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Context and issues

Challenges to the dominant agricultural and food model highlight the need to transform agri-food
systems. As reported in the literature, the transformation of agri-food systems is framed in terms of
agroecological transition (Gliessman, 2016). This process of model change involves innovations of
various kinds (technical, organisational, economic, institutional) and a complex set of barriers to
overcome. Implementing these dynamics of change requires a comprehensive and systemic approach
and an analysis of the agri-food systems from a multi-stakeholder and multi-scale perspective (Angeon
et al., 2024).

From this perspective, agri-food systems can be understood as spaces of interrelationships between a
diversity of actors whose interests are not always compatible and which manifest themselves through
tensions and power relations. In particular, intermediary actors (in the sense that they are, in the food
supply chain, between producers and consumers) appear to have significant influence that affects both
upstream (agricultural practices) and downstream (food practices) practices in the agri-food systems.
In that sense, they are considered as driving forces (Brocard, 2023).

However, these intermediary actors have received little interest in the literature (Baritaux and Billon,
2016; Faliés and Hulot, 2022). When they do are studied, their actions are generally stigmatised
because they are described as hindering the sustainability of agri-food systems (Gottlieb and Joshie,
2010; Patturel and Ramel, 2017; Lepillier and Yount-André, 2019). Given their importance and their
structuring role, we question their ability to ecologise agri-food systems. This analytical prism
constitutes an original research approach, which invites us to study the resources that a category of
actors, yet rarely integrated in these reflections, mobilises in favour of the transition.

More specifically, the research questions raised are as follows: how do intermediary actors’ strategies
promote the circulation of products from agricultural systems with low levels of pesticides within agri-
food systems? What resources do these actors mobilise to integrate such products into the food trade
circuits in which they operate?

Our paper therefore aims to: (i) characterise the intermediary actors involved in promoting fruit and
vegetables with environmental attributes and (ii) identify the obstacles and levers associated with
these strategies, as well as their room for integrating more of these products into food trade ciruits.

Theoretical approaches used

We refer to the literature on the sociology of market agencements, which recognises three essential
functions of intermediary actors: ‘market mediation’, ‘market agencement’ and ‘regulation’ (Le Velly
and Dufeu, 2016). We hypothesise that in order to perform their triple function, these actors mobilise
different forms of proximity within the trade circuits in which they operate and that strong proximity
ties favour efforts to enhance produce with environmetal attributes.



Method

Focusing on the fresh fruit and vegetable value chain, the empirical analysis is documented by a
comparison between two contrasting French case studies (in terms of geography, but also in terms of
the categories of intermediary actors and the trade circuits in which they operate): Martinique and the
Pyrénées Orientales. Qualitative data was collected to document the strategies and practices of
intermediary actors. This information was gathered through semi-structured interviews with a variety
of actors (retailers, wholesalers, distributors and other market intermediaries), participant and non-
participant observation (food sales at open-air markets) and grey literature (regional press, reports).
24 interviews were conducted in Martinique between 2022 and 2026 and 12 in the Pyrénées Orientales
in 2022. This empirical material makes it possible to produce results that are both specific to the case
studies and cross-cutting, allowing for greater generality on the ecologisation of food trade circuits.

Results

The results obtained enable to:

(i) Identify the intermediary actors involved in the ecologisation strategies and characterise
the trade circuits in which they operate.
(ii) Enrich a grid of indicators on the forms of proximity activated by these actors. We show

that four forms of proximity (spatial, relational, functional, economic) are articulated
within the scope of their activity.

These results provide a better understanding of the role and strategies of intermediary actors in the
ecologisation of trade circuits and thus their ability to guide, structure and accelerate the construction
of more sustainable agri-food systems.

References

Angeon V., Casagrande M., Navarrete M., Sabatier R., 2024. "A conceptual framework linking
ecosystem services, socio-ecological systems and socio-technical systems to understand the
relational and spatial dynamics of the reduction of pesticide use in agrifood systems,"Agricultural
Systems, Elsevier, vol. 213(C). DOI: 10.1016/j.agsy.2023.103810

Baritaux V., Billion C., 2016. Les intermédiaires de la distribution dans la relocalisation des systemes
alimentaires : perspectives de recherche. RIODD 2016, juillet 2016, Saint-Etienne, France.

Brocard C., 2023. Transition vers |'alimentation durable : risques et leviers pour la grande
distribution. Etude N°04/23, Iddri, Paris, France.

Falies C., Hulot M., 2022, Pour une approche intégrée des systémes alimentaires, EchoGéo [En ligne],
60. DOI : https://doi.org/10.4000/echogeo.23579

Gottlieb R., Joshi A., 2010. Food  Justice. Cambridge, The MIT Press.
DOI : 10.7551/mitpress/7826.001.0001

Gliessman S., 2016. Transforming Food Systems with Agroecology. Agroecology and Sustainable
Food Systems, 40, 187-189. https://doi.org/10.1080/21683565.2015.1130765

Lepiller O., Yount-André C., 2019. La politisation de I'alimentation ordinaire par le marché. Revue
des sciences sociales, 61, pp. 26-35. DOI: https://doi.org/10.4000/revss.3901

Le Velly, R. and Dufeu, I. (2016). Alternative Food networks as “market agencements”-
Exploring their multiple hybridities. Journal of Rural Studies, 43:173-182.

Paturel D., Ramel M., 2017. Ethique du care et démocratie alimentaire : les enjeux du droit & une
alimentation durable. Revue francaise d’éthique appliquée, ne 4, p. 49-60.
DOI : 10.3917/rfeap.004.0049

Praly C., Chazoule C., Delfosse C., Mundler P., 2014. Les circuits de proximité, cadre d’analyse de la
relocalisation des circuits alimentaires. Géographie, économie, société, vol. 16, pp. 455-478.







