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Abstract 

 

Current food systems face major challenges in terms of sustainable development in social, economic and 

environmental dimensions. These challenges are related to the long-standing industrialization of agricultural 

production processes, the food industry and the associated longer and more transparent supply chains. Thе  article 

was written in response to the question of the existence of short food supply chains (SFSC) in Bulgaria and their 

contribution to sustainable rural development.Cases and interviews were conducted with farm owners as 

representatives of the SFSCs in the country. A description of the case of SFSC in an organic farm in Bulgaria - Sofina 

farm is presented. Various survey methods have been applied, including primary data collection, case study 

approaches, interviews with farm managers, as well as desktop research. The conclusions we draw from the study 

relate to future policies that need to be followed to improve the sustainability of rural areas, which must undoubtedly 

take into account regional differences between actors in supply chains, different types and organizational forms of 

SFSCs, as well as the requirements of consumers regarding the delivered food. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

Rural areas have always been the focus of 

researchers, agricultural experts and other 

sectors of the national economy, related to food 

supply chains, politicians and various 

international organizations. According to the 

regional typology of urban and rural areas, half 

of the territory of the European Union (EU-28) 

is covered mainly by rural areas and 

approximately 20% of the population is 

concentrated in them. Mostly rural regions are 

characterized by extreme diversity in terms of 

economic and social status, history, traditions, 

natural and cultural resources. The role of rural 

areas as producers of food and other important 

tangible and intangible goods is well 

understood. Rural areas provide traditional 

agricultural resources, but increasingly they 

also provide new vital functions that are used 

as a resource base for various activities, ways 

to implement various processes in agriculture, 

its technology and organization, impact 

management of the rural landscape, socio-

economic development of the population living 

and working in them, as well as its income and 

quality of life. 

The objectives of sustainable rural 

development  is logically linked to the concept 

of multifunctionality of agriculture. The 

development of the multifunctionality of the 

regions themselves contributes in different 

ways to their sustainability. For example, 

direct marketing systems are one of the good 

practices that is developing more and more and 

on the basis of the increased interest in the 

existing rural tourism and the developing 

agricultural markets. 

The aim of the study is to show examples of 

success that work well, enjoy the interest of 

users of these services and their developing 

farmers would contribute to the improvement 

of a common European policy that ensures the 

long-term maintenance of family farms outside 

the support of income. The EU’s rural 

development policy aims at facing the 

economic, environmental and social challenges 

of the 21st century. It is known that the so-

called "second pillar" of the Common 

Agricultural Policy deals with direct payments 

to farmers, and as regards measures to manage 

agricultural markets and support rural areas, 

they belong to the "first pillar" of this policy. 
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MATERIALS AND METHODS  

 

The article aims to describe the Local Food 

System (LFSs) and Short Food Supply Chains 

(SFSCs) within the EU and in particular 

Bulgaria, considering them as one of the 

domains of multifunctional agriculture 

contributing to the better and sustainable 

development of rural areas. In this article, the 

author considers the multifunctionality of the 

agricultural sector as a continuously 

developing direction in agriculture, which 

began with the transition from industrial 

agriculture, based on a large volume of 

production to quality one that strives to achieve 

a comprehensive sustainability with economic, 

environmental and social components. The 

main types of LFSs /SFSCs are considered as a 

manifestation of one of the domains of 

multifunctional agriculture. The author further 

examines the types of SFSCs and their impact 

on sustainable development in social, 

economic and environmental aspects. One 

organic family farm in Bulgaria as a 

representative of the LFS has been described 

using the case study method. The case study 

approach is using as a means of collecting data 

and testing theory. A mixed survey method 

was applied including primary data collection, 

case study, in-depth interviews, as well as 

desktop research. 

Concept of multifunctionality 

Multifunctional agriculture is an umbrella term 

used to indicate companies that combine their 

agricultural production and environment with 

services to society: care farming, farm 

education, farm shops/short supply chains, 

agricultural day care, agricultural nature 

management and agrotourism. Key to these 

services is the relationship between farms and 

civilians/consumers. In other words, 

multifunctional agriculture is the reconnection 

of agriculture to society. The stages of 

multifunctionality in agriculture: United 

Nations Conference on Environment and 

Development (1992, Rio de Janeiro - Brazil) 

[36]: the concept of multifunctionality first 

appears. European Conference on Rural 

Development (1996, Cork -Ireland) [16]. For 

the first time, the role of rural areas has been 

officially recognized and legitimized as a 

privileged place to meet the needs of farmers 

and citizens. Moreover, rural areas have been 

linked to improving the quality of life. 

1998 - The OECD closely links the concept to 

two specific requirements: 1) production 

capacity of secondary, tangible and/or 

intangible goods and services; 2) recognition 

of certain intangible assets and their external 

nature as public goods [26]. 

1999 - Berlin (Germany), Berlin European 

Council, Program 2000. Agricultural structural 

policy agreements and related regulations are 

already in place. The latter becomes a real part 

of Community policy [6]. 

The concept of multifunctionality from the 

Cork Conference (1996) to the Cork 

Conference (2016) [16]. The new moments we 

are meeting here are extremely important for 

the further development of rural areas and their 

multifunctional sound: promoting the 

prosperity of rural areas; strengthening rural 

value chains; investing in the profitability and 

vitality of rural areas; preservation of rural 

environment; natural resources management; 

promoting climate change interventions; 

stimulating knowledge and innovation; 

strengthening rural governance. In Bulgaria 

this potential is limited by multiple factors. The 

most important factor is that the concept of 

multifunctional agriculture is not well-known 

in the country and there is no common, 

purposeful and consistent policy to popularize 

and develop this type of activities (Todorova, 

2013) [34]. The government of the country 

does not implement the concept of 

multifunctionality in the National Plan for 

Rural development but use relative concepts 

such as “economic diversification”, “rural 

development” or “alternative activities”. The 

examples existing in the practice are realized 

as a private initiative on a free principle and 

with financial support by European projects 

without any assistance and coordination from 

the government (Todorova, 2013). 

Short  Food  Supply  Chains 

The location of production and the length of the 

food supply chain have been and continue to be 

of interest to many researchers and they have 

been well studied. Most researchers define 

"Local Food Systems" as those in which the 

production, processing, marketing and 
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consumption of food takes place in a limited 

geographical area with a source radius of about 

20 to 100 km. A key feature of short food 

supply chains is  that these are places where the 

number of intermediaries is kept to a 

minimum. The ideal case is direct contact 

between producer and the consumer. Building 

on seminal papers of Marsden et al. (2000) [20] 

and Renting et al. (2003) [29], as well as on 

definitions proposed by the French authorities 

or the European Commission, the following 

definition of SFSC has been adopted: “The 

foods involved are identified by, and traceable 

to a farmer. The number of intermediaries 

between farmer and consumer should be 

“minimal” or ideally “nil”. The marketing of 

food through a short supply chain, which 

business is organized mainly by small and 

medium-sized organizations without a special 

marketing unit, is constantly growing. It can be 

said that the definition of SFSCs introduced by 

Marsden et al. (2000) [20] and commonly used 

by others, covers LFS within the face-to-face 

and spatially proximate SFSCs categories. 

There are different short food supply chains in 

terms of number of intermediaries. 

Category of “sales in proximity” - most of 

them can be grouped following Aubry and 

Chiffoleau (2009) [5]. They are also local 

farming systems, in the sense that locally 

grown or produced foods are served to local 

consumers.  So-called Community-supported 

agriculture (CSA) and similar schemes are 

known by different names in the Member 

States (AMAP, GAS, etc.). and are based on a 

long-term partnership between one or more 

producers and their consumers. In them, 

consumers are more connected with the 

decisions and work of producers. Types of on-

farm schemes are numerous, where consumers 

transport themselves to the place of production 

to purchase the products of a farmer (farm 

shops, farm based hospitality, roadside sales, 

pick-your-own schemes, etc.). 

Farmers sell off-farm their products to 

consumers - in the neighbouring places of 

consumption, in farmers’ markets, shops 

owned by farmers, food festivals and fairs. 

Impacts of LFS/SFSCs 

Social impacts of SFSCs 

The SFSCs support and facilitate the 

connection and interaction between farmers 

and consumers. All this leads to building trust 

between the participants in the chain and 

encouraging the development of social capital 

(Table 1). These short food supply chains can 

create the conditions for the development of a 

sense of community and 'living together'. 

When based in rural areas, SFSCs can also 

affect the quality of life in the areas concerned. 

In urban areas, SFSCs focus more on 

promoting social change through education 

and ethics for sustainability. 

 
Table 1. Social impacts of LFS/SFSCs 

Social impacts Studies 

Connection between 
producer & consumer 

Notions of trust and 

relationships; Relations 
of regard; Wider 

concept of social capital. 

Abatekassa and Peterson (2011); 
Canavan et al., (2007); Chiffoleau 

(2009); Mount (2011); Murphy 

(2011);  Sage (2003); Smithers et al. 
(2008). 

[1, 7, 8, 24, 25, 30, 32]. 

Sense of community Abatekassa and Peterson (2011); 

Chiffoleau (2009); DeLind (2011); 
Hayden and Bucks (2012); Lawson 

et al. (2008).  

[1, 8, 12, 17, 19]. 

Increased knowledge / 

behavioural change 

Cox et al. (2008); Hayden and Buck 

(2012); Torjusten et al. (2008).  

[11, 17, 35]. 

Source: own research. 

 

Economic impacts of LFS/SFSCs 

There are records that local farming systems 

and short chains have a higher multiplier effect 

on local economies than long chains, with 

impacts also on maintaining local employment, 

especially in rural areas, the synergies with the 

tourism sectors are also well acknowledged, as 

a producer at farm level, they seem to allow a 

higher share of value added to be retained 

locally (Table 2). 

Environmental effects 

Usually the environmental benefits that are 

cited in the literature and we support are: food 

miles and carbon footprint for local food, 

positive impact on (agro) biodiversity and 

reduce the use of agrochemicals for organic 

farms (Table 3). Re-localization of production 

can lead to a drastic reduction in GHG 

emissions. The production and processing 

methods that are applied in modern conditions 

are extremely important for mitigating the 

impact on the environment. 
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Table 2. Economic impacts of LFS/SFSCs 

Economic 

benefits  

of LFS/SFSCs 

Studies 

LFS/SFSCs  

contribute  

towards rural  

development  

and economic 

regeneration 

Du Puis and Goodman (2005) state that 

SFSCs can be “seen as new sources of 

value added which can be retained 

locally and can act as a catalyst for rural 

economic regeneration and dynamism.” 

SFSCs create  “new economic spaces” 

(quoting Van der Ploeg et al. 2000; 

Marsden et al. 2002; Renting et al. 2003)  

[13, 28, 20, 29]. 

Farm level 

economic 

impacts:  

increased 

income for the 

producer 

Producers are able to add a price 

premium when selling through SFSCs 

(Pearson et al., 2011), that the 

elimination of the “middleman” enables 

farmers to receive a greater share of the 

profits (Sage, 2003) and that SFSCs 

provide  growers with an opportunity to 

diversify and add value to their produce 

(Alonso, 2011).  

[27, 30, 4]. 

Synergies 

with the 

tourism 

sectors 

Pearson et al. (2011) have suggested that 

LFS offer opportunities for tourism and 

further positive associated economic 

impacts: “An additional economic 

benefit of LFS is the potential from 

increased  tourism due to local branding 

and recreational shopping 

opportunities”  

[27]. 

Source: own research. 
 

Table 3. Environmental impacts of LFS/SFSCs 
Environmental 

impacts l 

impacts 

Studies 

Energy use and 

carbon footprint  

- reduction in 

“food 

miles”associated 

with LFS and 

SFSCs as an 

environmental 

benefit. 

 

Tim Lang (1992) created the concept of 

food miles. A number of new studies 

show that this concept does not give a 

true picture of the total greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions involved in the whole 

food supply system.  There are GHG 

emissions associated with production, 

processing and storage which these 

comparisons do not take into account 

(AEA Technology 2005; Edwards-Jones 

et al. 2008). Recently environment by 

using life cycle analysis (LCA) 

(Cowell& Parkinson 2003;Williams et al. 

2006; Milà i Canals et al. 2007; Edwards-

Jones et al. 2008; Edwards-Jones 2010). 

[2, 14, 10, 38, 22, 15]. 

Sustainability 

and SFSCs 

Intensive agriculture has a serious 

negative impact on the environment. 

Intensive farming practices are based on 

"simple, artificial agro-ecosystems that 

rely on human resources to regulate 

them" (Hole et al. 2006; Stuart 2008). For 

any type of SFSCs with an organic 

component, it can be assumed that there 

are benefits to biodiversity associated 

with the lack of agrochemicals in the 

system (Hole et al. 2006; Seyfang 2008). 

This could be said for a number of 

organic SFSCs, including cash schemes, 

direct sales and markets for farmers. 

[18, 33, 31]. 

Source: own research. 

Rural  development 

Rural development is the process of improving 

the quality of life and economic well-being of 

people living in rural areas, often relatively 

isolated and sparsely populated areas (Moseley 

M., 2003) [23]. Rural development actions are 

intended to further the social and economic 

development of rural communities (Chigbu, 

2012; World Bank, 1975) [9, 37].  Rural 

development can be seen as a process that is 

associated with social change in the rural 

community and sustainable economic progress 

of this community. The aim of this process is to 

improve the quality of life in rural areas and to 

protect the environment. 

Rather, the following objectives are pursued: 

1.Improving the well-being of people living in 

rural areas (nearly half of the world's 

population), eradicating poverty and 

preventing urban migration. 

2.Preservation of natural, landscape and 

cultural resources. 

3.Ensuring access to food as a result of the 

development of sustainable agricultural 

production. 

Farmers are those who daily supervise and 

manage rural areas, but still their 

collaborations with those institutions entitled 

to decide the transformation of these territories 

are not managed properly (Menconi, 

Grohmann & Mancinelli, 2017) [21]. The rural 

development is the core of the development 

policies because rural areas are a growing 

source of manufacturing and service-sector 

production and provide employment and have 

quality of life attributes that are increasingly 

valued by citizens. 

Local context 

For any type of SFSC with an organic 

component, it can be assumed that there are 

benefits for biodiversity associated with the 

lack of agrochemicals in the system (Hole et al. 

2003; Seyfang 2008) [18, 31]. This could apply 

to a range of organic SFSCs including box 

schemes, direct sales and farmers markets. 

As of the end of 2013 (Table 4), the total 

number of bio-operators in Bulgaria registered 

in the MAFF is 3, 123 (this figure does not 

include the number of subcontractors), which 

is about 1,000 more than the previous 2012 

(Table 4). 
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According to MAFF, according to data from 

the annual reports of the controllers of organic 

production, in 2015 they increased to 6,173 and 

in 2016 to 7,262 (Agrarian Report, MAFF, 

2017) [3]. Of these, in 2016,  6,961 were 

producers, 3 were aquaculture producers, 177 

were organic processors and 121 were traders 

(importers, exporters, wholesalers and 

retailers). 

 
Table 4.  Number of operators (producers, processors, 

traders) in organic production 

Years Number of operators in bio-

production 

2006 

2007 

2008 

2009 

2010 

2011 

2012 

2013 

2015 

2016 

214 

339 

311 

476 

820 

1,054 

2,016 

3,123 

6,173 

7,262 

Source: MAFF, based on data from annual reports of 

controllers of organic production. 

 

The data shows that the number of registered 

operators (producers, processors and traders) 

in the control system in 2013 increased more 

than 6 times compared to 2009, the year of the 

new European organic farming legislation. 

Organic farmers began receiving payments 

from the government; the association of 

organic farmers was established; the 

association of traders of organic food was set 

up; organic agriculture in Bulgaria began 

developing into a real economic sector. In 

2016, this number has doubled compared to 

2013, the main reason being the subsidies 

granted to registered bio-operators.  

Organic farming represents real opportunities 

on several levels, contributing to rural 

economies. The environmental advantages of 

these farming systems can bring significant 

benefits for the rural economy and for 

development of multifunctional agriculture 

including Short Food Supply Chains. 

Case Study 

Title of the experience:  Organic farm Sofina, 

Local leadership, adding external support from 

institutions and policies. 

Key words: Short Food Supply Chain,  

Marketing competences,  Entrepreneurship. 

Location: village of Lesnovo near the town of 

Elin Pelin, just 20 km from Sofia. 

Short description of the initiative: 

The Sofina family farm has been in existence 

since the beginning of 2009 and is located in 

the village of Lesnovo near the town of Elin 

Pelin. Here, Stoyan and Teodora Simeonov 

take care of nearly 70 acres of bio-certified 

plantations. Their farm products include nuts, 

hazelnuts, different types of tomatoes, 

cucumbers, zucchini, peppers, celery, 

pumpkins, carrots, potatoes, beets, beans, 

spinach, as well as the non-standard kale and 

chard, which are extremely unusual for our 

region. 

The proximity of the farm to Sofia allows the 

products to be picked up a few hours before 

delivery to be as fresh as possible when they 

reach customers. No couriers are used, but the 

products are always delivered in person less 

than 24 hours ago. 

The farm strives to provide the widest possible 

range to offer to its customers. About 60-70 

different products are grown, each of which 

during the respective season of the year. 

Life in the field is not easy - it works nearly 12 

hours a day, and there is often no rest time. 

Both daughters of the farmers, aged 7 and 19, 

as well as workers from the nearby villages are 

helping. 

Most of the seeds used are theirs - each year 

they leave, for example, a few zucchini to ripen 

and the next year we sow seeds from them. 

Sofina Organic Farm is certified and controlled 

by “Q Certification” AD, Plovdiv. After a 

transitional period, the farm has a certificate of 

production since 2014. The certificate is 

reissued for each subsequent year after a 

number of inspections have been carried out by 

the controlling body of “Q Certification” AD, 

Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Forestry, 

Bulgarian Food Safety Agency. 

Actors involved: farmer, farm family, local 

municipality, Bulgarian Food Safety Agency, 

Bulgarian Bioproducts Association, shop. 

Results and learned lessons: how food from a 

farm ends up on our tables, the processes 

include production, processing, distribution, 

the food production; chain includes aspects 

from processing, distribution, consumer 

purchase and consumer use. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

 

Many studies emphasize that trust building is a 

major component and important advantage of 

LFS/SFSC. Our case shows that building 

relationships between the consumer and the 

manufacturer is "essential" and provides a 

"unique experience". The product can be 

explained to the consumer and many people 

(especially those who love bio-products) prefer 

to talk to someone who knows something about 

a particular product. This trust is built through 

face-to-face interaction between the farmer and 

consumers. It is supposed that trust does not 

refer to the product per se, but to the idea that 

one can trust the farmer who produces this food 

in a "safe" way, since the consumer knows the 

farmers and can hold them "responsible". We 

also discuss the market in terms of 

"community" - building a place and improving 

relationships around food and neighborhood 

activities (DeLind, 2011; Abatekassa & 

Peterson, 2011) [12, 1]. 

A number of LFS/SFSCs seek to build 

communities and relationships around food 

production and consumption. The latter has 

been described in a number of studies from 

different countries. 

SFSCs lead to changes in the behavior of the 

participants, which can be explained by the 

accumulation of knowledge. This benefit has 

been highlighted in many studies based in the 

United States, the United Kingdom, Denmark 

and Norway. 

For example, in our case, participants in the 

scheme gain increased knowledge of food and 

agricultural systems. For example, in our case, 

the participants in the scheme gain increased 

knowledge of food and agricultural systems. 

Increased knowledge related to their daily 

routine as well as the food consumed can lead 

to some changes in behavior. In their research, 

Cox et al. (2008) [11] and Hayden & Buck 

(2012) [17] found a broader change in 

participants' behavior in CSA schemes. Cox et 

al., (2008) [11] called this the “graduation 

effect”. Consumers of vegetables from the 

farm under study in our case state that their 

cooking and eating habits have changed, which 

has been fueled by the use of more local, 

seasonal and healthy food. 

Many studies suggest that LFS/SFSCs can 

contribute to rural development and economic 

recovery. Du Puis and Goodman (2005) [13] 

state that SFSCs can be “regarded as new 

sources of added value that can be locally 

maintained and can act as a catalyst for rural 

economic regeneration and dynamism”. 

 A number of economic benefits associated 

with LFS/SFSC are known. The increase in 

revenue for the producer as a result of the 

elimination of intermediaries is one of the 

important economic benefits. It is assumed that 

producers are able to add a price premium at 

sale by SFSC (Pearson et al., 2011) [27] that 

the elimination of the "middleman" allows 

farmers to receive a greater share of the profits 

(Sage, 2003) [30]  and that SFSCs provide 

giving producers the opportunity to diversify 

and add value to their output (Alonso, 2011) 

[4]. 

The key to our case is to reduce the distance 

between farmers and consumers and to 

improve communication between them, thus 

providing more flexibility and more choice for 

both parties. Farmers can plan and achieve 

their sales goals - better pricing conditions and 

less dependency on intermediaries; and 

consumers can enjoy the taste, freshness and 

quality of organically produced food. 

The environmental benefits of the sources cited 

in Table 3 include: a reduction in "food miles" 

and a carbon footprint for local food, the 

positive impact on (agro-) biodiversity and 

reducing the use of agrochemicals for organic 

farms. There is considerable research on the 

relative impact of organic substances in 

comparison with "conventional" 

manufacturing practices, but this evidence is 

not reviewed here as the focus of the study is 

on SFSCs, not organic production. 

Earlier articles have mostly discussed the 

reduction in food miles associated with LFS 

and SFSCs as an environmental benefit. The 

concept of food miles, first created in 1992 by 

Tim Lang, is relatively straightforward to 

understand and comparisons between food 

items are easily made with respect to the 

carbon emitted when transporting the goods 

from the producer to the retailer or consumer 

(Edwards-Jones et al., 2008; Seyfang,. 2008). 
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There are GHG emissions associated with 

production, processing and storage which these 

comparisons do not take into account (AEA 

Technology 2005; Edwards-Jones et al., 2008) 

[2, 14]. In our case, the vegetables offered are 

not stored, processed, and hours after harvest 

go to the consumer. 

Most recently, researchers have evaluated the 

environment impact of foodstuffs using LCA. 

A combination of “organic” and “local” 

indicators can usually give a better idea of the 

environmental significance of each SFSC, as in 

our case.  

The condition for fulfilling the latter is that 

organic and local products are not stored and 

purchased out of season, as otherwise these 

products may have a larger carbon footprint 

than non-local goods. 

 

Table 5. Summary of identified effects of SPSCs in the 

Sofina farm case on the three dimensions of 

sustainability 

D
im

en
si

o
n

s 
o

f 
su

st
a

in
a

b
il

it
y

 

  
S

o
ci

a
l 

Preserving traditional agricultural production;  

Better satisfaction for farmers and consumers; 

Raising awareness of the environmental and 

social effects of consumption; 

Change in consumer behaviour; 

Building new relationships between different 

actors with different interests. 

E
co

n
o

m
ic

 Increasing farmers' incomes - higher selling 

prices; 

Creation of employment opportunities; 

Increasing regional added value; 

Reducing dependence on intermediaries. 

E
n

v
ir

o
n

m
e
n

ta
l 

Conserving traditional agricultural practices 

and landscapes; 

Positive impact on  biodiversity and reducing 

the use of agrochemicals for organic farms; 

Encouraging environmentally friendly 

production methods (low input production, 

organic production, etc.); 

Reduction in „food miles“; 

Carbon footprint for local food. 

Source: Own research. 

 

As a result of the literature reviewed and the 

case study applied to Sofina farm, as well as a 

study of a number of other farms that directly 

sell their products to consumers (among other 

multifunctional activities they carry out - rural 

tourism, didactic agriculture and so on) and 

they have been the subject of a study on the 

implementation of the e-TOMATO project we 

have summarized the social, economic and 

environmental benefits of shortening the food 

supply chain in Table 5.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The Program for Rural Development 2014-

2020 was identified the opportunity to expand 

markets and increase consumer demand for 

food with guaranteed quality and origin, local 

products as well as organic products 

manufactured to high environmental standards. 

The needs assessment also includes shortening 

the supply chain of food and encouraging local 

market. 

How will develop channels for direct food 

supply in the future? This will largely depend 

on the geographical location of a country or 

region, its social status and its political and 

institutional characteristics and features. Public 

funding and support, plus community interest, 

is essential for setting up and maintaining local 

food networks in operation. 

In many cases, the concept of local and healthy 

food is unclear or misleading to the average 

consumer. Therefore, sufficient research is 

needed in this direction and a clear policy on 

the part of European governments. 

There is a possibility to use food from SFSCs 

in the context of healthy and sustainable rural 

development. 
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