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Abstract: The popular and solidarity economy (EPS) emerges as an alternative approach to poverty
aligned with the principles of sustainable development; in this sense, some countries in the region
have adopted policies for its growth and development, among them Ecuador. The experience of
a rural community was shown; the objective of the study was to identify the factors that hinder
the achievement of better efficiency indexes, regarding the implementation of policies at the local
level, with respect to rural productive associations. The case of the agricultural productive asso-
ciations located in the parish of El Valle, Cuenca, Ecuador, was studied. The type of research was
mixed: quantitative to support the information extracted from the instruments applied and derive
the pertinent analysis and qualitative to collect primary information from the actors involved in the
study. We used the action research model through the use of surveys, interviews and focus groups.
The key contribution of this work was to making visible and understanding the needs of the rural
communities of the sector from their development perspectives, respecting their ancestral knowledge
and articulating from the academy the private-public action for the generation of policies for gover-
nance, effective application of democracy and promotion of the technical and associative potential of
the agroecological productive units. The results show regularities in terms of their socioeconomic
situation, their mode of action and the impact caused on their productive dynamics by the atomized
decisions of local actors in the exercise of governance. These fail to articulate the implementation
of policies at the territorial level to the detriment of their effectiveness and efficiency and, therefore,
do not bring about substantial changes in their levels of dependence and dynamics of productive
activity—diagnostic components that will be used for the formulation of joint multilevel policies.

Keywords: agricultural productive associations; policies; sustainability; popular and solidarity economy

1. Introduction

Poverty rates in Latin America have been on the rise, a situation that is accentuated in
rural areas, and the policies implemented by the countries that are part of this bloc have
not been able to eliminate the causes of this situation. The causes [1] date back to colonial
times and are reflected today in the permanence of conditions of structural inequality and
unequal exchange. Under these conditions, the countries of the periphery bear the brunt,
provoked by a clear dependence for their economic growth on the exploitation of natural
resources, sustained by an economic model of primary production, which is based on the
exploitation of natural resources.

As an alternative to this situation, some of the countries in this zone (Brazil, Bolivia,
Argentina and Ecuador) developed a PES approach. This promotes the presence of a new
organizational form whose operating base is based on respect for sustainability principles,
generating policies around their performance and inclusion in the prevailing economic
systems in these nations. However, as the statistics show, the levels of poverty reduction
do not reach the desired results. (The economic theory of development was considered
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as a theoretical approach systematized mainly by the Economic Commission for Latin
America and the Caribbean. It was initiated by its secretary Raul Prebisch (1901-1986),
who served as secretary of the organization between the years 1950 and 1963, and was
founded and documented by the historical-structuralist method in several currents such as
the dependency theory, among whose representatives is Ruy Mauro Marini [2].)

Poverty rates in the region are not encouraging, and Ecuador shows a similar situation,
occupying fourth place in inequality according to the GINI index as of December 2020, a
poverty rate of 32.4%, nationally, 25.1% in the urban sector and 47.9% in rural areas, with
27.5% of extreme poverty [3]. These figures show that economic policies are not enough to
solve the country’s existing problems.

Under these scenarios, the present research was developed in productive associations
of the El Valle Parish, Cuenca, Ecuador, which work around organizational forms of family
agriculture. Its objective was to identify the factors that hinder the achievement of better
efficiency indexes in the implementation of policies at the local level, with respect to rural
productive associations, by presenting the case of productive associations that operate
in rural areas and remain in a situation of poverty. Currently, these associations, made
up of families involved in agriculture, do not show results of significant progress in the
management of productive processes and their commercialization, aiming at consolidating
the PSE economic model.

In this way, and according to the background reviewed in relation to the selected
research topic, a gap was identified around the scientific discussion on the efficiency
achieved by the execution of policies, especially around two perspectives: the efficiency in
the execution of public policies and inter-institutional articulation at the national level of
the public sector regulatory bodies and the Secretariat of Popular and Solidarity Economy
and, on the other hand, the analysis of the contextualized knowledge of the territory and
its culture, two aspects that are currently mismatched or are downplayed, causing an
irreconcilable unilateral view to prevail.

The study adhered to the participatory research method, in which the subject is an
active part of this process [4]. The university was integrated into the problems of the rural
territory, and an understanding that this is characterized by an intimate relationship with
nature and socio-environmental systems was articulated. Innovation in rural areas should
be framed in transdisciplinary research and participatory approaches [5].

Among the main results, the low effectiveness of the policies implemented in the
country for these rural contexts is evident, given the insufficient integration among the
actors and the absence of a clear direction. Therefore, people whose livelihoods depend
mainly on agriculture and are grouped in organizational forms of family farming live in
poverty trying to develop alternatives under the associative form. However, the gaps in
their management, their levels of dependency and the existing market failures prevent
them from achieving the desired results.

In response to this problem, the research questions that were used to evaluate the levels
of efficiency and effectiveness achieved in the implementation of policies associated with
rural associativity, through the analysis of the selected variables, focused on the following
questions: Has the socioeconomic situation of agricultural productive associations changed
substantially in the last 10 years? What are the organizational problems present in the
associations that impede development and growth despite the existence of policies? Does
governance in favor of compliance with national policies favor the development of these
forms in the local context? In addition, we wanted to know if the academy can be an
articulating and supporting agent in the generation and execution of public policies to
promote the development of rural communities.

2. Theoretical Framework

The research was based theoretically and methodologically on the PES approach and
its link with the exercise of governance at the territorial level, around family farming and
poverty. Organizational forms under the PES approach arise as a response to the situation
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of inequality existing between the central countries and those of the periphery—and even
the manifest inequality within these countries, which is the main cause of poverty in these
contexts. Rural territories are the most vulnerable and have suffered the greatest impact
over the years.

The term “poverty”, to which the research adhered, is the concept developed by the
United Nations Development Program (UNDP). This concept states that human develop-
ment is a process through which the opportunities of individuals are expanded, the most
important of which are a long and healthy life, access to education and the enjoyment of
a decent standard of living [6]. It clearly expresses the importance of access not only to a
basic basket that ensures survival but also to the enjoyment of services that offer higher
levels of gratification, a concept expanded in the 2014 and subsequent reports. There is a
growing consensus on the multidimensional nature of this concept; it is recognized that
everyone needs to decide freely and be informed about their life choices and have equal
opportunities [7].

There is no doubt that the change of this situation and its passage to a higher stage
was linked inextricably to the development of human capacities, placing them at the center
of this development.

Poverty is deeply expressed in rural contexts. In these spaces, the form of family
farming prevails, understood as agricultural, livestock, forestry, fishing and aquaculture
production, with limited access to land and capital resources, as well as a preponderant
use of family labor force, an economic activity that eventually becomes the main source of
income complemented by other activities [8].

According to the studies conducted by [9], in the search for a consensus on the
characterization of the term, it was proposed that, in essence, it is agriculture in which the
rural and fishing family participates for the extraction of natural products. The essential
purpose is self-consumption, which does not prevent them from carrying out exchange
activities or the use of simple manual instruments and technologies, as well as developing
a strong sense of belonging to the community.

All the theoretical discussion on the subject points to the fact that the relationship
between family labor and productive activity stands out [10]. As an economic category, it
is strongly tied to the diversity of the context and to the performance of factors such as the
geographical situation that defines the distance to markets, economic and historical-cultural
processes and the link with the territory [11]. Moreover, because the family grouping is a
multidimensional construction with a relative situation of autonomy or dependence with
respect to the different markets [12], it is summarized in family farming, associated with
peasant agriculture, smallholder agriculture or subsistence agriculture, assuming these are
interchangeable terms of equal meaning [13].

It follows that the main elements that make up this type of structure are the ownership
of small extensions of land in which direct family labor predominates. The results are essen-
tially destined to subsistence, subject to factors that act unfavorably in their development,
such as difficulties in accessing sources of financing, technology and markets.

The study of this problem in Ecuador shows that there is a marked inequality within
the sector between large and small producers, on whom the international economic order
imposed by the capitalist system implied a deep dependence on primary production.
This translates into food insecurity and the degradation of natural resources subjected to
intensive exploitation [14]. This is further aggravated by the fact that the national economy
does not recognize agriculture as a pivot and the inexistence of productive linkages [15-19].

In the country, peasant agriculture is characterized by an average farm size of 1.8 hectares [17].
There is great inequality in the structure of these family groupings; their characteristics are
shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. Characteristics of the organizational forms in the agricultural sector of Ecuador.

Organizational Form Land Ownership Water Use Chemical Usage
80% of th.e land is It uses 63% of  Indiscriminate use of
. concentrated in 15% of the .
Corporate agriculture the water for agrochemicals and

agricultural production irrigation energy for agroexport
units (UPAs) & 8y groexp

Its destination is

Represents 84.5% of the Uses 37% of essentially to satisfy
Family farming UPAs with a concentration of water for the needs of the
20% of the land irrigation family (41% of
production)

Source: Elaborated from [18-20].

Studies on the subject highlight at least three trends that explain this phenomenon:
(a) the relative failure of rural development policies (RDPs) aimed at boosting the family
economy, (b) the emergence of a process of revaluation of the rural environment in a context
of a global food crisis and (c) the consolidation of social movements that propose food
sovereignty and sustainability as the axis of policies toward the agricultural sector [8].

From the point of view shown in the rural contexts of the country, the alternative of
enterprises with a PES approach seems to be viable. The integration of efforts in a project of
this nature can generate synergies that facilitate social development and poverty alleviation.

The existence of this organizational form, as a productive economic activity, has been
present in the currents of thought since the 19th century [16]. On this, Reference [18]
sustained the idea that the integration between the terms “economy” and “solidarity”
comes to mean the mixture between the scientific contribution by the economy and values
and the ethics contributed by solidarity. The latter, becoming an alternative to poverty,
introduces the analysis based on the combination of traditional and modern competences
in the face of utility, scarcity, profit, competitive advantages and efficiency [18,19].

In addition, Reference [20] broadened the term “popular economy” to include human
development, linked it to the informal economy, defined that this does not imply disconnec-
tion from the capitalist market and emphasized the need to achieve integration between the
eco-economic, political and cultural aspects, as well as growth and development. Theories
define a line of thought that identifies three currents: the first seeks reinsertion through
work acting at the microeconomic level, the second refers to the creation of an organic
sector (subsystem) of PES, and the third current thinks and acts at the systemic level and
seeks to build another economy [21].

As can be seen, Reference [20] analysis focused on the need to incorporate coopera-
tivism and solidarity into the term “economy”, privileging values over capital, which have
to be concretized in the integration of traditional resources and capabilities; meanwhile,
ref. [22] pointed out that this form coexists with the capitalist mode of production.

On the other hand, Reference [22] summarized the approaches of several authors
to the term, indicating that the solidarity economy emerges as an alternative mode of
production and distribution to capitalism, created and recreated over the years by those
who cannot be exempted from the labor market. It also indicated that, rather than alterna-
tives, they would be differentiated parts but in essence subordinate to the existing mode of
production oriented toward use value and not exchange value. In addition, Reference [23]
presented a different way of thinking, categorizing it as a utopian perspective of impossible
construction and recognizing the need for the conformity of mixed economy scenarios with
differentiated logics.

From a theoretical perspective, the existence of this economic form is justified; how-
ever, from a practical perspective, the prevalence of values linked to cooperation and
solidarity over the accumulation of capital confronts the dilemma of individual versus
collective interest. Individual interest has maintained an important weight since the last
decades of the 18th century and has formed an indissoluble part of the human personality,
supported by a culture of competition. Therefore, the change from a competitive culture
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to a collaborative culture takes time, even when it comes to developing these forms of
economic activity in rural areas, where, in some way, ancestral traditions are still present in
which mutual aid is practiced as a custom.

The term is used in different meanings—solidarity economy, community economy,
popular economy, popular and solidarity economy, social economy, social and solidarity
economy and labor economy, among others—which shows that these approaches and
points of view have not yet been systematized to form a finished body of concepts and
categories. The concept of EPS was used in this research because it is the one legally used
in Ecuador.

The emphasis on this type of economy joins the criteria on local development as an
alternative [24-26] based on structural changes, taking advantage of endogenous resources.
Reference [25] contributed to the discussion aspects such as the basic value of the economy
in a regime of Good Living, which is linked to the solidarity proposed as an alternative
under construction to the dominant capitalist development paradigm.

In view of this controversy, from the authors” perspective, the PES coexists in the
context of the capitalist production model as a different form of business organization. In
this sense, it is therefore aligned with the second current put forward by Coraggio, who
argued that it is possible to develop a subsystem that integrates harmoniously with the
subsystems that make up private property and public property [16]. From a theoretical
point of view, their existence is compatible, but in practice, the confrontation between these
two approaches leads to their success on a small scale. Small associations are limited in
their access to the market, financing, highly specialized employment and technology, and
yet, especially in the agricultural sphere, associativity is achieved as a means to confront
the barriers faced by these family groups in their efforts to alleviate poverty [15]. In order
to achieve this systemic approach at the local level, the formulation and implementation of
policies from the government at this level, which promote coordinated action between the
decision makers of the territory and actors willing to intervene in favor of improving the
quality of life of the people living in these environments, are lacking.

From this point of view, the idea of coexistence of this economic form, whose nature
is based on the prevalence of labor over capital, requires at least an approximation to the
second theory put forward by Coraggio, i.e., a systemic approach to isolated initiatives.
Two elements are essential: The first one is policies in favor of real ruptures of conventional
systems around production, marketing and redistribution of wealth, which really support
the strengthening of associativity. The other, beyond the “what”, as economic and social
representation expressed in these policies, is the “how”. It is associated with the term
“gorbenanza”, and its meaning is attached to the decision making that involves the people,
promoting the viability of this alternative, whose base is not in the accumulation of capital
aligned with the conception of the business but in the accumulation of the satisfaction of
the needs of its members. It is difficult to superimpose the collective interest over the indi-
vidual interest when the success factor has been accompanied by individual competencies
and interests.

Thus, from this perspective, governance and governability confront each other in
terms of policy formulation and implementation. The evolutionary analysis of the first term
shows that, at first, it was understood as the public sector’s response to the gap between
social demands and their solution. Later, it was understood as the consolidation of democ-
racy, and then, there was an overlapping of terms between governance and governability,
until it was summarized in the understanding of the formulation and execution of public
policies based on multilevel and network analysis [27].

There is a relationship of dependence between governance and governability; thus,
the interaction between actors strengthens the capacity of the socio-political system to
consolidate itself and provides it with the foundations for the transformation of citizens’
needs into more effective policies with a greater scope and impact. There is a relationship
of coordination between the two, for which it is necessary to encourage the participation
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of the actors in the decision-making process that promotes a closer relationship between
government and society [28].

Governance is understood as the dynamic balance between demands and the capacity
of the political system to resolve them, based on the factors of legitimacy, effectiveness and
stability [29], which points to levels of analysis of political culture, institutions and public
policies and fields of government action in the economic, political and social spheres. In this
sense, the degree of governance is determined by government action in public affairs, there
being a marked difference between the capacity to govern and government actions [30].
From the above, it is inferred that effectiveness is measured in concrete results derived
from government actions. The weight of governance in democracy is more significant in
form and content [31].

Reference [32], after an exhaustive review of the term, concluded that “governance is
a category for the specific analysis of the governmental function, in which both the study of
the agencies that determine access to power and the agents that make up the government
must be considered”. He emphasized the importance of including in any analysis of
governance the transformation of decisions into actions and vice versa, i.e., the influence of
these in the new formulation of policies, thus understanding that governance becomes a
two-way process, and its stability is determined by the consolidation of this interaction.

In this process, governance refers to the implementation of public policies with empha-
sis on sectoral aspects such as health, education and poverty [33]. “It involves government
action, but is not reduced to it alone, but also includes the action of economic and so-
cial actors” [34]. This analysis highlighted the need to promote the integration of actors
with a systemic approach, leading the government to prioritize coordination between
the public, private and social sectors over the subordination of the public, private and
social sectors [34].

It is, therefore, a new form of government, in which the state is part of a network of
actors that adhere to the government in a transversal manner, promoting decentralization
and autonomy, so that the state becomes a hierarchical entity that coordinates the process
of policy formulation, implementation and control [35].

In recent times, this term has gained greater relevance for the territorial context,
particularizing at this level the performance of interests and actors in the formulation
and implementation of policies at the local level, even to the point of discussing the
expressions “territorial governance” and “local governance”, processes that have gained
greater popularity in Latin America [36].

The territory is the scenario where branch and territorial policies must be articulated
in order to dynamize local development, focusing on how to enhance the endogenous
potential of production factors on a sustainable basis. This is only possible when there
is coordination among actors and citizen participation is allowed in this process, under
the principle that territorial interests must be in correspondence with branch and national
interests.

3. Ecuadorian Context Regarding Policy Definition

At the national level, since 2008, Ecuador has been formulating policies that favor
good living, whose philosophy integrates harmony with nature, ancestral and current
knowledge and the reinforcement of values that reach, of course, the agricultural sector,
clearly expressed in the Constitution of the Republic. The constitutional basis in this sense,
from this moment on, aims to promote the change from an economy based on growth
as a capitalist model of development to an economy based on principles of reciprocity,
correspondence and complementarity.

Based on this strategic decision, the laws that favor the existence of companies with a
PES approach are listed, the main one being the Law of Popular and Solidarity Economy in
which labor prevails over capital [37], promoting the existence of what has been called the
third sector of the economy.
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To support compliance with the legal framework established by the country, an
institutional system is structured, whose governing body dictates the policies related to the
sector, as well as the agencies responsible for the regulation, control and promotion of these
practices at the national level, based on the conceptualization of these organizational forms.
In this way, the solidarity economy is proposed as a viable alternative to the structural crisis
of overproduction and consumerism, seen as an economic subsystem under construction
that coexists with the public and private economies to form a single social and solidarity-
based economic model [38]. It also creates opportunities for employment, livelihoods and
income generation where enterprises are understood as social goals, are people-centered
and contribute to equity and social justice [36].

On this basis, the essential orientations of economic policies are defined, whose
purpose is directly aligned with the control of market abuses, as well as the redistributive
policy, both with the purpose of achieving greater social efficiency in the use of public
resources, with a marked emphasis on two cross-cutting axes, the recognition of the
heterogeneity of the sector and the anchoring of these policies in the territorial context [39].

In this context, several programs and projects have been generated to strengthen the
activity of PES associations in Ecuador and, in general, of producers and/or associations
located in areas of poverty. Among these are: the Program to Support the Social, Soli-
darity and Sustainable Economic System of the National Plan for Good Living—Ecuador
(PASES II) with support from the European Union; articulation of solidarity economic
circuits to strengthen the actors of the EPS (ACES) for the promotion of short marketing
channels; in the area of interest for the subject of this article, the Territorial Rural Develop-
ment Program (PRODER) with support from Belgian funds aimed at poverty alleviation
strategies in selected areas; and more recently, the Strengthening of Rural Actors in the
Popular and Solidarity Economy (FAREPS) project to strengthen rural actors in the popular
and solidarity economy.

Based on the aspects detailed above, it is possible to affirm that the country has a
robust institutional legal framework at the highest level, possibly the most consistent in
the South American region. This explicitly states the intention to work toward embracing
sustainability as a development alternative, strongly promoted since 2008 with the approval
of the new constitution, which, unlike that of 1998, clearly reaffirms this purpose. However,
practice has lagged behind these intentions; dependence, in most cases, on external funds,
the clash of interests in the territorial context and the prevalence of traditional forms of
production, marketing and distribution have weakened the strength of the institutional
framework and cast doubt on its effectiveness. Therefore, it is necessary to implement
forms that expand their level of effectiveness by acting on the cognition and skills of the
members of a community and foster the development of the necessary capacities so that
they can align themselves with the purposes of a solidarity economy, in correspondence
with the cooperative principles and their axiological framework [40].

In summary, although there is a political will in the country that favors associativity
as a concrete expression of governance through the formulation of policies, this does not
translate into notable results for small farmers. The analysis described below shows that
governance, in terms of participation and integration of actors in the implementation of
these policies at the rural territorial level, has been limited in scope. This situation means
that the levels of effectiveness and efficiency of these policies have not achieved their
objective because the members of these organizations are still in a situation of inequality in
the availability of resources and alternatives to strengthen their development and inequity
in relation to the distribution of resources and alternatives to strengthen their development.

4. Materials and Methods

There are a total of 12,087 associations in the country, 49.7% of which are productive
associations [41]. A total of 8 agricultural production associations in the El Valle area were
selected for the study, of which 5 are subscribed to the requirements of the National Secre-
tariat of Planning and Development (SENPLADES) and the rest are productive associations
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subscribed to the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock (MAG), the first link to move to
the entrepreneurial form under the conditions of the National Secretariat of Planning and
Development (SENPLADES).

The study was conducted in the parish of El Valle (2°56'16"” S 78°58'00” O) shown in
Figure 1, located in the southeast of the city of Cuenca, with an area of 4305.01 hectares
and a population of 24,314 inhabitants—11,489 men and 12,825 women—with a poverty
level of 63.4% (INEC, 2010). Productively, the parish mainly grows corn, beans, alfalfa,
potatoes, peas and vegetables, complemented by activities such as raising chickens, guinea
pigs, pigs and dairy cattle [42].

Figure 1. Map of rural parishes of Cuenca, Ecuador. Adapted from Plan de Desarrollo y Orde-
namiento Territorial parroquia El Valle.

The type of research applied was mixed, mostly qualitative [43]. It works with
quantitative information to show information on productive associations through indicators
and statistical analyses that show the current socioeconomic reality of the performance of
these organizations and their members, but it is essentially based on human nature from
the perspective of man/woman in interaction with the environment.

The methodology used was action research. This methodology involves the search
for solutions to specific community problems, focusing on processes that guide decision
making for the formulation of projects and reformulation of structural processes, with
the participation of those involved, and quantitative and qualitative data are collected,
integrating inductive and deductive approaches [43].

Given the choice of this methodology, it was understood that the emphasis of the
study was on the qualitative approach, and thus the techniques detailed below were used
for the following purpose:

Focus groups with the participation of the members of each organization and with
selected actors involved in decision making in the territory to discover from their experi-
ences the answer to the research questions linked to the organizational problems present in
the associations that impede development and growth despite the existence of policies and
whether governance in favor of compliance with national policies favors the development
of these forms in the local context.

The results presented served as the basis for structuring the survey which, in addition
to delving into the aforementioned aspects through questions that allowed the quantitative
approach to be applied and data processing using SPSS software, served to show evidence
as to whether the socioeconomic situation of agricultural productive associations has
changed substantially in the last 10 years through a descriptive scope and statistical
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analysis of clusters to determine homogeneous groups and their characterization in the
face of the reality of poverty.

The research also recognized [31] sense in a constructive and communitarian per-
spective of empowerment oriented to the use of power for human development, which
is based on three assumptions: power is expandable; shared power and the assurance of
the subject’s psychological and social super-life and permanence; and where endogenous
contributions contribute to the deployment of personal empowerment. It is based on the
technical-scientific, derivational and emancipatory perspectives developed by [44].

The use of this methodology allowed the researchers to assume the role of agents
of change, together with the people who participated in the research. The use of the
various techniques selected led to the reflection of the main problems that demonstrate the
ineffectiveness of the execution of policies in this context, as a way to identify and plan
their solution, starting with the modification of behaviors, the search for more efficient
alternatives for the management of these organizational forms and the generation of
projects based on their strengths and weaknesses, in order to direct in a more efficient
way the resources they have in the locality and to transform their reality in the order
of the administration of the organizations and their repercussions in the economic and
social scope.

The techniques used were:

e Interview with a member of the board of directors of the Decentralized Autonomous
Government of the parish and in the technical area of MAG that attends the produc-
tive projects.

e  Observation at a local fair. Every Saturday a fair is organized in the parish, where
members of the associations have the opportunity to sell their products. The guide
used to apply this technique consisted of evaluating: presentation and variety of the
products exhibited; sales prices; and behavior of the vendors. From the exchange with
them, information was gathered on the effectiveness of this form of commercialization
for the associations, their levels of organization and the extent to which it contributes
to the purposes of the association.

e  Survey of 91 members of the 8 associations (74.5%) out of a total of 122; the census
was used, and the questionnaire included 13 structured, semi-structured and open
questions; a Cronbach’s alpha test was carried out with the SPSS program, providing
a result of 0.7994.

e Before applying the survey questionnaire, exchange and discussion sessions were
held with the members of each of the associations through focus groups. Discussion
was encouraged by formulating the following questions: What are the main problems
observed in the organization and how could we solve them? To what extent do
the actors who make decisions in the territory, with emphasis on the parish GAD,
contribute to the improvement and growth of their organizations? Emphasizing the
selected methodology, the participation of all members was encouraged, creating
spaces for discussion that promoted the opportunity to clarify their opinion or that
of their peers in an informal environment that encouraged dialogue, respecting their
language and forms of expression.

e The objective of the survey was to deepen the aspects that the members of the as-
sociations had previously expressed as problems, in the spaces mentioned above,
and to collect socioeconomic information, variables that allowed the approach to
the measurement of the effectiveness and efficiency of the application of policies in
this context.

e  The technique was applied in a personalized way with each of the members of the orga-
nizations so that the meaning of the formulation of each question could be understood,
adding in each case the comments to their answers.

e  Focus group with selected stakeholders from the parish (8 participants): a member of
the Decentralized Administration Government (GAD) in charge of the projects; a MAG
technician; a specialist from the Financial Cooperative; and five project researchers.
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The criterion followed was to integrate the points of view of government management,
productive activity, the financial cooperative and the researchers.

e  During the course of the research, it was considered necessary to add the use of this
technique to triangulate the information referred to the prioritization of problems
and to identify gaps between what was stated by the community members and the
decision makers with respect to the programs and projects that support the execution
of policies.

e  The variables studied to measure the effectiveness of the policies applied to these
contexts were: socioeconomic situation of the members of the association, productions
resulting from their economic-productive activity, forms of commercialization and
factors related to the perception and attitudes of the members of the organizations
toward associativity. The information was processed with SPSS.

5. Results

The results section begins with a socioeconomic description of the members of the
associations. Secondly, the main problems associated with the management of these orga-
nizational forms linked to the production and commercialization processes are presented.
Finally, the perception of these people with respect to the decisions taken by the territorial
GAD and other actors, who intervene in the territorial space in favor of the fulfillment
of state policies, is detailed. These elements serve as a basis for answering the questions
formulated in the research.

Next, the results are discussed with respect to research question number 1 understood
as: Does the current socioeconomic situation of the members of the productive associations
evidence inefficiency in the execution of policies at the local level?

Figure 2 shows the reality of the composition of the family nucleus and its perception
of change in the last 10 years and Figure 3 the educational level and occupation.
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Figure 2. Composition of the family nucleus. Authors” own elaboration based on primary data collection. (a) % families

with father and mother, (b) number of family members.
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Level of Education Occupation

Fahter Mother Subtotal  |Children
Household chores 1 58 59 1Y/ .
Agriculture 16 2 37 R ;
Construction 25 25 22
Miscellaneous trades 8 2 10 19] tseer Education E
Employee 4 3 7 19
Driver 5 5 3
Retired 4 4 Hieh Schod H
Professional 2 2 4 15
Mechanics 3 3 1
Ohter 2 ! 3 T 2020202 W=
Student 0 143
Merchant 0 ] 0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 0% o0 70% BO%
Not indicated 2 4 25 274 aFsher B Mother
Total 91 91 182 546

Figure 3. Educational level and occupation. Authors’ own elaboration based on primary data collection.

Fathers show a higher rate of occupations linked to the agricultural and construction
sectors, while mothers tend to be housewives and the ones who, in general, perform the
activities linked to agriculture; this results in that the majority of these associations are
represented by women. The ages of the associates (81.5%) range between 31 and 65 years;
only 2.2% of the children (cannot be children) are engaged in agriculture; the migration of
men is significant, finding that 25.3% of its members reside abroad.

On the other hand, the distribution of families (Figure 4) shows the role of the associate
within the family nucleus and their place of residence, showing that the heads of household
are the members of the association, suggesting that they are the ones who seek daily
sustenance and generate income for the household. In addition, as illustrated in Figure 5,
the level of economic income and its destination of expenditure also predict situations of
poverty.

In addition, Figure 6 shows the perception of poverty, the economic situation and the
current situation compared retrospectively.

Father Mother  |Children  |Not Indicated |Total
Father 10 4 1 54 Notindicated |
Moth 1 pE] 2 1 3 0
Head of Ch[')lder 5 . -
[1]
household |.r9|.1 5 0 1 .
Not indicated 2 2 -
g ® 2 .
Total 1 74 5 11 91 -'é E
Category Total % e N |
Head of household and member of the association 41| 45% 9 T m
Rest 50| 55%
Total 91| 100% 0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Figure 4. Distribution of families according to the number of associates residing abroad and relationship between the role
of the family member and the member of the association. Authors” own elaboration based on primary data collection.
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Figure 5. Revenues received, sources of income, expense structure. Note: Authors” own elaboration based on primary data
collection. It can be observed that the highest percentage is occupied by those who earn less than USD 48 and between
USD 49 and USD 84 per week, and more than half of them state (57.4) that their sources of income come from agriculture;
however, the highest level of expenditure is associated with food. The most frequently indicated source of income is
agricultural products (53%). The most frequently indicated income-generating items are vegetables and tubers (51%),
poultry and guinea pigs (15%) and milk and cheese (8%).
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Figure 6. Perception of poverty and retrospective comparison; those responsible for the economic situation. Authors” own
elaboration based on primary data collection. (a) Associated poverty perception; (b) stakeholders’ perception.
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The perception of poverty is mostly aligned with the lack of opportunities, not having
a job and economic problems. Political parties and the state are mainly responsible for the
current economic situation.

When comparing income, expenses and average monthly family balance by associ-
ation, economic differences were observed “Between” and “Intra” associations. The low
level of income corresponds to the classification they make according to their perception:
55.5% consider themselves a poor family, 40.0% middle class, and 4.4% consider themselves
very poor; that is, from the subjective perspective of poverty measurement, more than half
of the respondents define themselves as poor.

From here, however, the results are based on the second research question: What orga-
nizational problems do these associations have that impede their growth and development
despite the existence of policies?

Regarding the problems that the associations present at the organizational level and
that impede their growth and development, the analysis allows us to see the reality of
production and forms of commercialization.

Regarding these processes, the results of the interviews and the survey are shown.
The essential conclusions derived from the analysis are: (a) the production obtained is
essentially destined for consumption, (b) the surplus is taken to fairs and even bartered,
and (c) the contact for these markets is managed by the MAG, the GAD and some NGOs.
There are two opportunities to take products to fairs, the parish fair every Saturday and
in the city of Cuenca. A representative of each association per week can attend the first,
which causes inconveniences such as a lack of organization to manage the marketing of
products generated in the association as a whole and conflicts among its members.

Each Saturday two members of the organization are selected to take the products
to the fair; according to the criteria of the participants, there is no agreement to decide
in a coordinated way which products will be taken and in what quantities. Those who
are selected decide individually what to bring of their own harvest, which means that
sometimes they do not manage to sell all the products. There are no intermediaries, and
they use their own means, but since there is no collaboration in the decision, they incur
individual costs that could be reduced if there was an agreement.

In correspondence to the quantities produced, the order is as follows: lettuce, broccoli,
milk, guinea pig breeding, beans, beets, corn, potatoes, cabbage, tomatoes, onions, pig
breeding, cauliflower, eggs and carrots. Between a third and a quarter of the producers’
production is destined for consumption (67.2%). What is destined for sale (48.5%) is taken
to market (32.7%) at fairs, 14.9% to orders and 4.0% to other marketing points.

In addition, although they all have the Single Taxpayers Registry (RUC), they do not
keep accounting records that systematize the operations of these processes, and they do
not prepare production plans; they decide empirically what they are going to produce,
depending on the season, the availability of seeds and their own desires.

In the observation of the local fair, it was evident that the products offered by the
members essentially cover the needs of the inhabitants of the parish; all the organization of
the sale falls on the women. The offer is repetitive; only in one case, the sale of jams that
add value to these products was observed. Most of them think that they do not reach a
common agreement, either among the members of an association or among the associations,
to decide on greater diversification, quantities in favor of the demand or rationalization of
expenses for the transportation of the products. This is a reality that in some way is shown
in the relationship between expenses and income in Figure 7. In this regard, 70% of those
surveyed indicate that they have an income of up to USD 84 per month and an expense
of more than USD 489. This speaks of an unsustainable situation since their economy is
practically covering debt expenses. In addition, when looking for a relationship between
income and expenses, a p-value of 0.394 was discovered through the chi-squared correlation
statistic, which, being greater than the significance level of 0.05, shows that their expenses
are not related to their level of income.
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Figure 7. Relation of income and expenses by association.

The following are the results related to research question 3: Does the exercise of gover-
nance, in favor of the fulfillment of national policies in rural areas, favor the development
of these organizational forms in the local context?

Once the information had been processed and the root causes of the problem had been
identified and expanded, it was decided to conduct a focus group to prioritize them from
the perspective of the actors who have the greatest influence on these associations.

Eleven problems were listed, and a weighted vote was applied; each participant was
assigned 13 votes to distribute among them, under the criterion of giving the most votes to
the problem that has the greatest impact on the associations’ performance. The results are
shown below, ranking the problems in descending order of importance.

1.  Low levels of collaboration and teamwork;

2. Insufficient marketing channels;

3.  Failure to take advantage of the differentiating factor of organic agriculture in prod-

uct design;

Lack of accounting records;

Low production levels;

Social conflicts;

No production planning;

Lack of motivation on the part of the members of the associations;

Insufficient awareness of consumers from the perspective of responsible consumption;

10. Insufficient alliance between the associations to collaborate in productive and man-
agement activities;

11.  Low number of clients.

OO NG

The three main problems are: the low level of collaboration and teamwork; marketing
channels; and the use of the differentiating factor of organic agriculture in product management.
In addition to this, and in relation to the benefit that current policies have on the
development of these organizational forms in the local context, the interviews allowed ob-
serving factors linked to attitudes toward associativity, unmet needs and support received.
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In this regard, according to the families’ reports, the main needs to improve production
are water systems (16%), training (14%) and technical support (13%). Access to water
sources and irrigation systems is the main difficulty that these associations have in terms
of infrastructure due to the natural conditions of the territory.

However, the GAD decides on the approval of projects based on the magnitude and
priority of the requested demand. The approved projects refer mainly to requests for
infrastructure improvements and productive inputs. There is no participatory diagnosis
to identify and prioritize the significance of the problems, aiming at the long-term de-
velopment of the organization and therefore of the community. In all cases, the values
go to lost funds; there is no coordination between the institutions that offer projects, and
therefore, the launch of calls for proposals to meet their demands has not been integrated
or systematized.

As a consequence, the contributions received are not aligned with their needs, as
78% of the families indicated having received help in the form of projects (mainly inputs
and training), 86% stated that the effectiveness of these “aids” to improve their economic
situation was “Medium” to “Little”, 65% of the families indicated that they had not received
help from any state institution in the last year, and 52.8% of those that had received help
indicated that they had received little help to improve their economic situation; these data
coincide with the results of the interviews, and only 2.8% indicated that they had received
a lot of help.

On the other hand, the perception and attitudes toward associativity are summarized
as follows according to the experience perceived and agreed upon in the focus groups with
each of the eight communities that were part of the study and that were carried out in situ
to generate a space of trust and security in favor of communication.

Teamwork and the attitude toward cooperation, expressed in terms of companionship,
are weak. In view of this, there is a fear among the associates to legalize their enterprise,
especially because of the monitoring by the control institutions and the lack of knowledge
of the tools necessary for the management of the organizations. Not all associates actively
participate in the implementation of the activities proposed by the associations. Among
the reasons that justify this attitude are: (a) carelessness or lack of commitment; (b) other
jobs; (c) low production; (d) market access is limited for the commercialization of products
since it is practically managed by public entities; (e) lack of knowledge of their obligations
in tax, accounting and legal aspects and financial indicators; and (f) although they know
some agroecological management practices, these are not implemented due to carelessness
and lack of follow-up or motivation.

With respect to the expectations and problems of the associations, the application of
unsupervised classification techniques (clustering) suggests that the population can be
subdivided into four groups as shown in Figure 8.

Cluster %

Problem associated Cluster 1 Cluster 4

19%|No problem Yes(96.8%) |No(100%) [No(75%) |No(70.6%)
Lack of organization, unity and commitment |No (64.5%) |Yes(100%) |Mo(60%) |No(100%)
Sell better Yes(71%) |Mo(65.2%) (Si(95%)  |No(94.1%)
Working wiht partners No (34.8%) |No(73.9%) |Si(100%) |No(B82.4%)

Government support No(64.5) |No(87%) |Si{30%) |No(82.4%)
Cluster Quality

i |

Figure 8. Cluster analysis. Authors’ own elaboration based on primary data collection. Cluster analysis through a two-stage

algorithm with 17 entries.
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The first cluster covers 19% of the population and is characterized by families who state
that they do not have any problems as members and see the association as an opportunity to
sell better. The second cluster covers 25% of the population and is characterized by families
who consider the “Lack of organization, union and commitment” as a problem that affects
them individually and collectively. The third cluster covers 34% of the population and is
characterized by families who see the association as an opportunity to sell better, work with
partners and obtain government aid. The fourth cluster comprises 22% of the population
and is characterized by families who consider that associations do not have problems.

With respect to the perception of responsibilities and expectations about the economic
situation, this technique suggests that the population can be subdivided into two groups:
The first group covers 17% of the population. It is characterized by families that do
not expect to obtain either social security, citizen participation or training and, in turn,
do not consider that those responsible are either government agencies, the population,
the companies, or the richest. The second group covers 71% of the population and is
characterized by families that expect to obtain social security, citizen participation and
training and in turn consider national and local government agencies to be responsible.
This opens a discussion gap as to whether it is really public policies that cause poverty or
the management capacities of organizations.

6. Discussion

The reflection induced through the interaction between researchers and members of
the associations shows that the policies, programs and projects aimed at promoting the
development dynamics of small associated producers do not reach the desired levels in
terms of effectiveness and efficiency in the economic and social dimension.

Therefore, the expectations of poverty in the rural locality selected as a case study are
not exceeded, and this fact supports the hypothesis that government policy is to subsidize
projects that do not arise from the initiative and needs of the population but rather are
gifts granted to comply with budgetary allocations. The level of income of the population
under study does not cover their basic needs, with the category “Payment of Debts” being
second in the expenditure structure. There are marked inadequacies in the management
of these associations, which translates into low levels of sales and income, and there is no
coordination among the actors who make decisions at the territorial level, generating a
low-level impact. This situation, although reflecting the reality of a particular context, is
not alien to the rest of the territories of similar nature in Ecuador.

Thus, the socioeconomic characterization of the members of the associations coincides
with what was described in the introduction. In general, they are people of scarce resources
and low levels of education. More than half describe themselves as poor. There is a signifi-
cant presence of women as heads of household, whose rate exceeds the national average of
23.9%, and with occupations in agricultural activities, although most are housewives. Men
combine farming with other activities, specifically construction, and the income they earn
shows that agriculture is not an objectively attractive activity under these conditions.

In addition to the above, there is emigration, an issue that is in line with the situation
of the country described in [11], since the lack of economic opportunities in rural areas
favors this phenomenon in thousands of people, especially young people, contributing to
the feminization and aging of agriculture. The percentage of young people integrated into
the agricultural activity is low and, for some reasons, may even be linked to the few existing
opportunities for them to assume leadership, which limits the possibilities of change in the
territories related to technology and demand [45].

The situation analyzed above is similar to what has been present in the region for
years as stated by [46]; agriculture is a complement, and those who work under the
family farming modality obtain income from their crops, adding the sale of their labor
force. Almost half of the income received by rural families in the region comes from
non-agricultural activities.
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Evidence was analyzed showing the real possibility of small agricultural productive
associations being successful in their economic activity, developing alternatives to escape
poverty and thus justifying that investment efforts be directed to the sector [47]. However,
even when small producers have the possibility of being successful, some seek better
incomes by carrying out other activities, and thus it is necessary to make these businesses
profitable, to prepare them, since only in this way will they be able to develop capacities
to face the challenges related to the current limitations [48]. This is not possible without
the intervention of policies that act in favor of changing this reality, take into account their
heterogeneity and promote associativity [49].

The discussion on poverty favored lack of opportunities, economic problems and lack
of employment. These three elements can be somewhat mitigated by encouraging the
creation of PES-oriented associative forms. Strengthening them from an organizational
perspective, which encourages the real participation of their members in the exercise of
governance, could contribute to the empowerment of their members to self-manage their
own development. This is supported by the principle of the prevalence of labor over capital
and, therefore, the accumulation of satisfaction of needs in an environmentally coherent
setting, contributing to the effectiveness of policies. This is all the more important if one
considers that associativity is a mechanism for improving the efficiency of these policies
by reducing the transaction costs faced by smaller producers individually. However,
associative processes themselves involve transaction costs and are unsustainable if their
benefits do not exceed their costs [50]. In this case, the benefits that could be generated by
these economic forms are limited.

The information survey revealed low levels of organization and management on the
farms, including insufficient cooperation among members and failure to take advantage
of their potential to generate social capital through interaction processes that influence
their development including between communities in the same sector. In addition, they do
not include a soil study to look for production alternatives, have the means of production
to work the land or have the capital to innovate certain processes, aspects in which the
university can make a very successful contribution.

It was recognized that, among the weaknesses present in the management process,
is the lack of production planning, which causes a deficit or excess of products at certain
times of the year. This situation is the result of planting being carried out empirically,
taking advantage of natural bounties, which results in repetitive offers that do not meet
market expectations.

The marketing channels are essentially linked to the markets and fairs that have been
instituted as part of the policies promoted by the country to support these associations.
Although this is a step that has boosted the sector’s sales, it is still within a conventional
market proposal, which is not very efficient. There is concurrence of many farmers with
similar products, causing a perfect competition that leaves little margin of possibilities.

This situation is present in other countries in the region, a situation that was high-
lighted in the work by [51] in relation to the potential of short circuits and product differen-
tiation through the management of agroecology as an alternative for family farmers to be
properly inserted into the market. However, for this, it is necessary for these producers to
manage the necessary techniques and have access to information and the market.

An important point of discussion was related to the existing distrust in relation to
associativity, which weakens the confrontation with the competition of an undifferentiated
market. This means that agroecological products do not find a way to position themselves,
as there are no market segments aligned with responsible consumption or policies that
cause real ruptures in traditional trade, only small actions that feed the discourse rather
than a real change in current practice.

The form of marketing on demand is discarded. This way of marketing products can
be organized as it benefits the management of direct channels based on the differentia-
tion factor provided by agroecological production. Direct channels stimulate responsible
consumption and take advantage of interaction without intermediation. They contribute
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directly to cost reduction, emphasizing that if the benefits do not exceed the costs, associa-
tivity is unsustainable. This leads to the need to promote policies that stimulate the increase
of production and yields, applying new methods to reverse this situation—this situation
is shown by the study of causal diagrams in coffee cultivation, with an agro-systemic
approach, presented by [52]—as well as expanding and diversifying market segments,
identifying those for whom the offer is attractive due to the benefits it offers in terms of
healthy nutrition and who are willing to pay a fair price.

At the same time, it is feasible to combine family farming practices with the use of
new technologies that improve the productive offerings and contribute to the maintenance
of organic agriculture as an essence to maintain the benefits of healthy consumption and
market positioning [53].

The market factor, closing the productive cycle, is vital for associativity to be sustain-
able and to take advantage of opportunities. For this, greater integration is also necessary,
as [54] showed the relationship between the structural dimension of social capital and the
intention of associativity. If efforts are dispersed within and between associations, the
risk is very high. The situation of the organizations studied shows high rates of a lack
of coordination and clash of interests, which transfers repetitive product offerings. It is
necessary to promote alliances among them, supported by networks that bring about an
approach to the systemic approach proposed by [10]. These alliances could lead to the
achievement of higher levels of production and yields and more diversification of products
that are articulated to market expectations; however, the family farming form of production
continues to be favored, since it facilitates the use of agroecological practices.

This problem is accentuated by the absence of specific policies for the territorial level
and the lack of articulation of national and sectoral policies at the local level, as opposed
to the proposal of the discourse of the competent governing bodies. As a consequence,
the projects assigned to the associations are atomized and do not respond to the identifica-
tion and prioritization of their productive and/or organizational needs in terms of their
development. In essence, these projects become very short term one-time aid distributed
equally among the partners, which does not generate responsibility toward sustainability
and, according to their criteria, has a medium or no impact on the socioeconomic improve-
ment of the families. In general, non-reimbursable funds are used, which worsens their
paternalistic character and influences the scarce self-determination and proactivity of the
associations’ members, aggravated by the fact that the aid is not coordinated and, therefore,
does not respond to an integrating objective, which would multiply its effect.

Thus, the inefficiency of governance action in this context is evident, even though
governance is what determines the government’s ability to transform needs into policies
and thus to establish patterns of interaction between strategic actors that are not biased
toward interest groups (more equitable) and that allow the formulation and implementation
of policies in the shortest possible time and effort (more efficient) [27].

It could be thought that decentralization is a tool to activate social participation in the
design and implementation of public policies that limit government intervention, which,
in general, should work. However, its mode of action must be integrated into the scope of
a regional development policy, since the desired results are not achieved [55]. This issue
is still valid today and is aggravated by the existing fragmentation within the country;
the increase of ideas favors the exercise of governance, but efficiency and effectiveness in
decision making cannot be achieved if there is no coordination and collaboration among
actors [55].

In the analysis of this problem, [56] proposed an involution in relation to the devel-
opment of associativity in the country, referring in particular to the implementation of
projects that derive from policy action. They described the example of FARPSE, whose
origin is recent (2018); this program limits its scope to a few provinces and also depends
on external funding from the Agricultural Development Fund (FIFA). This evidences the
existence of limitations in the implementation of national policies, given their dependence
on international institutions that are alien to the concrete situation that exists in the country.
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The authors emphasized that this situation is not new; it was already present with the
Poverty Reduction and Local Rural Development Project (PROLOCAL), financed by the
World Bank, in addition to the high volatility of funds between national sub-programs.

Despite the above, many of the families surveyed see the association as an opportunity
to sell better, work with partners and obtain government aid. In other words, for them, the
association constitutes a hopeful alternative to improve their situation. Certainly, there are
policy programs and projects whose scope is intended to have an impact on the dynamics
of rural areas, and there is also a legal framework in place to implement them, along with
mechanisms to regulate and control their operation. Ecuador, for example, as a member of
the Andean Community of Nations (CAN), adheres to the Andean System of Agricultural
Price Bands; the minimum support price is a base price that is implemented if farm-gate
prices fall significantly. In both cases, these are selected products, delivery of subsidized
inputs and organizational strengthening projects for the associations. These products
are traditionally exported to other destinations. In view of this, Reference [57] indicated
that these policies do not reach small producers despite the fact that the vast majority of
subsistence family UPAs have scarce productive resources such as land, water, technology
and capital [58]. The ministry itself recognizes this situation when it states that the absence
of differentiated policies by territories ignores their heterogeneity, causing them to be
exclusive, which leads to a waste of the endogenous resources of the localities [59].

The inefficiency of the impact of policies at the territorial level becomes more evident
when the actors with the intention of complying with the policies established by the gov-
ernment but uncoordinated promote actions; these actions are carried out in a haphazard
manner under the category of “Aid”. Most of these aids take the form of training, which
shows the lack of integration of the actors’ actions in the territory; they are atomized and
repetitive, causing discontent and demotivation among the members of the associations.

The lack of integration in favor of policy compliance seems to be a problem that
encompasses the region; an example of this is the study carried out by [54] in relation to
the implementation of the program at the municipal level of the Mexican Special Program
for Food Security (PESA). In the analysis of the effects on the rural environment, they
emphasized the importance of adopting policies integrated into the territory that overcome
sectoral barriers in effective proposals for governance at the territorial level.

Therefore, policies should be aimed at strengthening governance at the territorial scale;
the possible courses of action (short-term) discussed with the participation of the actors in
the specific case study are based on the design and formulation of projects in two areas.

Each association based on the diagnosis made could formulate, with the help of the
researchers, at least one project, and then, based on certain criteria with emphasis on scope
and feasibility, the local government budget would be distributed.

Alliances could be developed between the associations, based on the design of an
Integrated Commercialization Project, which would respond to the needs of selected
market segments, such as universities, health institutions or others, generating a direct
commercialization channel. This proposed solution would contribute to the sustainability
of the productions of these associations, the increase of efficiency in the use of resources
and the consolidation of values based on solidarity and collaboration.

In the long term, there is a need to concretize the interaction between the different
levels of management and, therefore, of the actors who make decisions in this context.
This implies the need to reformulate their forms of action in favor of the participation
of the members of these associations in the solution of the diagnosed problems and the
reformulation of policies at the local level that are articulated with their real demands.

In this regard, it is suggested to organize an ad hoc group, with the participation of
private, public, associative, productive and financial institutions and academia, to function
as an advisory body for decision making by the parish government. Among the functions of
this group could be the formulation of policies that are concretized in long-term strategies,
thus avoiding the weight of influence in decision making motivated by the interests of
political power in the territories.
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7. Conclusions

The inadequacies with respect to the effectiveness and efficiency of policy implementa-
tion at the territorial level are evidenced in the maintenance of poverty levels in the locality,
the inconsistencies present in the management of associations and the lack of coordination
of actors at this level, which hinders governance and prevents approaching the operation
of a subsystem that achieves synergies with the national system.

As a regularity, it is evident that the situation has not changed substantially in recent
years; policies in favor of the development of associativity, particularly in rural areas, have
been weak and inefficient; they are oriented toward strategic and structural changes but do
not yet cause important ruptures in the paradigm of the capitalist system. The conditions
of structural heterogeneity remain, which has an impact on distribution systems; there is a
high level of deconcentrating of small producers who do not achieve levels of economic
growth that would allow them to improve the living conditions of their families. As a
result, family farming is limited in terms of access to technologies, capital and markets;
efforts to incorporate new alternatives to the traditional market are scarce and have little
impact, and in general, there is perfect competition, all of which leads to migration and the
dependence of these families on alternative sources of income.

With respect to the functioning of the organizations, it is evident that agriculture
does not generate enough income to cover expenses. Production planning is not practiced,
which hinders the possibility of systematizing production and guaranteeing a constant
minimum volume of supply to take advantage of market opportunities. Innovative mar-
keting channels are not strengthened in favor of the practice of short circuits and fair trade
and/or actions aimed at influencing the population to develop an awareness of responsible
consumption, which would make it possible to consider the differentiation factor in favor
of agroecological products that would contribute to their positioning in the market.

In addition, the most significant problem reported by the members of the associations
was the “Lack of organization, union and commitment”. It is presumed that this may be
related to the fact that in most of the families (55%), the member of the association is not
the head of household. This may detract from the priority of fulfilling the commitments
acquired within the associations. The economic differences “Intra” and “Between” the
associations imply differences in the capacities to assume and fulfill their agreements. An
important part of the families” expectations regarding the associations refers to particular
benefits, beyond the collective efforts. This indicates that the necessary changes in relation
to collaboration for the implementation of an integrated effort toward the fulfillment of a
common objective are not yet part of the beliefs and values that sustain the culture of these
communities. Therefore, they are not yet approaching a PES associative solution with a
systemic approach, thus missing the potential to leverage social capital.

In summary, the research findings show that the policies dictated by the government,
the broad constitutional-legal framework and the specialized mechanisms created for this
purpose are insufficient to contribute to the strengthening of associative entrepreneurship
initiatives in rural areas as an alternative to poverty at the local level.

In this sense, the exercise of governance is weak, and efforts at the territorial level
are dispersed; given the insufficient integration among actors and the absence of a clear
direction, the particularities of the local context are not addressed. There are no strategic
interactions among decision makers at this level, and there is a lack of coordination and
collaboration, which prevents policies from being fully adapted to the needs of citizens.

Therefore, people whose livelihoods depend mainly on agriculture and who are
organized in family farming organizational forms live in poverty. Grouping together, they
try to develop alternatives under the associative form, but the gaps in their management,
their levels of dependency and the existing market failures prevent them from achieving
the desired results. Given these circumstances, they are far from the possibility of achieving
at least a subsystem that functions coherently within the dynamics and integration of
the various forms that make up the economic system at the national level, which would
contribute to increasing the effectiveness of policies.
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In summary, the role of the State is fundamental to foster the growth and development
of these associations, and a reformulation of public policies is needed to promote the
generation of value through the incorporation of transformation processes into economic
activity. In addition, the emphasis of these actions should be aligned with governance in
favor of organizational strengthening so that the small producers that make up these asso-
ciations have the opportunity and sufficient motivation to find new ways to manage their
production and market it. Programs and projects should favor short-channel structures,
promoting alliances with institutions to facilitate secure markets, willing to pay a fair price
for the benefits of agroecological production and the creation of networks that contribute
to systemic competitiveness and territorial development.

As part of the actions derived from the study, once the stakeholders become aware
of the need to integrate decisions in favor of improving the quality of life of the local
inhabitants, it is suggested that an ad hoc group be formed, composed of representatives of
private companies, associative organizations, financial organizations, academia and the
community. Its main function is to act as an advisor for the formulation of policies and the
implementation of strategies that contribute to the development of the territory.
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