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Abstract

Short supply chains are a new approach to agricultural marketing, responding
to the challenges posed by globalization and the complexity of traditional supply chains,
and changing the way agrarian producers market their products and interact with
consumers.

This article explores the impact of short-supply chains on agricultural
marketing, and the study results show that short-supply chains offer multiple advantages,
including increased transparency, reduced costs, and stronger relationships between
producers and consumers. The research presents a case study to highlight the trends and
potential of this model in agricultural marketing.

The findings highlight the need for a wider integration of short supply chains in
agrarian marketing strategies, but also for improving the sustainability and resilience of
farming systems.
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1. Introduction

Modern agriculture has faced significant challenges due to globalization and
the expansion of supply chains. This led to an increase in the distance between
producers and consumers, a decrease in transparency, as well as to difficulties in
maintaining the quality of agricultural products [12]. In this context, short supply
chains have emerged as an alternative solution, able to reintegrate the relationship
between farmer and consumer by reducing the number of intermediaries [16].

Short supply chains are defined as distribution systems that involve a small
number of intermediaries between the producer and the consumer or even direct sales
from the producer to the consumer [3], [5]. These may include local markets,
cooperatives, direct sales at the farm, own stores or dedicated online platforms.
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2. Materials and methods

In this article, through the objectives of the research carried out, we set out
to investigate: how short supply chains contribute to the paradigm shift in the field
of agricultural marketing, how these short supply chains can be integrated into
agricultural marketing strategies to ensure the sustainability of smallholder farmers
and medium, but also what are the advantages and challenges of implementing short
supply chains?

To answer these objectives, a qualitative methodology was used based on a
series of studies from the specialized literature in the field of sustainable agriculture
and agricultural marketing. Also, to better understand the applicability and benefits
of this model in the Romanian context, we considered a successful example from
Romania, of a short supply chain from Cluj county.

3. Results and discussions

In recent years, global agriculture has undergone significant transformations,
being influenced by trends such as increasing demand for local and sustainable
products, as well as concerns about environmental impact and food security
[1],[2],[17]. Short supply chains offer an alternative solution to traditional long
chains by reducing the number of intermediaries and promoting direct relationships
between farmers and consumers [6], [20].

In the European Union, short supply chains are promoted through policies
and support programs that aim both to support small farmers and to increase access
to fresh and quality products for consumers [7],[13],[19]. In Romania, this model is
becoming more and more important, considering the potential of local agriculture
and the increased interest of consumers in local and traditional products [11],[15].

Short supply chains offer a unique opportunity to meet the demands of
modern consumers who are increasingly concerned about the provenance of food
and the ecological impact of the products they purchase [18]. In addition, they allow
manufacturers to better control prices and build direct relationships with customers,
which can lead to increased loyalty and better adaptation to market demands.

The National Rural Development Program 2014-2020 pays special attention
to supporting short-chain projects. Support is envisaged to facilitate cooperation
between actors involved in rural development, to help them overcome and address
specific socio-economic problems related to business development and provision of
services in rural areas [8]. In the 2014-2020 programming period, through
Submeasure 16.4, support was provided for horizontal and vertical cooperation
between actors in the supply chain, to establish and develop short supply chains and
local markets, as well as to carry out related activities of promotion in a local context
[10]. Promoting cooperation between local actors was the main objective of the
measure, to commercialize agri-food products through short supply chains.

The evolution of short supply chains in Romania can have considerable
potential for the development of rural communities. For peasant households and
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small farms, the development of short supply chains can be a factor of coagulation
and stimulation of cooperation, offering new development opportunities.

An example of collaboration between farmers to capitalize on the products
obtained through a short supply chain is the "Lunca Somesului Mic" Cooperative
from Cluj County [9],[14]. In 2013, the "Lunca Somesului Mic" Cooperative was
founded by a group of small farmers from the Lunca Somesului Mic Vegetable
Basin, who joined forces to reduce production costs and create a short supply chain
for agri-food products local. In the beginning, the cooperative cultivated vegetables
on an area of 30 ha and had a limited range of products (cabbage, celery,
cauliflower), but over time, as the client portfolio developed, the cultivated area also
increased, reaching over 100 ha, cultivated in the field and protected areas. Also, in
addition to the established products of the members of the cooperative: cabbage,
cauliflower, celery, eggplant, lettuce, and potatoes, after 2019 when the recognition
of a "Group of producers" was obtained, new products were introduced into the
portfolio: tomatoes, peppers (5 types of varieties), cucumbers, pumpkins, black
radishes, beetroot.

In an increasingly competitive fruit-vegetable market, the competitive
advantages of the "Lunca Somesului Mic" Cooperative were: on the one hand, that
the products used are fresh and can be used even on the day of harvest, and on the
other hand, the variety of products from the portfolio, which reaches 20-25 types of
commercialized vegetables.

Also, after 2019, the cooperative, through the development plan, proposed
to attract European funds through submeasure 9.1 intended for groups of producers
and to create their own storage space and offer them the possibility of development
on the processing side. Also, three members of the cooperative accessed European
funding for submeasure 6.1. intended for young farmers, through which they made
purchases of machinery and investments in protected areas.

For the future, the cooperative's plans are directed towards the expansion of
crops in protected areas, collaborations with new farmers and the production of some
types of vegetables in an ecological system.

The present case study shows that capitalization through a short chain has
enabled smallholder farmers to access local markets and increase incomes. Through
the support of European funds and local cooperation initiatives, farmers have
managed to overcome some obstacles and create sustainable opportunities for the
development of rural communities.

Short supply chains - a new perspective in agricultural marketing

Short supply chains are fundamentally changing agricultural marketing,
transforming it into a model based on direct relationships, sustainability and the
valorization of the local. These changes contribute to a more resilient, fair and
transparent agricultural economy, allowing farmers to become not only producers
but active marketers who promote their products directly to the community. At the
same time, consumers are attracted to access to authentic, traceable and local
products, contributing to a new paradigm in agricultural marketing (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. Model of a short supply chain
Source: own processing

Short supply chains are contributing to a paradigm shift in agricultural
marketing through some critical transformations that influence the way agricultural
products are produced, distributed and consumed:

- Focusing on the direct relationship between producer and consumer: one
of the fundamental aspects of short supply chains is the elimination of intermediaries
or the drastic reduction of their number. This means that farmers sell their products
directly to consumers, which changes the traditional agricultural distribution
structure. Thus, farmers are no longer just suppliers of raw materials but also become
marketing actors, having direct contact with consumers and better understanding
their requirements. This direct relationship fosters trust and loyalty to products and
farmers.

- Focus on local products and sustainability: Short supply chains promote
local products, which shifts the focus of agricultural marketing from quantity to
quality and origin. Consumers are increasingly interested in local products and their
impact on the environment, which brings concepts such as organic or traditional
products to the fore. Small and medium-sized farmers are thus encouraged to
produce sustainably and capitalize on the unique elements of their region, which
increases the added value of the products.

- Marketing based on authenticity and traceability: Short supply chains are
changing the paradigm with marketing focused on authenticity, transparency and
traceability. Modern consumers increasingly demand to know where their products
come from, how they are grown and who produces them. Through short supply
chains, farmers can communicate this information directly to consumers, giving
them a more personalized and authentic experience. This aspect increases the
confidence of consumers and makes them loyal.
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- Reduction of distances and efficiency of distribution chains: Short supply
chains encourage proximity between the place of production and the place of
consumption, which reduces logistics costs, carbon footprint and food waste. This
aspect also allows farmers to react more quickly to market demands and deliver fresh
produce. This change from the traditional model, where products are transported
over long distances, brings a competitive advantage to local farmers and strengthens
the connection between consumer and producer.

- Marketing based on community values and social sustainability: short
supply chains are based on supporting local communities and developing a circular
economy. By promoting local producers, consumers contribute to the maintenance
and development of small farms and rural economies. In traditional marketing, the
focus is on maximizing profits and the efficiency of global supply chains, while short
supply chains shift the focus to social sustainability, maintaining jobs and promoting
a healthy and fair lifestyle.

- Flexibility and adaptability: Short supply chains allow greater flexibility
for farmers in how they plan their production and capitalize on their produce. Instead
of being pressured by large distribution chains, farmers can adapt their supply to
local demand and promote seasonal produce. This capability is a significant asset,
allowing farmers to create personalized offers and respond more quickly to changes
in consumer preferences.

Integrating short supply chains into agricultural marketing strategies can
play an important role in ensuring the sustainability and resilience of small and
medium farmers (Fig. 2).
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Figure 2. Integrating short supply chains into agricultural marketing strategies
Source: own processing
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To achieve this, farmers need to adopt new and innovative approaches to
marketing, work more closely with consumers and focus on building strong and
sustainable relationships [4]:

- Short supply chains can capitalize on local identity and agricultural
traditions specific to a region. By integrating the concepts of origin and authenticity,
small and medium-sized farmers can create a brand based on the quality and
uniqueness of their products, through different agricultural marketing strategies:
clearly labeling local products and emphasizing the health benefits and low
environmental impact of the products; using quality certifications, such as Protected
Geographical Indications (PGI) or Protected Designations of Origin (PDO), to
differentiate products and attract consumers concerned about the provenance of
products; promoting farmers' personal stories that give consumers an emotional
connection to the products and the community they come from.

- Direct relationships with consumers: One of the biggest advantages of
short supply chains is that producers and consumers can interact directly, eliminating
middlemen. This can be turned into an effective marketing strategy through:
community events local fairs, and flea markets. Instead of competing with
supermarket chains on price, farmers can build a sustainable relationship based on
transparency, traceability and product quality. Consumers appreciate the opportunity
to interact directly with those who produce the food and are more willing to support
such initiatives.

- Small and medium-sized farmers can become more resilient if they adopt
cooperative or partnership models. This allows them to share costs and risks, access
larger markets and increase their bargaining power. In this sense, agricultural
marketing can be improved by: Agricultural cooperatives, groups of farmers who
collaborate to sell products have the advantage of reducing distribution costs and
creating a common brand image. Co-ops are more attractive to large urban markets
and restaurants looking for consistent quality products. Creating direct partnerships
with restaurants, schools or grocery stores that prefer local products can be an
effective marketing strategy to increase sales. Farmers can become regular suppliers
to these businesses, securing stable contracts and regular income.

- A modern integration of short supply chains in agricultural marketing
involves the adoption of digital technologies and online platforms to attract new
consumers and increase product visibility. This may include online stores dedicated
to local products to sell directly to consumers; social media are powerful tools for
promoting local agricultural products and allow farmers to present their story and
build a loyal audience through constant updates and direct consumer engagement;
home delivery and subscription services, where consumers subscribe to receive
regular baskets of fresh produce from local farmers. They allow farmers to have
steady income streams and cultivate a loyal customer base.

Integrating short supply chains into a well-thought-out agricultural
marketing strategy based on authenticity, localism, cooperation and the use of digital
technologies can ensure the sustainability and resilience of farmers. By connecting
directly with consumers, promoting local products and adopting modern marketing
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practices, short supply chains offer a sustainable and stable development path for
farmers in Romania.

Advantages and challenges of implementing short supply chains

The implementation of short supply chains brings both advantages and
challenges influenced by the economic, social and infrastructure particularities, as
well as the characteristics and level of development of local agriculture (Fig. 3).
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Figure 3. Advantages of implementing short supply chains
Source: own processing

Advantages of implementing short supply chains:

- it cuts out middlemen, which allows farmers to get better prices for their
produce. In a traditional chain, a large part of the profit goes to the middlemen, while
in the short chain, the producers keep a significantly higher percentage of the selling
price. Farmers can thus obtain a higher profit from direct sales, without being subject
to the pressure of low prices imposed by supermarket chains.

- facilitate farmers' access to local and regional markets. These markets
allow the direct sale of fresh, seasonal produce without the need for large production
volumes. Local fairs and markets, and flea markets offer farmers the opportunity to
market their produce directly to consumers.

- supports agri-food diversity and gastronomic heritage. Short chains
support local agriculture and traditional products, giving farmers the chance to
promote varieties and cultivation methods specific to different regions in Romania.

- short chains help to reduce the carbon footprint by shortening the
transport distances between the place of production and the place of consumption.
This means less carbon dioxide emissions and a reduction in negative environmental
impact.

- through direct sales, farmers can establish a closer relationship with
consumers, which increases trust and loyalty to local products. Consumers have
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access to information about how food was grown or produced, a highly valued aspect
in the current context of increasing demand for transparent and sustainable products.

Challenges of implementing short supply chains (Fig. 4):

- one of the main challenges for farmers is the lack of infrastructure to
store, transport or process agricultural products. Many small farms do not have
facilities for storing products in optimal conditions or for transporting them to local
or regional markets. Without adequate logistics infrastructure, farmers face
difficulties in maintaining product quality.

- short chains often depend on seasonal products, leading to fluctuations in
supply and difficulty in maintaining a consistent market presence throughout the
year. Farmers who produce fruits and vegetables have limited sales periods
depending on the harvest season.

- farmers have difficulty accessing large urban markets where demand for
fresh produce is high. Supermarkets dominate large urban markets and small
producers face challenges in finding a place in this competitive market.

- although there is European funding that supports the formation of
cooperatives, farmers in Romania are still reluctant towards this organizational
model. These structures would facilitate access to larger markets, reduce production
costs and increase farmers' competitiveness.
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Figure 4. The challenges of implementing short supply chains
Source: own processing

To overcome these challenges, better organization of farmers in
cooperatives, investment in storage and transport infrastructure, as well as support
for agricultural education and the use of modern marketing technologies are needed.
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Solving these problems could transform short supply chains into a central element
of agricultural marketing and the rural economy in Romania.

4. Conclusions

In Romania, short supply chains have started to gain ground in recent years,
due to the increased demand for local and healthy products. Farmers benefit from
more direct market access, cutting out middlemen and getting better prices for their
produce.

Short supply chains are a viable alternative to traditional long supply chains,
offering multiple advantages for farmers and consumers. In Romania, short supply
chains have contributed to increasing farmers' incomes, improving relations with
consumers and developing the local economy. However, there are major challenges
such as lack of infrastructure and seasonality of production that need to be addressed
to maximize the potential of this model.

The support of the European Union is essential for the development of short
supply chains in Romania, both through access to funds and through the creation of
a legislative framework that facilitates collaboration between farmers and urban
markets. Going forward, the focus needs to be on investing in rural infrastructure
and educating farmers to take full advantage of this supply model.
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