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1. Introduction 

SUFISA aims to identify practices and policies that support the sustainability of 

primary producers in a context of complex policy requirements, market 

imperfections and globalization. Knowledge on market conditions and other driving 

forces exists, but in a fragmented way: relevant producer groups and regions have 

not yet been analysed or framework conditions and driving forces have changed in 

the meantime. More information can be found on the SUFISA website.  

This summary report focuses in particular on the key market and regulatory 

conditions that potentially impact top fruit farming businesses, including price 

volatility, and the key strategies emerging to manage these risks and pressures. The 

report is part of the EU-funded Horizon 2020 project, SUFISA (Sustainable finance for 

sustainable agriculture and fisheries). This is an extended summary based on the full 

report, available here. 

1.1. Structural change 

In 2015, Flanders counted 949 farms cultivating either apple or pear (jointly referred 

ǘƻ ŀǎ άǘƻǇ ŦǊǳƛǘέύ. This number is declining each year (Van der Straeten, 2016). Over 

the period 2001-2012, the number of Flemish open-air fruit production firms1 

decreased by 43%, from 2,973 to 1,700, while the total acreage of apples and pears 

combined has remained relatively stable. This indicates an increase in concentration 

and scale. Moreover, the horticultural sector had reached a specialization rate of up 

to 90% already in 2005 (Platteau et al., 2014). Flemish firms account for 92.8% of the 

Belgian acreage, with most of the production being located around Sint-Truiden. Top 

fruit farms in this region are on average larger than farms in other provinces (16 ha 

on average, which is 5-6 ha larger than in other provinces) (Van der Straeten, 2016). 

Overall, revenues of top fruit farmers are quite high compared to their horticultural 

peers: 75% of them earns more than 150,000 EUR a year while slightly more than 

20% earn more than 500,000 EUR (Vervloet et al, 2015). In 2014, the total fruit sector 

was worth 370 million euros, of which apples represented 74 million euros and pears 

151 million euros, that is 60.8% of the total sector for the sum of both commodities 

(Department of Agriculture and Fisheries, 2016a). 

An important characteristic of orchard fruit production is the long rotation period of 

the trees, which is approximately 10-14 years for apple trees, while for pears it can 

run up to 25 years or even longer (Van Bogaert et al., 2012; Demeyer et al., 2013). 

Currently, Flanders sees a shift from apple to pear production: the apple acreage 

incurred a relative decrease of 24% while the pear acreage increased by 49% over 

the period 2001-2014. This trend started around 1995. Since 2007, the pear acreage 

is higher than the apple one (Demeyer et al., 2013; Department of Agriculture and 

Fisheries, 2016a). Regarding apple cultivars, the three most planted ones are 

Jonagold, Jonagored and Golden, covering 79% of the population of trees in Belgium. 

                                                           
1 Note that this larger number is due to the wider definition of open-air fruit farming as compared to 

top fruit farming. 

http://sufisa.eu/
http://sufisa.eu/publications


Many other cultivars are planted on a smaller scale. Regarding pears, the level of 

specialization of the Belgian sector is even more accentuated: the Conférence cultivar 

accounts for 87% of the acreage in 2015 (Statbel, 2016a).  

Lastly, a major shock in the top fruit sector of Europe in general that cannot be 

overlooked is the Russian ban on European F&V that was installed in 2014, and is still 

in place. Being a major export market2, the loss of the Russian market is still regarded 

as a primary reason for the problems that Flemish top fruit farmers face today. In 

terms of market contraction pears were affected the most: in 2013, pears accounted 

for 30.1% of the agro-food exports to Russia. Apples accounted for 5.6%. This 

resulted in a market contraction of 39.33%3 for pears and 11.06% for apples. 

Temporary crisis prevention measures were introduced. In particular, it was allowed 

to withdraw from the market 85,650 tonnes of apples and pears from the Flemish 

production4, in exchange of compensations. However, only a slight percentage of the 

allowed quantity was actually withdrawn. The dramatic price drop of apples in the 

Belgian market appears to have been the result of mainly the influx of Polish apples 

that year, who traditionally were exported to Russia. Apple prices on the Polish 

market were significantly lower than on the Belgian market up to then (and still are 

today). Yet, a direct market connection and possibly a preference for Belgian apples 

seems to have been protecting Belgian apple producers. Top fruit farmers thus 

incurred losses for two reasons: a direct negative effect on the price of pears and an 

indirect effect on the price of apples due to increased competition with Polish apple 

exporters.  

1.2. Context: Policy and regulatory conditions 

The main producers of both apples and pears in the world are China, the US and the 

EU, with the Chinese production having gone up steeply during the last two decades 

and conferring to this country a long-lasting position of top leader. Even though it 

benefits from huge production capacities and low costs, China is not a main direct 

competitor for apples. On the contrary, Polish production is closer and very similar 

to the Belgian one in terms of quality while it does benefit from lower costs and 

higher production volumes hence price influence in the Northern EU. Belgian apples, 

and in particular Jonagold, are of rather similar quality to the Polish production but 

they suffer from higher production costs. Hence, Belgian farmers are not competitive 

on this market. In Belgium they seem to survive because of direct connection to the 

market, and maybe, consumer preferences for local products. To the contrary, pears 

are rather rare and high value products for which Belgian farmers are more 

competitive. 

                                                           
2 Russia used to be the most important non-EU fruit export destination with 25% of the fruit exports in 

2013, and even up to 40% for pears. 
3 Which is calculated as 83.5% of 47.1% 
4 This was decided in the last round of support which started August 8th, 2015 



Even though the Belgian production of apple and pears is rather similar in terms of 

value and production capacities, the rank of both products on the international 

market is very different. Indeed, while Belgium ranks 11th on the world production 

of pears in both value and quantity produced, it has never appeared among the most 

important apple producers in the world, which reflects a much stronger competition 

and a weaker Belgian position on this market. In 2012, Belgium produced 10% of the 

European pear production while this share was only 2% regarding apples 

(Delombaerde and Lambrechts, 2014). In general, apples are mainly produced for the 

domestic market and pears for exporting. In recent years, up to 80% of pear 

production has been exported. Therefore, the sector is very vulnerable towards 

negative export shocks. 

In order to ease the free trade of agricultural goods within the EU common market, 

the European Commission has outlined marketing standards for F&V. These are the 

minimum requirements a product has to meet in order to be tradable inside the EU. 

These requirements bring about operational costs for the farmer if the apples are 

sorted and packed on the farm, since fast and correct sorting by colour and size 

requires sophisticated machinery. This partly explains why packaging and sorting 

operations are often transferred to the cooperatives.  

The main quality standards that apply for Belgian fresh fruit production are the 

sector guides for auto-control developed by the Federal Authority for the Safety of 

the Food Supply Chain (AFSCA-FAVV), that safeguard food safety and traceability, and 

the Integrated Pest Management (IPM) standard that is not obligatory, but taken up 

by nearly all tree fruit producers. Farmers that comply with the IPM standard 

generally opt for a certification according to the GLOBAL G.A.P. standard, the most 

well-known international private standard in this domain. Other private standards5 

have been raised that combine the sector guides for auto-control and IPM with 

requirements of either the retail sector, international markets, cross-compliance 

ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ /!t ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘǎΣ Χ /ǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǘǊŜƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ 

quality standards is the introduction of retailer-specific Maximum Residue Levels 

(MRLs). German retailers, quickly followed by British retailers, started introducing 

MRLs that are lower than those specified in the GLOBAL G.A.P. standard. Farmers 

and cooperatives face a huge challenge as the maximum number of residues and the 

maximum amount of each residue can now vary for each customer. The Belgian 

coops (POs) provide guidance on how to comply with the MRL requirements 

prevailing in major export destinations. 

The most important innovation in the fruit sector with respect to marketing is 

probably the introduction of new varieties. This was already pointed out by Deuninck 

et al. (2007). These are very often marketed under a private label; in this case these 

ǾŀǊƛŜǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ άŎƭǳō ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǊǎΦέ ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭƭ-known club cultivar is Pink 

Lady, which produced and sold all over the world. Usually the strategy of a club relies 

on the control of supply, in order to maintain prices at a relatively high level, 

ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎƛƴƎ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴǎ ǘƻ ǊŀƛǎŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦ 

                                                           
5 9ΦƎΦ ±ŜƎŀǇƭŀƴΣ wŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭȅ CǊŜǎƘΣ ¢ǊǳǾŀƭΣ Χ 



However, developing the demand for these new varieties is usually a slow process, 

and the marketing budgets needed are very high. Hence, developing new varieties is 

a risky business.  

For many years, the apples and pears sectors have been characterized by an 

oversupply, resulting in stagnating or even decreasing prices because of the 

combined effects of an eventual decreasing demand and an inelastic supply. The 

difficulty for farmers to adapt their production to the new market conditions is due 

to the long rotation period of their orchard, and for some of them, to the well-known 

mental models which are proven to be particularly difficult to change.  

Firm concentration at retail level is very high in Belgium: the three largest firms now 

have a market share of more than 70%. This inevitably gives them market power. The 

bargaining power of tree fruit producers is reduced as well by the high adjustment 

costs that are inherent to this type of production. The answer to oligopsonistic6 

market power has traditionally been the pooling of supply by cooperatives. As will be 

discussed below, an important topic in Flemish top fruit farming today is the 

emergence of individual arrangements between farmers on the one hand and 

retailers (and less often wholesalers) on the other hand. This is enforced by the 

increasing heterogeneity of (even specialised) fruit farmers, both in terms of farm 

size and quality of the produce.  

An important level of the European Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) for the fruits 

and vegetables sector is the support to cooperatives. The main motivation to target 

those organisations is not only to incentivize growers to join a Producer Organisation 

(PO) but also to support common innovation processes and collective marketing. In 

other words, the EU subsidies collective action and pooled risk management. One of 

the expected impact of the reinforcement of such organisations is the increase in 

ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ōŀǊƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ƭŜǾŜƭ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ŎƘŀƛƴ 

(Gijselinckx & Bussels, 2012). POs can deveƭƻǇ ŀƴ άƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜέ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

outlines actions for the PO that help to reach the goals set by the EU. 

The apple and pear sector has a high need for seasonal labour in the harvesting 

season, starting around September-October. This third-party labour took up 21% of 

the total orchard production costs in 2013, according to data from the Department 

of Agriculture and Fisheries (2016b). For seasonal work on fruit farms, this wage was 

ŦƛȄŜŘ ŀǘ ϵуΦррκƘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƛƴ нлмрΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

Polish competitors. Yet, seasonal labour is regulated by daily contracts, and the 

employer of seasonal workers has the advantage of a lower social insurance tax rate 

than the one prevailing in other sectors. 

1.3. Key features of the Belgian top fruit supply chain 

The marketing of fruits and vegetables in Belgium is traditionally dominated by 

cooperatives (coops). Belgium has a long tradition of coops and was a pioneer in this 

                                                           
6 Market power of buyers due to a small number of buyers. 

άL ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ǿŜ 
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regard. The majority of coops are recognized as producer organisations (POs)7. In the 

F&V sector, 83% of the producers are members of a PO. That is, for F&V, coops hold 

about 85% of the market share and, most notably, about 70% is for export 

(Gijselinckx and Bussels, 2012). Since many years, coops have been merging, up to 

the point that in 2017 only two independent coops remain: ά.ŜƭƎƛǎŎƘŜ ŦǊǳƛǘǾŜƛƭƛƴƎέ 

όά.C±έΣ Cύ ŀƴŘ ά.ŜƭhǊǘŀέ όCϧ±ύΦ .ŜǎƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŎƻƻǇǎΣ ƴŜǿ ŎƻƻǇǎ ƘŀǾe 

entered the market in recent years. These operate on a much smaller scale (40 to 

100 members).  

Traditionally, coops dealt mainly with auction sale, administration, product control 

and logistics such as collection, storage and transport (Gijselinckx and Bussels, 2012). 

Today, this role has expanded to mediation for bilateral contracts between 

producers and final buyers, quality control, support for production planning, 

marketing and innovation, and wholesaling, including importing and exporting. 

Coops have thus integrated some functions of their former downstream trading 

partners. From the traditionally lively auction however remains nowadays only the 

relic; that is, auctions are much less crowded than they used to be. Hence, the main 

role is nowadays the facilitation of market access and the collectivization of 

marketing costs. This phenomenon is not only observed in Belgium: Bijman and 

IŜƴŘǊƛƪǎŜ όнллоύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŀǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎέ 

ǘƻ άƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎέ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ in the Dutch F&V industry.  Many factors have 

contributed to this transition, but the following are of major importance: the 

concentration of food retail; the increased demand for differentiated and high-

quality products; increased variation in consumer preferences; and the increased 

scale and specialisation of primary production. The coops are now focused on 

capturing economies of scale and lowering transaction costs of large retailers and 

exporting wholesalers. This evolution is clearly accompanied by a decrease in the 

commitment of members to the coop. 

 

  

                                                           
7 Recognised producer organisations hold a very specific legal status. 



2. Methodology 

2.1. Data collection 

Apple and pear farming are treated jointly in this case study, as the production of 

both top fruit crops has always been strongly connected in Flanders. In fact, the 

production process is nearly identical. The market dynamics of apple and pear 

however are highly different. Key to the approach taken has been to put the farmers 

themselves at the centre of the research, in order to get their perspectives on the 

key issues that need to be considered. First, a media analysis was conducted (which 

covered national, regional and specialised media from 2006 to 2016), as well as a 

desk-based analysis of market conditions and regulations (sources reviewed 

included: academic publications; government and policy documents; market 

research and consultancy reports; industry reports and NGO documents), 

supplemented with five interviews with Flemish top fruit farmers and eight 

interviews with various stakeholders from the sector. Following analysis of the 

resultant data, two focus groups (FGs) were held with top fruit farmers at two 

different locations in Flanders followed by a workshop composed of key stakeholders 

from the sector. 

Third, a survey was conducted on top fruit farmers in Flanders, Belgium. The number 

of questionnaires retained for analysis after the first round of data cleaning is 137. 

The structure of the questionnaire for this survey is based on the SUFISA framework. 

Survey results are displayed in the sections 3.4 and 3.5. 

2.2. Case study area 

Flanders is the Northern region of Belgium, accounting for 57.68% of the Belgian 

ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ό{ǘŀǘōŜƭΣ нлмсōύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜƴǎƛǘȅ ƛƴ CƭŀƴŘŜǊǎ ƛǎ псн ƛƴƘŀōƛǘŀƴǘǎΩ 

square kilometres, one of the highest in Europe and is rather homogeneous due to 

the diffuse spread of economic activity on the territory. This does not leave out much 

space for agricultural land but enables a rather good proximity between the 

agricultural sphere and the peri-urban population.  

At the European level, the Belgian food sector is shaped primarily by its excellent 

location in the centre of highly populated North-western Europe and having the 

second biggest8 sea harbour, that is, Antwerp, after Rotterdam. From a historical 

point of view, the current food sector has been shaped to a great extent by two 

developments that have their origin in the 19th century. First, Belgian horticulturalists 

and institutions were part of the newest developments in horticulture, as the 

development of horticulture flourished in the urbanized North-western Europe. 

Second, following the imports of cheap cereals, Flemish farmers followed the 

example of Dutch and Danish farmers taking opportunity of cheap imported feed to 

specialize in intensive livestock production. These historical stylized facts still shape 

                                                           
8 On the basis of gross weight of commodities handled. 



the specialization of the country as in 2015, 88% of farmers were specialized in one 

of three subsectors: livestock farming, arable farming or horticulture (Statbel, 

2016b).  

In 2013 total agro-ŦƻƻŘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘǎ ƛƴ .ŜƭƎƛǳƳ ǿŜǊŜ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ ϵмфΦрлу ƳƛƭƭƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ 

Belgian agro-ŦƻƻŘ ŜȄǇƻǊǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǾŀƭǳŜŘ ŀǘ ϵннΦмом Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ όC9±L!Σ нлмоύΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ 

figures point to the very open nature of the Belgian agro-food sector. Belgium is the 

9¦Ωǎ ŦƻǳǊǘƘ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŦƻƻŘ ŜȄǇƻǊǘŜǊ όŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ DŜǊƳŀƴȅΣ ǘƘŜ bŜǘƘŜǊƭŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜύ 

and Flanders represents 82% of its trade. Respectively 62% and 68% of imports and 

exports relate to neighbouring countries, although products such as beer, chocolate 

and potato products are traded worldwide (Samborski and Van Belleghem, 2016). 

According to FAO statistics, Belgium ranked eighth in the list of top food importing 

countries in the world, and ninth as far as food exports are concerned. 

Nevertheless, the share of agriculture in the Belgian GDP decreases continuously and 

is anno 2015 below 1%. Moreover, the main trend characterizing the Belgian 

agricultural sector is the structural decline in the number of farms and the 

overconcentration of land (Statbel, 2016b). This is similar to the overall European 

trend. 68% of farms has disappeared since 1980 while the land area of each farm has 

tripled up (Statbel, 2016b). More concretely, in 2004, the average farm size was 17.9 

ha whereas anno 2013 it was 25 ha (Department of Agriculture & Fisheries, 2014). 

The labour share associated to agricultural activities is characterized by a similar 

contraction. However, since 2013, the overall situation seems to have stabilized. 

Indeed, the share of agriculture in the GDP was 0.70% in 2015 (Statbel, 2016a), which 

is very similar to the situation the two previous years. The same applies to the area 

of land used for agricultural activities and the number of farms.  

Belgium is lagging behind in the conversion to organic agriculture as compared to 

the rest of the EU. The number of organic farms has increased every year during the 

last years, i.e. 9.3% since 2010, while the total cultivated land has increased by 41.2% 

since this same year. In 2015, 5.12% of the land under agricultural use was cultivated 

according to the principles of organic agriculture in Belgium, whereas the European 

average was 5.9%9 already in 2014 (EUROSTAT, 2015). 

 

3. Results: key themes 

3.1. Viability of top fruit farming 

Farmers ǳƴŀƴƛƳƻǳǎƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ǘƻ ōŜ άƛƴ ŀ ŎǊƛǎƛǎέΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ 

mentioned before in this summary. They generally recognise that oversupply is a 

problem. On the other hand, a reason for optimism among farmers is the natural 

competitive advantage for the production of Conférence pear. They consider it likely 

                                                           
9 Area fully converted or under conversion 



that the trend towards specialisation in this variety will continue, and are aware of 

ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǊƛǎƪǎΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ άŎǊƻǇέ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƻǇ ŦǊǳƛǘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΦ  

It is widely accepted that both domestic and foreign consumers appreciate new 

apple cultivars such as Pink Lady more than common Belgian apples (Jonagold). 

Many farmers believe that this is due to poor marketing, rather than the quality of 

the apples by itself. The need for better marketing was stressed as well in the PW, 

although many stakeholder claim that the rather poor quality of Belgian apples is a 

structural problem. The strict quality and homogeneity requirements of club 

varieties are often referred to as a golden standard. Some farmers on the other hand 

argue that the quality standards imposed on Belgian apple and pear are 

unnecessarily strict, and refer to other countries where they are supposed to be 

lower. The strong export orientation of the sector (~80% of the pears according to 

the participants) likely plays a role here. 

The low adaptation capacity that is inherent to top fruit farming was mentioned 

often as a reason for the problems faced by farmers today. It was argued, both by 

farmers and other stakeholders, that the financial risk of investing in new cultivars 

has become too high for farmers, and such an investment is only feasible when it is 

backed by a coop or a retailer. On the other hand, there was consensus in the 

workshop that Belgian farmers have been rather slow in adopting new cultivars. For 

example, Kanzi, a club cultivar, was adopted at faster pace in The Netherlands, 

although it was as much targeted for production in Belgium.  

Club cultivars are widely regarded as a solution for the lack of differentiation in 

Belgian apples. The FG revealed however that farmers are more sceptic on this 

ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƳŀǊƎƛƴǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

financial risk of investing in a club cultivar is too high. How investment risks are 

shared among the different partners in a club is rather unclear (and possibly highly 

variable). Some stakeholders put forward that the coops are not doing enough effort 

to facilitate the investment in new cultivars. For the coops, investing in a new variety 

is risky, as it is hard to predict which (club) cultivar will be successful in conquering a 

market share, and large marketing budgets are needed. Farmers seem to be in a 

stalemate: new cultivar development is needed to keep up with changing consumer 

preferences, but the financial risk of doing it is (too) high. 

Producers are strongly concerned with perturbations of exports due to political 

factors. Given the strong export orientation of the sector, the importance of the 

stability of export markets is evident. Remarkably, some stakeholders claim that 

much of the problems present in the sector nowadays would not have occurred if 

the Russian Boycott was not installed. Brexit is a concern for producers, because 

although not a major export market, the British market is important. 

As discussed before, Belgian top fruit farmers suffer from competition from other 

production regions. Especially the development of the Polish apple sector is 

perceived as a threat. Many farmers believe that fruit production in Eastern Europe 

is heavily subsidised by the European Union. Some even believe that if subsidies were 

abolished all over Europe, Flemish farmers would benefit from this level playing field 



because they are highly cost-efficient. The subsidies they incur themselves, e.g. as 

investment support, are deemed to be less important, or at least less distortive. 

Regarding competition from non-European producers (especially Argentina), the 

main frustration of farmers and stakeholders is that European producers are much 

more restricted in the use of crop protection products, but are not compensated for 

this by a price premium, or effectively protected from competitors working in 

different production conditions by trade barriers. 

3.2. Trust in the cooperatives 

Currently, farmerǎΩ ǘǊǳǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻǿΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ŜǾŜƴ ŘŜŜƳ 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƻǇǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ άŎǊƛǎƛǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΦ ²ƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƻǇǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ 

ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀƴ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƻǇ ŦǊǳƛǘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ 

is debated heavily by proponents and opponents among farmers as well as other 

stakeholders. The strong polarisation of this debate complicates its analysis. In what 

follows we discuss the problems that could be identified so far. 

The perception that the Belgian coops perform poorly in the marketing of apple and 

pear is common among farmers. This point of view cannot be (in)validated easily 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛƴƎ ǎŀƭŜǎ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƻǇǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ǎŀƭŜǎ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ 

interpretation: coops sell a pooled, heterogeneous supply, and are bound by an 

obligation10 to sell all the produce offered to them by their members. Individual 

farmers however have more freedom to speculate on market price evolutions. 

Another critique often heard is that the Belgian auctions have become too large, and 

thus are not flexible and quick enough to perform well as a broker. Some farmers 

argued that the marketing performance of the coops was never really tested before 

ǘƘŜ wǳǎǎƛŀƴ ōƻȅŎƻǘǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭŜŘΣ ŀǎ wǳǎǎƛŀ ǿŀǎ ŀ άǾŜǊȅ Ŝŀǎȅέ ŜȄǇƻǊǘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΣ ƻŦfering 

good prices at low requirements. 

A common feeling among farmers is that their voice is not being heard any more in 

the management of the cooperative. When asked to farmers whether they consider 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƻǇ ŀǎ ŀ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅΥ άbƻέΦ  ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ 

remarkable is that the F&V coops were spoken of as separate entities, rather than 

farmer-owned institutions. A common notion is that the coops have bypassed the 

common interest of farmers and have developed their own, proper interests. Many 

farmers complained as well that their coop is not doing enough effort to sell their 

individual produce. This is known in the literature as the measurement problem: 

individual farmers cannot measure the effort of their sales agent (Bijman & 

Hendrikse, 2003).  

Some farmers are discontent with the expanded role of the coops in the supply 

chain. A clear evolution is that coops have expanded their role towards wholesaling. 

Some farmers claim that the coops are not sufficiently transparent on their 

wholesale activities. Others consider the investments in shared infrastructure for 

                                                           
10 More precisely: the obligation to do all the effort that can realistically be expected to sell their 

ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜΦ 

άLŦ ȅƻǳ ŘŀǊŜ ǘƻ 

speak out at the 

general assembly, 

the next week your 

fruit will be 

assigned to a lower 

ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ Ŏƭŀǎǎέ 



sorting, storage and packaging as a waste of money. They would rather see the 

ŎƻƻǇǎΩ ǊƻƭŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǳǇǇƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦ ±ŀǊƛƻǳǎ 

reasons were reported for this preference: some farmers are located too far away 

from their coop and incur too much transportation costs, while others want to be 

independent in planning the post-harvest processes, etc. Another reason may be 

that the largest fruit farmers have now reached firm sizes at which individual post-

harvest processing becomes profitable. For these farmers, the added value of the 

cooperative is lower. Some argue that the support (generally 30%) for certain 

investments that can be obtained from VLIF reduces the added value of cooperatives 

in Flanders. 

Despite of the low trust and the many negative comments on the coops, cooperation 

is still considered as essential for the strength of the position of farmers in the supply 

chain. In fact, some farmers believe that a lack of solidarity is at the root of the 

current problems in the sector, and that a renewed, stronger solidarity is part of the 

solution. 

ά¢ƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ Ǝƻŀƭ 

of the auctions is 

lost for some time 

now. They had to 

enable transact-

ions from producer 

to buyer, but 

nowadays they buy 

from a producer at 

a certain price and 

sell to a buyer at 

another price. And 

there is no more 

transparency on 

ǘƘƛǎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭέ 


