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Abstract 

 

European agriculture is a sector that is in a decisive moment of transformation. The transition from small farms to 

viable and sustainable businesses is difficult and often traumatic. One of the ways to face these changes is through 

the grouping of farmers creating agri-food cooperatives. This model has proven successful in Sweden or Finland 

but has not been developed equally in all territories.  Romania is a country with no deep-rooted cooperative 

tradition. However, it has exciting and promising initiatives that may represent an alternative development path, 

especially in rural areas. This paper addresses the current situation of agri-food cooperatives in Romania, 

analysing its immediate past and exploring the opportunities that arise in the future through a scientific literature 

review. Results help to better address future actions on cooperative promotion. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 

Cooperativism is an associative movement 

that seeks, based on synergies, to provide 

services and value to the members of this type 

of entity. This movement, which emerged in 

England at the end of the 19th century, rapidly 

expanded internationally and now represents a 

significant presence in the economy. It is 

estimated that around 12% of the world's 

population is a member of one of the three 

million cooperatives globally [15]. Today it is 

possible to find cooperatives of various types: 

housing, consumer, fisheries, transports, labor 

or agri-food [2]. Agrarian cooperatives 

represent the autonomous association of 

private individuals or legal entities, having a 

private law juridical status, established upon 

free consent of the parties with the purpose of 

promoting the interests of the cooperative 

members [18].  

In Europe, the cooperative movement has had 

a particularly significant presence in the agri-

food sector. In most cases, cooperatives have 

provided access to factors of production, 

technology, or markets for farmers and 

growers. The association has proven to be 

especially beneficial in the case of small 

farms that do not have sufficient production 

volume to maintain a strong negotiating 

position vis-à-vis suppliers or large 

customers. 

In countries such as Denmark or France, the 

market share achieved by agri-food 

cooperatives is very high, even leading the 

market. In Italy, Spain, or Italy, there is a high 

number of cooperatives [7] because their 

existence makes land exploitation viable and 

allows joint commercialization  

Romania has a very high production potential 

in the agri-food sector. Its more modern 

history, the end of a socialist era, and the 

transition to capitalist economies has led it to 

define the business model that can best 

develop this potential. It is a territory of 

contrasts, with many subsistence farms [19], 

which need to increase their productivity to 

generate surpluses. At the same time,  a 

small number of holdings agglutinate a vast 

extension of land [27]. However, in the last 

decades, there have been some successful 

experiences in creating and developing 

associations or cooperatives that allow 
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progress in knowledge, management, and 

market vision [2].  

This paper explores the most recent research 

on agri-food cooperatives in Romania. In this 

way, it will be possible to identify 

weaknesses, strengths, threats, or 

opportunities for this sector. It will 

additionally help the sustainable development, 

especially in rural areas [5].  

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS  

 

To this end, a systematic review was carried 

out [8]. This methodology is characterized by 

a precise definition of the purpose of the 

work, a comprehensive search with a relevant 

selection of information using of explicit 

criteria, a critical evaluation of the results 

obtained, and reproducible decisions 

regarding relevance, selection, and 

methodological rigor. This method, conceived 

for the field of natural sciences, is 

nevertheless discouraged by some authors 

[14], for example) for use in the social 

sciences, due to its positive epistemological 

nature. 

According to the methodology proposed by 

[10], the approach adopted for the review is 

that of narrative synthesis. The advantage is 

that it accommodates diverse works and 

studies, the review process is flexible and 

allows the exploration of novel topics, and the 

identification of different approaches to the 

mainstream. 

The search was carried out in January 2022 

using the Web of Science database of 

scientific papers, identifying papers that 

combined the terms "Agri-food cooperative", 

"Agricultural cooperative" with "Romania", 

"Romanian", in the title or as keywords. The 

only results considered were scientific articles 

in English or Spanish. Only publications from 

2000 to 2021 were considered. The results 

obtained in Web of Science were 43 papers. 

After discarding those duplicated or that were 

not directly link to the topic, 37 papers made 

the sample that has been analysed. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS  

 

The growing interest in agri-food cooperatives 

in Romania is also reflected at the academic 

level in the number of publications in high 

impact journals indexed in the Web of 

Science (Figure 1).  Specially from 2015 a 

remarkable number of scientific publications 

have studied different aspects about 

agricultural cooperatives in Romania. This 

might be linked to what [27] recognized as 

early signs of a change in the perception and 

treatment of agricultural cooperatives. 

Topics covered a wide range of angles, from 

the contribution to rural development [4, 19, 

16]  to the determinating factors for farmers to 

join a cooperative, being the reluctance from 

farmers to associate one the most frequent 

comments that is present in almost every 

contribution. Another claim in most of the 

papers refers to government support and 

guidance in promoting these entities [11, 24, 

26].  

 

 
Fig. 1. Number of academic papers annually published 

in WoS journals related to agricultural cooperatives in 

Romania 
Source: WoS journals. 

 

[25] stated at an early point the urge for 

undertaking associative processes to help 

farmers to join forces and help them 

overcome financial constraints and structural 

problems. They provide some guidelines as to 

help the development of rural areas based on 

the constitution of associative forms, 

recommending public administrations to take 

active part in this transition [21]. 

A survey among agricultural cooperatives was 

conducted and documented in the work of [4]. 

Results from a sample of 284 organizations 

showed differences in the educational level of 

farmers in cooperatives according to regions. 
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In North-Eastern region, the majority had 

completed primary education while in South, 

South-Western, North-Western and Centre 

regions, the top position is occupied by 

farmers that completed high school. 

Regarding the existence of employees, only 

36% had permanent workers and 53% had no 

employees. Referring to the most constraints 

in their activity, they pointed out the lack of 

funding, market problems and lack of 

information as their most pressing problems at 

the time. On the bright side, they confirmed 

the youth of the new generation of 

cooperativists, being the group aged 31-40 the 

most numerous. 

Advantages and disadvantages from the point 

of view of the farmer were analysed in [18]. 

Among the pros, the reduction of the number 

of agents in the supply chain, the increase in 

influence, the improvement in negotiating 

supply terms or the easiness for adopting 

technology. On the other side, distrust, lack of 

vision, insufficient education or lack of 

financial sources were stated as difficulties to 

overcome to create a cooperative. In similar 

terms, a SWOT analysis identifying the most 

relevant aspects for a Romanian farmer to join 

a cooperative is contributed by [7]. The work 

also remarks the difference in number and in 

size that Romanian cooperatives hold in 

comparison to some of the Western 

cooperatives, such as the ones of Germany or 

Netherlands, appointing the way these entities 

can help develop rural areas in a sustainable 

way. 

This long way ahead as also noticed by [18 

and 4]-this latter, based on a study on the 

agricultural cooperatives at the moment- urges 

for a training program aimed at cooperative 

managers so they can lead the process. 

Leadership is a key element in any process 

involving an organization. [13] studied the 

impact of hiring professionals as directors, 

linking the absence of them to the risk of 

failure at the cooperative. They also include 

the need of transparency and education as 

well as the group, the existence of facilities 

and the member support. Over a sample of 20 

second order Romanian cooperatives they 

applied qualitative and quantitative analysis, 

concluding that all five elements were 

significant in the survival of the organization.  

Another question that arises from some of the 

works is the legal frame under which 

cooperatives are developing their activity.  

[4] highlights the access to funding as the 

biggest problem, due to legal restrictions 

related to the definition of the legal form.  

[12] stress the need to increase transparency 

and dissemination of information about 

cooperatives as well as the dissolution of 

cooperatives at their request. 

A practical proposal involving NGOs as 

catalysts for the implementation of 

agricultural cooperatives is explained in [19]. 

Following some prior experience in a similar 

context in Nepal, it is suggested to promote 

organic farming through cooperatives as a 

way to ensure income to farmers with the aid 

of NGOs. 

 The poor formation of farmers as the slow 

structure of their commercial behavior are 

factors appointed by [14] as contributors to 

the difficult situation of contracts among the 

agrarian supply chain. It is also one of the 

most aspects that can benefit the most from 

the cooperation/association, according to 

authors. 

Another interesting point is the one of trust.  

Lack of trust seems to be one of the most 

important factors of influence why formal 

organizations did not emerge after the change 

of regime, appoint [26]. However, these 

authors also add that instead of formal 

organizations, farmers cooperate in informal 

ways, they usually group according to vicinity 

or family ties and help each other or share key 

resources. [22] coined this informal groups as 

family societies. Although these groups need 

coordination and they are becoming more, and 

more frequent, their lack of registration makes 

it impossible to quantify its importance.  

[1] conducted an extensive study about 

several of those groups and express serious 

doubts about the trust issue, arguing that 

people feel cooperation is more difficult now, 

it is expressed in terms of changes in values 

and perspectives rather than a lack of trust. 

One of the most recent and complete works 

was based on key informant interviews. 

Carried out by [27], it describes the evolution 
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of agriculture in Romania, starting from the 

XIX century and stating the main 

consequences that the various political 

situations have had into the Romanian 

agricultural structure. Nowadays a dual 

pattern of farms exists, where there is a large 

number of small and semi-subsistence farms 

(54.1% had less than 1ha in 2016), whilst a 

small number of large farms account for 

almost half of the utilized agricultural area 

(INSSE, 2018). Wolz’s work concludes that a 

change of sign might have happened in the 

past years (appointing reasons such a better 

legal frame or improvements in taxes). They 

remark that cooperatives have been increasing 

its number and that they have found mainly 

two gaps to fill in the market: associations 

aiming at the information exchange and 

others, more complex, that also provide 

services to the members [27].  

This growing interest is also corroborated by 

[12] in their work. They explain it also from 

the legal point of view, due to the 

improvement in tax conditions that started in 

2019; also in the coverage that national 

organizations have linked farmers and 

government and in the establishment of the 

National Register of Agricultural 

Cooperatives from Romania. Also, [23] 

detects an increase in consultation, education 

at a national level to consider the mechanism 

of association as a whole. This mentioned 

change is visible for example, through the 

increase in the overall turnover of 

cooperatives, which doubled from 2015 to 

2018. [17] quantify this change through a 

survey conducted in 19 counties where they 

found out that 82.1% of the farmer were 

willing to join an associative form of 

organization in the near future. In addition to 

this, [20] studied a sample made of farmers 

from the South-East region and concluded 

that 64.2% of respondents to the survey 

considered that the development of social 

agricultural cooperatives would greatly 

influence the economic development of local 

communities. 

Nevertheless, [9] lists legal changes from 

1989 and expresses the need to continue 

improving the legal situation so cooperatives 

can solve their problems accessing to 

European funding, the land fund problem or 

some tax barriers. And, those precisely the 

factors appointed by [6] as the dynamic ones 

that encourage farmers to form cooperatives. 

Finally, some research related to the impact of 

COVID-19 pandemic has analysed the social 

resilience in rural areas in relation to social 

economy organizations. [24] remarks the 

consideration of cooperatives as one of the 

main vectors in following social and 

economic goals. 

Advantages of agricultural cooperatives 

As stated by [27], cooperatives can help 

farmers to overcome the high transaction 

costs of their small holdings. They can 

improve access to credit when allowing acting 

as a financial entity, they funnel investments 

and resources from EU [14]; they can provide 

access to technology and training [16] and 

reduce barriers of entry into market by 

improving bargaining power. [7] adds 

economies of scale because of the possibility 

of joint purchases, with effects on quality, 

cost and conditions. This all leads to 

improvements in quality that finally make it 

possible to enter into premium markets [3, 4].  

As stated by [11], cooperatives also help to 

adjust to the European systems and protocols. 

They also increase accessibility of farmers to 

technical, legal, economic expertise by 

creating cooperative service. In this line, [14] 

appoint the opportunity to increase training 

(understood as education). 

 

CONCLUSIONS  

 

The presence of agricultural cooperatives in 

Romania has its roots in the XIX century 

although political regimes and continuous 

changes have limited the continuance of the 

entities. Current cooperatives, although facing 

some limitations and many challenges in their 

beginnings, are called to be one real 

alternative for those small Romanian farms 

that –as it happens in many other European 

countries with structural problems in their 

agricultural holdings- need to gain size.  

The impulse from Europe and a new 

generation of young and more prepared 

farmers can be the turning point to definitely 
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enable this legal form as a real option for 

farms to increase their productivity. 

Some demands have been attended and the 

sector seems to respond well to recent 

improvements. Further support is needed to 

continue in this path. 

At an academic level, it is possible to see an 

evolution in the existing knowledge about 

agricultural Romanian cooperatives. 

Descriptive papers and contributions written 

in conditional have led to analytical studies 

and documents that deal with complex 

problems of ongoing businesses. That can 

only be a sign of progress for the Romanian 

agrarian cooperativism. 
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