Chapter 2
The Role of Collective Action

Abstract This chapter provides an overview of the definitions, role and characteris-
tics of collective action, with a particular focus on the main strategies and dynamics
regarding its role in proving public goods through agriculture. It is argued that a very
relevant issue to be considered when analyzing the dynamics of collective action is
what type of organization develops and manages such action, and this chapter pro-
vides a detailed description of the main institutional arrangements that may favour the
development of grass roots collective action in rural areas. The first part of the chapter
shows that some innovative institutional arrangements based on mixed private-public
solutions, such as co-production and co-management, may represent effective terri-
torial strategies to promote and support collective action related to the management
of natural resources. The second part of the chapter describes the relevance of social
capital in implementing those institutional arrangements in rural areas as well as
the necessary shift towards a new structure of the agricultural knowledge and inno-
vation systems in agriculture. The Agricultural Innovation System (AILS) should be
re-configured in order to favor the implementation of collective strategies aimed at
providing public goods through agriculture.

Keywords Collective action - Co-management - Co-production - Social capital -
Agricultural Innovation System

2.1 Collective Action: Definition and Characteristics

During the last few decades an increasing amount of literature on collective action
and natural resources has emerged, with a great emphasis on the conceptualization
of collective action and on the analytical framework necessary to study it (Olson
1965; Wade 1987; Ostrom 1990).

Marshall (1998) defined collective action as ‘the action taken by a group (either
directly or on its behalf through an organization) in pursuit of members’ perceived
shared interests’. As observed by Meinzen-Dick et al. (2004), the more specific and
varied definitions which have been added later have in common the following fea-
tures: the involvement of a group of people, shared interests, common and voluntary
actions to pursue those shared interests.
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A very relevant issue to consider when analyzing the dynamics of collective action
is what type of organization has developed and/or supported such action. In many
cases the outcomes of the collective action are highly dependent on the type of
organizations involved, but also to the institutional arrangements which are in place
at the local level. In the agricultural realm, for example, it is necessary to distinguish
whether the collective action is developed by an organization directly controlled
by farmers or if it is controlled and supported by a national/regional governmental
authority.

From this perspective, Davies et al. (2004) distinguish two types of collective
action: (i) cooperation: bottom-up, farmer-to-farmer collective action and (ii) coor-
dination: top-down, agency-led collective action. While some bottom-up collective
actions may receive government support, others may be carried out without gov-
ernment support. Similarly, some top-down collective actions are promoted by
government policies but do not receive any support, while other collective actions
receive support by local and/or government (OECD 2013).

This categorization implies the involvement of different levels of government
(either central or local), which may provide the most effective support to the different
strategies. From this perspective, the literature on collective actions and institutional
arrangements for managing common pool resources has increasingly recognized the
dynamic dimensions of institutions, which are context dependent and evolve over
time. It is therefore necessary to understand how individuals interpret and respond
to the different institutional arrangements in different contexts.

More specifically, a very important challenge for the analysis of collective action
refers to the understanding of the role of formal and informal organizations that co-
ordinate and support such actions, since in some cases these organizations exist only
on paper and collective action occurs spontaneously, while in other cases institutions
may play a vital role in creating and coordinating local action for a shared interest
(Meinzen-Dick et al. 2004).

Although collective action is often associated with activities carried out by formal
organizations, according to Ostrom (2004), more attention should be paid to infor-
mal collective action, where local networks or local groups of people organize and
coordinate local action in order to achieve specific short-term purposes.

Since institutions play a crucial role regarding the development and the success of
collective action, in the context of this book, particular attention is given to the impli-
cations of the institutionalizations of the more spontaneous and bottom-up collective
actions. Indeed, as emphasized by Meinzen-Dick et al. (2004), any kind of collective
action for routine maintenance will likely become institutionalized or integrated into
mainstream policy frameworks (in the case of the EU agricultural sector mainly into
the CAP) and while this institutionalization has the potential of reducing the trans-
action costs of negotiation, on the other hand the more institutionalized collective
action, the less adaptable and flexible become.

The same authors argue that all the factors which influence the structure of groups
and their organizations are relevant because they influence their conduct and then
their outcomes. Indeed, neither the institutions involved nor the collective action itself
are the ultimate objective; performance outcomes are important as well. As shown in
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Fig. 2.1 Structure, conduct and performance of collective action. (Source: Meinzen-Dick et al.
(2004))

Fig.2.1, the many variables of interests present in collective actions usually determine
feedbacks and co-movements that are likely to be very influential in determining the
performance of collective action.

These feedbacks and co-movements are due to the fact that usually collective
action is a dynamic process and, for this reason, it is also very difficult to mea-
sure directly, also because its performance relates to institutional settings and social
relationships and it may vary over time, cultures and communities.

In order to analyze the performance of collective action related to natural resources
and, more generally, to public and collective goods, some scholars have identified
the substantive factors that it is necessary to take into account (Wade 1988; Ostrom
1990; Baland and Platteau 1996).

These factors have been grouped by Agrawal (2001) in a set of four basic
categories:

1. Resource system characteristics;
2. Group characteristics;

3. Institutional arrangements;

4. External environment.

This conceptual framework, which has been used also by Davies et al. (2004) and
by OECD (2013), allows the exploration of the key factors for successful collective
action, as well as the barriers to be addressed in order to produce larger benefits
through collective and territorial strategies.

According to this framework, collective action is highly affected by (1) the char-
acteristics of the natural resources (type of goods) involved and on the knowledge
and predictability of such resources, since information and communication on nat-
ural resources, for example related to technical requirements, are crucial issues to
implement successful collective action. The type of knowledge usually includes both
local knowledge and scientific expertise, and a successful integration of these two
types of knowledge in many cases is a key issue to enable communities to use natural
resources in a sustainable way (Agrawal 2001; Pretty 2003).

This factor is also related to (2) the characteristics of the group involved, which
should have an appropriate size and homogeneity and, above all, it should allow the
participants involved in the collective actions to increase their social relationships.
These relationships, which may be synthesized through the concept of ‘social capital’,
include trust, norms, reciprocity, obligations and expectations, values and attitudes,
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culture, information and knowledge, formal groups/associations, institutions, rules
and sanctions (Davies et al. 2004).

The success of collective action is also determined by (3) the involved institutional
arrangements which, according to the main studies on the topic (Ostrom 1990; Wade
1988), should involve on one side, locally devised and simple rules and, on the other
side, they should rely on effective monitoring and sanction systems. In addition to
the rules implemented, the success of local strategies is also linked to the ‘thickness’
of local institutions, which may be able to generate public objectives from economic
activities. ‘Institutional thickness’ in a given territory is linked to the combination
of ‘human capital’ (knowledge resources), ‘social capital’ (trust, reciprocity and
other social relations) and “political capital’ (capacity for collective action) (Mantino
2010).

Finally, external forces and authorities (4) also affect collective action to a large
extent, and these forces may be interpreted as both financial and non-financial sup-
port. Financial support is particularly relevant at the initial stage of the collective
action, since it usually involves higher transaction costs compared to individual ac-
tivities (Mills et al. 2010). Conversely, non-financial support is related to the need of
governments to play a pro-active role in setting basic rights, guidelines, rules (also
with penalties and sanctions) and public objectives which may encourage collective
action (Ayer 1997).

2.2 Barriers and Benefits of Collective Action

The role of collective action is increasingly analyzed also in the context of agriculture
and rural development. The majority of studies and analyses are related to collective
marketing initiatives, since a collective and coordinated approach of farmers in the
food supply chain may have positive economic effects, by increasing the economies
of scale and by reducing transaction costs.

At the same time, as it will be further discussed in the following chapters, it is
increasingly recognized that the collective action of farmers and of other rural stake-
holders may also play an important role in delivering public goods, non-commodity
outputs and environmental services (Polman et al. 2010).

In the environmental realm, a joint action can be undertaken by farmers’ organi-
zations, farmers’ associations or by an informal group of farmers for many reasons,
such as reducing the transaction costs to collect information on innovative (and more
sustainable) production practices, to comply with new legislation, to take market
opportunities (i.e. to negotiate a premium price with the large distribution chan-
nels) or to monitor the jointness between commodity and non-commodity output
(Van Huylenbroeck 2008).

As demonstrated by Uetake (2012) in the case studies from New Zealand, in many
cases the provision of agri-environmental public goods through collective action
also allows obtaining larger benefits, which were identified in the following areas:
scale merits, sharing knowledge and increasing capacity and tackling local issues.
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Nevertheless, successful initiatives must overcome the most common barriers to
collective action, which are traditionally identified in the problem of free riding and
in higher transaction costs.

With regard to the benefits of collective action, the issue of scale is particularly im-
portant, since collective action may have ecological scale merits and may improve
the economy of scale and scope. As shown by some studies (Davies et al. 2004;
Mills et al. 2010), since environmental public goods such as biodiversity and land-
scape in many cases cannot be provided by single farmers, collective action allows
the addressing of the problem of public goods provision at the geographically and
ecologically appropriate scale. In addition, by mobilizing territorial resources in a
coordinated way, collective action may reduce the costs of public goods provision
(economy of scale) and may improve the co-ordination mechanisms for the joint
provision of several public goods (economy of scope).

As will be further discussed in Sect. 2.5, another of the key benefits of collective
action is the possibility of sharing knowledge and learning for the stakeholders who
take place in the collective initiatives. In many cases a cooperation approach relies
heavily on the local knowledge of stakeholders and on the possibilities to integrate
this knowledge into the decision making process. Thus, collective action increases
the credibility and legitimacy of decision-making, but also allows the collecting and
sharing of information at lower costs compared to the individual approaches.

The other important benefit of collective action is the possibility of tackling effi-
ciently local issues. In many cases central governments have increasing difficulties
in tackling local issues and cannot find a viable solution for local problems, while
through collective action it is possible to implement strategies tailored to local prob-
lems, since it allows greater flexibility, responsiveness and local relevance (Davies
et al. 2004). As will be further discussed in the case studies described in the book, in
many cases civil society associations are the typical initiators of innovative develop-
ment steps and their involvement usually contributes to a great extent to the success
of such initiatives.

Together with the aforementioned benefits, the literature acknowledges that free
riding and higher transaction costs may represent important barriers to collective
action.

Free riding as one of the main barriers to collective action was already identified
in the seminal work of Olson (1965), who showed the way in which collective action
often involves some individuals who tend not to contribute to group activities because
they benefit from other member’s activities. This problem is particularly relevant
when collective action takes place with the objective of public goods provision,
since the benefits of public goods, which are non-rival and non-excludable, cannot
be limited to the group members of collective action. At the same time, as it will be
demonstrated in the following chapters, in grass roots collective actions traditional
incentive mechanisms such as trust, solidarity reciprocity and reputation may be
determinant factors in the reduction of free riding.

With regard to the transaction cost problem, the literature clearly acknowledges
that, especially in the initial phase of their implementation, collective initiatives
may have higher transaction costs compared to individual actions (Ostrom 1990;
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Table 2.1 Transaction costs in collective action. (Source: Singleton and Taylor (1992))

Transaction costs Examples

Search costs incurred in identifying Identification of funding sources
possibilities for mutual gains
Identification of relevant stakeholders
Cost of gathering information

Bargaining costs associated with negotiating an Time spent at meetings
agreement
Effort expended in verbal and written
communications
Monitoring and enforcement costs involved in Employment of external monitor

making sure all parties keep to the agreement
Time and effort spent monitoring others
informally

Davies et al. 2004). This has important implications when implementing policies
to support collective strategies for public goods, since the collective action usually
involves higher costs related to search costs (incurred in the identification of possibil-
ities for mutual gains), bargaining costs (associated with negotiation and agreement)
and monitoring and enforcement costs (Singleton and Taylor 1992; Table 2.1).

However, while some additional costs are inevitable in order to make collective
action works, in many cases the benefits of collective action cover these costs (Uetake
2012) because of the economy of scale and scope (Hodge and McNally 2000; Davies
etal. 2004). Finally, as will be further discussed in the following sections, the benefits
of collective action may be maximized when appropriate institutional arrangements
are in place and where the role of social capital is enhanced as result of the effects
of social networks, trust and reciprocity among group members.

2.3 Institutional Arrangements

A very relevant issue to address when assessing the dynamics of collective action
in the context of agriculture is what type of organization is involved, since the dy-
namics related to the drivers, processes and outcome may differ to a large extent; for
example, between an organization controlled directly by farmers or controlled by a
national/regional government.

In the context of western countries, especially in the European Union, the public
intervention in agriculture is quite centralized, and central governments still play a
very crucial role. Although during the last decades important efforts to increase the
decentralization and to promote local defined rural and agricultural policies were
observed, it is evident that, especially at the EU level, the agriculture is a highly
subsidized and the economic performance of the sector is highly dependent on pub-
lic support, that is usually implemented through rather top-down policy tools (see
sect. 1.3).
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Conversely, the concept of collective action itself suggests the need to look beyond
the simple top-down management—that in the agricultural sector is usually based
on state intervention—but also to look at the public/private partnerships and those
innovative institutional arrangements which involve different levels. Those multi-
stakeholder arrangements are usually characterized by strong horizontal linkages
among user groups at the same level of organization, but also by vertical link-
ages between different levels, for example between local stakeholders and central
governmental agencies (Berkes 2009, p. 1693).

As will be further discussed in next few chapters, this multi-stakeholder approach
is also very relevant to stimulate collective action related to provision and protection
of public goods (increase of positive externalities or decrease of negative externali-
ties). Indeed, the effectiveness of the strategies for the provision of public goods and
services is usually related to the involvement of a broader range of rural stakehold-
ers that act together by sharing different knowledge, expertise and commitment for
common goals.

As highlighted by Gatzweiler (2006, p. 300), farmers cannot be expected to be the
sole carrier of the costs for providing public goods and services and the government
cannot be the sole authority in the allocation of public funding, but in many cases
it is necessary to seek ways towards mixed solutions. From this point of view, as
discussed by many authors (Hagedorn et al. 2002; Van Huylenbroeck et al. 2009),
the solution is not as easy as leaving the allocation problem of private goods to
the market and that of public goods to the government, but it is usually necessary
to explore innovative solutions, based on mixed public-private arrangements which
could ensure an effective provision of public goods through collective and inclusive
strategies. Thus, it may be argued that collective action for public goods through
agriculture does not involve merely larger areas owned by many farmers, but also
innovative institutional arrangements and coordinating mechanisms implemented at
the right scale. For example, in the case of public footpaths created for connecting
across individual farms, landholders need to co-ordinate decisions in order to create
networks of paths that can offer a worthwhile recreation experience. Thus, in many
cases it is necessary to overcome the traditional environmental contracts represented
by a direct link between an agency and a land user. Other arrangements may be more
effective, by revealing demand within a market context, by establishing incentives
for landholders to co-ordinate their actions and by reducing the requirements for
public expenditure (Hodge 2001).

Some innovative institutional arrangements that may represent the basis for col-
lective action regarding the provision of agri-environmental public goods have been
conceptualized through the definitions of co-management and co-production.

Co-management, defined as the sharing of power and responsibility between the
government and the local resource users is a hybrid regime combining centralized
and decentralized state and community institutions (Berkes 2009, p. 1692). More
particularly, co-management was defined by Singleton (1998, p. 7) as a ‘governance
system . . . that combine[s] state control with local, decentralized decision-making
and accountability which, ideally, combine[s] the strengths and mitigate[s] the weak-
ness of each’. This institutional arrangement is usually combined with learning-based
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approaches, since it may be considered a knowledge partnership where different lev-
els of organizations have comparative advantages in generating and mobilizing the
knowledge acquired at different scales.

As described by Singleton (2002, p. 3), the appeal of co-management is related to
both efficiency and legitimacy. The efficiency is related to the availability of higher
quality and less costly information, since in co-management arrangements local
knowledge is usually combined with scientific knowledge produced by state agency
scientists. The integration of these two types of knowledge may result in producing
a more complete, finely-tuned set of information. At the same time, monitoring and
enforcement can be more effective by virtue of being carried out by local people
involved in the collective action. Similarly, the legitimacy of the system is enhanced
by the fact that user-groups and community members are involved, which may result
in people being more willing to comply voluntarily with the specific requirements
in place.

While co-management refers to an arrangement in which private organizations or
associations produce services in collaboration with the state, co-production refers
to an arrangement where, at least in part, citizens produce their own services. Co-
production has been defined by Ostrom (1996, p. 1073) as ‘the process through which
inputs used to produce a good or services are contributed [to] by individuals who are
not “in” the same organization [. . J. Co-production implies that citizens can play an
active role in producing public goods and services of consequence to them’.

The co-production concept, analyzed mainly by American scholars in public
administration studies, was born out of an acknowledgement that production of a
service, as contrasted to a good, was difficult without the active participation of those
who are supposed to receive the service. Thus, the term co-production describes the
potential synergy and collaboration that could occur between the provider of ser-
vices (usually the government) and the users of services (usually the citizens), by
showing different and possible roles of individuals or groups in the production of
such services.

As shown by Ostrom (1996), reciprocity is an important requisite to make co-
production advantageous. Indeed the co-production process implies the building of
credible commitment of the participants to one another and clear and enforceable
contracts between government agencies and citizens which enhance that credibility.

The added values of these decentralized and hybrid regimes is due to the fact
that when implementing a co-management of co-production approach, different ac-
tors need to work and think together, and deliberate to generate new knowledge or
make sense of knowledge from different sources (Berkes 2009, p. 1695). As argued
by Davidson-Hunt and O’Flaherty (2007, p. 293): ‘working from the premise that
knowledge is a dynamic process—that knowledge is contingent upon being formed,
validated and adapted to changing circumstances—opens up the possibility . . .to
establish relationships with indigenous peoples as co-producers of locally relevant
knowledge’.

Finally, it may be argued that institutional arrangements based on co-production
and on co-management imply a shift from a linear approach to policy design towards
a policy cycle where rural development strategies are designed and implemented
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according to local needs, where the knowledge of local communities play a pivotal
role. Indeed, the conventional approach to public goods provision usually assumes a
greater amount of knowledge within the government than is actually available and,
by failing to acknowledge society’s learning abilities, usually makes insufficient
use of social dynamics for realizing public objectives (Hajer 2011, p. 26). On the
opposite side, an approach based on co-management and co-production implies a
renewed role for government, which should favour experiments, innovation and
learning processes, since government is responsible for setting public objectives
but there is also a need for an increasing role of society, which is the carrier of
required change. At the same time, as pointed out by Enengel et al. (2011, p. 1266)
these innovative institutional arrangements are processes of learning by doing from
previous and ongoing experiences, and must be critically analyzed in order to derive
recommendations for future practices.

2.4 The Role of Social Capital

Many studies have pointed out the importance of social capital for collective action
(Pretty 2003; Rudd 2000; Ostrom 2000).

Social capital has been defined by Bourdieu (1986, p. 251) as ‘the sum of the
resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of
possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual
acquaintance and recognition’. Similarly, Putnam et al. (1993) define social capital
as ‘features of social organizations, such as networks, norms and trust that facilitate
coordination and cooperation for mutual benefits’. The other definitions which have
been added later have in common a strong focus on the ‘relations’ and on the benefits,
such as mutual cooperation or various other resources, that result from these relations
(Dahal and Adhikari 2008).

As argued by Dahal and Adhikari (2008, p. 3), the studies on collective action
have widely used the definition of Putnam et al. (1993), since: (i) social capital in
collective action is usually related to meso and collective units, such as associations,
communities and regions; (ii) social capital is presented as a solution of the barriers
of collective action and (iii) the social capital framework is applied to the study of
the performance of institutions, such as regional governments.

An approach based on social capital and social norms may be effectively applied
to the collective management of environmental resources, since it can complement
the traditional public policy approaches based on regulation, taxation and pricing to
address environmental problems (World Bank 2009).

In analyzing the role of social capital and the collective management of resources,
Pretty (2003, p. 1913) emphasizes the importance of the following four features:
(i) relation of trust; (ii) reciprocity and exchanges; (iii) common rules, norms and
sanctions and (iv) connectedness in networks and groups.

Relations of trust (i) are an important prerequisite to work-cooperatively, and
this is particularly true in the case of collective action, where mutual trust plays
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Fig. 2.2 Relationships between trust, reputation, reciprocity and collective action. (Source: Ostrom
(2007))

a central role in reducing transaction costs between people, by avoiding the need
to monitor others and thereby save money. Nevertheless, as argued by Baland and
Platteu (1996), trust is easier to establish in societies and organizations with long
and established traditions of co-operation.

Trust s strongly related to reputation. Indeed, when paying attention to reputation,
people are more bounded by mutual obligation and reciprocity and, as observed by
Wade (1988), in many cases collective action increases the chances to be successful
when people are concerned about their social reputation.

Similarly, Ostrom (2007) has observed that participants involved in collective ac-
tion in many cases decide to trust other participants on the basis of their reputation in
past collective action situations. According to Ostrom, at the core of successful col-
lective action are the links between the trust that one participant (Pi) has in the others
(Pi, ..., Pn) involved in a collective action situation, the investment others make
in trustworthy reputations, and the probability of all participants using reciprocity
norms. As shown in Fig. 2.2, the joint action of reputation, trust and reciprocity is
very important, since these factors positively reinforce each other and this results
in increasing cooperation and, as a consequence, in increasing the net benefits of
collective action.

Cooperation may also be promoted by (ii) reciprocity and exchange, since reci-
procity increases trust and contributes to the development of long-term obligations
between people, which helps in achieving positive environmental outcomes (Pretty
2003). This reciprocity must be based on trust, since trust ‘lubricates co-operation’
between people and, by reducing transaction costs, may liberate important financial
resources (Pretty and Ward 2001).

Moreover, successful collective action is also dependent on (iii) common rules,
norms, and sanctions which must be set up according to an inclusive criterion in
order to ensure that group interests are in line with those of individuals and should be
effective in changing behaviours. These ‘rules of the game’ should be also proposed
and recognized as much as possible by people participating in collective action, in
order to be effective in giving individuals the confidence to invest in the collective
goods.
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Finally, with regard to the (iv) connectedness in networks and groups, itis possible
to recognize three types of connectedness: bonding, bridging and linking (Pretty
2003):

* Bonding describes the links from membership of groups of similar people with
strong ties, such as networks of friends, family and associates;

e Bridging from membership of more diverse associations, with weaker links
between individuals, such as interests groups or social and leisure clubs;

* Linking describes connections with people in position of power, and is good for
accessing support from formal institutions.

In the context of this book, in analyzing the role of social capital for the success
of collective action, particular attention is given to all these aspects of social capital
regarding two types of interactions: the interactions within the farmers’ communities
and the interactions between farmers and the other local rural stakeholders.

Indeed, farmers’ decision making processes are generally strongly influenced by
the judgments of their peers, and this emphasizes the need to explore the individual
interests which allow farmers to interact with each other, in order to understand the
social networks, trust and norms of reciprocity which are in place in the farming
communities under study. As shown by Carolan (2006), the acknowledgement of
farmers’ knowledge and the increasing interactions amongst peers may allow indi-
viduals to develop ‘interactional expertise in bringing together knowledge produced
in different contexts’.

At the same time, the study of collective action implies a territorial and integrated
approach, where it is also important to analyze the interactions of farmers with wider
networks, which may involve:

e Other farming communities, also involving forms of cooperation both at local and
at extra-local levels;

 Institutions (local and regional administration, public bodies and independent
institutions);

¢ Other organizations (NGOs, environmental organizations, political groups);

¢ Citizens and consumers (local inhabitants, tourists, consumers, cultural associa-
tions);

e Technical services and experts who play a role in increasing the spread of
knowledge and innovation amongst farmers.

Even though there is increasing evidence that a high level of social capital is
usually a central requisite for a collective effective provision/preservation of agri-
environmental goods, it must be stressed that social capital ‘is not easy to find, see
and measure as is physical capital’ (Ostrom 2000, p. 188).

Moreover, from a public goods perspective, the main challenges are translating
social capital into norms or values that discourage behaviours which cause external-
ities, and by strengthening community ties so that sanctions may be provided against
those who transgress (DEFRA 2008, p. 17).
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As will be discussed in the next section, this important challenge is strongly
related to the role of learning and innovation in agriculture. Advisory systems, exten-
sion, diffusion of innovation and training have a crucial role in shaping the attitudes
and motivation of farmers and in determining important drivers for the success of
collective action.

2.5 A New Approach to Learning and Innovation

When successful collective actions for public goods take place, the social dynam-
ics enhance the capacities of farmers, since collective action makes it possible for
participants to collect and share knowledge and information, also with other ru-
ral stakeholders and landholders that together utilize their knowledge, skills and
institutions (Hodge and Reader 2007).

However, the need of favouring the joint production of knowledge and joint learn-
ing are very increasingly recognized, more generally, as one of the main challenges
for the Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation Systems. In a recent EU report on the
topic, for example, the authors recommend building on models of joint knowledge-
production, spanning the boundaries between knowledge generators and users, since
expertise is derived from multiple sources (academics, businesses, land managers
and the society) and each actor can make a valuable contribution to the knowledge
base (EU SCAR 2012).

The formal Agricultural Knowledge System (AKS), based on the triangle of agri-
cultural research, education and extension, has been the dominant paradigm for
agricultural extensions in the 1970s and 1980s. This system, rooted on the so called
‘knowledge transfer paradigm’, was based on the dissemination of information and
technical solutions amongst farmers, with the objective of diffusing the adoption of
predetermined practices.

This paradigm is based on a strong confidence in scientific progress, whereby the
innovations are created by the scientific community and the new technologies are
‘transferred’ to farmers who ‘adopt’ them, through a top-down linear process, from
research to farmers (Knickel et al. 2009).

This approach has been strongly criticized, and criticisms may be grouped under
three main concerns: (i) it is not appropriate for the modern multifunctional agricul-
ture; (ii) it does not reflect the empirical evidence of how farmers use information
and (iii) it does not take into adequate consideration the multiple sources from which
knowledge is generated, and the other influences of farmers, notably also by the
information received by other farmers (Blackstock et al. 2010).

Here it is particularly relevant to highlight the limits of the traditional AKS model
in addressing the provision of agri-environmental public goods through agriculture.
Indeed, the mission of AKS was mainly increasing the productivity of agriculture,
usually relatively to a narrow range of crops. Conversely, the changing scenario of the
global production system, involving the diversification on the demand on agriculture,
has shown in quite a clear way the incoherence of the dominant production system and
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the related accompanying AKS: an increasing gap between private and public goals
was observed with a consequent emergency of different scientific and technological
paradigms (Brunori et al. 2011).

For these reasons, during the 1990s and 2000s an alternative ‘human development’
approach on innovation was developed, which emphasizes the need for farmers to
develop their own solutions to the problems, where the role of extensions is to
facilitate interaction, learning and innovation rather than persuading farmers on the
practices to be adopted. Thus, the agricultural innovation literature has developed the
concept of Agriculture Innovation Systems (AIS) (Spielman and Birner 2008), which
were defined as ‘networks of organizations, enterprises, and individuals focused on
bringing new products, new processes, and new forms of organization into economic
use, together with the institutions and policies that affect the way different agents
interact, share, access, exchange and use knowledge’ (World Bank 2006).

In order to respond to the increasing complexity of the primary sector and to
the need of increasing the provision of public goods, in some countries innovation
processes previously based on strong hierarchical patterns, have been increasingly
substituted by systems structured as networks. A network-like structure of innovation
patterns gives more flexibility and allows for the primary sector to respond to the
emerging consumers demand as well as the new policies implemented. Indeed, while
the AKS uni-linear approach, by focusing on the persuasion of individuals, fails to
explain the decision-making processes within specific social systems and the related
collective behavioral changes, the new AIS paradigm emphasizes the process of
networking and interactive learning among a heterogeneous set of actors, such as
farmers, input industries, processors, traders, researchers, extensionists, government
officials, and civil society organizations.

From this perspective, it may be argued that the provision of agri-environmental
public goods through collective action is particularly challenging also from a knowl-
edge and innovation perspective. Indeed, the new paradigm, based on AIS, in order
to be effective in facilitating the collective provision of public goods, must create
new spaces for social and institutional innovation, by linking together different dis-
ciplines, different administrative and policy spheres and encouraging new learning
processes.

In addition, moving from an approach based on knowledge transfer’ towards
processes that facilitate ‘knowledge exchanges’ involves recognizing the crucial role
of local and tacit knowledge, where an important feature is social innovation in multi-
stakeholder collective practices and knowledge production (Schmid et al. 2012).

The central issue of new approaches on innovation (AIS) is how farmers, scientists
and advisors can co-create, collectively, new meanings and new codes for sustainable
practices. This process, which involves a transformation of values, norms, rules and
powers amongst the actors, has been conceptualized as ‘social learning’ (R6ling and
Wagemakers 1998). Social learning is defined as ‘learning that occurs when people
engage one another, sharing diverse perspectives and experiences to develop a com-
mon framework of understanding and basis for joint action’ (Schusler et al. 2003,
p- 311). Thus, social learning may be considered an iterative process of knowledge
co-production amongst stakeholders brought into interaction: when stakeholders
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become aware of how other stakeholders understand reality and how these ‘under-
standings’ relate to practical experiences and defended interests (Steyaert et al. 2007,
p. 540).

As argued by Blackstock et al. (2010, p. 5637), within differentiated farming cul-
tures there are different individual and group identities, which influence and interpret
knowledge and the consequent behaviour changes in different ways. Therefore, un-
derstanding and influencing behaviour is a complex and multi-faceted issue, also
related to issues of power and politics within farming cultures and between these
groups and the wider policy and political settings. An understanding of relations
within and outside the actors involved in the collective action, as well as the power
dynamics, where different interests or influences are expressed, is crucial to fully
understanding the process of knowledge exchanges and the collective decision mak-
ing processes. Thus, it may be argued that the achievement of new environmental
objectives for agriculture involves significant changes in farmer’s practices and it
is related to two dimensions: a technical change but also a more structural shift re-
garding their professional identity and their role in the management of the territory
(Deuffic and Candau 2006, p. 565).

In order to provide successful technological solutions for sustainable agriculture,
such as no-tillage, integrated pest management and organic farming, such solutions
need to be integrated with broad cultural, social, political and economic transforma-
tions (Schneider et al. 2009). The new AIS approach must then involve a process of
co-production of knowledge between academic and non-academic actors and above
all, a process of knowledge co-production between farmers, experts and scientists.

As emphasized by Tarnoczi and Berkes (2010), information from government and
producer organizations can be very important for the co-production of knowledge,
and especially producer organizations may undertake bridge building, by linking
policy makers to farmers, also by including local knowledge and local experiences
when implementing extension strategies at the farm-level. Indeed the new AIS ap-
proach, based on the principles of empowerment and participation, emphasizes the
key role of the non-expert form of knowledge and the role of extensions in facilitating
collective processes. As highlighted in the EU SCAR position paper (2012, p. 9),
innovation is a risky business and benefits from the exchange of ideas, learning
and innovation networks have proven to be an adequate vehicle for empowering
groups of farmers to investigate new options to make their business more viable and
sustainable.

The case studies analyzed in this book (chap. 4 and 5) show how this alternative
approach to learning and innovation, based on the AIS principles, has been suc-
cessfully experimented in two grass roots collective actions, by showing that this
innovative system, based on co-management, co-production of knowledge and so-
cial learning, may represent an effective approach for the provision of public goods
through agriculture.
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