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Abstract – In Argentina, family farmers who engage in horticultural production have recently adopted the
process of agroecological transition into their work. The process involves organisations, such as the Land
Workers’ Union (UTT) cooperative, located in the horticultural belt in the province of Buenos Aires. The
case study under analysis shows family farmers’ challenges with the agroecological transition process.
These challenges include the reconfiguration of horticultural work, which impacts the skills needed to
perform the work; the organisation of work; and the sustainability conditions involved in introducing
agroecology as a social-productive model for growing vegetables. We examine start-up and development
strategies for the agroecological transition process involving farmers and State agents. Our methodology is
qualitative and we rely on semi-structured interviews and observations with family farmers belonging to the
UTT cooperative. This paper explores how the process of agroecological transition that family farmers in
Buenos Aires implement into their horticultural work affects their production and marketing practices. The
primary goal is to explain the unequal evolution of this process. This inequality is particularly evident in the
decision-making processes in which farmers engage prior to implementing the agroecological transition.
Theymust consider a host of factors influencing their capacity to innovate and diversify production and sales
through short food supply chains. These factors include their land tenure conditions (i.e., be a tenant or
owner of the land), their level of economic capital (i.e., their access to greenhouses), and the size of their
production. They largely account for the varying speeds at which farmers in this case study implement the
process of agroecological transition into their farming.
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Résumé – Transition agroécologique et reconfiguration du travail en maraîchage chez les
producteurs familiaux à Buenos Aires, Argentine. En Argentine, le processus de transition
agroécologique a récemment été adopté par des agriculteurs familiaux se consacrant au maraîchage. Il
concerne des organisations de producteurs situées à la périphérie de Buenos Aires, dans la ceinture
maraîchère dénommée « bonaerense », notamment la coopérative de l’Union des travailleurs de la terre
(UTT). L’étude de cas que nous présentons montre les défis pour ces agriculteurs en termes de
reconfiguration du travail maraîcher, d’articulation des savoir-faire, d’organisation des tâches et de
durabilité, lorsqu’ils adoptent l’agroécologie comme modèle socio-productif. Nous caractérisons les
stratégies de départ et de développement du processus de transition agroécologique auquel participent les
producteurs et les techniciens d’organismes publics, en nous appuyant sur une méthodologie qualitative
basée sur des entretiens semi-structurés et des observations réalisées dans les exploitations maraîchères
de la coopérative UTT. L’article examine comment l’adoption de la transition agroécologique dans le
maraîchage modifie les formes d’articulation des pratiques de production et de commercialisation des
légumes produits par des agriculteurs familiaux, et destinés à la consommation directe. L’objectif
est d’expliquer l’évolution différenciée de ce processus chez les producteurs étudiés. Ces différences sont
manifestes dans les prises de décisions des agriculteurs avant la mise en œuvre de la transition
agroécologique. Les agriculteurs doivent tenir compte d’une série de variables qui conditionnent leurs
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capacités à innover et à diversifier la production et les ventes à travers des circuits courts de commercialisation.
Ces variables incluent les conditions foncières (être propriétaire ou locataire de la terre), le niveau de
capitalisation (avoir accèsounonàdes serres), ainsi que lesprojets productifs.Elles expliquent engrandepartie
la plus ou moins grande rapidité avec laquelle les agriculteurs mettent en œuvre le processus de transition
agroécologique dans leurs exploitations.

Mots clés : Agroécologie / transition / agriculture familiale / travail / maraîchage
1 Introduction and framework of the study

The horticultural belt outside of Argentina’s capital city,
Buenos Aires, is the subject of many studies in rural sociology,
anthropology and agronomy (Benencia and Quaranta, 2009;
García, 2011; Otero et al., 2013). This belt formed a century
ago as part of the city’s urban planning efforts of the
surrounding areas occupied by houses and farms. It is one of
the most important suburban areas in Argentina, and is
characterised by a network of farmers of different descents
who settled there over the course of history. Historically, these
farmers have been of Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese descent.
More recently, the population of Bolivian farmers has increased
(Barsky, 2010). This region is also characterised by its high
population density. There are 14.5million inhabitants in a
18,028 square kilometer territory (INTA, 2014).

The present study focuses on family farmers –mostly of
Bolivian origin – affiliated with the Land Workers’ Union
(UTT) cooperative. They are primarily located in the
Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires (AMBA), which is
comprised of the city of Buenos Aires, as well as 39 urban and
peri-urban districts within the province of Buenos Aires. The
specific area under study within this region is called Greater La
Plata. It is located in the southern part of AMBA, in the
Berazategui district (Fig. 1), which is one of 12 districts
comprising the second urban belt. This second belt extends up
to 40–50 km away from the capital city. The largest
concentration of vegetable farms is located within this
southern section of AMBA. Given the dense population and
high demand for produce, farmers sell the greatest volume of
their vegetables through local and regional market hubs and
supermarket chains in AMBA. As a result, this region of the
country is known for its abundant supply of fresh vegetables.

Recently, this horticultural production has experienced a
gradual shift in the technology use. For decades, it relied on
agricultural inputs commonly referred to as the “conventional
technology package”. These inputs include hybrid seeds,
fertilisers, and fungicides. This technology is now being
replaced by agroecological farming practices, which are part of
the systematic approach to agroecology (Altieri, 1995;
Gliessman, 2002; Sevilla Guzmán and Soler Montiel, 2009).
In agroecology, land tenure conditions become the main factor
influencing vegetable farmers. This transitional process-taking
place in farming practices is known as “agroecological
transition”. It is a process of moving from conventional
farming systems to agroecologically-based systems. The latter
involve not only technical and ecological elements, but also the
sociocultural and economic aspects of farmers, their families,
and the community at large (Marasas et al., 2012). As Marasas
states, “production is closely related to the environmental
conditions of each agricultural ecosystem and should adapt to
this reality, but it is in turn deeply committed to, and
Page 2
conditioned by, cultural and organisational processes” (2012).
In the process of agroecological transition adopted by farmers
in this study, a marketing and sales strategy based on direct
sales to consumers or retailers without intermediaries plays a
key role. This strategy is part of a food production-distribution-
consumption configuration commonly known as a “short food
supply chain”.

It is important to note that the towns of Abasto, El Pato,
Lisandro Olmos, and Estancia Chica, where farmers in AMBA
began the agroecological transition process, are not immune to
the land development happening in the area. Within this
context, investment groups that build gated communities exert
strong pressure in order to obtain land for real estate. Depending
on the areawhere family farms are located, this phenomenoncan
make gaining access to affordable land difficult. This issue of
land tenure affects the socio-productive and commercial
strategies employed by family farmers in this study.
1.1 Factors affecting socio-economic mobility paths

One characteristic defining the social and economic
mobility paths of farmers in this case study is what Benencia
has conceptualised as “the Bolivian horticultural ladder”
(Benencia and Quaranta, 2009). According to Benencia, the
migrant enters the country as a farm worker, i.e., a salaried
employee. Later, he advances to the position of sharecropper
(García, 2014; García et al., 2015). Finally, he becomes a
tenant farmer or, sometimes, a farm owner. How this status of
tenant or owner affects farmers’ socioeconomic mobility is a
key variable under study in the present analysis. This status is
important to study because it helps to explain the variation in
farmers’ decision-making processes regarding the agroeco-
logical transition process. These decisions depend on a
farmer’s budget, as well as his profit expectations for selling
his crops in short food supply chains.

After examining farmers’ socioeconomic mobility, we
focus on the role of commercial activity in farmers’
development. As Benencia and Quaranta emphasise, the
2000–2001 economic crisis in Argentina had a profound
impact on the horticultural production by introducing the sales
stage (2009). With the recent development of the direct sale of
agroecologically-grown vegetables in short food supply
chains, we analyse how this change creates new work
dynamics for farmers in our case study (Dubuisson-Quellier
and Lamine, 2004; Dubuisson-Quellier and Le Velly, 2008; Le
Velly and Paturel, 2013).
1.2 Methodology

In the initial phase of our research, we aimed to study the
impact of the process of agroecological transition on the
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Fig. 1. The study area, in Berazategui district. Source: Le Gall and García, 2010.
Fig. 1. La zone d'étude, dans le district de Berazategui.
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configuration of agricultural work. Specifically, we sought to
understand how this process affects the organisation and
adaptation of techniques governing farming production and
marketing decisions (Amílcar Herrera Project 2015, Uni-
versidad Nacional de Lan�us).

The independent variables in our study come from the
extant literature on rural social studies. They include farmers’
land tenure conditions, their level of economic capital (i.e.,
their access to a greenhouse as a form of farming technology),
and the size of their production (Benencia et al., 1992; García,
2011; Otero et al., 2011). Our study sample is comprised
primarily of tenant farmers who cultivate vegetables in either a
field/plot or a greenhouse. Additionally, few possess capital
goods such as tractors or pickup trucks for crop distribution to
markets. Their highest production costs are seeds and the
conventional technology package (i.e., agrochemical inputs)
that they seek to fully replace with homemade bio-based
inputs. It is also noteworthy that farm work for these farmers is
a family affair. In other words, the farmer and his family,
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primarily his wife and children, perform the labour without
relying on hired salaried workers. That being said, those who
cultivate flowers in addition to vegetables turn to other family
members, such as siblings, cousins, and in-laws, for extra help
during certain seasonal cycles.

In terms of our methodology, we participated in
observations at family farms by attending technical trainings,
vegetable preparation and planting seminars. We also observed
at universities, consumers associations, meetings between
farmers and consumers, markets selling sacks of farmers’
agroecologically-grown vegetables, and workshops held by
the UTT cooperative involving technicians, farmers, and
consumers. Another primary source of data were semi-
structured interviews with 10 farmers and 7 state technicians
from Pro-Huerta and Cambio Rural, which are part of the
National Institute for Agricultural Technology (INTA), and
from the Department for Family Farming (SAF). The state
technicians are responsible for running transfer and training
programs and workshops for farmers. They also assist farmers
of 7
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with the implementation of agroecological farming practices
and business strategies.

1.3 The case study and its beginnings in the
agroecological transition process

When members of the UTT cooperative began the
agroecological transition process, the organisation included
2,000 families divided into 35 “base” groups. These groups
were created in order to establish social organisation and
structure in meetings. The cooperative’s territory covers
districts in Greater La Plata, with its main headquarters
located in the towns of Abasto and San Vicente. However, it
also includes towns outside of AMBA, including Mar del
Plata, Escobar, Zárate, Mercedes, Suipacha, and Luján. The
cooperative’s identity as an organisation with a strong
ideological-political nature based on popular economic rights
reflects that of union-like, non-partisan social movements,
such as the Confederation of Popular Economy Workers
(CTEP), to which its members adhere. According to its
members, the cooperative’s social commitment is part of a
“social change and popular liberation project”. The coopera-
tive aims to address the crop production aspect of farmers’
work through “alternative farming based on the agroecological
and sustainable model”. Additionally, it supports a marketing
model based on a direct producer-consumer relationship, as
well as access to popular health care.

In accordance with these principles, the cooperative
engaged in an agroecological transition process for vegetable
production using a device called the “System for the Healthy
Production of Healthy Vegetables” (SPSVS). SAF technicians
designed the device and the Argentine Ministry of Agriculture,
Livestock and Fishery funded it. The device included a tool kit
comprised of an irrigation system, saplings, fertiliser, and
equipment for plot mechanisation. Farmers implemented the
device’s “healthy production units” in a plot, entire field, or
greenhouse, using the tools provided. Additionally, farmers
who utilized this device were offered training sessions on how
to replace conventional farming practices with non-conven-
tional ones, including plant or mulch cover; bio-based inputs;
and homemade substances for eradicating pests and diseases.
INTA employees, who were mainly agronomists, led these
trainings.

The two sites for vegetable cultivation, the field and the
greenhouse, reflect the different socio-productive conditions of
the farming structure and the amount of capital farmers have.
Since most farmers in our study are not farm owners, this
determines the farming system they implement.

2 Dynamics of the agroecological transition
socio-productive integration process

2.1 The land issue

On average, farmers belonging to the UTT lease
1.5 hectares per unit of production. Rent represents farmers’
largest production cost and directly affects farming strategies.
Thus, only those farmers with a certain amount of capital can
cultivate crops in a greenhouse. The advantages of this
technique include growing crops out of season, increased
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production, higher quality crops, earlier maturity, and less
susceptibility to adverse weather conditions (Benencia et al.,
1992).

Farmers who utilized the SAF device introduced agroeco-
logical transition plots measuring 1/8 hectare per production
unit in a field. While this area was small, these initial plots
served as control plots to help farmers become familiar with
agroecological farming and management. Over time, their
uncertainty regarding the production yield under agroecologi-
cal conditions declined. However, abandoning the belief that
agrochemicals and industrial fertilisers were necessary for
efficiency, and replacing these techniques with manure and
bio-based inputs, was not easy. It also required that the farmer
become familiar with these different products and applications.

Another challenge farmers faced in this transitional
process was the diversification of crop varieties. In conven-
tional farming, farmers produced seedlings using agro-
chemicals and sowing substrates purchased from input
suppliers. Now, they had to rely on local seeds and engage
in seedbed cultivation, selection, manipulation, transplanting,
and seed stocking. This phenomenon illustrates the socio-
technical changes in farming practices associated with
sustainability (Barbier and Goulet, 2013).

Farmers do not uniformly nor automatically adopt the
practices and techniques associated with the agroecological
transition process. Land tenure conditions, which are tied to the
farmer’s status as either a tenant or owner, impact the decisions
a farmer makes regarding the transition to agroecological
farming. For example, after the first production cycles in the
agroecological transition process, a farm owner, driven by the
high yield and growing demand for agroecological products,
will more rapidly expand the area used for agroecological
farming. He will also diversify crop varieties and supplement
field cultivation with greenhouse cultivation. In contrast, a
tenant farmer, who finds himself in a more vulnerable
economic situation than the farm owner, will initially be
more cautious and take longer to transition his leased farmland
to agroecological farming. In sum, the adoption of agroeco-
logical farming practices by farmers varies according to their
land tenure status as either farm owners or tenant farmers.

2.2 Use of the greenhouse and the production project

The greenhouse is a prime example of the technological
innovations from the Green Revolution. The Green Revolution
marks an important period in the history of agriculture. It was a
time of great modernisation of specific technologies and the
expansion and specialisation of farms in order to increase
productivity and efficiency. When the greenhouse was
invented as a new form of technology, it simultaneously
introduced several variables affecting farming. For example,
farmers now had to consider the timing of land preparation and
planting cycles, since they vary between the field and
greenhouse. Additionally, greenhouses require more complex
organisational engineering, mainly because activities are no
longer based on seasonality and tasks necessitate specializa-
tion (Otero et al., 2011).

Within the agroecological system, greenhouse use again
awakens the debate around natural seasonal production cycles.
Farmers and consumers who critique this technology utter
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statements such as, “Why do you want tomatoes in winter
when it is not the right time?” and “we must produce and use
only seasonal vegetables”. Critics also cite the cost in time
required for relearning about greenhouse management and
cultivation tasks as part of the agroecological transition
process. Often, the agronomist who trains the farmer prefers to
start the agroecological transition process in the field. He does
this because, especially in the first stages of the transition, the
goal is to convince the farmer of the advantages of this system
before investing in a greenhouse.

Farm owners, compared to tenant farmers, will be more
open to innovate their farming practices with bio-based
products, local seeds, and a greenhouse. As a result, they will
be more willing to take greater risks concerning possible
adverse outcomes in overall crop yield. This is due to the fact
that unlike tenant farmers, farm owners do not have rent as one
of their fixed operational costs. Rent is the greatest economic
burden on the cost/income ratio for family farmers, most of
whom are tenants. Since farm owners are able to more easily
and quickly adopt the agroecological transition process, they
assume the role of technical assistant and transmitter of
knowledge within the cooperative. This process of the transfer
of knowledge between farmers is known as “farmer-to-
farmer”.

During the agroecological transition process, family
farmers must replicate the production strategy achieved in
the “substeps” of acquiring capital under the conventional
model (García, 2011). In other words, farmers with less capital
engage in agroecological transition for leaf vegetables,
including lettuce, chard, cabbage, and parsley, and do so
exclusively in field plots. Farmers with greater capital, and
thus, the ability to purchase seeds and bio-based inputs
immediately, also implement the transition process into their
cultivation of fruiting vegetables such as tomatoes, peppers,
and string beans. They do this both in the field and greenhouse,
while considering the variation in workload required for such
projects. This variation is evident in the growing cycles; the
various tasks involved, including hoeing, harvesting, and
phytosanitary management; and the financial returns that
depend upon the species cultivated.

3 Commercial strategy and reorganisation
of work in selling agroecological products

Family farmers often identify marketing as a key aspect of
their work to redefine in socioeconomic sustainability
strategies. Recently, UTT farmers have been able to diversify
their traditional marketing and sales channels that relied
primarily on intermediaries (Dubuisson-Quellier and Le Velly,
2008). The principle aim is to reduce the involvement of
intermediaries and avoid the disadvantages of selling through
long circuits, where the price is set by the consignee who buys
and resells crops to retailers, or by the intermediary who visits
the farm, purchases the products directly from the farmers, and
resells them at market hubs (Souza Casadinho, 2014; Seba
et al., 2014). Now, these farmers are participating increasingly
in short food supply chains.

The sale of agroecologically-grown vegetables in short
food supply chains occurs in various spaces, including
neighbourhood fairs, town squares, local associations, and
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university campuses. Additionally, the direct sale of sacks of
agroecologically-grown vegetables to organised consumer
networks, such as El Instituto para la Producción Popular, La
Yumba, and Nuevo Encuentro, has grown due to market
restructuring and increased demand. This phenomenon had its
greatest impact on the 20UTT farmers who began the
agroecological transition process in 2014. They quickly
became overwhelmed by the growing demand for these
vegetable sacks, which went from being between 150 and 200
every 15 days to twice as many within a few months. One of
the farm owners explained this increase and the change it
implied in the logistics and organisation of work in order to
satisfy the growing demand. For example, it led to the
cooperative establishing Colonia Integral de Abastecimiento
Urbano 20 de Abril Darío Santillán in Luján, an area where
65 families settled for the purpose, among others, of increasing
their supply capacity and production volumes for agro-
ecologically-grown vegetables to be sold directly to consumers
and retailers in short food supply chains.

The popularity of these agroecologically-grown vegetable
sacks has had great impact on farmers’ work, not only in terms
of producing and commercializing their crops, but also in the
organisation of labour (Aubry et al., 2011). For example, the
role of the farmer becomes that of technical-business manager,
work organiser, and sensitive worker (Dedieu and Servière,
2012). This is because the task of assembling the vegetable
sacks affects the coordination and division of labour on farms
and, therefore, demonstrates individual farms’ capacities and
diversity.

Each of these sacks includes 8 varieties of seasonal
vegetables. Since the vast majority of farmers traditionally
grew a monoculture of leaf vegetables under the conventional
farming system, they have to partner with each other in order to
ensure that each sack contains these vegetable varieties
cultivated using the newly implemented agroecological
farming practices. Sack preparation also proves challenging
for farmers from a post-cultivation standpoint, as they are
accustomed to filling crates or boxes with solely one product to
be delivered to the intermediary. Now, they must consider the
varying weights of different vegetable varieties, as well as their
fragility, when packing them.

In addition to collaborating with other farmers from the
cooperative in order to produce these vegetable sacks, farmers
turn to extended family members for help. For example,
relatives from Bolivia and parts of the Northwest, where they
engage in seasonal farming such as the sugarcane harvest,
temporarily relocate to AMBA, particularly in the spring and
summer months. Since farmers do not hire salaried non-family
workers, this type of farming is conceptualised as “family
farming” for analysis purposes (Nogueira, 2013).

The previously described new business practices have
redefined how farmers value their crops as they become direct
sellers of their own production. In the conventional market,
there was an expectation that vegetables have uniform
characteristics, including size, and that they be visually
“attractive”, “without spots”, and “not yellow”. Farmers
accustomed to meeting these strict criteria at first find it
difficult to accept arguments in favour of agroecologically-
grown crops, which include that they are healthier, have
greater nutritional quality, and have better taste, colour, and
smell. They must retrain themselves from perceiving spots,
of 7



P. Gabriela: Cah. Agric. 2018, 27, 35003
dullness, and deformity as defects that make the vegetables of
lower quality.

Part of this retraining of farmers’ perceptions of the
physical characteristics of their crops involves commercializ-
ing their vegetable sacks in short food supply chains
committed to responsible consumption practices, such as the
prioritisation of organic, agroecologically-grown, and/or fairly
traded products. That being said, key players in the UTT
cooperative who are involved in the process of setting the sack
price are opposed to segmented or “niche” consumption
practices designed for consumers with greater economic
means. Also, they typically update the sack price every three to
four months during a meeting. This meeting is open to the
public so that consumers can learn about price formation that is
rooted in a popular consumption logic.

4 Conclusions

The reconfiguration of horticultural work through the
agroecological transition process adopted by family farmers in
the Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires, who traditionally
relied on conventional farming practices to supply the region’s
fresh vegetables, requires not only relearning farming tasks
and adjusting to a new work pace; it also requires that farmers
consider to what extent this new farming system proves
feasible and sustainable in the long run.

Implementing the agroecological transition process leads
to commercial and socio-productive innovation for family
farmers. The commercial innovation can be attributed to
farmers’ economic success as a result of a new marketing
strategy. This marketing and sales strategy entails the direct
sale of agroecologically-grown vegetable sacks (i.e., sales that
do not rely on intermediaries) in short food supply chains; the
fixing of “fair” prices for and by both farmer and consumer;
and the potential of a specialised market for these products. In
terms of the socio-productive innovation, it is the result of the
increasing demand for, and consumption of, agroecologically-
grown vegetables. These phenomena lead farmers to integrate
more field plots into the agroecological transition process and,
depending on their level of economic capital, incorporate the
greenhouse in this new farming approach.

Nonetheless, it is still too early to assess the qualitative
impact of this horticultural reconfiguration on the production,
health, economic, commercial, and environmental factors
commonly recognised as drivers for implementing the
agroecological transition process (Marasas et al., 2012). This
is largely the case because there exists a degree of structural
informality in this reconfiguration. Family farmers themselves
usually advocate for this informality, as many wish to avoid
adhering to regulations. These regulations are not yet
institutionally developed for agroecological farming in
Argentina. Additionally, it is nearly impossible to identify
specific public policies and government bodies exclusively
devoted to its implementation.
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