decision-making. While in theory, this could seem like the only 
requirement, it is important that it is respected in practice through the active and equal participation of 
all the members. In the survey, almost half of the total respondents declared that some opinions are 
worth more than others. At the same time, in the interviews, the question of charisma has been 
highlighted. Even if the assemblies are carefully managed through the consensus method, still some 
people talk more than others, and some voices hardly speak. At the same time, not everyone participates 
in every decisional moment and it often happens that some members are always present while some 
never show up. In the interviews, it has been pointed out that the lack of participation could be a 
consequence of the little time available to the small producers in order to dedicate themselves to the 
development of the association. However, also the producers who always participate have to face the 
same difficulties as the others, therefore the causes have to be looked for in additional factors. The lack 
of participation in workshops that are important in order to understand the functioning of fundamental 
aspects, like the decision-making one, leave room for the doubt that not all the members consider 
participation in the association life as a fundamental aspect. Nevertheless, it is important to notice the 
effort that the group has made in order to include civil society in the association: by creating the co-
producer concept and by allowing them to be an active part, they have successfully removed the barrier 
that sometimes exists between the ones who produce and the ones who buy.  

The principles of relationship economy and short supply chain, in addition to the co-producers 
involvement, have allowed the citizens to increase their understanding and awareness regarding the 
food system. Active campaigns like Genuino Clandestino have also helped the producers to expose the 
legal difficulties that they face and the food sovereignty project has involved several city actors and so 
contributed to further expanding the association’s ideals. But it is not only in the practices that resides 
the promotional strength of the association. Being aware of the importance of the language, from the 
beginning, the group has always carefully chosen their words. Since the initial period, in fact, they have 
started to promote concepts like food sovereignty, mutual aid, and peasant agriculture. The use of that 
terminology was and still is, innovative in the Italian context. As the interviews have also highlighted, 
the ability of the association to innovate is strictly connected to the discourse and the possibility that 
the member has to compare with each other. Thanks to the trust relationship that exists between the 
association, the willingness to learn, and the equal access that applies to the discussion moment, new 
and innovative solutions and ideas are able to rise.  
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6. Discussion 
During the last few years, the global world has been characterized by multiple disruptions that have 
highly affected local and global food security (Clapp, 2020). The industrial production model and the 
World Food Economy that has aroused in the latest decades have not been able to prevent or reduce the 
magnitude of the disruptions, and in face of a future characterized by an increasing number of 
difficulties derived from climate change impacts, it is today fundamental to find new and innovative 
ways to guarantee food security, such as those applied by Campi Aperti.  

Campi Aperti can be viewed as a local food system. In fact, even though it is still dependent on some 
outsourced inputs that can represent a source of insecurity, it includes most of the elements and activities 
that characterize the whole supply chain, from production to consumption. Additionally, it is 
characterized by direct sales with producers that for the majority come from a limited local area. Since 
the association's beginning, they have rejected the globalization trend of food production and strived 
for the creation of a system centred around local production and interactions. At the same time, they 
have struggled to fight the consolidation and specialization trend that was undergoing in Emilia 
Romagna by giving an opportunity for the small farms to survive. The markets, in fact, represent nothing 
more than a possibility for the small producers to detach themselves from the logic of the mainstream 
system, without having to give up an important source of income. Additionally, they have built the 
system following the food sovereignty principle, which asks for the agency to be given to the actual 
system participants. In fact, the approach that has been followed in order to create the association and 
in order to define its characteristics has been bottom-up and has tried to involve as many participants as 
possible. The food system proposed by Campi Aperti can be considered an application of the latest 
definition of Agroecology. In fact, the focus is not only at the field level but involves the whole supply 
chain. Additionally, it includes elements that come not only from the environmental area but also from 
the socio-economical and political one. The analysis that has been presented in this thesis aimed to 
assess if the approach proposed by Campi Aperti could effectively be considered transformational, or 
if the association had just selected a few characteristics in order to appear innovative while maintaining 
the mainstream approach.  

The results have been quite interesting. From an economical point of view, it is evident how the 
association has been created around all the principles that characterize an alternative food system. The 
supply chain that the association has built is strictly interconnected with and dependent on the local 
territory, and the stability that the markets guarantee makes them a feasible alternative for both 
consumers and producers. The bottom-up approach, the associational organization, and the internal 
certification process make it so that quality and transparency of products and price are guaranteed, as 
well as the circularity of resources. With regards to the environmental area the analysis has focused on 
the producers that are part of the association. The producers have declared that their access to land and 
water is of medium security and leaves space for vulnerability. At the same time, the majority of them 
demonstrated how they care about the quality of resources utilized but they do not scientifically test the 
quality. The lack of scientifically sound data collection is a penalty in the association assessment, 
because it leaves room for uncertainty. From the results it is possible to understand that the producers 
constantly strive for the creation of a productive system that would respect the local environment. This 
is done thanks to the constant study of the territory and new available practices, but even more thanks 
to the application of traditional and holistic models, like biodynamic agriculture or permaculture, and 
practices, like crop rotation and diversification, that not only value but also try to enhance biodiversity 
and the local ecosystem.  

These first two areas, economical and environmental, mostly include domains that refer to the third 
level of transformations proposed by Gliessman (2015). In fact, the agroecosystems proposed by the 
producers are designed in order to respect, and often enhance, the ecological processes, and the supply 
chain that has been created gives the possibility to prevent systemic problems by giving the people the 
instruments that they need to address the difficulties connected with their condition of small organic 
farmers. Although these actions are fundamental, it is important to note that they only represent 
incremental aspects of a transition towards sustainability and they are not sufficient in order to consider 
an agroecological system transformative.   
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The fourth level proposed by Gliessman (2015a) deals with the re-establishment of a direct connection 
between producers and consumers. This process has been defined by Anderson et al (2021) as the first 
transformative level, and it is fundamental for two main reasons. From the practical side, a direct 
connection help to fight the “hourglass” model. Thanks to the non-reliance of the producers on a small 
number of distributors and retailers, the power is more equally distributed inside the food system as the 
producers are able to decide for themselves without having to submit to third-part production standards 
(Clapp, 2020a) (Macfadyne et al, 2015). Secondly, the relationship that the producers have with the 
consumers allows for the distance between the two parts, to be reduced (Clapp, 2020a) (Gliessman, 
2015). In Campi Aperti, the direct connection has allowed for the creation of a community of people 
that see the supply chain as not only a mechanical passage of goods between one another but as a 
complex set of interactions that are directly tied with the social and environmental context in which it 
happens. The one-to-one relationship between the two parts allowed people to know and understand 
each other, and to consequently be aware of the problems that exist on both sides, for example, 
consumers’ economical difficulties or farmers’ production challenges. Additionally, thanks to the re-
establishment of the markets conceptualized as places of connection, the conviviality aspect that has 
characterized the market squares throughout history has been re-established. The relationship approach 
has also helped the association in the creation of several regional and national relationships.  

The horizontal and decentralized knowledge formation process that has characterized Campi Aperti 
since the beginning of their development has enabled the creation of an open-minded association that 
does not discard possibilities a priori but instead is able to value and evaluate any kind of knowledge 
and development independently from their source, that could be scientific or coming from local or 
international traditional cultures. Campi Aperti, therefore, goes even further the Gliessman's required 
connection, by not only re-connecting people but also changing and widening mindsets. The merging 
and respect of different ideologies and ideas are in this context fundamental in order to develop a system 
that does not fall back on the mainstream hierarchical imposition of knowledge but instead allows it to 
freely arise through interactions from the bottom-up. A strong knowledge base created without biases  
imposed by the mainstream system is nowadays an essential characteristic for food sovereignty. In fact, 
not only the access to food and spaces needs to be guaranteed, but also the ability to distinguish what 
the consumers’ actual needs are and how the producers are effectively able to satisfy them without 
having to build a production system that goes against the environmental and local conditions of the 
farms (Shiva, 2016a). Thanks to the re-consideration of the older sources of agricultural knowledge, 
farmers have been able to develop and learn about different production methods that detach from the 
industrial ones (Altieri, 1995), while the consumers are more aware of the difficulties of the small 
farmers and the true impacts of the industrial production, thus becoming more willing to support 
alternative systems. In fact, in the survey proposed to Campi Aperti co-producers, the two main reasons 
for them to shop at the markets have been to support organic agriculture and to be part of a group that 
challenges the mainstream systems.  

The last of the levels proposed by Gliessman (2015) is the one that is wider in scope as it requires the 
application of equity, participation, and justice principles to the whole food system. While the world is 
struggling to tackle the effects of climate change, it is always more evident that the application of 
solutions that aim to increase a system’s environmental, economical and social sustainability but lack a 
deep reflection on these concepts can, in the long term, be the cause of social exclusion and inequalities 
(Bennet et al, 2019). Also in the context of food security, fairness is a fundamental element not only in 
regard to resource distribution but also, and perhaps more importantly, for what concern the decision-
making process and the power relationships. Campi Aperti has demonstrated to strive towards the 
creation of a system that values equality not only by giving the same access possibilities to everyone 
but by also helping the more vulnerable members. Their decision-making process, together with their 
certification systems and the organizational structure, demonstrate a sincere effort to be horizontal in 
every process and inclusive in the consideration of everyone's opinions. Still, even if the association 
promotes the active participation and involvement of all the actors through different channels and 
methods, this is not always reflected in practice. In fact, not all actors participate in the decisional 
moments, and even among the participants, not everyone is active during the discussion. This lack of 
participation during the periods that are designed for conflict negotiation is at the base of internal 
communication difficulties pointed out in the survey, mainly due to the increased number of members 
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that the association has experienced in a relatively short time. Additionally, also the question of 
charisma and the major influence that some voices can have has been pointed out in the survey and the 
interview. Nevertheless, it has also been highlighted how the assemblies and decision-making process 
have improved their methodologies in the latest years and are keeping improving. Furthermore, the trust 
bond and reciprocal respect that has been created between all the members help in the creation of 
meaningful and inclusive debates. Another difficulty that has been noted by the association members is 
the lack of support from the local authorities. The whole history of the association is characterized by a 
constant struggle toward official recognition. While some battles have been won, like the markets’ 
officialization, the results and the concessions are often temporary, leaving the association in a 
vulnerable position with regard to its inability to plan for long-term development. While this power 
dimension cannot be controlled by the association, their approach of “intelligent political struggle” and 
“pacific disobedience”, represented for example by the Genuino Clandestino campaign, show and 
highlight their strong willingness to not be limited by any top-down approach and to instead develop 
new strategies to re-establish horizontal and fair relationships.  

6.1 Overall Assessment 

Due to the increased difficulties that the world is going to face, the need for transformation is demanded 
by an increasing number of policymakers, researchers, and NGOs. Nevertheless, it does not exist a 
single framework that defines this term, so it often happens that the meaning associated with it variates 
according to the actor who pronounces it (Blythe et al, 2018). The confusion becomes even greater 
when the terminology is applied to a highly context-dependent and constantly evolving concept such as 
agroecology. In this thesis, I tried to schematize the framework proposed by Andersson et all. (2021) 
by correlating the domain that they have proposed with the sustainability assessment themes proposed 
in the SAFA guidelines. Andersson et all. (2021) domains have been created starting from the five levels 
of transformation proposed by Gliessman (2015). Therefore, in the above discussion, the result obtained 
through the domain’s analysis have been related to the same levels. The outcome is an analysis of the 
transformative potential of the Campi Aperti association done in multiple layers, from the specific 
evaluation of the single themes and subthemes, up to the domain scale analysis until the final 
transformational level discussion. The final result is positive for the association (Fig. 5). Campi Aperti 
has displayed great attention and respect for all the principles and practices that are required for a system 
in order to be defined as transformative. Some specific aspects, like quality tests for land and water and 
participation, still have room for improvement, but the association has demonstrated that it is quite 
aware of its problems and willing to work toward them. Additionally, some of the problems that have 
been highlighted does not directly depends on the association, like land and water access, and would 
require deeper and more structural interventions in order to be solved. This dependence on sources 
outside the association represents a vulnerability. Andersson and Gliessman specify that the number of 
projects that successfully deal with the fifth level is quite limited in number. At the same time, they also 
highlight how fundamental is to address the sphere of equity and fairness because “the current state of 
any agroecosystem reflects the power-laden relationships of different social actors in that system” 
(Anderson et all, 2021). According to this, the model proposed by Campi Aperti not only has high 
transformative potential but could be also considered an innovative model by other associations that are 
struggling to obtain the same transformations.  
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Fig 5. Final Assessment. The figure shows in black the final score that the association has obtained in each of the 
domains analysed. As it is possible to see, the scores are all in the positive area. While the best scores are obtained 
in the domains of knowledge and discourses, there is still room for improvement with regard to the access and 
rights to nature, due to unsecured tenure, and equity, due to the challenge of participation in the association’ 
decisional moment.  

The focus of the present study has been a general evaluation of the association. Different limits have 
been identified that could have hindered the final results. Even if all the members must agree on the 
principles declared in the association documents, not everyone does actually apply them. The semi 
structured interviews and the active listening strategies have allowed the collection of unique and 
unexpected opinions, but several answers could not be considered as their focus was too much outside 
the scope of the analysis. In the survey, an increased number of respondents to the survey would have 
increased the understanding of the association member’s opinions. Additionally, some answers would 
have benefitted from a more detailed explanation, but only a minority of the respondents have filled in 
the comments section. In order to overcome each method’s individual shortcomings, the study used all 
three methods in conjunction and the final data have been triangulated. Moreover, as the complexity of 
this particular system is high, due to the elevated number of elements, actors, and interactions that 
characterize it, this study would have also benefitted from a more participatory and ethnographic 
methodology. It is, in fact, rather difficult to understand and evaluate horizontal and network-based 
associations without effectively being part of it and experiencing the real-life struggles and difficulties 
of the different actors.  

Due to the high complexity of the transformation topic, many details have been left unexplored. The 
study opens up to further analyses that specifically focus on each of the areas highlighted, in order to 
include not only the opinion of the association's producers and co-producers but also the scientific 
analysis of land and waters, an evaluation of the economical report of the association and the perspective 
of the citizen of Bologna. Additionally, as innovations need  to be considered, not only to be desirable 
but also feasible and viable, there is a need for studies that will focus on the possibilities and constraints 
that such a model would have if its scale of application would be enlarged to include the whole city or 
region. Finally, the study has highlighted the importance of defining a clear framework that assesses 
and evaluates the transformability level of the agroecological systems, in order to define their potential 
and challenges. 
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7. Conclusion 
Although food systems are so central to human life, it is not until the last few decades that they have 
caught our attention. Since then, we have understood that by focusing on a highly productive and 
impacting system of production we have only partially solved food insecurity. In fact, the impacts of 
the mainstream industrial models are nowadays clear and for this reason new and innovative solutions 
pop up every day, such as precision agriculture and sustainable intensification practices. Agroecology 
sits in a special place as it does not focus on new technological models of intensification but instead 
looks both into the past and the future to develop a holistic framework that aims to increase the general 
well-being of the whole system.  

In their race to maintain competitiveness in spite of the systemic changes that are required in order to 
establish more sustainable food systems, the mainstream corporations that are today controlling the 
markets are making small and convenient changes towards a light and non-committed version of 
agroecology. But what we really need today, as it was find in the study, is not a cherry-picking of the 
easiest and cheaper practices, but a full-scale and whole system transformation toward more 
ecologically sound, economically feasible, socially inclusive, and equitable production models.  

In Emilia Romagna, Campi Aperti has been struggling to develop itself as an alternative food system 
for more than twenty years. Their battle toward food sovereignty is demonstrated in the establishment 
of eight organic markets around the city of Bologna. The direct sales, solidarity, and relational principles 
that characterize the association make it so that what in the first place appears as a simple space for food 
exchange is instead the manifestation of an agroecological model carefully built with bottom-up and 
horizontal approaches.  

In this thesis, a specific framework was adopted to evaluate food system transformability potential. A 
distinct set of domains, themes, and sub-themes have been proposed, against which to evaluate the 
different association aspects. As a result, Campi Aperti has been analysed, also according to the 
perspective of its members. The outcome of the assessment has been positive for the association, which 
has demonstrated to be as transformational and alternative as its members believe it to be. Some 
difficulties and barriers to its future development have been identified during the analysis, like secured 
access to nature, the ability for everyone to participate, and the relationships with the government. They 
could be used as a starting point of reflection in order for the producers and co-producers to develop 
further and always more innovative solutions and improvements.   
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10. Appendix 

10.1 Interview guide 
Economic area 

Producers 

Do you think that the markets are a valuable source of income? 

How important is it for you to have the possibility to auto-produce? 

Do you actually apply some sort of resource circularity? 

Co-producers 

Economically speaking, does the market represents an alternative source of food for you?  

 

Environmental Area 

Producers 

The internal certification system vs the EU one 

Which environmental-friendly practices do you apply? 

Which challenges did you face? 

 

Social Area 

Producers 

How important is for you the community and conviviality aspect of the markets? 

Co-producers 

How important is for you the community and conviviality aspect of the markets? 

How important is the relationship with the producers? 

 

Governance Area 

Producers and co-producers 

Do you think that your decision-making system allows everyone to equally participate? 

What are the main challenges in association management? 
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10.2 Survey 
You are 
- a producer 
- a co-producer 
 
What is your study title? 
- High school or lower 
- University or higher 
 
Is your study title in the agricultural field? 
- Yes  
- No 
 
In mean, how old are you and your team?  
- 25 - 35 
- 35 - 50 
- >50 
 
How long have you been part of the association? 
- < 6 years 
- 7 - 12 years 
- > 13 years 
 
When the association meets to make a decision, I feel like (choose 1 answers in each block) 
- my opinion is worth the same as anyone else 
- the opinions of some people are valued more than others 
 
- producers have more importance than co-producers 
- co-producers and producers' opinions have the same value 
 
QUESTIONS FOR PRODUCERS 
 
How far is your productive reality from the market:  
- Bologna province  
- Emilia Romagna Region  
- Surrounding regions  
- Other regions  
 
Within the market spots that you have granted, how variable is your presence? 

Very variable Variable Mostly Constant Constant 

Comment - If it is variable, why is it so? 
 
How willing are you to discuss and/or change the price of a product based on the condition of 
the buyer? 
- The price is fixed and it is not possible to change it  
- We discuss the reasons behind the price, but do not change it  
- We discuss the reasons behind the price and change it according to necessities  
 
Select your level of agreement with the following sentences 

 Totally 
Disagree 

Mildly  
Disagree 

Mildly  
Agree 

Agree 



58 
 

I am available to help other producers in case of 
necessity 

    

I share my knowledge with the other producers      

At the market, I like to spend time talking with other 
producers and co-producers 

    

At the market, I am able to find the time to talk with the 
other producers 

    

I keep myself informed on the new 
practices/strategies/scientific discoveries 

    

I have a secured tenure of the land in which I produce     

Comment - What propriety agreement do you have on 
your land? (Buy, leased, occupied, ..) 

 

I rely on a secured source of water     

Comment - If your source is not reliable, why is it so?  

 
Select if you apply the following practices for the monitoring of water and soil 

 Water Soil Both Not applied 

Apply strategies for reuse and circularity     

Use instruments in order to monitor the utilization     

Apply targets and strategies for quality     

Use instruments to monitor the quality     

Do not use instruments, but rely on the good agricultural 
practices 

    

 
In my productive reality, I:  
(Select the ones that are true for you) 
- I apply crop rotation 
- I have a high percentage of perennial crops 
- I plan my fields according to plant’ synergies 
- I have thoroughly studied the existing and local natural environment  
- I have planned my production according to the local context of my reality 
- I mostly use traditional or locally adapted varieties 
- Of the same crop specie, I plant different genetic varieties 
 
Which productive/storage/transformation methods do you mainly use? 
- Traditional methods that came from local people 
- Traditional methods that came from international farmers 
- Traditional methods that came from the indigenous tradition of other countries 
- Methods that came from holistic sources of knowledge (permaculture, biodynamic..) 
- New methods that came from the latest scientific discoveries 
Comments - specify a bit more 
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What was your main reason for joining the association?  
(Select max 2 answers) 
- thanks to the markets, I could sell more 
- thanks to the markets, I could increase the visibility of my productive reality 
- I wanted to sell my products in markets in which the social sphere was also valued 
- I wanted to be part of a network of people with similar ethics and values 
- I wanted to be part of a network that fought to change the mainstream system through the creation of 
an alternative system 
 
What are the main obstacles that you found in the development of the association? 
(Select max 2 answers) 
- lack of help and support from the local authorities 
- lack of market infrastructures (including toilets, electricity..) 
- communication difficulties inside the association 
- communication difficulties between the association and the rest of the population 
- lack of time to invest in the association's development 
 
QUESTIONS FOR CO-PRODUCERS 
 
How often do you go to the market? 
- 1, 2 times a week 
- 1, 2 times a month 
- depends on the period 
- rarely  
 
Why do you go to the market? 
- To buy general food items 
- To buy “ready to eat” food (beer, pizza, etc) 
- For the conviviality moments 
 
At the market  
(Select max 2 answers) 
- I find the same products in every stall 
- I am able to find a multitude of products 
- Of the same category (eg vegetables), I usually find the same items in each stall 
- Of the same category (eg vegetables), I usually find different varieties in each stall 
 
 
Are you able to satisfy all your food requirements by simply buying at the market? 

Totally 
Disagree 

Mildly  
Disagree 

Mildly  
Agree 

Agree 

Comments- If you agree/disagree, why? 
 
I think that the market is 
- easily accessible  
- with some accessibility limits 
Comments - Which limit did you identify? 
 
The markets have helped you to be more aware of the seasonal availability of food  

Totally 
Disagree 

Mildly  
Disagree 

Mildly  
Agree 

Agree 
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What is your main reason for shopping in the association’s markets? 
- I can buy high-quality food 
- I want to support markets that also value the social sphere 
- I want to support organic production and direct sales 
- I want to support a network that fought to change the mainstream system 
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