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Abstract
Third-party certification (TPC), the most common organic certification system, has faced growing criticism in recent years. 
This has led to the development of alternative certification systems, most of which can be classed as Participatory Guaran-
tee Systems (PGS). PGS have been promoted as a more suitable, cheaper and less bureaucratic alternative to TPC for local 
markets and are associated with additional benefits such as empowering smallholder farmers, facilitating farmer-to-farmer 
learning and enhancing food security and sovereignty. PGS have spread rapidly in the past few years, but studies suggest 
that they are facing numerous challenges that, if not addressed, may jeopardise these benefits. Using the example of three 
Mexican PGS initiatives, this paper explores the main challenges faced by PGS, specifically those predominantly found 
in producer-run PGS initiatives. Based on producer and consumer surveys, semi-structured and informal interviews, and 
participant and non-participant observation, the key challenges that emerged were continuous implementation of the certi-
fication process, time constraints, personal conflicts and conflict avoidance. The paper further argues that the requirements 
for PGS recognition under the Mexican Law for Organic Products may also threaten the continued existence of PGS and 
suggests that mechanisms for managing conflicts, incentivising PGS participation and mitigating opportunity costs are key 
if PGS are to continue to develop.
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Abbreviations
AFNs  Alternative Food Networks
CPR  Common-pool resources
IFOAM  International Federation of Organic Agriculture 

Movements
LFS  Local Food Systems
LPO  Ley de Productos Orgánicos (Law for Organic 

Products)
NOP  National Organic Program
PCC  Participatory Certification Committee (comité 

de certificación participativa)
PGS  Participatory Guarantee Systems
TPC  Third-Party Certification

Introduction

Since the early 1990s, the market for organic products has 
grown rapidly, accompanied by a shift from an organic 
certification system based on peer review to a system of 
third-party certification (TPC) (Fouilleux and Loconto 
2017; Sligh and Cierpka 2007). TPC implies a high degree 
of standardisation in inspection, certification and related pro-
cesses. This high degree of standardisation is considered 
necessary to inhibit fraud, guarantee fair competition and 
ensure the integrity of organic products (Källander 2008; 
Meirelles 2003). TPC is the most common organic certifica-
tion system and is often viewed as the most reliable form of 
conformity assessment (Hatanaka et al. 2005; Padel et al. 
2010). In recent years, however, TPC has faced increasing 
criticism.

Due to the high costs of certification and documenta-
tion requirements, small-scale farmers often find it hard to 
achieve TPC and access organic markets, especially in the 
Global South (Cáceres 2005; Fouilleux and Loconto 2017; 
Nelson et al. 2016). The strict separation of extension ser-
vices and certification demanded from TPC by ISO 17065 
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makes fulfilling the paperwork requirements even more bur-
densome (Cáceres 2005). Due to its high degree of standard-
isation, TPC is deemed by some to be incapable of account-
ing for the diverse economic, ecological and sociocultural 
environments of organic farming (Fouilleux and Loconto 
2017; Källander 2008; Meirelles 2003) or allowing the 
adaptation of organic production systems to local contexts, a 
core element of organic farming (Raynolds 2004; Vogl et al. 
2005). TPC is also associated with the so-called "conven-
tionalization" of organic farming (Darnhofer 2006; Nelson 
et al. 2010). TPC’s focus on outcome and the provision of 
guarantees through annual visits by external inspectors are 
considered contradictory to farmers’ self-determination and 
empowerment, an impediment to their political involvement 
and an encouragement of the concentration of power in the 
hands of TPC bodies (Andrade 2015; Beck and Walgen-
bach 2003; Källander 2008; Meirelles 2003; Schulze et al. 
2006; Velleda Caldas et al. 2014). As TPC bodies are often 
located in the Global North, the implementation of TPC in 
the Global South is perceived by some actors as imposing 
standards from the Global North on the Global South (Home 
et al. 2017; Nelson et al. 2016).

Motivated by these criticisms, alternatives have been 
developed since the 1990s that aim to provide farmers with 
a more locally adapted certification scheme for domestic 
markets. Most of these alternatives can be classed as Partici-
patory Guarantee Systems (PGS) (Nelson et al. 2010, 2016; 
Raynolds 2004; Vogl and Axmann 2016).

The International Federation of Organic Agriculture 
Movements (IFOAM) defines PGS as "locally focused 
quality assurance systems. They certify producers based on 
active participation of stakeholders and are built on a foun-
dation of trust, social networks and knowledge exchange" 
(IFOAM 2008, p. 1). PGS have been promoted as locally 
organised social systems to ensure that organic product 
claims are met. PGS are based on the active participation 
of producers, consumers and other stakeholders engaged 
throughout the organic value chain. PGS are said to foster 
learning processes and knowledge exchange and to be built 
on a foundation of trust based on the direct engagement of 
actors (Bouagnimbeck 2014; IFOAM 2007; May 2008). It 
is argued that this engagement is positively linked to strong 
relationships among participating actors and social cohesion 
(Home et al. 2017), which facilitates social control, respect 
of rules and trust among PGS members (Zanasi et al. 2009).

PGS are also promoted as less costly and less bureaucratic 
than TPC (Nelson et al. 2010; Sacchi et al. 2015), more 
flexible and better adapted to the realities of smallholder 
farmers (Nelson et al. 2016), and advocated as tools to fos-
ter their inclusion in organic production (Coscarello and 
Rodríguez-Labajos 2015). They are considered as a means 
for empowering smallholders and local stakeholders (Boza 
Martínez 2013; Nelson et  al. 2016), facilitating market 

access and strengthening local markets (IFOAM 2007; Käl-
lander 2008). PGS have also been promoted as mechanisms 
to facilitate sustainable community development (IFOAM 
2007; Nelson et al. 2010), foster knowledge creation and 
farmer-to-farmer knowledge exchange (Home et al. 2017; 
Kirchner 2014), enhance farming communities’ livelihoods 
(IFOAM 2007), support family agriculture (Coscarello and 
Rodríguez-Labajos 2015) and increase food security (Home 
and Nelson 2015; Nelson et al. 2010) and food sovereignty 
(Nelson et al. 2016).

PGS have been situated within the "beyond organic" 
movement and pictured as social organisations that redis-
tribute power to the local level (Nelson et al. 2010). They 
have been framed as local institutions for collective action to 
govern local food systems (LFS) (Nelson et al. 2016) and as 
a key element in building alternative food networks (AFNs) 
in the Global South (Bellante 2017). Applying the definition 
of AFNs of DuPuis and Goodman (2005), which empha-
sises the opposition to conventional food system dynamics 
as their distinctive criterion, and the definition of Morgan 
et al. (2006), which views AFNs as food systems that real-
locate value in contrast to the dynamics of conventional 
commodity production, re-establish trust between produc-
ers and consumers and allow for different market governance 
mechanisms, PGS fit within this rationale. Considering the 
ideal of consumer involvement in PGS (IFOAM 2007; May 
2008), and the role of consumers in initiating and organising 
some PGS (Bellante 2017; Fonseca 2004), PGS can even be 
framed as civic food networks that are more citizen-driven 
and as "new types of AFNs" (Renting et al. 2012, p. 290).

IFOAM records 133 operational PGS initiatives and 100 
PGS under development in 72 countries, with a total number 
of 109 136 producers and processors engaged and 46 865 
certified (IFOAM 2016a, b). Although PGS have developed 
rapidly in recent years, they are facing various challenges, 
stemming in part from the key elements found in this type 
of certification (Källander 2008; May 2008).

Challenges include the lack of legal recognition as an 
organic certification scheme (Home et al. 2017; Meirelles 
2003; Nelson et al. 2010),1 sustainable financing of the PGS 
(Fonseca 2004; Nelson et al. 2010), biases in decision-mak-
ing and personal conflicts (Home et al. 2017; Nelson et al. 
2010). There are also difficulties in securing the sufficient 
participation of producers and consumers (Bellante 2017; 
Home et al. 2017; Nelson et al. 2010, 2016) due to time con-
straints, the long distances involved, a lack of transportation 
or a perceived lack of competence to carry out certification 
(Bellante 2017; Bouagnimbeck 2014; Fonseca 2004; Home 

1 Except for a few countries (e.g., Brazil, Bolivia, Costa Rica and 
Mexico), PGS have not yet been legally recognised as an alternative 
to TPC (for domestic markets) (May 2008; Nelson et al. 2010).
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et al. 2017; Nelson et al. 2010, 2016). Lack of participation 
is associated with a lack of trust in and credibility of the PGS 
and hampers knowledge exchange, equal sharing of respon-
sibilities and the full empowerment of farmers (Bouagnim-
beck 2014; Kirchner 2014; Nelson et al. 2010).

Research on PGS has just started and academic literature 
on PGS is still limited (for exceptions see Bellante 2017, 
Home et al. 2017, Nelson et al. 2010, Nelson et al. 2016, 
Sacchi et al. 2015 and Zanasi et al. 2009). Many phenom-
ena linked to PGS have not yet been studied on a robust 
empirical basis. Although several authors have highlighted 
the above-mentioned challenges, most of them still have a 
romanticised view of PGS, at times even over-emphasising 
their strengths. It is argued that this view represents a major 
threat to further PGS development as it obscures the chal-
lenges they are facing and the potential pitfalls of PGS, pre-
venting their proliferation and jeopardising their potential 
benefits (Källander 2008; May 2008). Challenges therefore 
need to be clearly addressed if PGS are to achieve their full 
potential. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to address the 
research gap on the challenges involved with PGS. Draw-
ing on the case of Mexican PGS, this paper explores the 
main challenges experienced in the selected Mexican PGS 
based on empirical evidence. As the PGS initiatives were 
found to be operated exclusively by producers, it is relevant 
to emphasise the challenges they face, particularly in PGS 
initiatives that are run exclusively by producers. Being one 
of only a few countries in which PGS are legally recognised, 
Mexico’s experience with legal PGS endorsement and the 
related consequences experienced at grassroots level could 
be of benefit to other countries interested in encouraging the 
use of PGS (Home et al. 2017), hence this will be empha-
sised in the final section of these findings.

PGS in Mexico and the network of local 
organic markets

In Mexico, PGS have developed from and are adopted in 
local organic markets, based on certification committees 
formed at market level (Escalona 2009; Nelson et al. 2010). 
Since the first markets were established (1996 and 2003), 
local organic markets have become increasingly popular 
throughout the country (Nelson et al. 2010). These markets 
are not solely points of sales for organic products but rather 
"seek to support local food security through the provision of 
safe food at fair prices, improve local ecology by encourag-
ing organic production, build a sense of community through 
direct sale and cultural activities, and educate the public 
about environmental and social issues related to food sys-
tems" (Nelson et al. 2010, p. 231). This definition mirrors 
different rationales underlying PGS adoption, the diverse 
dimensions of PGS and some elements promoted as inherent 

to local food systems, and alternative and civic food net-
works (DuPuis and Goodman 2005; Morgan et al. 2006; 
Papaoikonomou and Ginieis 2017; Renting et al. 2012).

In 2004, the four pioneering markets established the Mex-
ican Network of Local Organic Markets (hereinafter referred 
to as the Network). Run out of the University of Chapingo, 
the Network has played a leading role in fostering the devel-
opment of new markets and promoting PGS. The number of 
member markets has steadily increased (Nelson et al. 2010; 
Nigh and González Cabañas 2015), with Nelson et al. (2016) 
reporting around 20 markets across 15 Mexican states. With 
the necessary financial means provided by a Canadian NGO, 
the Network has facilitated PGS adoption and development 
across member markets. It has run national exchange meet-
ings and training for local PGS committees and provided 
PGS manuals. Owing to fundamental contributions by the 
Network, PGS were endorsed in 2006 as a legal alternative 
to TPC for the domestic market in the Mexican Law for 
Organic Products (LPO) (Nelson et al. 2010).

Although the Network’s member markets have adopted 
common patterns of PGS, the exact operation of the PGS 
varies across markets. The markets have themselves been 
undergoing diverse development regarding PGS implemen-
tation, including gaps across and within markets (Escalona 
2009; IFOAM 2013; Nelson et al. 2010, 2016). When fund-
ing by the Canadian NGO ceased in 2011, the Network 
faced increasing difficulties in maintaining its services. It 
was uncertain how it would continue its work (IFOAM 2013; 
Nelson et al. 2016) and day-to-day operations became chal-
lenging for some member markets (IFOAM 2013).

This raises the question of how markets and their PGS 
have developed since then. Revisiting three of the Network’s 
member markets, this article provides a follow-up on PGS 
adoption in Mexico. Drawing on data collected from produc-
ers, consumers and other actors engaged in these markets, 
the paper assesses the current situation of PGS implemen-
tation and identifies related challenges and influencing fac-
tors. In doing so, we address the primary aim of this paper, 
which is to focus on the challenges faced by participants. 
Furthermore, this approach identifies options for addressing 
these challenges and points out key factors for achieving 
PGS sustainability.

Research methods

The empirical data presented in this paper were collected 
between September 2015 and March 2016 in the Chapingo 
organic market, the Tlaxcala alternative market and the "El 
Pochote Xochimilco" alternative market in Oaxaca. Sur-
veys were conducted with market producers and consumers 
using closed-ended and open-ended questions. Qualitative 
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interviews with producers in key positions in the market and 
PGS organisation were also conducted (Table 1).

Other key informants concerned with PGS were inter-
viewed using a semi-structured or informal interview format 
(Bernard 2011). Participant and non-participant observation 
and information from informal interviews and conversations 
conducted during market days, General Assembly meetings 
and some farm visits, and some key documents from the 
market (e.g., internal market or PGS regulation) comple-
mented the obtained data (Bernard 2011; Puri 2011; Yin 
1994).

Eight other local markets in different stages of PGS devel-
opment and adoption were visited and informal conversa-
tions and informal interviews (Bernard 2011) held with pro-
ducers, consumers and coordinators.

Interviews were recorded using a digital voice recorder 
and transcribed or recorded by note-taking. Observational 
protocols were prepared based on notes and jottings made 
during the observation (Bernard 2011). Transcripts, proto-
cols and documents were processed using a combination 
of deductive and inductive coding strategies and content 
analysis, with survey data analysed using IBM SPSS Sta-
tistics 21 (IBM). Differences between markets were tested 
for statistical significance using the Kruskal–Wallis H and 
Mann–Whitney U tests, applying a significance level of 5% 
and using Bonferroni-corrected p values for comparing two 
markets (Bühl 2016; Janssen and Laatz 2010). Exact tests 
were used due to small sample sizes and the number of ties 
(Bühl 2016). Qualitative survey data were coded, applying 
in vivo coding and descriptive coding for quantitative analy-
sis (Saldaña 2013).

Studies comprehensively treating issues found to be key 
in further PGS development (adoption of mechanisms to 
manage conflicts and account for opportunity costs of par-
ticipation inter alia) have not yet been published. We argue 
that experiences from the management of common-pool 
resources (CPR) (Ostrom 2007, 2015) and environmental 

conflict resolution (O’Leary and Bingham 2003) can inform 
researchers and practitioners engaged with PGS, help iden-
tify solutions and suggest new action strategies. To interpret 
the results, reference is made to studies on community-based 
management of protected forests (Idrissou et al. 2011) and 
marine areas (Gurney et al. 2016), community forest govern-
ance (Barnes and Van Laerhoven 2013; Black and Watson 
2006; Ravikumar et al. 2013; Van Laerhoven and Andersson 
2013), reforestation of communal land (d’Adda 2011), joint 
water management (Black and Watson 2006) and common 
property grazing resources (Vedeld 2000; Vollan 2008), 
in addition to the concept of social cohesion applied as a 
theoretical framework in some of these studies (Kawachi 
and Berkman 2014; Kearns and Forrest 2000). Although not 
perfectly comparable, following Nelson et al. (2016, p. 375), 
who argue that "the integrity of Mexico’s local organic mar-
kets can be considered a common-pool resource", it was 
found that some analogical conclusions could be expanded 
to the PGS context.

Field sites

The three case study markets were in the states of Mexico 
(Chapingo), Tlaxcala (Tlaxcala City) and Oaxaca (Oaxaca 
City).

Chapingo organic market (A)

The Chapingo Organic Market was founded in 2003 under 
the leadership of actors affiliated with the University of 
Chapingo. As one of the founding markets of the Network, 
it has taken a leading position in PGS development in Mexi-
can organic markets. The bonds it has maintained with the 
university have fundamentally facilitated market and PGS 
development (Nelson et al. 2010). Until 2010, the market 
had financial support from university projects. The founding 

Table 1  Research methods applied in case study markets

A Chapingo, B Tlaxcala, C Oaxaca

Data collection 
method

Type of interview partner Number of participants 
per market A/B/C

Sampling strategy 
(Bernard 2011)

Type of analysis

Surveys Producers (n)
n in % of number of all stands selling food products

22/15/23
96%/79%/62%

Convenience Descriptive 
statistics and 
non-paramet-
ric tests

Consumers (n) 21/20/20 Convenience Descriptive 
statistics and 
non-paramet-
ric tests

Interviews Market coordinators (producers) 1/1/1 Purposive Content analysis
Members of certification committee (producers) 0/1/0 Purposive Content analysis
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group, which included university affiliates, coordinated all 
the market activities, including certification (internal regula-
tion Chapingo 2016). When financing stopped, market and 
PGS management was increasingly taken over by producers 
(Resp.8/I1).2 Since its inauguration, the market had been 
held in a building owned and provided free of charge by the 
university.3 At the time of data collection, the market had 
28 stands managed by approximately 23 producer families.4

Tlaxcala alternative market (B)

The Tlaxcala Alternative Market was founded in 2005 by 
local NGOs that had been training producers in agroecol-
ogy for several years, by producers looking for a way to sell 
surpluses from subsistence farming, and by one consumer 
(Resp.2/I1). From the outset the market was linked to the 
Network (Resp.8/I4). At the time of data collection, the mar-
ket was held on a public square and comprised 24 stands 
managed by 24 producer families.

El Pochote Xochimilco alternative market, 
Oaxaca City (C)

The "El Pochote Xochimilco" Alternative Market was 
founded in 2010 (Resp.8/I4; Resp.4/I1). The development 
of the market’s PGS had been supported by an agricul-
tural engineer who was working for a TPC body (Resp.4/
I1; Resp.8/I4). The market joined the Network in 2010. At 
the time of data collection, the market was held in an open 
square provided by the parish and had approximately 59 
stands managed by 59 families.

The eight other markets visited were in Oaxaca City (2), 
Mexico City (5) and San Luis Potosi (1).

Results and discussion

Market and PGS organisation

As is typical for Mexican PGS initiatives (Nelson et al. 2010, 
2016), the PGS of case study markets were managed by their 
certification committees run at local market level [herein-
after referred to as Participatory Certification Committee 
(PCC)]. PCCs were embedded in a broader organisational 
structure, constituted by the respective market coordination, 
the respective General Assembly and various other working 
committees specific to each case. The General Assembly 
was the central decision-making body in each case, where 
issues relevant to the respective market and the PGS were 
regularly discussed. Each stand had a vote, mirroring the 
ideal of collective decision-making in PGS (IFOAM 2007). 
According to Papaoikonomou and Ginieis (2017), collective 
decision-making is important for decentralising information 
flows and avoiding concentration of information with the 
PCC and can lead to "a greater sense of collective empow-
erment" (Papaoikonomou and Ginieis 2017, p. 61). Other 
working committees (Fig. 1) were responsible for organising 
collective marketing and other collective activities.

Training and other collective activities, such as col-
lective marketing, savings systems or seed banks, are an 
important element in many PGS (Bouagnimbeck 2014; 
Home et  al. 2017; Nelson et  al. 2016). In Oaxaca, no 
activities other than marketing and certification of prod-
ucts were organised. In Chapingo and Tlaxcala, activities 

Fig. 1  Working committees other than the Participatory Certification 
Committees (PCC) formed in the case study markets (internal regu-
lation Chapingo 2015; Resp.1/I1; internal regulation Tlaxcala s.a.; 
Resp.2/I1; Resp.3/I1; internal regulation Oaxaca 2011; Resp.4/I1)

2 To ensure the anonymity of respondents, abbreviations will be used 
throughout the paper; for more information see the list of respondents 
in the Appendix.
3 At the time data collection ended, the University of Chapingo had 
restarted its close cooperation with the market. University affiliates 
resumed market and PGS coordination. Any ensuing changes will be 
indicated only if considered relevant for presented results.
4 The term “producer” is used to refer to individuals or families who 
participate as vendors at the weekly market, including processors and 
vendors who sell products that they have not produced or processed 
themselves.
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included the organisation of events in the marketplace 
(e.g., festivities, workshops for consumers in Chapingo 
etc.) and the participation of producers in events such 
as organic fairs. In Tlaxcala, producers had started to 
manage a common savings fund to establish a common 
loans system (internal regulation Chapingo 2015; inter-
nal regulation Tlaxcala s.a.; Resp.1/I1; Resp.2/I1; Resp.4/
I1). According to Bellante (2017, p. 125), these activities 
represent "innovative solidarity practices" that encour-
age mutual support between producers and are important 
benefits of PGS participation. Home et al. (2017) argue 
similarly and highlight the type of interactions between 
group members as a distinctive characteristic of PGS. 
Therefore, the social processes in which group members 
engage are paramount for defining the system (Home et al. 
2017). By fostering social cohesion, social processes such 
as knowledge exchange and joint training activities can 
positively influence PGS sustainability (Home et al. 2017). 
Social cohesion is related to those interactions and rela-
tions between actors involved in participatory processes 
that depict the glue holding these actors together (Idris-
sou et al. 2011) and nurture collective wellbeing (Kearns 
and Forrest 2000), and is linked to strong social relations 
and the absence of hidden conflicts (Kawachi and Berk-
man 2014) and disruptive behaviours (Kearns and For-
rest 2000). It is also associated with levels of trust among 
actors (Idrissou et al. 2011; Kawachi and Berkman 2014) 
and is believed to be fostered through participation in 
joint activities (Idrissou et  al. 2011). The above-men-
tioned social processes practised in PGS can therefore 
help strengthen relationships and build trust between PGS 
members and positively affect the unity of a PGS group 
(Home et al. 2017). The importance of a broader commit-
ment to the market, transcending its economic dimension, 
was also emphasised as a key factor in the sustainability of 
the market and PGS by one respondent in Tlaxcala:

"The most important thing is to ensure that all of us who 
are part of the market do not only come for the economic 
part, in other words, to sell our products, but that we simul-
taneously try to strengthen social processes. For me, this 
is crucial. It’s the most valuable part of everything here" 
(Resp.2/I1).

Other than the producers, consumers, university staff, 
NGOs, extension services and local governments are often 
involved in PGS development and operation (Bouagnimbeck 
2014; May 2008). Home et al. (2017) claim that PGS are 
commonly managed by NGOs or producer associations and 
that producers’ involvement in PGS is limited in practice. 
In the three case study markets, all the working commit-
tees, including the PCCs, were comprised exclusively of 
producers at the time of data collection. Other stakehold-
ers were not involved in managing the certification process, 
but engaged in the PGS in terms of resource or knowledge 
provision (Table 2), thus assuming an important role in the 
maintenance and sustainability of PGS (Nelson et al. 2010; 
Nigh and González Cabañas 2015; Reyes Gómez 2010).

Functionality of the certification process

Certification processes resembled the one outlined by Nel-
son et al. (2016) and described for Chapingo Organic Market 
by Nelson et al. (2010). In all three markets, it included the 
following steps (Resp.1/I1; internal regulation Chapingo 
2015; Resp.2/I1; Resp.3/I1; Resp.4/I1; internal regulation 
Oaxaca 2010):

1. submission of application for certification and member-
ship by a producer wanting to join the market;

2. analysis of application and information provided by the 
producer;

3. visit of production site(s) and/or processing unit(s);

Table 2  Actor groups other than producers and their role within the markets and their PGS at the time of data collection ([market concerned]; 
source: Resp.1/I1; Resp.2/I1; Resp.4/I1; Resp.8/I1, I4; internal document Chapingo 2016)

A Chapingo, B Tlaxcala, C Oaxaca

Actor group Contribution to/role within the market and PGS [market]

University Owner of the marketplace, provision of building free of charge
Owner of large part of market infrastructure (tables, chairs, etc.), provision free of charge

[A]

NGO (s) Offer of training, workshops, advisory [B]
Local municipality Owner of the marketplace, provision of place free of charge [B]
Regional government Promotion (weekly announcement on regional radio station and weekly radio programme of producer organi-

sation on local radio station)
[B]

TPC agency affiliates Occasional ongoing consultancy for PCC members if needed but no direct involvement in operation of the 
PGS

[C]

Other local institutional 
actors (e.g., parish)

Owner of the marketplace, provision of site free of charge [C]

Other local individual actors e.g., employed park guards and garbage collectors [C]
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4. analysis of information gathered during visit, elaboration 
of final report and certification decision; and

5. regular monitoring visits for producers who received a 
positive decision and joined the market.

This mirrored the markets’ engagement with the Network 
in the past and the fact that Chapingo’s process has been sug-
gested as a model for other Network markets (Gómez 2013; 
Nelson et al. 2010). Despite its important role in the past and 
although former support from the Network was reported in 
all three markets, no relevant role of the Network during the 
time of data collection and no evidence for the Network’s 
operation as reported by Nelson et al. (2016) could be identi-
fied. These findings may be specific to the studied markets 
and influenced by the sampling of interview partners. Other 
markets may be interlinked differently and talking to dif-
ferent people with different ties to (other) PGS initiatives 
may have delivered a different picture of PGS operation 
at a national level. The findings may also mirror the wider 
impacts of limited resources for sustaining the Network’s 
work (Nelson et al. 2016). Therefore, the role of the Network 
in the case study markets will not be discussed further.

In all three markets the PCC was responsible for carry-
ing out the certification process. In Chapingo, other market 
producers and consumers were free to participate in farm 
visits (Resp.1/I1), and in Tlaxcala consumers were invited 
as well (Resp.2/I1). The ongoing participation of consum-
ers in the PCC was an aim in both markets, however this 
could not be achieved (Resp.1/I1; Resp.3/I1). Problems in 
establishing a multi-stakeholder PCC involving consumers 
have also been reported by Nelson (2012). In Oaxaca, the 
approach to consumer involvement was different, reflected 
by the market coordinator’s reaction when asked about con-
sumer participation: "No, no. Because, what we are doing is 
internal control" (Resp.4/I1). This somewhat contradicts the 
PGS ideal of active consumer participation (Bouagnimbeck 
2014; IFOAM 2007). However, some producers arranged 
farm visits for consumers that were not related to the certifi-
cation process (Resp.4/I1). These visits, as with regular cer-
tification visits, workshops and festivities in the marketplace 
and intense conversations between producers and consumers 
noticed on market days, represent important sharing events 
that can foster a reconnection between producers and their 
customers and are common in other types of LFS as well 
(Feagan and Henderson 2009; Flora and Bregendahl 2012; 
Nost 2014; Papaoikonomou and Ginieis 2017; Thompson 
and Coskuner-Balli 2007).

Status of PGS implementation

As PGS aim to make certification cheaper and more appro-
priate to the realities of being a smallholder farmer, certifica-
tion in most PGS is based on voluntary work, making PGS 

highly dependent on members’ voluntarily donated time 
(Bouagnimbeck 2014; Fonseca 2004; Nelson et al. 2010). 
Achieving sufficient, continuous producer participation is a 
challenge in PGS that is associated with a lack of continuity 
of and consistency in the certification process and problems 
in further developing the PGS (Bellante 2017; Bouagnim-
beck 2014; Fonseca 2004; Nelson et al. 2010). As the PGS 
in all three markets were operated exclusively by producers, 
it is relevant to look at the status of PGS implementation 
regarding the continuity of the certification process and lev-
els of producer participation.

Continuity of the certification process

Eighty per cent of producer survey respondents were certi-
fied through their markets’ PGS (A/B/C = 91%/93%/83%) 
and ought to have been receiving regular monitoring visits. 
Survey results revealed gaps regarding the continuity of the 
certification process (Table 3).

This mirrored the problems of continuously carrying out 
monitoring visits (Nelson et al. 2010) and implementing the 
PGS, especially in PGS operated exclusively by producers 
(Bellante 2017) reported in the literature.

In Chapingo, gaps in the certification process were mir-
rored by producers’ evaluation of the certification process. 
The median evaluation of the process as currently practised 
on a scale from 1 (very bad) to 5 (very good) was 3 and sig-
nificantly lower than in Tlaxcala (mdn = 4; Mann–Whitney 
U test, U = 62.5, Z = −3.135, p = 0.002, n = 35) and in Oax-
aca (mdn = 4; Mann–Whitney U test, U = 66, Z = −4.260, 
p = 0.000, n = 43). In Oaxaca, increased continuity and more 
serious implementation of the certification process was the 
suggestion most frequently made by survey respondents 
(21.7%) for improving the PGS.

Other findings suggested conflicts among producers as 
the main explanation for these gaps in Chapingo and time 

Table 3  Frequency of monitoring visits stipulated and share of pro-
ducer survey respondents visited in 2015, 2014 and before

A Chapingo, B Tlaxcala, C Oaxaca; 100% = n
a Question not applicable for 9 respondents; 100% = f

Market Total

Survey item A B C

n 22 15 23 60
fa 19 14 18 51
Frequency of visits stipulated annual 2-yearly annual –
Visited in 2015 (%) 47.4 21.4 61.1 45.1
Visited in 2014 (%) 36.8 71.4 22.2 41.2
Visited neither in 2015 nor 2014 

(%)
15.8 7.1 16.7 13.7
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constraints as an additional impact. The findings thus partly 
reflected the main challenges reported (Bellante 2017; Nel-
son et al. 2010). They further suggest that these underly-
ing reasons were specifically mentioned because the PGS 
were operated exclusively by producers. The partiality of 
producers and conflict avoidance also influenced the degree 
of sincerity in PGS implementation.

Producer participation

Most survey respondents (51.7%) had participated in the 
PCC and 65% in farm visits since they joined the market 
(Table 4).

Levels of producer participation were thus lower than 
those reported by Nelson (2012; 46% of respondents volun-
teering in PCC at time of data collection), were comparable 
to those reported by IFOAM (2013; 45% having volunteered 
in PCC since joining the market) and were higher than those 
reported by Gómez (2013; 8.3% volunteering in PCC; 11% 
having volunteered in PCC since joining the market). Results 
also differed between markets and in Oaxaca, for example, 
participation in farm visits focused more on PCC members.

The three main reasons indicated by producer survey 
respondents for not participating in the PCC partly reflected 
the factors hindering producer participation reported in the 
literature (Bellante 2017; Bouagnimbeck 2014; Fonseca 
2004; Home et al. 2017; Nelson et al. 2010, 2016) (Fig. 2).

Challenges in producer‑led PGS initiatives

Time constraints

The survey results partly reflected time constraints as a factor 
hindering producer involvement in PGS (Fig. 2). Although 
not mentioned by any of the survey respondents, time con-
straints influenced the continuity of the certification process 
in Tlaxcala. The frequency of monitoring visits had recently 
been changed to 2-yearly intervals for two main reasons: to 

give producers time to implement the recommendations for 
improvement made by the PCC during farm visits—mirror-
ing the "fostering conversion rationale" of PGS (Coscarello 
and Rodríguez-Labajos 2015)—and to account for the time 
constraints of PCC members:

It [the certification process] is not that continuous 
because the certification work requires a lot of time. If 
we fully dedicate ourselves to certifying, we ourselves 
can’t produce anymore (Resp.3/I1).

In particular the relationship between time and the effort 
required to dedicate themselves to PGS operation and the 
rewards that actors get in return seems to complicate PGS 
participation (Velleda Caldas and Sacco dos and Anjos 
2014). Achieving sufficient PGS participation is particu-
larly difficult due to the lack of economic rewards for the 
dedicated time and related opportunity costs (Bouagnim-
beck 2014; Velleda Caldas and Sacco dos Anjos 2014). 
Opportunity costs were also emphasised by one respondent 

Table 4  Producer survey 
respondents’ participation in 
Participatory Certification 
Committees (PCC) and farm 
visits

A Chapingo, B Tlaxcala, C Oaxaca; 100% = n
a f A/B/C/Total = 10/8/11/29; question not applicable for 31 respondents; 100% = f

Market Total

Survey item A B C

n 22 15 23 60
Participated in PCC since joining the market (%) 54.5 46.7 52.2 51.7
Participated in farm visits since joining the market (%) 77.3 60 56.5 65
Participated in PCC in 2015 (%) 31.8 13.3 13 20
Participated in farm visits in 2015 (%) 22.7 20 13 18.3
Not participated in  PCCa but in farm visits since joining the 

market (%)
50 25 9.1 27.6

Fig. 2  Three main reasons for not participating in the Participa-
tory Certification Committee (PCC) indicated by producer survey 
respondents (A Chapingo, B Tlaxcala, C Oaxaca; single-response 
option, n = 60, question not applicable for 31 respondents, 100% total/
A/B/C = 29/10/8/11)
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in Chapingo as a reason for not participating in the PCC or 
in farm visits:

I had other obligations. (…) I can’t commit to partici-
pating in the committee, knowing that if I have other 
things to do and other obligations, for example, to sell 
my products at some [other] place, that I won’t par-
ticipate in the committee because there [in that other 
place] I earn more (Resp.7/I1).

The market’s coordinator considered opportunity costs 
a hindering factor for participation, especially for produc-
ers who were economically worse off, and emphasised the 
importance of mechanisms to mitigate this effect for long-
term PGS sustainability:

(...) I think that those in the PCC have to be pro-
vided with the conditions needed, for example their 
expenses. I would like to see that perhaps they receive 
some payment. Because sometimes they lose a whole 
day, and unfortunately sometimes it is people who 
don’t have much money and they have to work. But if 
they go and certify colleagues they can’t go to work or 
do things for their own needs. Therefore, I think that 
this could be a solution (Resp.1/I1).

Such a way of proceeding was however a matter of con-
troversy with university affiliates because it was argued that 
this would convert the PCC into a TPC body, an issue that 
has also been highlighted by Home et al. (2017).

Material incentives are commonly used to facilitate the 
participation of local actors in CPR management (d’Adda 
2011; Gurney et al. 2016; Idrissou et al. 2011; Vollan 2008). 
However, providing external (material) incentives can have 
detrimental effects, as externally provided incentives may 
replace the actors’ intrinsic motivation for participating. Vol-
untary collective action is not nurtured (Vollan 2008). Non-
material incentive mechanisms (e.g., priming on desired 
behaviour) may show similar effects but to a lower degree 
(d’Adda 2011). However, care should be taken when design-
ing a strategy for encouraging actor participation and decid-
ing whether to set incentives or not, which ones to set and 
how (Gurney et al. 2016).

If economic remuneration for PCC members is consid-
ered a viable solution for compensating invested time, the 
question of financing arises, especially if external funds are 
unavailable and financing the PGS is already challenging 
(Fonseca 2004; Nelson et al. 2010). At the time of data col-
lection PGS certification costs were paid by the producers’ 
weekly fees and in all three markets exclusively refunded 
expenses for farm visits (e.g., fuel, bus tickets, accommoda-
tion) (Resp.1/I1; Resp.3/I1; Resp.4/I1). Forty-three per cent 
of producer survey respondents evaluated the costs paid for 
certification as very low or low and 57.1% as regular. The 
median on a scale from 1 (very low) to 5 (very high) was 3 

(mdn A/B/C = 3/3/4). Thus it seems that additional fees to 
pay economic rewards for PCC members could be affordable 
for producers.

Another relevant issue that emerged in this context 
was determining the PGS certification costs and financial 
resources needed in the first place, which is not easy (IICA 
2010) and apparently had not happened in any market. For 
example, in Chapingo and Tlaxcala, PCC members often 
paid their expenses themselves (Resp.1/I1; Resp.3/I1).

The involvement of universities or NGOs in administer-
ing and organising the certification process could address 
the producers’ constraints of time and thus increase the 
continuity of the certification process (Bellante 2017; 
Bouagnimbeck 2014; Nelson et al. 2010, 2016). Neverthe-
less, considering the Network’s history and that of another 
market visited where financial resources had ceased and the 
certification process was thus being paused (Resp.13/I1), it 
seems crucial that if PGS are to continue, there needs to be 
a financing plan, including an exit strategy from external 
funding and an evaluation of likely costs from the outset.

Social conflicts

Collective decision-making can decentralise information 
flows (Papaoikonomou and Ginieis 2017), but can also be 
a potential source of conflict. Consensus building, equal 
participation and sharing of responsibilities can be dif-
ficult to achieve (Nelson et al. 2010; Papaoikonomou and 
Ginieis 2017). Home et al. (2017) argue that participation 
in the PGS strengthens relationships among producers, but 
also implies challenges inherent to collective work such as 
personal differences and problems because it is not always 
possible to have an equal sharing of benefits and responsi-
bilities. Disagreements between actors engaged in collective 
action activities and resulting conflicts are also reported for 
local CPR management groups (Ostrom 2015; Ravikumar 
et al. 2013; Van Laerhoven and Andersson 2013; Vedeld 
2000). According to Nelson et al. (2010), biases in decision-
making and conflicts in PGS primarily result from engaged 
actors being neither independent nor impartial and can be 
manifested among all the members of a multi-stakeholder 
PCC. However, as producers are those actors whose liveli-
hoods are most dependent on the existence, reliability and 
outcomes of PGS, especially because any problem concern-
ing one producer’s production potentially endangers the mar-
ket integrity in Mexican organic markets, reinforcing biases 
and tensions among producers (Nelson et al. 2010), it seems 
reasonable that these issues are more pronounced in PGS 
organised exclusively by producers.

According to Nelson et al. (2010), Home et al. (2017) 
and Escalona (2009), personal differences and conflicts can 
endanger PGS sustainability. This was also reflected in the 
present study’s findings, with differences identified between 



466 S. Kaufmann, C. R. Vogl 

1 3

the markets. Of those producers who had experienced prob-
lems in the market (45%), 78% mentioned problems related 
to personal differences among producers. In Chapingo it 
was 95% of producers who had experienced problems and 
in Tlaxcala 86%. In Oaxaca, all the problems mentioned 
involved the marketplace and commercialisation of products 
or were on an individual level. Personal differences between 
producers and differences in opinions were key aspects in 
Chapingo and Tlaxcala, also emphasised by the respondents 
in key positions (Resp.1/I1; Resp.2/I1; Resp.3/I1). Respond-
ents in Tlaxcala stressed personal differences as a normal 
implication of collective work:

Look, sometimes, within the market it is like within 
families. Within families nobody is perfect, there will 
always be little details, but we try to resolve them in a 
peaceful and consistent manner (Resp.2/I1).

In Chapingo, similar issues had resulted in the producer 
collective splitting into two groups. The certification process 
was no longer carried out at market level and it remained 
unclear to what extent it was implemented within the two 
groups. Some of those survey respondents who had not par-
ticipated in the PCC or in farm visits, as "they had not been 
nominated or invited to do so" (Fig. 2), added that this was 
due, for example, to ongoing conflicts and that the former 
PCC had not invited other producers to participate (Resp.6/
I1), a lot of egoism and power struggles had emerged and 
that it was not possible to participate, especially for produc-
ers with lower levels of knowledge (Resp.7/I1).

Key challenges faced by the market were differences in 
opinions among producers in combination with a certain 
unwillingness to compromise and accept others’ opinions, 
resultant conflicts and the division of the group (Resp.1/I1). 
This mirrored the findings from Argentinian peasant fairs, 
where the "ability to deal with possible conflicts arising [..] 
within peasants’ organizations" (Cáceres 2005, p. 139) is a 
main challenge faced (Cáceres 2005). Nelson et al. (2016) 
conclude that "PGS relies upon, and simultaneously helps 
to strengthen, relationships of trust within food systems" 
(Nelson et al. 2016, p. 386). Relationships and trust among 
producers were critical issues. Relationships among produc-
ers were the aspect most frequently mentioned as a factor 
for future improvement in Chapingo, Tlaxcala and for the 
total sample (A/B/C/total: 50%/40%/0%/28%). In Chapingo, 
survey respondents’ median evaluation of the relationship 
among producers on a scale from 1 (very bad) to 5 (very 
good) was 3 (regular), and statistically significantly lower 
than in Tlaxcala (mdn = 4; Mann-Whitney U test, U = 28, 
Z = −4.431, p = 0.000, n = 36) and Oaxaca (mdn = 5; Mann-
Whitney U test, U = 17.5, Z = −5.470, p = 0.000, n = 44). 
Twenty-eight per cent of respondents in Chapingo evalu-
ated the relationship as bad or very bad, 62% as regular. 
When asked to indicate their trust in the organic quality of 

products sold as organic by their colleagues, several produc-
ers in Chapingo explained that their evaluation for the entire 
market collective would differ greatly from their evaluation 
for "their group". Some expressed high trust in products sold 
by members of "their group", but doubts about products sold 
by other producers.

Addressing relationships and trust among producers is 
especially relevant as, following the definition of social 
cohesion of Kawachi and Berkman (2014), levels of social 
cohesion within the producer collective in Chapingo were 
low. If social cohesion is considered the glue holding pro-
ducers together (Idrissou et al. 2011), facilitating collective 
action, social control, respect of rules and trust among PGS 
members (Zanasi et al. 2009), adopting effective conflict 
management, re-establishing trust among producers and 
nurturing social cohesion are of considerable importance. 
Rapid access to low-cost conflict resolution mechanisms has 
also been postulated by Ostrom (2015) as a central element 
if collective CPR management is to succeed.

Causes of ongoing conflicts in Chapingo should be iden-
tified carefully so as not to be based on speculation. Nev-
ertheless, some evidence of them emerged throughout the 
field stay.

Firstly, mutual accusations between the two groups 
indicated personal differences caused by diverse periods 
of membership at the market and different ways of dealing 
with formal and informal rules defined for the market and 
the PGS. Respondents frequently stressed that "the others" 
had joined the market only recently and tried to change the 
rules or that "the others", who partly had been participating 
at the market since its inauguration, perceived themselves 
as "the owners of the market" and were unwilling to partly 
transfer power. This reflects the findings of Idrissou et al. 
(2011), who found informal rules to be gradually co-created 
by stakeholders engaged in participatory processes and to 
potentially support social cohesion among them. Conflict 
may emerge when new stakeholders join the collective and 
start to challenge these rules (Idrissou et al. 2011). Conflicts 
seemed to have been reinforced when one part of the mar-
ket collective put a new PGS regulation to the vote in the 
General Assembly, without giving others the possibility to 
give their opinions. Thus, although approved by most pro-
ducers in the General Assembly, the new regulation was not 
accepted by one part of the market collective. This is reflec-
tive of Van Laerhoven and Andersson’s (2013, p. 125) sug-
gestion that, "[i]f and how a consensus is reached, depends 
on the rules chosen to come to that particular agreement". 
The said rules must be considered legitimate for the con-
sensus reached to be accepted and conflicts avoided. The 
way the new regulation had been developed and approved 
was not considered legitimate either, nor were the content 
and rules defined considered acceptable by some produc-
ers. According to Van Laerhoven and Andersson (2013), 



467Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) in Mexico: a theoretic ideal or everyday practice?  

1 3

this may also be caused by a lack of institutional arrange-
ments to handle such situations, which, once consensus is 
reached, determine the existence and severity of conflicts 
(Van Laerhoven and Andersson 2013). The importance of 
defined rules in CPR management has also been recognised 
by Ostrom (2007), who argues that it is the rules applied 
for defining how a CPR is governed, by whom it is owned 
and used, that determine whether conflict emerges (Ostrom 
2007).

Secondly, conflicts seemed to be related to produc-
ers’ preferences for market participation. Some producers 
accused others of participating only for economic reasons 
and not sharing the market’s initial vision. This seems rea-
sonable as actors participating in collective action most 
likely have different individual preferences, creating poten-
tial for conflicts (Van Laerhoven and Andersson 2013) and 
"[c]onflict emerges from differences in values and world 
views, conflicting interests, and the uncertainty that sur-
rounds various courses of action" (O’Leary and Bingham 
2003, p. 5). It is also consistent with a common set of values 
as one central dimension of social cohesion (Kearns and 
Forrest 2000, p. 996).

Thirdly, competition in the marketplace is an aspect worth 
considering. Nelson (2012) found competition between mar-
ket members to cause distrust and suspicion between them. 
This raises the question of the extent to which producers 
being organised primarily through the market, and thus not 
only being colleagues and peers but competitors as well, 
increased the potential for conflict and distrust relative to, 
for example, farmers selling their products to the PGS for 
onward distribution to points of sale (Home et al. 2017).

However, if this issue is to be understood fully it requires 
further studies explicitly focusing on the relationships 
among producers and reasons for conflicts between them.

Partiality and conflict avoidance

Apart from manifest conflicts, the potential for conflicts 
impacts on the seriousness and continuity of PGS imple-
mentation, relating to producers’ tendency to implement the 
certification process rather leniently to avoid conflict. To 
avoid conflict among producers, there were no consequences 
of non-compliance with applied production standards in 
Tlaxcala (Resp.3/I1). In Oaxaca, the market coordination 
in place had only started to implement sanctions. This had 
been avoided due to its potential to cause conflict (Resp.4/
I1). The market’s coordinator was worried that, after resign-
ing from his position, his colleagues "would go after [him]" 
(Resp.4/I1). One PCC member in Tlaxcala also perceived 
the conflict of interest of being a friend and assuming the 
role of "an inspector" when carrying out farm visits as chal-
lenging (Resp.3/I1). This mirrors findings of Bellante (2017) 
who found self-enforcement of rules potentially burdensome 

for relationships among producers and rules being more dif-
ficult to enforce in a PGS initiative managed exclusively 
by producers, relative to a multi-stakeholder setting. It is 
also in accordance with Nelson et al. (2010), who report 
producers’ partiality in the certification process and their 
tendency to be biased being reflected in too lax or rather 
strict behaviour. According to Van Laerhoven and Anders-
son (2013), institutions—which in PGS relate to rules for 
production, compliance assessment, decision-making and 
non-compliance—can reduce collective action problems, 
particularly those related to commitment and enforcement 
(Van Laerhoven and Andersson 2013).

The potential of multi‑stakeholder settings

The engagement of universities or NGOs can help com-
pensate for a lack of producer and consumer participation 
in PGS (Bellante 2017; Bouagnimbeck 2014; Nelson et al. 
2010, 2016) and increase the continuity of the certification 
process. It has been argued that it can also support the trust-
worthiness and reliability of the process (Nelson et al. 2016). 
External (institutional) actors (e.g., NGOs, government 
agencies) are often important for conflict management and 
resolution in CPR management (Barnes and Van Laerhoven 
2013; Black and Watson 2006). They may act similarly in 
PGS and, by assuming the role of brokers, reduce the poten-
tial for conflict among producers and mitigate the negative 
effects on PGS implementation. Nevertheless, for third-party 
engagement to be effective, the implementation of rules is 
necessary and perceived legitimacy is of paramount impor-
tance (Van Laerhoven and Andersson 2013).

The increased involvement of other stakeholders was an 
issue in all three markets. Survey respondents considered 
the engagement of various stakeholders to be important 
for the certification process to work. Participation of actors 
other than producers was suggested by one quarter of the 
respondents in Tlaxcala (26.7%) as a means of improving 
the market. When asked to rank different actor groups cor-
responding to the importance of their participation in the 
certification process for it to function properly, from 1 (least 
important) to 5 (most important), consumers received the 
highest mean rank in Tlaxcala (4.71) and Oaxaca (4.13), 
followed by university staff in Tlaxcala (3.43) and producers 
in Oaxaca (3.83). In Chapingo, consumers were placed third 
(3.67) after producers (4.14) and university staff (3.95). In 
Tlaxcala, the collaboration of a university in the certification 
process in particular was considered important for increasing 
the reliability and legitimacy of the process and improving 
the PGS in the future (Resp.2/I1; Resp.3/I2).

Furthermore, some sort of regional or national entity 
overseeing PGS implementation at local level and endors-
ing locally taken decisions, thus increasing the legitimacy 
and reliability of the PGS (Bouagnimbeck 2014; Home et al. 



468 S. Kaufmann, C. R. Vogl 

1 3

2017; IFOAM 2013; Nelson et al. 2016), may help to miti-
gate conflicts and decision-making biases. However, holding 
a national committee accountable for local PGS implementa-
tion across the country—previously a fundamental idea of 
the Network—may prove rather unfeasible and problematic 
in practice (Resp.8/I4).

As PGS are officially endorsed within the LPO and rec-
ognition before the national competent authority is needed 
to operate legally a PGS, the national competent authority 
could act as legitimating force, making local PGS more reli-
able, providing a baseline on which to build the PGS and 
reducing the biases and partiality of locally engaged actors.

Legal recognition of PGS and implications 
at grassroots level

Lack of official legal recognition as an organic certification 
system presents a challenge for many PGS initiatives. This 
mainly stems from the integrated approach of PGS towards 
certification and the combination of inspection and extension 
services (Meirelles 2003; Nelson et al. 2010), and results in 
problems in achieving organic market access and thus price 
premiums (May 2008; Meirelles 2003; Nelson et al. 2010), 
the impossibility of accessing possible subsidies (Torremo-
cha Bouchet 2012b), uncertainty regarding the future of the 
PGS and difficulties for PGS expansion (Fonseca 2004). 
Official legal recognition is thus often considered key for 
PGS sustainability (Home et al. 2017). Endorsement of PGS 
in the LPO (2006) as a legal alternative to TPC for small-
holders on the domestic market is therefore considered a 
major achievement of the Network, which contributed with 
fundamental lobbying to PGS endorsement (Nelson et al. 
2010). Since April 2015, when the national guidelines for 
organic production (hereinafter referred to as the guide-
lines), which define requirements for PGS more compre-
hensively, fully came into force, certification—through TPC 
or PGS—is a legal requirement if products are to be labelled 
as organic. Local organic markets therefore need to comply 
with requirements for PGS certification defined within the 
LPO and the guidelines. As these findings show, this is a 
controversial requirement among actors engaged in these 
markets and can be burdensome, possibly even unachiev-
able, especially for markets that do not have support from 
universities or NGOs for example.

According to the guidelines, markets need to have their 
PCC officially recognised by the national competent author-
ity and submit several documents, including for example a 
PGS operation manual, documents to prove PCC members’ 
experience of organic farming, a description of systems 
for supervision and farm records and management plans 
(SAGARPA 2014).

At the time of data collection, none of the case study 
markets’ PCC had applied for legal recognition. Not many 

of the required documents were available. For example, 
the market in Oaxaca had no written regulation describ-
ing PGS operation. Although it was being developed, the 
market’s coordinator emphasised time constraints as a hin-
dering factor (Resp.4/I1), mirroring findings from other 
authors (Fonseca 2004; IFOAM 2013; Nelson et al. 2008, 
2010). Already without documents such as farm records 
and management plans, 40% of survey respondents evalu-
ated the paperwork required for PGS certification as high 
or very high, with a median of 3 (mdn A/B/C = 3/3/4), 
on a scale from 1 (very low) to 5 (very high), raising the 
question of if and how producers, especially in Oaxaca, 
would be able to complete the paperwork required for legal 
recognition.

Providing sufficient documentation is a general obstacle 
for legal PGS endorsement and it is hard to find equilib-
rium between a degree of documentation and regulation 
that makes the certification process transparent, while 
maintaining the system’s flexible, unbureaucratic character 
(May 2008; Meirelles 2003). Some respondents considered 
complete documentation to be a major obstacle in achieving 
legal recognition for Mexican PGS initiatives.

In Chapingo, the university resumed its collaboration 
by the time that data collection was drawing to a close and 
established a new PGS regulation, aimed at fulfilling legal 
requirements and achieving legal recognition soon. Pro-
ducers in Tlaxcala and Oaxaca had no institutional support 
for PGS operation, leaving some doubt as to how produc-
ers would be able to fulfil requirements in the future. On a 
national level, four markets had applied for legal recognition 
by the time data collection finished. None of them had yet 
achieved legal recognition, mainly due to insufficient docu-
mentation (Resp.11/I1).

The opinions of survey respondents and interview part-
ners on PGS endorsement in the LPO and the requirement 
of legal recognition varied. Some producers in Chapingo 
emphasised it as important because "not everyone could 
claim to have a PGS in place and to produce organically" 
(Resp.9/I1) and considered it important for increasing PCCs’ 
authority within the market, such as to implement sanctions 
(Resp.5/I1). The same respondent assumed that require-
ments could threaten many markets that lacked the necessary 
capacities and would be incapable of meeting legal require-
ments (Resp.5/I2). The recognition process as a prerequi-
site for selling PGS-certified products as organic generally 
seemed to be viewed positively, but also seen as difficult 
to achieve by many, such as due to missing farm records 
(Resp.10/I1). There was also evidence of some confusion 
among producers regarding the exact requirements for docu-
mentation (e.g., how to prove PCC members’ experience 
of organic farming) (Resp.10/I1). Difficulties in meeting 
legal requirements were also stressed by Tlaxcala’s market 
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coordinator, in combination with reservations about engag-
ing with the government:

"Within the law about certification there is a part which 
regulates that participatory certification can exist. But we 
also depend on the government. For example, they regulate 
the part about participatory certification, without having 
the slightest idea what it is all about, because they are not 
working on the field, they don’t really know the work we are 
doing. And we have to comply with the standards they set. 
And this is really complicated" (Resp.2/I1).

Another respondent also stressed that some markets were 
rejecting the fact that the government was imposing its regu-
lations on them and might refuse to apply for legal recogni-
tion (Resp.5/I2). He assumed that these markets would try 
to find different solutions (Resp.5/I2), such as emphasising 
product attributes other than organic quality for product 
labelling, a solution that has been suggested for PGS initia-
tives in countries where PGS are not yet legally recognised 
(Fonseca 2004; May 2008). This reflects the ongoing contro-
versial discussions with the PGS movement on whether and 
how to regulate PGS (Fonseca 2004; Torremocha Bouchet 
2012a; Torremocha Bouchet 2012b).

The fear that PGS may undergo the same changes once 
regulation is increased (Fonseca 2004; Torremocha Bou-
chet 2012a; Torremocha Bouchet 2012b) as organic cer-
tification in Europe during the 1990s was also expressed 
by one respondent (Resp.8/I5), connected to the problem 
that PCCs had to fulfil the same requirements as TPC bod-
ies, although in contrast to TPC bodies they are not profit-
oriented (Resp.8/I4; Resp.12/1). One respondent stressed 
that TPC bodies could start to apply PGS, but “according 
to criteria set by them", emphasising the role of universi-
ties and “academic PCCs" in offering the services at better 
conditions for producers without experience (Resp.12/I1). 
This mirrors the importance of universities recognised in 
the literature.

When trying to marry legal recognition and ensure that 
regulation of PGS and bureaucratic processes are still bear-
able for actors at grass-roots level, it would seem worth-
while to consider the Brazilian organic legislation and the 
US National Organic Program (NOP). Apart from TPC and 
“formal" PGS, Brazilian organic legislation recognises a sec-
ond, “informal” type of PGS, which is only valid for direct 
sale to consumers, but not concerned by legal registration 
(Meirelles 2010). The NOP in contrast exempts organic pro-
ducers with less than US$ 5000 gross annual income from 
agriculture from certification requirements (USDA 2016).

Concluding remarks

These findings revealed gaps regarding the implementation 
of the certification process, with the suggestion of underly-
ing reasons being time constraints of and conflicts between 

producers. Conflicts of interest between PCC members 
and conflict avoidance affected PGS implementation. The 
challenges faced thus partly mirror the rationale behind the 
development of TPC put forward by its promoters.

The paper further demonstrates that opportunity costs 
of PCC participation can be a factor determining producer 
participation in the PCC and in the PGS, and that mecha-
nisms to account for these opportunity costs and to miti-
gate disadvantageous effects of PGS participation (e.g., 
lost income due to voluntary work in the PGS) are impor-
tant if producers’ PGS participation is to be facilitated 
and PGS sustainability ensured. Other studies suggest that 
mechanisms to account for opportunity costs (e.g., eco-
nomic remuneration) need to be chosen and adopted care-
fully against the backdrop of local specificities if intrinsic 
motivations are not to be replaced by external incentives. 
Furthermore, the development of a feasible, sustainable 
financing strategy for the certification process from the 
outset of the PGS, including these remuneration payments, 
is key.

Another important finding to emerge was that although 
conflicts between engaged actors may occur as a regular 
implication of collective work, personal conflicts, low levels 
of social cohesion and the lack of mechanisms to deal with 
arising conflicts can considerably endanger the durability 
of PGS. Mechanisms of conflict management or resolution, 
which are based on institutional arrangements perceived as 
legitimate and consider different individual preferences of 
the engaged actors, emerged as an important strategy for 
dealing with these problems. External (institutional) actors 
may assume an important role in this context. These actors 
have also been suggested by several authors as important in 
order to mitigate the time constraints of producers in PGS. 
The perceived legitimacy of their engagement needs to be 
guaranteed. However, more research is required to better 
understand group dynamics and social relations in PGS and 
their effects on PGS performance and sustainability.

Although the LPO has recognised PGS since 2006 and 
legal recognition before the national competent author-
ity has been required since April 2015, it had not been 
achieved by any of the PGS initiatives studied when data 
for this paper was being collected. The requirements laid 
down by the law were perceived as burdensome and the 
question remains of whether and how PGS initiatives, 
especially those managed exclusively by producers, will 
be able to meet these requirements in future. The research 
presented in this paper further suggests that external (insti-
tutional) actors may assume an important role in PGS ini-
tiatives achieving legal recognition as well.
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