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Abstract

:

The need for Romanian agriculture development by efficient usage of resources and a rural environment has led to the establishment of agricultural cooperatives. Romania needs strong cooperatives and, in order to achieve this, the involvement of not only the authorities and agricultural producers, but also of each inhabitant from the rural area, is required. In the context of food market saturation with import products, it is necessary to revive the Romanian market in order to supply natural and quality products. A total of 1425 agricultural cooperatives were registered in Romania at the end of 2018, out of which 57% did not submit the Balance Sheet. The research performed within the study proposes the usage of fsQCA analysis in order to assess some conditions considered by us essential for the sustainability of the agricultural cooperatives. These conditions are represented by the initial contribution of the members, by the existence of a central collection space, by the employment of a manager, by the knowledge of the members on the development possibilities, and by the involvement of the members within the cooperative’s activity. The study highlights the fact that the absence of the conditions presented leads to the absence of a sustainable cooperative. We consider the dissolution of the cooperatives pertinent, which has not developed an activity for more than three years from their establishment and the publication on the MADR website of the National Registry of Cooperatives, which will offer a true image on the prosperity and viability of these types of entities.
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1. Introduction


Considering the dependence of the domestic market on a food product import, manifested in recent years, the legislation and sustainable governmental policies must be defined in order to support the local producers [1]. The measures must deal with the protection of natural and social resources, so that the national farmers will be able to adequately develop their activity and obtain a high productivity long-term [2,3]. These desiderata are part of the objectives of the rural development policy on the European level, with a direct effect on the quality of life of the inhabitants from the respective areas, as well as the activities developed by them [4,5].



According to Mikulcak et al. [6], the rural development strategies are meant to support the rational usage of the existing resources, with the purpose of fighting against under-development and improving the economic, social aspects and agricultural performances of the rural community.



In order to reach the anticipated results, Zeuli et al. [7] have reached the conclusion that the community development is strongly connected with the existence of agricultural cooperatives, because, in this way, it is ensured that income is kept at a local level and the premises for the mobilization of local resources are created in order to solve the problems of the community.



Accordingly, the agricultural cooperatives represent mechanisms with multiple roles in the sense of making the usage of agricultural enterprises efficient, of ensuring the product and service needs, of consolidating the market position of farmers, and for regulating the marketing activities [8,9].



The collection of products and their sale through cooperatives on behalf of the farmers, by eliminating the middlemen and maximizing the profits, represents the main purpose of a cooperative [10,11].



An important aspect in the set-up of an agricultural cooperative is represented by the creation of a core consisting of experienced farmers, which have the capacity to “raise interest in other farmers and to make them interested” [12]



The understanding of the necessity to invest some financial resources for long-term development and the implementation of an adequate marketing policy are essential conditions for the shapely operation of an associative form. The financial resources are viewed in what concerns the capital, cash, debtors, and money suppliers [13].



In order to ensure, to the cooperative members, the maximization of the profit from the trade of agricultural production and services, the appointment of a Management Committee and of a trusted manager is required [9].



At the same time, the creation of a realistic business plan, where to include a central collecting space and the logistic means to ensure the development of the cooperative’s daily activity, required a larger capital, as compared to the legal minimum value provided by Law no. 566/2014.



Considering the objective of setting up some competitive agricultural cooperatives in the South–East Development Region of Romania, which would offer quality services, the members of this study approach the issue of the inconsistent development in similar climatic and legislative conditions. The fact that many agricultural cooperatives, which are established in the analyzed region, are not active or do not make a profit, which must be mentioned. According to these objectives, the answer to the following question is sought.



General proposition.

Is the unavailability of a contribution greater than the minimum value regulated by law, of a central collection space, of a specialized manager, of the information on the possibilities of the cooperative and of the support from the members, a sufficient and necessary condition for the alienation from the principle of setting up a competitive agricultural cooperative?





Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA), associated within the specialty literature with the Set theory, was used for data study. The usage of this method is indicated in the research where it is desired to “assess the empiric result obtained with QCA based on the actual theoretical knowledge” [14].



The present paper is structured in five sections. In the first part of the paper, the importance of agricultural cooperatives for the sustainable development of the rural environment was underlined. In the second section, the issue of agricultural cooperative’s establishment and the presentation of the five minimum conditions, which cannot be neglected in the first stage of the cooperative’s establishment. Section 3 is represented by the presentation of the approached methodology and by the demonstration of the defined sentences, by using fsQCA software. The last two sections are reserved to discussions on the results of the study and conclusions.




2. The Development of Some Competitive Cooperatives


The approach of the theme of the present paper started from “A Guide to Setting up Cooperatives” study issued by the International Labor Office in 1984 [15]. The fundamental elements of a cooperative are presented in detail within the guide. By corroborating the provisions of the guide with the specialty literature in an empirical manner, a series of reciprocal relations, which must exist within any agricultural cooperative, was established (Figure 1).



According to Iliopoulos [16], the traditional agricultural cooperatives must be in a continuous development process in order to be able to resist the market and to cope with the challenges and competition.



This process is defined by Cook and Burress [17] as a cyclic struggle, with an evolution on five distinct phases. The first two phases are represented by the economic justification and the organizational design, which are defining the cooperative setting up stage. The following two phases are characteristic of the development stage of the cooperative and its related problems. The last phase is represented by the choice of reorganizing or redesigning the activity, of the management, and of the strategies pursued, or by renouncing cooperation. In the present study, we aim to analyze the first two phases and the impact of their non-fulfillment on the sustainability and competitiveness of the cooperative.



2.1. Group—Capital Cohesion


It represents the stage in which the members have been co-opted within the cooperative, have understood the operating principles, and brought capital to cover the setting up expenses. This stage reflects the creation of the core [12]. In addition, at this stage, the co-operators must understand that the participation in the cooperative is a medium and long-term investment, and that the initial contribution must be supplemented, together with the maintenance and development of the group cohesion for a harmonious operation of the cooperative. The same opinion is also expressed by Bercu [18], who draws attention on the strengthening of the farmer’s position in the food chain, in order to combat unfair commercial practices.



As Cook and Burress [17] state, it is necessary for the members to understand both the benefits of the cooperative (economic justification) and its role of common protection of the cooperative members, as compared to the individual risk. Problems and difficulties may arise when these elements are not well clarified [19].



There is a mutual connection between the trust of the members based on social cohesion and their contribution within the cooperative [20]. The involvement of the participants in the cooperative through the capital, in a regulated proportion, represents, in Ostrom’s opinion [21], “a collection of both formal and informal forms and standards” that determine the members to work together and to cooperate. The importance of the share capital within the cooperative is compared by Chloupkova et al. [22] with physical and human capital in trading companies.



Thus, the size of the member participation in the capital of the cooperative has an important impact on its development and performance [23].



The absence of the three elements of the initial stage, which ensures the cohesion of the group, including the trust, capital, and communication between members, discourages their involvement in collective actions [24].



Given the complexity of the relationships within a cooperative, represented using each member’s own production factors and their desire to exercise control and ownership, the cooperatives cannot be viewed in the same way as other enterprises [25].



The Copa Cogeca report [26] draws attention to the need for the legislative regulation of cooperative financing in Romania, because they are treated in the same way as commercial companies, without being included in the bank nomenclature. Under these conditions, the main financing sources of agricultural cooperatives during the setup phase are represented by the share capital deposited by the members and by accessing non-reimbursable funds/subsidies.



Based on these aspects, the first proposition of the study was defined.



Proposition 1.

Members’ contribution, which is limited only to covering the minimum capital regulated by law, impacts the competitiveness of the cooperative.






2.2. Central Collection Space


In order to comply with the objective of the agricultural cooperative to obtain better prices than by individual trade or by trade immediately after harvest, the existence of at least one collection/storage space of the harvest is important for the sale at advantageous prices. The policy of the cooperative in what concerns the sales must be well adapted in order to be able to establish the price, the conditions in which they are prepared to sell, and the collection place [27].



According to the type of product/products traded by the cooperative, the collection space must fulfill certain particularities. We consider the existence of an adequate space for weighting, selling, and packing products necessary.



The International Labor Office [28], through the Guide on the collection of agricultural production, makes a series of determinations regarding the support of transport costs both by the members and the cooperative, diversified according to product categories, perishability, durability, value, and season.



Proposition 2.

Without an adequate collection space, the cooperatives cannot develop their activity in optimum conditions.






2.3. Manager-Cooperative/Members


The manager must think of a strategy as appropriate to the cooperative’s interests. A trained manager, who succeeds, by following the discussions with the members and management bodies, to explain to them, to make them understand the strengths of his/her strategy, and to determine them to support him/her in achieving his/her goals, is the ideal case. However, this mission is not an easy one, considering it is a full-time function that cannot be properly performed by a member of the cooperative, who is also involved in the production activity.



The Statute and internal organizational procedures set out the main steps in decision-making and the management of responsibilities [29].



The manager’s role is essential in the good functioning of the cooperative. Kontogeorgos et al. [30] states that the management’s inefficiency is observed in traditional cooperatives due to the direct link between the manager’s knowledge and skills and the level of performance, respectively. These factors influence the level of performance in cooperatives.



The inefficiency of the management can, in most cases, lead to the dismantling of the group structure and the discouragement of other agricultural producers from associating in order to produce added value and to be competitive [31,32,33].



The efficient management of a cooperative is limited to ensuring a high quality of the products by maintaining the optimization of the operating expenses and obtaining a high operating profit from sales [8].



One of the problems that managers face is represented by the individualism of the members who, in most cases, enter in a conflict with the cooperative principles [34,35].



According to Nelson et al. [36], the temptation of members to influence organizational decisions for their own gain to the detriment of collective gain is a factor that must be carefully managed by the management.



This can be countered by the manager’s influence, by his/her integrity, by his/her leadership style, and by the results of the policies implemented by him/her, which can lead both to the motivation of the staff, as well as to the performance and innovation within the cooperative [37,38].



Cook [39] states that the influence of cooperative decisions, related to the distribution of benefits for the fulfillment of the selfish purposes of some members, generates considerable costs.



Except for their own interests, according to Gulati & Singh [40], the members are also interested in maintaining the cooperative on the market. Traditional cooperatives have the possibility to capitalize the advantage of obtaining lower costs, but the most important one is the choice of the market [35].



The choice of a retail market and the consolidation of the market position can be achieved by hiring professionals as directors, holders of multidisciplinary business management skills, and competences [41].



Proposition 3.

Without outsourcing manager services, there is a risk of the cooperative malfunctioning.






2.4. Transparency and Education


The Cooperative Manager is the person who initiates and develops the inter-organizational trust through clear actions, healthy principles, and strict regulations [42].



The transparency principle, within cooperatives, is presented by van Dijk et al. [41] as a necessity of harmonious operation of the organization. It states that all members must understand the rationale behind all decisions and that they can express their opinion without reserves.



However, for a complete understanding of the cost phenomena, benefits, and mechanisms, the farmers must have a certain experience and a certain level of education [43].



The cooperatives support the education and training of members, employees, and managers, as well as the promotion of the principle of cooperation within the local community [44].



We consider that self-education is also necessary, considering the spread of the cooperative phenomenon and its importance at the food market level.



Proposition 4.

Without understanding the opportunities and obstacles with which the cooperative is confronted with, the members cannot support its development.






2.5. Member Support—Reciprocity


The adhesion to a group is achieved for the direct or indirect advantages, which the member capacity might offer [45].



Blau [46] mentions that the adhesion to a cooperative is different from an economic exchange due to the existence of some “unspecified reciprocal obligations, over the long-term.” Accordingly, through the reciprocity norm launched by Gouldner [47], as the cooperatives act in favor of the member, it is necessary to validate the reciprocal. Starting from this theory, the exchange relations, at a cooperative level, are long-term and must be observed and consolidated [48,49].



According to the theory of reciprocity, Kahan [50] states that the members will be willing to involve voluntarily in collective actions, if they consider that the other members do the same thing. The manifestation of reciprocity leads to the development of both trust and group solidity, as well as the consolidation of economic connections and collective actions [41,51].



The same idea is underlined by Fowler and Christakis [52], stating that an “interaction between members without showing reciprocity significantly reduces the cooperative’s sustainability.”



Proposition 5.

The sustainability of the cooperative is influenced by the fact that not all members are participating.







3. Methodology


3.1. Sampling


The present study developed at the level of agricultural cooperatives of the second order, which are registered in the South–East Region of Romania. According to Law no. 566/2004, the agricultural cooperatives of the second order are legal persons having, in their constituency, the members, natural and/or legal persons.



The second order agricultural cooperatives were selected because the authors considered that the experience of the members in their own trade companies is important for the present study.



Based on the public information identified on the website of the Ministry of Public Finance (MPF) and of the National Trade Register Office (NTRO), the representatives of the cooperatives were contacted by the phone (Table 1). The enquiries were completed, and the interviews were performed by the presidents of the agricultural cooperatives.



In order to exemplify the objective of the paper, only those cooperatives that had been set up in the period between 2007 and 2017 and which, in 2018, have registered a turnover equal to 0 or did not submit the Balance Sheet were selected among those 75 cooperatives of the second order registered at the level of the studied region.



Out of those 24 cooperatives, which satisfy the requirements presented in the table, only 20 wished to cooperate by completing the enquiry (83% from the initial sample). The research was performed in two stages. In the first stage, they were contacted by phone and asked to answer the questions from the enquiry. All calls had occurred in the first part of the day, each with a duration comprised between 5 and 8 min, with not more than four calls per day. The second stage had taken place after the centralization of the results of the enquiry and supposed a semi-structured telephone interview. This interview had, as its purpose, the verification of the conformity of the answers given in the enquiry case and the thoroughness/argumentation of aspects considered by them important in establishing and operating a cooperative. This time, the duration of the call ranged from 5 to 25 min, made in the second part of the day, only two calls per day. There were no differences of opinion with respect to the enquiry collected in the first stage. The study had been conducted between July and September 2019.




3.2. Methods


Ragin [53] describes QCA as an analysis technique that combines both qualitative and quantitative methodologies. This technique allows a dual analysis of cases made by comparing them, but also by detailing the complexity of each case, applied on small and medium samples [54,55].



The QCA method was considered adequate for the present study, considering the complexity of the analyzed factors, the necessity of their qualitative and quantitative approach, and the size of the analyzed sample.



The QCA algorithm is based on Boolean logic by which it analyzes sufficient and necessary causes to produce a result [56]. The determination of a sufficient condition or combination of conditions for a result is determined by the QCA, by analyzing whether the case sets of conditions represent a subset of the result [54]. In other words, a condition is sufficient if “it appears as a particular result whenever the condition is present” [14].



Ragin [54] draws attention to the possibility of several sufficient conditions that can lead to the same result.



Regarding the notion of a necessary condition, this is defined in the specialty literature as a condition without which the result cannot be obtained, which is present in all cases of the result [54,56].



In the case of the present scientific approach, we want to demonstrate to what extent the absence of combinations of factors leads to the non-performance of a phenomenon of interest.



To achieve this, the first step is to carry out a rigorous qualitative analysis to identify conditions/combinations of conditions that are expected to lead to the result [57].



Specialty works from the recognized scientific databases were studied in carrying out this analysis: Clarivate Analytics, Scopus, and Google Academic, as well as bibliographic resources available on the sites of institutions that study/have studied the development of agricultural cooperatives including COPA-COGECA, International Labor Office, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, and Union of the National Branch of Vegetable Sector Cooperatives. Following this analysis, the following conditions presented in Table 2 were identified.



After the conditions were defined, an enquiry was prepared and completed by phone, by the members selected at point 3.1.



They had the possibility to select the answer of the enquiry’s questions based on the grid presented in Table 3. The evaluation of the answers was carried out through a four-value scale.




	
total disagreement (TD),



	
more a disagreement than an agreement (D > A),



	
more an agreement than a disagreement (A > D),



	
total agreement (TA).








Data Calibration


Calibration is a process by which the collected data are transformed into sets using the theoretical knowledge and the empirical evidence obtained [53]. This process needs to be transparent and argued [58].



Data calibration was performed in three stages. The first stage was the analysis of the data obtained through the questionnaire with the data obtained from the interviews. The purpose of this analysis was to check for any mismatches between the data completed in the questionnaire and the explanations argued in the interview.



The second stage of the process was the comparison of the data collected with the specialized literature and the authors’ experience.



The last step was the actual calibration process. Following the previous observations and analyses, the choice of a 4-value scale was considered optimal.



Using the scale in Table 3, the cases received the following membership scores: 0 (total disagreement), 0.33 (more disagreement than agreement), 0.67 (more agreement than disagreement), and 1 (total agreement). After performing the calibration, data were presented in Table 4.





3.3. Data Analysis


After performing the calibration process, the next step is to identify the conditions or combinations of conditions that are necessary and/or sufficient to produce the result (Legewie, 2013).



Necessity and sufficiency are two complementary concepts [56]. If a causal condition is noted generically with X and the production of a phenomenon is noted with Y, it can be stated that X is sufficient for Y. If X is present, then Y occurs [14,54,59]. For example, setting up a cooperative may be a necessary condition for developing the rural environment, but not necessarily sufficient in all cases. The presence of the “set up” condition, as we will demonstrate in the present report, is not always sufficient to produce the “rural development” result.



An X condition is necessary for a Y phenomenon, if the phenomenon does not occur without the X condition [14]. If, in the case of determining a necessary condition, it starts from the studied phenomenon and causes are identified. The approach is reversed for sufficient conditions [53].



Two parameters, known as consistency and coverage, are used to measure whether the conditions are necessary or sufficient within the QCA [60].



According to Ragin [60], consistency is defined as a unit of measure of the degree to which there is a relation of necessity or sufficiency between a causal condition and a result manifested in a data set.



Ragin [54] defines coverage as a measure of the “dimension of overlapping two sets” relative to the size of the larger set. In other words, coverage is the extent to which “the solution explains the result” [61]. The values for consistency and coverage range from “0” to “1”.



First, the necessity of each causal condition was tested. According to Schneider & Wagemann [14], the values above 0.9 show that the presence of a condition is indispensable for producing the result. By analyzing Table 5, it can be observed that only ~Contribution and ~Collection collectively meet this threshold. Without these conditions, the result cannot be produced. This is a fact confirmed by the specialty literature. Without contribution, the cooperative cannot be established, so it cannot become sustainable. The cooperative’s activity cannot be carried out without a collection center for performing the weighting, for checking the quality of the products, for packing, and for storage.



Considering that only two of the factors satisfy the necessity conditions, the next stage was testing the sufficiency through the truth table.



The truth table is the instrument by which the conditions that are sufficient for the result are determined [62] and which represent the presentation of all logical combinations of conditions. Each condition is analyzed both from the perspective of its presence or absence [14]. The number of rows of the truth table is determined based on the expression 2k, where k represents the number of conditions and 2 represents the absence or presence of conditions [53]. In the present paper, the sufficiency check was performed by testing the absence of the conditions that lead to the absence of the result within the truth table (Table 6).



Table 3 was obtained by imposing a standard threshold of consistency. The used threshold was 0.9. After the reduction of the threshold, the configuration of the truth table, as shown in the “Number” column, had kept all 20 cases, which were submitted for analysis.



By studying the “Number” column, the number of cases with a certain configuration can be observed. In seven cases, values of 1 are not registered in any of the causal conditions. In five of the cases, information on the development possibilities is kept, but only this. Holding information on the cooperative advantages represent a factor that must be had in the period in which the cooperative’s set up is desired and, subsequently, developed, but as we can observe, it is not found in many of the cases of these cooperatives, which are set up and which should have brought benefits to the members in the last years.



The “raw consistency” column represents the proof of the fact that the respective configurations are sufficient conditions for the result occurrence.





4. Findings


After analyzing the truth table with the help of fsQCA software, a standard analysis for the generation of the intermediate solution was performed. This analysis started from the requisite of the study, according to which, in case any condition is present, the result does not occur. The results of the standard analysis and implicitly the generation of the complex solution were presented within Table 7.



The complex solution consists of three configurations. In order to discuss the three configurations, first of all, we have to explain the significance of raw coverage, unique coverage, and aolution coverage terms. Raw coverage shows how much of the result is explained by a single solution, while unique coverage shows how much of the result is explained by each term of the solution individually. Solution coverage highlights the total coverage of the solutions [54].



The first configuration is represented by a negative level of the contribution, in this case, meaning the limitation of the capital regulated by the law, followed by the non-outsourcing of the manager position and simultaneous holding of many functions within the cooperative and a reduced involvement of the members in the cooperative. It represents one of the “solutions” leading to the non-functioning of the cooperative.



Within the second configuration, we observe the same two factors, which are the reduced level of the contribution and the absence of a person ensuring only the management part, followed by the absence of a central collection space and the absence of information on the possibilities of development of cooperatives. Without holding information about how a cooperative is managed, we put under question the quality of their involvement, where it exists.



Configuration number 3, with a coverage of only 0.1835, presents the fact that the influence of the manager cannot cover the absence of contribution over the minimum level established by law and the absence of a collection space. Without holding the financing instruments, the Manager/President cannot start any action, does not have a central collection space, and it is hard for him/her to determine the involvement of the members.



Within Figure 2, an analysis of the necessity and sufficiency conditions fulfilled by the solution ~Contribution *~Manager *~Involvement was performed.



The analysis of the XY plot offers many benefits. First, according to the positioning toward the main diagonal, it is determined if a condition is necessary or sufficient. The fact that most cases are under the main diagonal indicates a relation of sufficiency, and the positioning above determines a relation of necessity [57]. The coverage score is determined by reporting the distribution of the cases toward the main diagonal [54]. More exactly, the closeness of the main diagonal cases determines better coverage and vice-versa.



The positioning on the main diagonal represents the ideal case where the conditions are both necessary and sufficient [63].



According to Schenider and Wagemann [14], the analysis of deviant cases is important, which are classified according to inconsistency types. In Figure 2, the cases 2, 3, 6, and 10 are in the Typical Cases area. These cases fulfill the sufficiency conditions and do not affect it significantly, which is in accordance with the cases situated on the main diagonal [14].



The agricultural cooperatives in Romania are established based on Law 566/2004. This law has undergone a series of changes with the understanding of the importance of cooperation for the Romanian agriculture. Although the agricultural cooperatives benefitted according to the law from a series of fiscal facilities, they could not be capitalized until 2018 due to the non-understanding by the authorities of the special character of the Law on agricultural cooperatives no. 566/2014, reported for the provisions of the Law no. 277/2015 on Tax code.



In these conditions, the fiscal facilities should have been applied since the special character law had entered into force, without being conditioned by the correspondence with the provisions of the Tax Code.



The Union of the National Branch of the Vegetable Sector Cooperatives (U.N.C.S.V.) was set up in 2017, and it consisted of agricultural cooperatives and companies from the vegetable sector. The U.N.C.S.V. purpose is to ensure the promotion, representation, support, and defense of the interests of the cooperative’s members at a national level in relation to the national and European public and private institutions [64].



This professional organization in only 18 months of activity has sent over 315 official notes, which represent amendments, requests, and legislative initiatives. Activating in 18 counties through 24 active agricultural cooperatives (consisting of 404 legal persons and 62 natural persons, which manage over 180,000 ha), they have managed to bring plus-value to the cooperatives from Romania.



Through Law no. 21/2019, important modifications are brought to Law no. 566/2004, which were presented by authors within Figure 3.



The non-compliance with the five prepositions proved within the present article leads implicitly to the non-compliance of the cooperative principles.



For example, the absence of Contribution and Involvement causal conditions involves the violation of the economic participation principle and voluntary and open association principle. These principles outline the involvement of the members at a cooperative level.



The absence of Information condition violates the member education, training and information principle, according to which the cooperative must ensure the education and training of the members and staff in order to develop the cooperative.



Manager causal condition is regulated by art. 31 of Law no. 566/2004 updated, where it is presented as the importance of employing an Executive Manager by contest. As compared to the President, he/she is not a member of the cooperative and is employed based on his/her abilities and knowledge.



The collection condition, although it is not explicitly defined by law: its absence produces the impossibility of performing, in optimum conditions, the activity of the cooperative.



Although the sample chosen was made up of cooperatives of a second order, the resulting conclusions are valid for cooperatives of the first order. The agricultural cooperatives of the second order are cooperatives consisting of both natural and legal persons. Whether the experience gained from the management of a trading company brings an additional contribution within the agricultural cooperatives was tested in the qualitative and quantitative analysis. An administrator of a company with an agricultural profile should have better understood the need for investment, the application of a more complex accounting system, and a more developed overview compared to the producers who market their products through the forms of organization of the self-employed persons.



However, the experience of the administrators of the companies in the studied sample has not proved to be a factor that influences the activity. In these conditions where the influence of the members of the legal persons is insignificant, the results of the present study can be extended to the level of the agricultural cooperatives of the first order.




5. Conclusions


The importance of cooperatives in Romania is crucial for the good management of resources, the achievement of a performing agriculture, and the development of the rural environment.



Through the present study, the fact that the number of the agricultural cooperatives registered is not transposed in the evolution of the Romanian agriculture was highlighted. Although there are successful cooperatives, which exceeded any barrier and bring benefits both to the members and to the local community, a large number of cooperatives from Romania had abandoned the collective activity and returned to the activity developed individually. A project financed through the National Rural Development Program 2014–2020 named “Counseling Services for the setup and development of associative forms in agriculture” is in progress of implementation at present in Romania. The project, which has as object, the setup of 350 agricultural cooperatives, and eight groups of producers by counseling and support were granted free of charge to the agricultural producers.



We draw attention on the compliance with those five factors presented during the article in order to not reach many cooperatives with low social, economic, and environmental impact.



The agricultural cooperatives, which do not deviate from the purpose they were created for and whose results are experienced through the prosperity of the members, as well as through the economic and social impact manifested on the rural community, must be supported and promoted by the State’s institutions, as well as by any citizen.



The agriculture and farmers from Romania are still in need of association, “not only on paper,” but an association that is going to cope with the actual market conditions, generates plus-value and benefits to its members [64]. An association is consolidated by the desire of its members to jointly invest in order to overcome the inequality created as compared to other cooperatives from other states with which they are in direct competition [65].



In order to achieve these desiderata, the people interested in setting up agricultural cooperatives or in reorganizing existing ones must understand their operating principles.



The applicability of the study is materialized in the presentation of the defining elements of the cooperatives that must be considered in the establishment phase. These elements can be used to supplement and update existing guides to facilitate the access of agricultural producers and interested organizations for information that will lead them to develop a competitive cooperative.



We, hereby, express our support for a series of proposals for changing the Law on Cooperatives, which is under debate. A first modification proposed, which we consider necessary, is the publication on the MADR website of the National Registry of Agricultural Cooperatives in order to ensure transparency in what concerns the sustainable cooperatives and serious and fair members. A second modification, which we consider viable, is the dissolution at request of the cooperatives, which have not submitted the financial statements or which have their activity stopped, or which have been declared as temporarily inactive over a period of more than three years.



We propose to extend this research on other regions of Romania in order to confirm the hypotheses related to similar situations at a national level.
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