
ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 16 June 2022

doi: 10.3389/fsufs.2022.866004

Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems | www.frontiersin.org 1 June 2022 | Volume 6 | Article 866004

Edited by:

Rachel Bezner Kerr,

Cornell University, United States

Reviewed by:

John R. Taylor,

University of Rhode Island,

United States

Daniel López-García,

Spanish National Research Council

(CSIC), Spain

*Correspondence:

Markus Frank

m.frank@ditsl.org

Specialty section:

This article was submitted to

Social Movements, Institutions and

Governance,

a section of the journal

Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems

Received: 30 January 2022

Accepted: 17 May 2022

Published: 16 June 2022

Citation:

Frank M, Kaufmann B, Ejarque M,

Lamaison MG, Nessi MV and

Amoroso MM (2022) Changing

Conditions for Local Food Actors to

Operate Towards Agroecology During

the COVID-19 Pandemic.

Front. Sustain. Food Syst. 6:866004.

doi: 10.3389/fsufs.2022.866004

Changing Conditions for Local Food
Actors to Operate Towards
Agroecology During the COVID-19
Pandemic
Markus Frank 1,2*, Brigitte Kaufmann 1,2, Mercedes Ejarque 3, María Guadalupe Lamaison 4,

María Virginia Nessi 4 and Mariano Martin Amoroso 5,6

1German Institute for Tropical and Subtropical Agriculture (DITSL), Witzenhausen, Germany, 2 Social Ecology of Tropical and

Subtropical Land-Use Systems, Institute of Agricultural Sciences in the Tropics (Hans-Ruthenberg-Institute), University of

Hohenheim, Stuttgart, Germany, 3 Instituto Nacional de Tecnología Agropecuaria (INTA), Instituto de Investigación y

Desarrollo Tecnológico para la Agricultura Familiar, Región Patagonia, Plottier, Argentina, 4Consejo Nacional de

Investigaciones Científicas y Técnicas (CONICET), Universidad de Buenos Aires, Instituto de Investigaciones Gino Germani

(IIGG), Buenos Aires, Argentina, 5 Instituto de Investigaciones en Recursos Naturales, Universidad Nacional de Rio Negro,

Agroecología y Desarrollo Rural (IRNAD), El Bolsón, Argentina, 6Consejo Nacional de Investigaciones Científicas y Técnicas

(CONICET), El Bolsón, Argentina

Given the novel character of disturbances caused by the pandemic in food systems,

initial studies have been conducted to stress the reinforced urgent need for food

systems’ transformation toward sustainability. First assessments, conducted in the

early months of the pandemic, found that local food actors responded to changing

production and marketing conditions by implementing alternative practices under the

umbrella of agroecology. However, given the unprecedented and dynamic character of

the pandemic in regional situations, and related context-specific changes caused in food

system actors’ operations, case studies are needed to assess in more detail under

which changing conditions food actors implemented alternative practices. Moreover,

the maintenance of practices as conditions normalize, and food actors’ transformative

potential in relation to the principles of agroecology, need further assessment. In response

to these emerging issues, we provide insights into our case study research conducted

during 2021 in a local food system in Argentina. The aim of this research was to study

how changing conditions triggered local food actors to (re-)frame their objectives and

activities regarding marketing, and to assess the relevance of agroecological principles

as a means of responding to changing conditions and to unfold longer-term transitions.

We identified local producer shops (n = 5) and markets (n = 4) that were established

or consolidated by self-organized producer groups (SOPGs) during the first months

of the pandemic. Using semi-structured interviews with SOPG members (n = 12)

and qualitative content analysis, we found that alternative practices were adopted

in response to different changing conditions, and new needs and opportunities for

producers and consumers brought about by the pandemic. Objectives pursued, and

activities undertaken by the groups revealed reactive short-term mitigation strategies,

and proactive longer-term transformative objectives. The relational analysis between

practices and agroecological principles showed that the principles became important
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means of responding to changing conditions and to unfold longer-term transitions. The

cases illustrate how local food actors operationalized agroecological principles, and in

turn how principles can be used to investigate the nature and potentials of food actors’

alternative practices, highlighting the relevance of agroecology to co-design sustainability

transitions in local food systems and to mitigate possible future crisis.

Keywords: agroecological principles, agroecological transitions, shock-mitigation responses, transformative

potential of local food actors, Argentina

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic and measures implemented by
governments at the global level to manage the pandemic have
caused a systemic crisis, affecting food systems’ performance,
and processes along global and local agri-food supply chains.
Negative consequences for established global chains highlight
weaknesses of prevalent food production, distribution and
consumption practices, and threaten sustainable human
development (van der Ploeg, 2020; Rivera-Ferre et al., 2021).
Impacts caused by the pandemic unfold in multiple areas,
and through complex interrelations between social, economic,
ecological, and human health factors. A distinction is made
between direct impacts (the virus on human health) and indirect
impacts, as a consequence of measures implemented to control
the pandemic or through the effect of fear in the population
(UNICEF, 2020; Rivera-Ferre et al., 2021). In response to these
impacts, actions have been taken by groups or individuals
in society or governments to prevent, compensate for, or
adapt to emerging changes. There are hints that local food
actors have responded to the consequences and impacts by
developing immediate decentralized collective strategies, and
by implementing alternative practices under the umbrella of
agroecology (Tittonell et al., 2021; Zollet et al., 2021). However,
the particular changing conditions under which such practices
have been implemented and what potentials they unfold within
local food systems’ sustainability transitions in time and in
relation to the principles of agroecology (Wezel et al., 2020)
remain to be further explored.

Given the novel character of the pandemic and induced
disruptions in prevalent global food systems, studies have been
conducted and expert opinions published to understand the
new situations, to reveal impacts, and to stress the hitherto
known and, through the pandemic, reinforced urgent need for a
transformation of food systems toward sustainability (IAASTD,
2009; IPES Food, 2016; HLPE, 2019). The studies have focused
on a wide range of phenomena associated with the diverse
food system actors impacted, including farmers, processors,
retailers, consumers, as well as regulatory and policy-making
entities and wage workers involved in agri-food sectors. For
instance, disruptions in supply chains were assessed with regard
to decreasing food security (e.g., Savary et al., 2020; Workie et al.,
2020), to impacts on different food supply chain components and
commodity groups in developing countries (Vyas et al., 2021),
to labor availability, food systems’ connectivity and international
trade (Stephens et al., 2020; van der Ploeg, 2020), and to

increasing inequality experienced by small scale food producers
(Paganini et al., 2020). A review by Béné (2020) shows that by
June 2020, indirect impacts caused by lockdowns and mobility
restrictions led to loss of income, purchase power, and in
consequence to a decrease of food security for poorer segments
of populations in low and middle income countries.

These suddenly arising and challenging impacts have pushed
local food system actors to immediately respond to the changing
conditions within their specific context of operation (Zollet et al.,
2021; Frank and Amoroso, in press). Studies looking into such
local responses were mainly conducted during the initial phase
of the pandemic (March-June 2020), providing ‘snapshots’ of
responses in the context of early lockdowns. For instance, studies
on local and regional food systems in different countries around
the globe, characterized by short supply chains and producer-
consumer proximity, indicate high flexibility and adaptability of
local actors to operate under changing conditions, by building
on strong local relationships (Thilmany et al., 2020; Prosser et al.,
2021), by taking advantage of (temporal) changes in consumption
patterns (Lal, 2020; Bisoffi et al., 2021; Zollet et al., 2021), and
by showing their growth potential (Nemes et al., 2021). In a
cross-national study in the Latin American region, Tittonell
et al. (2021) characterized initial responses of family farming and
agroecology movements in the early months of the pandemic
regarding their potential to mitigate threats toward food security.
The study provides first indications of high resilience and
potential for reconstruction of local actors in developing and
implementing immediate strategies under lockdowns, based on
producer-consumer links, short value chains, local and solidary
economy, collective capacity, and cooperation within networks.
Mostly, answers from development projects/initiatives were
analyzed, hence direct farmer perceptions were not considered
(Tittonell et al., 2021).

These first findings, based mostly on large online surveys,
from the initial phase of the pandemic, support the general
narrative by advocates for agroecology. The narrative uses the
argumentation that reinforced and evidenced weaknesses of
prevalent food systems and observed “agroecological” responses
of local food actors confirm that agroecology is the appropriate
pathway for sustainability transitions in food systems (Altieri
and Nicholls, 2020; Gliessman, 2020; Bisoffi et al., 2021; Gras
and Hernández, 2021). However, given the unprecedented
and dynamic character of the current pandemic, its varying
implications in different regional situations, and related context-
specific changes caused in food system actors operations,
the above argumentation for agroecological food practices as
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