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RESUMÉ 

Institutionaliseringen af bæredygtig honningproduktion i Argentina 

På globalt plan er Argentina et af verdens vigtigste lande inden for honningindustrien. Langt 

størstedelen af honningen eksporteres i store containere, særligt til USA og Europa, og er ofte 

brugt til at blande med andre typer honning af lavere kvalitet, hvormed megen af den 

argentinske honnings merværdi går tabt. Blandt andet derfor etablerede regeringen i Argentina 

i 1997 et nationalt biavlerprojekt, med henblik på at skabe øget merværdi og samtidig integrere 

socialt marginaliserede befolkningsgrupper. I løbet af det seneste årti er denne udvikling 

ekspanderet med blandt andet introduktionen af fair trade og økologi multi-stakeholder 

initiativer med særligt henblik på at integrere marginaliserede små biavlere i globale 

produktionsnetværk, og derigennem fremme regional udvikling og bæredygtighed. 

Dette casestudie undersøger ud fra et socialkonstruktivistisk perspektiv, hvordan bæredygtig 

honningproduktion er blevet institutionaliseret i Argentina gennem en vertikal og horisontal 

analyse af det globale honningnetværk, som landet er en del af. Hertil belyser studiet gennem 

kvalitative interviews hvilke formelle og uformelle institutioner der eksisterer i Argentina, 

inklusiv hvilke magtstrukturer der eksisterer mellem diverse aktører i produktionsnetværket, 

som henholdsvis fremmer og hæmmer bæredygtig udvikling i landet. På baggrund heraf vil 

casestudiet argumentere for, at fair trade i praksis er mere bæredygtigt for små biavlere end 

økologisk produktion, og at dette i høj grad skyldes et tæt samarbejde mellem fair trade aktører 

og den argentinske regering. Tilsammmen komplementerer disse aktører hinanden i forhold til 

at fremme regional udvikling, samtidig med at de udligner de asymmetriske magtrelationer, 

som ellers er genkendelige fra konventionelle globale produktionsnetværk. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 TOPIC AND MOTIVATION 

Argentina was in 2012 rated the third worldwide producer of honey and the largest exporter. 

The country counts with almost 4 million beehives, distributed among 33.000 beekeepers that 

annually produce an average of 80.000 tons of honey, of which nearly 95% is exported (FAO, 

2014; Palacio et al. 2012:77). Argentina is internationally known for the quality of its honey 

and produces a great variety of honeys; from prairies, forests, hills and islands. Since honey is a 

natural resource and a multipurpose product it is considered to have the potential of becoming 

a significant added value industry. Furthermore, since beekeeping is rather simple and easy to 

establish and possible in remote rural areas, it has been considered an activity adequate for 

creating more inclusive economic activities and social integration of marginalized peoples 

(Bedascarrabure et al. 2011:9). For this reason national apiculture programs have been initiated 

by the national government especially within the past decade to promote value adding 

activities such as fair trade and organic certified honey with the objective to expand market 

access and support regional development (Travadelo & Caporgno, 2010:1-3). 

 

The promotion of fair trade and organic honey production in Argentina has overall been on 

the rise during the past decade. This has largely to do with the implementation of multi-

stakeholder initiatives (MSI) such as Fairtrade International (FLO) and International 

Federation of Organic Agricultural Movements (IFOAM) in the Argentine honey production 

network (Fortalecer, 2011). Considering that a main problem in today’s society is the unequal 

division of social and economic capital along with excessive exploitation of the world’s natural 

reserves, these MSIs have developed standards for the promotion of social and environmental 

conditions that combined with economic activities in the agro-food industry aim at promoting 

regional development and global sustainability (FLO Small, 2011; IFOAM Strategy, 2014). 

 

Thus, combining the facts that Argentina is an important actor in the global honey market and 

that MSIs are playing an increasing role in modern global production networks (GPN), has 

made the Argentine honey production network an interesting case in terms of examining how 

MSIs have been institutionalized in this sector. Since there as of today exists little knowledge 

about how this institutionalization has taken place, that is, the extent to which the MSIs have 
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become embedded into the Argentine society and honey production network, the present paper 

sets out to explore the formal frames and informal norms that shape the honey production 

network on international, national and local levels (Nielson & Pritchard, 2009:9; Lund-

Thomsen, 2013:4). 

 

1.2 RELEVANCE 

The present paper has relevance on different levels. Firstly, due to the fact that research on the 

Argentine honey production network in general remains limited. Although Argentina is a 

leading country within honey production, and also a country with extensive knowledge and 

regulation on good beekeeping practices combined with a variety of programs and initiatives to 

promote apiculture activities, little research has been made to assess the impact of these actions 

and the interrelations between actors within the production network (Travadelo et al. 2012). 

As a result, even less is known about the role that MSIs play within this production network. 

What is more, general information about global honey production networks or MSIs including 

honey remains, to my knowledge, is scarce. 

 

On a broader level this case study is also relevant insofar that academic research on MSIs 

within GPNs is still fairly limited. This is not to deny that various research studies have been 

carried out to study either MSIs or GPNs, yet several such studies regard the governance 

executed by MSIs in developed countries via the use of standards on small stakeholders in 

developing countries or the like (among others see Haulfer, 2003; Raynolds et al. 2006; Ponte 

& Cheyns, 2013; Nelson et al. 2014; Cheyns & Riisgaard, 2014) – including numerous studies 

made on fair trade and organic production (see among others Raynolds, 2000; Renard, 2005; 

Paul, 2005; Hughes et al. 2014). Or studies have been made of GPNs in, so to say, 

conventional production networks often with a large company or international buyer executing 

power on small-scale producers (among others see Coe et al. 2004; Coe et al. 2008;  Barrientos 

et al. 2011; Lund-Thomsen, 2013; De Neve, forthcoming). However, the combination of 

studying MSIs in GPN contexts appears to be considerations of only recent years (see i.e. Coe 

et al. 2008; Hughes et al. 2014). Yet, this combination is significant because it may alter the 

outcome found in other studies focusing mainly on just one of the elements. 

 



6 

 

On the one hand, several previous studies executed on especially fair trade and organic MSIs 

have focused on unfortunate power imbalances between stakeholders, which have often led to 

considerations that MSIs, even if unwillingly, merely replace the role of large corporations in 

global value chains (Nelson et al. 2014; Cheyns & Riisgaard, 2014; Hughes et al. 2014). On the 

other hand, studies on GPNs have intended to look beyond the mere scope of value chains by 

taking into account the influence that surrounding institutions may have on a specific context 

in a particular value chain. While such studies also focus on power imbalances between actors, 

the broader view beyond the value chain allows for considerations of the embeddedness of 

actors in specific local contexts and thereby a more nuanced understanding of power relations; 

i.e. that small actors in a value chain may be contextually more embedded and as a result 

obtain additional power through collaboration with other local actors (Henderson et al. 2002; 

Coe et al. 2004; Coe & Hess, 2012). In consequence, the study of MSIs in GPNs push forward 

considerations for more complex power relations on two levels: by including both direct and 

indirect power relations on the value chain, and by requiring considerations of not only power 

executed by MSIs but also leading firms and their influence on regional development. 

 

As a result, this paper will add to existing research by shedding light on the structure of the 

Argentine global honey production network, and simultaneously include the role that MSIs 

play within this production network and the extent to which the use of multi-stakeholder 

standards and certification are perceived to bring about added value and regional development 

in Argentina. While this study is context specific to Argentina, it is, nevertheless, considered to 

be without counterpart in the area of honey production. 

 

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTION 

The purpose of the present study is to examine the institutionalization of sustainable honey 

production in Argentina, particularly the province of Santa Fe. This is done by investigating 

how organic and fair trade multi-stakeholder initiatives have been implemented and developed 

in the global honey production network in which Argentina partake. The objective is to 

provide insights into what in reality can be perceived to be sustainable, including shedding 

light on the difficulties faced by the involved stakeholders along the process. To delve further 

into this, this study will be guided by the following overall research question and three working 

questions: 
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How has sustainable honey production been institutionalized in Argentina? 

1. Which actors are involved in the global honey production network? 

2. What are the formal and informal institutions by which these actors operate in Argentina? 

3. How do the power relations between actors in the production network affect sustainable 

regional development? 
 

1.4 CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

The thesis is structured as follows: chapter 2 will outline the social constructivist research 

approach that has been adopted for the conduction of the present research study and the 

methodological steps taken to carry out the case study of sustainable honey production in 

Argentina. 

 

Chapter 3 will present the theoretical framework that lays the foundation for the research 

study. This comprises a presentation of the concepts of global production networks, multi-

stakeholder initiatives and voluntary standards, which are considered fundamental elements to 

evaluate sustainability and regional development through honey production.  

 

Chapter 4 will present an analysis of the vertical level of integration in the global sustainable 

honey production network. This includes a presentation of the actors directly involved in the 

honey supply chain combined with the national and international regulative organizations and 

also the multi-stakeholder organizations and standards that are involved in the network.  

 

Chapter 5 will thereafter present the horizontal level of integration of formal and informal 

institutions specifically operating in the global sustainable honey production network in which 

Argentina partake. The formal institutions regard the regulative framework that underlies 

sustainable honey production, the organizations involved in the network, cooperation between 

actors and the implementation and control of regulation on sustainable honey production. The 

informal institutions in turn regard the norms and values that actors in the honey production 

network consider to be sustainable in Argentina. 

 

Chapter 6 will present the concluding remarks of the paper, containing key findings and 

considerations regarding policy and research implications.  
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CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

The following chapter will present the philosophical paradigm and the methodological steps 

that lay the foundation of the case study of sustainable honey production in Argentina. Herein 

a presentation will be given on the case study carried out for the thesis, including the methods 

used for data collection and analysis. This will be followed by considerations on the reliability 

and validity of the study. 

 

2.2 PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE 

Generally, social science and research studies are carried out within predetermined research 

approaches, relying on specific sets of principles and philosophical assumptions that in turn 

proscribe what is to be considered appropriate and valid research methods (Creswell, 2013:22; 

Neuman, 2006:79). Within social sciences there are three predominant research approaches, or 

philosophical paradigms, namely post-positivism, social constructivism and critical realism 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009:15). Each paradigm reflects its own viewing positions, that is, 

perspectives from which to see the world. This is important because it means that each 

approach will see different problems that in turn will make them ask different research 

questions and also differently consider how to go about data, which ultimately will require the 

use of diverse methods to answer them. Thus, each paradigm signals distinctive ontological, 

epistemological, axiological and methodological positions that should be included in the 

conduction of a research study (Sandelowski, 2000:247; Creswell, 2013:15). 

 

The research conducted in the present thesis is based on a social constructivist, or, as it has also 

often been referred to, interpretive worldview. This means that knowledge and reality is 

perceived to be social constructs, and that the world consists of multiple subjective realities 

constructed in the minds of individuals that can, therefore, be perceived differently from one 

individual to another (Neuman, 2006:89-90). Generally, these subjective interpretations of 

reality are constructed through the interaction with others in social processes of 

communication and negotiation, and through the historical and cultural norms that form the 

contexts in which people live (Creswell, 2013:24-5,). 
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Within social sciences social constructivism has been the predominant interpretive framework 

during the past several decades, and today many social scientists will adhere to the notion that 

society and institutions are at least to some extent social constructs (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2009:16,34). As social constructivism is a very broad and multi-faceted perspective, the present 

research study within this framework will seek to outline the complexity of views rather than 

narrowing the scope of meanings (Creswell, 2013:24). Thus the focus of the thesis will be of a 

qualitative character (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009:15).  

 

In practice then, by applying a social constructivist method this paper will follow the 

ontological belief that human realities are constructed through peoples lived experiences, 

meanings and interactions with others (Creswell, 2013:36). Since reality is not considered 

something naturally given, the aim of the research study is then to, as far as possible, reflect the 

multiple views of the involved actors in a given situation (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009:23; 

Creswell, 2013:24-5). Even so, it is believed that a research study cannot be completely 

objective because interpretations and presentations of findings necessarily will be somewhat 

biased by the researcher’s own worldview and background (Creswell, 2013:20,25). Moreover, 

it is considered that the presentation of a given research study is merely one of many possible 

interpretations. 

 

Furthermore, the epistemological assumption that reality is perceived to be a co-construction 

between the observer and the observed that in addition is shaped by their individual 

experiences, means that facts considered in the paper are perceived to be contingent and 

context specific because they depend on combinations of particular people in specific social 

settings, and can as a result not be studied objectively (Creswell, 2013:36; Neuman, 2006:92). 

In consequence, when seeking to reflect the reality of others, the paper has aimed at 

minimizing both the physical and mental distance between the researcher and the people being 

studied, bearing in mind that some distance will always remain. For this reason, the use of 

participatory observation and semi-structured interviews have been applied to the study to as 

much as possible allow participants to construct and articulate their own meaning of their 

situation (Neuman, 2006:88; Creswell, 2013:20,25). The following will present the research 

approach and strategy that forms the basis of the study. 
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2.3 RESEARCH APPROACH 

Social research studies can be conducted in many ways using a variety of research strategies 

yet, the choice of selection should reflect the purpose of the study. Within social research, 

studies can be divided within three purposes, namely, exploratory, descriptive, and 

explanatory. As for the former, the research is intended to examine little investigated social 

phenomena often with the intent of outlining data which can be used for future studies. With 

regards to descriptive research, its purpose is to provide a detailed description of specific, partly 

investigated social phenomena. Finally, explanatory research builds on the former two with 

the purpose of outlining reasons as to why certain social phenomena occur (Neuman, 2006: 

23,33-5). The present study will take on a descriptive research nature by providing a rich and 

detailed description of the complex network relations within which sustainable honey 

production has been institutionalized in Argentina. 

  

To carry out the study of this sustainable honey production in Argentina a qualitative research 

approach was applied. Qualitative methods are commonly used when seeking to clarify 

complex matters such as multiple-constructed realities. As oppose to quantitative studies that 

generally seek to create time- and context-free generalizations, qualitative studies consider such 

tasks neither possible nor desirable. Rather, qualitative research embraces individual cases that 

provide in-depth information embedded in local contexts, and consider that it is impossible to 

fully distinguish causes and effects (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004:14,20). 

 

A significant difference between quantitative and qualitative research approaches is also that 

whereas the former generally employs deductive logic, the latter tend to employ an inductive 

logic (Frankel & Devers, 2000:253). Yet, this is not to understand that qualitative studies 

cannot apply a combined inductive-deductive logic also referred to as abduction. Abduction 

has been considered well-suited for exploring relatively new social phenomena or topics about 

which there are a lot of information in a certain context but much less in the particular context 

that is being studied, because it allows for a more flexible approach to exploring and explaining 

social phenomena and a possible modification of existing theories within the topic that is being 

investigated (Saunders et al. 2012:144-8). The intention thus becomes to observe a particular 

social phenomenon by taking into account, but without relying too heavily on already existing 

theory in order to be able to approach the phenomenon in question with an ‘open mind’ 
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(Neuman, 2006:98). Therefore, due to the limited amount of existing information on the 

institutionalization of sustainable honey production in Argentina, an abductive mode of 

inference will be applied to this research study.  

 

2.4 CASE STUDY 

Within qualitative social research the use of case studies has been a commonly applied 

research strategy, because they allow for rich and detailed insights of a contemporary 

phenomenon that takes into account the contextual conditions (Yin, 2009:18). In other words, 

case studies are beneficial when seeking to understand how people’s actions and meanings take 

form in real-life situations, how these are interconnected into larger social structures, and how 

these are shaped and evolve in practice. This allows for developing a nuanced view of reality, 

which is particularly important considering that there within social science exists no such thing 

as predictive theories or context-independent knowledge (Flyvbjerg, 2006:223,235). 

 

However, the use of case studies as scientific methods have often been criticized due to the 

perception that they are too context-dependent and that it is not possible to generalize upon 

them (Yin, 2009:15; Flyvbjerg, 2006:224). Even so, according to Flyvbjerg (2006), there are 

two pitfalls about such criticism; firstly, it is incorrect to consider that one cannot generalize 

from case studies; secondly, one should bear in mind that formal generalization is merely one 

out of many ways to create and obtain knowledge, and that it is not necessarily the goal of all 

scientific research. Rather, he argues that the selection of method should depend on the 

purpose of the research study, and that the strategic choice of a case may actually add to its 

generalizability (p.225-7). To this, Yin (2009) adds that case studies should be considered 

“generalizable to theoretical propositions and not to populations and universes” (p.15). 

 

Based on these notions, a single case study strategy has been applied in the conduction of the 

present research study, bearing in mind that the intention is not to create a case of universal 

generalization, but rather to in-depth examine and understand how sustainable honey 

production has been institutionalized in Argentina, and thereby, offer an example of how the 

implementation of sustainable honey production works in a real-life context. 
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Considering, that the scope of the present study includes a multiplicity of actors involved in the 

production networks of sustainable honey in Santa Fe, a multi-scalar perspective approach to 

the case study has been reasoned appropriate. As such, the case study and the collection of 

data has focused on representing a multiplicity of stakeholders ranging from local and regional 

levels to national and international levels. Thereby, different levels of actors have been taken 

into account in order to shed light on their individual roles and experiences and also how they 

are interconnected in the production network. The motive for this rests on the perception that 

social processes and relationships are interrelated and that actions and meanings on the 

different levels can mutually affect each other (Henderson et al., 2002:447). Below, a detailed 

description of the sampling of actors and interviewees will be provided, but first a presentation 

of the case. 

  

2.5 PRESENTATION OF THE CASE 

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), Argentina 

was the third worldwide producer in 2012 (2014a) and the largest exporter of honey in 2011 

(2014b). The country possesses almost 4 million beehives, distributed among 33.000 

beekeepers that annually produce an average of 80.000 tons of honey, of which nearly 95% is 

exported (Palacio et al. 2012:77; Blengino, 2013:1). Argentina is internationally known for the 

quality of its honeys and produces a great variety of honeys; from prairies, forests, hills and 

islands. Most of the honey is exported in bulks, and regularly used for blending with lower 

quality honey in i.e. Europe. Since honey is a natural resource and a multipurpose product 

with long-term storage possibility, it is considered to have the potential of becoming a 

significant added value industry. For this reason special programs have been initiated by i.e. 

the National Institute of Agricultural Technology (INTA) and through both national and 

regional programs with the attempt to add value to apiculture products and thereby create 

more inclusive economic activities, since production is rather simple and easy to establish, and 

possible in remote, rural areas (Travadelo & Caporgno, 2010:1-3; Rep. from INTA 21.05.14; 

FODA, 2012:10). 

 

Still, by far most of the honey that is being produced is conventional honey, that is, neither 

organic nor fair trade certified. Even so, and also in the extension of national apiculture 

programs, the fair trade production has been on the rise over the past few years, while the 
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organic honey represent significant amounts in organic production (Fortalecer, 2011; Rep. 

from MAPO 29.05.14). This promotion of sustainable honey production, thus, occurs through 

organizations, government institutions, companies and cooperatives. This in part has to do 

with the different roles of the parties, as some actors are specialized in accreditation and 

certification, elaborating control protocols, monitoring plans, financing and execution of 

production etc. 

 

As a result, the selection of Argentina as the study context has been based on two reasons. 

Firstly, the size of the honey production makes the country an important actor in the global 

market. Additionally, the attempts to combine honey production with sustainability and social 

inclusion programs together with the role that multi-stakeholder standards play in Argentina 

have made the country an interesting location for conducting the case study. Secondly, I have 

substantial firsthand experience with the country since I have lived and worked there for nearly 

four years. This provides me with insights into the cultural context and skills that facilitate the 

participation in and understanding of social activities, communication with people in their 

native language etc., something rendered important by social scholars when conducting studies 

of real-life situations (Flyvbjerg, 2006:236; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009:164). 

 

As Argentina is a large country it was necessary to delimit the in-country region to be studied 

in this thesis since it would be too comprehensive to include all provinces of the country. In 

order to do this a stratified purposeful sampling strategy was followed. This strategy develops a 

number of preselected parameters to ensure that certain cases are included within a study 

(Sandelowski, 2000:250), and helps develop a sampling frame based on selection criteria that 

in turn restrict the scope of the study (Devers & Frankel, 2000:264). In this study the following 

selection criteria were applied: 1) geographical distribution of producers, 2) location of 

producers and 3) typology of producers. 

 

1) Geographical distribution of producers 

Although honey production occurs in most provinces in Argentina, production is largest in the 

provinces of Buenos Aires, Entre Ríos and Santa Fe, respectively. These provinces are 

geographically placed in the Eastern and North-eastern parts of the country, and are in general 
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also the most predominant within agriculture in comparison to other provinces (Palacio et al. 

2012:77).   

 

To this date there are only five certified fair trade honey producers in Argentina; two of them 

located in the province of Santa Fe and the remaining three in distinct Northern provinces 

(Fortalecer, 2014b). Therefore, as fair trade is the smallest type of production compared to 

organic and conventional honey production, a preference of this selection criterion was 

applied. Moreover, this was combined with the fact that I spent most my time in Argentina in 

the province of Santa Fe, which enhances my understanding of the lives of the people and their 

communication forms of this particular region, thus it was considered advantageous to 

centralize the case study on the province of Santa Fe. 

 

2) Location of producers 

After having identified Santa Fe as the fair trade producing province, a detailed mapping of all 

honey producers was sought made to locate producers. It should be noticed that there to this 

date are an estimated 4.000 honey producers in Santa Fe alone, yet as most of them are very 

small producers and some not officially registered (Rep. from Ministry 29.05.14:8), this task 

proved difficult and highly time-consuming. At the time of writing, nonetheless, several 

initiatives are being implemented both in Argentina and in Santa Fe to promote an increased 

registration of both honey producers and production. This means that an official registry of 

producers is being developed, however, there are still several beekeepers that are not yet 

registered, and also, the system is not publically accessible. Therefore, the selection of honey 

producers in Santa Fe was then initially based on the mere ability to locate them, either via 

webpages, databases, social media etc., and subsequently, the ability to contact them either via 

e-mail or phone. 

 

3) Typology of producers 

Apart from forming a primary basis for the selection of region, fair trade producers also formed 

the basis for the selection of type of producers. As a predominant goal of fair trade is to 

promote the conditions of particularly small producers and their associations, it seemed natural 

in this context to apply this type of small-scale production in the sampling of honey producers. 
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Furthermore, the use of associations and cooperatives is a common type of production chosen 

by small producers in Argentina in all sorts of sectors. 

 

With the intention to compare fair trade producers with other similar types of producers in 

organic and conventional production, the selection of producers in these sectors was based on 

their registration as cooperatives. The consideration was to as far as possible be able to exclude 

factors such as size, economy and power as interfering elements in terms of estimating the 

conditions and experiences of the honey producers. Nevertheless, this proved to be a 

challenging task due to difficulties in establishing contact with producers, especially with 

regards to small conventional producers, presumably because these tend to be less organized. 

As a result the present study only includes fair trade and organic producers, within which 

variations appear, however, these differences will be clarified and taken into account whenever 

deemed relevant for an impact assessment. Even so, the producers do resemble each other in 

essential aspects: they are all small-scale cooperative united by independent producers, facing 

resembling conditions and challenges. 

 

2.6 DATA COLLECTION 

The data used to answer the overall research question of this thesis consists of both primary 

data in the form of interviews and field visits, and secondary sources in the form of documents. 

This use of multiple sources of data has also been referred to as data triangulation, which is 

often considered useful for corroborating the findings of a research study and also enhancing 

its validity and reliability by relying on more than one source of evidence (Yin, 2009:114-6). 

Furthermore, the use of data triangulation underlines the acknowledgement of the biases that 

tend to be implied in any type of data, and embraces then, that no single reality exists but 

rather multiple perceptions of reality (Neuman, 2006:149). 

 

The use of interviews in case studies is a commonly used and also important source of 

information. The use of interviews can provide a researcher with significant insights into 

complex matters, and thereby provide important knowledge that could not otherwise be 

accessed (Yin, 2009:107-8). Due to the intention of this thesis to gather detailed and not 

previously published information on the honey producers and apiculture sector in general, 
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while also seeking to reflect the views of the actors involved in the production network, the use 

of interviews has proven particularly useful. 

 

In practice, interviews can range from being highly to slightly structured, depending on the 

purpose of the interview. In this study the use of semi-structured interviews was considered 

appropriate due to their flexibility and sensitivity to the particular situation. This type of 

interview rests on the elaboration of certain questions prior to the interview, while giving room 

for not strictly following the order of the questions and also allowing for the elaboration of 

additional questions that might become relevant during the interview, or the exclusion of 

questions that might become irrelevant. Thus, this type of interview allows the interviewee to 

more freely elaborate on their answers and also introduce other issues they consider of 

relevance (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009:143-4). 

 

Since this study was conducted from a distance the interviews were carried out mainly via 

telephone but also email. While it is often considered that qualitative interviews should be 

carried out face-to-face to obtain the most accurate information from interviewees, some 

researchers have argued that there are in fact certain benefits related to conducting interview 

via telephone and email. Apart from the fact that telephone and email can allow one to reach a 

broader spectrum of different actors, these media, and in particular the latter, can also help 

create a more balanced power division between the interviewer and the interviewee. The 

reason why email can be particular useful here, is that it eliminates many social characteristics 

that can be of influence when conducting face-to-face interviews, and also because it allows for 

the interviewee to consider their answers and respond when deemed most beneficial (James & 

Busher, 2006:411,415). Nonetheless, as email responses tend to be less elaborate, telephone 

interviews were conducted in all cases where it was not considered to be a complication to the 

interviewee, or even in some cases a combination of both was carried out in order to obtain as 

much information as possible.  

 

The questions for the interviews were elaborated on the basis of the research questions and the 

theoretical concepts considered in the thesis in order to clarify how sustainable honey 

production has been institutionalized in Santa Fe and which actors are directly and indirectly 
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involved in the process. Interviews were recorded upon agreement from participants and it was 

made clear to the interviewees that the information provided would be treated confidentially.  

In addition to the interviews, two direct visits were also made to an Argentine honey producer 

and fair trade shop located in Denmark with the intention of obtaining practical knowledge on 

honey production and commercialization procedures.  

 

The sampling of interviewees followed the overall intention of the thesis to outline a detailed 

mapping of key actors within the production network in terms of sustainable honey production 

in Santa Fe. Therefore, representatives from multiple levels, be that local to national to 

international levels, have been included with the intention of most accurately describing the 

structure of the network and assess the development of the cooperation between actors in the 

network, the significance of standards and regulation, and their impacts on the local context. 

As such, the sampling of interviewees has intended to follow a maximum variation sampling 

strategy whereby the differentiation of sites and participants is as diverse as possible (Creswell, 

2013:157-8; Flyvbjerg, 2006:230), naturally, within the framework of the present research 

study. 

 

For the conduction of interviews with the different actors separate interview guides were 

elaborated to uncover the process and the purpose of each interview. The interviewees were 

divided in four groups with a different interview guide, namely ‘local honey producers’, 

‘national and provincial government entities’, ‘private organizations’ including multi-

stakeholder initiatives and non-government organizations and finally, ‘international buyers’; 

for more details see appendix 2. This division of the groups was made based on their multi-

scalar level and the presumed power relations between the different actors – these concepts will 

be elaborated in more details in the theoretical chapter.  

 

In total, 17 interviews were carried out between 4 November 2013 and 23 June 2014. 12 

interviews were carried out by telephone, four by mail, and one by Skype chat. In addition, 

two field visits were made. Tables 1 and 2 provide an overview of the level and type of 

representatives interviewed and visited in relation to data collection – for more details see also 

appendix 11. 
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Table 1: Interview overview 

No Institution Perspective Location Date (2014) Duration 

1.  GEPA  International 
company  

Germany 5-6 May Mail 

2.  Fair Trade Original International 
company  

Netherlands 23 June Mail 

3.  Jakobsens International 
company  

Denmark 3 June Mail 

4.  FLO MSI on fair trade Argentina 11 June, 15 min., 

13 June  37 min. 

5.  IFOAM MSI on organic Peru 5 June  39 min. 

6.  Fundación Fortalecer NGO for fair trade Buenos Aires 13 June 27 min. 

7.  MAPO  NGO for organic  Buenos Aires 29 May 1 hr. 8 
min. 

8.  SENASA  Health and agro-food 
quality 

Buenos Aires 3-4 June  Mail 

9.  INTA (National) National apiculture 
program  

Buenos Aires 21 May 45 min 

10.  INTA (Santa Fe) National apiculture 
program 

Santa Fe (city) 14 May 46 min. 

11.  Ministry of 
Production Santa Fe 

Provincial Apiculture 
Program 

Santa Fe (city) 29 May 1 hr. 6 min 

12.  Secretariat of 
Production, 
NorSaFe 

Regional Apiculture 
Program 

Reconquista, 
Santa Fe 

14 May, 1 hr., 

23 April Mail 

13.  Comercio Solidario Fair trade cooperative Rosario,  
Santa Fe 

12 May, 2 hr. (chat) 

4 Nov. 2013 Mail 

14.  COSAR Fair trade cooperative Santo Tomé, 
Santa Fe 

29 May 59 min. 

15.  Honey Bee Group Organic cooperative Santa Fe (city) 14 May 33 min. 

16.  Mieles Oliveros Organic cooperative Oliveros,  
Santa Fe 

8 May 32 min., 

18 Jan. Mail 

17.  Mielso Organic cooperative Bordenave, 
Buenos Aires 

12 May, 45 min., 

4 April Mail 

 

Table 2: Participatory observation 

No Institution Perspective Location Date (2014) Duration 

18.  Robins Biavl Private beekeeper and teacher 
in beekeeping activities 

Frederiksberg, 
Denmark 

7 May 1 hr. 30 
min. 

19.  Fair Trade 
Butik Svalerne 

Specialized fair trade shop 
with products from around the 
world 

Copenhagen, 
Denmark 

4 June 40 min. 

 

As a third data collection method the use of documents was applied in this study. The use of 

documents is a commonly applied method, and in connection to case studies it is considered 

particularly useful for corroborating information from other sources (Yin, 2009:101-3). 

Therefore, various types of secondary sources have been included in this study with the 
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intention of presenting a broad coverage of evidence including government reports, manuals, 

protocols, regulatory documents, research papers, websites etc. For a full list see appendix 12. 

 

2.7 DATA ANALYSIS 

To process the collected data a constructivist grounded theory was followed. From this 

perspective it is considered that theories, or understandings of certain phenomena, are 

elaborated based on gathered data. This way data and theory can interact, and it is considered 

a particular useful approach in research studies where a theory is not available to explain a 

process in the particular settings of the case in question (Neuman, 2006:157-8; Creswell, 

2013:87-8). Therefore, the collection and analysis of data becomes a simultaneously developing 

process (Creswell, 2013:85), and as a result the methods used for collecting data as well as the 

interview guides were slightly modified along the process as new information was provided. 

 

Before the interviews were carried out, central themes for the research study had been 

identified based on the research questions and already available knowledge. As the intention of 

the interviews was to assure that different gaps in information in the different themes would be 

covered, a variety of secondary data was studied before the relevant questions for the different 

interview groups could be made. After having carried out the interviews these were transcribed 

and subsequently carefully examined in order to organize the provided information. 

Subsequently, the interviews were organized in their respective groups and responses from 

interviewees were categorized under each theme of the interview guide. To provide as detailed 

categorization as possible the information from the interviews was organized in short concepts 

and summarized quotations (Lampard & Pole, 2002:192; Bryman, 2008:549). Overviews of 

the findings of the categorized concepts are enclosed in appendix 8 and the summarized 

quotations in appendix 9. 

 

2.8 QUALITY OF RESEARCH DESIGN 

In the conduction of research studies concerns about reliability and validity tend to arise with 

regards to the alleged ability to avoid subjectivity and demonstrate the quality of the presented 

information. On the one hand, reliability concerns the extent to which a research study can be 

repeated by other researchers and provide equal findings and conclusions. On the other hand, 

validity regards the extent to which the study has had the capacity to measure the social 

phenomenon it has focused on (Yin, 2009:45; Lampard & Pole, 2006:207). 
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According to Yin (2009), operational measures thus become particularly important to 

demonstrate validity when carrying out case studies because this type of study often has been 

considered to make use of rather subjective sources of evidence. Nonetheless, as indicated in 

the above such claims have been sought countered by the use of multiple sources of data. 

Additionally, case studies have commonly been criticized a less valid based on the 

considerations that these offer little room for generalizations. Yet, as also argued previously, 

such criticism mostly stem from a wish for being able to elaborate statistical rather than 

analytical generalizations. As this latter type instead aims at generalizations that can be held 

against a certain theory (p.41-3), case studies should in fact be preferred since they generally 

provide more in-depth observations and thus more information than statistical results 

(Flyvbjerg, 2006:236). Along the lines of Flyvbjerg (2006), this thesis then, aims at providing 

deeper insights into the causes and consequences of given actions, rather than focusing on how 

frequently these actions occur (p.229). 

 

The procedures followed throughout the data collection and analysis of this thesis, have been 

sought explicitly clarified so as to avoid any misconceptions and thereby enhance the reliability 

of the study. Even so, from the social constructivist approach that knowledge is contextual, it is 

considered that certain elements of diversion will inevitably occur since people’s 

understandings of their own reality and thereby also their actions might alter over the course of 

time, or granted that another researcher might possess more or less knowledge on the cultural 

settings, lose or add understandings to the language of communication etc. (Brinkmann & 

Kvale, 2009:49-50,73). 

 

2.9 CONCLUSION 

The present chapter has described the social constructivist paradigm that underlies the thesis. It 

has explained the descriptive purpose of the research study and the qualitative research 

approach that has been applied to the case study. The collection of data has been based on 

various primary and secondary sources, including the sampling of interviewees through a 

maximum variation strategy and the use of semi-structured interviews. The analysis of data has 

been based on a grounded theory approach and detailed categorization of information. Finally, 

the chapter has presented considerations on reliability and validity to secure the quality of the 

study. 
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will give a presentation of the theoretical framework that has been applied in the 

present case study. Through a global production network (GPN) approach a framework will 

present the vertical and horizontal relations, or the directly and indirectly involved actors 

integrated into a global honey supply chain. This approach will shed light on the relations 

between actors and how these mutually affect, support and/or constrain each other. A central 

element of the GPN approach in this paper includes the concept of multi-stakeholder initiatives 

(MSI). Thus this chapter will shed light on how MSIs develop guidelines for good practices, 

with particular focus on the level of legitimacy and governance exercised by and within the 

MSIs in a GPN. This will be followed by a presentation of how guidelines put forward as 

voluntary standards can contribute to upgrading activities in the production network, and 

ultimately regional development. 

 

3.2 GLOBAL PRODUCTION NETWORK 

With time, production and market relations have tended to become extensively more global in 

their geographical expansion, creating networks of supply chains that also become increasingly 

more complex in their organizational structures due to the growing amounts of directly and 

indirectly involved actors in the networks (Coe et al. 2008:272). While such networks have 

been referred to by a variety of overlapping concepts such as value chains, commodity chains, 

value networks, etc. (Gereffi et al. 2001:2-3; Sturgeon, 2001:6), the term considered most 

accurate and which has been applied in the present paper is that of a global production 

network (GPN) defined by Coe et al. (2004) as: 

The globally organized nexus of interconnected functions and operations by firms and non-

firm institutions through which goods and services are produced and distributed. (…) 

Global production networks ‘cut through’ national and regional boundaries in highly 

differentiated ways, influenced in part by regulatory and non-regulatory barriers and local 

socio-cultural conditions. (2004:471) 

According to Henderson et al. (2002) a GPN approach is necessary to get a perspective of an 

entire value chain as it is “capable of grasping the global, regional and local economic and social 
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dimensions of the processes involved in (…) economic globalization” (p.445). Additionally, all GPNs 

must be regarded as multi-scalar, in the sense that they range from local and regional levels to 

national and international levels and that actions on the different levels, can mutually affect 

each other. In addition, these multi-scalar networks evolve over time as they become affected 

by a multiplicity of actors throughout the production network; actors possessing asymmetrical 

power and influence and whom thereby in different ways shape and transform the actions 

carried out in a network (Henderson et al. 2002:445-7; Lund-Thomsen & Coe, 2013:6). As a 

result, one of the main difficulties in studying a GPN is thus that it seeks to study a broad 

scope of actors of distinct sizes and nationalities in a time- and space-sensitive framework, 

understanding that these elements are constantly changing. However, the benefits of such 

approach is that it allows for a broader more in-depth understanding of the economic, social 

and cultural phenomena that can influence the development of particular actors in a specific 

context (Coe et al. 2008:272-4).  

 

To approach the analysis of these multi-scalar networks the present paper will apply the notion 

of Sturgeon (2000) that the concept of value chain is beneficial for describing the activities and 

actors in specific product-based actions, while the concept of production network is beneficial 

for describing the wider network of activities and actors in which the value chain takes place. 

As such, Sturgeon considers that a “chain maps the vertical sequence of events leading to the delivery, 

consumption, and maintenance of a particular good and service, while a network maps the vertical and 

horizontal linkages between economic actors” (p.6). Thus, in the light of this, the following will 

present what is considered to be included in a vertical and horizontal analysis.  

 

3.2.1 VERTICAL ANALYSIS 

As indicated in the above a vertical analysis concerns the actors and activities directly 

participating in the elaboration and use of specific goods and services. While not being entirely 

similar concepts the perception of value chain resembles that of commodity chains – although 

perhaps less in theory than in practice – because the original conception of commodity chains 

has rarely been applied in its wholeness1 (Dicken et al. 2001:97-99), and also been increasingly 

                                                 
1 Gerrefi’s notion of global commodity chains originally focused on four dimensions, namely, input-output 
structure; territoriality; governance structure and institutional framework, however, in practice Gerrefi – 
followed by many other scholars – have mainly focused on merely the notion of governance structure. 
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referred to as value chains (Nielson & Pritchard, 2009:38). As a result, the present paper will 

refer to both terms as value chains (Coe et al. 2008:272). 

Based on the above, global value chain (GVC) analyses have generally focused on inter-firm 

relations in terms of how actors participate in the chain, and also how they gain from 

participation, thereby concerning an examination of the structure, dynamics and power 

relations between actors involved in the chain (Nadvi & Barrientos, 2004:6; Nielson & 

Pritchard, 2009:39). To describe the power relations, or governance structures, as they have 

also been referred to, Gereffi contended two distinct types, namely, producer-driven chains and 

buyer-driven chains. The former characterized by being controlled by large industrial 

enterprises, mostly in capital- and technology-intensive industries (Nielson & Pritchard, 

2009:40). The latter, in turn, characterized by being controlled by large retailers and trading 

companies that do not own production facilities themselves, but instead outsource and 

coordinate labor-intensive work to suppliers in developing countries, while remaining in 

control of production through product specifications, process standards, etc. (Dicken, 2001:99; 

Barrientos et al. 2011:321). The importance of this distinction lies in the differential barriers for 

entering the market and the ability of actors to exercise influence over their own fate (Dicken, 

2001:99). 

In addition to the producer-/buyer-driven chains Gereffi et al. (2005) formulated five types of 

value chain governance, namely, markets, modular, relational, captive and hierarchy. These five 

structures were based on three key variables, namely, the complexity of the information shared 

between actors, the codification of information and knowledge to ensure efficient transmission, 

and capabilities of suppliers to sustain or enter particular transactions. In this sense, the least 

power is executed in the market structure and the most power is executed in the hierarchy 

structure. In market, governance is generally executed by market linkages and prices, which 

means that it is easy for parties in the chain to switch to new partners and at low transaction 

costs. In hierarchy, governance is characterized by vertical integration through a high degree of 

managerial control often from large buyers to small suppliers (p.83-5). 

Even so, a particular element of the GPN perspective is that it also considers that an important 

element of the division of power in a given network regards the level of what Henderson et al. 

(2002:447-8) denominates boundedness of activities within a network, which refers to the ability 

of the actors to transcend territorial borders. Where business actors are less bounded by i.e. 
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political or cultural borders, non-business organizations such as NGOs, not to mention 

governmental institutions or local workers, tend to be significantly more bounded by their 

specific geographical contexts. The consequences in this case can be that the latter group of 

actors turns out more restricted by its surroundings, which in turn can have important 

implications for the development of a given region in terms of the division of power amongst 

actors and the creation of value in the production network (Coe et al. 2008:279-80). However, 

this of course will often depend on the size of the actors, where small producers will tend to be 

much less flexible than large businesses, and large private or public organizations can influence 

and transcend much larger geographical areas. 

 

Moreover, the GPN perspective considers certain degrees of autonomy to any actors involved 

in a production network. While recognizing that not unimportant imbalances in the power 

relations often do exist in particular value chains the GPN approach, nonetheless, regards that 

any actor can potentially affect the economic and social outcomes of the production network 

in which he is incorporated (Henderson et al. 2002:446). This may regard as simple a power 

exercise as choosing to opt out of a given network, which – particularly in terms of small-scale 

producers – might not have an important effect in the big picture, but can nevertheless affect 

the network in the specific location where this power exercise is executed. In terms of workers, 

these considerations are important because they then consider that even small-scale actors may 

have power to influence the context in which they live and defend their interests. The question 

remaining of course, is to what extent actors will consider the possibilities they in theory are 

considered to have as beneficial in practice (Coe & Jordhus-Lier, 2011:216; Lund-Thomsen, 

2013:2-5). Below the significance of value chain actor integration into local regional contexts 

will be presented. 

 

3.2.2 HORIZONTAL ANALYSIS 

With the intention of looking beyond the mere scope of the value chain, the GPN approach 

considers the element of regional development a central field of study. Herein three concepts 

are considered to be of particular significance, namely, value, power and embeddedness, which 

will ultimately decide to what extent regional development occurs. In relation to this Coe et al. 

(2004) consider that the development of a region is shaped partly by doings within them, partly 

by relations from the outside affecting the control and dependency of market access. Regional 
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development is thus not merely shaped by local institutions and actors but also by extra-local 

actors such as national and international institutions (p.469-70). 

 

In terms of regional development, the notion of value concerns the aspects of creation, 

enhancement and capture of value within a particular region. The creation of value refers to 

the abilities of regional actors and institutions to attract and create value-added activities such 

as facilitating business activities, generating and training labor forces, etc. Enhancement of 

value then is to be understood as the ability of regional institutions to promote higher value-

added production activities through the transfer of knowledge and technology and also 

industrial upgrading. Finally, capture of value regards the ability of regional institutions to 

ensure that the value that is created is also retained in the region and used to improve the 

conditions of the society and the people. The ability to facilitate value enhancement and 

capture is determined particularly by the power and influence of the regional institutions (Coe 

et al. 2004:473-75; Henderson et al. 2002:449). And according to Coe et al. (2004) the benefit 

of being entangled into GPNs is that regions are more likely to profit from economies of scale 

and scope, however, the downside is that regions will also have less influence on their own fate 

(p.475). 

 

Within the framework of this paper the power relations are rather complex, due to the fact that 

various kinds of actors are involved, exercising both ‘typical’ and ‘atypical’ power. Generally, 

GPN studies have been carried out from a perspective of analyzing lead firms in global value 

chains (Coe & Hess, 2012:7) and how their presence have been adapted to, facilitated by, and 

affected local actors and conditions in the form of public and private organizations and also 

individuals of the community. While this by no mean implies that power relations in such 

GPNs cannot be complex, theories on these matters have nonetheless sought to simplify 

analytical studies by dividing power structures in such categories as corporate, institutional and 

collective power (Henderson et al. 2002:450-51). Yet, such power division appears too 

simplified in cases as the one of the present paper, due to the inclusion of international multi-

stakeholder initiatives in the GPN, which makes the power division rather hazy. In brief, 

because the MSIs to a certain extent can be considered to execute all three types of power, 

since they behave as international NGOs, yet tend to replace the role of lead firms in GPNs, 

while executing institutional power, and thereby largely delineate the terms of operation for the 
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remaining actors within the production network. This element of MSI governance will be 

discussed in more details further below. 

 

As for embeddedness, it is a key element in regional development since it takes into account the 

degree to which actors are embedded within a region in terms of social and territorial 

arrangements. This can provide information about how connections between actors are created 

and performed and also reveal power asymmetries in different contexts. Moreover, the 

potential of actions of any actors should be viewed in relation to how these partake in the 

formation of capital and how acts of solidarity or obstruction are motivated by specific social 

and territorial relations (Coe & Jordhus-Lier, 2011:214,218; Henderson et al. 2002:451-2). 

 

Large international businesses and organizations may on the one hand carry ‘institutional 

heritage’ with them when seeking to penetrate new regions, and thereby generate new regional 

networks of economic and social relations. National and local institutions may on the other 

hand influence and constrain the performance of these international actors, or seek to endorse 

particular elements of a GPN in certain regions or communities with the intention of pushing 

forward specific developments. In addition to this, the notion of embeddedness touches upon 

the connections between actors of a GPN regardless of their country of origin or level of 

integration within a specific region. It is thus the duration and stability of both formal and 

informal relations that shapes each actor’s embeddedness in a network and also the entire 

structure and evolution of the GPN. It is also within these different networks that the issues of 

governance and power asymmetries will come forward (Henderson et al. 2002:452-4; Coe et al. 

2008:280).  

 

Therefore, the agency potential of the actors in a GPN will in the present study be viewed in 

the light of the governance structures within the vertical governance dimensions of the 

production network stretching across geographical territories, and the horizontal power and 

embeddedness dimensions executed in local regions, in this particular case Argentina and the 

Province of Santa Fe (Coe & Hess, 2013:6). As a result, one of the main difficulties in studying 

GPNs is thus that they are comprised by a broad scope of actors of distinct sizes and 

nationalities and environments, which jointly influence their behavior and how they act in 

terms of promoting value generation and regional development (Coe et al. 2008:280). 
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3.3 MULTI-STAKEHOLDER INITIATIVES 

With the increased globalization of production and general decline in government regulation 

of environmental and social conditions the recent years has demonstrated a significant 

expansion of initiatives addressing both social and environmental concerns on behalf of a 

broad specter of actors (Raynolds et al. 2006:147). This has led to the rise of multi-stakeholder 

processes and partnerships between the government, business sector, NGOs and other civil 

society actors, elaborating processes that focus on the promotion of environmental and social 

ethical management practices in global business (Vallejo & Hauselmann, 2004:3). This has led 

to the development of standards and guidelines intended to be voluntarily followed by any 

stakeholder involved, but with compliance to be rewarded through certification and labeling of 

production activities and products. The intention of these multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSI) 

has been to bridge multilateral norms with local action, and has been particularly evident 

within the global food sector with the objective of promoting sustainable production and 

development (Raynolds et al. 2006:147; Bäckstrand, 2006:291). 

 

Nonetheless, little is known about the actual effectiveness and outcomes of MSIs, and while 

being voluntary the rising popularity of MSI certification and labeling systems also provide 

MSIs with increased power influence across global production networks (Turcotte & Pasquero, 

2001:448-49; Cheyns & Riisgaard, 2014:2). Therefore, a critical assessment of the legitimacy 

and effectiveness of the MSIs must be considered in order to evaluate their potential and 

limitations. 

 

With regards to legitimacy it concerns both the level of acceptance of the directly involved 

stakeholders within the initiative and the indirectly affected external audiences, that is, the 

legitimacy depends on the ability to engage and represent participating stakeholders and the 

ability to make the initiatives transparent and accountable (Vallejo & Hauselmann, 2004:3-4; 

Cheyns & Riisgaard, 2014:2, 6-7). It should be noted that as MSIs are self-regulated and 

participants are self-selected, MSIs, like other alternative forms of regulation, cannot be held 

responsible by the public, and thereby lack accountability. Thus, representativeness becomes 

highly acute (Haufler, 2003:243). 
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The identification of stakeholders is an important element of the creation of MSIs. Often in 

MSIs, stakeholders are considered to be those who participate directly in the process and are 

represented through the initiative (Vallejo & Hauselmann, 2004:4). Representation thus 

concerns the level of representativeness within the initiative, that is, the extent to which an 

initiative include the different interests of the stakeholders, and the extent to which their voices 

are heard both in terms of the formulation of standards and their implementation into the local 

contexts (Bäckstrand, 2006:292-94). By representing multiple public and private actors and 

through their flexible and decentralized character, the MSIs have often been accredited 

somewhat unique abilities to promote inclusion and legitimacy in international collaborative 

problem-solving contexts by combining local practices with global norms (Bäckstrand, 

2006:298). As for effectiveness, it concerns the ability of the MSIs to bring forward its 

objectives while bearing in mind the elements of legitimacy and representativeness (Vallejo & 

Hauselmann, 2004:5). 

 

Moreover, considering the increased recognition that MSIs have gained as valid mechanisms 

to develop practices towards advocating sustainable development, their global development 

and presence have expanded, and alongside this, new forms of governance systems have arisen 

(Vallejo & Hauselmann, 2004:3; Haufler, 2003:237). Governance is here considered as “the 

rules, institutions, and norms that channel and constrain economic activity and its impacts” (Levy, 

2008:944). Moreover, a growing tendency to perceive private standards as almost the only way 

to improve worker conditions has meant that government regulation and alternative social 

empowerment actions have been given less attention and support (Nelson et al., 2014:11). This 

has in turn created conditions where authority is granted to those who can exercise influence 

upon the market mechanisms by the use of internal standard compliance evaluations, and 

where standard compliance is largely promoted by market incentives and economic benefits 

such as market access, consumer demands and price premiums (Cashore, 2002:504, 509-10; 

Renard, 2005:419). 

 

Therefore, the rising popularity of MSIs, and in particular their certification and labeling 

systems, have provided key stakeholders within MSIs with increased power influence across 

global production networks, an as a result the assessment of power, representation and voice 

are crucial aspects in an analysis of governance systems (Vallejo & Hauselmann, 2004:3; 
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Raynolds et al. 2006:147; Bäckstrand, 2006:291-93). Furthermore, the constructions of new 

quality production standards are simultaneously political constructions that can generate new 

forms and relations of power within the production networks (Raynolds et al. 2006:151; 

Cashore, 2002:523). 

 

According to Tallontire (2007) governance analysis in stakeholder initiatives must include both 

a vertical and a horizontal perspective. As has been elaborated in the abovementioned such a 

governance analysis concern, respectively, issues regarding actors and activities directly 

involved in the value chain, and actors and activities directly and indirectly associated with 

and affecting the production network. Tallontire considers, that the legitimacy of the MSI must 

regard an analysis of what she entitles legislative, executive and judicial governance, that is, 

how MSI standards are formulated, implemented and monitored and assessed. As for 

legislative governance it concerns the origin of the standards; how, by whom and in what 

context have they been formulated. This considers the direct participation of the stakeholders 

involved in and affected by the standards. With regards to executive governance it concerns the 

processes of implementing the abovementioned standards; what tools are used to ensure 

compliance and how far down the value chain standards can expected to be met. Finally, 

judicial governance considers how compliance with standards is monitored and how impact is 

assessed (p.785). In the following section the objectives and significance of standards will be 

outlined. 

 

3.4 STANDARDS 

According to Ponte and Cheyns (2013) standards are “norms selected as a model by which to judge 

and compare people, products or actions, and which provide a common language to evaluators, the 

evaluated and their audiences” (p.461). In addition to this, Tallontire (2007) distinguish between 

two types of private standards, namely, private company standards, which are made and 

monitored by an individual company, and private collective standards, which are made in 

consensus by government bodies, civil society organizations and business sectors. As the latter 

type of standards includes a broader array of actors they tend to be more formal while in 

general still being voluntary initiatives. Standards elaborated by MSIs can thus be rubricated in 

this latter field of private standards (p.777-8). 
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Traditionally, conventional market standards have focused on product standards, that is, 

physical and measurable qualities of a given product; however, products are increasingly being 

evaluated also by the process standards referring to the less intangible conditions under which 

products are elaborated and traded. Since these latter standards cannot be communicated 

through the mere physical appearances of the final product, certification and labeling systems 

developed by i.e. MSIs have become particularly useful to validate compliance (Raynolds et al. 

2006:149; Renard, 2005:421). The main underlying intentions behind this change of view have 

to do with partly improving workers’ conditions and partly increasing the possible profits 

generated by a given production. For this reason the certifications and labels offered by the 

MSIs are very valuable, since they stimulate increased product differentiation in a market of 

ever growing global competition amongst producers (Raynolds et al. 2006:150-51). 

 

In this aspect it can be considered that MSIs in the shape of elaborating private collective 

standards seek to promote especially concerns about intangible process standards through the 

use of certification and labeling. The intention of this has in many cases been to facilitate 

market access to small and vulnerable producers in developing countries, whom through 

certificates and labels placed on products can verify compliance with multi-stakeholder 

standards towards consumers and thereby sell their products at a higher price in conventional 

markets. As a result of the expansion of MSIs, standards are thus increasingly being 

institutionalized in societies and production networks through voluntary certification systems, 

in which products to greater extents are being distinguished by the conditions under which 

they are produced and traded, rather than just on the final product. This has been particularly 

evident in the case of MSIs on the promotion of sustainable production (Raynolds et al. 

2006:151). 

 

In terms of voluntary standards these refer to standards that – as opposed to state regulation – 

are not mandatory by law and therefore do not imply government sanctions in cases of non-

compliance. However, in many cases these standard settings overlap, thus the distinction 

between the voluntary and mandatory can be hazy, furthermore, as MSIs expand and gain in 

popularity their standards become increasingly indirectly required to enter markets or even 

directly implemented into public state regulation (Nelson et al. 2014:6; Tallontire, 2007:778). 

Finally, it has been considered that compliance with voluntary multi-stakeholder standards 
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may actually be considered de facto mandatory by many producers, in order to obtain market 

access; and that particularly small producers and workers might risk feeling dominated by 

representatives of the MSIs headquartered in the developed countries (Nielson & Pritchard, 

2009:5; Haufler, 2003:239). 

 

A particular intention of the implementation of private standards and certifications has been 

the wish to create market access to small producers through product differentiation and 

upgrading (Renard, 2005:421-24). Considering upgrading in the sense of moving up the value 

chain, the use of certifications can facilitate market access for producers by verifying their 

compliance with private voluntary standards, which in turn can grant economic, social and 

environmental upgrading through higher value-added production, improved worker 

conditions, and a reduced ecological footprint. 

 

As for economic upgrading it has been described as “the process by which economic actors (…) 

move from low-value to relatively high-value activities in global production networks” (Gereffi, 

2005:171).  Yet there are different ways to engage in such upgrading, where the common ones 

include process and product upgrading, although functional and chain upgrading is commonly 

considered more significant for regional development. Where the former two aim at increasing 

efficiency and creating more advanced products; the two latter focus on performing higher 

value-added tasks such as marketing, or moving into technologically more advanced 

production altogether (Barrientos et al. 2011:323-24). The possibility of upgrading is largely 

affected by the capabilities of the producers and the governance structure of the value chain 

(Bettiol et al. 2011:6).  

 

With regards to multi-stakeholder standards these often touch upon the element of product 

upgrading, broadly defined as the moving into higher, more sophisticated and advanced 

product lines, however issues of process upgrading, understood as changes in the production 

process that will increase efficiency, have also received significant attention in several MSIs. 

One kind of such upgrading has been that of traceability. Through the authentication of the 

production trails of a specific product, traceability is aimed at guaranteeing product quality and 

producer compliance with multi-stakeholder standards towards buyers and consumers. This – 

at least in theory, for practical evidence remains limited – is intended to make certain 
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producers’ products stand out in otherwise crowded marketplaces, and thereby increase the 

consumption of their specific products, which in turn will bring about both economic and 

social gains (Nielson & Pritchard, 2009:6). 

 

Often it has been taken for granted that economic upgrading would more or less automatically 

bring about social upgrading as well, through better wages, working conditions, etc. However, 

this is not always the case if for instance the transaction costs associated with the economic 

upgrading are too high to bring about actual social benefits. Thus, social upgrading has been 

considered “the process of improvement in the rights and entitlements of workers as social actors, which 

enhances the quality of their employment” (Barrientos et al. 2011:324). This include both 

measurable standards such as improved working conditions in terms of type of employment, 

wage level, working hours, etc. and also less tangible enabling rights such as freedom of 

association, collective bargaining and participation. Lack of enabling rights can undermine the 

ability of workers to bargain for better working conditions, and eventually curb measurable 

standards as well (Barrientos et al. 2011:324-25). 

 

Finally, environmental upgrading concerns the ecological performance of business activities 

where upgrading has been defined as “the process by which economic actors move towards a 

production system that avoids or reduces environmental damage” (Bettiol et al. 2011:7). This is 

generally demonstrated through process improvements such as consideration for the use of 

materials and respect for natural reproduction; and product innovation such as eco-friendly 

designs and communication. Even so, in order for such initiatives to be truly effective they 

must include an array of actors integrated in the production network, since this will enforce its 

impact. Nonetheless, in practice, it has been difficult to combine this type of upgrading with 

that of social upgrading, particularly in developing countries, whereby its combined impact yet 

remains to be discovered (Bettiol et al. 2011:7-8). 

 

A variety of factors can affect producers and workers ability to participate in and obtain 

benefits from upgrading activities, yet it is largely defined by their position within the 

production network and their relation to other actors involved in the production network 

(Barrientos et al., 2011:325). 
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3.5 CONCLUSION 

From the above presented framework the requirements and considerations deemed necessary 

to carry out a research study of how MSIs and voluntary standards become integrated into 

GPNs has been outlined. This is relevant in order to study how multi-stakeholder standards 

have been implemented in the Argentine honey production network and to what extent this is 

considered to bring about sustainability. Thus, the theoretical framework to be applied in the 

present case study will based on the abovementioned, in the following two empirical chapters 

concern the inclusion of actors involved in the GPN and how interrelations between actors 

simultaneously promote and constrain each other. This includes the governance structure of 

the honey value chain, combined with the embeddedness and power execution of i.e. 

businesses, MSIs, government entities and workers in terms of how they contribute to or 

restrain regional development. With regards to MSIs these will simultaneously be studied in 

terms of their legitimacy and representativeness, in order to evaluate how these elements 

influence the formulation and implementation of standards, and to what extent the use of 

standards can promote upgrading and sustainability in the global honey production network. 
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CHAPTER 4: VERTICAL ANALYSIS 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

The present chapter will explain the levels of vertical integration within the Argentine global 

sustainable honey production network. This includes a presentation of the structure of the 

global honey value chain, including producers, suppliers, exporters and international buyers, 

and also how government entities and multi-stakeholders operate in the network (Coe et al. 

2004:471). The honey value chain is generally considered to be fairly simple because there are 

relatively few actors involved due to a simple production line, and few steps in the span from 

production to commercialization (Ministry of Production, 2008:6). Yet, as will be described 

below, the lines between actors can be rather hazy as some actors simultaneously occupy 

different roles, especially with regards to tasks carried out within the country of production 

(Coe et al. 2008:275-6). 

 

4.2 GLOBAL PRODUCTION NETWORK 

Producers consist of the beekeepers possessing the beehives and taking on the necessary steps 

for the bees to produce honey for consumption. The entry barriers to initiating honey 

production are normally considered relatively low since it does not require much equipment or 

start-up capital compared to many other industrial agriculture activities (Travadelo, 2012:27). 

Generally, a small commercial beekeeper possesses approximately 100-300 beehives, whereas 

a large beekeeper may well possess over 5.000-10.000 beehives. Most beekeeping in the world 

is carried out by small scale producers (Bedascarrabure et al. 2011:13; Rep. from Robins Biavl 

07.05.14). 

 

From the beehive beekeepers can extract and produce a variety of material although the by far 

most common is honey, yet other elements include e.g. beeswax, pollen, propolis, royal jelly, 

and live material such as queen bees, etc. (MinAgri, 2009:4) According to FAO (2014a), the 

top five honey producing countries in the world in 2012 were China, Turkey, Argentina, 

Ukraine and the USA, respectively. A few times a year – during spring and summer season – 

beekeepers harvest the honey. Roughly, the average harvest output per beehive renders to 30-

40 kg. per year, although in some geographical zones and in years of good climate conditions 

the average production can reach 60-70 kg. per beehive (Foreign Relations, 2010:14). In times 
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of bad climate conditions, however, production can be as low as 10-15 kg. (Secretariat of 

Production, 2014:3). Harvest occurs by collecting the honeycomb frames from the beehives 

and bringing them to a facility where the honey can be extracted. This procedure is often the 

most labor intensive and often requires additional personnel assistance and transportation 

facilities, even for small honey producers. In spite of low entry barriers, many small producers 

do not possess all necessary equipment to harvest and produce honey and must therefore rent 

equipment and services from suppliers (GMP, 2003:16-7; Rep. from NorSaFe, 14.05.14). 

 

Apart from providing beekeepers with clothing, gear for beekeeping and material to produce 

beehives2 – rectangular boxes of wood or plastic with integrated wooden frames with wax, for 

the bees to produce and store the honey – suppliers may also be those who provide services to 

beekeepers. These services mainly consist of extracting, packing and storing the honey. Except 

for cases of homemade honey, the producers bring the honeycomb frames to extraction rooms, 

where the service of extracting the honey is carried out (Rep. from Comercio 12.05.14; Rep. 

from Oliveros 08.05.14). Once the honey is extracted, it is strained to remove undesired 

remaining particles, and subsequently packed in containers. In case of direct sale, the honey is 

brought from the extraction room to a packing room where it may be taken through i.e. a 

homogenization or pasteurization process before it is bottled and labeled (Honey Board, 

2009:2; Gonnet, 1977:1-2). Hereafter the honey may be returned to the producers before it is 

finally distributed to retail outlets. In case of export, the honey is often packed in containers of 

approximately 300 kg. and stored in deposits before it gets collected by local collectors who 

subsequently sell the honey to exporters, or in some cases collected directly by exporters (Rep. 

from NorSaFe, 14.05.14). 

 

Exporters may also be honey producers themselves, yet merely of larger scales. Also, in such 

cases, they may provide supplier services as the ones indicated above. In any case though, 

exporters will normally consist of larger firms, taking on such tasks as transportation, 

registration and product preparation. Having purchased the honey from producers, then these 

firms directly negotiate price and amount with international buyers (Promiel, 2014; Rep. from 

                                                 
2 Beehives come in many sizes and are made of different material, yet the most commonly used in countries 
where beekeeping is considered an important part of mainstream agriculture is the movable frame hive, because 
it is allows for easier inspection and harvest (Bardbear, 2009: 33-7). 
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Mielso 12.05.14). According to FAO (2014b), the top five exporting countries in 2011 were 

Argentina, China, Germany, Mexico and Spain, respectively. 

 

Importers of honey may be mere distributers to international buyers, or directly take on the 

final elaboration, the packing, labelling and distribution to local shops and retailers. Included 

in the elaboration of the honey may be i.e. the homogenization process as mentioned above in 

order to create honey that are more adapted to consumer demands. Generally such processes 

imply that international buyers carry out the final part of the production and sell the honey 

with their proper labels (Rep. from Jakobsens, 03.06.14). According to FAO (2014c), the top 

five importing countries in 2011 were the USA, Germany, United Kingdom, Japan and 

France, respectively. 

 

Based on the above, it becomes clear that exporters and buyers are able to execute extensive 

governance in the value chain, giving it the character of a buyer-driven chain (Nielson & 

Pritchard, 2009:40). While exporters may be considered to ultimately also be dependent on 

buyers buying their honey; the exporters will, nevertheless, often be the most direct link to 

producers, and as a result they can execute certain power over producers as well. Since world 

consumption of honey is the highest in Europe followed by the USA, Japan and the Middle 

East, correspondingly, it means that particularly small producers in a large honey producing 

country such as Argentina are more exposed to exporters due to a lack of internal consumption 

(CIAFS, 2012:2-6; Rep. from Comercio 12.05.14; MinAgri, 2009:8).  

 

In consequence, while bearing in mind that the lines between actors in the honey value chain 

can be blurry since actions may overlap, the global chain, nonetheless, resembles the notion of 

Gereffi et al. (2005) of a captive value chain. This is considered even though Gereffi et al. 

actually referred to this type of chain as such that included complex product specifications and 

much intervention on behalf of a lead firm in the elaboration of products. However, as has 

been previously mentioned, the honey value chain is fairly simple in terms of actors and 

actions taken in the span from production to commercialization. As a result, it would not be 

fair to compare the honey value chain with that of complex value chains such as textile or 

technology intensive chains etc. Therefore, in the context of a honey value chain, it seems 

reasonable to consider the governance structure of the honey value chain captive, in so far that 
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it is marked by power asymmetry with small producers transactionally dependent on larger 

buyers that can provide market access (p.84-7). Even so, the element of national and 

international regulation imposed along the value chain also plays a significant role, not only 

for producers and exporters but also for international buyers since they rely on products 

produced in compliance with present regulation (Coe et al. 2004:469-70). 

 

To assure that all the right measures are taken during the honey production process, protocols 

have been elaborated regarding good practices to assure bee health, sanitation and quality 

(Foreign Relation, 2010:22-6). In order to preserve a good beehive and produce quality honey, 

the beekeeper must check the beehives on a regular basis, ideally every 7-10 days, to control 

sanitation and nutrition status (Rep. from Robins Biavl 07.05.14). The protocols elaborated for 

such procedures have in large part been elaborated by national governments but often based on 

or adopted to procedures formulated by international institutions on minimum standards for 

honey such as the UN Codex Alimentarius STAN 12-1981, the EU Council Directive 

2001/110/EC, the US Department of Agriculture’s Federal Registry 74/32389, and the 

Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points (HACCP) to mention but a few of the most 

significant (CIAFS, 2012:8-9; Videnscentret 2014). 

 

These protocols contain guidance for all the necessary steps that beekeepers must take from the 

very implementation and maintenance of the beehives to the subsequent transportation, 

elaboration and sale of the honey mainly carried out by suppliers and/or exporters. While 

some steps are mandatory and thus required by law, others have been elaborated more as 

guidelines for good practices; the former in particular with regards to sanitation, extraction and 

exportation, and the latter mainly with regards to general beekeeping activities (Apiculture 

Law, 2008; GMP, 2003; Foreign Relations, 2010:22-6). The procedures of implementation of 

regulation, not to mention the means and firmness of control imposed by government entities 

on local producers vary significantly from country to country (Rep. from Ministry 29.05.14; 

Rep. from Robins Biavl 07.05.14). Even so, since honey is still mostly used for direct human 

consumption, regulations in terms of health and food safety tend to be fairly strict, and to this 

it should be noted that producers producing for export, are obliged to follow regulation of both 

the country of origin as well as the country of destination (Rep. from Ministry 29.05.14; EU 

Directive, 2001). As such the potential of beekeepers to produce honey is restricted by both 
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national and international legislation (Coe & Jordhus-Lier, 2011:214; Henderson et al. 

2002:446,455) 

 

This implies that although the honey value chain might generally be considered little complex, 

it is nevertheless, marked by significant power asymmetries between actors (Gereffi et al. 

2005:83), and also relatively strict food production regulation. For many honey producers 

these circumstances can impose significant constraints on their production and their social and 

economic conditions, in particular for small scale producers in developing countries (Lund-

Thomsen, 2013:4). In an attempt to improve the conditions for these producers, different 

attempts have been made by i.e. multi-stakeholder initiatives to diminish power asymmetries 

and make production more beneficial and sustainable for small vulnerable producers 

(Raynolds, 2000:297). These initiatives will be outlined in the following. 

 

4.3 MULTI-STAKEHOLDER INITIATIVES 

As mentioned previously, MSIs have grown significantly within the sustainable agro-food 

sector, mainly due to the greater legitimacy associated with them along with their consumer 

and market appeal. While there on a global scale exist a variety of MSIs dealing with 

agriculture, representing different areas and political stances, a common feature for them all is 

their critique of conventional value chains and consumption patterns, and their focus on 

bridging multilateral norms with local action and regulation and thereby create a more 

sustainable foundation for production, trade and consumption (Raynolds, 2000:298-9; 

Raynolds et al. 2006:147). 

 

With regards to the definition of sustainability no universal definition exists, however, an often 

cited definition of sustainable development stems from the World Commission on 

Environment and Development report of 1987 stating sustainable development to be 

“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of the future 

generations to meet their needs” (Barkemeyer, 2011:1). This is understood to comprise equal 

economic growth, improved social conditions, and conservation of the environment. Yet, such 

sustainable development has rarely been possible in practice, because there tends to be some 

degree of trade-offs between achieving economic, social, and ecological development. As a 

result, in practice within the agro-food sector sustainability has mainly been promoted as either 
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organic and/or fair trade. Within the field of fair trade and organic production a variety of 

MSIs have been formed over the past few decades, of which some of the largest and widest-

ranging are Fairtrade International (FLO) and International Federation of Organic 

Agricultural Movements (IFOAM) (Raynolds et al. 2006:154), and as a result, the focus of the 

present paper will rely on these two MSIs. Due to the broad scope of the MSIs, focus will rely 

on issues considered relevant within the framework of this paper. 

  

4.3.1 FAIRTRADE INTERNATIONAL  

The Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International (FLO) is an umbrella organization 

created in 1997, to unite several fair trade working organizations mainly around Europe and 

North America, based on the intention of establishing common worldwide fair trade standards 

and certification. In 2004 the organization was divided into two independent organizations, 

namely, Fairtrade International (FLO) and FLOCERT. The former focusing on setting fair 

trade standards and provide assistance to local producers around the globe, while the latter 

focus on inspection and certification of FLO producer organizations and traders (FLO, 2014a). 

 

In 2009 FLO and World Fair Trade Organization (WFTO) joined forced and elaborated the 

Charter of Fair Trade Principles defining fair trade as “a trading partnership, based on dialogue, 

transparency and respect, that seek greater equity in international trade. It contributes to sustainable 

development by offering better trading conditions to, and securing the rights of, marginalized producers 

and workers” (Charter, 2009:6). As such, the overall mission of FLO is “to connect disadvantaged 

producers and consumers, promote fairer trading conditions and empower producers to combat poverty, 

strengthen their position and take more control over their lives” (FLO, 2014b). This is considered to 

be promoted by the core principles of a social contract in which actors engaged in fair trade 

mutually cooperate to promote market access for marginalized producers in developing 

countries; stable and sustainable trading relationships between producers and buyers; producer 

empowerment; and consumer awareness (Charter, 2009:7-8). A particular element to this is 

FLO’s focus on pre-finance, Minimum Prices and Price Premiums that are to be provided to 

all producers in order to guarantee them stable incomes that will cover their costs of 

production, and help them obtain an additional income to improve their living conditions 

through a democratically selected investment in their production site or community. 

Furthermore, FLO also encourages sustainable environmental practices by elaborating 
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working plans on how to reduce the impact on the environment and aim for organic 

certification (FLO, 2014c; Pricing, 2014). 

 

FLO is represented through producer networks, Fairtrade organizations, a Board of Directors, 

a General Assembly and a Leadership Team (FLO, 2014d). As an organization, FLO is 

governed by the Board of Directors and the General Assembly. The latter is comprised by 50% 

producer representation and 50% Fairtrade organization representation (FLO, 2014e). As for 

the producer networks there are three, comprising 70 countries in Africa, Asia and Latin 

America. Each network is run by continental fair trade actors (FLO, 2014f; Annual Report, 

2013:3). The Fairtrade organizations consist of 25 organizations in 30 countries that single-

handedly or via FLO promote Fairtrade in their own territories (FLO, 2014g). Finally, the 

Leadership Team is headquartered in Germany and in charge of day-to-day activities and 

strategic organization of FLO (FLO, 2014h).  

 

On a daily basis all FLO staff, networks and organizations work to provide direct and indirect 

assistance to local producers, workers, traders, governments etc. in becoming or enhancing 

their positions as actors in the fair trade production network. Herein also lays the aim for a 

shortening of the fair trade supply chain that will minimize transaction costs, enhance 

information-sharing and create more balanced power relations between actors (Charter, 

2009:7,11; Powering up, 2013:29-41). To facilitate the promotion of fair trade, FLO is highly 

consistent with regards to its principles and values, but more flexible with regards to the 

implementation. Especially small-scale producers are granted more flexibility in terms of 

procedure and time-limit for transition towards fair trade in comparison to traders towards 

which FLO is significantly stricter (Charter, 2009:5; Rep from FLO 13.06.14). 

 

In addition, FLO consist of a Standard Committee that takes decisions on the elaboration and 

review of existing Fairtrade standards (FLO, 2014i). The Committee consists of three 

representatives of the producer networks and the Fairtrade organizations, including one 

representative for traders (SC Members, 2014). Standards are developed in accordance with the 

ISEAL Code of Good Practices on Standard Setting with particular focus on involvement of 

stakeholders (FLO, 2014i; ISEAL Code, 2010). Each standard is developed in the Standards 

Units in which a draft is elaborated and sent to relevant stakeholders so they can provide 
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feedback. Stakeholders may also submit requests for the inclusion of new products into a 

standard. Each standard is approved by the Standard Committee and taken up for review at 

least every five years (Unit, 2011:1; Pricing, 2014). The Standards Unit is also the entity in 

charge of determining Minimum Prices and Premiums, which is estimated on the collection of 

data on sustainable production costs from producers (Pricing, 2014). 

 

With regards to FLOCERT, it is the third-party certification and verification entity of Fairtrade 

standards, assisting both producers and traders in becoming FLO certified, through evaluations 

and audits that can verify compliance with product and process standards (FLOCERT, 2014a). 

FLOCERT accreditation follows the ISO 65 guidelines3, according to which an organization 

must demonstrate i.e. transparent working procedures, equal treatment of customers, and also 

itself be subject to independent third party monitoring (FLOCERT, 2014c). The process of 

certification initiates with a producer or trader’s application that is followed by a FLOCERT 

audit to the production site; if applicants comply with FLO standards FLOCERT grants the 

certification that will allow them to allocate the Fairtrade International logo on their products 

(FLOCERT, 2014d). Generally certification is conducted for a three-year certification cycle 

during which a minimum of two audits are carried out. For small producers this cycle may be 

extended to six years. If a customer is both producer and trader he will only receive one 

certificate and certification cycle (Certification, 2014:6-8). 

 

Based on the above, it is evident that both FLO and FLOCERT strive to include a broad 

specter of stakeholders, by facilitating their participation in several levels of the organizations. 

Since FLO acts as an NGO it dedicates significant amount of resources into what it considers a 

more fair representation of stakeholders and increased flexibility towards vulnerable and 

marginalized actors. Thereby, the legitimacy levels of both organizations can be considered 

fairly high, and by operating in nearly all continents of the world, reaching millions of 

producers and workers, traders, retailers, customers, NGOs and governments, also quite 

effective (Bäckstrand, 2006:298; Vallejo & Hauselmann, 2004:5).  

 

                                                 
3  The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) is the world’s largest organization of international 
voluntary standards. The ISO 65 guideline refers to the Conformity assessment - Requirements for bodies certifying 
products, processes and services (ISO 2014a-2014b). 
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Nevertheless, it should be taken into account that while the governing entities of FLO are 

comprised by an equal amount of representatives from the producer networks and Fairtrade 

organizations, these two latter institutions are not in themselves comprised by an even amount 

of stakeholders. Moreover, while the producer networks derive from some of the most 

marginalized regions and countries in the world; the Fairtrade organizations mainly operate in 

highly developed societies, which imply that the point of reference and the social realities of 

the actors inevitably will tend to differ (Renard, 2005:419-20; Riisgaard & Cheyns, 2014:6). 

This is particularly a challenge due to the growing tendency that private standards are 

considered to be more effective ways to improve social and working conditions than 

government regulation (Nelson et al. 2014:11). Thus, although there is no doubt that FLO has 

sought to raise the bar in terms of representativeness compared to other organizations 

(Raynolds et al. 2006:159), it still cannot truly be considered to equally represent its 

stakeholders. 

 

For this reason, the legislative, executive and judicial governance executed by FLO and 

FLOCERT in terms of standards cannot be considered to be entirely balanced. Although any 

fair trade stakeholder is encouraged to participate in the formulation of standards, it must be 

considered that such an act is more difficult for a small-scale producer with scarce resources in 

a developing country than for a representative of a Fairtrade organization in a developed 

country (Tallontire, 2007:786). In consequence, and while the implementation and monitoring 

of standard compliance is carried out by FLOCERT in a highly equal manner between traders 

and producers, it is also reasonable to consider that traders will face less transaction costs in 

terms of compliance than small-scale producers. This is because traders tend to be larger actors 

and with stronger ties to the countries in which the Fairtrade organizations operate. 

 

Thus the elaboration of universal standards not only implies a lack of adaption to local 

conditions, it also implies that the ones who can more easily partake in the standard setting 

process, get to have more influence on what the standards contain (Ponte & Cheyns, 2013:461. 

This is because poorer communities often lack confidence and resources with which to 

negotiate, they often feel excluded from decision making processes, which prevent them from 

taking advantage of forums created for participation and negotiation (Garvey & Newell, 

2005:399). Both outcomes then leave marginalized producers less able to influence the 
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standard setting and implementation processes, and even while keeping in mind that 

compliance with FLO standards is a voluntary act, this is a difficult situation for the producers 

since they generally seek fair trade certification because it is otherwise virtually impossible for 

them to enter international markets (Haufler, 2003:239). This, of course, does not mean that 

FLO does not assist marginalized producers in various ways (Powering up, 2013:29-41), yet 

occurring tradeoffs are important to bear in mind when discussing to what extent fair trade can 

bring about sustainability. 

 

4.3.2 INTERNATIONAL FEDERATION OF ORGANIC AGRICULTURAL MOVEMENTS 

The International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM) formed in 1972, is 

a large international umbrella organization and global action network, aiming at a worldwide 

adoption of organic agriculture and accreditation. In 1997 IFOAM created the International 

Organic Accreditation Service (IOAS) as an independent non-profit organ to provide IFOAM 

accreditation to organic certification bodies across the world (IFOAM, 2014a; Directory, 

2014:12).  

 

In 2008 IFOAM elaborated a definition of organic agriculture as “a production system that 

sustains the health of soils, ecosystems and people. It relies on ecological processes, biodiversity and cycles 

adapted to local conditions, rather than the use of inputs with adverse effects. Organic agriculture combines 

tradition, innovation and science to benefit the shared environment and promote fair relationships and a 

good quality of life for all involved” (Strategic Plan, 2011:2). Therefore, the overall mission of 

IFOAM is to “lead, unite and assist the organic movement in its full diversity” through a “worldwide 

adoption of ecologically, socially and economically sound systems” (IFOAM, 2014a). To reach this 

goal IFOAM has elaborated some key objectives striving for a common identity for organic 

stakeholders; universalization of organic standards and creation of alternative guarantee 

systems; recognition of organic farming as a contributor to solving global challenges and 

sustainable development; capacity building of organic leaders; and programs to promote 

institutional solutions to enhance organic organizations (Directory, 2014:1). 

 

In IFOAM the founding entity is constituted by the General Assembly, comprised of members, 

associates and supporters of IFOAM, including a World Board that appoints members to the 

official committees and working groups that execute tasks on standards, participation, 
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accreditation etc. To this IFOAM is represented through 11 self-organized structures, namely, 

six regional bodies and five sector platforms, operating to promote organic agriculture in i.e 

Latin America through e.g. the animal husbandry sector. The daily operational and strategic 

tasks of IFOAM are carried out via the head office located in Germany and the regional offices 

(Directory, 2014:6-11). 

 

The work of IFOAM is also promoted via entities such as the Sustainable Organic Agriculture 

Action Network (SOAAN), created in 2012 to develop best practice guidelines to support 

farmers and businesses to become ecologically, socially, culturally and economically more 

sustainable (SOAAN, 2013:4). Also, in 2009 IFOAM created the Participatory Guarantee 

Systems (PGS), which are local organic quality assurance systems promoted and executed by 

active local stakeholder participation. The objective of the PGS is to provide small and poor 

producers with cheaper alternatives to official third party certification. It is considered that this 

type of smallholder group certification can promote producer empowerment, shorten the value 

chain and increase awareness (PGS, 2011:1-2). Thereby, to promote organic production 

IFOAM takes on a flexible stance towards certification methods, but maintains a strict stance 

towards an equal universal application of organic standards regardless of scale or geographical 

placement of producer (Rep. from IFOAM, 05.06.14). 

 

Another important committee is the Standard Committee (SC), developing standards for 

organic production and processing (Directory, 2013:8). Since legislation for organic production 

has changed significantly over the past decades because increasing numbers of governments 

incorporate organic standards and procedures into national legislation, the IFOAM standards 

have also changed over time and are now referred to as Common Objectives and 

Requirements of Organic Standards (COROS)4 in accordance to which certification bodies 

certify producers (Rep. from IFOAM, 05.06.14). Even so, IFOAM has a Family of Standards 

comprised of IFOAM standards of other national and regional public and private entities 

approved by IFOAM for their compliance with the COROS. The intention of the Family of 

Standards is to provide a voluntary tool that can bridge actions between governments and 

private standard entities. Thus, different from FLO, IFOAM standards are elaborated by larger 

organic entities that can either adopt the COROS standards and/or seek to have their own 

                                                 
4 The COROS is a joint development between IFOAM, FAO and UNCTAD (IFOAM Norms, 2012:8) 
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standards added to the Family of Standards and thereby receive international recognition 

(IFOAM Norms, 2012:6-7,13-14; Family, 2014). Certification for organic production is 

therefore not granted to producers by IFOAM but rather imposed via third party certification 

bodies that in turn have been certified by the IOAS (Rep. from IFOAM, 05.06.14:). 

 

With regards to IOAS, it is the third party certification and verification entity of IFOAM 

organic standards and norms. It is the entity that assesses the competence of local certification 

bodies with the IFOAM norms and upon compliance provide them with the IFOAM 

accreditation (Directory, 2013:18). Similar to FLOCERT, the IFOAM Accreditation 

Requirements follow the ISO 65 guidelines for working with certifying bodies (IOAS Manual, 

2014:7). Accreditations must be renewed every four years, supplemented by annual audits 

(IOAS, 2014b; IOAS Manual, 2014:13-9). However, since third party certification bodies 

might be both public and private organizations, organic producers can be subject to different 

types of regulation, including both mandatory and voluntary regulation, simultaneously. This 

overlapping makes the organic production network considerably more complex since a broad 

variety of actors must be taken into account; actors that may at once act according to e.g. 

IFOAM standards and/or other types of organic regulation. 

 

With an overall goal of uniting farmers and businesses in fair organic production and markets, 

IFOAM and IOAS work across a broad span of regions and sector platforms to promote the 

voice and capacity building of an extensive amount of stakeholders (IFOAM, 2014b; IOAS, 

2014a). Nonetheless, since the main cooperation partners of both entities are government 

organizations and private businesses, the distance to local producers is even larger than within 

FLO. IFOAM nevertheless aims at developing tools for assisting governments and certification 

bodies with support for the inclusion of particularly small-scale organic producers via e.g. the 

PGS and the implementation of equal and transferable certification between certification 

bodies, allowing organic producers to change between certifiers more simply and without 

having to initiate certification processes from scratch every time (Support, 2014:2; Rep. from 

IFOAM, 05.06.14). 

 

While these sorts of inclusionary efforts arguably do raise the overall legitimacy of IFOAM 

(Vallejo & Hauselmann, 2004:4) it is, however, a fact that the level of representation is mainly 
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restricted to large public and private actors. This is also particular evident in terms of standard 

setting in which IFOAM along with the Family of Standards actors execute a high degree of 

legislative governance towards the actors that are intended to comply with the rules 

(Tallontire, 2007:786). However, by including more than 730 affiliates, IFOAM’s level of 

effectiveness can be regarded as high (Vallejo & Hauselmann, 2004:5). Furthermore, in terms 

of implementation and monitoring procedures IFOAM and IOAS are noticeably flexible, 

accepting a variety of verification methods that are more easily adapted to local conditions, 

which then diminishes the executive and judicial governance executed by IOAS (Diversity, 

2014:1-2; Tallontire, 2007:786). Even so, similar to that of fair trade, the use of universal 

standards implies both a lack of adaption to local conditions, and little possibility of small 

producers to influence the formulation and use of standards (Ponte & Cheyns, 2013:461). 

Therefore, while organic production allows producers to present alternative products on the 

international market, there are significant tradeoffs to keep in mind when assessing the 

sustainability of the production network as a whole. 

 

As for the specific standards developed by the two organizations, the following will outline 

that also in this aspect the organizations simultaneously overlap and diverge from each other, 

and how actions of upgrading can be of support for local producers. 

 

4.4 STANDARDS 

As indicated previously, the standards imposed by MSIs are considered private collective 

standards of a voluntary nature. These standards do not merely regard standards for products 

as has been the case of much conventional production, but also include standards for the 

process conditions under which products are elaborated. In consequence, MSIs have 

elaborated voluntary standards that can add value to both the products and processes through 

economic, social and environmental upgrading procedures (Raynolds et al. 2006:149). 

 

Firstly, as for economic upgrading there are four types, namely, process, product, functional 

and chain upgrading. While the two former tend to regard the most common types of 

upgrading since they are more easily implemented and involve larger amounts of workers, the 

two latter are often perceived to have a stronger influence on the creation of added value and 

regional development (Barrientos et al. 2011:323-4). While the overall intention of both fair 
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trade and organic production is that producers can present alternative products in the market 

whereby they can obtain easier market access and get better paid for their products (Raynolds 

et al. 2006:150-1), both FLO and IFOAM just briefly touch upon explicit elements that can be 

regarded as economic upgrading of production. 

 

In fact, in terms of organic it is only the labelling of products as organic that in itself can be 

considered to contribute to increased economic benefits (IFOAM Norms, 2012:61). In terms of 

fair trade, FLO adds the elements of product traceability and distinct degrees of honey quality5. 

While the features of Minimum Price, Premium and pre-finance are not in themselves 

elements of economic upgrading, they can be significant contributions to generating such 

upgrading, by facilitating economic access to the producers. For instance, FLO includes the 

concept of a Development Plan that must be elaborated by all small producer organizations, 

which in fact touches upon social and environmental upgrading as well, but that in terms of 

economic upgrading regards the encouragement of producers to allocate some of the income 

generated from the Fairtrade Premium to improve the progress of the production site (FLO 

Small, 2011:8,28; FLO Honey, 2011:4-6; FLO Trade, 2011:7,16). 

 

Thus, the MSIs mainly focus on product or process upgrading activities, and dedicate little 

attention to additional functional or chain upgrading activities such as marketing procedures or 

other value added beekeeping activities. Although the explanation for this is not obvious, it is 

not an unusual sight within private standard regulation, presumably because functional 

upgrading activities are perceived to be the incentive for international companies to support 

marginalized producers while still obtaining a profit (Bettiol et al. 2011:6-9). However, 

maintaining such division between the actors’ participation in the production network will also 

deprive the countries of production from enhancing and capturing significant amounts of the 

value that is created in the production network. 

 

Secondly, social upgrading refers to measurable standards and what is considered to be 

enabling rights. While both concern the improvement of worker’s conditions, the former 

concern explicit elements such as wage level and working hours, and the latter concern 

                                                 
5 FLO distinguishes honey in A and B quality on the basis of the water and Hydroxymethylfurfural (HMF) 
content; the lower the content, the higher the quality. FLO quality standards rely on EU and Swiss standards 
(FLO Honey, 2011:4-5). 
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elements such as freedom of association and collective bargaining power (Barrientos et al. 

2011:324-5). To assure decent social and working conditions FLO and IFOAM have 

formulated standards that promote social upgrading. 

 

Whereas FLO is very explicit in its formulation of social standards, IFOAM rather briefly 

mention them in their norms. Nonetheless, both organizations adhere to the compliance with 

the International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention for decent working conditions, 

including freedom of association and collective bargaining, non-discrimination and prohibition 

of forced or child labor. To this IFOAM adds the availability of adequate working equipment 

and written contracts (IFOAM Norms, 2012:19,62-3; FLO Small, 2011:21-2,31-2). FLO, 

however, takes it even further by stressing the establishment of cooperatives and producer 

associations, and also the need for information sharing, training on production activities, 

enhancement of producer participation in the decision-making organs of any organization and 

inclusion of social producer benefits into the Development Plan. Moreover, FLO encourages 

producers to know the rules for trade, and simultaneously encourages traders to provide 

additional assistance to producers where needed, and also that they should provide sourcing 

plans to producers (FLO Small, 2011:8,11,25,29-31; FLO Trade, 2011:13-4). 

 

Thirdly, as for environmental upgrading measures have generally been less explicitly 

articulated, and can as such be perceived to include nearly any measures that reduce the 

ecological footprint along the lines of the value chain (Bettiol et al. 2011:7). To make actions in 

favor of the protection of the biodiversity both FLO and IFOAM have elaborated standards 

that need to be followed by actors to obtain certification. In its Norms IFOAM describe in 

detail what it considers organic production and how this should be carried out in practice. In 

brief, IFOAM stresses the need for long-term organic production, clearly marked areas for 

organic production and separation from conventional fields, protection of water, soil and 

biodiversity, avoidance of any collection of crops or the like that exceeds sustainable yields, no 

use of antibiotics and chemicals and only use of natural and organic nutrition to animals 

(IFOAM Norms, 2012:15-7,33).  

 

In its standards FLO also encourages the need for environmental protection, touching upon 

many similar issues as IFOAM. FLO, however, places additional emphasis on the need for 
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keeping records on the use of non-renewable resources, training for pest management and 

diseases, cooperation with government entities, and finally the inclusion of sustainable 

production practices into the Development Plan with the intent to make the efforts taken to 

protect the environment become a  (FLO Small, 2011:11-3,16-7,30). While these standards are 

good for the environment, they are also fairly extensive, even in FLO, and are as such 

relatively demanding criteria to comply with. This makes sense to promote environmental 

sustainability, yet compliance with all elements impose significant transactions costs on 

producers, which makes it economically more difficult for small producers to sustain. 

 

In sum, while the prospects of many MSIs is in fact to promote the inclusion of alternative 

products into conventional consumer markets and where deemed necessary also the inclusion 

of marginalized producers (Renard, 2005:421), it is evident based on the above that FLO and 

IFOAM in their standards do not put much emphasis explicitly on economic upgrading 

measures. Rather they put more emphasis on social and environmental upgrading issues, 

considering that these measures will in turn ultimately pave the way for economic upgrading. 

While FLO does grant much attention to economic issues, these do not directly in themselves 

create economic upgrading although they can facilitate it. Furthermore, while it is not a 

specific requirement that fair trade products are organic, FLO provides fairly detailed 

information on how to protect the environment and why this is beneficial. Likewise, IFOAM 

underlines the need for compliance with the ILO Convention with regards to working 

conditions, which shows increased consideration for how products are processed rather than 

just focusing on the quality of the product.  

 

Thus, although FLO maintains its focus on social conditions and IFOAM its focus on 

environmental conditions, it is evident that the two MSIs in many aspects overlap and seek to 

promote rather similar conditions and actions in order to promote what they consider to be 

sustainable production (IFOAM Norms, 2012:131; FLO Small, 2011:4; Raynolds, 2000:297). 

This, however, also means that both MSIs largely overlook some critical elements of especially 

economic upgrading, which are important to promote regional development and ultimately 

sustainability. 
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4.5 CONCLUSION 

The present chapter has sought to outline the vertical structure of the global honey production 

network by describing which actors are involved along the supply chain and within what 

regulatory framework these actors operate. One of the things that can be noted is that the 

honey supply chain in general is not utterly complex; yet, it is dominated by a captive buyer 

driven governance structure, in which small producers are highly exposed to power executed 

by exporters and buyers. In addition, as honey is a food product, it is generally subject to strict 

production regulation. This means that there are several conditions that affect the production 

of especially small-scale honey producers primarily in countries that produce for exportation, 

and thereby their ability to influence their own social and economic conditions.  

 

In an attempt to improve the conditions for these small producers, FLO and IFOAM have 

made initiatives to diminish power asymmetries and make production more beneficial and 

sustainable for small vulnerable producers. While both MSIs execute noticeable levels of 

effectiveness, FLO performs higher degrees of legitimacy and representation and less legislative 

governance due to its inclusion of an extensive amount of actors; while IFOAM performs less 

executive and judicial governance due to its flexibility towards third party certification 

methods. Combined with the MSIs’ high emphasis on social and environmental standards, 

which somewhat overshadows their initiatives for economic upgrading, the MSIs maintain 

situations where it is difficult for small-scale producers to take control over their own situation 

and thus for the honey production network to become equally socially, economically and 

environmentally sustainable. 
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CHAPTER 5: HORIZONTAL ANALYSIS 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will provide a description of how the sustainable honey production network has 

been implemented in Argentina, more specifically the province of Santa Fe, through formal 

and informal institutions (De Neve, 2010:2), considered as “formal or informal rules, regulations, 

norms, and understandings that constrain and enable behavior” (Brammer et al. 2012:4). Although 

the focus of the present analysis concerns the province of Santa Fe, it should be noted that this 

network stretches to and is influenced by both the remainder national context and also 

international actors. The chapter will firstly present the formal institutions including the 

regulative framework and the organizations operating in the network, along with the level of 

cooperation between actors and how both mandatory and voluntary regulation has been 

implemented in the network over time. This will be followed by an outlining of the informal 

institutions, containing the perceptions of the norms and values that the actors in the honey 

production network perceive as sustainable. This is relevant insofar that fair trade and organic 

MSIs are often viewed as attempts to pave the way for sustainability. The structure of the 

chapter is largely built on the interviews carried out for this case study; see also appendix 2. 

 

5.2 FORMAL INSTITUTIONS IN ARGENTINA 

5.2.1 REGULATION 

In Argentina the overall regulative entity of agri-food production is the Ministry of Agriculture, 

also in national contexts referred to as MinAgri. Within MinAgri there are several entities that 

affect the apiculture production, yet the institution specifically in charge of formulating 

national regulation and enforcing politics on sanitation and quality regarding honey and all 

apiculture by-products is the National Health Service and Agri-food Quality Service 

(SENASA) (Rep. from SENASA 04.06.14). This includes food quality controls, the use of 

chemicals, transportation, etc. However, while SENASA is the entity officially in charge of 

formulating regulation, it is the National Institute of Agricultural Technology (INTA) that is 

largely in charge of the enforcement and compliance of this regulation. 

 

Thus, SENASA and INTA complementarily plan, organize, and carry out programs 

particularly oriented towards the production of agri-food stuffs to assure animal and consumer 
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safety. This include i.e. Good Manufacturing Practices (GMP), traceability, licensing of 

production sites, packing protocols and within the past couple of years also the application of 

HACCP norms. The result is to provide licenses to producers, extraction rooms, exporters etc. 

for compliance with sanitation and quality requirements together with norms for 

commercialization (National Protocol, 2005; GMP, 2003; SENASA No. 233, 1998; SENASA 

No. 186, 2003; SENASA No. 870, 2006). 

 

Within the apiculture sector, SENASA has elaborated a National Program for Apiculture 

Sanitation with the objective of planning and evaluating sanitary strategies and also 

requirements for traceability, clarifying the entire honey process from the beehive to the final 

consumer or international buyer (SENASA, 2014a; SENASA No. 186, 2003). Generally, most 

control is executed in the extraction and packing rooms including quality samples of honey. 

Here SENASA is the leading authority in controlling, yet these activities may also be 

distributed to provincial entities, such as the Food Safety Agency of Santa Fe (ASSAL), a 

subordinate to the Ministry of Production of Santa Fe, acting according to both national and 

provincial legislation (Apiculture Law, 2008:12; Law No. 12209, 2003; Rep. from NorSaFe, 

14.05.14). To complement the work of SENASA in the apiculture sector a National Registry of 

Apiculture Producers (RENAPA) has also been developed with the objective of keeping 

registries of apiculture producers and geographical placement and amount of beehives to be 

able to control beekeepers (Rep. from Ministry 29.05.14). 

 

In addition to the abovementioned regulation for conventional beekeeping, supplementary 

regulation has been developed for organic production. While some is mandatory according to 

the national organic law, evidence indicate that organic honey producers also often comply 

with voluntary regulation in accordance with international multi-stakeholder standards, herein 

IFOAM standards, since most organic production is destined for international markets 

(Organic Law, 1999; Rep. from MAPO 29.05.14; Rep. from Mielso 04.04.14). 

 

Besides these entities there is also the Argentine Movement for Organic Production (MAPO), 

the largest NGO in Argentina working with organic agriculture and co-founded by the 

International Organization of Agriculture (OIA), a private organic certification company. 

Despite not possessing any legislative power, MAPO do impose a strong political influence in 
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the area of organic legislation within the MinAgri via its presence in legislative departments 

and participation in the elaboration of standards, including the national organic law. 

Additionally, MAPO is a certified member of IFOAM, collaborating with the organization on 

distributing information in Argentina, etc. (Rep. from MAPO 29.05.14; MAPO, 2011:4-5,8-9; 

MAPO 2014). 

 

As for fair trade production, the regulative framework is less complex as certified producers 

apart from mandatory national and provincial legislation all must comply with FLO standards. 

While FLO is not the only fair trade operating entity globally, its extensive network however, 

has caused it to be the most regarded and thereby followed by producers in Argentina (Rep. 

from FLO 11.06.14; Fortalecer 2014a). 

 

5.2.2 ORGANIZATION 

As previously mentioned, INTA is the entity largely responsible for carrying out the regulation 

of SENASA, yet this is merely one of INTA’s tasks. INTA is a public decentralized body with 

operative and financial autarchy subordinated the MinAgri (INTA, 2014a). INTA is the unit 

responsible of executing the National Apiculture Program (PROAPI), created in 1996. Here 

INTA provides technical assistance, training, knowhow and funding to small scale apiculture 

projects (INTA, 2014d; Gurini et al. 2003:11-2). The program is structured around two 

platforms, namely, competitiveness and equity. The competitiveness platform concerns investigation 

in primary production, added value and pollination. The equity platform concerns territorial 

innovation and Latin American Cooperation (Rep. from INTA 21.05.14). This particular focus 

on strategic development of the apiculture sector has been developed because it is considered 

that apiculture activities are good development tools since “apiculture can provide much more 

economic, social and environmental benefits through small producers, who should receive more support 

from the state to initiate the activity, capacitation and technical advice” (Translated, Rep. from 

SENASA 04.06.14). 

 

To promote these platforms, PROAPI has particularly focused on developing comprehensive 

training programs in particular agricultural schools and universities to train technicians, in 

order to promote a combined increased productivity in/of the beehives (Gurini et al. 2003:12; 

Bedascarrabure et al. 2011:17). Supplementary, significant focus has been placed on adding 



54 

 

value to apiculture products through differentiation in honey products like organic and fair 

trade, but also denomination of origin, monoflower, forest, island, etc. Yet, also via the 

expansion of products that can be derived from the beehive such as pollen, propolis and bee 

venom; and technologic advancement in the use of beehive material in nutrition and 

cosmetics, including the promotion of pollination as a necessity and benefit for agricultural 

production. Furthermore, to enhance these objectives INTA has placed a strong emphasis on 

organizing and uniting small-scale producers to increase possible outputs (Rep. from INTA 

21.05.14). 

 

While INTA has executed various projects to support marginalized people a particular 

important project within apiculture has been the Cambio Rural (Rural Change) program 

designated at assisting small and medium size enterprises to promote social inclusion of 

marginalized populations and sustainable development (Bedascarrabure et al. 2011:14; INTA, 

2014e). In practice, such initiatives like PROAPI and the Rural Change programs are 

coordinated by Regional Centers and executed through the Experimental Stations directly 

located in the areas of the participants (INTA, 2014f-2014g). INTA thus, provides assistance to 

small scale beekeepers partly to facilitate economic activities, partly to support their production 

in accordance with good production practices. 

 

On a national scale the PROAPI program is carried out through more than 250 Cambio Rural 

groups (Bedascarrabure et al. 2011:14), and also includes the five producer groups included in 

the present paper. Whereas four of the groups hold residence in the province of Santa Fe an 

additional cooperative was included from the province of Buenos Aires. Of these cooperatives, 

two are certified fair trade: COSAR and Comercio Solidario; two are certified organic: Honey 

Bee Group and Mielso; and one is non-certified organic: Mieles Oliveros. Most cooperatives 

were formally established in their present form in the 2000s although most producers entered 

beekeeping activities two to three decades back. The larger cooperatives stem from a 

unification of different smaller cooperatives, which is the case of COSAR and Comercio 

Solidario, thus they also cover larger geographical areas. However, while comprising a range 

of 6-110 beekeepers they are all considered to be small scale cooperatives based on the amount 
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of beehives and honey that they produce6 (Rep. from Oliveros 08.05.14; Rep. from Mielso 

04.04.14; Rep. from Honey Bee 14.05.14; Rep. from Comercio 12.05.14; Rep. from COSAR 

29.05.14; COSAR, 2014). 

 

5.2.3 COOPERATION 

As indicated above SENASA and INTA are the two main organizations working within the 

field of apiculture in Argentina, since they appear in any case of registered honey production. 

Thus, there is a strong collaboration connection between these entities as well as an overlap in 

the remaining cooperation partners, particularly in terms of national universities and NGOs 

and national and provincial ministries, such as the Ministry of Production in Santa Fe. 

Collaboration with universities and NGOs largely include technological investigation and the 

creation of scientific forums for beekeeping activities (Rep. from INTA 21.05.14; Rep. from 

INTA 14.05.14). One important NGO in this area is the Argentine Beekeepers Society 

(SADA), with the objective of sharing knowledge on apiculture and promote the interests of 

beekeepers (SADA, 2014). Together with these entities – and at times also in cooperation with 

local beekeepers – INTA provide practical and theoretical training courses etc. to local 

producers (Rep. from INTA 14.05.14; Rep. from Comercio 05.11.13). 

 

In addition, INTA also cooperates with several national companies, partly on technological 

investigation, partly on commercialization issues. As for the former, INTA cooperates with 

companies on technological advancement and innovation in areas of bee health, treatment of 

diseases, nutrition and the like. Generally, the company provides financial assistance and 

INTA provides human resources for research. As for commercialization, INTA cooperates 

with exportation companies on market information and particular requirements for entering 

foreign markets in order to better assist local producers and promote sales of Argentine 

products (Rep. from INTA 21.05.14:). 

 

Finally, in compliance with its platforms for promoting territorial innovation and locally added 

value, INTA cooperates with technical assistants directly in the specific local territories in 

                                                 
6 The largest cooperative, COSAR, with 110 beekeepers and approx. 40.000 beehives, provides an average of 360 
beehives pr. producer (COSAR, 2014). In Argentina small-scale beekeepers are those with less than 500 beehives 
(Bedascarrabure, et al. 2011:13) 
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Argentina, as well as MSIs and other Latin American countries via the Network of 

Environmental Funds for Latin America and the Caribbean (RedLAC). The objective is to 

share information and promote apiculture as a tool for social development in the region partly 

by adding value to apiculture products (Rep. from INTA 21.05.14). Furthermore, INTA assists 

local producers in becoming fair trade or organic producers, and has together with the five 

existing FLO certified apiculture cooperatives in Argentina along with FLO and its local 

counterpart, Fortalecer Foundation, created the Fair Trade Beekeeping Network (RAACJ) to 

promote fair trade in Argentina (Rep. from FLO 13.06.14; INTA, 2012). 

 

More specifically in terms of fair trade, since FLO until a couple of years ago did not operate 

directly in Argentina, the promotion of fair trade were performed by the national NGO 

Fortalecer Foundation up until the beginning of 2014 (Rep. from FLO 11.06.14; Fortalecer 

2014a). The goal of the Fortalecer has been to promote sustainable development thus in 2009 

the NGO was introduced to fair trade via IDB support, and at the time of writing future 

actions in this area is being considered by the IDB (Fortalecer, 2011; WFTO, 2014a-2014b; 

Rep. from FLO 13.06.14). Both FLO and Fortalecer have cooperated directly with local fair 

trade producers, and also assisted in establishing direct contact to international buyers (Rep. 

from FLO 11.06.14; Rep. from Fortalecer 13.06.14), although there have been some claims 

from producers that not enough emphasis has been placed market access and as such “the main 

challenge today (…) is the commercial part” (Translated, Rep. from COSAR 29.05.14:52). 

  

With regards to organic production, IFOAM is not directly represented in Argentina and thus 

operates only via four large certification companies in Argentina (Rep. from IFOAM, 

05.06.14). These companies are ArgenCert, Food Safety, Letis and OIA, and they directly 

cooperate with and certify organic producers according to at once national and international, 

public and private standards, herein IFOAM standards (Rep. from MAPO 29.05.14). 

Additionally, MAPO has initiated particular projects with INTA to promote organic 

production, which includes direct cooperation with and support to particularly small-scale 

producers. Alongside this, MAPO has carried out development projects in cooperation with 

e.g. the IDB to push forward research in and promotion of organic production (Rep. from 

MAPO 29.05.14). 
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As for the local fair trade and organic honey producers in Santa Fe, apart from the already 

outlined collaboration with both national and international organizations, they also cooperate 

with other actors directly involved in their production and commercialization processes. On a 

local level, the cooperatives may work together or rent services from each other. As the size of 

the cooperatives differ, the larger ones may provide services to the smaller ones, most 

commonly in the areas of extraction and storage of honey in SENASA licensed extraction 

rooms and deposits, because it can be financially difficult for very small cooperatives to obtain 

all facilities themselves. Another area of cooperation regards commercialization where small 

cooperatives may opt for selling their honey through larger cooperatives, yet this largely 

depends on the market prices and offers made by exporters (Rep. from Honey Bee 14.05.14; 

Rep. from Comercio 12.05.14). 

 

Concerning suppliers, relations tend to be fairly stable for the larger cooperatives, although 

even for these it is not unusual that there are changes, especially because of price fluctuations 

due to a current highly instable macroeconomic situation in Argentina with much inflation 

(Rep. from COSAR 29.05.14). However, supplies may also be purchased directly via exporters 

that can negotiate and make beneficial deals with suppliers, which may partly be perceived as a 

service (Rep. from Mielso 12.05.14), partly as a way to keep producers in check because “the 

challenge is to buy large amounts and negotiate the price but it is very difficult to succeed” (Translated, 

Rep. from Comercio 12.05.14:37).  

 

With regards to sales of honey via collectors or exporters, perceptions amongst producers vary 

as to whether this is considered beneficial because exporters can better inform producers on 

market tendencies and prices and defend the interests of small producers (Rep. from Mielso 

12.05.14:4). In Argentina in the agro-food industry there are five large exportation companies, 

namely, Nexco, ACA, ProMiel, Cipsa Honey and Villamora. Of these Nexco is the largest and 

has collaboration ties with both producers and INTA. These exporters can generally more 

easily buy and pay producers for their honey at any given moment of the year. However, this 

latter issue is also considered to provide exporters with additional power towards small 

producers, in particular because there are no officially fixed market prices or government 

regulation on the matter, which largely allow exporters to determine prices towards producers 
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and speculate in payment deadlines (Rep. from Comercio 12.05.14; Rep. from Honey Bee 

14.05.14). 

 

Besides, exporters are generally the most direct link to international buyers and since honey 

consumption in Argentina – especially certified – is very low due to high prices and little 

consumer awareness of the usage and nutritional benefits of honey, most producers are 

dependent on negotiating with exporters. One case of difference, however, concerns the case of 

fair trade where producers generally sell their honey directly to international buyers, such as 

the case of Comercio Solidario and the German fair trade company GEPA (Ministry of 

Production, 2008:9; Rep. from Oliveros 18.01.14; Rep from GEPA 06.05.14). 

 

This provides producers with not only better prices but also more control because direct 

contact means that fewer actors are involved and thereby less information is lost or 

transformed along the supply chain. Nevertheless, one important factor to take into account in 

this aspect is the difficulties that fair trade producers face in terms of selling their products as 

fair trade in the market due to lack of consumer demand. In consequence, fair trade honey 

producers are forced to sell large amounts of their honey as conventional honey and are thus 

deprived of benefits otherwise related to fair trade production (Rep. from COSAR 29.05.14). 

Furthermore, even in cases of direct contact with fair trade buyers it remains an issue to 

producers that their products may be mixed with honey from other countries and that they are 

not able to allocate their proper labels on the final products (Rep. from Comercio 12.05.14; see 

labels appendix 13). 

 

Finally, in terms of both national and provincial governments, these have cooperated with 

most of the previously mentioned actors on both technical and financial assistance to promote 

apiculture activities in the country (Rep. from NorSaFe, 14.05.14). The governments have 

provided financial aid in the form of donations or loans without interest rates for producers in 

cases of emergency such as extreme drought or rain, which in the case of Santa Fe has been an 

issue for the seasons of 2009, 2010, 2012 and 2013 (Secretariat of Production, 2014:2-3). It 

should be noted here, however, that because Santa Fe covers an area of 130.000 km2 thus, 

geographical differences often occur (Rep. from NorSaFe, 14.05.14). Even so, producer 
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criticism rests on government aid being slow and insufficient, “it is all very bureaucratic (…) [and] 

the amounts are very low” (Translated, Rep. from Honey Bee 14.05.14:10-1). 

 

5.2.4 IMPLEMENATION 

Regarding the implementation and control of producer compliance with regulation and 

standards, different methods and types of assistance have been applied on behalf of national 

and provincial governments and in terms of fair trade and organic production. Concerning 

national regulation, the main focus is placed on implementation via INTA although controls 

are made by SENASA. Generally, INTA assists producers mainly via direct technical and 

financial assistance, while SENASA largely is in charge of controlling the sanitation and 

quality of extraction and packing rooms and deposits along with random sampling analysis of 

final honey products. Generally, however, the work of INTA is more extensive, including 

more producers and production sites with the objective of assisting producers in complying 

with SENASA regulation (Rep. from INTA 14.05.14).  

 

Thus for instance within the Cambio Rural program INTA facilitates technical assistants to the 

cooperatives, an assistant that is granted without charge for a period of 2-3 years, assisting 

producers in beehive sanitation, disease treatment, honey extraction, commercialization etc. 

Also, the assistant helps with registration in RENAPA and the like, including SENASA audit 

controls (Rep. from INTA 14.05.14; Rep. from COSAR 29.05.14). As for SENASA, controls 

are usually made to fixed locations for extraction, packing or stowage of honey, and licenses 

are granted to the particular owners. Such controls are carried out at the inauguration of a 

location and generally once a year (Rep. from NorSaFe, 14.05.14). 

 

On a provincial level, the Ministry of Production in Santa Fe cooperates with ASSAL and 

Association of Bee Health Integration (ASISA), a local NGO, for the implementation and 

control of producer compliance (Rep. from Ministry 29.05.14:7-8). The work of ASSAL is 

mainly to carry out the work of SENASA on a local level, although ASSAL makes additional 

controls on producer compliance with GMPs in sanitation and quality in extraction rooms and 

honey. For this ASSAL carries out two annual audits to extraction sites (Rep. from NorSaFe, 

14.05.14). As for ASISA, it provides practical and theoretical technical assistance to inform 

producers on GMPs. Although regulation in Santa Fe and in Argentina in general has not 
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changed significantly over the past 5-10 years, the implementation of HACCP compliance by 

SENASA based on requirements from EU has only been mandatory for a few years. However, 

government entities have also over the past few years become better at controlling and 

registering, which combined with difficult climate changes, has caused the number of 

beekeepers in Argentina to drop and producers have become more inclined to follow GMPs 

etc. Even so, it is a general perception that there is still a significant lack of producer 

compliance, and need for more control (Rep. from Ministry 29.05.14; Rep. from Comercio 

12.05.14). 

 

Concerning traceability, it requires first of all that beekeepers are registered in RENAPA. 

Second, that the beekeeper brings his honeycomb frames to a licensed facility where the honey 

is extracted and packed in containers. Third, that the collectors or exporters purchase the 

honey directly from the extraction room, before it is shipped off to international buyers. For 

each level of process, the honey is provided with a number allowing it to be dated back to its 

origin. These procedures are assisted by INTA and controlled by SENASA (Rep. from 

NorSaFe, 23.04.14; Quality Protocol, 2007:7-9; Exportation, 2003:8-13). 

 

As for fair trade, FLO and Fortalecer have made a joint cooperation to implement FLO 

standards and control producer compliance. Until FLO had representatives operating directly 

in Argentina Fortalecer was in charge of accompanying producers, providing them technical 

assistants to give advice on how to comply with standards, make internal audits and also assist 

producers during FLO audits. Parts of these services were provided in collaboration with 

INTA, they were granted without charge and moreover, Fortalecer offered financial assistance 

to cover 50-75% of initial certification expenses. Fortalecer has also largely been the entity 

offering commercialization services free of charge to fair trade producers, assisting them in 

establishing contact to foreign buyers and enter international markets (Rep. from Fortalecer 

13.06.14).  

 

As for audits, these have always been carried out annually by FLOCERT representatives (Rep 

from FLO 11.06.14). For members in reasonably well established cooperatives it has not be 

regarded particularly difficult to convert to fair trade in terms of transition periods, resting on 

less than a year, or compliance with standards; “it was easier than we expected. We have a 
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democratic, participatory and communitarian tradition so it was easy for us” (Rep. from Comercio 

12.05.14). Yet, some difficulties remain related to certification expenses, and more significantly 

to market access and economic upgrading activities. 

 

With regards to organic production, producers only cooperate with certification bodies. These 

bodies generally make 2-3 annual audits, including visits to the countryside to check beehives 

and the extraction room. But they also assist producers in certifying their honey according to 

the present legislation in the country of import. The choice of country is generally selected on 

the basis on the highest offered price, in which case the certification body assists producers in 

verifying if the honey of the particular year qualifies for the specific market. As such, the 

relation between certification bodies and producers is very flexible, yet additional certification 

for specific countries may require more analyses to be made and thereby impose additional 

costs for producers (Rep. from Honey Bee 14.05.14; Rep. from Mielso 12.05.14). 

 

MAPO has in cooperation with INTA established a few groups with producers concerning 

information on organic production (Rep. from MAPO 29.05.14:25-6). Even so, according to 

MAPO “it is a problem in Argentina that there is no difference between organic and conventional 

production (…) and there are no policies that favor organic production” (Translated, Rep. from 

MAPO 29.05.14). And although IFOAM has elaborated such programs as the Participatory 

Guarantee System (PGS), the Argentine government has not yet recognized this system (Rep. 

from IFOAM, 05.06.14). As such, there appear to be less support and assistance available for 

organic producers, although the conversion period generally requires two years in transition 

and certification is expensive on producers, which then makes it even more difficult for 

producers to engage in organic production than fair trade (Rep. from Mielso 12.05.14; Rep. 

from Honey Bee 14.05.14). In addition, significant expenses are imposed on certification 

bodies, since these must obtain accreditation from a broad specter of accreditation bodies (Rep. 

from IFOAM, 05.06.14), which ultimately also imposes costs on certified producers. 

 

5.3 INFORMAL INSTITUTIONS IN ARGENTINA 

Generally, fair trade and organic social and environmental standards are perceived to be good 

in theory, that is, that they are actually considered to be sustainable. Also, in themselves they 

are not considered to be highly difficult to implement or comply with for the supply chain 
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actors (Rep from FLO 11.06.14; Rep. from COSAR 29.05.14). However, it is the combination 

of multiple regulation and standards, asymmetrical power relations, not to mention the 

Argentine context within which these MSIs are institutionalized, that complicates the path for 

sustainability. This means that a wide specter of political, social, economic and environmental 

issues become barriers to create an adequate sustainable honey production. 

 

While it is impossible to completely separate the barriers because they often overlap or 

mutually affect one another, some of the most penetrating hindrances across the production 

network are considered to be environmental issues. This is largely connected to the fact that 

climate changes appear to have an ever increasing effect on agricultural production due to 

extreme weather. In Argentina for instance, excessive rain and droughts have deprived bees 

form getting nectar to produce honey, whereby the average beehive output around the city of 

Santa Fe in 2013 dropped from 40 kg. to 7 kg. To this it should be noted that a minimum 

production of 18-20 kg. is needed to cover production costs (Rep. from Ministry 29.05.14). 

 

Also, Argentina, in particular the Pampa-region7, has experienced an immense increase in 

transgenic agriculture in the form of soy, corn etc. particularly over the past decades, which not 

only has taken up land for production, but also makes remaining lands less productive due to 

use of agro-chemicals, etc. (Rep. from COSAR 29.05.14; Soja, 2014). Thus “the sustainability of 

apiculture production (…) is threatened by the environmental hostility generated by the constant advance 

of modern agriculture of the country characterized by the abundant use of chemicals” (Translated, Rep. 

from SENASA 04.06.14). This is a problem because many beekeepers do not own the land 

where their beehives are located rather they borrow or rent it from a farmer. Often, however, 

there is a lack of communication between farmers and beekeepers on the mutual benefits they 

can provide each other, because bees need nectar from plants that in turn need pollination from 

bees. The fumigation of agricultural crops cause high rates of bee mortality, often because it is 

carried out in the middle of the day when the bees are out collecting nectar, rather than early in 

the morning or late at night. This occurs in spite of the fact that farmers are by law obliged to 

inform beekeepers before fumigation, so that these can seek to take precautions to cover or 

move their bees, yet because beekeepers often borrow the land they are afraid of complaining 

                                                 
7 The Pampas is a geographic area of lowlands, including the provinces of Buenos Aires, La Pampa, Santa Fe, 
Entre Ríos and Córdoba. 
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(Rep. from Ministry 29.05.14; Rep. from NorSaFe, 14.05.14). Thus, there is a need to raise 

awareness on the fact that “bees are more than honey. Not just in terms of other products but 

fundamentally in terms of their environmental impact. There is a need for bees to maintain biodiversity 

(…) and their indirect impact on the creation of agricultural products” (Translated, Rep. from INTA 

21.05.14:27). 

 

Therefore, environmental concerns should be highlighted within the political arena, however, 

political actions and actors are considered to be rather inconsistent in Argentina in general, 

creating instability and abrupt changes in society. So, although apiculture is not an 

unimportant agricultural activity in Argentina, and is in fact very important within organic 

production compared to other agricultural products, there is still a lack of political support for 

promoting both conventional and organic beekeeping (Rep. from INTA 14.05.14; Rep. from 

MAPO 29.05.14). Yet, the barriers are not due to a lack of knowledge or ideas, but rather a 

lack of political ability to carry out projects in practice, “there is a lot of theory and a lot of will 

across sectors, but in practice it is not easy in Argentina” (Translated, Rep. from Ministry 

29.05.14:1). Added to this, government assistance for financial aid in cases of emergency due 

to extreme climate can be slow and insufficient (Rep. from Honey Bee 14.05.14). Furthermore, 

government regulation is needed to control the apiculture sector and restrain i.e. exporters in 

speculating in prices and payment periods at the expense of small producers, “there is a lot of 

speculation because (…) the government does not regulate this activity” (Translated, Rep. from Honey 

Bee 14.05.14:30). 

 

Another related issue to the honey prices is that fair trade minimum prices are outdated 

because “the market price is often, nearly always, above the minimum prices (…) thus there is no 

difference between being Fairtrade certified or not” (Translated, Rep. from Fortalecer 13.06.14). At 

present, the international prices for Argentine honey are historically high, and the reestablished 

access to the US market a few years ago has had an important impact on Argentine honey 

production. For nearly a decade the US had imposed anti-dumping actions towards China and 

Argentina, including high requirements for product quality, but in 2012 Argentina was again 

allowed to enter the market. Today Argentina exports nearly 95% of all honey, which largely is 

destined for European and US markets. This is not only a challenge because it creates 

dependency to these particular markets, and a need to adapt production to these foreign 
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requirements, but it is also a problem for particularly fair trade certified honey producers 

because honey exported to the US is sold as conventional honey (Rep. from INTA 14.05.14; 

Rep. from Ministry 29.05.14; Rep. from COSAR 29.05.14). 

 

Thus, although increased demands from the US have pushed international market prices up for 

conventional honey, which would otherwise be perceived as positive, it does however, create 

problems for certified producers and makes certification seem irrelevant and expensive. 

Moreover, since Europe is the only actual market for fair trade producers, international market 

demands are not sufficient to meet the existing supply thus, “to produce more fair trade honey, 

when there is no demand to absorb it is crazy” (Translated, Rep. from COSAR 29.05.14:52). As a 

result, if wishing to promote fair trade production as sustainable production, there is a need for 

placing more emphasis on commercialization, including the creation of increased market 

access (Rep. from COSAR 29.05.14). 

 

Besides these market barriers, a particular economic challenge for producers in today’s 

Argentina is connected to the highly unstable macroeconomic situation in the country. With 

an annual inflation rate at approximately 30% living and production costs are very high, and 

especially expenses related to transport and containers can be difficult for small producers to 

cover. With increased transgenic production beekeepers are forced to locate beehives in further 

isolated areas which increase transportation costs particularly related to collection of 

honeycomb frames and audits; 

We work in an organic way because we want to (…) but all around they produce soy. So 

even though we work in determined ways we cannot escape from our surroundings. Then we 

must go to the islands of the hills where the conditions are better (Translated, Rep. from 

Oliveros 08.05.14:35) 

Furthermore, in the province of Santa Fe it is a requirement that the containers in which the 

honey is packed are new and may not be recycled (Rep. from NorSaFe, 14.05.14). Added to 

this, is the fact that many expenses imposed on producers are fixed in US dollars or Euros, i.e. 

the FLO certification is a challenge because producers are paid in local currency and is thus 

“perceived a trap because the certification is paid in Euros” (Translated, Rep. from Fortalecer 

13.06.14). As a result, macroeconomic instability becomes a barrier to sustainability. 
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Moreover, at present, the outcome for small-scale beekeeping in Argentina is generally not 

enough to be full-time employed, thus, small beekeepers need part-time jobs on the side to 

make ends meet (Rep. from Ministry 29.05.14). Due to their size, some SENASA 

requirements may also seem a bit excessive because they are elaborated to cover both small 

and large scale production sites, requiring e.g. separate dressing rooms, toilets etc. for men and 

women, even though in small cooperatives such elements might seem excessive due to the little 

number of personnel at a given site. Even so, from a regulatory perspective producer 

compliance remains a general problem, especially with regards to beehive management. This is 

considered a problem both for producers and government entities, and as such more efforts are 

needed to control beehive management. 

 

Partly to promote producers’ compliance, partly to promote producers’ bargaining power, 

much effort on behalf of government entities and also FLO is focused on uniting small 

producers into larger organizations, since it is considered that joint organization will facilitate 

producers’ ability to comply with regulation, cheaper purchase of supplies and more beneficial 

export sales. Nonetheless, even for rather organized fair trade producers a lack of bargaining 

power becomes an issue towards international buyers in the sense that producers are not able 

to sell their products with their own labels; 

Generally importers do not want to transport jars, they want to transport honey. Because of 

costs and as a strategy. They also reserve the use of the label [and] the income from packing. 

The brand, even in fair trade, belongs to the importers. It is a marketing strategy. This 

means that there is a part of the value chain in which we do not participate (Translated, 

Rep. from Comercio 12.05.14:58-61) 

In other words, producers often become rather anonymous once the honey leaves the 

cooperative because products are labeled with the label of the international buyer in which a 

best case scenario appear to be recognition by country, while more common cases appear to be 

mixtures. This means that fair trade honey purchased in Europe may at best be labeled as 

stemming from Argentina, or merely labeled as honey from in and/or outside the EU (see 

labels appendix 13). In either case, however, producers will not be able to benefit from 

consumer recognition. 
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In order to label products with own logo, producers must normally take charge of the packing 

process themselves, yet such procedures are unlikely in cases of sale via intermediaries, and 

also harder to justify in terms of sustainability because transportation of honey packed into jars 

will increase transaction costs both economically and environmentally. Thus evidently, some 

of the added value that could otherwise be created to promote regional development is lost. 

From this point of view then, it appears necessary to find alternative ways to add value to 

honey so it is not ‘just’ certified but also specialized, such as denomination of origin, forest or 

monoflower honey etc. creating “differentiated honeys that will add value even when [exported] in 

containers” (Translated, Rep. from INTA 21.05.14:27). Finally, to promote sustainability in the 

honey production in Argentina, increased emphasis must be placed on promoting domestic 

consumption, since consumption per capita in Argentina averages to 200 g. a year compared to 

a European average at 1 kg. a year (Blengino, 2013:1-3). 

 

Based on the above, it becomes evident that while fair trade and organic certifications do add 

value to honey products compared to conventional honey, there are in reality several 

resembling power elements concerning creation, enhancement and capture of value between 

certified and conventional production. While FLO promotes value creation via a differentiated 

product, and also push for increased enhancement and capture of this value via i.e. price 

premiums intended for organizational and community development, there are elements of 

their commercialization methods – or in reality a lack thereof – that does not differ 

significantly from conventional methods. As a result the value chain largely remains captive 

(Vieira & Maia, 2009:377), although it might be considered less intentional, and thereby also 

less exploited, on behalf of FLO and international buyers. The consequence however, becomes 

that small-scale producers are forced to merely follow suit with FLO standards and procedures, 

with little power to push for changes (Lund-Thomsen, 2013:2). This in turn challenges the 

overall legitimacy of FLO because it shows an imbalance between FLO’s mission and practical 

outcome. 

 

Because fair trade production is intended for marginalized producers and workers in 

developing countries, yet fair trade consumption for high end consumers in developed 

countries, the products must naturally travel long distances between producers and consumers. 
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This means that products are generally exported in large amounts and packed in foreign 

markets and labeled with international buyers’ logos. This simultaneously challenge 

environmental sustainability and delimits regional development because the process deprives 

the possible enhancement of value through packing activities, and also producers’ ability to 

enter economic upgrading activities such as marketing (Bettiol et al. 2011:6-9; Henderson et al. 

2002:448-9). 

 

As for organic production even less assistance appear to be granted to producers on parts of 

IFOAM, because IFOAM does not cooperate directly with honey producers in Argentina, nor 

are producers entitled to use the IFOAM logo on their products. Rather, producers may use 

the logo of the certification company, although the most common appear to be classification of 

products with the logo of the regulatory standards according to which the honey is certified i.e. 

EU logo for organic (see labels appendix 13). This means that the distance from producer to 

consumer is even further than in the case of fair trade, whereby producers are less likely to 

exercise power over their own situation or to profit more directly from consumer recognition. 

On the other hand, though, the transportation and market distance may not necessarily be as 

far as in fair trade, particularly so if more focus would be placed on promoting domestic honey 

consumption in Argentina. Thereby in fact, production could render more sustainable due to 

lower economic and environmental transaction costs imposed along the supply chain and 

higher levels of also value enhancement and capture. 

 

In terms of power relations, it is clear that both FLO and IFOAM seek to assist both producers 

and certification bodies in implementing and promoting fair trade and organic production, 

respectively. By focusing on stakeholder inclusion in the processes and a shortening of the 

value chain to promote regional development, the MSIs execute a certain degree of collective 

power. However, by being the normative institutions determining when remaining actors 

comply or not with particular standards and norms, the MSIs have the capacity to influence 

the actions of the given actors, and as such also exercise a certain degree of corporate power. 

Lastly, due to the size of the MSIs and their ability to collaborate with and influence national 

and provincial state actions and investment, they can also be considered to exercise a certain 

degree of institutional power (Henderson et al. 2002:450-1). On the one hand, this can be 

considered to be a sign of a fairly balanced execution of power, yet on the other hand, this can 
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be considered as a fairly complex power influence and difficult to decipher in terms of 

stakeholder inclusion and impact. 

 

With regards to embeddedness, large international MSIs such as FLO and IFOAM carry with 

them a significant ‘institutional heritage’ due to their strictness in imposing fixed sets of 

standards equally in all local contexts, and thus influence and alter actions of producers, 

certification bodies, government entities etc. in Argentina. However, since IFOAM does not 

operate directly in Argentina it is less embedded in the country. FLO in turn, has via its 

collaboration with Fortalecer and INTA become more entangled, and although it is naturally 

affected by and must adapt to national and regional institutions, it is possible for FLO to 

exercise particular influence on local actors (Henderson et al. 2002:452; Coe et al. 2008:280). 

 

In consequence, FLO becomes more embedded within the production network of Argentine 

honey production both in terms of formal and informal institutions. This is not to neglect 

problematic relations regarding i.e. commercialization, to which in fact Fortalecer provided 

more assistance to producers, and also the fact that the work of INTA is generally more 

extensive and locally oriented towards small-scale producers. Nevertheless, FLO, in particular 

via and in cooperation with Fortalecer, has during the period it has been present in Argentina, 

managed to establish stable relationships and enhanced trust building between involved actors 

and stakeholders (Henderson et al. 2002:453). 

 

5.4 CONCLUSION 

The present chapter has sought to outline the horizontal structure of the Argentine sustainable 

honey production, including the formal and informal institutions by which actors operate. As 

for the formal institutions, SENASA is the entity in charge of regulation on production 

activities, largely influenced by international regulation, and considered to be demanding on 

and by small producers. INTA is the entity mainly in charge of executing the work of 

SENASA and also the National Apiculture Program that supports social inclusion and 

regional development through technical and financial assistance. This has been important for 

many beekeepers, in particular due to otherwise changing political actions, slow government 

assistance in times of emergency and macroeconomic instability, not to mention climate 
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changes and transgenic agriculture, imposing serious challenges on apiculture in today’s 

Argentina. 

 

There is in Argentina a fairly extensive network to promote actors throughout the production 

network, especially small producers. To promote added value activities INTA has collaborated 

with FLO and national NGOs to increase fair trade and organic honey production. In 

particular FLO has become more embedded in Argentina, which has made fair trade easier to 

implement and comply with in practice than organic production. Thereby the interrelations 

between the government and FLO seem to create a more balanced power division between the 

parties with one pushing for economic conditions and the other for social and environmental 

conditions. Not only does this keep each actor mutually in check, it also jointly constrains the 

power of exporters and international buyers. One the one hand because FLO seeks to jump the 

intermediary position of exporters in the supply chain, an area in which there is otherwise 

considered to lack government regulation to protect small beekeepers. On the other hand 

because the government pushes for increased economic upgrading that can add value to serve 

the country as a whole, thereby challenging the MSIs lacking focus on commercialization. 

Thus, while Argentina is a country facing various challenges to be confronted the joint 

cooperation between FLO and the government appears to help empower small producers and 

in turn endorse the sustainability of the honey production network. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUDING REMARKS 

6.1 FINDINGS 

The main objective of this study was to understand how sustainable honey production has 

been institutionalized in Argentina, and more specifically in the Province of Santa Fe. To 

answer this overall research question, three working questions were elaborated for the purpose, 

concerning firstly, the type of actors that are involved in the global honey production network; 

secondly, the formal and informal institutions by which these actors operate in Argentina; and 

thirdly, the power relations between actors in the production network and how they affect 

sustainable regional development. 

 

As was outlined in the vertical analysis, the honey production network is generally not utterly 

complex although, however, this depends on both the country of production and of 

destination, and to add to that, the size of the honey producers. While the country of 

production and destination is important insofar that it determines the regulation to which 

producers must comply, it also influences on the necessary extension of the supply chain. If the 

honey that is produced is merely intended for domestic consumption the size of the honey 

producer is less important, however, in countries of simultaneously high production and low 

domestic consumption, the size of the honey producers will often influence significantly on the 

amount of intermediaries that occur between a producer and an international buyer. Moreover, 

the sizes of the honey producers also influence their bargaining power in the global network 

and their potential outcome of production. 

 

Even so, the introduction of government projects and MSIs in the honey production network 

may alter the above framework, as demonstrated in the horizontal analysis. Herein it became 

clear that there in Argentina are many actors directly and indirectly involved in the honey 

supply chain, and that various initiatives have been implemented in the country to support 

small-scale beekeeping. These initiatives have been executed mainly by national government 

entities such as INTA and/or through joint cooperation between the national NGO Fortalecer 

and FLO. Such initiatives have significantly altered the conditions for the producers involved, 

by providing both technical and financial assistance and focusing largely on the unification of 

small producers into larger organizations with the intention of facilitating information flows 
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and raising their bargaining power. However, this is not to indicate that small-scale producers 

do not face difficulties, yet it does indicate that small-scale FLO certified honey producers face 

fewer difficulties than small-scale organic producers, due to the increased assistance that fair 

trade producers have obtained. 

 

Even so, common concerns for both fair trade and organic small-scale honey producers regards 

their ability to obtain market access and receive a sufficient price for their products that allow 

them to cover both costs of production and certification. Although the market price for 

Argentine honey is today at a historically high, the price concerns conventional honey, which 

makes it difficult for certified fair trade or organic honey producers to compete. In addition, 

important difficulties related to climate challenges and macroeconomic instability in the 

country also severely affect the production conditions and profits. This naturally interferes with 

any evaluations sought made with regards to the contributions fair trade and organic standards 

and certification can be perceived to have in terms of promoting regional development and 

sustainability. Nevertheless, aside from extreme weathers destroying honey yields and high 

inflation rates that not only make prices increase but also make investments into the sector a 

more risky and less attractive business, there are other significant factors that also influence 

small-scale honey production in Argentina.  

 

One such factor concerns the lack of market access and the relatively little focus on 

commercialization conditions on behalf of FLO and IFOAM, which deprives small-scale 

certified producers from obtaining full profits for the investments they make. The need for 

small producers to obtain higher yields is a crucial element if fair trade and organic production 

are to bring about increased regional development and sustainability. While fair trade and 

organic agriculture do assure improved social and environmental conditions, the lack of 

increased profits may, however, make such production economically unsustainable. Thus, if 

not taking into account the assistance needed by small producers in terms of obtaining market 

access and economic upgrading activities, the power exercised on behalf of the MSIs will in 

practice resemble that of exporters and international buyers, in the sense that the MSIs will act 

in accordance to what they perceive most central, namely social and environmental conditions. 

This is of course, different from large exporters mainly seeking to obtain high economic profits, 

and although the MSIs do not collect any additional income by maintaining a status quo, they 



72 

 

will ultimately most likely lose income since producers will render their certification 

marginally sustainable. However, if taking these matters into account, and the MSIs in practice 

can fulfill their missions, they can also be considered a way to hold otherwise powerful supply 

chain actors in check, by requiring that these equally follow suit to altered market conditions. 

 

Nevertheless, these actions on behalf of MSIs do not stand alone since another important 

factor in Argentina concerns the massive production of transgenic agriculture, especially in 

Santa Fe and the neighboring provinces, which is a critical issue especially for small-scale 

honey producers. The explanation lies in the significant high profits that can be made in this 

sector, and is as such mainly a domestic problem to be solved through political actions. Thus 

by joining forces, political promotion of apiculture and honey production in Argentina 

combined with increased MSI commercialization assistance to producers, which appear to be 

the main difficulties faced by producers, could in fact be considered to push forward significant 

regional development and sustainability. 

 

6.2 POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Argentina is a country of fairly strong tradition for cooperatives and also a country of overall 

good social working conditions. This foundation has created good circumstances for the 

introduction of fair trade procedures, because the cooperatives thus already by nature comply 

with several fair trade requirements, which facilitates the transition to and certification of for 

instance FLO standards. As a result, in practice in Argentina, fair trade becomes more 

sustainable for small-scale honey producers than organic production. Yet in theory, organic 

production in accordance with i.e. IFOAM standards would presumably render more 

sustainable in the long-term, due to the higher environmental standards, however, due to the 

more complex structure of organic agriculture combined with low economic profits makes 

organic production more difficult to sustain for small beekeepers. Therefore, organic 

production is largely sustained by producers with an ‘organic spirit’, that is, a conviction that 

organic is good for environmental sustainability, although perhaps less economic sustainable 

(Miranda, 2014:35; Roca, 2014:21). 

 

As indicated in the above, there is in Argentina a need for political actions to favor beekeeping 

on both a national level and in terms of supporting small-scale producers. Based on the present 
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case study evidence indicate that there is a general widespread wish for government 

intervention and regulation, to diminish price speculation on behalf of large actors, especially 

exporters, in the supply chain. But also, to make government assistance to beekeepers less 

bureaucratic and more efficient, and to help producers obtain loans to maintain their 

production, since it can be difficult for small producers to get loans via the banks. Furthermore, 

although Argentina has actually come a long way since the implementation of the national 

apiculture program in the 1990s, more efforts are needed to push forward increased unification 

of small producers, partly to enhance their bargaining power towards larger actors in the 

supply chain, partly to enforce compliance with sanitation requirements etc. (Rep. from Honey 

Bee 14.05.14; Rep. from SENASA 04.06.14; Rep. from Ministry 29.05.14). 

 

Likewise, more efforts are also needed to increase awareness of the benefits and the necessity 

for bees for agricultural production and biodiversity in general. Thus, political actions should 

be taken to push forward better communication between farmers and beekeepers, since lack of 

understanding of possible mutual benefits between farmers and beekeepers combined with 

climate changes, makes it difficult to be a beekeeper in today’s Argentina. Naturally of course, 

climate challenges are difficult to combat, however, improving conditions for producers in 

general, will allow them to stand stronger against external difficulties such as extreme 

weathers. Also, by focusing on beekeeping sanitation and nutrition parts of the problems that 

occur due to climate challenges can be avoided since clean beehives in good conditions and 

healthy bees with access to, if necessary, artificial nutrition can manage reasonably well (Rep. 

from Ministry 29.05.14; Rep. from INTA 21.05.14). 

 

In addition, there is a need to promote and increase awareness on the possibilities for adding 

values to honey products e.g. via specialization. As mentioned previously, commercialization 

remains an issue for certified producers, partly due to lack of demand and market access, and 

partly due to difficulties faced by producers in entering economic upgrading activities such as 

marketing. In terms of upgrading it would presumably require i.e. the packing of honey into 

jars or bins in Argentina, which could increase not only the value created but also enhance and 

capture more value, thus promoting regional development (Henderson et al. 2002:448-9). Yet, 

this procedure faces difficulties not only because it would deprive international buyers from 

certain marketing profits, but also because the packing of honey in the country of production 
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would impose an higher burden on the global environment due to transportation of larger 

amounts of material (Rep. from Comercio 12.05.14). Naturally the protection of the 

environment is a difficult argument to refute, especially with regards to sustainability goals; 

however, one should be careful not to use this argument as a way to brush aside proposals for 

i.e. packing in the country of production, since it does not change the fact that alternative 

actions are needed to assist producers to promote sustainable regional development. Thus, one 

cannot simply stick to an argument without seeking to deal with the problems behind, since 

after all, it is in everybody’s interest – even small producers in developing countries – to protect 

the environment as far as possible. 

 

Yet, this is not an issue that can easily be solved, and thus an alternative way to enhance added 

value to honey products is that of specialization and traceability. The production of specialized 

honey such as monoflower and denomination of origin, or from forests and islands etc. will 

allow producers to make their products stand out (Rep. from INTA 21.05.14; Rep. from 

GEPA 06.05.14). However, specialization will only be profitable if honeys do not get imported 

into foreign markets only to be blended with other honeys. This also goes for traceability, 

because although traceability works within Argentina to keep track of procedures and assure 

good quality honey, the value that could in fact be added to the product, even in foreign 

destined markets, is lost, as soon as the honey is exported and in certain cases blended with 

other honeys (Blengino, 2013:1; Ministry of Production, 2008:6). Thus, in terms of creating 

added value more focus needs to be placed on the commercialization of Argentine honey with 

recognition of the efforts made along the production line. 

 

Therefore, more focus is needed from local politicians and MSIs to promote honey 

cooperatives and assist producers in value adding activities and market access for certified, 

specialized and traceable honey products. Nevertheless, the application of such value adding 

activities must be applied with caution since they may over time become increasingly 

standardized, thus, although they might officially be voluntary they may appear virtually 

mandatory for producers to be able to compete in international markets. If the application of 

what is initially considered a value adding activity reach a point where it is applied to 

practically all products within a sector, then it will be highly difficult for producers to sell a 

given product without the particular certification etc. (Nielson & Pritchard, 2007:320-4) While 
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the use of traceability can already appear to have entered this path (Clemares et al. 2013:70-1), 

the use of certification, such as fair trade, stands out because it can only be used by 

marginalized producers and workers in developing countries, and will as such not face 

competition from large producers on this particular element. Organic producers, however, are 

not protected in this way. 

 

Ultimately, of course, there is a great need to solve the unstable macroeconomic situation that 

Argentina face today. With high levels of inflation all of the abovementioned issues become 

significantly more difficult to carry forward, and also makes virtually any investment into the 

honey sector an uncertain business (Rep. from Ministry 29.05.14). Without a more stable 

environment the Argentine apiculture sector is little likely to expand much, and remains far 

from reaching what has by the government been deemed a highly potential sector. Since 

Argentina is a very large country and with vast unused territories it certainly has the potential 

to expand the honey sector not only in size but also in specialized and certified honey 

production, not to mention additional apiculture activities (Rep. from SENASA 04.06.14; 

Decret, 2013:1-3). Yet such expansion requires economic stability, political support and market 

access. If these goals are not met, only a minimal fraction of the honey production is likely to 

be considered truly sustainable, namely the small fractions sold as either fair trade or organic to 

decent prices for the producers. 

 

6.3 RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS 

Though the research of the present case study has been carefully prepared, there are certain 

limitations and unanswered questions yet to consider. Although it was attempted to include as 

many data sources as possible, this proved a challenge due to accessibility. While it was not 

possible to establish contact to all actors presented in the case, it was also at times challenging 

to get access to secondary material and as a result some information had to be requested from 

the authors or colleagues to an author of a given document. Therefore, it is not entirely 

unlikely that more information exists only is it not yet available to the general public. Added to 

this should be mentioned that the topic of global sustainable honey production networks in 

Argentina is a little – if at all – explored matter, and as such also a difficult subject to find 

sufficient information about. Therefore, there is still a great deal to research on the topic, and 
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as the evidence put forward in the analysis and in the above, there are a number of political, 

social, economic and environmental challenges to still be addressed. 

 

To delve further into these matters it would be of interest to include a broader scope and a 

larger amount of actors, such as exporters, private certification companies, farmers and more 

beekeepers etc. An inclusion of extra actors could help shed light on a more accurate structure 

and organization of the production network both in terms of formal and informal institutions. 

To this could be added that physical, direct observation would be beneficial in order to obtain 

even more detailed information on the activities, equipment and number of actors involved in 

the production network, along with the values and behaviors by which the actors operate 

(Paul, 2005:141). A more nuanced picture could in turn probably provide more information on 

how to best solve the current challenges. The case of sustainable honey production in 

Argentina is in fact an interesting case because the country overall possess the ability to grow 

within this sector, yet there are some pressing challenges that need to be addressed first. Thus, 

future research into how these challenges can be solved would be of interest. 

 

On a broader scale, the study of market access for certified honey producers would be of 

interest since particular fair trade certified products in general across a wide scope of global 

production appear to be an unsolved problem. The fact that many fair trade certified producers 

often end up selling large parts of their production without certification, that is, as 

conventional products, illustrate a general and important limitation of the concept of fair trade 

(Renard, 2005:426-7). Thus research into how to go about this problem and also how to better 

assist producers in terms of upgrading procedures would be of interest; particularly with 

regards to economic upgrading since this is a frequent problem for small-scale producers in 

both conventional and what is intended to be sustainable production networks. 

 

Finally, the complexity that follows organic certification means that more time and resources 

are needed to make a thorough analysis of all requirements and constraints linked to this 

particular production network. Due to the fact that certification companies normally must 

possess accreditation from many distinct accreditation bodies, combined with the fact that 

organic honey producers have their products certified according to different, and at times 

multiple, organic standards, would require a more in-depth analysis of the pros and cons 
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related to each standard and procedure step. Otherwise, it is not entirely possible to compare 

fair trade – in this particular case study, FLO – with that of organic production, even if it is 

certified according to IFOAM norms because it may simultaneously, or in another year, be 

certified according to other standards as well. 
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