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Abstract
The article explores and discusses, both conceptually and empirically, the exercise of food democracy in the context of
three alternative food networks (AFNs) in Brussels, Belgium. It demonstrates that food democracy can be described as a
“vector of sustainability transition”. The argumentation is built on the results of a 3.5-year participatory-action research
project that configured and applied a sustainability assessment framework with the three local AFNs under study. Firstly,
the article presents a localized understanding of food democracy. Food democracy is defined as a process aiming to trans-
form the current food system to a more sustainable one. This transformation process starts from a specific point: the
people. Indeed, the three AFNs define and implement concrete processes of power-configuration to alter the political,
economic, and social relationships between consumers and producers as well as between retailers and producers. Sec-
ondly, the article assesses and discusses how the three AFNs perform these practices of food democracy and what effects
these have on the actors concerned. The assessment shows that the three AFNs distinguish themselves along a gradient
of their transformative potential in terms of practices. However, this variation in their interpretation of food democracy
does not translate into a gradient of performance.
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1. Introduction: Alternative Food Networks,
Sustainability, and Democracy

Alternative food networks (AFNs) are under deep
scrutiny since they emerged as concrete attempts to
counter the negative externalities of the dominant global
and industrial food system (Deverre & Lamine, 2010;
Le Velly, 2016; Maye & Kirwan, 2010; Tregear, 2011).
Commonly, the concept of AFNs “cover[s] newly emerg-
ing networks of producers, consumers and other ac-

tors that embody alternatives to the more standard-
ized industrial mode of food supply” (Renting, Marsden,
& Banks, 2003, p. 394). Examples of AFNs include
short food supply chains, solidarity purchasing groups,
farmer’s market, and community-supported agriculture
or consumers food co-operatives and foods with a geo-
graphical indication of origin.

On the ground, AFNs are mainly alternative food dis-
tribution systems, their primary focus being to experi-
ment with and drive the transition towards sustainabil-
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ity of the current food system (Kirwan, Ilbery, Maye, &
Carey, 2013; Maye & Duncan, 2017; Rossi, 2017). A re-
cent literature review states that AFNs intend to build
sustainable food systems byway of three types of innova-
tive practice (Forssell & Lankoski, 2015). First, AFNs pro-
mote ecological ways of growing food by marketing and
distributing high-quality foodstuffs. Positive impacts on
the environment, especially on soils and biodiversity, as
well as on human health, are expected. Second, AFNs
experiment with new types of food chain configuration
reducing the spatial and social distance between pro-
ducers and consumers involving minimal geographical
transport distances, minimal value chain length (num-
ber of intermediaries) and minimal informational dis-
tance. Socioeconomic impacts are projected, such as im-
proved income for producers and stronger social ties be-
tween food chain actors, improving territorial/rural de-
velopment (Praly, Chazoule, Delfosse, & Mundler, 2014;
Renting et al., 2003).Mutual trust is targeted, too, aswell
as ecological benefits from reduced food miles (Mundler
& Rumpus, 2012). Third, AFNs experiment with new gov-
ernance schemes and reconfigure power relationships
along the food chain. While the first two sets of inno-
vative practices target ecological and socio-economic im-
pacts, the third dimension directly addresses the issue
of food democracy. Although AFNs could only choose
one of these three archetypal sets of innovative activi-
ties, they generally combine two or all of them, with dif-
ferent intensities. This means that AFNs hold a core set
of sustainability promises with which food democracy is
intrinsically associated.

Introduced in the 1990s by Lang (1999), food democ-
racy was precisely developed to describe such grassroots
experiments, alternative to the global food system con-
trolled by big companies and framed by the agricultural
(production) agendas. The core idea of fooddemocracy is
then to give more power to all the actors involved in the
food chain; it is a call for more consumer/citizen partic-
ipation in the management and the control of the food
system (Booth & Coveney, 2015; Dubuisson-Quellier &
Lamine, 2008; Hassanein, 2003; Levkoe, 2006; Lockie,
2009; Renting, Schermer, & Rossi, 2012; Wilkins, 2005).
Similarly, Hassanein (2003) defined food democracy as a
means for collective action, andmore precisely as a prag-
matic and gradual method for the transformation of the
food system to sustainability. The concept of “civic food
networks” equally emerged to designate AFNs as the “ex-
pression of the revitalized role of civil society-based gov-
ernance mechanisms” and “a source of dynamism and
innovation” (Renting et al., 2012, p. 297). From this spe-
cific point of view, the project of AFNs concerns the trans-
formation of the food regime from a particular starting
point: the people.

In this article, we argue that in the context of AFNs,
food democracy mainly acts as a “vector of [sustain-
ability] transition” (Chiffoleau, Millet-Amrani, & Canard,
2016; Kropp, 2018; Rossi, 2017). It is a core set of in-
novative practices implemented by AFNs that reconfig-

ure power relationships along the food chains they pro-
mote in order to build a more sustainable food system.
If using a sustainability transition perspective (Geels &
Schot, 2007), this definition of food democracy allows
AFNs to be linked to the developing concept of “trans-
formative social innovation” defined as “a process of
change in social relations, involving new ways of doing,
organizing, framing and/or knowing, which challenge, al-
ter and/or replace established (dominant) institutions in
a specific socio-material context” (Haxeltine et al., 2016,
p. 8). It means that AFNs have a high transformative po-
tential linked to the new ways of organizing and govern-
ing the entire food chains they promote; this potential to
transform sustainability relates to their practices of food
democracy/democratic processes, and that is concerned
with the power-relationships they configure.

However, the literature on AFNs remains unclear in
identifying clearly and systematically how AFNs concep-
tualize, operationalize, and implement food democracy,
and what effects are exerted on the actors/citizens in-
volved. This article attempts to fill this gap and suggests
giving specific content to food democracy in the context
of AFNs daily sustainability practices. Based on the re-
sults of 3.5 years of participatory research (CosyFood,
2019) which configured and applied a sustainability as-
sessment framework for local AFNs, this article concep-
tually and empirically explores the relationship between
sustainability and democracy in the context of three
AFNs in Brussels, Belgium. This article demonstrates how
food democracy forms a cornerstone of the sustainabil-
ity project of these AFNs but also that the idea of food
democracy shapes a diversity of practices.Moreover, this
article explores whether and how local AFNs in Brussels
allow for the emergence and navigation of food democ-
racy within their very own alternative practices.

The article is structured as follows. In the next section
(Section 2), the research context is described, empirical
materials, and method. We will focus on the participa-
tory aspects of our research. In Section 3, the indicators
linked to food democracy and the results are presented.
The particular practices that promote the construction
of food democracy will be described and discussed
(Section 3.1), as well as the impacts of those processes
on each AFN stakeholder (Section 3.2). In Section 4,
based on the results, the link between food democracy
and sustainability transformation is discussed. Section 5
presents the conclusions.

2. Research Context and Empirical Materials

This article is based on (a part of) the results of the
CosyFood project. In this participatory-action research
project, we worked for 3.5 years with three AFNs in
Brussels. Each project partner (i.e., us, a university part-
ner, and the three AFNs) was funded by the research pro-
gram (1.5 full-time employees for the university partner
and 1 full-time employee for each AFN partner).
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2.1. The CosyFood Project: Partners and Goals

The three AFNs involved in the CosyFood project are
quite different. The first AFN is a brand (and partially
a franchise) of neighbourhood organic shops with a co-
operative status (“the organic shops” in the following
sections). This AFN exclusively retails organic foodstuffs
favouring local products and shorter supply chains. It
started in 2013 with only one small shop. It is now (early
2019) a bigger cooperative network involving nine or-
ganic shops in Brussels. Total sales were around €15.5
million in 2017 and it employs around 100 staff.

The second AFN is a non-profit organization which
networks solidarity purchasing groups for peasant agri-
culture (“the Gasap” in the following sections). Since
2008, organic local farmers deliver their products every
(two) week(s) directly to ninety (in 2019) small groups
of consumers. Every group organizes themselves to take
collective care of the foodstuffs’ distribution as well as fi-
nancial operations. Each local farmer and each purchas-
ing group is a legalmember of the organization. The orga-
nization supports the system in multiple ways: the selec-
tion of farmers, organization of meetings between farm-
ers and consumer groups, dissemination of the model.
The Gasap receives a public subvention for sustaining
these support activities. The total sales by the local farm-
ers involved were around €1.3 million in 2017.

The third AFN is an online shop which exclusively
sells local foodstuffs from organic or conventional
small/medium-scale farmers and transformers (“the on-
line shop” in the following sections). Farmers and food
processors must participate in the weekly 2-hour distri-
bution event. The digital tool provider, which is a start-
up located in France, manages the online shop centrally.
However, at the local level, it is always a person who is
in charge of configuring the network of producers and
consumers, and of organizing and hosting the weekly dis-
tribution. For the Brussels case under study, it is a co-
operative that hosts this configuring task. In 2017, sales
were around €0.5 million.

To involve the three AFNs in the whole research pro-
cess, the research methodology was built on the ex-
isting good practices for participatory-action research
(Chevalier, Buckels, & Bourassa, 2013) and participatory
evaluation (Sébastien, Lehtonen, & Bauler, 2017). The
five people funded by the project together managed all
of the research activities and considered themselves as
equally skilled citizen-researchers, with amutually recog-
nized field expertise related to food chains and food sus-
tainability. The goals of the project were as follows: 1) to
configure a shared sustainability assessment framework
for 2) assessing and comparing the impacts of the three
AFNs on local sustainability and 3) to apply the content
of the shared sustainability framework into specific sus-
tainability improvement-tools for each AFN. This article
is built on the results linked to the two first objectives,
for which we gathered distinctive materials correspond-
ing to particular methods.

2.2. Materials and Method

The first set of materials used in this article is the con-
tent of the sustainability assessment framework. This
content has been co-constructed by the four project
partners for nearly two years. To do this, the “principle-
criteria-indicators” framework was used (Rey-Valette
et al., 2008). By starting from a blank page, this method
takes into account the actors’ representations, values,
beliefs, and knowledge. Concretely, a series of partici-
patory workshops and co-creational activities were con-
ducted with each type of AFN stakeholder: leaders and
employees, producers, and consumers. By the end of
the process, the sustainability assessment tool contained
14 sustainability principles, 55 sustainability criteria, and
105 indicators (the full framework with the detailed
description of all principles is available in French at
CosyFood, 2019).

The principles designate the most critical sustainabil-
ity goals for the (alternative) food system. They reveal
a shared and collective vision in terms of values, beliefs,
and ethics. This vision embraces fundamental values of
sustainability such as solidarity, economic viability, fair-
ness and justice, sensitization and transparency, and of
course elements regarding strong respect for the eco-
logical limits of the planet. The criteria define the pre-
cisely elaborated conditions for respecting those princi-
ples in the context of a food network. The whole set of
criteria represents a shared roadmap towards a sustain-
able (alternative) food system. It is important to men-
tion that the three AFNs wanted to distinguish “perfor-
mance criteria” from “practice criteria”. Performance cri-
teria designate “levels of performance” (e.g., the level
of participation) that can be more or less defined as
impacts. Practice criteria identify the concrete practices
that AFNs have to implement to be able to perform at
the desired level (e.g., promoting participation [or not]
in the decision-making process). Finally, the indicators
translate each criterion into precise measurements and
allow them to assess whether AFNs conform to their
roadmap. In Section 3.1, the criteria and indicators of
food democracy identified for this article are presented
and discussed.

The second set of materials used in this article is
the data collected for the measurement of the identified
food democracy indicators. This data was produced fol-
lowing a qualitative survey conducted between February
and June 2018. Data was collected through anonymous
online questionnaires with the relevant actors of each
AFN (farmers, wholesalers if any, food processors, con-
sumers) and consolidated with semi-structured inter-
views with three leading actors (“managers”) in each
AFN. The number of questionnaires sent varies in each
AFN because they vary in terms of size (see Table 2 and
its footnote).

Using these two sets of materials, the following sec-
tions of the article consist of, on the one hand, in an in-
ductive re-construction and ex-post re-interpretation of
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a localized understanding of food democracy in the con-
text of the three AFNs; an interpretation of the materi-
als in the light of a food democracy perspective. On the
other hand, the data collected by the survey allows as-
sessment of whether the three AFNs conform to their un-
derstanding of food democracy, understood as a vector
of transformation towards sustainability.

3. Reconstructing Perspectives on Food Democracy in
the Context of Three AFNs in Brussels

3.1. Food Democracy: Vector of Transition by Giving
Back Power to the Food Chains Actors

As mentioned in the introduction, food democracy as
a concept was developed to promote and apprehend
grassroots experiments such as AFNs that give back con-
trol and power to the actors involved in the food sup-
ply chains. Food democracy is about re-engaging citizens
and food actors into the governance of the food sys-

tem, which is currently wholly framed and structured
by “state-market” interests and agendas (De Schutter,
Mattei, Vivero-Pol, & Ferrando, 2019). It also refers to
a demand for more citizen participation in the manage-
ment and control of the food system. Based on this,
we consider that food democracy leads to transforma-
tion towards sustainability through the reconfiguration
of power-relationships.

For this article and with these very generic and gen-
eral considerations in mind, we scrutinized the whole set
of sustainability criteria and indicators.We identified and
selected 12 (of 55) criteria linked to the field of food
democracy as broadly defined above: six performance
criteria and six practice criteria. Subsequently, we linked
15 (of 105) indicators to the notion of food democracy as
described in the introduction (see Table 1).

By analyzing the content of the 12 criteria and the
15 corresponding indicators, it is possible to reconstruct
the vision of food democracy shared by the three AFNs
involved in the project. Thiswas done by connecting food

Table 1. Criteria and indicators linked to democracy.

Assessment criteria Indicators

Practices Funding resources A1. Ownership properties of the retailer/facilitator

Participation in the decision-making process A2. Existence of participative and/or cooperative
decision-making processes

A3. The formal/legal distribution of power in the
decision-making process

Sensitization practices B1. Existence of formal sensitization programs
for consumers

B2. Which information is offered to the consumers and
by which means

Knowledge transmission and learning B3. Existence of frequent and formal meetings between
processes producers and consumers

Terms of trade C1. Level of pricing power for producers/suppliers

C2. The basis for setting prices

Competition management by the C3. Commitment modalities between sellers
retailer/facilitator (producers/suppliers) and buyers (retailer or consumers)

Performances Level of participation of the stakeholders A4. Whether the stakeholders are satisfied with their
power and inclusion in the decision-making processes

Quality of social relations between B4. Whether the producers/suppliers trust in the
stakeholders reliability of the relationships with the retailer/facilitator

Level of recognition of the work of the B5. Whether the supplier feels recognized and valued
producers/suppliers for his/her work by the client

Level of consumers’ sensitization B6. Whether the consumers feel more
about sustainable food and producers’ and more aware and conscious about the sustainability
daily realities of food systems and producers’ labor conditions

Level of the economic viability C4. Level of monthly income in regards to the minimal
of producers local income to live

Affordability C5. Level of feeling about economic affordability
(consumers)
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democracy to their overall common sustainability frame-
work. Regarding this, food democracy for them does not
solely represent an isolated “fourth pillar” of sustain-
ability. It instead appears as a transversal starting point
for diverse practices aiming to reach a certain global
level of sustainability. Indeed, when scrutinizing the cri-
teria and indicators linked to food democracy listed in
Table 1, the interdependence between practices and per-
formances can quite easily be observed. Also, it can be
seen that the identified criteria and indicators address
the idea of power-(re)configuration. In this respect, the
practices that give back power to the actors involved
are envisioned along three dimensional comprehensions
of power: political power, understood as the “power to
decide and to participate in the decision-making pro-
cess” (indicators labelled with an A in Table 1); power, in
terms of social resources, understood as gaining capacity
through learning and building a confident social network
(indicators labelled with a B), and economic power un-
derstood as gaining commercial and economic capacity
(indicators labelled with a C).

Furthermore, the above selection of criteria and in-
dicators illustrates that the three AFNs want to assert
explicitly that the three different dimensions of power
are interrelated. As we observed during the research pro-
cess, the three AFNs are aware that, for example, giv-
ing a formal right to vote to a producer to participate in
the decision-making process does not necessarily mean
that he/she will use it. For this producer, gaining the le-
gal power to configure the AFNs functioning (political
power) does not mean either that they will be free from
all constraintswhen they set the prices of their foodstuffs
(economic power) or that they will feel part of the AFN
community (social power). Though, for the three AFNs
which developed the sustainability framework, as far as
food democracy is also part of the general sustainability
endpoint, the ideal target is that all the conditions linked
to democracy and listed in Table 1 must occur. In their
perfect world, sustainability would only be fully achieved
if those three sets of power-configuration practices arose
and if they led to the expected performance.

These elements illustrate the result of a Brussels-
contextualized inquiry about the grassroots significance
of food democracy, understood in relationship to food
sustainability. Moreover, we assert that the participa-
tory process has produced and defined a formal set of
food democratization practices. These practices appear
as necessary conditions and vectors of sustainability. So,
it becomes nowpossible to extend and give concrete con-
tent to the notion of “food democracy”. The sustainabil-
ity assessment framework includes the contextualized
conditions (the criteria) for building food democracy; at
the same time, it offers a way to assess the effectiveness
of its implementation and related effects (the indicators).

Finally, based on the criteria and indicators they co-
constructed during the CosyFood project, it is evident
that the three AFNs involved are, at least in terms of
intentions, democracy-led and aware of the democracy

issues around food. The food democracy elements they
have put on the table is empirical proof of their aware-
ness of the need to implement participatory processes
and more balanced power-configurations within their
daily practices of food distribution and consumption.
Such shared attention to food democracy illustrates that
the grassroots actors are already on their way to building
a more democratic, and as a result, a more sustainable
food system. However, the following section explores
in more detail what effects each AFN has concerning
food democracy.

3.2. Food Democracy on the Ground: Food Democracy
Performances in 3 Contextualized AFNs

The results compiled in Table 2 show if and to what ex-
tent the three AFNs implement (some of) the identified
practices for building food democracy and the effect of
these on their performance.

The first category of indicators relates to the config-
uration of political power within the food chains. The re-
sults reveal that when the stakeholders involved were
asked if theywere satisfiedwith their political power, the
average satisfaction score (Indicator A4) is very similar
for each of the three AFNs. This even though the daily im-
plemented practices (Indicators A1 to A3) vary between
the three AFNs.

The online shop is hosted by a co-operative recog-
nized by the Belgian Centre National de la Coopération,
which means, among other things, that each member
gets one vote at the Annual General Meeting (AGM).
Formally, the consumers and farmers who invested and
bought some shares get an equal power in the decision-
making process. Informally, in this AFN, the general as-
sembly tends to validate decisions and choices made by
the project manager. The project manager thus has the
power to decide about the day-to-day practices as far
as informal consultations of AFNs members nurture the
most important choices.

Even though they are called “co-operative”, the or-
ganic shops are not recognized as such because they
do not respect all basic principles of co-operatives (e.g.,
mechanisms to limit the power of controlling partners
and distribution of dividends). Indeed, at the AGM, the
members’ voting power depends on the number of eco-
nomic shares owned. Because a few investors own the
majority of shares, the final decisions belong to them,
and they are more potent than the other “co-op mem-
bers” (consumers, farmers, suppliers, managers, work-
ers). Nevertheless, they have a more balanced power
when it comes to the dailymanagement of the supermar-
kets. At the level of the board, investors cannot force a
decision even if they were to join together and oppose
all the other represented categories of cooperators.

The Gasap is a non-profit organization. This official
status implies that each member at the general meeting
must have equal voting power (“one man, one vote”).
However, in the way that the organization performs
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Table 2.Measurement of the indicators linked to food democracy in three Brussels-based AFNs.

Power type Indicators Organic shops Gasap Online shop

Political power-
configuration
practices

A1. Ownership properties
of the retailer/facilitator

Non-recognized
co-operative;
ownership by
investors

Nonprofit
organization, no
capital ownership

Host within a
recognized
co-operative;
ownership by
cooperators

A2. Existence of
participative and/or
cooperative
decision-making processes

Structural, formal
participative
decision-making
processes

Structural, formal
participative
decision-making
processes

Informal
participation and
consultation

A3. The formal/legal
distribution of power in the
decision-making process

One share, one vote One member (group
or farmer), one vote

One member
(farmer or
consumer), one vote

Political power-
configuration
performances

A4. Whether the
stakeholders are satisfied
with their power and
inclusion in the
decision-making processes

Average 3.2/5 Average 3.6/5 Average 3/5

Social power-
configuration
practices

B1. Existence of formal
sensitization programs for
consumers

No Yes. One employee is
dedicated to this.
Specific “discussions”
4 times a year for the
members

No

B2. Which information is
offered to the consumers
and by which means

Label, newsletter,
digital social
networks

Visits on farms, Label,
dedicated
communication,
participative quality
control, free
conversations with
farmers during the
distribution

Dedicated
communication,
open discussions
with farmers during
the distribution

B3. Existence of frequent
and formal meetings
between producers and
consumers

No Yes, every (two)
week(s)

Yes, weekly

Social power-
configuration
performances

B4. Whether the
producers/suppliers trust in
the reliability of the
relationships with the
retailer/facilitator

Average 4.1/5 Average 4/5 Average 4.4/5

B5. Whether the supplier
feels recognized and valued
for his/her work by his
clients

Average 3.4/5 Average 4.1/5 Average 4.5/5

B6. Whether the consumers
feel more and more aware
and conscious about the
sustainability of food
systems and producers’
labor conditions

Average 3.7/5 Average 4.2/5 Average 4.3/5
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Table 2. (Cont.) Measurement of the indicators linked to food democracy in three Brussels-based AFNs.

Power type Indicators Organic shops Gasap Online shop

Economic
power-
configuration
practices

C1. Level of pricing power
for producers/suppliers

Negotiation with
suppliers, no
negotiation with
farmers

High High

C2. The basis for setting
prices

94% of farmers who
sell directly to the
AFN set prices based
on production costs

47% of farmers set
prices based on
production costs

95% of farmer set
prices based on
production costs

C3. Commitment modalities
between sellers
(producers/suppliers) and
buyers (retailer or
consumers)

No commitment Mutual commitment No commitment

Economic
power-
configuration
performances

C4. Level of monthly
income in regards to the
minimal local income to live

65% of farmers have
monthly income
higher than the
minimal income

52% of farmers have
monthly income
higher than the
minimal income

71% of farmers have
monthly income
higher than the
minimal income

C5. Level of feeling about
economic affordability
(consumers)

Average 3/5 4/5 3.7/5

Notes: For the organic shops, the questionnaires were sent to seven wholesalers and six farmers and eight transformers who deliver
the stores directly. Together, these actors represent 50% of the total supply of the organic shops. The response rate was 95%: All the
wholesalers and farmers responded and seven of the eight transformers. For the indicators regarding consumers, 122 consumers volun-
tary responded to the survey, online or on paper. For the Gasap, the questionnaires were sent to 20 farmers and three transformers, in
other words, all the network providers. The global response rate is 73%: 16 farmers and one transformer. In this AFN, 186 consumers
answered the online survey. For the online shop, we went the questionnaires to all the providers (17 farmers and four transformers),
and only one farmer did not respond. So, the response rate was 90%. 76 consumers answered the online survey. In the case of perfor-
mance criteria and corresponding indicators, the respondents were asked to evaluate the theme/subject at stake on a satisfaction scale,
from 1 (not satisfied at all) to 5 (very satisfied). The final scores, as compiled in Table 2, refer to the average score of the all concerned
actors’ level of satisfaction. In the case of practice criteria and corresponding indicators, the results summarize the qualitative data that
was gathered.

day-to-day, the board takes all the important decisions,
together with the employees, while the AGM approves
the annual budget and the annual action plan.

As a significant innovation on the path towards
greater levels of food democracy, we see that every type
of actor in each of the AFNs gets an opportunity to partic-
ipate in the decision-making process. Providers (farmers,
transformers, wholesalers) and consumers hold an influ-
ence over the configuration of the system and the way
it operates. In the case of the organic shops, the formal
power is less balanced between actors. For now, a few
investors ownmost of the capital and have the last word.
However, in the cases of theGasap and the online shop, if
the distribution of political power seems to be fairer and
better balanced, the main decisions are taken by board
members, employees, volunteers, or manager(s).

However, in terms of practices, the legal position and
the ownership configuration of the AFNs are still only
symbolic signals about the formal opportunity to partici-
pate given to the actors in the value chain. Indeed, each
AFN can operate formal and informal participative pro-
cesses, whatever its legal status and ownership property.

In this way, the organic shops and the Gasap have im-
plemented structural participative decision-making pro-
cesses, contrary to the online shop, which consults value
chain actors only informally. Simultaneously, the mea-
surements of the performance show that even though
each AFN implements different practices, this makes no
difference in terms of the effects observed. Within the
three political power-configurations, the actors (farmers
and suppliers in our data) do feel involved but are not
completely satisfied with their involvement.

The second category of indicators relates to social
power. The central insight resulting from the assessment
concerns the direct contact between farmers and con-
sumers, a characteristic which differentiates the organic
shops from the two other AFNs. In terms of performance,
the results show that when there are frequent direct
meetings between farmers and consumers, as in the
Gasap and the online shop, the farmers feel more rec-
ognized for their work (Indicator B5).

However, regarding the two other scores, the differ-
ences between the three AFNs are not significant. Firstly,
concerning sensitization (Indicator B6), the frequent di-
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rect meetings between farmers and consumers should
help to make consumers more involved and aware of
sustainability and agricultural conditions. However, this
does not produce significantly different effects. This prac-
tice is the leading information channel about produc-
tion processes and the quality of foodstuffs used by the
Gasap and the online shop. The organic shops use more
delegation practices such as labels and passive informa-
tion, which seem to perform equally. Secondly, regarding
the level of trust in the reliability of the relationship be-
tween providers and retailers/facilitators, there is little
evidence of a difference. The Gasap has the lowest score
in terms of trust and reliability. This result is puzzling;
indeed, the Gasap implements the most coherent and
complete program of sensitization in comparison to the
other two. It also gives priority to the building of ties be-
tween categories of actors. In summary, as in the case of
the decision-making processes, different practices gen-
erate no significant difference in terms of performances,
except maybe for the farmers’ quest for recognition of
their work.

Social ties and relationships between actors could
also be associated with power dynamics in economic
terms. If looking at commercial relationships (Indicator
C1), none of the AFNs negotiate the prices of the food-
stuffs with the farmers and the organic shops negotiate
solely when the supplier is a wholesaler. The Gasap in
the only one that operates with a mutual commitment
between the buyers (the consumers directly) and the
farmers (Indicator C3). However, if relating this to the
scores concerning the farmers’ level of economic viabil-
ity (Indicator C4), and the ratings about the freedom to
set prices based on production costs, we identify a para-
dox for the Gasap. Indeed, mutual commitment to a fair
price is formally much stronger than in the two other
AFNs, but it does not lead to economic viability for farm-
ers. Moreover, prices seem to be implicitly constrained
by thismutual commitment because farmers do not dare
to increase them. This situation contrasts with the case
in the online shop: More farmers are profitable and are
able to set prices based on their real production costs.
Moreover, last but not least, the scores for the three
AFNs regarding affordability are positive. A big dilemma
remains: how to generate increased profitability for farm-
ers while maintaining affordability for consumers.

4. Food Democracy as a Vector Sustainability
Transformation: Three Gradients of Transformative
Potential

If we return to the concept and definition of “transfor-
mative social innovation”, we could say that the three
AFNs distinguish themselves by their position along a gra-
dient of their transformative potential. At one end of
the axis, the organic shops implement the least stringent
practices for each category of power-configuration. At
the other end of the axis, the Gasap has the most am-
bitious targets and appears the most coherent system:

deep democratic processes, lots of initiatives to recon-
nect individuals, especially farmers and consumers, as
well as mutual economic commitment. Between these
two AFNs, the online shop operates a more or less hy-
brid configuration.

Indeed, in terms of food democracy, the organic
shops are only able to alter and challenge the dominant
food system through their governance processes and
practices, tending to reproduce the mainstream meth-
ods of organizing economic relationships and social ties.
The online shop goes one step further: its transformative
potential appears in the food chain’s governance. Most
of the democratic practices are informal, but it seems to
performwell, especially if we look at the second category
of indicators, regarding the social ties that are developed.
However, this AFN is not transformative in terms of the
configuration of its economic exchanges because of the
mainstream market rules. The Gasap makes one more
significant step beyond this. This AFN tries to alter the
dominant regime through the governance of its chain. It
builds solidarity through a community of people and im-
plements disruptive commercial relationships between
actors. Then, the Gasap holds the most potential to en-
act a radical version of transformation, because it is the
most challenging to the dominant regime in each cate-
gory of power-configuration.

Considering food democracy as a “vector of transi-
tion towards sustainability”, the distinctive deepness of
the transformative practices implemented by the three
AFNs could have led to some differences in terms of per-
formance. However, as we can see, none of the three
AFNs performs in a perfectly democratic way. The ob-
served and measured effects of the three distinctive
power-configurations do not distinguish the three AFNs
in terms of their performance, except for profitability
where there is a more distinctive score. We may ex-
plain this constatation by the fact that the actors who
responded in the survey are very diverse. It means that
they could participate in each AFN for various reasons
due to their diverse backgrounds. For example, the farm-
ers’ profiles are very distinctive, in terms of activity,
size, means of production (e.g., manual vs. motorized),
or longevity.

Of course, these explanations need more investiga-
tion. However, in the end, the results further contribute
to illustrating that each AFN achieves at least a part of
its objectives and generates (positive) effects on the ac-
tors who are involved. In this sense, the three categories
of power-configuration processes can clearly label the
threeAFNs as an alternative to themainstream regarding
food democracy. They are all participative, formally as
well as informally. So, if we look at the broader situation
for the sustainability of the Brussels food system/regime,
the results tend to show that the three AFNs participate
in the transformation of the current food system, despite
different transformative potentials (more or less strin-
gent) but also despite their having different scales of ac-
tivity. In the context of the broader field of research on
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sustainability transition, this assessment leads to further
discussion and reflection on how coordinating and up-
scaling a diversity of food democracy practices can con-
tribute to food sustainability.

5. Conclusions

The article showed that the three AFNs conceptualize
and define food democracy as the way to reach some
sustainability goals, mainly in governance and socio-
economic terms. In this respect, AFNs connect their
daily practices and normative beliefs to the sustainabil-
ity transition approach. Our participatory sustainability-
focused assessment approach allowed us to reconstruct
a grounded and socially constructed “vision” of food
democracy that the three grassroots AFNs share in
common. The identified criteria and indicators illus-
trate this vision and show a rather pragmatic relation-
ship between food democracy and sustainability. Power-
configurations need to transform, and new ways of or-
ganizing must be implemented to achieve sustainability
goals. Democracy dimensions as such are part of the sus-
tainability landscape but are also part of the pathway to
more sustainable practice. Food democracy is a means
for collective and transformative action. It consists of a
set of processes that give more power to the actors in-
volved in the food chains, at the three political, social,
and economic levels. The authors proposed in this arti-
cle to provide concrete and operational content to the
concept of food democracy that can surely open new em-
pirical research and investigations.

Furthermore, the article brings to the fore a new pro-
posal that helps to assess aspects of food democracy
practices in the context of AFNs. The set of criteria and
indicators opens an interesting analytical tool around the
three kinds of power-configuration processes at stake.
Regarding this, the article fills a gap in the literature
on food democracy and AFNs. It gives and proposes a
concrete but potentially generic content to the concept
of food democracy that as a result becomes more use-
able. Moreover, in terms of methodology and discussion,
the developed analytical/assessment tool allows discus-
sion of the potential interdependence between the three
categories. For example, could it be possible for the
organic shops to change their economic (commitment)
practices, regarding their commercial scale andmodel, to
achievemore direct contacts and learning between farm-
ers and consumers?

Finally, the results illustrate that, in the context of
a sustainability project, none of the three grassroots ex-
periments are perfect, although they all achieved some
great results, whatever the practices involved. On this
basis, we classify the thee AFNs as transformative so-
cial innovations although they have different potentials
for transformation.

However, our results appeal for more investigation.
Firstly, it would be interesting to repeat the same pro-
cess in other places to compare the visions of food

democracy and food sustainability in the context of un-
connected AFNs in terms of localization. Secondly, more
detailed and empirical research should be conducted
regarding the relationship between AFNs as social in-
novations which merely constitute a “niche”, and the
broader food “regime” (Seyfang & Longhurst, 2013) at
a regional or national level. Indeed, even if our article
shows promising results about the effects of food democ-
racy processes on the actors and individuals, it still lack-
ing in the measures and explanations offered about how
these transformations could lead to the transition of the
regional food system.
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