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ABSTRACT

According to tradition, in Romania, a significant percentage of food products of animal
and non-animal origin, which provide the consumer market, are produced and marketed
by small agricultural producers (private persons or legal entities) that have the purpose of
animal husbandry or agriculture crops. These activities are, most often, supported by the
county and local authorities by providing the institutional and legal framework, by
organizing and modernizing the existing agro-food markets, organizing fairs and
traditional events or by granting financial resources such as subsidies, prizes or other
subsidized taxes. The presence of the agro-food markets and the fairs or livestock markets
as well as their distribution is an important indicator of the level of development of the
local economic activities (agricultural and non-agricultural) in the Romanian rural area.
The issue performs an assessment of the distribution of the agro-food markets in the
Botosani county, which has the agriculture as a predominant activity, in order to succeed
an overview of the degree of valorizations, of the production obtained by the farmers and
destined for commercialization.
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INTRODUCTION

The present-day economic literature underlines the global trend of diminishing the value
of peasant agriculture. The countryside spaces are mentioned in the context of rural
depopulation [1], [2], of home and foreign migration [3], [4], [5] or of the difficulties of
living and working conditions [6], [7].

The current approaches of the market economy regard the peasant household as an
underveloped way of life which should be rooted out in the 21st century [8]. However, as
long as the worldwide conditions, which support its mechanisms, are changing (by facing
challenges such as food supply difficulties, climate change, natural disasters or steering
towards local products, etc.), the survival models are being reinterpreted.

Under such a scenario, the importance of peasant economy is re-assessed due to its self-
supporting capacity that relies merely partially on the market and commerce [9], [10].
On a global scale, food sovereignty and security are equally turning into issues of both
less developed and highly developed countries. The increasing dependency on the global
market and its mechanisms of inflationary pressure and speculative nature [11] have
determined FAO to replace the term of food security with that of food sovereignty in what
concerns public documents (since 2012).

The reason behind such an action relies on the fact that “food sovereignty is a necessary
prerequisite for attaining genuine food security”. Under the circumstances, views upon
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the future of the peasant agriculture are varying: some authors share the certainty that
“peasants will no longer exist in the world of capitalist globalization” [12], while others
regard the peasant household and agriculture as an appropriate model for a food and
environmental future portrayed through sustainability and progress [13].

Having as a starting point the assumption that food sovereignty means the right of peoples
to consume what they produce; the present paper performs an analysis on the usage of
native food products by the Romanian consumers. The interface employed for research
purposes is the peasant market of agro-food products which are produced, processed, and
sold in a limited space and time range.

AGRIFOOD MARKETS AND RECALIBRATION
OF PEASANT HOUSEHOLD

In Romania, the agrarian economy has a significant weight as almost a quarter of the
country’s population, more precisely 23%, is currently engaged into agricultural
activities, while the EU average reaches merely 4% [14]. The percentage is supported by
the fact that over half the country’s population still lives in the rural area and,
approximately 85% of the total labor force engaged in agriculture is self-employed,
working in their own subsistence farms [15]. Although the above data is mostly regarded
as a highlighter of the issues Romania is facing in its attempt to better integrate within the
community market, the authors provide a different perspective. This view concerns the
sustainability granted by the Romanian peasant economy and its value within the
European agricultural policy.

Although the past 30 years have been marked by relatively constant efforts for broadening
the rural economy and increasing the ponderosity of non-agricultural activities (agro-food
processing, services, and tourism), the present analysis focuses on the key role still played
by the peasant economy in the Romanian agro-food system, fortunately, as we would like
to add. Thus, the strength and endurance of the peasant economy becomes visible through
two main features that are different and measurable at the same time, namely: the self-
consumption level and large number of agro-food markets in the rural area.

In the Romanian agricultural sector, there are roughly 3,4 million farms and over 85% of
them have a self-consumption that exceeds 50 % of the annual production (known as
subsistence and semi-subsistence farms) [16]. The high volume of self-consumption
recorded and regarded as a barrier in rural development, has worked for 30 years as a
safety net for those classes of population that were mostly affected by the economic
changes. Therefore, at least a part of the peasant economics has proven its resilience to a
developing rural economy oriented towards market and managed to keep its autarchic
features.

It is against this background that farmers ‘markets have partially taken over the
production of peasant households (especially small and medium-sized farms) and
provided a food supply alternative which accomplishes a vital premise, namely:
employment of native food and non-food products to a degree that exceeds any other type
of market. In terms of agricultural policy, the Romanian farmers ‘markets embody a class
of food security supported by food sovereignty which responds to a cycle of supply and
demand, and where food is primarily a right, and secondly a business. A closer look at
the evolution of farmers ‘markets in the latest years has been also supported by the
emergence of an increasing market segment, namely consumers of local products.
Further, these products fit into a trend that is making a strong comeback to self-
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consumption worldwide, as an expression of the self-protection desire/ need to the food
risk and risk of suppliers ‘dependency as well [17], [18].

In the case of the present paper, Botosani county, located in the North-East of Romania,
has been selected due to the agrarian predominance of its economy (Fig. 1).

Figure 1. The Botosani County - in the North -East of Romania

It closely related to the presence of large and very large farms mainly specialized in
producing straw cereals and oil plants, but it also concerns many small and very small
farms. This latter class of farms generally grows maize which feeds both animals and
humans, as well as various other plants included in the human diet, such as beans,
potatoes, tomatoes, greens and fruit. In addition, most small farms raise 1-2 dairy cows,
poultry, a few sheep or goats, 1-2 pigs which cover most of the food necessities of a
family that manages a small peasant household. These products no longer cross the
market but take the form of self-consumption and the so-called “short supply chains”.
According to the Survey of Family Budgets [15], in the Romanian rural households,
approximately 66% of the total expenses on food is represented by the consumption value
from their own resources.

For most people living in Botosani county, agriculture is a way of life. As regards the
figure of 110.351 agricultural holdings without legal personality that manage, on average,
2,15 ha/ holding, the question of selling their agricultural surplus happens occasionally
or it concerns another segment, namely 0,04% (44 holdings) that is organized as
authorized physical person, individual entrepreneurship or family entrepreneurship
(which generally manages 90 ha/ holdings). Related to market participation, the
agricultural households can sell between 0 and 100 % of their production on a constant
basis or depending on production and decision taken by the holding manager. At opposite
extremes, there are the subsistence holdings and commercial holdings, and in between,
various combinations which tilt the economy to improving a way of life or towards profit
and structural diversification.
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WAYS OF COMMERCIALIZING THE AGRICULTURAL

PR
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ODUCTS OBTAINED IN SMALL AND MEDIUM-SIZE FARMS

1. The direct sale to markets and fairs is the most employed practice by small
producers who sell their products. This variant is generally favored by farmers who
practice a subsistence agriculture and have small amounts of products for sale. Given
that they have limited amounts of products they do not have to stay too much in a
market or move over long distances to sell the production which is not meant for self-
consumption. Further, by employing this way of commercializing, they can sell at
relatively higher prices than they would normally do it in the wholesale system, which
means a higher profitability rate. Concerning the necessary documents for running a
legal operation of this sort, a producer certificate at this level is quite enough. The
small agricultural producers can sell in markets based on their producer certificate,
while the occasional commerce of agricultural products is exempted from the
obligation of having fiscal cash registers. Additionally, they can commercialize their
products in markets, fairs, and even shops/ stores/ supermarkets provided that they
have a private limited company or run their economic activity as authorized physical
person, individual, or family enterprise.

2. The direct sale to the client’s door is a practice frequently adopted in the case of
dairy products and traditional or bio products sold to the subscribed customers. It is a
method which allows a certain type of certitude in selling products and shows the
farmers ‘concern for some inceptive features of marketing and sales forecast.

3. A situation which is more and more common inside cities relies on the practice of
agri-food orders with delivery at a fixed location. In time, farmers have developed a
network of clients who are often young people highly educated in terms of food
education and generally have an above-medium income. Thus, freshly harvested or
processed products (such as vegetables, fruit, egg, bread, etc.) are preferred by these
clients. The farmer usually keeps in touch online with his/ her clients, specifies the
type of available product and quantities and establishes 3-4 delivery points in town/
city within a previously arranged timetable. The orders are placed online or by phone
and the clients go to the pick-up points to take their basket of products ordered. This
sales method creates a direct bond between farmers and consumers. Additionally,
most clients go to the farms, at least once, to see with their own eyes the conditions
of production, harvesting, and storage. From a different perspective, the feedback
provided by consumers on the farmer’s website turns into an efficient and cheap
promotion tool or, on the contrary, can make an instant correction with real-time
repercussions.

4. The sales to intermediate dealers constitute a method that sometimes is employed
by the small farmers managing farms that are slightly bigger than usually and who
have crossed the threshold of subsistence agriculture. They can commercialize larger
quantities of products and sell them to companies or dealers that will eventually sell
them to certain retailers. This aspect concerns the authorized middle persons
(companies which have access to wholesale storage units and /or wholesale markets)
and unauthorized middle persons (persons who work off the grid and purchase
wholesale agro-food products to resell them to the so-called “market mob”); in this
latter case, it is necessary to provide providence documents of the products acquired,
except for the sales to companies which have as activity object the grain commerce
(in these cases, a sales note is enough).
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5. The sales that use small shops/ stores. It usually involves delivering products
directly to certain shops/ stores which commercialize retail food products, mainly
grocery stores or convenience stores.

6. The sales to hypermarkets/ supermarkets /convenience stores. This approach
provides the possibility of valorizing the native agricultural products, partially due to
the pressure exerted by the Romanian Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development
to have higher percentages of native products supplied by short food supply chains in
all the major shops/ supermarkets. Even if the hypermarkets have higher demands
(special conditions of quality and quantity) and few of the small farmers can meet
these conditions, it is still a step ahead in the long-term process of valorizing the local
agricultural production.

7. The biggest profits are obtained by the small producers/ farmers who produce bio
products and sell them directly for export. These entrepreneurs must have a company
for producing and commercializing their products (under Law no. 31/1990 or
Government Emergency Ordinance 44/2008) and satisfy a series of specific
requirements as well.

VALORIZATION OF AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTS OBTAINED
IN SMALL AND MEDIUM FARMS IN FARMERS’
MARKETS, FAIRS, AND STOCKYARDS

The presence of farmers ‘markets, fairs and stockyards, as well as their distribution across
the area analyzed are key indicators for the development level of the economic activities
(agricultural and non-agricultural) run in the Romanian rural space. The present paper
aims at making their distribution assessment and, thus, obtain an overview of the
valorization degree and production intended for commercializing as well.

The data collected from Botosani County Council [19] has been used here for
documentation purposes, more precisely, historical references [20]. The analysis intends
to separate, where data allows it, the situation of fairs and stockyards from that of markets
and bazaars that are joined or assimilated by the neighboring or host markets in the rural
areas.

In 2019, there were 37 farmers ‘markets in Botosani county, 49 fairs organized on various
events (such as city’s/ village’s day, religious celebrations), and 10 stockyards. Given that
the county in question has a high rural ponderosity, we have also considered the markets,
fairs, and stockyards in this assessment. The outcome of this process has been synthesized
in Figure 2, to get a complete picture of the coverage rate. Thus, the municipalities of
Botosani and Dorohoi, as well as those of Sdveni, Darabani and Flamanzi towns, have
daily farmers ‘markets where activities are run and managed in an institutionalized
system, in spaces built and adjusted to the particular structural features of the markets,
and usually located in the center of cities/ towns. This last aspect reveals the role played
by the agricultural activities in the development of the urban areas in Botosani county.
The markets are more than polarizing areas, they are emerging urban areas for
commercial agricultural activities.

For instance, Botosani municipality has 3 daily farmers ‘markets which attracts producers
from all over the county and neighbouring counties as well, and constant customers who
have developed stable relations with the producers and order quantities of various
products which can secure a family’s livelihood (in term of food necessities) for a whole
season or year sometimes. There are quite common the cases when buyers from Suceava

455



Socio-economic geography

or Tagi counties order as early as winter the pickled vegetables, pork or mutton products,
goat or sheep cheese preserved in wooden barrels for the next cold season.
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Figure 2. The agri-food markets distribution and typology in the territory of Botosani county

The reachable location of Botosani municipality also encourages the supply of products
over a wide area (within the isochrone of 15-30 minutes), ranging as far as villages:
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Leorda up north, Nicseni to the north-east, Baluseni to the south-east, Vladeni to the west
and Unteni to the north-east.

Besides the daily market, in Darabani there are also 3 fairs every week (on Wednesday,
Thursday, and Sunday). This commercial dynamism is related to the wide variety and
abundance of agricultural products and perhaps, more closely to a long-standing tradition
favoured by the high-density of transportation means that have allowed collecting
products from the northern part of the county to Radauti Prut, from the southern side to
Mileanca/ Havarna, from the south-west part to beyond the borders of Hudesti and from
the south-east to Cotusca.

To the east, within a perimeter comprising many rural settlements in remote areas, the
daily fairs from Saveni town are completed by the Sunday fair. In many respects, they are
the result of the polarizing role played by this town within a very wide range with an
isochrone of 15-45 minutes, along DN 29, DJ 282, and DJ 292 national roads.

The weekly farmers’ markets have different locations across the county. Those organized
at weekends are more common and have primarily developed in the polarizing rural areas
and secondly in the urban areas where, markets are generally week-long open. The
polarizing rural centers confirm, through the distribution of agro-food markets, the role
played by the transport networks in the local economic development, namely: Sulita
Dracsani, Corni (located across a market open on Saturdays in Veresti - Suceava, on the
other bank of Siret river), Ungureni (located on Todireni-Dorohoi railway which crosses
the county from north to south), Nicseni, Roma, Sulita.

There are also worth mentioning the markets organized on Sundays in the following
towns: Bucecea, Saveni, Stefanesti and Flamanzi, along with the local agri-food markets
which are organized on a regular basis in almost half of the commune seats.

On the northern and north-east border of the county, within the areas of economic
importance in terms of grain production, there are organized markets in centers located
on road junctions, such as: Viisoara and Cotusca, Darabani and Cristinesti or Dersca.
Within this intersection points, certain areas of local rural polarization are created for
particular types of products (mainly dairy products and grains) or polarize remote areas
from the deep rural of the county (Radauti Prut, Mitoc, Cotusca or Cristinesti — up north,
or Albesti down south). The status of polarizing rural areas is also confirmed by the two
fairs organized weekly, usually on Saturdays and Sundays in Bucecea and Stefanesti
towns or in Dersca village.

Another category of agricultural markets includes the seasonally or temporarily
functioning ones. Among these, most markets which are effective during springtime arise
in the southern part of the county on the south-west border and southern one as well. The
seasonal fairs are primarily associated with a local religious celebration, often the feast
day of a local patron saint. Besides their obvious economic part, these markets also
reaffirm the preservation of the old agricultural and bartering commercial relations which
are territorially rooted as social and calendar hallmarks within a quasi-homogenous
geographical space.

The spring fairs are related to activities such as the purchase of seeds, seedlings, fruit
trees, young farm animals, while the autumn ones are connected to the dissolution of
sheepfolds, commercialization of grains for the cold season, and supplying vegetables for
pickling and preservation. At last, the winter fairs usually sell animal products, especially
pork products. These fairs are generally grouped in the peri-urban localities of Botosani
city (Baluseni, Blandesti, Cosula), and other towns (Stefanesti) located in south-west part
of the county. Up north there is a market situated in Padureni close to Dorohoi town.
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The towns have markets specific to late spring and early summer (Botosani) or early
autumn (Dorohoi), becoming polarization cores of the county’s commercial agricultural
activities. These markets have developed this activity for both seasonal products (early
vegetables and fruit brought from the peri-urban areas) and animal products (mostly dairy
and meat products) supplied by the small producers or clusters of farmers. In wintertime
there are fewer fairs. One of the most important ones is located in Varfu Campului at the
border with Suceava county and it facilitates the traditional marketing of the products
made in the Moldavian Plain (grains, cattle, sheep) and Suceava Plateau, especially the
region of Zvoristea — Adancata (potatoes). The other fairs are organized in Gorbanesti
and Trusesti communes.

Another major method of valorization (typical of the livestock) is represented by the
stockyards. The biggest ones are organized in the following localities: Trusesti,
Stefanesti, Saveni, Darabani, Dorohoi and Botosani. At municipality level, the local
public authorities and agricultural directorates remain largely unaware of the stockyards
‘role, their importance/ necessity for the local market and valorization of small producers
‘products and, consequently, they are far from being appropriately organized. In what
concerns the stockyards organized in the rural areas, they generally lack watering troughs,
pastures, sometimes enclosures or proper fences and a proper division of animals which
are often mixed together. This situation draws a series of difficulties, such as the proper
assessment of the animals ‘breed or number. Other stockyards are organized in the
localities of Flamanzi, Célarasi, Rduseni, Copalau — Sulita, Roma-Rachiti, although they
are smaller and market fewer animals.

CONCLUSIONS

Based on the analysis run on the valorization potential of the agro-foods products in the
rural communities of Botosani county through local markets, the following general
conclusion have been reached:

- The county’s urban development mostly relies on the vitality of the rural spaces
located nearby.

- Small towns play a transitory part making the shift from the subsistence agriculture to
one focused on market, processing industry, and services provided to farmers.

- The poor infrastructure interferes with both market access of the native products and
potential investors interested in agriculture, as they tend to focus around urban centers
and along the main roads and railway corridors which are “genuine development
corridors”. We are dealing with a space that is well-developed and economically
active in the western part of the county, especially in Botosani and Dorohoi — two
polarizing centers which will most likely fusion at a given time — and a town/ fair
(Saveni) located in the central-east area, which polarizes the deep rural within a quasi-
circular radius. Regarding the rest of the county’s territory, the wholesalers of
vegetables, fruit, dairy products and other agro-food products choose to bring their
goods from abroad, instead of collecting these products from local farmers due to the
higher costs for collecting and transportation of the goods and long delivery times as
well. The latter aspect is largely due to the poor quality of roads and the particular
nature of deep rural areas located in the eastern, northern, and southern borders of the
county. These regions have three peripheral centers of low polarization (again, the
fragile infrastructure takes all the blame here), namely Darabani, Flamanzi and
Stefanesti. In conclusion, if there were a proper, functional and updated transport
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infrastructure, the entire area of Botosani county could become a dynamic economic
region.

It is necessary to pay more attention to the relations and networks which operate
among different functional groups within the county’s agricultural system, as they will
be able, in time, to manage the existing spatial and sectorial bonds and lead to the
development of new poles of rural growth.

Focusing the valorization of agro-food products in daily open farmers ‘markets and
fairs could provide a new dimension to the rurban effectiveness of the small and
medium towns in the process of necessary alignment of the peri-urban area to the
supply factors of the agricultural spaces.

Fairs, stockyards, and fairgrounds (e. g. Darabani, Trusesti, Stefanesti) could become
economic and tourist polarizing centers with impact upon the development strategy
of the deep rural areas (with emphasis on agro-tourism and shopping tourism).

The analysis run in these pages has led us to another key conclusion: market is a social
construct. If we have in view the number of 110.351 agricultural holdings without
legal personality in the county, the market is not just the place where various products
are sold and get to diversify the daily basket of a large number of the rural population,
but it is also the place where the association is initiated and consolidated to increase
production and diversify the farms’ incomes. The emergence and maintenance of
markets in certain areas are clear indicators for the dynamics of the political and local
context, which trigger certain institutional types of market created to satisfy the
financial interests of the main players involved, even if this institution is not always
the best choice.

The pressure applied on the county’s farmers by the limited presence of other
development resources along with the geographical isolation of the county has led to
the necessity of association. Even if not all 216 forms of association registered in 2018
with the Agricultural Chamber of Botosani county are fully operational, the fact that
they are present across the entire county and in all communes shows that this necessity
has been well- acknowledged at a certain point. Now only time and development
resources of each commune or association group will tell when they turn into key
players on the market. Beyond the experience of forced cooperativization during the
Communist Regime which ended not so far ago (30 years ago), the cooperatives/
association/ groups of producers represent an important pillar of rural development
through the activities run and make a significant contribution to the optimization of
agricultural activity both in the upstream (by effectively providing the production
resources) and in the downstream direction (by getting a more favorable position when
negotiating with different traders from the product distribution chain).

At the end, considering the picture provided by the analysis of a predominantly
agricultural space, the following question arises most naturally: Is the Romanian rural
space prepared for the development dynamics of the more developed Western
countries? The political and entrepreneurial environment constantly hope for a future
of the Romanian village when agriculture plays a smaller part than it does today. A
large portion of the rural space will be marked by new functionalities: non-agricultural
activities, but cultural, tourist or residential activities in the villages located nearby
towns/ cities. Around the big cities of Romania this phenomenon is quite visible:
agricultural spaces invaded by localities for building industrial facilities, micro
industry activities, and IT businesses. An urban society, that becomes more and more
confined to make optimum use of the built-up areas, will concentrate enough
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resources of information and communication to achieve the transfer of its own
production units to the rural environment. This will seriously affect the agricultural
role of the village, agricultural domain, and rural space overall, but mostly it will have
an impact on the supply systems of the nearby urban markets in terms of fresh agro-
food and immediate necessity products.
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