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Summary  ASAT solidarity partnerships are being developed in Romania since the year 2008, with the purpose of supporting the small agricultural producers that do natural farming. Their development is sustained at national level by the Association Centre 
of Resources for Ethical and Solidarity Initiatives (CRIES)4. The mechanism is based on building a trust relationship between local producers and urban consumers. Therefore, there are created consumers groups at the community level, that wish to purchase products made by small farmers, with whom they sign a contract for the period of an agricultural season and to whom they make an advance payment in order to support the production costs.  
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1. What is the Association for Supporting Rural Agri-
culture (ASAT)? 

ASAT is the form under which it was developed in Romania, starting with the year 2008, an initiative in agriculture sustained by the community (ASC), centred on vegetable production. ASAT means a critical movement towards the conventional sources of food, which builds alternative of a solidary economy at the market, based on the 
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desire to preserve the social and environmental capital, as conditions for a healthy and autonomous life. ASAT means a direct, solidarity and 
without any middlemen relationship between the producer of agri-cultural products from the city and the farmer that performs natural small scale agriculture in the vicinity villages. ASAT reinvents a disappeared world: the small farmer can cultivate naturally, organically, without having the fear that his work will remain unpaid or that he will have to sell his products for nothing, due to the increased pressure of the international market and intensive farming. ASAT brings back together the successor of the bygone days` peasant and the today citizen, truly sharing the food produced by the former and respected at its true value by the later. ASAT is all about mutual trust and respect, about letting go of the old paradigm client versus producer in order to re-substantiate the relationship between the parties, based on solidarity. The ASAT solidarity partnerships between consumers and small vicinity farmers are inspired by the movement of the Association for Maintaining Rural Agriculture (AMAP) from France, launched at the beginning of the years 2000 and which develops solidary local partnerships between urban and rural. 

2. Short history 

2.1. Agriculture sustained by the community (ASC) – at 
international level  ASC has emerged as a reaction to a crisis (the disappearance of small farmers and of the benefits brought by them on the local food market) and has developed as a solidarity form of the consumers with the farmers by creating a relationship of mutual gain. This type of association, most of the times informal, has bivalent results: first of all, it supports the sustainability of the micro-farms in order to obtain local, traditional, ecological products; second, it sustains the healthy lifestyle of the consumers, who become responsible for what they consume, and also for what they leave to the future genera-tions. 
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The ASC term has been spread worldwide especially in the last three decades. It has more synonyms and variations in different languages, containing a large scale of partnerships between producers and consu-mers. It is considered that the first types of ASC have been shaped almost 50 years ago in Japan. The first partnerships are developed by the Japanese mothers worried about the increase of the vegetable import, the loss of the arable lands and the migration of the farmers to the cities. These women founded a new production and purchase system of the goods by creating direct relationships with the local producers. This partnership is called in the Japanese language Teikei, and the philosophic meaning of the concept is “to put the face of the producers on the food”. Therefore, at an international level, there are different initiatives that come under the agriculture family sustained by the community, out of which we remind: 
 AMAP in France; 
 Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) in the Anglo-Saxon countries; 
 ASC in Quebec; 
 Teikei in Japan; 
 Reciproca in Portugal; 
 Group of solidary purchases (GAS) in Italia; 
 ASAT in Romania. 
2.2. ASAT solidarity partnership – its development in Romania In Romania, the project started as the initiative of a group of youngsters from Timişoara, inspirited by Mihaela Vețan (activist in social and sympathetic economy), initiative that was facilitated by the dynamics within an European programme supported by the European Council (Territories of Co-responsibility[1]).  The project of developing the ASAT partnerships is today coordinated at national level by the CRIES organization. The initiative 

                                                 [1] The Project was launched in the year 2007 by the European Council (Social Cohesion Directorate) in partnership with the European Commission and IRIS European Platform (www.iris-network.eu).  
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was launched in June 2008 with one vegetable farmer and 20 families of consumers from Timişoara.  In the year of 2008 the first agricultural producer from the county of Timiş, Belinţ commune was supported, making a partnership with a number of 20 families. In the year of 2010, the number of consumers who have concluded partnerships with this farmer has increased to 180 families, and in the year of 2011 the number settled down at ap-proximately 150. Starting with the year 2010, a second producer was supported, from Arad county, Ghioroc commune, Cuvin village, by facilitating an ASAT partnership with a group of 23 families. In 2011, ASAT supports another farmer from the county of Arad, Șagu commune, for a solidarity partnership with 30 consumer families. In 2012, ASAT extends to the centre area, by launching the first solidarity partnership between a producer from the Cluj County and 11 consumers families from the same county. The partnership is a pilot project, launched in the spring of 2012 (usually, the ASAT partnerships are launched during fall-winter so that the producer can truly benefit from the advance paid by the consumer at registration), the target being to increase the number of participant families in the following year. In 2012, the vegetable producer that entered the ASAT system in 2011, has extended his partnership to 50 families, with a commitment for approximately 30 vegetables and green goods, divided equally between the consumers, during 34 distributions (from April until December) and a surface of 1,8 ha allocated to the production. This is the maximum size of the respective partnership determined by the production force of the producer`s household and also by the desire to develop a direct and sympathetic relationship with the consumers. During 2012-2013 the target is to develop ASAT partnerships in the cities Arad, București, Cluj-Napoca, Oradea, Odorheiu Secuiesc, Târgu Mureș and to increase the number of partnerships from Timișoara. 
3. Socio-economical results of the pilot experience: 

 increase of the number of small producers interested to produce in a natural and diversified manner; 
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 increasing the number of employees involved in small scale agriculture; 
 increasing the number of consumers interested to consume healthy products, made at local level; 
 developing a more responsible attitude concerning the role of the consumers in supporting small agricultural producers; 
 the public opinion was sensitized regarding the fate of small producers; 
 the relationships between urban and rural were intensified and social cohesion was increased. 
4. Description of the operational mechanism: 

 building a competent consumers group and selecting a farmer who commits to cultivate naturally a diversity of vegetables specific to the region, in a quantity estimated to cover the average weekly neces-sary of a family; 
 informing and sensitizing actions for the public opinion in order to sign the contract with the selected producer; 
 concluding a partnership between the selected producer and the consumers group, by making an advance payment that allows the farmer to perform the necessary works for preparing the crop; 
 the partnership means undertaking several principles (respect for the local culture, protecting the biodiversity and the environment through a natural agriculture, solidarity with the farmer, a fair price, transparency of the partnership, the direct character of the relationship between parties, proximity, volunteer work – consumers who help the producer to distribute baskets, etc.); 
 consumers visit the producer’s farm; 
 products distribution – done once a week, during 2 hours and in a commune space, with the help of the consumers;  
 analyze and assessment of the collaboration, and also preparation of the next year contract. 
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5. Difficulties had in the five year experience of the 
ASAT partnerships in Romania 

5.1.   Relationship with the consumers: 

 low level of information among the consumers concerning the 
importance of a healthy, local, diversified food: the last two decades brought a spreading of unsustainable consumption models that do not always take into consideration the effects on environment and the social effects; 
 reserves in involving the consumers to self-manage the solidarity 

partnerships (forming groups of consumers that take over the initiative to manage an ASAT partnership); 
 the existence of a low number initiatives for alternative develop-

ment and responsible consumption in Romania makes it difficult to have a 
fair information of the consumers with regards to the specificity of small 
scale vicinity agriculture and an understanding of the challenges that small producers have to face; 
 keeping the interest of the consumer represents a problem - only 

50% of consumers have renewed the contract with the same producer (at 
best). We believe that the main hindrance in the continuation of the partnership is the initial inadequate understanding of the process and joining the partnership with unreal expectations; 
 the emergence in Romania of other mechanisms that are wrongly 

associated with the ASC concept: in the last years there have been a series of initiatives regarding the insurance of the vegetable basket in different ways: on-line order, home delivery, etc. Some of these proved to be costly and even false. We can suspect that these experiences led to a decrease of the trust level for alternative distribution methods and to a wrong understanding, including of ASC. 
5.2. Relationship with the producers: 

 reserves for experiencing such a model from reasons such as: lack of availability to produce a diversified range of vegetables in a natural rhythm, without any chemical substances; fear of committing through a contract with a stable number of consumers, lack of availability to enter 
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in a transparent relationship with the consumers as far as the price and the production module are concerned; 
 lack of necessary knowledge and experience  for cultivating a 

diversified range of products in a natural way and in a planned manner both for the producers who entered the ASAT system and also for the possible producers, interested in this process; 
 difficulties in relating with the consumers group: the absence of certain skills for communicating with the consumers  was observed at some of the producers involved in the ASAT partnerships, because they had all kinds of obstacles in developing a close relationship with the consumers; 
 low level of financial planning knowledge: this issue is determined by the fact that currently it is not custom to make a financial planning and organization among semi-subsistence farms. 
6. Impact of the initiative and the innovative character: 

 offers the producers a guarantee for selling the products, the consumers conclude a contract with the producer at the beginning of the agricultural season; 
 reduces the time used to sell the products, the producers sell the products in just one day of the week, within a hourly frame established together with the consumers group; 
 guarantees the producers an equitable price, that covers all the production costs and allows a sure income for the producers and a decent payment for their work; 
 sustains local agriculture, this process targets mainly  small farmers; 
 promotes ecological practices (using natural fertilizer, no syn-thesis fertilizers, treatments and pesticides), encourages local biodi-versity and healthy products obtained in the pace of nature;  
 supports creating jobs in the agriculture field (the size of the partnership has in view to cover the production capacity of the farmer`s household, in traditional agriculture conditions, offering him the possibility to extend and to contract the work of other people). 
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One medium term impact on the consumers might be represented by a change in the habits for consumption, shopping, eating and of their life style. The consumers, by this long term experience, change certain gastronomical habits by including more products that are local, seasonal and have a high quality nutritive impact. Implicitly, the general consumption behaviour is influenced and they become more and more aware responsible consumer role in supporting the local economy and the disadvantaged persons. As we can notice, the operation of an ASAT partnership has an impact not only at individual level but also at community level. The very important educational and pedagogical role that this alternative de-velopment model plays completes the socio-economic importance. Although right now, the ASAT solidarity partnerships represents  one of the most strenuous models of alternative development in the field of Romanian agriculture, because of the number of involved changes, it has a high relevance and an increasing number of people have interest in its operation and implementation. 




