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PREFACE AND DEDICATION

This is the first volume under my general series editorship, and I look for-
ward to being able, with our international editorial board, to continuing to
commission high-quality volumes, which represent the forefront of rural
sociology and development enquiry at the international level. As recent
volumes clearly demonstrate, there has never been a greater intellectual need
to bring together internationally comparative and critical research and to
demonstrate the wider relevance of rural sociological and development de-
bates to those in other disciplines and sub-disciplines.

It is, however, with sadness that during the production of this volume, the
twelfth in the series, Jonathan Murdoch, passed away at Christmas 2005
after 11 months of illness with leukaemia. Jon and I conceived of this vol-
ume shortly after the International Rural Sociological Congress at
Trondheim in July 2004. Both of us had run colloquia at the meeting, and
the quality of the papers, especially in relation to contemporary agri-food
debates, gave us the encouragement to assemble this collection. Jon’s mo-
tivation sprung from two directions, which I also shared. First, there was a
need to refresh theoretical debates concerning agri-food studies after a dec-
ade in which the underlying complexity of global and local relationships in
the sphere was now emerging. Second, we both shared a concern to directly
address the spatial as well as the social. As a result we wanted to create a
collection, which explored the relationships between the new geographies of
agri-food, since we saw these as new expressions of the inherent struggles
between different actors and institutions in the sphere. In addition, we
wanted to provide a platform for the exploration of the complexity and
contingency in agri-food system, which is increasingly providing major the-
oretical challenges for scholars. It is, of course, with great sadness that Jon
will not be able to read the final product of these ideas. However, he did see,
in various forms, many of the contributions that are included in it. As a
result, I would like to dedicate this volume to him.

Jon wrote prodigiously, as we know, in the fields of not only rural so-
ciology, but also human geography, planning and the sociology of knowl-
edge. His contribution is immense, particularly in theoretical advances
associated with society—nature debates and the role of actor-network theory.
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Xiv PREFACE AND DEDICATION

Jon was always uncomfortable with the conventional categorisations and
dichotomies in rural social science, and set about reforming these in new
ways, with new theoretical insights. This was most clearly expressed in his
last major work: Post-structuralist geography (2006). A book that is, in
many ways, a synthesis of his approach and his contribution, both in nu-
merous earlier papers and books. As the reader will see, and not surpris-
ingly, Jon’s past work and contributions to the field are referenced and
scattered across the whole of this volume. It is therefore extremely fitting
that we should, therefore, dedicate this volume to him.

Terry Marsden
Cardiff, February 2006



INTRODUCTION BETWEEN THE
LOCAL AND THE GLOBAL:
CONFRONTING COMPLEXITY
IN THE CONTEMPORARY
FOOD SECTOR

Terry Marsden and Jonathan Murdoch

The purpose of this volume is to present a range of critical perspectives on
the contemporary agri-food sector. The starting point for the collection is a
recognition that geography matters in food now perhaps more than ever. It
is argued that the extensive literature on the globalisation of food over the
past 20 years has tended to over-emphasise the extent to which food prod-
ucts and processes have been industrialised and standardised. As some of
the chapters in this volume show, this is still occurring, albeit in more com-
plex ways. However, diversity and variety have become increasingly signifi-
cant in distinguishing food commodities, spaces of production, and practices
of consumption. All these aspects of food vary across geographical space,
despite the homogenising forces studied in the globalisation literature. The
book thus takes the complexity of the contemporary food system as its
starting point. It recognises that some food spaces are integrated into global
systems of food provisioning while others are integrated into regionalised

Between the Local and the Global: Confronting Complexity in the Contemporary
Agri-Food Sector
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2 TERRY MARSDEN AND JONATHAN MURDOCH

and localised relations. These variable integrations make for considerable
diversity and competition in food space.

In this volume, we concentrate upon the increasingly variable institutional
frameworks that work to promote and sustain diversity and complexity in the
food sector, both within and between the global and the local. While earlier
collections have concentrated on the globalisation of agriculture and food, and
more recent attention, both in North America and Europe, has been given to
what is termed the re-localisation of agri-food, this book attempts to prob-
lematise both orientations. In particular, the book examines in detail the ways
that constellations of organisations, cultures and practices become embedded
in discrete spatial areas and shows the importance of these areas and their
associated institutions to the contemporary development of the food system.

These differential processes of embeddedness and disembeddedness create
critical conceptual and methodological problems for contemporary rural so-
ciology and development. Not least, it entails the need to investigate not only
detailed empirical case studies with a high degree of conceptual and com-
parative rigour, but it also necessitates a wider and more flexible conceptual
focus. This needs to incorporate questions about, for instance, the evolu-
tionary and competitive dynamics between what are seen as the ‘conventional’
and the ‘alternative’ agri-food sectors (see Morgan, Marsden, & Murdoch,
2006); how the processes of standardisation and differentiation are evolving in
both the conventional and the alternative sectors and across different spatial
contexts (see especially Hatanaka et al., Chapter 3); and how these new agri-
food developments implicate wider social and economic rural development.

The international flavour of the book — it includes contributions from
Australia, New Zealand, Brazil, Italy, The Netherlands, Norway, the United
Kingdom, France and the United States — allows this diversity and complexity
in its many forms to be described and comparatively analysed. In particular,
the various chapters examine the complex sets of economic, social and cul-
tural institutions that lie ‘between’ the local and the global, and which work to
promote and mediate new spaces of food production and consumption.

Because of its concern for processes of regionalisation and localisation in
the context of a globalised economy, the book is positioned within main-
stream rural sociology and economic geography. It is hoped that it will also
be of key interest to researchers in the related sub-fields of rural geography,
the sociology of food, the anthropology of food and the geography of food.
In short, the key themes include:

e New social and spatial trends within the food sector
e Theoretical innovations in understanding these trends
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e Diversity and differentiation in local, regional, national and international
development processes

e Institutional support and frameworks surrounding food in its various
spatial and social contexts

e The organisations, cultures and practices that work to promote diversity
and differentiation in food space

e Future processes of change in the food sector.

Hopefully, the book, which arises out of two symposia originally organ-
ised by the editors at the International Rural Sociological Association Con-
ference in Trondheim, Norway in July 2004, provides a much needed critical
and contemporary overview of current developments in the agri-food sector.
It attempts to assess whether patterns of spatial diversity are likely to in-
crease or to diminish as new institutional complexes come into being as a
result of pressures not only from corporate agri-food firms, but also from
consumers, regional and local actors and the multi-level State. It provides a
re-freshed theoretical and empirical analysis of current and future trends,
and attempts to advance carlier studies of globalised food systems, such as
those produced in the 1990s (‘From Columbus to Conagra’, Bonanno,
Busch, Friedland, Gouveia, & Mingione, 1994; and ‘Globalising Food’
Goodman & Watts, 1997). Those texts reported on a major intellectual
project of the time amongst rural sociologists and geographers to make
sense of the new patterns of agri-food globalisation and transnationalisa-
tion, which were emerging, principally amongst advanced economies. This
volume deepens these analyses by concentrating upon the deepening and
broadening of these processes on the one hand, and the emergence of greater
complexity in the governance, corporate and producer-based responses on
the other. This entails the re-development of new agri-food geographies, and
the evolution of new supply chain perspectives which transcend the global
and the local, and place rural regions and localities in re-configured rela-
tionships with a myriad of ‘at a distance’ actors and institutions.

THEORISING COMPLEXITY

The contributions fall into two main sections in the book. The first one deals
with the theorising of complexity between the global and the local. Wilkinson
provides a theoretical overview, which considers the historical polarisation
of debates within agri-food and rural studies, especially those between actor—
network approaches and political economy analyses. He proposes a new
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convergence based upon a re-consideration of conventions theory and
the development of ‘net-chain’ concepts. Hatanaka, Bain and Busch take on
one major development of complexity and conventions that is associated
with the increasing use of standards to differentiate both agricultural prod-
ucts and processes. In particular, this is leading to the growth of Third-party
certification (TPC) as a new feature of the global agri-food system and
Wilkinson’s ‘net-chain’ concept. What is developing is not simply new
rounds of standardisation and differentiation, but rather more complex and
multi-dimensional systems of differentiated standardisation, on the one
hand, and standardised differentiation on the other. These are not so much
opposing tendencies, but actually operating as aspects of the same phenom-
ena in the new, more complex world of the ‘economy of qualities” and quality
conventions now being established in the global food sector.

These trends are demanding and promoting new institutional arrangements
at different sets of spatial and supply chain scales. And, Campbell, Lawrence
and Smith expose how such privately regulated systems have been developing
in the New Zealand and Australian cases. They focus on the growing dom-
inance of the Europgap protocols developed by European retailers — a new
form of global agri-food governance which is based upon new relationships
between the need, as Hatakana et al identify, for privatised ‘quality’ audit
cultures, and the pursuance of neo-liberal forms of state-led trade regulation.
These corporate- and state-led processes are not seen simply as a contradiction
in terms; rather they represent, in the export context of both Australia and New
Zealand, a powerful relationship which places producers in a highly contra-
dictory space — that is one located between continued productivist intensifica-
tion on the one hand, but audit compliance on the other. This is creating
new forms of hybrid food governance, which operates across retail capital, so-
cial movements and regulators, at least in the fresh fruit and vegetable sectors.

New institutional mechanisms, in the context of neo-liberal ideology are
also developing with regard to ‘solving’ the problems of intensive agricultural
environmental degradation, and developing new fair-trade supply chains
and networks. Lockie and Goodman, based upon the Australian experience,
explore how these new institutional palliatives for neo-liberal ideology are
formed and re-inforced. This ideology is thus developing its own set of rules
and conventions which make neo-liberal assumptions about producer-based
environmental protection through the operation of private property rights,
or by contrast, the delivery of fair trade principles which oppose protectionist
trade policies. For Lockie and Goodman, there are strong relationships
that need to be critically analysed between neo-liberalism and these new
conventions and instruments associated with environmental sustainability,
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competitiveness and entrepreneurialism. There are serious questions raised
here about how such ostensibly spatially diverse and ‘duty of care’ type
policies can really deal with environmental and agri-food complexity. This
suggests the need for the construction of more robust concepts of bio-
regionalism and agricultural multi-functionality. However, under current
conditions the authors confirm the earlier arguments that the ability to con-
trol standards and auditing procedures, as well as the expertise on which they
are based, is becoming a central and global articulation of power within agri-
food and trading networks.

These first four contributions, through theoretically grounded analyses,
provide a contemporary portrait of many of the key drivers in shaping the new
social and spatial complexities, which lie between ‘the global and the local’.
They focus on understanding process, new institutionalisation, and the recom-
binant nature of power relations; especially how these seem to be increasingly
encapsulated in complex webs of ‘quality’ conventions and standards. More-
over, they all, to varying degrees, take the supply chain or ‘net-chain’ concept
as an implicit paradigm in understanding this complexity in a macro-context
in which corporate food, and especially corporate retailing, has become more
internationalised and predominant within a state context of neo-liberalism.

DEALING WITH LOCAL COMPLEXITIES AND
LOCAL DEVELOPMENT: TOWARDS NEW
CONTESTED CARTOGRAPHIES OF AGRI-FOOD

The second section of the book includes eight chapters which problematise
the real contingent and dynamic sociology and geography of local agri-food
complexity, while focussing more at the local and regional scale of analysis.

They are distinctive in that they portray how food systems are being ‘re-
geared’ both over time and space in comparative perspective, given the ten-
dencies that have been explored in the first section. Taking empirical foci
from Brazil (Cavalcanti), Italy (Fonte and Brunori), the US (Dupuis and
Goodman), the Netherlands (Stuiver), France (Sylvander), Norway (Streate
and Marsden) and UK (Sonnino and Marsden), they should not, however, be
seen simply as empirical case studies focussing on ‘outcomes’; or local cir-
cumstances. Rather, they are dealing with conceptual questions of the com-
plex evolution of rural and local development in all its contradictory forms
and foibles, which operate conceptually between the global and the local, the
macro and the micro. They also give an insight into the potentially powerful
ways in which agro-food innovation can re-direct rural development.
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What they all do witness, however, is a realisation and exploration of a
post-modernisation phase in agri-food and rural development: A phase
which is coping with the combinative effects of neo-liberal and corporate
standard setting on the one hand (as explored extensively in Section 1 of the
volume), and the, albeit uneven absence of a protective or paternalistic state
apparatus on the other. These chapters depict some of the cardinal points of
the new agri-food paradigm. It is one, which is a battleground between rival
mutations of state/corporate/civil clusters, networks and constellations of
action. One which re-combines an ‘economy of qualities’ with new pro-
ducer-processor and consumer interfaces (see Harvey, McMeekin, & Warde,
2004; Morgan et al., 2006).

Over the past decade, especially in Europe, the dawn of alternatives to the
modernisation paradigm has been well-documented. The chapters in this
section take a critical and reflexive look at this intellectual turn (see Dupuis
and Goodman for the most starkest of critiques); a turn, itself, which reflects
different academic cultures and approaches.

In doing so it is important to delineate at least five key comparative
themes which run through this detailed and theoretically informed depic-
tion of local and regional diversity. It is a story of local complexity and
actor and network-based rural development which should not be rendered
simply as a depiction of the ‘marginal’, ‘local’ or ‘alternative’. It sits con-
ceptually, however, (as Dupuis and Goodman demonstrate) problemati-
cally between the globalised and localised assumptions in much of the
literature. Rather, these studies explore the new cascading dialectics and
contradictions at the heart of the new agri-food system. These themes in-
clude:

(1) The detailed exploration of the micro evolutionary dynamics of new
and alternative agri-food networks (see Brunori; Sonnino & Marsden;
Streate & Marsden; Sylvander). These represent heterogeneous rather
than standardised pathways of development, and become, by definition,
spatially and contextually embedded.

(2) The new innovation, niche management and ‘retro’ innovative proc-
esses involved in creating these new local networks (Stuiver). These are
re-creating agri-food practices in new ways as a form of ‘boundary-
maintenance’ between themselves and the more standardised and glo-
balised chains. These tendencies may have found their most optimum
development in the burgeoning organics sector (Sylvander, Stuiver), but
they are also an essential part of re-localised food networks (Streate &
Marsden; Sonnino & Marsden).
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(3) Complex processes of re-hybridity, in the sense that the asymmetrical
relationships between society and nature, technology and expertise are
being differentially re-configured. This is shown in many of the chapters
in this section to be a highly dynamic process; and one that constantly
needs to be addressed by key actors in these networks.

(4) In one respect many of the chapters represent a real process of resistance
to the recombinant processes of conventional standards, now unleashed
in global food systems (depicted in Section 1) in the name of the ‘quality
economy’ (see especially Cavalcanti, in the North-east Brazil case). But
in another respect the chapters in Section 2 (especially by Streate and
Marsden; Sonnino and Marsden; and Fonte), explore the inherent
vulnerabilities and weaknesses of such new networks; not only in coping
with the intensity of competition with the corporate-led system, but also
in falling a ‘victim to their own success’. That is the success and prob-
lems of ‘scaling-up’, which can be rewarded by appropriation into the
differentially standardised worlds to which Hatanka et al. outline.

(5) A central feature in the development of local alternatives and their local
development potentials, are the ways in which the relationships and
interfaces between consumers, the state and the new ‘ecological entre-
preneurs’ (see Marsden & Smith, 2005) unfold. Clearly, we witness new
forms of ecological entrepreneurship ‘in context’. That context is rep-
resented by the local natures in which they are embedded, but also in the
often newly created networks established and sustained. Hence local
natures and networks come together, and some ‘actors in context’, often
what we can term ecological entrepreneurs, play a key role in main-
taining such networks and in transferring knowledges between other
groups of producers, processors and retailers. They play key roles in
establishing the rules, conventions and marketing arrangements neces-
sary to sustain and develop such networks. State institutions and sup-
port frameworks play a variable and somewhat ambivalent role.

The second section of the volume contains, therefore, analyses that con-
tinue to raise questions as well as answers. They demonstrate a growing and
authoritative body of research, each with its own academic and cultural
tradition. This is attempting to slowly and problematically construct an
alternative paradigm to the past period of agri-industrial modernisation,
and to the wider contemporary differentiation and standardised processes
depicted in the first section of the book. The most distinctive feature of this
new paradigm is the necessity to attempt to re-capture economic and social
value back to the regional and local level. The chapters depict, therefore,
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practices and conventions of power in and between agri-food supply chains;
some which are corporate retailer-led and tend to de-valorise the local and
the regional; others which attempt in variable ways to re-capture spaces of
value. These sets of power relations play a key role in creating both the
complexities and the competitive geographies, which lie between the global
and the local.

At the same time, the chapters also demonstrate the very vulnerability and
insecurity of such an endeavour. Geography may matter more in agri-food
now, but this comes with new challenges of teasing out not only its inherent
diversity but also its vulnerability to forces that appropriate arguments and
logics of diversity in ways which enable internationalised appropriation.
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NETWORK THEORIES AND
POLITICAL ECONOMY: FROM
ATTRITION TO CONVERGENCE?

John Wilkinson

ABSTRACT

This chapter reviews the recent polarisation of debates in agrofood and
rural studies, in particular the opposition between network (social rela-
tions, actor-network) and political economy analyses. It explores the con-
tributions of different network approaches and draws on the French
convention and regulation traditions, which provide alternative guidelines
for confronting micro-macro tensions. Networks have similarly assumed
analytical centrality in the new institutional economics and subsequent
elaborations of the Williamsonian transaction costs paradigm have involved
an approximation to some of the central tenets of social network analysis.
Alternative traditions of political economy analysis ( Global Value Chains
(GVC), Global Production Networks) are now making an important con-
tribution to agrofood studies. A distinctive feature of these analysts is their
overture to social networks, actor-network, transaction costs and conven-
tion theory in the effort to capture the multiple dimensions of economic
power and coordination. The possibilities for a fruitful convergence between
these apparently conflicting approaches are best captured in the emergence
of the concept of the “‘netchain’”. At the same time, the intractability of
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12 JOHN WILKINSON

values to absorption within economic transactions suggests the need to
move forward to a focus on the tensions between netchains and social
movements and a different type of network, the global policy network.

INTRODUCTION

The unexpected transformation of organics from a niche to a mainstream
tendance lourde; the equally unexpected scope and persistence of the anti-
transgenics movement which has forced a redefinition of national and re-
gional policies and pushed transnational strategies off their rails; the sudden
vulnerability of long established commodity chains to the revolt of hitherto
hidden actors (prions, e-coli, virus), have all exposed the limits of a certain
type of (perhaps caricatured) political economy with its penchant for ‘ten-
dencies’ and a selected preference for particular dominant actors. Indeed,
the whole edifice of the agrofood system has been shaken by what has been
identified as the increasing volatility of consumer behaviour, most strikingly
expressed in the extraordinary levels of adoption of the Atkins diet. Power
and its corollary, predictable tendencies, it would seem are not quite what
they were thought to be.

These tensions within agrofood and rural, regional studies have paralleled
a more generalised insatisfaction with social science’s inability to go beyond
the polarized alternatives of micro x macro, actor x structure, captured in
Granovetter’s (1985) rejection of both under and over socialized accounts of
social life. The latter’s solution, to analyse action as embedded in social
networks, served as a powerful diffusion mechanism for an approach al-
ready well entrenched in sociological analysis (Granovetter, 1973). As met-
aphor, loose description or alternative quantitative research technique, the
network rapidly became a preferred analytical tool in many sub-disciplines,
particularly those trying to get to grips with new phenomena: globalisation
and trans-border flows (Vertovec, 2001), the changing relations between
State, market and civil society (Evans, 1997), innovation (Cooke & Morgan,
1998) and complexity (Urry, 2003). Even in economics, traditionally polar-
ised between market and hierarchy, hybrid organizational forms became
identified (Williamson, 1975), and, if at first these were considered unstable,
they were later upgraded to the status of networks with their own logic and
limits. (Thompson, 2003; Menard, 2000). In the work of Castells (1998), and
from a critical stance Boltanski and Chiapello (1999), the network assumes
paradigmatic heights as the expression of a globalised, information and
project — based society, respectively.
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A more consequent challenge to prevalent dualisms emerged from the
sociology of science and innovation in the form of actor network theory
(ANT) in the works of Latour (1987), Callon (1986) and Law (1992). This
latter is often argued to be a methodology rather than a theory but it has
achieved in practice the status of a theory both through the ambitions be-
hind the method (abolition of dualistic thinking) and the systematic re-
conceptualisation of research practices involving an extensive and original
nomenclature. In agrofood and rural, regional studies this approach fell on
fertile ground both for the reasons outlined in our opening paragraph and
the twin need to account for the extension of rights to nature (animals,
forests, rivers) and rethink global rural spaces under the impact of quality,
origin-based markets. ANT was ideally equipped to respond since, in ad-
dition to challenging the dualism of micro—macro, its symmetry principle
afforded new status to things, and its concept of the network allowed for a
reposing of notions of proximity and action at a distance. We will explore
these questions in more detail below.

The different network approaches, in agrofood and rural and regional
studies, where we will be more concerned with the Granovetter and ANT
versions, have had a chequered history in the last 15 years. Social network
analysis has had a running battle with transaction cost approaches, partic-
ularly over occupation of the strategic terrain of trust (Williamson, 1993,
Wilkinson, 2003), and has seemed to have lost out somewhat in the light of
second generation transaction costs theorists’ incorporation of the ‘quality
economy’ shift (Lazzarini, Chaddad, & Cook, 2001). As we will see below, it
has influenced both local and global market (through ethnic diasporas)
analysis, while in rural, regional studies it has tended to become subsumed
within the broader, widely adopted category of social capital, (which in the
second half of the 1990s also became a favourite for multilateral funding
bodies eager to find a substitute for the lack of more material capital). The
more general notion of embeddedness, which Granovetter explicitly bor-
rowed (and modified) from Polanyi (1972), has been extensively incorpo-
rated both in agrofood studies (Harvey, Beynon, & Quilley, 2001) and in
different institutionalist approaches to spatially differentiated development
(Boyer, 1997; Evans, 1995). Perhaps Granovetter’s most distinctive contri-
bution has been the notion of the advantages accruing to multiple weak
network ties, which provide privileged opportunities for innovation (Olsson,
Schultz, Folke, & Hahn, 2003).

ANT has been much more proactive in presenting itself as an alternative
to the political economy approaches associated with commodity chain
analysis (Friedland, 1984), State-centred analyses (Friedmann, 1982;
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McMichael, 1991; Buttel, 1989), systems of provision approaches (Fine,
Heasman, & Wright, 1996, 2002) and more general technology and Marxian
focused studies. Its relational view of power, where the micro may always be
writ large as the macro, is seen to be more open to contingent outcomes. Its
adoption of equal status for non-humans would breathe life into commod-
ities and their supporting cast allowing them in principle to throw off their
chains. Its categories of ‘action at a distance’ and ‘immutable mobiles’
would similarly implode the hitherto irreducible spatial polarisation of the
local and the global. Although emerging from the sociology of scientific
production and innovation, ANT has positioned itself preferentially along
the consumer axis of agrofood studies, merging in this way with culturalist
points of entry (Lockie & Kitto, 2000; Dupuis, 2000). Given its ambitions,
the growth of ANT studies in agrofood has been accompanied by a tense
and sometimes strident debate with a generally elusive political economy
opponent since many of the latter’s exponents have been similarly con-
fronting new realities (Goodman, 2003; Marsden, 2000). A particularly terse
contribution to this debate can be found in Fine (2003).

This very much anglo-saxon take on ANT has not been developed in the
same way in France. Here, particularly under the influence of Callon, a
major focus has been the study of networks in the laboratory research
context (Joly & Mangematin, 1995) and more recently the democratisation
of science (Callon, Lascoumes & Barthe, 2001). Key methodological fea-
tures of ANT, especially in relation to the role of artefacts have been central
to convention theory’s (ANT’s half sister) analysis of the construction of
appellation d’origine indications (INRA, 1995). Convention theory, in its
turn, has seen itself often as the micro arm of its macro counterpart, reg-
ulation theory, which has tended to mitigate the emergence of a more rad-
icalised micro—macro critique. It has also seen itself hard pressed (like
Granovetter) by the operational virtues of transaction costs, particularly as
it adapts to the implications of the quality economy (Sauvée & Valceschini,
2003).

In the Anglo-Saxon agrofood literature, Gereffi, Korzeniewicz and
Korzeniewicz (1994) has often figured as a seminal influence on commod-
ity chain analysis, although perhaps this underplays the centrality of the
labour process tradition (Friedland, 1984), the filiere school (Bombal &
Chalmin, 1980) and its Latin-American ramifications (Vigorito, 1978; Rama
& Vigorito, 1979). The details of his work, however, and that of his col-
leagues, were little present in the 1990s since it focused primarily on non-food
sectors. It was only with the inclusion of an analysis of food retail in col-
laboration with researchers from Institute of Development Studies/Sussex
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(IDS) that their work connected in research terms with preoccupations key to
agrofood studies. Gereffi and colleagues, based in the Wallerstein world
system tradition, have been centrally concerned with the dynamic of global
commodity chains (GCC) within an explicitly political economy orientation.
They elaborated a basic typology of such chains, captured in the producer
and buyer-driven ideal types. Subsequent research focused almost exclusively
on the new dynamic of buyer driven chains, first the clothing sector (Gereffi,
1999) and more recently food retailing (Dolan, Humphrey, & Harris-Pascal,
2002; Barrientos, Dolan, & Tallontire, 2001).

We will focus in more detail on the evolution of this tradition below. Here
it is sufficient to note that this research programme exhibits strong conver-
gences with agrofood studies to the extent that it has replaced the notion of
GCC with that of global value chains (GVC) and is simultaneously focusing
on the demand dynamic of the food system. Therefore at the moment, in
which political economy, was on the retreat in agrofood studies, it has now
re-emerged in the form of GVC analysis. In its primary focus on globally
negotiated governance mechanisms as a consequence of the fragmentation
of production structures (the end of the Chandler model of vertical inte-
gration), and the opportunities this opens (or not) for local up-grading, this
research programme has increasingly incorporated the notion of network
structures. In fact, the term network has always been present in this group’s
work and was included in Gereffi, Korzeniewicz, and Korzeniewicz’s (1994)
programmatic definition of their research objectives. Indeed, it is often used
interchangeably with chains as a characterisation of production arrange-
ments. In the context of analyses of upgrading, however, the notion of
network now begins to incorporate the attributes of social capital associated
with Granovetter-style social networks. Gereffi’s collaborators from the
Danish Institute for International Studies (DIIS) have gone a step further
and integrated both convention theory (Ponte & Gibbon, 2003) and ANT
(Gibbon, 2003) into the analysis of GVC.

While Gibbon (2003) from the DIIS group appropriates selective aspects
of Latour in his analysis of the impact of traceability systems on GVC
without taking on board ANT, a more ambitious attempt at a synergy
between a reformulated, political economy approach and ANT has been
developed by Dicken, Kelly, Olds, and Yeung (2001). Here key themes of
ANT including the need for a relational analysis of power, the performative
character of discourse, space as being defined from within networks and the
symmetrical treatment of actors are proposed as the methodological basis
for global analysis. This is subsequently reformulated in programmatic
terms in the paper by Henderson, Dicken, Hess, Coe, and Yeung (2001)
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which proposes to replace the notion of GVC. GVC with that of global
production networks (GPN). The term production may seem both a retreat
from the buyer-driven demand side focus adopted both by Gereffi and
ANT and an overly limiting qualification of the heterogeneous character-
isation of networks essential to ANT — perhaps we should think rather of
global, ‘production-consumption’ networks — Lockie and Kitto (2000),
However, whatever the merits and demerits of this latter formulation, the
substantial thrust of the argument represents a landmark advance at cre-
ating a synergy out of the apparently irreconcilable approaches of ANT and
traditions deriving from political economy. To complete this synthesis, the
embedded aspects of Granovetter’s social networks are also incorporated,
opening the perspective for a more institutionalist contextualisation of
global networks.

In concluding this anticipation of the themes and argument of this article,
it should be noted that, in recent agrofood literature, networks have often
been accompanied with the adjective alternative, usually referring to non-
mainstream initiatives to create producer consumer circuits — be they fair
trade, slow food, community supported agriculture, artisan products, or-
ganics and more generally combining social, economic and environmental
goals of sustainability. A complementary characterisation of networks can
be found in the policy network literature (Messner & Meyer-Stamer, 2000;
Witte, Reinicke, & Benner, 2000), which focuses on the articulations be-
tween sections of government, multilateral bodies, NGOs and transnation-
als to establish new norms and standards governing the above-mentioned
issues. These notions of networks converge with analyses of new social
movements (Cohen, 1998; Vertovec, 2001) pointing to a symbiotic relation-
ship between the two (Brunori, 2000). Whereas alternative and policy net-
works suffer, by the nature of their objectives, be they markets or regulation,
a permanent danger of co-optation, social movements are built on the social
and political goals, which are squeezed out in this process. Callon’s (1998)
notion of “framing and overflowing” can be drawn on here, whereby all
forms of market demarcation lead to new patterns of exclusion, both of
values or qualities and types of actors and spaces. At one end of the spec-
trum, therefore, networks merge into the efficiency mechanism of supply
chain management while at the other they open into fully fledged social
movements.

The rest of this chapter will be primarily devoted to the spaces in between
these two extremes. In exploring in more detail the literature referred to in
this introduction we hope to point to the possibilities for overcoming cur-
rent polarisations in agrofood and rural/local development studies. This
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would imply that both network-oriented and political economy approaches
should reconsider incompatibilities which may be more apparent than real
in the light of emerging syntheses adopted by approaches which developed
outside these sectors but which are now focussing in greater detail on agro-
food and rural/local development issues.

GRANOVETTER’S CONTRIBUTIONS AND THE
ANALYTICAL PURCHASE OF SOCIAL NETWORKS
FOR AGROFOOD STUDIES

Granovetter is best known for his creative reintroduction of the Polanyian
notion of embeddedness and the idea of networks as the privileged vantage
point for analysing market dynamics. More important, perhaps, was his
throwing down of the gauntlet to the advance of Williamson’s, transac-
tion cost (TC) brand of new microeconomics into sociology’s heartland
of organisational and institutional analysis. Granovetter’s confident and
precisely formulated rebuttal of TC’s assertion that institutions can best
be analysed in terms of comparative efficiency criteria, was complemented
by the programmatic proposal that markets themselves could be best un-
derstood within the framework of social network analysis. The inner work-
ings of the market now became (once again) an appropriate terrain
for sociological analysis. The debate with Williamson (Granovetter, 1985;
Williamson, 1993) in which norms and sanctions and the taken-for-granted
sociability implicit in network embeddedness were argued by Granovetter to
render often superfluous the TC formulaic kit of incitement and monitoring
mechanisms, gave rise to (or strongly contributed to) an enormous literature
on trust in economic transactions (Laufer & Orillard, 2000; Thuderoz,
Mangematin & Harrison, 1999, Sabel) which merged with debates on social
capital inspired by the classic contributions of Putnam (1993), Coleman
(1988) and Bourdieu (1980).

In addition to these crucial aspects associated with trust in economic life,
Granovetter (1974) identified social networks as the vector for market
knowledge, affecting the construction of competences and the conditions of
access to market opportunities. They were also seen to be the key factors in
defining the profile of firm organisation, particularly degrees of vertical
integration and levels of inter-firm cooperation (Granovetter, 1990) and
industry structure (Granovetter & McGuire, 1998) with formal organisa-
tions and regulations crystallising what were previously social networks. An
ambitious programme indeed! A central preoccupation of Granovetter over
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the years has been to show how whole industries, including their techno-
logical matrix, organisational structure and forms of business representation
can best be understood in the way actors mobilise social networks. His
formulation of the strength of weak ties (Granovetter, 1973), whereby the
differential leadership characteristics of actors are identified by their simul-
taneous participation in a range of complementary networks and their lack
of submersion in any specific network, lifts his analysis above thick de-
scription and provides it with analytical punch. Granovetter and McGuire’s
(1998) study, of the electricity industry in the US is exemplary in its iden-
tification of specific networking capacities as the origin of the industry’s
regulatory, technological and organisation profile.

However, in spite, of Granovetter’s concern with technology, his social
network analysis was seen by Callon to be radically different from the socio-
technical networks of ANT (Callon, 1998). From an ANT perspective,
Granovetter is firmly representative of the social constructivist bias and his
study of the US electricity industry can be seen to be particularly illustrative.
In this study, three technological systems are judged to have been equally
plausible from a cost/efficiency perspective with the final shape of the in-
dustry being determined by the differential capacity to mobilise social net-
works around one of these options. In this sense, the different technological
options are seen as the passive objects of strictly social networks, trans-
gressing the ANT principle of symmetry between humans and non-humans.
More generally, while for ANT networks are intrinsically heterogeneous,
Granovetter’s social networks are homogeneous, with strategic power and
innovative potential being reserved for actors able to draw on multiple,
weak links. Notwithstanding these differences, Granovetter participated in
the publication, Laws of the Market, organised by Callon (1998), and the
latter himself was a contributor to the eminently social constructivist classic
edited by Bijker, Pinch and Hughes (1984).

As from the 1990s, Granovetter’s concepts of embeddedness and social
networks were warmly received by the dominant heterodox social science
currents in France: convention theory, regulation theory, and MAUSS — the
anti-utilitarist movement in social science. A seminar on embeddedness,
leading to the publication, L Inscription Sociale du Marché (1995 ), testified
to the importance attributed to Granovetter’s reworking of the embedded-
ness concept. At the same time, it served to domesticate his contribution
within existing French traditions. For the MAUSS group social networks
could be subsumed within their recuperation of the gift economy (Caillé,
1995). For regulation theory, embeddedness, was incorporated as a generic
concept integrated into its increasingly institutionalist perspective (Boyer,
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1996). Convention theory (CT), for its part, situated Granovetter’s contri-
bution within the limits of its domestic world of justification. (Thévenot,
1995). In this form, it was appropriated by the analysts of France’s national
agricultural research institute (INRA) in their pioneering application of
convention theory to elucidate the dynamics of appellation d’origine prod-
ucts. These studies were published in a volume co-organised by leading
exponents of regulation theory (Allaire & Boyer, 1995), pointing to an al-
ternative approach to the micro-macro dilemma which would lead regu-
lation theory closer to the newly re-emerging old institutionalist tradition.

Granovetter’s social network analysis was rejected by ANT and domes-
ticated by CT, while the reworked embeddedness concept rapidly assumed
the status of public property. The network approach has shown itself to be
operational not only for the analysis of local markets (Hinrichs, 2000) but
has also provided a version of market control at a distance, complementary
to that provided by ANT, in its application to migration and ethnic net-
works (Portes, 1994). Recent work on food consumption has identified the
multiplier effect of migration networks on the growth of ethnic niche mar-
kets in both the origin and destiny countries (Rauch, 2001).

Granovetter’s most ambitious project was probably that of replacing
what he saw as Williamson’s reductionist transaction cost incursions into
organisation and institutional theory. In its earlier version, where institu-
tions were seen as an efficient response to market failure and could be
readily predicted through the manipulation of a limited number of trans-
action variables — frequency, uncertainty, asset specificity — Granovetter’s
strictures against this explicitly functionalist explanation, a long familiar
and readily recognized temptation against which sociological theory had
only recently extricated itself, were particularly convincing.

With the sophistication of transaction cost analysis, however, especially in
its absorption of the implications of the turn to a quality-based economy,
both social network analysis and CT have been placed on the defensive. This
can be clearly seen in the French case in the importance of TC analyses in
the 2001, two-volume INRA publication containing European-wide case
studies of appellation dorigine experiences. The contrast with the 1995
INRA publication indicated above could not be more marked. Perhaps the
majority of the case-studies are now influenced by transaction cost presup-
positions and leading exponents of convention theory in the 1990s have now
moved closer to this approach. It should be emphasised, however, that we
are dealing here with a second generation and French transaction cost
school very much associated with the work of Claude Menard and Eric
Brousseau at the Centre d’ Analyses Théoriques des Organisations et des
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Marchés (ATOM) /University Paris Centre, one of whose prime focuses has
been the stability and centrality of hybrid forms in the shift to a quality-
based economy. In collaboration with colleagues from INRA they have
applied this approach to the analysis of new coordination or governance
patterns in agrofood markets (Menard, 2000). In a recent work, Sauvée and
Valceschini (2003), who straddle conventions and transaction costs, develop
a typology of value chains which includes innovative forms of coordination
where the lead role is no longer played by economic actors stricto sensu, but
is jointly organised by consumer/environmental associations, public sector
representatives and actors within the relevant filiere. Here this hybrid con-
vention/TC approach easily tips over into alternative networks.

One of the effects of the turn to quality markets has been the perceived
need within the agrofood system for the development of tightly coordinated
systems to ensure the persistence of the desired quality attributes from pro-
duction to consumption, for which there have now arisen a wide range of
alterative substitutes — fork to food, plough to plate — (Zylberstajn & Farina,
1999; Farina & Zylberstajn, 2002). This has led to the convergence between
a more nuanced transaction cost approach and agribusiness management
literature which, in more pragmatic form, had similarly been moving in the
direction of supply chain management systems, pressured both by quality
and logistics demands. A new domain of chain and network studies has,
therefore emerged (Jonkers, Donkers, & Dierderen, 2001) where, in the
context of agrofood studies, the notion of netchain has now been coined
(Lazzarini, Chaddad, & Cook, 2001) in an article published in the first
number of a Journal whose title is particularly expressive of this new turn:
Journal on Chain and Network Science.

The netchain concept developed in this latter article is particularly sig-
nificant, since the horizontal spaces associated with networking effects,
which, as “links”, were reduced to black boxes (pace ANT) in traditional
commodity chain analysis, are now given equal analytical importance in the
generation of value within the netchain. The vertical sources of value are
those most traditionally associated with supply chain management and TC:
optimisation of production and operations (logistics), reduction in TC and
the appropriation of property rights (here there is also an opening to neo-
schumpeterian innovation approaches). The horizontal sources of value,
associated with activities at the same technical stage of production on the
other, include social networks, learning and network externalities. This lat-
ter is a more narrowly defined advantage deriving from the positive exter-
nalities of user adoption and specific to network economics. Learning is
very much associated with the network advantages of knowledge generation
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and establishes a bridge to a wide range of intellectual traditions from
economic geography to various strands of innovation literature. The first
of these sources of value, the social networks, takes on board the full
range of Granovetter’s contribution, from embeddedness to the relative
merits of strong and weak ties, spilling over into the economic effects of
social capital.

From being the notable dueler of Williamson, Granovetter appears to
have suffered a second domestication not now at the friendly hands of CT
but incorporated within an extended netchain theory developed by second
generation TC proponents. It must be said, however, that these latter ones,
have themselves undergone a sea-change under the impact of the quality
economy. As we will see below, this version of netchain analysis, has strong
correspondences with new directions in GVC and GPN, and its identifica-
tion of horizontal value-creation spaces fits well with the upgrading, devel-
opment concerns of these latter two approaches.

SOME CONSIDERATIONS ON ANT AND QUESTIONS
THAT GRANOVETTER, NEO-SCHUMPETERIANS,
CONVENTIONALISTS AND INSTITUTIONALISTS

MIGHT ADDRESS

It seems that by the early 1990s agrofood studies were over-ripe for an
alternative to the big commodity, big firm orientation of food chain, political
economy, analysis. Its predictive powers were challenged by the twin anom-
alies of organics and transgenics, and its relevance nowhere more questioned
than in the world of rural geography where production concerns in Europe
were rapidly ceding to the analysis of different forms of consuming rural
space. It was within this latter milieu that systematic analytical consideration
of ANT got under way, especially in England in the context of the Patch
Research Project (Marsden, Murdoch, Lowe, Munton, & Flynn, 1993;
Murdoch, 1995, 1998, 2000; Whatmore, 1997, 2002), and later in other an-
glo-saxon strongholds (Goodman & Dupuis, 2002; Lockie & Kitto, 2000). In
Holland, at Wageningen, an actor approach to agrarian studies was already
well-established (Long, De Ploeg) and this now entered into dialogue with
ANT. Earlier, in the 1980s, a pioneering and original application of ANT
and CT to commodity chains had been developed in the US by Busch (1996).
This in turn led to the establishment of an Institute for Food and Agricul-
tural Standards (IFAS), one of whose products has been the prolific research
activities of Reardon, Codron, Busch, Bingen, and Harris (2001), coming
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from a more traditional agricultural economics background, on grades and
standards, but now developed in the context of the quality economy.

In our introduction, we singled out some of the key concerns of ANT’s
ambitious project for reorienting agrofood and rural research: a dissolution
of the micro-macro problematic, a symmetrical consideration of humans
and non-humans contextualised within networks, power as a relational
effect rather than a causal property, distance and proximity seen as endo-
genous to the network dynamic, contingency and fluidity replacing the pre-
dictability of structural positions. Rather than reproduce ANT’s principal
theses and their evolution, which have already been the object of extensive
elaboration by their principal exponents and commentators (Law &
Hassard, 1999), some considerations will be presented here which reflect
an amalgam of the approaches mentioned in the heading to this section. It
should be added, of course, that CT shares many of the methodological
presuppositions of ANT.

Four questions only will be dealt with here involving, in some cases, a
degree of overlap. In the first place, we will discuss the notion of artefacts,
which in the form of ‘immutable mobiles’ play a strategic role in the con-
struction, extensibility and durability of networks and are the very stuff of
the social. Secondly, we will question to what extent embeddedness can be
subsumed within ANT style networks. Thirdly, and here we bring CT more
directly into the dialogue, we will consider to what extent values and their
negotiation/justification are not a necessary complement to ANT’s redefi-
nition of the notion of power. And, fourthly, we will suggest that the notions
of contingency, fluidity, flexibility need to confront the rapidly encroaching
and ever more pervasive grids of grades and standards.

In a limpid, didactic elucidation of the basic tools of ANT, Law (1992)
argues that the social and its expression in action at a distance, emerges as a
possibility through the intermediation of things. As Latour also demon-
strates (1999) in his comparison with baboon life, the absence of things
reduces the social to a permanent vigilant presence, or, as Law notes, to the
intimacy of love, which may also prescind from the intermediation of things.
Perhaps it is better to say that to maintain its intimacy within the social, love
so saturates things with meaning that these become transformed into unique
single purpose intermediaries. CT has a similar appreciation to ANT of the
role of things for the enabling and stabilisation of social life, or action
regimes. In this case ‘investment in form’ or the objectification of values in
things, establishes the necessary equivalences for social action. As Boltanski,
adds, however, there are no equivalences for love — or for violence. Hence,
there is similar instability.
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This understanding of things is captured in Latour’s expression ‘immu-
table mobiles’, indicating that social life in networks assumes its shape,
extension and stability through the unchanging characteristics of the inter-
mediating artefacts, so different from humans whose revealed identities are
eminently context specific. This treatment of things would seem to fly in the
face of the principle of symmetry and be closer to the convention notion that
humans allow their meanings and values to be fixed in things which can then
represent them to each other and to the outside world. The more important
point, however, is that even far from the extremes of love and cases of
perfect action at a distance these immutable mobiles are perhaps not so
immutable, a point which Granovetter and economic sociology continually
makes, nor are humans so at the mercy of things, a point which the pro-
ponents of tacit knowledge (Lundvall & Borras, 1997) or intangible assets
(Storper, 1997) might make. Zelizer (1994), perhaps more than anyone has
dedicated her research to the way in which would be equivalences are
suffused with socially specific meanings, showing how even money is socially
appropriated so that it can no longer be readily interchangeable. The money
in the piggy bank can under no circumstances be used to pay the gas bill! In
a delightful account of its origins, Gorman (s/d), also questions this ability
of the immutable mobile to wing its way smoothly through the ether. Things
also suffer the effects of social resistance and local meanings.

The proposed symmetry between humans and non-humans has the great
merit of insisting, as a methodological starting point, on their necessary
complementarity for an analysis of social life. There is a danger, however, of
undervaluing the spaces of sociability where the boundaries between the
human and the artefact are ill-defined. There has emerged a vast literature
now on the key role of tacit knowledge since Marshall’s assertion (1919) that
in the industrial districts of England, knowledge was breathed in with the
air. In the apprenticeship relation, which persists both formally and infor-
mally from workbench to laboratory bench, the master and his tools are
inseparable and we are dealing with a hybrid, that can only be understood
and learned from in situ. That knowledge sticks in the form of intangible
assets (Storper, 1997) is the basis of a region’s competitiveness or its even-
tual marginalisation. Nor is tacit knowledge reducible, to the domestic
world of artisan skills. As codified knowledge multiplies, it does not simply
replace tacit, oral knowledge but relies on new forms of tacit knowledge for
its interpretation and use (Lundvall & Borras, 1997). Not only are the im-
mutable mobiles less immutable than may be imagined, but their sphere of
action is importantly curtailed by the persistence of immobile knowledges
and, therefore, spatially rooted social practices.
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Granovetter, as far as I know, has not replied to the critiques which
proponents of ANT (Callon) have levied, but if he were to, he would prob-
ably reaffirm the centrality of non material bonds (kinship, ethnicity, shared
experience in formative contexts), distinguishing his social networks, not
from the nuances of ‘socio-technical’ networks, but from specific purpose, or
project networks in contrast to networks underlying social life. The addition
of the rhizome to the arboreal metaphor might be thought to provide a more
anchored view of networks by ANT, but as the new Penguin English Dic-
tionary points out, rhizome is distinguished from a true root and in the
writings of Law and others it appears to be used rather as an antidote to a
perceived structuralism in earlier versions of ANT.

To deal with this same problem from the point of view of ANT theory,
Murdoch (1998) introduces a distinction between prescriptive (stable)
and negotiated (fluid, unstable) network spaces, which parallels Boltanski’s
similarly dual typology of action regimes, subject respectively to categori-
sation (on the basis of legitimation and therefore stable) and displace-
ment (on the basis of force and therefore unstable). It is interesting here
that stability/instability and power/negotiation seem to be inversely related
for convention theory and ANT, reflecting their methodological prefer-
ence for values and power respectively. It should be noted, however, that
this identification of a potential drift to structuralism in ANT theory
is understood as endogenous to the network and/or to the analytical tools
used to describe the network and in no way evokes underlying social
realities.

The embeddedness concept reintroduced by Granovetter, has, on the
other hand, now been taken on board by most institutionalist-minded
thinkers and serves as a counterpoint, increasingly in its original Polanyian
sense, to the fluidity or contingent fixity of networked life (Hollingsworth &
Boyer, 1997). For these currents, the network metaphor is the handmaiden
of an unbridled view of globalisation, which is unable to account for the
‘varieties of capitalism’ increasingly identified once the dualism capitalism/
communism imposed by the cold war and the wall imploded (Hodgson,
1996). These capitalisms, in their turn, are the outcome of the crystallisation
of norms and values into rules and institutions, which form the matrix of
social relations, be they local, regional, national or global. To the extent that
networks were to be employed analytically within this framework their
scope and dynamic would be situated within these institutional practices. It
is interesting in this sense, as we shall see below, that one of the motivations
for the introduction of networks into GVC or GPN is precisely to embed
these latter spatially and institutionally.
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CT, on the other hand, appears to join hands with ANT in its charac-
terisation of this third spirit of capitalism (Boltansky & Chiapello, 1999) as
one of networks, in which the non-mobile and therefore the non-networked
become the excluded. In a recent interview, Boltanski (Blondeau & Sevin,
2004) defines this latter book as an effort to describe the rise of a new world
of justification, a new ‘city’, the ‘project’ city, which is currently being es-
tablished at the same time as the domestic city is said to be in the processing
of disappearing.

Central to ANT theory has been its relational concept of power, drawing
on Foucault and opposed to the idea of power as an acquired possession a la
Weber’s characterization, based on the monopoly control of the means of
violence, or, as emanating naturally from privileged control over resources
in the case of economic power. CT, on the other hand, has been accused of
not having a concept of power. An alternative interpretation would be that
conventionalist concern, and here it could serve as a complement to ANT,
has been with the legitimating aspects of power, closer, in this sense, to
Weber’s view of authority, but seen, like ANT as a rapport de force. As
mentioned above, for CT, power without justification is essentially unstable,
whereas ANT seems to afford it a more primordial status such that it has
little need of external backing. Power, in their sense, is simply an outcome.

While both ANT and CT have traditionally been associated with a re-
valuing of the micro, their responses to the micro—macro challenge have
been notably distinct. For ANT, the macro has been redefined as the micro
write large, or as the ability of some to contain, or to black-box others so
that they appear large, a situation with the potential for reversibility, al-
though Callon (1991) has outlined an ANT version of network irreversi-
bility. Initially, CT looked to the protection of regulation theory for its
macro coverage. More recently, however, both in the position papers to the
conference: Conventions and Institutions: Approfondissements Theoriques et
Contributions au Debate Politique (2003) and in Le Nouvel Esprit du Cap-
italisme (1999) CT has assumed a decidedly macro posture.

In the latter, we are dealing with the emergence of a new ‘city’ which
justifies the nascent third spirit of capitalism, subordinating or replacing the
earlier domestic and industrial modes with the project or network mode.
While ANT has moved in the direction of greater fluidity and variability in
its understanding of networks with a corresponding shift in metaphors, CT
has identified the outlines of a new network world where power relations are
becoming stabilised in a coherent system of justification. Such a justification
may strengthen ANT by serving to underpin the endlessly shifting network
relations it identifies. For CT, ‘activity’ is now the supreme principle and
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worth is gauged by the extent of mobility and flexibility. Justice is defined in
terms of the distributive mechanisms internal to the network and the rep-
resentative figure is the manager or the project leader. As in the case of
ANT, the network is defined endogenously as a world of legitimated power
where the stabilising concept is not trust but a sense of justice.

According to Boltanski and Chiapello (1999), the spirit of capitalism,
drawing on Weber’s terminology, is modified under the impact of move-
ments of criticism (critique), which are fundamentally of two kinds, social
and aesthetic. The principle characteristic of the emerging capitalism is its
absorption of the aesthetic critique within the network world and it is sug-
gested that a renewal of critique should be built on a defence of ““the less
mobile” identified, among others, in the figure of the “‘rural artisan’’. While,
therefore, the network world is constructing its internal coherence as a le-
gitimate action regime, this does not mean that it is justifiable in the face of
the ‘non-mobile’, and recent CT has been notable in its sharpening of
the more general criteria of justice around which critique should advance
(Eymard-Duverney, 2001; Thévenot, 2003). On the other hand, the current
business turn to social responsibility and the proliferation of private and
policy network-based collective, social and environmental labels may rep-
resent the beginnings of an endogenisation of the social critique in the wake
of the successful absorption of the aesthetic critique.

ANT has emphasised the contingency of network formation and re-
formation, which has allowed for the exploration of new approaches to such
phenomena as food scares, transgenics, animal welfare and environmental
questions (Goodman, 2000; Whatmore, 2002). Its focus on variability, flex-
ibility and symmetry, together with its ‘follow the actor’ research method
has made agrofood, rural and regional studies more open to the incorpo-
ration of new actors and less disposed to work within the traditional
boundaries of economic activity. This has been particularly important at a
time when alternative agrofood networks have assumed increasing impor-
tance. On the other hand, it would appear that many actors, whether they be
States, multilateral agencies, transnational policy networks or more tradi-
tional corporatist associations, are negotiating and converging towards a set
of property rights regulations and quality grades and standards which serve
to channel and establish ever more rigid conditions of access to subsequent
network initiatives. For its part, uncertainty reduction and risk management
which was always a firm or industry level concern has now been extended to
the experimentation of novel forms of deliberative management of science
and innovation, inspired by sociological theories of the risk society (Beck,
1984; Giddens, 1984; Guivant, 2001; Elam & Bertilsson, 2002).
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Indeed, it would seem that the ANT lesson has been too well learned,
given the current focus on the control not of workers or farmers but pre-
cisely of the non-humans in agrofood — of microbes and residues and tech-
nological processes via Hazard and Critical Control Points monitoring
(HACCP), International Standards (ISOs), Sanitory and Phytosanitory
Barriers (SPSs), Technical Barriers to Trade (TBTs), Good Agricultural
Practices (GAPs) and a plethora of public, collective and private certifica-
tion systems. As Mutersbaugh (2004) convincingly argues, the multiplicity
and variability of network standards are increasingly being replaced by
global regulatory standards. In this process the current geographic profu-
sion of national contexts and the many agrofood networks each with their
own independently arrived-at set of standards are being replaced by a grid-
ded globe of rules held in common across national contexts. (Mutersbaugh,
2004). Messner’s ‘world economic triangle’, where global buyers and local
clusters are mediated by global standard setting policy networks, develops a
more nuanced view along similar lines (Messner, 2004).

POLITICAL ECONOMY OPENS TO SOCIAL
NETWORKS, CONVENTIONS AND ASPECTS OF ANT

In Anglo-Saxon agrofood studies Gereffi (1994) has been an important
analytical reference for the political economy approach (Raynolds, 2002;
Gouveia, 2002), alongside Friedland (1984) and coworkers (Friedland, Bar-
ton, & Thomas, 1981) coming from a marxist labour process tradition, while
in Europe and Latin America, the filiere tradition has provided the principal
inspiration (Vigorito, 1978; Arroyo, Rama,& Rello, 1985). From a very
different perspective, the commodity chain perspective via Davis and
Goldberg (1957) has also been incorporated into current transaction cost
and supply chain management approaches. The chain metaphor has proved
very powerful because it captures a range of different concerns. It reveals
interdependencies hidden in traditional market analysis; it draws attention
to the unravelling of material processes in economic production; it can trace
the spread of technologies; it can reveal the mechanisms of economic power
working at a distance and across markets. Its relevance has been renewed in
the context of the quality economy where the weakest link can destroy the
values accumulated along the whole chain. Above all, it implies direction,
objectives and overall organisation. But for ANT, and many others, the
chains have become too heavy and are unable to account for the myriad
ramifications, the way directions are elaborated and modified en route, the



28 JOHN WILKINSON

range of unexpected actors who become incorporated, and for which net-
works, or even more fluid metaphors, are seen to be the appropriate tools
for analysis.

It is interesting to note in this respect that Gereffi, Korzeniewicz, and
Korzeniewicz (1994) use networks, if not interchangeably with global
commodity chains, then as the basic building blocks which are inter-
connected through the commodity in question. Their description of net-
works is strongly evocative of social networks and Granovetter-style
analysis: “These networks are situationally specific, socially constructed,
and locally integrated, underscoring the social embeddedness of economic
organization.”

While their starting point may be the commodity, the input—output
structure is only one of four basic analytical concerns, which also include the
territorial dimension, the governance structure and the overarching insti-
tutional framework. Their principal preoccupation is with the varied pat-
terns of governance and the degree to which these allow or not for processes
of local up-grading. This preoccupation involves sensitivity to locally sit-
uated learning, the stuff of social network analysis, and its spillovers into
clusters, districts and social capital. The role networks play within global
commodity chains can be seen as a macro variant of the netchain analysis
discussed earlier in our consideration of second-generation transaction cost
analysis. With the incorporation of the notion of the quality economy and
the consequent shift in terminology to GVC, grades and standards have
assumed greater centrality, allowing for the incorporation, as we shall see
below, of CT and selected aspects of ANT.

Gereffi initially developed a dual typology of commodity or value chains,
characterised as producer or buyer driven respectively, and subsequent re-
search focused on the dynamic of the latter. This not only brought GVC
analysis closer to the demand, retail and consumer-oriented concerns of
much agrofood research but led to the inclusion into their research pro-
gramme of food retail supply systems as a key example of the buyer driven
dynamic. Chain analysis, therefore, has shed its commodity and production
supply side aura and converged with a range of key issues mobilising new
lines of research in agrofood studies on retail, consumption, quality, safety
and gender (Barrientos et al., 2001; Dolan, Humphrey, & Harris-Pascal,
2001). The division of values chains into producer or buyer driven dynamics
has clear limits when applied to the agrofood system which is increasingly,
exhibiting a bi-polar tension between strategic upstream alliances and the
retail/brand nexus downstream (Wilkinson, 2002; Green, Noronha, &
Schaller, 1999). Many chains are also so history-laden that inertial factors
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severely constrain the degree to which they are either production or buyer
driven, as is particularly clear in the fish chain (Wilkinson, 2006).

In recent formulations, the GVC project has tended to put aside this
typology in favour of an overarching infomediary-driven model (Gereffi,
Johnson, & Sasser, 2003) and the analytical framework has been consid-
erably reworked (Gereffi & Humphrey, 2003). The focus is now placed
explicitly on governance and is analysed in terms of three basic variables: the
complexity of transactions, the ability to codify transactions, and the ca-
pabilities in the supply base. Five types of governance are identified, three of
which are situated between the extremes of market and hierarchy: modular,
relational and captive value chains, respectively. As the market to hierarchy
continuum suggests, the network form is here both an intermediary category
and an organisational form dependent on degrees of asset specificity and
knowledge codification, drawing heavily on TC and the economics of
knowledge. The relational value chain draws on the spatial specificities of
transactions based on tacit knowledge and guaranteed through the trust
components of Granovetter style networks, whose work is specifically ac-
knowledged. In their most recent theoretical formulation, therefore, social
network theory occupies a strategic analytical position in the GVC frame-
work.

In their collaboration with Gereffi and coworkers, the DIIS researchers
have focused on the governance aspects of grades and standards, but rather
than TC and the three technical “c”’s of complexity, codification and ca-
pabilities, they have introduced CT to focus on actor negotiation and the
justification of values underlying different categories of grades and stand-
ards. While the institutional mechanisms involved in compensating infor-
mation uncertainty and asymmetry in relation to quality can be dealt with
by the economics of information (Akerlof, 1970), and the asset specificity of
quality-ensuring investments by transaction costs, CT is unique in analyt-
ically addressing the existence and legitimacy of different evaluations of the
same information and social practices, together with their procedures of
justification (Wilkinson, 1997).

Differently from social network theory and discussions on tacit versus
codified knowledge, which focus on the formal conditions pertaining to trust
and cooperation, CT deals with the content of publicly defensible values,
which are seen to be plural but not arbitrary and at the same time culturally
specific. Current moves to the global homogenisation of standards are pro-
viding a crucial test to the elasticity of such values. In their pioneering fusion
of CT and GVC analysis, Ponte and Gibbon (2003) show how the different
justifiable worlds: industrial, market, inspirational, opinion, domestic and
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network — with their respective organizing principles — productivity, com-
petitiveness, creativity, reputation, loyalty and flexibility — can be mapped
on to the strategies of lead firms and inform the way in which these global
chains are ‘driven’.

The civic world is omitted here, presumably, because the firm is the me-
dium of this translation exercise. In the light of GPN, however, and Gereffi’s
own work on NGOs as economic actors (Gereffi et al., 2001), this world also
could be readily accommodated. Ponte and Gibbon draw attention to the
importance of analysing the plurality of action worlds both within firms and
at each stage in the value chain. The authors distinguish between specific
forms of coordination and governance and point to the possibility of a
variety of forms of coordination within any overall governance structure.
The ability to deal analytically with this issue is seen as a key contribution of
CT, particularly in showing the compatibility between loose forms of co-
ordination and coherent governance, whereas TC has tended to focus on the
shift to tightly coordinated production chains.

Following Thévenot (1995), Ponte and Gibbon endorse the idea of an
inversion of the post-war industrial-market convention hegemony. Today the
dominant market-industrial convention, which in the case of agrofood can be
seen in the way retail incorporates industrial process standards (HACCP,
ISO) into its quality strategy, advances on to the terrain of domestic con-
ventions which were sacrosanct in the heyday of classic Appéllation d’ Origine
Controllée (AOC) products (Sauvée & Valceschini, 2003; Garcia-Parpet &
Marie-France, 2004; Fonte, 2004). In this sense, the need to radicalise the
social movement aspects (Brunori, 2000) of the domestic convention, as in
the case of the Slow Food Movement which increasingly connects culinary
aesthetics to genetic resources and biodiversity (Miele & Murdoch , 2002)
would seem to point the way, blurring in this process the traditional frontiers
between economic and social actors.

For the moment, the civic convention would seem to present a more
robust challenge, although the strategy of social responsibility may be the
wedge for the incorporation of civic concerns within the dominant market-
industrial convention. Here, however, the expansion of policy networks to
negotiate social and environmental concerns such as the Marine Steward-
ship Council (Heap, 2000) or Forestry Certification Systems, involving new
patterns of ‘non-State global governance’ (Bernstein & Cashore, 2004) in an
alignment of transnational NGOs and firms, may point rather in the di-
rection of what Boltanski and Chiapello (1999) have called the emerging
network convention. The future of the domestic world, therefore, increas-
ingly appears to depend on the strength of civic conventions, one of whose
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reflections is the convergence between organics, sustainability and fair trade
(Raynolds, 2000).

Although not discussed by Ponte and Gibbon, the incorporation of CT
into GVC analysis also implies taking on board some key methodological
principles which this theory shares with ANT, particularly the role of ar-
tefacts, texts, instruments and practices which objectify the values under
negotiation. In a separate text, Gibbon (2003) presents a research proposal,
involving a Latourian gaze on EU traceability regulation and the latter’s
implications for what the author describes as ‘value-chain reengineering’.
This reworking of GVC through the combined lens of CT and aspects
of ANT - including here in addition to the elements mentioned earlier
the performative nature of discourse — (Callon, 1998; Callon, Méadel, &
Rabeharisoa, 2002) points to an ambitious research programme which will
serve to challenge, or perhaps complement the currently hegemonic trans-
action costs approaches to grades and standards.

The most explicit attempt to integrate network analysis, both Grano-
vetter-style and ANT, into the political economy tradition is that provided
by Dicken and Henderson and their collaborators in a series of publications
elaborating their ‘Global Production Networks’ (GPN). In our introduction
we have mentioned the extent to which they assume ANT’s central premises,
which are spelled out in detail in Dicken et al. (2001). These are seen to
include the insistence on the discursive power of conceptual categories in
shaping material processes, the refusal to privilege scale, which is defined in
terms of the length and connections of the network under consideration,
together with a similar refusal to privilege specific actors or institutions,
extending this principle to non-humans. They insist, however, that while
extrapolations from specific pieces of empirical analysis should be under-
taken with caution, discussion of the global economy and its power relations
as a structural whole should not be precluded.

Networks are adopted as the foundational unit of analysis as opposed to
individuals, firms or national States, and they are understood as relational
processes rather than organisational forms or structures. Power is similarly
understood as a practice, which is exercised within networks and not the
simple reflection of an actor’s position. Strategic access to resources, how-
ever, is considered to be a relevant variable and the emerging power rela-
tions to have structural characteristics, which involve exclusion and
inequality. At the same time, network analysis, understood as ongoing
processes, is seen, following Whatmore and Thorne (1997), to permit the
identification of points of resistance and opposition. Its principle of sym-
metry is similarly seen to position it favourably for the adoption of an
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ethical stance, particularly as regards animal welfare and environmental
questions. As a corollary to the emergent structural characteristics of net-
works, it is argued that this adoption of ANT’s central tenets is compatible
with levels of abstraction which would allow for a discussion of the global
economy.

In a subsequent article (Henderson, Dicken, Hess, Coe, & Yeung, 2001),
elaborating the concept of GPN, it becomes clear that, while there are in-
ternal differences between GVC and GPN (for instance, the typology of
production systems), the latter represents a determination to take on board
the full programme originally proposed by the former, which in addition to
governance issues now its prime concern, included equal analytical treatment
of input-output structures, territory and the different institutional/regulatory
contexts. For these to be fully integrated, GPN argues that higher degrees of
both autonomy and embeddedness in the distinct national, regional and local
components of the GVC/GPN must be allowed for and both social network
analysis and ANT are seen to be central in this endeavour.

The proposed substitution of the chain by the network metaphor, how-
ever, is primarily based on a recognition, which they share with Dieter Ernst
(2002) who also adopts the same GPN terminology, of the strategic role
being played by supplier firms, service functions and different types of
knowledge diffusion (‘embrained’, ‘embedded’ and ‘encultured’), all of
which serve to relativise the role of ‘flagship firms’ and belie the unilinear
associations of the chain model. Clearly, this decentred model is also more
amenable to ANT methodology. While the substitution of the chain met-
aphor has probably broad appeal — with those who identify an emergent
rigidity in the global system imposed by standard’s preferring now a grid-
style metaphor — the adoption of ‘production’ networks is probably less
acceptable in agrofood research. As we mentioned in our introduction, this
view of the production system extends only as far as distribution channels
and cuts off an integrated appreciation of dynamics at the level of con-
sumption. In a parallel fashion, while it is more open to the full range of
directly economic and institutional actors, the production metaphor is un-
able to incorporate the key role of civic actors in economic life, be they
NGOs, organised networks or looser social movements.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The evolution of global commodity/value chain and GPN analyses has gone
a long way to diffusing the tensions between ANT and political economy
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approaches in their proposed syntheses, which would also include social
network and CT. In diverse forms, the issue propelling these analytical shifts
has been the perceived move to an ‘economy of qualities’, (Callon, Méadel,
& Rabeharisoa, 2002) where the differentiating characteristics of the prod-
ucts and services being transacted increasingly depend on tacit, “credence”
and embedded components. While it has not been possible within the limits
of this chapter to develop the argument further, we have suggested that a
more all embracing synthesis would have to open out to the strategic eco-
nomic role of NGOs, transnational policy networks and social movements
in defining the content and limits of the global market economy, disciplined
now by grades, standards and certifications. Downstream from these strug-
gles over the form and content of economic transactions there is a similar
need to incorporate the new dynamics of consumption tensely situated be-
tween the autonomy and inertia of user social practices (Warde & Martens,
2000) and the construction of the customer-client through both the strat-
egies of leading demand-based agrofood actors and the consolidation of
regulatory and legislative prescriptions (Cochnoy, 2002). At both extremes
of agrofood production—consumption networks, therefore, it would appear
that the civic world of CT is now better placed than the domestic to resist
the dominant market-industrial advance in its new ‘network’ mould.
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for competitive advantage. As the use of standards has proliferated, the
need to ensure compliance has also increased. Third-party certification
(TPC) is one way to ensure compliance and it is becoming increasingly
prominent in the global agrifood system. This chapter examines the com-
plex effects that the widespread implementation of standards and TPC is
having on the global agrifood system. What is occurring is not simple
standardization and differentiation, but rather differentiated standardi-
zation and standardized differentiation. In the first instance, whereas we
have standardization, it is differentiated, as multiple options remain. For
example, while TPC for food safety and quality is becoming increasingly
common, what such certification means continues to have considerable
diversity. In the latter case, different kinds of agricultural practices are
becoming standardized (i.e., organic). That is, difference (e.g., alterna-
tive agriculture) is becoming standardized, so that it is increasingly be-
coming the same globally. In concluding, we argue that standardization
and differentiation are both taking place simultaneously in the global
agrifood system, and that analyses of the globalization of food and ag-
riculture must begin to recognize this.

INTRODUCTION

Globalization is transforming the production and consumption of food and
agricultural products. One view is that globalization is producing increased
“standardization” of food and agriculture around the world (e.g., Bonanno,
Busch, Friedland, Gouveia, & Mingione, 1994; Held, McGrew, Gloldblatt, &
Perraton, 1999; Kenney, Lobao, Curry, & Goe, 1991; Magdoff, Foster, &
Buttel, 2000; McMichael, 2000). From this perspective, as control over food
and agriculture is consolidated in the hands of a few large transnational cor-
porations and supply chains become more global in scope, the kinds of food
produced, as well as the practices by which food is produced, become in-
creasingly standardized. In other words, food and agriculture throughout the
world is increasingly conforming to the interests and needs of large transna-
tional corporations, which tend to be headquartered in industrialized nations.

At the same time, other scholars argue that globalization has also led to
increases in the diversity of foods, as well as the ways that food is produced.
Examining the proliferation of alternative agrifood networks, these studies
highlight the “differentiation” of food and agricultural products and proc-
esses that is currently taking place (e.g., Allen, FitzZSimmons, Goodman, &
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Warner, 2003; Barham, 2002; Bryant & Goodman, 2004; Goodman, 2003;
Lockie, 2002; Murdoch & Miele, 1999). From this perspective, one outcome
of globalization has been heightened public concern over food safety and
quality, as well as ethical issues, particularly in industrialized countries.
Such public concern has spurred the emergence and growth of alternative
agrifood networks, which are characterized by such things as quality, em-
beddedness, and trust. Thus, to date, alternative agrifood products and
networks — e.g., local food, sustainable or ethical agricultural practices, fair
trade, organics, “‘slow food,” etc. — are proliferating, and such proliferation
is seen, by some, as evidence that food and agricultural products and proc-
esses are becoming increasingly diversified.

These sets of studies — one emphasizing standardization and the other
highlighting differentiation — illustrate the divergent processes that are oc-
curring in the global agrifood system today. In this chapter, we seek to
reframe the debate regarding globalization, standardization, and differen-
tiation. In contrast to much of the literature, we argue that standardization
and differentiation are not opposing tendencies, but dual outcomes of the
globalization of food and agriculture. In this way, standardization and
differentiation are actually aspects of the same phenomenon, each proceed-
ing inside of the other. Thus, describing conventional agriculture networks
solely in terms of standardization, and alternative agrifood networks in
terms of differentiation is also problematic, as both produce standardization
and differentiation in the global agrifood system.

To demonstrate this, our chapter focuses on how standards, together with
Third-party Certification (TPC), are used strategically by actors. TPC is a
standards audit mechanism by which independent auditors ensure compli-
ance of food and agricultural products and practices with particular stand-
ards.! Both, the use of standards and TPC are becoming increasingly
prominent and influential with the globalization of the production and con-
sumption of food and agriculture (see, Barrett, Browne, Harris, & Cadoret,
2002; Barrientos, Dolan, & Tallontire, 2001; Bredahl, Northen, Boecker, &
Anne, 2001; Golan, Kuchler, Mitchell, Greene, & Jessup, 2001; Henson &
Northen, 1998; Tanner, 2000; Zuckerman, 1996). We argue that the strategic
use of standards and TPC by different actors is producing both standard-
ization and differentiation simultaneously in the global agrifood system. For
example, while retailers may insist on the same food safety standards in the
production of milk, such as Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points
(HACCP), they are also likely to use quality, size, and packaging to differ-
entiate their products. Even the most standardized products are differenti-
ated in minor ways. And, at the same time, non-governmental organizations
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(NGOs) may promote fair-trade coffee, which is differentiated from con-
ventional coffee. However, all of fair-trade coffee is required to meet the
same standardized fair-trade standards and certification. Put differently,
while fair-trade coffee seeks to differentiate, it must be standardized in order
to compete in the market place.

Our analysis is grounded in two conceptual frameworks. First, we use the
concept of an economy of qualities to explain the ways that globalization is
transforming the use of the standards and TPC within the global agrifood
system. We argue that quality is becoming a central component of economic
competition in the global agrifood system. Globalization is producing in-
ternational retailing oligopolies, and with this development retailers have
begun to realize the potential zero-sum game of competing solely on price.
Consequently, retailers are competing on other factors beside price, such as
quality, convenience, and production practices. This, in turn, has elevated
the use and importance of private standards and TPC, as they have become
key mechanisms by which to differentiate products and ensure that products
are in fact what producers say they are.

Second, while standards and TPC tend to be viewed as grounded in
objective and value-neutral science and technological practices (Clayton &
Preston, 2003; Fagan, 2003; Golan et al., 2001; Hill, 1990; Sanogo &
Masters, 2002; Tanner, 2000), we contend that standards and TPC need also
to be understood as socially mediated. That is, the content of standards and
TPC, together with how actors strategically use standards and TPC, reflect
particular social relations of power, interests, and values (Busch, 2000;
Hatanaka, Bain, & Busch, 2005). From this perspective, we examine the
various ways that different actors strategically use standards and TPC to
achieve objectives that reflect their particular interests and values.

The following section discusses the recent transformations in the global
agrifood system that have led to the increased use of standards and TPC.
Specifically, we examine the changing character of competition among re-
tailers, namely from price to increasingly non-price (from an economy of
quantities to an economy of qualities), as well as the strategies used by
NGOs and consumer activists to counter conventional agrifood practices.
We explore how these changes have transformed the use of standards and
TPC. In the next section, we challenge the dominant view in the literature on
standards and TPC by illustrating that these institutions are socially me-
diated. Following this, we examine in detail the strategic uses of standards
and TPC by four groups of actors in the global agrifood system — retailers,
NGOs, suppliers and Third-party Certification Bodies (CBs). Our intention
in this section is to address the effects of stakeholders’ strategic use of
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standards and TPC, and in so doing to demonstrate that standardization
and differentiation are in fact dual processes of globalization. More spe-
cifically, we analyze how the objectives of these diverse actors may lead to
standardization with some forms of differentiation, or differentiation with
some forms of standardization. In concluding, we argue that standardiza-
tion and differentiation are both taking place simultaneously in the global
agrifood system, and that analyses of the globalization of food and agri-
culture must begin to recognize this.

This chapter is based on interview and archival data. Interview data
comes from three sets of interviews conducted in 2004. The first consists of
23 phone interviews with major U.S. retailers and CBs. The second and
third consist of 16 and 18 interviews in Ghana and Indonesia, respectively,
with farmers, processors, exporters, NGOs, and government officials. We
also reviewed 45 websites of CBs and accreditor organizations that either
provide TPC services or regulate TPC operations throughout the world, and
the websites of the top 50 food retailers worldwide.

FROM QUANTITY TO QUALITY

Numerous observers have noted the rapid globalization of the world’s agri-
food system, spurred on in part by the formation of the World Trade Or-
ganization and the concomitant decline in tariffs and quotas. Supporters of
this liberalization process have predicted declining consumer prices, greater
comparative advantage by nations, and economic growth on a world scale.
Critics, on the other hand, have predicted greater inequalities and a race to
the bottom with respect to environmental protection, farmer and farm-
worker wages, and the diversity of food products and, hence, diets. But what
has happened to date is far more complex than and even contradictory to
what was predicted.

Although the details are beyond the scope of this chapter, we can outline
briefly some of the changes that have occurred in the last several decades.
First, food retailers (caterers, fast-food restaurants, and especially super-
markets) have begun to operate in multiple nations. Moreover, the structure
of the retail food industry has shifted from local monopolies and national
competition to national and international oligopolies. It has even eclipsed
the power of the large food processors, who now play a secondary role in
many agrifood supply chains. Wal-Mart, Carrefour, and Royal Ahold now
lead the rest in fierce competition to capture global market share. Further-
more, supermarkets have begun to capture market share in middle and even
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low-income nations and that process continues apace (Dries, Reardon, &
Swinnen, 2004; Reardon, Timmer, Barrett, & Berdegue, 2003; Weather-
spoon & Reardon, 2003). And, while price competition remains important
and even fierce, in the classic fashion of oligopolies, retailers have resorted
more and more to non-price competition.

Second, various NGOs have shifted their tactics (in part a result of the
success of neoliberal agendas) from lobbying nation-states to challenging
retailers on issues ranging from human rights to animal welfare, and en-
vironmental protection to farmworker wages. Despite their relatively small
size, especially when compared to giant retailers, NGOs have been quite
successful in two ways: on the one hand, they have won some battles directly
with retailers; while on the other, retailers have responded by incorporating
such concerns into their non-price competition.

One result of these changes is the shift from an economy of quantities
to an economy of qualities (Allaire & Boyer, 1995; Callon, Méadel, &
Rabeharisoa, 2002; Wilkinson, 1997). Put differently, while globalization has
increased the value and volume of food products in international trade, it has
also increased the variety of food products traded and consumed in any
single locale. Differentiation of food products through private labels, unique
sourcing, special services, etc. — even while attempting to squeeze prices down
— fits well with the non-price competition goals of the supermarket sector.
But such product differentiation also poses new economic and health risks.

Therefore, retailers have begun to impose a wide range of private stand-
ards on their suppliers, both as individual firms and as members of various
consortia. The Euro-Retailer Produce Working Group Good Agricultural
Practices (EUREPGAP) is perhaps the best example where some of
Europe’s leading supermarket chains, including Royal Ahold, Marks &
Spencer, Tesco, Safeway (UK), and Sainsbury’s, have collaborated on
standards for food safety and also the requirement of verification by CBs.
Such an arrangement serves several retailer goals. First, it reduces the risks
for retailers through standardizing food safety and other requirements for
suppliers. Second, it keeps costs down by having producers/processors of
standardized goods compete with each other to supply retailers, thereby
keeping purchase prices down. Third, it permits retailers to develop a variety
of differentiated products — each conforming to specialized standards that
differentiate them from other products (either through post-harvest value-
adding action or through sourcing of “‘exotic” fresh foods from producers).
This permits retailers to engage in non-price competition. Given this pro-
liferation of standards, retailers are increasingly turning to TPC to enforce
these standards.
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Within this context of growing non-price competition and the expansion
of private standards, TPC can be seen as a means by which retailers can (1)
protect their brand image (which, under conditions of oligopoly, has in-
creased in value), (2) ensure that their suppliers are conforming to product
and process standards of various kinds, (3) make their supply chains more
efficient in both time and space (reducing purchasing costs), and (4) position
themselves as protectors of consumers.

The shift to an economy of quality is also visible in the proliferation of
alternative agrifood networks in Europe, Japan, and the U.S. The prolif-
eration of alternative agrifood networks is, in part, the outcome of greater
public and consumer concern regarding food and how, where, and by whom
it is produced (Bredahl et al., 2001). Whereas conventional agrifood net-
works are designed to produce maximum profits, alternative agrifood net-
works often have different goals at their core, such as the improvement of
worker rights, environmental protection, animal welfare, fair trade, ethical
trade, and/or chemical free food. These concerns can all be conceptualized
as concerns regarding the quality of food. To encourage the development of
these alternative production and consumption systems, NGOs and other
activist groups are discovering that standards, as well as TPC, are useful
tools (Gereffi, Garcia-Johnson, & Sasser, 2001).

As the above discussion indicates, quality is becoming a critical compo-
nent of the global agrifood system. Many consumers are demanding higher-
quality foods, retailers are increasingly competing on quality, some suppliers
are gaining market advantages through producing quality products, and
many NGOs are trying to bring quality into food and agricultural practices.
This turn to quality has increased the use of standards and TPC in the global
agrifood system.

STRATEGIC USE OF STANDARDS AND TPC

Standards are generally considered to be a product of scientific and technical
practices (Williamson, 1975, 1994), and are therefore regarded as objective
and unbiased (Callon, 1998). As such, standards were historically under-
stood as neutral market lubricants (Reardon & Farina, 2002). In contrast,
we argue that since standards are always embedded in particular systems of
social relations, whose social norms and institutions influence their effects,
they are always imbued with value judgments (Busch, 2000). Furthermore,
recent studies illustrate that the content of standards and how they are
performed are often the outcome of negotiations and strategic actions that
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reflect differences in power by the actors involved (Bingen & Siyengo, 2002;
Juska, Gouveia, Gabriel, & Koneck, 2000). Consequently, those with more
power are often able to establish and implement standards that may further
advance their social, political, or economic interests. Indeed, if power is
defined as the ability to make and enforce the rules that others must follow,
then standards are simultaneously social and technical.

Similarly, TPC is also commonly described as an objective institution
because of the independence of CBs from other actors in the global agrifood
system, namely suppliers and buyers (see, Tanner, 2000; Golan et al., 2001;
Sanogo & Masters, 2002). Such “independence” gives TPC legitimacy, as
CBs are thought to have no stake in the outcome of the transaction (Fagan,
2003). For these reasons, TPC is viewed as a highly effective mechanism for
ensuring food safety and quality (see, Sanogo & Masters, 2002) and largely
because of that, to date, retailers (Bredahl et al., 2001; Tanner, 2000), gov-
ernment agencies (Greene & Kremen, 2003; Martinez & Bafiados, 2004),
and NGOs (Constance & Bonanno, 2000; Murray & Raynolds, 2000) are
increasingly using TPC to enforce their standards. However, largely missing
from the existing analysis of TPC is the power relations embedded in the
development and practice of TPC. In reality, TPC also reflects power
differences, in ways similar to standards (Hatanaka et al., 2005). Depending
on how TPC is used, and by whom, it may reflect and reproduce power
relations that already exist in the global agrifood system, or may transform
such power imbalances.

For example, each actor has its own quality paradigm that it seeks to
implement (Harvey, McMeekin, & Warde, 2004), and particular sets of
standards and TPC are used to try to achieve this. Thus, how a particular
quality attribute is defined and settled is often the outcome of negotiation
and contestation among stakeholders, as each stakeholder tries to have its
interests and values reflected in the standard. Thus, an examination of how
each actor uses standards and TPC reveals not only the complex character
of standards and TPC, but also the various effects that they have on the
global agrifood system. Depending on which standards are used, in what
way, and how and by whom they are certified, the use of standards and TPC
will affect the global agrifood system, as well as particular actors in it,
differently. In some cases, they will produce standardization of food and
agricultural products and practices with some degrees of differentiation,
while in others they lead to the differentiation of food and agricultural
products and practices with some forms of standardization (see Table 1). We
now turn to the strategic use of standards and TPC by each of four types of
stakeholders to illustrate this argument.”
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Table 1.

Stakeholders’ Strategies and Their Effects.

Strategies

Effects

Retailers

NGOs and Activists

Suppliers

Third-party
Certification Bodies

e Lowering supply costs
e Global surveillance
e Risk reduction

e Market differentiation
e Due diligence
e Avoidance of public controversy

Use of standards and TPC as an
educational and training tool

Promotion of alternative
agrifood products and
practices

Making the evaluation of
product safety and quality
more transparent

Finding niche markets

e Accreditation
e Use of local auditors
e Use of their “external” location

e Use of their “external” location
e Use of standards and audit

Standardization with some
forms of differentiation

Differentiation with some
forms of standardization

Standardization with some
forms of differentiation

Differentiation with some
forms of standardization

Standardization with some
forms of differentiation

Differentiation with some
forms of standardization

Standardization with some
forms of differentiation

Differentiation with some
forms of standardization

47

procedures as competitive
advantages

RETAILERS

As noted above, as food retailing becomes more oligopolistic, many retailers
desire to minimize price competition and compete as much as possible on
the basis of other qualities (Busch & Bain, 2004; Valceschini & Nicolas,
1995). This emphasis on quality, together with the fact that large retailers
are selling and sourcing a wider variety of fresh and processed products
from around the globe, exposes them to greater risks, should a problem
arise. For example, the growth of in-house brands and labels as a differ-
entiation strategy has meant that retailers find themselves “absorbing more
responsibility and risk in the maintenance of food quality” (Levidow &
Bijman, 2002). While manufacturers and suppliers generally stand behind
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their label, once a retailer puts their name on a product, the retailer’s rep-
utation is at stake if there is a problem. Furthermore, as their interface with
producers, consumers often hold retailers responsible for the safety and
quality of products sold in their stores, particularly in the case of retailer-
branded products (USDA/FAS 2001).

As a result, retailers have become increasingly concerned about the po-
tential loss of reputation (and its financial implications) as well as mini-
mizing liability, should a food-borne illness occur. They are developing
private standards and often requiring suppliers be third-party certified to
ensure compliance with such standards. For example, in the U.S., our re-
search found that a majority of the largest wholesalers and supermarkets,
who account for >50% of food retail sales, require the use of their private
standards. Additionally, some of them also require some form of TPC from
at least some of their suppliers.’ As we explain below, standards, together
with TPC, allow retailers to monitor their increasingly lengthy supply chains
and potentially reduce risks and liability concerns, without adding signifi-
cant new expenses to their operations.

Reducing Supply Costs

As in all industries, food retailers prefer to buy undifferentiated commod-
ities from their suppliers and sell differentiated commodities to their cus-
tomers. This allows them to buy low and sell high(er), while capturing most
of the value added. By adopting industry-wide standards and having their
suppliers audited based on those standards, retailers can put producers in
direct competition with each other in ways previously impossible. Put
differently, producers of commodities (e.g., baking potatoes, juice oranges)
may see their prices decline even as supermarket prices for differentiated
products (e.g., pre-baked potatoes, fresh squeezed orange juice) remain the
same or rise. In these instances, standards appear to create standardization
and uniformity for suppliers along with cut-throat competition.

Differentiating the Market

The converse is true with respect to specialty products. One form of non-
price competition is the development of such products. Private labels offer
the retailer a monopoly position in the market, irrespective of whether the
products supplied are commodities or specialty products. While some
branded specialty products are produced post-harvest (e.g., chicken nug-
gets), much fresh produce, meat, poultry, and seafood is and must be
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differentiated at the source. Thus, retailers will often seek sources of unusual
fruits, vegetables, meats, or seafood in an attempt to lure customers into
their stores, where they will likely purchase other products. One conse-
quence of this type of strategy is that agriculture becomes differentiated, as
producers specialize in niche products, such as exotics like dragon fruit or
cherimoya.

The differentiation of agriculture often requires new management
schemes and (re)organization of particular commodity chains. For exam-
ple, retailer demand for differentiated grades and standards in fruit ap-
pearance, quality, the environment, and packaging led to major
transformations in the New Zealand apple industry in the mid-1990s. Such
diverse standards could not be implemented using traditional end-of-line
inspection. Instead, it was considered necessary that quality become the
responsibility of every actor throughout the commodity chain. This led to
the introduction of total quality management (TQM) schemes (Perry, Le
Heron, Hayward, & Cooper, 1997). Under TQM schemes, production is
organized to meet the expectations and specifications of individual buyers.
Through this process, exporters are expected to move toward standards that
are market-specific rather than generic (Le Heron & Roche, 1996).

Global Surveillance

In situations marked by personal relations between buyer and seller, trust is
provided in part by the expectations of future exchanges and unmediated
character of the relationship. However, such relationships have become
harder to preserve in a global agrifood system where retailers and whole-
salers increasingly act at a distance — i.e., they purchase products from
thousands of suppliers located in multiple countries. Thus, not surprisingly,
feelings of mistrust have increased as commodity chains have become more
transnational. Additionally, laws, rules, regulations, conventions, and codes
of conduct vary from country to country, which further erodes trust and
confidence. The increased scale of procurement has also permitted super-
markets to shift from sourcing through multiple brokers (with whom they
had developed trusting relationships) toward contracting directly with sup-
pliers themselves (Martinez & Davis, 2002). As personal relations become
less common, more formal mechanisms become necessary to ensure the
safety and quality of food and agricultural products.

Some buyers believe that in the absence of personal relationships or uni-
form laws, TPC is the most desirable option. Independent surveillance pro-
vides accountability, and therefore creates trust regardless of whether there
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is asymmetric information. In this way, TPC can be an effective means for
retailers to ensure that hundreds or thousands of suppliers across the globe
are meeting the requisite standards. Furthermore, in situations where re-
tailers insist that suppliers use their “approved certifier” with whom they
work with from year to year, trust is displaced from the producer to the
certifier. Thus, while personal relations between buyers and producers may
be eroding, a new set of personal relations may be developing between
specific retailers and certifiers.

Reducing Risk

The risk of food-borne illness/contamination incidents is an enormous con-
cern for retailers. Such incidents can have devastating economic conse-
quences not only for the company involved, but the industry more generally.
With the global sourcing of produce, food safety risks are seen as increasing.
This is because, while not necessarily true, produce from suppliers in de-
veloping countries is often perceived as more risky due, for example, to lack
of government regulations for food safety, environmental pollutants (that
can contaminate water and soil), inadequate sanitation, or low-educational
levels among producers. The retailers we interviewed argued that ensuring
that their suppliers are adhering to risk-reducing programs, such as Good
Agricultural Practices (GAP), Good Manufacturing Practices (GMP),
HACCP, and Sanitation Standard Operating Procedures (SSOPs) through
TPC is a useful way to minimize food safety risks.

From the perspectives of retailers, the importance of TPC is that it claims
to ensure that suppliers are actually implementing and adhering to such
programs. Thus, it is not TPC itself that reduces risks. Rather, it is the
implementation of programs that lead to improved food safety practices on
the farm and in the factory, which reduces the risk level of products. For
example, programs that ensure that packers wash their hands after using the
toilet reduce the risk of microbial contamination on produce. Thus, TPC is
viewed as an indicator of broader food safety practices in that it indicates
that products, growers, or packers have been inspected, and it has been
verified that they have particular risk-reducing programs in place, and meet
the required standards.

Due Diligence

As discussed above, retailers are concerned about the potential for national
scandal, loss of business reputation, and liability issues that can result from
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a food safety and/or quality problem. While TPC does not protect a com-
pany from being sued over a food safety or quality issue, it is viewed as a
valuable asset that may limit a retailer’s responsibility. For example, if a
retailer was sued because of a food safety problem, their requirement that
suppliers implement TPC could be used to demonstrate due diligence.
Using TPC as a way to demonstrate due diligence is particularly impor-
tant for retailers who are buying products from developing countries, or
from small producers. In these cases, retailers might face more pressure to
demonstrate that they were not acting irresponsibly by buying products
from the cheapest source, regardless of the risks involved. If they can dem-
onstrate in a court of law that regardless of whom they buy from, they have
in place a stringent food safety and quality program that is independently
audited, then it is harder to argue that due diligence has not been demon-
strated. Furthermore, TPC documentation, together with HACCP and
traceability programs, allows retailers and wholesalers to pass (some of the)
responsibility for a problem back up the supply chain to the grower.

Dealing with the Threats Associated with Public Controversy

Retailers and food companies have found that they are not immune to
embarrassing exposés by NGOs, where their valuable brand name and cor-
porate reputation are linked to objectionable environmental and social
practices (Winston, 2002). Some of these retailers and food companies have
found that their bottom line is directly affected when they fail to live up to
public expectations about what is acceptable corporate behavior with re-
spect to people and the environment, especially in developing countries
(Santoro, 2003). In the absence of government regulations, private stand-
ards and independent audits have become an important mechanism for
dealing with the threats associated with such public controversies. Through
the use of TPC, retailers and food companies can demonstrate that they
have standards in place for such things as social, environmental, and animal
welfare.

To summarize, we find that retailers are cognizant of the fact that an
oligopolistic retail sector that emphasizes quality, that sources fresh prod-
ucts from an ever-expanding number of geographical locations, and that
binds reputation to the quality of products through branding and labeling,
exposes them to greater risks. Furthermore, risks and liability concerns
today are no longer confined to food safety and quality; but increasingly
include reputational risks regarding a company’s social, environmental, and
ethical practices. To prevent potential threats and risks, and also to survive
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in what is an increasingly competitive marketplace, retailers are not using
their private standards, as well as TPC, to merely homogenize products and
processes. Rather, retailers use them strategically, for example, to gain
market access, to coordinate their operations, to provide quality and safety
assurance to their consumers, to complement their brands, or to define niche
products and markets (Farina & Reardon, 2000; Giovannucci & Reardon,
2000; Reardon, Codron, Busch, Bingen, & Harris, 2001).

In Table 1 we summarize how retailers produce both standardization and
differentiation through their strategic use of standards and TPC. On the one
hand, retailers may use a particular standard and TPC program to lower
supply costs, regulate global surveillance, and reduce risks. These strategies
are likely to produce further standardization of food and agricultural prod-
ucts and processes. However, within these strategies, retailers also try to
differentiate their products and processes to some degree from those of their
competitors so as to appeal to consumers. On the other, retailers may seek
to take advantage of niche markets, demonstrate due diligence and avoid
public controversy through the use of standards and TPC. These strategies
are likely to generate further differentiation of food and agricultural prod-
ucts and processes. Again, what is taking place is not solely differentiation,
because in these strategies, retailers always try to have some forms of
standardization so as to regulate the safety and quality of their products. As
a result, it appears that most large retailers are attempting to both stand-
ardize and differentiate their products and processes simultaneously in order
to position themselves in what is becoming both an oligopolistic and highly
segmented retail market.

NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS AND
CONSUMER ACTIVISTS

As discussed above, both the production and consumption of food have
undergone several important changes with globalization. Globalization
has extended production so that products are often produced in different
countries with different food safety and quality regulations from where they
are consumed. This, along with a number of food safety failures, has gen-
erated greater consumer concern over food safety and quality, particularly
in industrialized countries (Goodman & Depuis, 2002). Additionally, con-
sumer concerns have also extended to social accountability issues pertain-
ing to agrifood production, such as the impacts of agriculture on the
environment (Harris & Bailey, 2002; Murray & Raynolds, 2000), worker
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welfare (Blowfield, 1999; Renard, 2003), and animal welfare (Bennett, 1997;
Mitchell, 2001).

Against this backdrop, NGOs and consumer activists have begun to use
standards and TPC in a variety of ways. In our research, we found that some
NGOs, especially those active in developing countries, advocate the imple-
mentation of rigorous food safety and quality standards as a way to help
suppliers, particularly smaller ones, improve production and processing prac-
tices so that these suppliers can participate in international markets. In other
cases, we found that NGOs, particularly those in industrialized countries, are
using standards and TPC to develop alternative food and agricultural prod-
ucts and practices, which they argue are more ethical, socially just, and/or
environmentally sustainable, and they are pressuring retailers to adopt them.

A Resource by Which to Improve Agricultural and Processing Practices

In many developing countries, public standards for health and safety tend to
be less stringent, or often are not well enforced, in comparison to indus-
trialized countries (Barrett et al., 2002). Additionally, many suppliers are
often unfamiliar with existing food safety programs, such as GAP and GMP,
as well as food safety production tools, such as HACCP and SSOPs. Given
these conditions, some NGOs in developing countries advocate the imple-
mentation of industrial nation buyer standards as a way to train and educate
suppliers. They argue that through the implementation of such standards, it
is possible for farmers to learn how to produce safer and higher-quality food.
In Ghana, for example, NGOs are assisting farmers and producer and ex-
porter associations to improve their farming practices through adoption of
EUREPGAP standards. In the process of implementing EUREPGAP
standards, growers learn, for instance, how to select higher quality and dis-
ease resistant strains of plant material that result in more robust plants and
that require fewer applications of expensive chemical sprays. Furthermore,
many NGOs in developing countries, whom we interviewed, argued that
implementing such stringent standards would also be valuable to farmers in
that it would help them minimize what are often substantial post-harvest
losses from poor packaging or improper handling of goods.

Promoting Alternative Food and Agricultural Practices
There are two main ways that NGOs and other consumer activists use

standards and TPC to promote alternative agrifood products and practices:
(1) by developing their own standards and certification programs and (2) by
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publicly pressuring retailers and food distributors to incorporate alternative
standards into existing production and trade systems (Hatanaka et al.,
2005). To foster and promote alternative production and consumption sys-
tems, NGOs and activists often develop their own standards, certification
and labeling programs. Through such programs, “alternative’ agricultural
products are differentiated from products produced using ‘“‘conventional’
practices (Murray & Raynolds, 2000, also see Blowfield, 1999; Constance &
Bonanno, 2000).* The hope is that such programs can enhance the viability
of alternative products in the marketplace, and thus promote alternative
agriculture, while, at the same time, ensuring that producers meet a set of
labor and/or environmental standards.” While the market for alternatively
produced goods remains relatively small, sales have steadily increased re-
cently. For example, in the past year alone in the U.S., sales of FairTrade
Certified products have grown 46% (McLaughlin, 2004). FairTrade Coffee
is now available in the nation’s three largest grocery chains, Kroger, Safe-
way, and Albertson, and numerous smaller chains, such as Trader Joe’s and
Whole Foods, as well as Dunkin’ Donuts and Starbucks.

NGOs and consumer activists are also using ethical standards (e.g., Social
Accountability 8000 and the Ethical Trading International) to reform ex-
isting production practices and trade systems so that they are more socially
just and environmentally sustainable. With the development of private
standards and labels, retailers have, somewhat unexpectedly, become more
vulnerable to campaigns for corporate social responsibility. Thus, NGOs are
undertaking public campaigns that target specific corporations in an at-
tempt to reform production practices (Schlosser, 2005; Winston, 2002).
Through publicly shaming or stigmatizing, or through the threat, NGOs are
trying to take advantage of the power and vulnerability of highly visible
corporate brand names at the retail end of the supply chain (Winston, 2002).
Retailers have proven to be sensitive to such criticism (Santoro, 2003).
Given the fierce competition in the sector, such negative publicity has the
potential to damage sales, and thereby negatively affect their bottom line.
Consequently, as discussed above, through pressuring retailers, NGOs are
trying to force them to adopt ecthical, labor, and environmental standards
and concurrent TPC mechanisms to ensure adherence to such standards.

To summarize, NGOs and activists are using standards and TPC in
a variety of ways in the global agrifood system (Table 1). In some cases,
particularly in developing countries, NGOs are actively promoting the im-
plementation of standards as an educational tool by which farmers can
acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to compete in foreign markets.
Such efforts are generating standardization, as they encourage farmers in
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developing countries to adhere to standards practiced in industrialized coun-
tries. However, as is the case with retailer’s strategies, standardization is not
the sole outcome of these strategies. By adopting standards and TPC pro-
grams that are required by international markets, NGOs in developing coun-
tries can help suppliers remain competitive by differentiating their products
from those of their competitors. In other cases, particularly in industrialized
countries (most notably Europe and the U.S.), NGOs and activists are using
standards, certification and labeling programs to try to reform conventional
food and agricultural practices. These movements are producing differenti-
ation in the global agrifood system, as new kinds of certified products con-
tinue to emerge, such as FairTrade, ECO-OK, sustainable, locally grown, and
bird-friendly. However, at the same time, the use of alternative standards and
TPC may lead to growing standardization of alternative agriculture, as actors
seek to define particular food attributes and practices using the same standard
(e.g., USDA-NOP and IFOAM standards for organic).

SUPPLIERS

In the global agrifood system, suppliers are most directly impacted by new
product and process standards, as they are the ones who actually produce
the food. However, suppliers tend to participate minimally in the develop-
ment of standards.® Thus, how particular standards are developed and the
logic behind them are largely black-boxed for suppliers. As a result, sup-
pliers tend to be ‘“‘standards takers,” as they have little choice but to follow
standards set by other actors.” To sell their products in lucrative markets,
suppliers increasingly have to abide by standards that were developed by
buyers, such as retailers and processors, or, to a lesser extent, by NGOs. The
effect is that private standards, often verified by TPC, are becoming de facto
mandatory for suppliers in the global agrifood system. As a result, suppliers
who do not have capacity to meet required standards, or cannot afford to
have TPC, can be squeezed out of lucrative markets and may lose economic
opportunities.® Of particular concern are the challenges that TPC poses for
small- and medium-sized producers, who may not be able to benefit from
the economies of scale often necessary for adopting TPC. However, at the
same time, not all suppliers are passive in accepting required standards.
Rather, some suppliers are using required standards and TPC to their ben-
efit. Specifically, suppliers in developing countries are using standards and
TPC to counter claims that their products are of inferior quality, and to gain
access to niche markets in international marketplaces.
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Introducing More Transparency in Evaluating Product Safety and Quality

Our research indicates that suppliers and exporters in developing countries
believe that buyers in industrialized countries often unfairly evaluate their
products in terms of safety and quality. Many of our interviewees in devel-
oping countries argued that importers, retailers and consumers in industri-
alized countries view products from developing countries as of lower quality,
by virtue of their origin. Furthermore, they noted that buyers often exaggerate
quality concerns (e.g., that the fruit arrived in poor or damaged condition) to
reduce the price offered, or, in some cases, to refuse payment for the product.

Because farmers cannot easily verify or challenge a buyer’s allegations,
they often have no choice but to accept the reduced price. Thus, from the
perspective of suppliers, adopting the rigorous standards practiced in
industrialized countries (e.g., GAP and international pest management
farming practices) and demonstrating their compliance through the use of
TPC, will help remedy such fictitious claims about poor quality. Through
TPC, suppliers must document their agricultural practices (e.g., how much,
and which pesticide was applied and when), which gives them documenta-
tion that they can use to counter claims of inferior quality by buyers. In this
way, from the perspective of suppliers in developing countries, standards
and TPC can be used to enhance the credibility of their products, and thus
enables them to more easily enter the markets of industrialized economies.

Finding Niche Markets

One consequence of product diversification by retailers has been the devel-
opment of niche markets. There is now increased demand for exotic and
non-traditional fruits and vegetables and specialty food (e.g., organics, non-
GMO, or animal welfare). Some suppliers in developing countries are now
targeting such markets by using required standards, as well as TPC to their
benefit, as such niche markets tend to offer better opportunities than bulk
commodity markets, which are often characterized by low prices.

In Ghana, for example, there has been a concerted effort by some farmers
and farmer organizations since the late 1990s to gain access to European
markets for exotic and niche fruits. The goal is to have growers — many of
whom are small — reduce their reliance on the production of traditional
crops, such as cocoa, yams, and cassava that yield low returns on the in-
ternational market, and shift to greater production of non-traditional export
crops using EUREPGAP standards and certification. Such crops include
pineapple, papaya, mango, paprika, and Asian vegetables. All have the
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potential to provide higher financial returns. Recently, they have expanded
their focus to include fresh-cut produce. Fruit, including pineapple, passion-
fruit, papaya, and mango, is now pre-cut and packaged in local processing
facilities and then air freighted to European supermarket shelves.

To summarize, while suppliers are largely “‘standards takers,” they may
be able to strategically use standards and TPC to their benefit. Depending
on how suppliers use standards and TPC, either standardization or differ-
entiation of food and agricultural products and practices may result, as
illustrated in Table 1. On the one hand, to gain access to markets in in-
dustrialized economies, suppliers in developing countries have little choice
but to implement the standards of buyers from such countries. The effect is
the standardization of production according to the requirements of buyers
in industrialized countries. On the other hand, suppliers may take advantage
of diversification efforts by retailers, by differentiating their food and ag-
ricultural products and practices to create and capture niche markets. The
outcome is increased agricultural differentiation in parts of the global agri-
food system. Within this differentiation effort, however, there are also
standardization efforts to regulate food and agricultural products and prac-
tices. For example, a large number of small farmers in Indonesia, with the
help of local NGOs, are trying to organize themselves to collectively obtain
organic TPC. While they differentiate their agricultural practices from con-
ventional ones (e.g., a ban on chemical inputs), there are certain rules which
they need to follow to be organically certified that standardize their practices
in other ways.

THIRD-PARTY CERTIFICATION BODIES

TPC is conducted by CBs. The defining characteristic of CBs is their “in-
dependence” from other actors in the global agrifood system, such as sup-
pliers and buyers (Golan et al., 2001; Tanner, 2000). Because of their
detached position, CBs tend to claim that they have no interest in the results
of their audits. They assert that their audit and certification services are
“objective” (i.e., based on thorough review of documentation), “‘consistent”
(i.e., using standardized ways of measuring, sampling, and testing), and
“transparent” (i.e., clear to those outside of certification system). In general,
other actors in the global agrifood system tend to share such a view with
respect to TPC. However, we argue that this perspective is too narrow, as
CBs are also social agents who often strategically use standards, and their
auditing programs, to pursue their own agendas.
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As the demand for TPC in food and agriculture proliferates, TPC has
become a more profitable industry. To date, many CBs that are new to the
TPC industry, or those that were active in TPC in different sectors (e.g.,
automobile and transportation), have begun to conduct TPC for food and
agriculture. The result is increasingly fierce competition between CBs. Given
this backdrop, it is not surprising that CBs cannot be completely neutral
actors as they publicly claim, because they seek to remain competitive. Thus,
while CBs may not necessarily show interest in the results of audits per se, they
are concerned with how they conduct their certification service —i.e., which set
of standards, as well as which audit procedures they use. As retailers and other
stakeholders have certain preferences, there are advantages for CBs to using
some standards over others, and some audit procedures as opposed to others.

Using Standards and Audit Procedures as Competitive Advantages

The majority of suppliers claim that they would like to see standards and
audit procedures harmonized to lower costs and reduce redundancy. In
contrast, we found that many CBs actually oppose harmonization. From
the perspective of such CBs, TPC is not a philanthropic service, but a busi-
ness. Such a position is evident in the following description of the TPC
industry by a CB representative:

Our business is based on capitalism. Most of those internationally recognized standards
are in competition with one another. We are simply trying to dominate each other with
one’s certification standard and certification program. It’s about having a product that
retailers will buy. That’s based on retailers’ norms, retailers’ desires, and retailers’
standards. Not necessarily what the auditor firms or certifiers think is right.

The above quote indicates that to some CBs, TPC is viewed in the same way
as most other economic sectors. From this position, standards and audit
procedures are two of the key areas in which CBs compete.” Consequently,
the harmonization of standards and auditing procedures threatens to un-
dermine the competitive advantages of some CBs and, ironically, turn cer-
tification into a standardized commodity. In opposition to harmonization,
such CBs argue that a variety of standards and auditing programs are nec-
essary, as they provide clients (retailers and suppliers) with a choice when
determining the kind of TPC they want to implement.

Meeting the Clients’ Need through Accreditation

In some areas, buyers require that suppliers be third-party certified by an
accredited CB.'® For example, to sell their goods as organic with labels in
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many countries, suppliers need to be third-party certified by a CB who is
accredited by a national governmental institution. In the case of the U.S.,
regardless of their country of origin, suppliers need to be third-party cer-
tified by a CB accredited by the United States Department of Agriculture-
National Organic Program (USDA-NOP), if they want to sell their goods
with organic labels.!! Similarly, if suppliers want to sell their fresh fruits and
vegetables and cut flowers to a retailer that is a member of EUREP, they
need to have TPC from a CB who is accredited by EUREPGAP.

Consequently, some CBs seek accreditation from one or more institutions
so that they can certify clients for a diverse array of standards. With ac-
creditation, an independent organization, which is an international or a
national institution that is either private, or a public—private joint venture,
oversees (1) the equivalency of standards used, and (2) equivalency of TPC
programs.'? In other words, in cases where CBs are accredited, they use a
common set of harmonized standards and audit procedures. Thus, accred-
itation produces standardization, as all CBs accredited by a particular in-
stitution use the same standards and similar practices. However, at the same
time, it needs to be noted that differentiation tends to persist, as there are a
multitude of accreditation institutions.

Reaching Out to Developing Countries through Partnership with
Local Auditors

The costs for TPC tend to be the responsibility of suppliers.'> The annual
cost of TPC typically includes three components: (1) audit costs, (2) trans-
portation and the field expenses of auditor(s), and (3) costs associated with
preparing farms and firms for certification. Costs tend to vary significantly
between CBs, as well as by the size of the farming or processing operation,
and the areas of concerns (e.g., food safety vs. organic). However, in gen-
eral, the cost of TPC is prohibitively expensive for small suppliers, partic-
ularly those located in developing countries.'*

Realizing that TPC can be exceedingly expensive for some suppliers,
many CBs headquartered in industrialized countries are forming partner-
ships with local auditors in developing countries. Through such partner-
ships, CBs are trying to lower the costs of TPC, in order to offer more
competitive prices. Furthermore, employing local auditors is beneficial for
foreign CBs in that local auditors are familiar with local regulations, as well
as the local language and culture. Such partnerships are becoming increas-
ingly common, as the demand of TPC by suppliers in developing countries is
growing.
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Use of their “External” Location

When CBs advertise their standards and auditing programs, they emphasize
their position as a “third-party” differently according to the context. On the
one hand, they claim that because of their “external” position as a “‘third-
party” auditor, they are able to view agricultural and processing practices
differently from actors who are involved in the production and processing of
food, such as suppliers and buyers. For example, while farmers, farm man-
agers, and processors may take things for granted because they work in the
same environment everyday, a “third-party” auditor would not, as they
have no direct connections to the operation. Using this argument, CBs
market themselves as impartial and objective observers who can provide
recommendations on how farmers and processors can improve their oper-
ations. Such advice, CBs argue, can lead to improved management and
safety practices, and thus safer and better quality food.

However, on the other hand, CBs stress their “external” position, and
claim that all they can do is to &elp produce safe and high-quality food,
rather than to mitigate risks entirely. In other words, because they are a
merely a ““third-party” auditor, who is neither at a production site on a daily
basis, nor involved in the actual agricultural or processing practices, they
should not be held responsible if a problem occurs. Thus, from the per-
spective of CBs, it is ultimately the responsibility of producers and/or proc-
essors to mitigate hazards or defects. In this way, CBs tend to argue that the
best they can do is to assist suppliers by mapping out the “system’ that
suppliers should follow. However, it is then up to the suppliers whether they
actually follow the system or not.

To summarize, there are a variety of ways that CBs use standards and TPC
that produce both standardization and differentiation of food and agricul-
tural products and practices. For example, while some CBs insist on the use
of distinctive standards and audit procedures, others use harmonized stand-
ards and audit procedures. In the first case, food and agricultural products
and practices are likely to be differentiated, as suppliers are audited against
different standards using different auditing procedures. In contrast, in the
latter case, food and agricultural products and practices may become in-
creasingly standardized, at least within one area of concern (e.g., organics).
In Table 1, we summarize how strategic use of standards and TPC by CBs
produce both standardization and differentiation. With accreditation, TPC
tends to become more consistent and uniform. Furthermore, lower costs for
TPC may result in more suppliers in developing countries being able to
afford TPC. This may also lead to standardization, as suppliers increasingly
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conform to similar standards. At the same time, within CBs’ efforts of
adopting accreditation, and using local auditors, there are also attempts to
differentiate their services from others, as well as limitations to the degree to
which they are able to standardize their operations globally. As a result, a
diversity of food and agricultural products and practices always remains.

Meanwhile, TPC by those CBs that view their standards and auditing
programs as private property will most likely produce differentiation of
food and agricultural products and practices. However, it needs to be noted
that there are always some forms of commonality among different standards
and auditing programs. For example, most CBs have accreditation to ISO/
IEC Guide 65." Lastly, both standardization and differentiation are likely
to result from CBs’ use of their “‘external’ location. On the one hand, CBs’
claim that they can help farmers and processors produce safer and better
quality food which may lead to more suppliers to become third-party cer-
tified, and because of this, agricultural products and practices may become
increasingly standardized. On the other hand, since CBs only assist suppliers
in mitigating potential risks, and suppliers may not necessarily follow their
recommendations, differentiation of food and agricultural products and
practices is likely to remain.

CONCLUSION

Efforts to produce, market, and consume quality food and agricultural
products are transforming the global agrifood system. Whereas supply
chains used to be primarily organized to ensure high output of standardized
mass products as cheaply as possible, currently they are being reorganized to
ensure the production of goods that meet specific quality requirements. Such
restructuring of supply chains has entailed the development of new product
management mechanisms. Two of the most prominent are those discussed in
this chapter: standards and TPC.

Against this backdrop, we have examined the ways retailers, NGOs and
consumer activists, suppliers, and CBs are using standards and TPC to try
to structure supply chains — whether conventional or alternative — according
to their ideas of quality. We argue that by using standards and TPC as a
strategic tool, each stakeholder seeks to advance their version of “quality,”
in order to gain market advantages (e.g., retailers, NGOs in developing
countries, suppliers, and CBs), or promote the production-specific kinds of
foods and specific production conditions (e.g., NGOs and consumer activist
in industrialized countries). This battle over quality, or the qualification of
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products (Callon et al., 2002), leads to both the standardization and differ-
entiation of food and agriculture. Thus, descriptions of globalization as
either producing solely standardization or differentiation of the global agri-
food system are partial.

From our perspective, producing and maintaining quality always requires
both standardization and differentiation. To better capture the nuances of
the changes currently taking place in the global agrifood system, we propose
thinking in new terms. Specifically, the complex effects of globalization can
be more accurately portrayed in the terms differentiated standardization
and standardized differentiation. In the first instance, whereas we have
standardization, it is differentiated, as multiple options remain (i.e., differ-
ent standards and CBs). Thus, while TPC for food safety and quality is
becoming increasing common, what such certification means continues to
have considerable diversity, and because of this, diversity in food and ag-
ricultural products and practices persists in the global agrifood system, and
will continue to persist, despite efforts at standardization.

Standardized differentiation refers to when food and agricultural products
and practices that are differentiated from mass food become standardized
(e.g., alternative agriculture). For food to be a tradable good, it requires
some forms of standardization — e.g., homogeneity, measurability, and com-
parability. Consequently, difference must be standardized if products are to
be traded on a global scale. The result is that standardization of food and
agricultural products and practices is usually coincidental with efforts to
differentiate. Thus, standardization and differentiation of food and agricul-
tural products and practices need to be examined simultaneously if the com-
plex characteristic of the global agrifood system is to be understood.

NOMENCLATURE

ANAB American National Standards Institute-American Society
for Quality National Accreditation Board

CBs Third-party Certification Bodies

EUREPGAP Euro-Retailer Produce Working Group Good Agricultural
Practices

FLO Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International

GAP Good Agricultural Practices

GMO Genetically Modified Organisms

GMP Good Manufacturing Practices
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HACCP Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points

IAF International Accreditation Forum

IFOAM International Federation of Organic Agriculture
Movements

ISO International Organization for Standardization

JAB Japanese Accreditation Board

JAS Japanese Agricultural Standards

MSC Marine Stewardship Council

NGOs Non-governmental Organizations

RA Rainforest Alliance

SAI Social Accountability International

SCC Standards Council of Canada

SSOP Sanitation Standard Operating Procedures

™Q Total Quality Management

TPC Third-party Certification

UKAS UK Accreditation Service

USDA-NOP  United States Department of Agriculture-National Organic
Program

NOTES

1. Third-party certification bodies are private or public organizations responsible
for assessing, auditing, and certifying safety and quality claims based on a particular
set of standards and compliance procedures. Certification provides assurances about
a product to stakeholders by providing information about the commodity and its
production processes. What distinguishes TPC from conventional product safety and
quality assurance schemes conducted by suppliers themselves (first-party certifica-
tion) and buyers (second-party certification) is the “independence” of auditors from
other actors in agrifood commodity chains, namely producers and buyers.

2. Our intention in this chapter is to address the effects of stakeholders’ strategic
use of standards and TPC, and in so doing to demonstrate that standardization and
differentiation are in fact dual processes of globalization. Thus, critiques of the
implementation of standards and TPC are beyond the scope of this chapter.

3. In the case of the U.S., the use of TPC by retailers became significant only over
the past two to three years. Our interviews indicated that a number of retailers who
do not use TPC are currently involved in internal discussions regarding whether or
not to require it.

4. Examples of NGOs engaged in such efforts include the International Feder-
ation of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM), the Rainforest Alliance (RA),
the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), the Fairtrade Labelling Organizations In-
ternational (FLO), Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) and Social Accountability In-
ternational (SAI).
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5. For questions concerning the capacity of these alternative movements to trans-
form conventional agrifood networks, see Gereffi et al. (2001), Raynolds (2000,
2002), Renard (2003) and Shreck (2005).

6. An exception is large-scale farms and firms. For example, Del Monte Fresh
Produce Company, which grows and packs more than 3 billion kilograms of fresh
produce annually, is a supplier member on the EUREPGAP Committees, and gets to
participate in the process of developing and revising EUREPGAP standards (see,
EUREPGAP, 2003).

7. There are some exceptions (e.g., sustainable agricultural practices). In such
cases, however, NGOs are commonly working together with suppliers, and strongly
encourage suppliers to be involved in standards development (e.g., Food Alliance).
However, such cases tend to be limited to alternative food and agriculture networks.

8. Suppliers can choose to sell their products to smaller-sized food companies or
retailers who tend not to insist on the implementation of stringent standards or the
use of TPC. However, today, more and more smaller-sized food organizations are
buying their food supply from food distributors, such as SYSCO, who increasingly
require their suppliers to be in compliance with particular standards and have TPC
(Interview. Tom Deeb. T&M Associates. March 22, 2005).

9. This is evident by the fact that some of the CBs we interviewed provided no
details as to their standards or audit process. They essentially said that these were
trade secrets, and thus were private property.

10. Accreditation is the process by which an authoritative organization gives for-
mal recognition that a particular CB is competent to carry out specific tasks.

11. There are some exceptions to this rule. Organics are generally regulated by
the national government, and depending on bilateral agreements, suppliers in cer-
tain countries may be exempted from having certification from a CB accredited
by the national governmental institution of the importing country. For example,
U.S. suppliers who want to export their organic food to the Japanese market
with organic labels do not necessarily have to have TPC by a CB accredited by
Japanese Agricultural Standards (JAS), but can go with TPC by a CB accredited by
USDA-NOP.

12. Examples of private accreditor organizations include the IFOAM, EUREP-
GAP, and the International Accreditation Forum (IAF). Also, examples of quasi-
public accreditor institutions include ANAB (the American National Standards
Institute — American Society for Quality National Accreditation Board) in the U.S.,
UKAS (the U.K. Accreditation Service), SCC (Standards Council of Canada), and
the JAB (Japan Accreditation Board).

13. There are some exceptions to this trend. For example, FLO, which aims to
improve Third World small farmers’ well-being, has established a mechanism where
audit costs fall on the shoulders of consumers in industrialized countries.

14. For example, a study of the Michigan blueberry industry found that growers
who ran their own processing facilities had to make considerable investments, in
some cases reaching upwards of US $100,000 to meet the requirements of TPC (Bain
& Busch, 2004).

15. ISO/IEC Guide 65 is an international consensus document developed by the
International Organization for Standardization (ISO), which describes minimum
requirements for CBs for all industries. Its aim is to verify the competency of a
particular CB.
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New Zealand and Australian agri-food industries are being restructured
both as a consequence of the extension of neoliberal policy settings and as
a result of the increasing influence of the global supermarket sector. In the
EU, supermarkets have sought to standardise and harmonise compliance,
with their influence being felt well beyond European boundaries. Eurep-
GAP (a European standard for ‘Good Agricultural Practices’) is an ex-
ample of an emerging ‘audit culture’ where strict adherence to set rules of
operation emerges as the basis for accreditation of goods and services. It
represents the trend towards private sector standardization and assurance
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This chapter highlights the influence of EurepGAP protocols in the
reorganisation of the agri-food industries of New Zealand and Australia.
It argues that — for industries such as vegetable and fruit production,
where Europe is the final destination — compliance with EurepGAP
standards has largely become essential. In this sense, EurepGAP has
emerged as the standard among producers who wish to export their prod-
ucts. The chapter concludes with an assessment of EurepGAP as a form of
global agri-food governance that demonstrates a strong relationship be-
tween new audit cultures and neoliberal forms of trade regulation. In both
Australia and New Zealand, some production sectors have rapidly
adopted EurepGAP — despite extra costs, reduced choices over crop
management and a lingering sense of resentment at the internal imposition
of yet another production audit — primarily as a solution to the politics of
risk in the context of high levels of exposure to market requirements under
neoliberalism. The implications of this for Antipodean farming are con-
sidered in detail.

INTRODUCTION: THE SIGNIFICANCE OF
EurepGAP

This chapter seeks to explore a uniquely European experiment in agriculture
and food governance — that of EurepGAP. In the late 1990s, a group of
retailers in Europe began discussions on integration and standardisa-
tion, hoping to rationalise the many and proliferating versions of integrated
production systems in each of their supply chains.! In 1997, the Euro-
Retailer Produce Working Group (operating under the acronym EUREP)
emerged from this group. In order to extend and formalise the integrated
approach to crop management, the group sought to move beyond the focus
on chemical residues and assumed the somewhat ambitious task of estab-
lishing wider protocols for Good Agricultural Practice (GAP). Compliance
with these protocols was expected of all fruit and vegetable growers sup-
plying the European retailers that had signed up to EurepGAP.

The new private sector audit alliance for establishing food safety and
agricultural sustainability is rapidly transforming the entry of fruits and
vegetables to Europe and has profound implications for the future config-
uration of relations between Europe and its international food suppliers.
Further, theorists studying audit cultures have linked the rise of new audit
systems to neoliberal economic structures. This linkage can be productively
explored by examining both the emergence of audit culture as an exemplar
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of new neoliberal forms of governance in Europe, as well as the conse-
quences of EurepGAP for producers and export industries in the most
neoliberal of Europe’s supply zones: Australia and New Zealand.

There are at least two dimensions to understanding the power of this new
audit system in relation to Europe’s international suppliers of fruit and
vegetables. First, EurepGAP is currently an alliance of such broad scope
within Europe, that it is becoming a major market gatekeeper. This has
important implications for the ability of overseas food producers to gain, or
maintain, access to the European food retail sector. European demands for
fresh fruit and vegetables from southern hemisphere producers have been
strong, with the ability of countries such as Australia and New Zealand to
deliver counter-seasonal ‘clean and green’ produce their main marketing
advantage (Chang & Kiristiansen, 2004). Prior debate regarding access to
European markets (see Campbell & Coombes, 1999) concentrated on na-
tional and EU regulations that imposed food safety and environmental
criteria on food imports. In the past, food and environmental safety have
primarily been the responsibility of governments (Llambi, 1993). This began
to change as neoliberal forms of governance evolved in Europe. A key
moment for agri-food chains was the UK’s Food Safety Act of 1990 that
devolved responsibility for food safety from the formal domain of govern-
ment departments and agencies to the food retailers themselves. This
benchmark piece of devolutionist legislation was eventually adopted by the
EU and US.?

Under these new market and regulatory conditions the risks relating
to food become a significant consumer concern. The new regulatory envi-
ronment directly targets retailers and their industries as the key sites where
food safety governance systems should operate. It is perhaps no surprise
that supermarkets have positioned themselves as key market monitors,
seeking through strategies like EurepGAP to solidify supply chain com-
pliance with environmental and food safety requirements as well as to pro-
vide a system of governance over food that might hold legitimacy with
consumers.

A second dimension to understanding the power of EurepGAP operates
at the other end of the supply chain. As a system of audit, EurepGAP exerts
a strong influence on the way in which some food export industries around
the world are involved in agricultural production. EurepGAP appears to
have a low level of visibility to consumers in Europe. This contrasts with
the many global supply chains seeking to export to European retailers
among whom it has become an immediate ‘gold standard’ (certainly for fruit
and vegetable exporters).” Such a level of influence has placed it in a
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contradictory position in relation to some other corporate participants in
agri-food chains.

While many different supply chains (and related supply zones) are influ-
enced by EurepGAP, this chapter focuses on the affinity of EurepGAP as a
new form of audit culture with agricultural production in specifically neo-
liberal export countries. Le Heron (2003) has posited a dynamic, and linked,
relationship between neoliberal regulation and the emergence of standards
and audits in food systems — mirroring the insights of theorists of audit
cultures in their wider application. This chapter provides an opportunity to
examine the audit/neoliberal relationship through an understanding of both
the emergence of the EurepGAP alliance, and the influence of this alliance
on supply industries in New Zealand and Australia.

THE RETAIL AND REGULATORY POLITICS OF RISK:
AUDIT CULTURES

Consumer concerns about food safety have increased dramatically in the
last decade (see Lyons, Burch, Lawrence, & Lockie, 2004; Tuncer, 2001). In
Europe, incidents such as the Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE)
crisis, foot and mouth disease, the detection of dioxin in soils and water-
ways, the presence of diesel fuel and sewage in animal feeds, and the con-
tamination of commercially available foods have created public uncertainty
(Nagel, 2004). Western society has also experienced a process of ‘greening’,
where increased awareness of environmental degradation has created
stronger discourses of sustainability, corporate responsibility and environ-
mental protection for consumers (Harper, 1993; Lyons et al., 2004). One
important consequence of the adoption of neoliberal governance at the
state-level is that EU governments have progressively shifted the respon-
sibility for responding to these wider concerns to industry itself. As a result
the regulation and management of global agricultural supply chains between
Europe and food-exporting countries have changed.

With the diminishing role of the state, there is an emerging need for
governance tools with which retailers can reassure the public that the pro-
duce they are buying is not only of a high quality, but also addresses en-
vironmental, animal welfare and social concerns (EurepGAP, 2003, 2005;
Miele, Murdoch, & Roe, 2005). European retailers have responded to both
the neoliberal devolution of risk to industry, and new social expectations of
agricultural production and food safety, by developing private standards,
auditing and providing accreditation networks. Such moves are entirely
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consistent with broader trends in the management of risk (indeed, in man-
agement regimes more generally) and involve the development of what some
theorists have termed ‘audit culture’ (see Strathern, 2000).

In order to understand the suite of risk management strategies being
adopted by the European retail sector, it is important to outline and explain
the development of audit cultures. An audit generally refers to an official,
systematic, examination and verification of activities (Nygh & Butt, 1998,
p. 36). It often includes comparisons between an agreed-upon (acceptable)
standard and the standard achieved. The proliferation of audits throughout
both the public and private sectors (for example, areas such as education,
health, prisons and corporate management — see Cooper, 2001; Power, 2003;
Richardson, 2000) has been prominent since the 1980s. Before this time,
audits had a somewhat informal status, with the internal checks and bal-
ances that were viewed as desirable in administrative units being left to
those units themselves. The so-called audit ‘explosion’ in management cir-
cles is viewed, in large part, as an attempt to improve efficiency, effectiveness
and performance by employing mechanisms of accountability in all as-
pects of work organisation (see Power, 2003). Neoliberal policy agendas of
the 1980s — such as those of the Thatcher government in the UK, the
Hawke-Keating government in Australia, and the Lange government in
New Zealand — led to quite profound ‘reforms’ in public sector manage-
ment. These reforms included the privatisation of many state activities,
devolution of governance to industry and other private sector groups, and
the remodelling of the remaining bureaucratic apparatus in an effort to
make it more ‘responsive’.

Today, new definitions of performance and cost-efficiency in both public
and private sector administrations have extended the role of auditing. As
Power (2003, p. 188) notes, there has been the creation of a host of formal
institutions involved in monitoring. The audit culture is not simply about
compliance with standards. Rather, it is about social change — with the
auditor becoming a catalyst for improving performance in line with company
(and/or government) policy. The new auditing institutions are often framed
in terms of quality, accountability and empowerment, suggesting emancipa-
tion and self-actualisation (Shore & Wright, 1999). For Power (1999, p. 66)
the new audit culture represents the ‘rise of control of control’ where frame-
works of enforced self-regulation become synonymous with managing
risk. As auditing becomes more widely promoted, so individuals and or-
ganisations begin to think of themselves as ‘auditees’, thereby contributing —
perhaps unwittingly — to a growing audit mentality (see Power, 2003;
Shore & Wright, 1999). Evidence of recent re-regulation notwithstanding
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(see Le Heron, 2003) withdrawal of the State from many regulatory respon-
sibilities in the 1980s and 1990s, combined with a growing public mistrust of
traditional professional self-regulation, resulted in a new ‘culture of control’
(Cooper, 2001, p. 350) with auditing at its centre (we will return to this in a
later section).

In the context of the agri-food industry, the rise of audit culture can be
seen in a range of phenomena — from the elaboration of grades and stand-
ards, to the rise of sophisticated environment and food safety auditing
(Busch & Bain, 2004). In an era of regulatory devolution, this can be seen
in the rise of private standards across the entire supply chain, creating new
management regimes defined by very specific requirements, objectives
and regulations. Some argue that supermarkets are becoming the main
driver in agri-food sectors throughout the world (Burch & Goss, 1999;
Burch & Lawrence, 2005; Busch & Bain, 2004), with the former being in a
position of power to impose performance standards upon their suppliers.
What governments are happily devolving to the corporate sector, the cor-
porate food retail sector appears to be happily accepting — while at the same
time passing responsibility further down the line of production to farmers
and export industries. The result, according to Shore and Wright (1999,
p. 558), is that the audit now ‘hovers over virtually every field of modern
working life’.

Sitting at the apex of emerging new governance structures, supermarkets
claim that they are responding to consumer fears about food security and
demands for food safety, by defining production standards that supposedly
conform to new consumer expectations (Burch & Lawrence, 2005; Friedland
& Goodman, 1993). By embracing notions such as environmental sustain-
ability, animal welfare and improved worker conditions, the supermarket
sector can enhance its ‘global credibility’ (see Campbell, 2005; EurepGAP,
2003, p. 7; Reardon, Codron, Busch, Bingen, & Harris, 2001) while defer-
ring the costs of auditing to the sectors supplying the supermarkets. The
audit becomes