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Transitions towards 
ecological production at the 
farm and territorial scales 
Fruits and vegetables in the Drôme (France) 

Summary. This case study focuses on transitions towards ecological production (from integrated production 

to organic farming) on the fruit and vegetable sector. A systemic analysis is provided both at the farm and terri-

torial scales. Based on a sociological and agronomical analysis of farmers’ trajectories, we identify key factors of 

resilience at the farm scale. At the territorial scale, we show the role of the different actors in the agrifood sys-

tem and the forms of coordination and governance around organic farming; we suggest that they result from 

long lasting interactions where different visions of organic farming and values coexist and have to be articulat-

ed.       Find the complete case study report at www.rethink-net.eu. 

Introduction 

The case study topic 

The French case study focuses on the ecologisation of 

the agrifood system in the French Drome départe-

ment. It offers a sociological and agronomical analysis 

of farmers’ trajectories towards ecological production 

(from integrated production to organic farming) in the 

fruit and vegetable sector and a systemic analysis of 

the role of the different actors in the agrifood system, 

their interactions, the social learning processes and the 

forms of coordination and governance at the territorial 

scale.  

The case study region 

The Drôme département – a territorial subdivision of 

about 6000 km² – located in the south east France, is a 

leader area in organic farming (with 13% of the Utilized 

Agricultural Area) and combines very urbanized part in 

the Rhone Valley and more rural and remote ones in 

the hilly parts. The agriculture is diversified with some 

niche productions (quality wine, medicinal and aro-

matic plants) but also large scale sectors such as fruits 

and cereals. The fruit production (10.5% of the usable 

area) has undergone a sharp decline due to economic 

and health reasons, which also contributed to a re-

definition of agricultural activities. Vegetable produc-

tion, though it represents only 1.6% of the usable area, 

is emblematic of the diversity of ways to ecologize 

agriculture. They present similarities in terms of agri-

food system and marketing organisation (such as the 

growing importance of short circuits). Both are also 

poorly supported by European subsidies and highly 

dependent on climate (as the earliness of production is 

a very important aspect), on labour cost because they 

are labour intensive, and on external inputs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Map of he Drôme department                                                                 Cognassiers in the Drôme, INRA, J Weber
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Main lessons learned 

Key features of resilient agricultural sys-

tems 

Based on 2 main surveys among vegetable and fruit 

producers, the analysis of farms’ and farmers’ 

trajectories incites to go beyond the classical opposi-

tion between diversified farms mainly orientated to-

wards short food chains and specialized ones orientat-

ed towards long food chains. In the Drôme, farms with 

the same initial structure might take quite different 

trajectories over time. For example, initially very diver-

sified vegetable producers might remain as diversified 

over time or decide to limit the number of vegetables 

cropped for organizational reasons. In this case they 

become quite comparable to some initially specialized 

farms that decided to diversify over time. The analysis 

of farm resilience led to identify three main strategies 

which are often combined: diversifying the produc-

tions, diversifying the outlets, and optimising on-farm 

resources. All of them can be related to short terms 

shocks or to long stresses.  

 
Three strategies to increase farm resilience 

The resilience factors can be linked to the farm struc-

ture (available land or labour force, equipment etc.), to 

the farmer’s network and relationships (to other farm-

ers, market partners, civil society etc.), and to some 

more “subjective” aspects which are the technical in-

novation and learning capacity and the overall capacity 

to reconfigure assets and activities, that can be as-

sessed based on a qualitative and comprehensive anal-

ysis of farmers long term trajectories. 

 

A focus on how resilience factors are inter-

twinned at the farm scale 

On diversified vegetable farms (strategy 1), the degree 

and forms of crop diversification depend on a close 

interconnection between labour, marketing and crop 

management issues. For instance the increase in vege-

table number required by box scheme commercialisa-

tion is favourable for biological regulations, but is re-

sponsible for heavy workload and mental charge. On 

the long-term, such farms tend to simplify crop man-

agement and even seometimes reduce the crop diver-

sity to an acceptable level. 

 

Strengths and weaknesses of regional gov-

ernance structures  

The case study analyses the governance within the 

territorial agrifood system i.e., the main social actors 

and institutions involved in organic food production, 

transformation, distribution and consumption: farmers, 

intermediaries, processors, civil society organizations, 

agricultural institutions, local authorities etc. Different 

modes of coordination were characterized. Two main 

results came out: 

 The extreme complexity and sometimes redundan-

cy of this governance 

 The complementarity between formality (like per-

manent institutions, commissions or funds) and in-

formality 

We also pointed out the importance to take into ac-

count the existence of different “organic” meanings 

and visions, with for instance more alternative and 

militant visions within most pioneer organic organiza-

tions, and more business orientated pragmatic visions 

within more recent organizations. 

 

Farmers’ networks 
(other farmers, market
actors, local agrifood 
system, civil society)

Farm structure
(land, labour force,  
equipment)

Farmers’ capacities
(to innovate, learn new ways 
of producing or marketing, 
reconfiguring assets and 
activities)

Strategy 3 
Optimising on-farm

resources and activities
Strategy 2 

Outlets diversification
Strategy1 

Production diversification

Short term shocks
(low prices, climate
event, pest attack etc.)

Long term stresses
(economic crisis, demand of society 
for pesticide reduction, lasting 
technical difficulties etc.)

E.g. Finding a 
new outlet

E.g. Launching
a new production

E.g. Transforming
damaged fruits

E.g. Adapt available
equipment

E.g. Developing
agritourism

Resilience factors

Crop
management

Marketing

Labour

Diversified farms

-Large crop rotations driven by 
marketing requirements
-staggering harvest dates by cultivars, 
plantingdates  and equipments (shelters
+ open air)

-Complexity of decisions
- increase in work load
- selling is time-consuming

- Mainly direct marketing, 
- Species diversification  to 
supply local consumers or  
markets

Long-term trajectory:

• Simplification  of crop
management
• Reducing sp. diversity
• Reducing time allocated
to selling
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An historical analysis of the development of organic production in the Drôme 

Role of different sources of knowledge and 

forms of learning, and the related networks 

and institutions 

We have showed the importance of farmers’ networks 

and collective dynamics. Farm autonomy often relies 

on exchanges and complementarities between local 

farmers e.g. (for products’ marketing or for manure 

provisioning). Networks are major ways to exchange 

information, learn from the others, get more confident 

during processes of change. But some more isolated 

farmers, especially newcomers, in the area studied said 

to have difficulties in finding efficient networks. Com-

bining organic and conventional farmers was useful as 

regards learning and exchange processes, as this co-

presence often proved quite efficient in leading con-

ventional farmers to question their current practices 

and/or experiment new ones. Hence, organic farming 

and farmers are now much better recognized and legit-

imized than they used to be 10 or 20 years ago, as 

indicated by the development of a mixed event in the 

Drome called Tech’nBio. 

‘Rethinking’ modernization 

This case study shows how the three aspects of farm 

modernization, rural development and farm and terri-

tories resilience are closely intricate. Indeed, the co-

existence of several farm modernization models (orga-

nic/IPM farms, shorter circuits and longer ones, various 

degrees of diversification, etc.) allows the farming 

community at the territorial scale to be more resilient 

than if 100% of the farms would turn organic for exa-

mple or 100% remain conventional.  

 

 

Tech and Bio, a professional show on organic and alterna-

tive farming techniques in Drôme 

In this region, there is a coexistence of organic and 

non-organic strategies within the same area, partially in 

competition but also very closely interconnected (mar-

ket, technical advice, consumption, local policies...). In 

the same way, a diversified vision of rural develop-

ment, not only focused on organic farming and en-

vironmental issues but also on food chain coordination 

and on the articulation of diverse activities within the 

area, such as agriculture, tourism, social services etc., 

allows for a certain resilience at this territorial scale. 

The resilience of farms and the resilience of rural areas 

are closely linked together, even though the territorial 

resilience also relies on other non-farming activities as 

well as on the close links between rural areas and cities 

(an aspect which should be developed in further re-

search).   

Evolution of organic farming in the Drome department

1990 20001980 20101970

A WILL TO BETTER COORDINATE THE ACTIONS

AN EMPHASIS ON LOCAL/REGIONAL SUPPLIES

A « HISTORICAL » 
BIO-TERRITORY

FIRST VOLUNTARIST

PUBLIC POLICIES

PIDA Bio ex Diois 
(integrated
program of 
organic sector’s
development)

Pioneers of organic agriculture
First collective structures

National 
« Riquois Plan »

Grenelle Environment
Forum : national plan 
« organic agriculture –
Horizon 2012 »

National Plan 
« Ambition Bio 2017 »

CROF bio 
(integrated program of organic
sector’s development) 

Regional plan 
of organic
agriculture’s
development

Terres Dioises 
3% Bio

Terres Dioises
25% Bio

Terres Dioises
70% Bio

Evolution 2007 - 2012 :
Farms : +74%

Surfaces : +44%
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At both farm and territorial scale we observed that it is 

important to reach a balance between short-term effi-

ciency and long-term resilience. This means combining 

a long-term strategy and a more tactical one, aimed at 

seizing opportunities. This ability to combine long-term 

vision and short-term opportunism has been a skill 

exemplarily developed in the Drôme Valley, within its 

local institutions, as showed our study at the agrifood 

system scale. But this is also true at the farm scale as 

suggests the importance of the resilience criteria “ca-

pacity to reconfigure assets and activities” which we 

identified in our qualitative analysis of farm trajectories 

(see above). 

Finally, in farmers networks and territorial agrifood 

systems, not only good coordination at the collective 

level plays a role, but also specific individuals per se, as 

some appear as “mediators” between different social 

and professional worlds, for example between the 

“old” local farmers and new ones, between farmers 

and wholesalers or other market operators, between 

young farmers and local land owners etc.   

 A stakeholder group which involves differ-

ent actors of the territorial agrifood system  

Within Rethink, we set up a local stakeholder group 

which gathered about 10 persons representing differ-

ent types of initiatives and the main parts of the agri-

food systems. We have included actors from produc-

tion, marketing, advisory services, national and local 

politics, farming organizations and civil society organi-

zations. Its role was to discuss the objectives, results 

and perspectives of our case study and suggest further 

research priorities. 

 

The territorial agrifood system In the Drôme and the 

members of the stakeholder group (in blue) 

 

  

 Floriane Derbez’ PhD, 2014-2017 

Within the Rethink project  was launched a PhD in 

sociology, partly funded by the project, about “The 

trajectory of ecologisation in France from 1985 until 

the current agroecological program” 

Some key recommendations  

 We need to take into account the diversity in 

terms of degrees (and types) of agricultural ecolo-

gization: between conventional and organic agri-

culture and within organic agriculture itself, both 

in terms of support policies and of learning pro-

cesses 

 Analysing farm resilience requires an in-depth 

analysis, not only of farm structural characteristics 

but also of farmers’ behaviour and their relation-

ships within the agrifood system 

 Public policies should favor the collective creation 

and recognition of knowledge  

 There is a need for some clarification over the 

distribution of roles and competencies  among the 

numerous structures which deal with organic 

farming and food chains 

 The formalization and institutionalization of gov-

ernance should not prevent informal networks and 

links to play their role 

Contact for more information on the case study: 
 

Claire LAMINE and Mireille NAVARRETE 
INRA Ecodeveloppement Unit 
France 
clamine@avignon.inra.fr,mnavarrete@avignon.inra.fr 
Tel.: 003432722560  
 

Project website: www.rethink-net.eu 
 

RETHINK is a transdisciplinary research project supported by 
the European Commission and funding bodies in 14 countries 
under the umbrella of FP7 and the RURAGRI ERA-NET (CA 
235175). 
 

             
 
Disclaimer: The content of this publication is the sole responsibility 
of the implementing partners of the RETHINK project and can in no 
way be taken to reflect the views of the European Union. 
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