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Ctzen ntatves and how to scale them
Ncolas Brcas and Mathlde Doullet

e world of tomorrow is already being experimented with today through a 
proliferation of citizen initiatives that are inventing new ways of organizing 
food systems. We explore several ways for these initiatives to expand and 
enable the necessary transformation of food systems.

Durng the rst lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemc, references to the 
‘world that comes aer’ prolferated n France. It would be reached through the 
transformatve phase of the crss and would resemble the world that collapsologsts 
have been callng for: one that s respectful of the envronment, less thrsty for non-
renewable resources, where the health of humans, non-humans and the planet s 
safeguarded, allowng for a lveable clmate; a world that s more equtable, nclusve, 
democratc and characterzed by shared well-beng (Lancement and Lévêque, 
2019). e great uprsng seemed to have nally arrved, and many eyes turned 
to the ctzens who were already tryng to nvent and experment wth ths world 
beyond new consumpton practces (Chapter 18) wth new ways of producng, 
tradng, managng and governng.

Does the ‘world that comes aer’ already exst?

s ‘world that comes aer’ seems to have been n the makng for years now, under 
the mpetus of ctzens and entrepreneurs – for nstance, through the movements 
ntated by the poneers of organc farmng and far trade. ere has been a 
prolferaton of dverse ntatves seekng to buld alternatve agrcultural and 
food systems, founded on prncples such as renewable resource use, relocalzaton 
(Chapter 17), the reducton of the number of ntermedares n supply chans, 
soldarty between producers and consumers, nclusve partcpaton, cooperatve 
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purchasng groups and smlar ntatves. In France, varous studes and surveys 
have nvestgated ths profuson of ntatves.1 Among others, the Danel and 
Nna Carasso Foundaton has supported many such ntatves n France and 
Span, consderng that these ‘darng men and women’ are brngng forth solutons 
that socety must take up (Fondaton Danel et Nna Carasso, 2019). Worldwde, 
but especally n ndustralzed countres, these ntatves are supported by 
phlanthropc actors concerned wth sustanable food systems.2

e ntatves are led by a dverse range of actors, all of whom share cvc 
partcpaton as ther startng pont. er status vares greatly dependng on 
natonal legslaton, publc fundng opportuntes and the possbltes for volunteer 
nvolvement. In France, these actors all fall under the umbrella of the socal 
soldarty economy (SSE), whch s takng ncreasngly dverse forms, partcularly 
wth socal enterprses, some of whch choose to engage n the captalst market 
economy (Chapter 20). What these actors have n common s ther desre to 
address one or more of the envronmental, socal, health and governance concerns 
that they feel are nsucently taken nto account n domnant models. ey strve 
to nvent and experment wth alternatves, oen explctly seekng to challenge 
ndustralzed food systems, even f some of them are partly based on ths model. 
Vrtually all these ntatves operate on a local scale – that of a farm, a workshop, 
a neghbourhood or even a small town – and they oen nvolve only a few dozen 
to a few thousand people.

ese ntatves have gven rse to abundant scentc lterature, whch has 
detaled ther characterstcs and nvestgated ther role n the transformaton of 
food systems. Many authors have descrbed these ntatves as socal nnovatons 
spannng a wder range of acton than ctzen ntatves. ese nnovatons 
provde new answers to socal needs that are nadequately or nsucently met. 
Many of them ascrbe to an agroecologcal approach that s at once techncal, 
socal and poltcal (Glessman, 2007). In the Englsh-speakng world, they are 
oen analysed as ‘alternatve food networks’ (Roep and Wskerke, 2012).

It s mportant to note that several of these ntatves orgnated n countres 
wth a rather lberal poltcal phlosophy, where ndvduals or communtes are 
encouraged to address envronmental or socal ssues themselves: permaculture 

1 See, for example, the RESOLIS observatory or the Transscope, the collecton of testmonals by the 
cvl socety organzaton ‘On passe à l’acte’ and the vdeo ‘Ça bouge pour l’almentaton’ (https://
vmeo.com/251774302), and the case studes by students of the Advanced M.Sc® n ‘Innovatons 
and Polces for Sustanable Food’ (Mastère spécialisé® Innovations et politiques pour une alimentation 
durable) (Conaré et al., 2015; Albert et al., 2016, 2017,2018, 2019,2020, 2021,2022).

2 For example, the Global Allance for the Future of Food hghlghts these ntatves n ts ‘Beacons of 
Hope’ programme (Bovson Foundaton for Ecologcal Development and Global Allance for the 
Future of Food, 2019; Global Allance for the Future of Food, 2021).
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was theorzed n Australa; the French ‘AMAP’ (Assocatons pour le Manten de 
l’Agrculture Paysanne) networks are based on the US prncple of Communty 
Supported Agrculture; and agrcultural and food ‘thrd places’ are partly nspred 
by Communty Food Centres n Canada. In France, where the state s more 
nterventonst, nterest n these ntatves s more recent. In the agrcultural and 
food sectors, they were long gnored by publc authortes, academc research, 
professonal tranng programmes or advsory and fundng nsttutons. However, 
the development of the SSE dd provde a foothold for them (Bardot, 2020).

ese ntatves are based on a set of prncples of acton: respect for all 
knowledge, nclusve partcpaton, emancpaton and the empowerment of 
vulnerable persons (Choleau and Paturel, 2016). ey nvent new possbltes 
and experment wth alternatves to prove ther feasblty and eectveness 
(Lutz and Schachnger, 2013). But to what extent do these ntatves have a 
transformatve eect? (see Box 19.1). How can they move beyond the stage of 
local and conned experments to account for a greater share of the volumes 
produced and consumed so as to have a truly massve and postve nuence on 
the envronment, health, socal equty and governance?3

3 https://www.agroecologytpp.org.

Box 19.1  Socal nnovatons n countres  
of the Global South

Opposton to ndustral agrculture s also emergng n countres of the Global 
South, led n partcular by peasant organzatons nspred by the Va Campesna 
movement that orgnated n Brazl. Agroecology s champoned by numerous 
cvl socety organzatons that are expermentng wth ts mplementaton 
(IPES-Food, 2018; HLPE, 2019), wth the growng support from research 
actors, for nstance, as part of the Transformatve Partnershp Platform on 
Agroecology.3 ese movements are stll relatvely margnal n the face of 
strong pressure from domnant actors seekng to spread ther producton 
and consumpton models to countres that are wtnessng the emergence of a 
mddle class (allegedly) drawn to the consumer socety.

In countres of the Global South, certan non-ndustralzed agrcultural 
practces can be consdered ‘sustanable’ n the sense that they do not (yet) 
follow the technologcal paths of chemcal agrculture, whch s now beng 
challenged n places where t s domnant. Farmers have been nnovatng for 
decades n the elds of sol fertlty management, bodversty and plant and 
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ree conceptual frameworks to grasp transformaton

Most scentc analyses and many programmes supportng these ntatves 
assume that, as they multply, the ntatves are bound to form a system – that s, to 
nteract and synergze wth one another to brng about sweepng transformatons 

anmal dseases specc to ther envronments. All ths knowledge s a source 
of nspraton for ndng alternatves to conventonal farmng. How to label 
these practces remans an ssue, as shown n the case of food producton 
n Uganda, a country that s hghly nvolved n organc farmng for export 
markets. Descrbng them as ‘tradtonal’ fals to account for the ways n whch 
they evolve and the farmers’ ablty to nnovate, and rsks framng them as 
rejectng modernty. Callng them ‘organc farmng practces by default’, snce 
no chemcals are used, s problematc as t lkens them to organc farmng, 
whch s regulated by speccatons and certcaton. As chemcal farmng has 
only recently begun to develop n ths country, labellng them as ‘conventonal 
farmng practces’ rsks conatng them wth those of conventonal farmng n 
ndustralzed countres. e women who practse ths form of farmng speak 
of agriganda, short for ‘agrculture’ and ‘Uganda’, referrng to a practce that 
could be descrbed as ‘terror agrculture’ (Bendjebbar, 2018).

e same trend can be observed n food processng and retal. Artsanal food 
makers, street vendors and neghbourhood markets are facng competton from 
the largest nternatonal ndustres and supermarkets. s ndustralzaton 
has been crtczed for jeopardzng jobs but also more recently for ts negatve 
eects on the envronment, health and the governance of food systems. From 
ths perspectve, ‘nformal’ artsans and retal thus appear as a model that 
should be supported.

In both cases, t s dcult to descrbe these ntatves as alternatves, 
n the sense that they do not am to replace a domnant model. However, 
many authors have recognzed ther ablty to approach economc actvtes 
as beng nextrcably lnked to socal and/or envronmental ssues (Leloup, 
2018). Rather than consderng ths sector as ‘nformal’, thereby denng t n 
relaton to a formal sector, Jacques Bugncourt and the teams of Enda rd 
World have descrbed t as the ‘popular economy’ (Bugncourt, 1973; Ndone, 
2015). However, the recognton and legtmzaton of these actvtes are 
stll controversal: whle some see them as consttutng a creatve sector for 
sustanable farmng or a socal soldarty economy (Nyssens, 1999), others 
regard them as a sgn of poverty to be eradcated as part of the modernzaton 
process (Maloney, 2003).
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of the exstng conventonal food system. ree major conceptual frameworks 
are artculated to grasp the transformaton of food systems:

 – e most wdely used concept s that of socotechncal transtons, popularzed 
n partcular by Frank Geels (2002). s concept stems from evolutonary 
economcs and scence and technology studes. Transtons result from 
nteractons between a socotechncal landscape, a regulatory regme and 
nnovaton nches. Innovaton nches are the home ground of ctzen ntatves 
and other socal nnovatons that seze the opportuntes created by challenges 
to, and the destablzaton of, the regulatory regme to ultmately change t and 
brng about a new ecologcal and socal regme.

 – Food regme theory (Fredmann and McMchael, 1989), whch stems from 
poltcal economy, places greater emphass on the power dynamcs at play 
n challengng the domnant regme. Socal nnovatons represent a crtcal 
force that seeks to delegtmze t. e domnant regme responds to ths 
challenge by oerng products wth new envronmental and socal attrbutes 
through product certcaton and labellng, wthout any real structural 
change occurrng. As wth the socotechncal transtons approach, ths 
theory s artculated at a socetal scale wthn the framework of crtcal and 
rather descrptve analyss and says nothng about the potental for changng 
the scale of alternatve ntatves.

 – Pragmatc socology combnes the actor–network theory of Bruno Latour 
and Mchel Callon wth the socology of crtcsm based on the works of 
Luc Boltansk, Laurent évenot and Francs Chateauraynaud. It s more 
concerned wth graspng the multple forms of acton of ‘agents’ and the 
detaled changes underway, through the analyss of ordnary practces and 
controverses among actors.

Drawng on these three conceptual frameworks, Lamne et al. (2015) consder 
the ntatves through the prsm of a new queston: Do they embody a real 
paradgm sh or are they busness as usual?

Alternatve or reform pathways

e development of these ntatves can be splt nto two categores: alternatve 
pathways and reform pathways. Alternatve pathways seek to buld a system – 
generally local – based on radcally derent values that depart from the 
domnant captalst or even market model. ey propose answers to the varous 
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envronmental, socal, health, cultural and governance ssues surroundng food 
systems through multdmensonal ntatves. Permaculture exemples ths 
type of alternatve. In hs book Permaculture: Principles and Pathways Beyond 
Sustainability, Davd Holmgren (2002) contrasts the prncples of ndustral 
farmng wth those of sustanable farmng and consders that there s no possble 
compromse between the two: sustanable farmng can only come about aer 
the nevtable declne of ndustral agrculture, followng a chaotc postmodern 
clmax. s n turn ponts to the need to experment wth alternatve solutons, 
to prepare them today for the ‘world that comes aer’ and, as he puts t, to ‘use 
small and slow solutons’. In her study on sustanable food and the SSE, Florence 
Bardot (2020) notes that the leaders of multdmensonal ntatves are manly 
concerned wth developng and stablzng ther project n ts specc context 
and that they need more tme to do so than projects tacklng just one ssue. 
Hence why they sometmes struggle to ‘captalze on’ ther experence and to 
dene key prncples to facltate the latter’s applcaton elsewhere. For these 
actors, the queston of changng the scale of the ntatves does not necessarly 
arse, as t s not a prorty. Some may even be reluctant to do so for fear of 
losng control of the process and of the values they uphold beng corrupted as 
the nnovatons become nsttutonalzed.

Reform pathways, on the other hand, focus on developng new market nches 
by formng allances or compromsng wth the actors of the domnant system. 
e leaders of projects that follow such pathways can be smple opportunsts 
who see these ntatves and the nterest they spark as sgns of possble market 
demand that they can explot, wthout seekng to truly transform the system. 
s ncludes, n part, socal busness and many of the nnovatons denounced 
as greenwashng or farwashng. In ther book e New Spirit of Capitalism, 
Luc Boltansk and Ève Chapello (2005) clearly showed the domnant system’s 
ablty to be senstve to the crtcsms levelled at t – even the most radcal 
ones – and to use them as sources of nspraton to commodfy the answers to 
these crtcsms, wth products labelled as respectful of the envronment, far 
and socally responsble. s s what makes captalsm so reslent, so capable 
of overcomng the crtcsms t receves by absorbng them wthout ever beng 
called nto queston.

Other actors are convnced that ths allance wth the domnant system gves 
rse to reforms that are conducve to the development of sustanable food systems. 
e ‘far trade’ label, for nstance, has taken the ssue of equty n nternatonal 
trade beyond the connes of actvst crcles and rased awareness among the 
general publc. e nsttutonalzaton of organc farmng has ncreased ts 
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mportance and oers the hope of large-scale envronmental mpact. ese 
reformers clam to be pragmatc: they recognze the mght of the domnant 
system and the mpossblty of replacng t n the short term and seek nstead to 
reform t from wthn. In both cases, the nnovatons drven by these actors oen 
pertan to one, or perhaps two, dmensons of sustanablty: the envronment 
or socal equty, or at best both – for nstance, wth the ‘organc and far trade’ 
label. Integratng all envronmental, socal, health and governance ssues s very 
complcated.

Behnd ths dstncton between reform pathways and alternatve pathways 
les a complex realty, of course, and there are also ntermedate pathways that 
evolve over tme. Ronan Le Velly (2018) shows that certan so-called alternatve 
approaches are not always so alternatve. Oen, they are hybrdzed wth elements 
of the domnant system. For example, many of these alternatve ntatves make 
extensve use of the dgtal tools of GAFAM (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, 
Mcroso). ey can also dene themselves n relaton to the system they are 
challengng, as n the case of far trade, whch establshes a farness premum for 
farmers based on conventonal market prces. A collectve research programme 
coordnated by Perre Gasseln et al. (2023), whch analysed these ntatves’ 
relatonshps wth domnant systems, called nto queston evolutonary vsons 
that consder the varous food systems as stages – from domestc to artsanal and 
then to ndustral systems – towards new sustanable models n the future. Whle 
such approaches have the mert of denng smple models and ther ‘modernst’ 
narratve can be appealng, they struggle to account for grey and hybrd areas – 
those of dynamc coexstence between artsanal, ndustral or alternatve systems 
where complementartes can be leveraged, aordng reslence.

Changng scale

Expandng the scale of these ntatves s generally seen as the man drver of the 
transformaton of conventonal agr-food systems. What the ntatves’ crtcs 
denounce s, ndeed, ther lack of mpact ‘at scale’. Mchele-Lee Moore et al. 
(2015) dstngush between three types of scale change:

 – Scalng out conssts of ncreasng the number of people or organzatons 
mpacted. s can be done by replcatng the ntatve n other terrtores 
(multplyng the number of socal and soldarty grocery shops or communty 
gardens) or through cross-pollnaton – that s, the dssemnaton of prncples 
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or know-how, partcularly through speccatons or labels (certed far trade, 
for example). e actors of alternatve ntatves oen endeavour to scale out 
ther nnovatons through swarmng and multplcaton. To state one of the 
prncples of permaculture: ‘nk globally, act locally’.

 – Scalng up conssts n nsttutonalzng the ntatve, whch translates nto t 
becomng embedded n publc polces or regulatons, at the rsk of smplfyng 
and weakenng ts ntal prncples. Organc farmng, for example, s n the 
process of beng scaled up.

 – Scalng deep conssts n profoundly changng the cultural values and belefs 
that become entrenched n a socety. e mportance gven to ‘local’ food, 
whch s on track to become a wdely shared norm n France, could llustrate 
ths process (Chapter 17).

ere s a fourth type of change of scale to consder: dverscaton. s 
approach s central to the multdmensonal alternatve ntatves descrbed 
above and s exempled by the Canadan food hubs that are developng n 
France. It conssts n ntegratng a new actvty focused on a new dmenson of 
sustanablty to enrch an ntatve’s model (addng socal objectves to actvtes 
that were ntally geared manly towards envronmental goals, for example). It can 
also nvolve collectve cooperaton dynamcs, as s oen observed n alternatve 
projects that arermly anchored n ther terrtores (such as partnershps between 
socal actors and agrcultural producers for soldarty boxes). ese derent 
types of scalng up are dverse, and n practce they are combned or carred out 
successvely over tme, based on how the ntatve evolves (Avse, 2021).

A key queston that has receved lttle attenton n the lterature concerns the 
role of publc fundng n supportng the growth of ctzen-led nnovatons n 
sustanable food systems, ther changes n scale and ther ablty to survve n the 
current market economy. e publc fundng cuts wtnessed around the world 
are nextrcably lnked to the rse of a lberal deology nspred by Anglosphere 
countres, whch advocates only short-term support for the development of these 
nnovatons and modest support for scalng them up, and manly prortzes 
socal entrepreneurs seekng protablty through a commercal model. However, 
some ntatves, whch provde a publc servce, cannot be remunerated by the 
current market and need long-term publc support. Scalng up of what ctzen 
ntatves are nventng n order to accelerate the transformaton of food systems 
requres publc polces to create envronments that foster access to nancal 
servces, tranng, research and so on. Phlanthropy can play a role n supportng 
precursors and nnovaton, but t cannot replace publc support n the long term.
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Concluson

Dscussons wth the actors nvolved n ‘alternatve’ ntatves clearly show that 
most of them are so preoccuped wth mplementng ther projects that they do not 
necessarly have the tme or the sklls to dene ther contrbuton to the changes that 
they want to see n food systems. Nor s t necessarly ther role. eren should le 
the purpose of publc support for these ntatves and of the polces they fuel: they 
should support the learnng and scalng of actons beyond conned ntatves. For 
example, a muncpal school caterng ntatve to reduce waste, mprove nutrton 
and provde access to a balanced meal for the most dsadvantaged demands
consderable energy. But t s mportant to remember that school caterng accounts 
for no more than 2 per cent of the meals eaten by a cty’s entre populaton. e 
challenge s therefore not only to mprove ths caterng, whch s lmted n scope, 
but also to develop ts rpple eect on the rest of the food system. Publc research 
has an mportant role to play n ths reecton and support (Chapter 21).

It s also mportant to bear n mnd the ‘counterfactual’ context n whch these 
ntatves are developng: an ndustralzed food system that feeds the populaton on 
a large scale at low economc cost (made possble by very hgh hdden envronmental 
and socal costs). Alternatve solutons oen go hand n hand wth economc and 
socal condtons of access as well as partcular dscourses that make true socal 
ncluson dcult. As we heard durng our eldwork, ‘the best place for socal 
dversty n the cty s the supermarket’. e dculty of spreadng ntatves to a 
whole populaton and partcularly to the large mass of people wth lttle money, 
tme or space to spare, already well documented n the context of projects n 
developng countres (Chambers, 1983), can also be observed n varous sustanable 
food ntatves. Despte the convcton of ther promoters, who are oen hghly 
educated and aware, gettng the whole populaton to embrace ther vews s n no 
way straghtforward. Breakng out of socal enclaves and ensurng socal ncluson 
(whch needs to be developed from the outset of a project) s a crucal challenge 
when changng the scale of an ntatve (Lepller and Valette, 2021).

Fnally, even f ntatves can be recognzed as provdng solutons, they 
dsrupt the exstng set of actors n place and mplctly or explctly challenge 
some of them. As long as they reman margnal, there s lttle pushback. 
When they become truly nuental, however, they can sometmes be openly
challenged.4 Beng able to stand ther ground n negotaton spaces requres a 

4 See Amercan trade unonst Ncholas Klen’s statement to garment workers n 1918 or Gandh’s 
statement n hs Young India journal of 9 March 1921: ‘Frst they gnore you, then they laugh at you, 
then they ght you, then you wn’ (Refalo, 2019).
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poltcal strength that scattered actors lack. Although varous networks exst 
to connect the actors workng n the sustanable food space, they are oen 
dedcated to organzng best practce and sharng experences. ey have only 
recently begun to form a poltcal force capable of negotatng lke the domnant 
players. s undoubtedly provdes a path towards a real transformaton of 
future food systems.

e authors would lke to thank Damen Conaré, Mathlde Coudray and Mare 
Walser for proofreadng ths chapter and for ther suggested mprovements.
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