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Abstract. Enterprises engaged in food production are one of the focuses of the European Green Deal, as the
implementation of its objectives will make impacts on agriculture, which is one of the most important industries supplying
raw materials to food producers, as well as on energy and transport. Previous research studies have emphasized that
processes within the local food system (LFS) occur over a relatively short geographical distance, thereby creating a
number of economic advantages as well as making a significant impact on the community economy. In other words, this
diversifies the rural economy, makes enterprises more economically independent, develops local potential and
contributes to the image of the area. Most of the food produced in Latvia was sold in the domestic market, and only
approximately a third of the food output was exported over the last decade. The expansion of the domestic market is
therefore very important for local producers. Food production is spread throughout the country, and both home producers
and rural small and medium enterprises producing food participate in the market, which contributes particularly to the
socio-economic viability of the population living in rural communities. As a result, local food systems emerge, which is a
complex phenomenon, as it involves more than just economic aspects. Food production, distribution and waste
management are indirectly affected by several public policies, as the food production begins with the exploitation of
primary production resources linked to the environment and ends with the development of cultural services, including
the preservation of traditions and values. Accordingly, it might be argued that an LFS represents a very complex and
diverse set of actors and their interrelationships, which is constrained by specific social, cultural, economic and
institutional frameworks, and therefore the research aims to give insight into the public policy dimension in food systems
and, based on the research findings, identify key problems and develop recommendations for the development of food
systems in Latvia.
Keywords: local food system, resilient rural communities, sustainability.
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Introduction

Problems related to food production have been on the agenda for the last ten years both globally (WEF,
2018) and in the European Union. The contexts of the discourse are different: sustainability, food supply
chains, food safety and other problems related to food production. The problem of food supply chains
became relevant during the Covid-19 pandemic, yet since 2021, food production problems have also been
a focus of the European Green Deal (Commission communication..., 2019). The negative impacts of food
production - increasing gas emissions and declining biodiversity — have also been highlighted in UN
documents (United Nations 2030..., 2015), which also emphasize public health policy problems (FAO,
2016). It is important to foster economic growth and employment in rural areas so that they do not lose
their unique and added value. That is why home producers and farms, which produce local food and sell it
in the market, increasingly develop in the regions of Latvia. The role of home producers and local producers
is emphasized by the EU research and innovation policy Food 2030, which is consistent with and seeks to
support the objectives of the From Farm to Fork Strategy of the European Green Deal (From Farm to
Fork..., 2019) and the Bioeconomy Strategy. Short food supply chains are defined as a supply system for
locally produced food, in which the producer is located close to the consumer and delivers the food to the
consumer, as well as fewer enterprises are involved in the chain (Granvik et al., 2017). It is widely believed
that a closer link between local food producers and consumers yield many positive results. Short supply
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chains increase value added and the profitability of small farms through allowing the farms to sell
recognizable products that have their own “story” to consumers who are willing to pay a higher price, as
well as create economic dynamism and social cohesion in rural areas. Contributing to the quality of and
trade in food increases consumers’ sense of responsibility for the value and waste of food, thus helping to
reduce the impacts of food production on climate change. Cvijanovic et al. (2020) emphasize the
interpretations of the term local, which usually involves the attributes commonly assigned to locally
produced food: freshness, environmental sustainability and support for the local economy.

Food production and related activities represent a complex process involving many social agents. The
food industry is also associated with areas whose contributions to the development of the industry is difficult
to quantify precisely, e.g. education and the impacts of the non-governmental sector, and conclusions on
the contributions could be drawn in terms of their activities and nhumbers. This indicates the need for high-
quality and detailed industry research.

Traditionally, the components of a food production system are analysed with the aim of increasing the
efficiency of a particular element or activity, based on an assumption that it will also increase the efficiency
of the system as a whole. In recent decades, however, it has become clear that the holistic approach is
needed to deal with such complex problems; therefore, a comprehensive approach to the food system is
applied to identify, analyse and assess the impacts of and feedback from the various actors engaged in the
system, as well as help to identify intervention areas for improving food security. In this respect, the
processes and impacts of food production and trade on the economy could also be explained through the
regularities of the system, which focus on the holistic unity of the system without neglecting the
components. It seeks to understand the role of each component of the system, while understanding how
the whole system works, its synergies with the environment and its impacts on it. The expansion of the
system also occurs because of labour division that is characteristic of socio-economic systems.

Statistics are available on various socio-economic processes in Latvia at national or regional level, yet
there are relatively few reliable and available statistical data at the level of individual local governments
(communities). The present research was based on a blended research-design approach and employed a
variety of quantitative and qualitative social research methods: (1) content analysis of policy documents
to better identify the availability of current support schemes and instruments to various target groups and
analyse specific policy programmes needed to create and strengthen the LFS at community level;
(2) an electronic survey of municipal employees involved in local business support (n=32) (February-March
2021); (3) online focus group discussions with LFS stakeholder representatives (3 discussions were held in
Jelgava municipality, Talsi municipality, Pieriga region (Saulkrasti and Carnikava municipalities));
(4) semi-structured interviews with local food producers (in person).

The research aims to give insight into the public policy dimension in food systems and, based on the
research findings, identify key problems and develop recommendations for the development of food

systems in Latvia.
Research results and discussion

Researchers have researched food systems both from the territorial perspective (Galli F., 2015),
focusing on the local, regional and global scales, and from the industrial perspective (Doernberg A. et al.,
2016), viewing the food system as a complex network of activities related to production, processing, food
chain formation and consumption.

The systems approach to examining food systems in a territorial context is comprehensive and shows

that the formation of cooperation systems in food production could represent an international process that
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is affected by both the countries producing food and the regions where the food is sold; and the
geographical area where cooperation between food business partners occurs and is also influenced by
exogenous factors (Peters et al., 2009).

In a regional context, cooperation systems in food production represent the result of a process of
effective interaction that involves focused relationships and changes over time between cooperation
partners directly and indirectly involved in the food industry. Interestingly, Marsden et al. (2000)
acknowledge that “with a short food supply chain, it is not the humber of times a product is handled or the
distance over which it is ultimately transported, but the fact that the product reaches the consumer
embedded with information”. Consumers associate local food with short supply chains. In fact, most of the
products sold through short food chains come from local areas, except for spatially extended short supply
chains.

The food system is made up of two basic elements: economic, which generally consists of production
and consumption, and cultural, as the relationship cannot be reduced to a market system, which is rather
a pattern for interactive exchange of information (Shideler D., Watson P., 2019). Of course, we can also
observe the impact of the cultural element on the economic pattern, which actually takes the form of use
of human capital in production. A typical approach applied to explain the differences between short and
global food supply chains is geographical proximity between the production site and the consumer as well
as the number of actors involved; however, there are a number of research studies focusing on the link
between local food production and the local community and the extent of social and environmental impacts
of local food production (Rossi et al., 2017), which is not the case under the global industrial food system
(Schoolman E.D., 2020). A research study by Le Velly (2017) emphasizes the territorial dimension and
collective identity as key factors in the sustainability and permanence of short or local food supply chains
based on social, organizational and territorial innovations that are still being structured. The policy context
represents the human desire to influence one’s own food security and the ability to influence (through the
cultural element) the way it is implemented. Food production, distribution and waste management are
indirectly affected by a number of policies, as the food production begins with the exploitation of primary
production resources linked to the environment and ends with the development of cultural services,
including the preservation of traditions and the development of values. At regional and local level, support
for rural development and direct contact with producers are also important drivers of the food supply chain.
Higher-level policies need to be supportive, removing the main barriers identified and bringing producers
and consumers closer together. This aspect supplements food systems with the political aspect, as the food
industry system represents specialized enterprises, organizations and institutions and other social agents
involved in product development, considering not only the traditional perspective that is mainly linked to
food supply chains in the traditional sense but also emphasizing the role of social agents in shaping food
policies and the relevant legal framework. Each element contributes to the food system, while at the same
time acquiring system-specific properties that it did not have before. In view of the above, the conceptual
model of a comprehensive food production system includes a core system consisting of a producer and a
consumer and four important groups of support systems, which could also be viewed in more detail. It
should be noted that today no system is isolated, any system includes internal subsystems, e.g. agricultural
systems, ecosystems, economic systems and social systems, and they in turn include subsets of additional
systems: water, energy, finance, marketing, policies, cooking etc. (Tendall et al., 2015). Accordingly, it
could be concluded that the system functions in a certain environment; therefore, the authors emphasize
five essential elements of the external environment: nature, culture, the economy, society and

technologies.
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Proponents of a system emphasize the impacts of the system and the qualitative difference between
the system and a simple sum of its components (Fonte, 2008); however, to gain a holistic view that states
that any part of the system directly or indirectly affects the system as a whole, it is important to understand
the functioning of each component.

Basically, an LFS involves establishing a variety of relationships with consumers, the relationships that
create value and significance concerning the product and its origin, as the farms involved perform not only
agricultural production but also other essential functions: activities related to environment protection and
landscape maintenance, biodiversity preservation, preserving and passing on cultural traditions to future
generations, the contribution to local values, maintaining population in rural areas and sprucing up the
rural environment (Enthoven L., Van den Broeck G., 2021). Synergies (multiplier effect) are generated
through preserving traditions, local customs and other intangible, cultural and historical values, as well as
producing regional and traditional products (Jibb S.B.A., 2019).

Identifying and assessing the multiplier effect of an LFS, special emphasis is placed on the interaction
of the LFS with local rural communities, which are defined by the present research as particular
municipalities and regions. An analysis of support for local food producers at local community level has
revealed that currently there are many municipalities and NGOs in Latvia that support home producers, yet
the support is irregular and territorially and structurally unbalanced. This might be largely explained by the
fact that at municipal level, the municipalities often do not really know their home producers of food as
well as their number. For this reason, regular support activities are limited. An analysis of the results of
surveys and focus group interviews conducted in municipalities allowed identifying the following problems:
local food producers faced difficulty in complying with accounting and Food and Veterinary Service
requirements, which to some extent was affected by a lack of knowledge and motivation. There was also
insufficient buying power of the population, logistical problems, a disadvantaged geographical location, i.e.
the producers were located too far from consumers, inability to compete with nearby cities, a lack of
production facilities, limited opportunities for the municipality to support home producers, a lack of labour
resources, including no possibility to pay decent wages and salaries, as well as poor-quality labour.
Consequently, the potential for socio-economic development is insufficient.

The first step towards improving the socio-economic situation is to create a competitive advantage for
LFS actors. M.Porter (2008) defined a competitive advantage as a difference in any comparable dimension
between firms that allows one firm to compete better than the others. According to M.Porter’s theory of
competitive advantage (2008), the processes that ensure the operation of a firm are considered to be
elements of competitive advantage, which also affect the positioning and competitive strategy of the firm.
An important driver of short food supply chains is product quality, which is a key element encouraging
consumers to buy directly from producers.

Next, the authors of the paper focus on the policy dimension in local food systems, as the political
decisions make the most direct impact on every social agent involved in the food system. The EU Common
Agricultural Policy aims to support the transition to flexible, sustainable and climate-friendly farming
systems and value chains in order to ensure healthy and nutritious food in the long term. To achieve this
goal, the national business environment also receives financial support through various institutions. More
cross-sectoral cooperation and a favourable food policy are crucial for the development of local food
systems in Latvia. Political actors with large decision-making capacity at local and national level (Ministry
of Agriculture, Ministry of Environmental protection and Regional Development, local governments) have
so far shown little interest in the supply of local food. It would be important to address food problems in

an integrated strategy or plan at national as well as municipal level. Practical technical support for food
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producers is provided by the Rural Support Service, the Latvian Rural Advisory and Training Centre and

the Latvian Association of Agricultural Cooperatives (Figure 1).
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Fig. 1. Scheme of the influence and interests of stakeholders in Latvia

The analysis also shows that local food systems involve not only challenges but also opportunities for
development (Figure 2). In Latvia, local food systems are given some ideas about identifying their potential
in “opportunity places”, i.e. special places where to test how the link between the environment, the
economy and society (i.e. public health) could work in practice.

The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) offers a unique opportunity for Europe, given its objectives: “to
support farmers and increase agricultural productivity so that consumers have safe and affordable food;
ensure that farmers in the European Union can earn viable incomes; deal with climate change through the
sustainable management of natural resources; maintain rural areas and landscapes throughout the EU;
and support the rural economy, thereby creating jobs in agriculture, the agri-food industry and related
industries” (European Commission, 2018). Agricultural policies are linked to health policies through food
and the way food is produced. It strengthens the link with health policies, in particular with regard to
healthy eating and the reduction of pesticide use. The CAP should continue focusing on public goods: safe
and healthy food, food management, responsibility for climate change, environmental protection and its

contribution to the circular economy.
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» Environment. The CAP already includes requirements for sustainable production.

» Economy. The goal is to support farmers to produce food while earning a reasonable living, as
well as to keep rural areas economically viable.

« Society. The goal is to ensure that consumers pay steady and affordable food prices.

Common Agricultural Policy
(CAP)

« Environment. 'Sustainable food' business has grown significantly.
» Economy. Businesspersons care about making profits in new markets.
« Society. Opportunity to focus on nutritious food.

Investment in SMEs

« Environment. Sustainability criteria could be incorporated in the procurement specifications.

*» Economy. Countries spend significant funds on food; it is needed to contribute to farmers’ livings
through providing them with a market.

« Society. Preferred nutritional standards could be incorporated in the procurement specifications.

{ » Environment. Opportunity to implement the environmental sustainability of production, transport

Public procurement

and waste.
» Economy. Increasing the market for fruit and vegetable producers.
* Society. Availability of nutritious fruits and vegetables.

School Milk and Fruit programme

« Environment. Many of the farmers involved already apply sustainable production methods.

» Economy. An economic opportunity to sell food directly to consumers and increase the producer
value of the food.

« Society. Opportunity to focus on nutritious food.

Short supply chains

* Environment. Opportunity to improve one’s knowledge of sustainability.

» Economy. Productivity in the food industry is low, indicating the economic potential of
improving the knowledge.

* Society. Opportunity to improve one’s knowledge of nutrition.

Educational opportunities

Fig. 2. Opportunity places for the local food system in Latvia

Significant socio-economic benefits resulting from the development of the LFS have also been stressed
by respondents of the surveys and focus group interviews conducted in municipalities. The most important
ones were as follows: increase in the number of jobs, stronger cash flows, increase in overall prosperity
and economic growth, the market share of locally produced products and territorial visibility, growth in
tourism, preservation of cultural heritage and traditions and the promotion of patriotism and the feeling of
belonging to the local community. Local (municipal, regional) and national policies on, e.g. land use, and
the legal framework for environmental and food safety, food processing and transport make a major impact
on the development of the community food system. Public policies also play a key role in developing the
infrastructure of food systems, as well as in combining stimuli, direct investments and research and training
funding. Finally, funding public programme or project activities as well as the zoning of a municipality can
make an impact on the LFS.

The European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) is an instrument of the EU Common
Agricultural Policy that supports rural development strategies and projects. It is also one of the European
Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF). The EAFRD budget for the 2014-2020 programming period was
approximately EUR 100 billion a year. This funding was spent throughout the period on rural development
programmes to be finished until the end of 2023. The funding was distributed according to the following
six priorities: knowledge, agricultural profitability, competitiveness, economic development in rural areas
and social inclusion. Each of the priorities contributes to the cross-sectoral goals of innovation, the
environment, climate change mitigation and adaptation.

To design and manage the relevant legal frameworks and policy funding programmes, there is a need
clearly distinguish and understand the policy levels related to local food systems. Food policies involve laws
and regulations, as well as the decisions made and activities carried out by governments and other
institutions that affect the production, distribution and consumption of food.
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Opolitical and public attitudes towards local producers

Didentification of small food producers and home producers

Creasonable tax policies

Censuring fair cooperation

Cintroduction of environmentally friendly practices

Dintroduction of the principles of a circular economy into food production
Crural environment as an important value of culture, traditions and identity
Davailability of innovations, technologies

Uinformation and financial support mechanisms

National policy
priorities:

Uintegration of local food producers into the tourism system
Ustrengthening local eating traditions
Uinformation and financial support mechanisms
) Dinforming LFS actors; raising their awareness and knowledge
Regional and Ustrengthening sales networks
municipal policy Umunicipal procurement of local food
priorities: [Clcivic participation (social activity)

Clocal action groups and partnerships
Cunderstanding of the role of local producers in the cultural and economic
life of local communities (rural territories, municipalities)
«digitalization

Fig. 3. National, regional and local government policy priorities

The main policies implemented, depending on their scale, shape the main trends in the LFS at
international level; at national level, trend awareness needs to be built up; at regional level, the role of
local food needs to be incorporated in strategic policy documents; at municipal level, cooperation needs to
be promoted. The policy priorities were identified by analysing the strategic policy documents, and the
analysis revealed that the focus on food production in municipal development programmes, i.e. at local
level, was presented in more detailed. Overall, the analysis of support policies for the food production
system, based on the documents and surveys, revealed that this element was perceived in two ways -
both as support and as a factor hindering development.

The national policy priorities for the development of LFS potential and the transformation of
current food systems towards sustainability need to focus on the socio-economic and ecological situation
in relation to the LFS (Figure 3).

At national level, a significant role is played by a non-contradictory political and public position on local
producers, incl. small farms, home producers and the whole LFS. Policy integration needs to be
complemented by technological and social innovations in the patterns of investment, production,
distribution and consumption, which need to be adapted to the relevant context and scale, considering the
policy implementation capacity of stakeholders. The research results revealed that an important measure
to be taken by policy makers at national level is the establishment of a system for systematically keeping
records on the consumption of resources by and the output of the enterprises engaged in the LFS, which
would allow researchers to conduct research studies on the impacts of the LFS on the socio-economic
development of communities.

At regional and local government level, the main policy priorities involve identifying the role of local food
to be specified in the strategic policy documents, as well as taking appropriate measures to contribute to

the development of the LFS (Figure 3), which would facilitate the transition to more sustainable food
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systems. Accordingly, at local level, problems such as the incorporation of local food procurement into food
programmes implemented by local institutions, the creation and development of local business networks,

the contribution to local social actions and the use of the latest technologies become important.
Conclusions, proposals, recommendations

1) The public need to be given an opportunity to choose between local and global food. The
development of local food systems is possible, and this involves public education, producer education,
the interest of local authorities and the use of diverse short supply chains. The key driver of local food
systems is political interest, followed by investment in infrastructure and consumer interest in
purchasing the products.

2) The social agents of the core food production system (food producers and consumers) usually focus
on and understand the opportunities created by support policies (priorities, funding opportunities,
strategies and the legal framework), as well as emphasize the barriers to food production (bureaucracy,
competition with global producers and insufficient information).

3) In Latvia, the implementation of the European Green Deal is in progress; however, to avoid
suspicions about the fairness of Green Deal policies, detailed information on packaging, energy
resources, waste management and other related issues for food producers and consumers, involving
both the private and the public sectors, is needed.

4) In Latvia, it is necessary to maintain different food trade patterns, especially through developing
the local food trade pattern, which is especially suitable for the involvement of small farms and home
producers of food in the market and for better use of their potential. An important element of the system
is home production. In Latvia, there are no national legal acts that would define and govern home
production; therefore, the general legislation is applied to home production and the actors. Home
producers are governed by the same legal framework as large manufacturing companies.
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