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To enable agriculture to cope with a range of complex and interlinked challenges, such as rapidly increasing
globalisation, climate change and scarcity of natural resources, it is essential to define better policies — both
at the European and national level — to build a medium to long-term research agenda for European
agriculture to face these multiple challenges. Some of the local and regional initiatives are reflecting people’s
needs through more sustainable agricultural alternatives. These efforts appropriate local, traditional and new
knowledge in promoting alternative forms of agriculture. Buttel (2006') underlined that there is no
straightforward road to a more sustainable agriculture, and that there will always be new ways that agro-
systems should consider for enforcing more ecologically sound, economically viable and more socially just
initiatives.

In line with these paths are the alternative agro-food networks (AAFNs) which are territorially based systems
characterized by the active involvement of a range of actors like farmers, food processors, local distributors,
local civil society organisations, restaurants, consumers, local and regional authorities, who mostly interact
through informal contracts (Roep, 2002 Renting et al, 20033). All these relevant actors are essential for
promoting, on the one hand sustainable farming and food, and on the other hand sustainable consumption,
and moreover the networks these actors belong are important carriers for creating new linkages between
agriculture and society, producers and consumers. The emergence of AAFNs is widely conceptualized as a
“quality turn™ by both producers and consumers way from the global agro-food complex. Renting et al.
(2003) stress in this context the social dimension, arguing that quality conventions involve more than simply
the language of production regulation. A possible vision of sustainable agricultural production for the future
should be defined not only by including different knowledge dimensions (the environment, the economy,
technology, the environment, society, policy and values) but also by taking into account viewpoints of
different actors from society.

The presentation will give an input on the design, arrangements and methodology of the co-operative
research process on AAFNs within the FAAN project’, Facilitating Alternative Agro-Food Networks:
Stakeholder Perspectives on Research Needs (2008-2010). The main aim of the project is to research
AAFNs within a co-operative research process by carrying out participatory research and to contribute to
further research agenda setting by identifying further research needs.
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