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Sustainable local food 2013

The cooperative ‘Dobrina’, established in 2011, used LEADER support to implement a
series of awareness raising and capacity building activities to attract more producers and
to promote quality locally produced fresh food for public schools.

The project supported short trainings addressing technology and production aspects
of organic farming for the members of the cooperative and regular meetings for
exchange. The project staff visited all local schools in the LAG and wider area to
identify possibilities for inclusion of locally produced food in school meals. Lectures for
school children and adults were organised to raise awareness about sustainable local
food supply and promotional leaflets were produced and distributed to farmers,
schools and other interested audiences.

Summary

The cooperative Dobrina was established in
2011 and brings together small traditional
farmers that produce organic fresh fruits,
vegetables, and processed food and
promotes fair trade. The cooperative used
LEADER support aiming to increase its
network or producers, get access to new
customers including public schools and also
raise consumers awareness about quality
locally produced food.

Lessons & Recommendations
The main lesson was to recognise the importance of keeping close and regular
contacts with customers. Face to face meetings with the school personnel responsible
for school meals proved to be critical for building a lasting partnership and
cooperation.

Urban schools proved to be more open for cooperation, while those in local area
needed more time.

Transparency and participatory approaches were crucial towards enabling constant
feedback from customers regarding the quality of supply, overcoming challenges
promptly and to maintaining high standards of operation.

Farmers recognised the benefit of gaining knowledge. For the next capacity building
activities it was decided to organise them on farms and combine theory with practice
and to allow for more direct exchange between the cooperative members.

EAFRD-funded projects

Results
The project contributed effectively to expansion of the cooperative network of local
producers of fresh fruit, vegetables and processed food from 16 to 26 members and
increased the presence of locally supplied food from organic and integrated farming
from 18 to 30 schools in the LAG area and wider.

Schools became more keen to offer locally produced fresh food, while farmers found
a new client to sell their produce.

Despite the fact the sold quantities are still relatively small, the project helped to
strengthen the cooperative and achieve steady growth. The cooperative has one full
time employee and combines different sources, such as public works scheme to
ensure sufficient human resources.
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Context

Slovenske gorice is a hilly area situated in the north east
Slovenia known for its vineyards. Besides wine production
around 1681 small traditional farms are directed in animal
breeding and fruit growing with potential to produce for
the market.

Up until 2011, there were no organic producers in the
Municipality of Sveti Jurij. Thanks to a former bottom up
project initiated by a research group ‘Urban furrows’ in
cooperation with Development agency of Slovenske
gorice, a farmers’ cooperative Dobrina was established.
The cooperative supports small family farms, promotes
organic farming and principles of sustainable local supply
and fair trade. The cooperative primarily focused on direct
supply of schools in Maribor with fresh fruits, vegetables,
and processed food. In time, the delivery to individual
customers in the area of Maribor and Lenart was
organised twice a week. Additionally, a small outlet was
opened in the Maribor old town area near the organic
food market.

Although important steps were made in a relatively short
period, it was critical for the cooperative to expand
business in order to sustain it. The cooperative leaders
realised that further awareness raising of existing and
potential customers in public sector is needed to
eventually overcome cooperation barriers, of which the
price seemed most critical one. Cooperative members
who had recently entered different quality production
schemes also expressed several needs related to specific
agricultural production knowledge and competence.

Objectives

The project focused on three areas of actions:

1) Expand its network of small scale local suppliers and
increase their product range and available quantities
for sale. The cooperative hoped to stimulate
producers to engage in alternative crop production
of vegetables that were short on the market and
increase the number of farms engaging in
supplementary food processing activities.

2) Increase the number of customers from the local
public sector, primarily local schools and
kindergartens in the LAG area and the neighbouring
city of Maribor.

3) Increase awareness of local consumers, in particular
public sector personnel responsible for school meals,
as well as children and parents, on the importance of
consuming quality locally produced food.

Activities

Around 20 local farmers underwent a series of short
trainings addressing technology and production aspects of
organic farming, which had been identified jointly with
cooperative members in the project design process: crop
rotation, organic vegetable production, fertilising and
composting, alternative and forgotten crops. Trainings
were organised at one location in Lenart that is the
administrative centre of the LAG area, and gave
opportunity for exchange between producers, experts,
cooperative members. Cooperative members regularly
met each month to discuss operational matters, the
project activities and its intermediate outcomes (e.g.
coordination regarding tastings, feedback received from
contacts with local schools, and other project relates
issues).

Another set of project activities focused on schools. The
project team personally visited all local schools in the LAG
area and even further to examine possibilities for
inclusion of locally produced food in school meals.
Through direct contact with the persons responsible for
food supplies at schools they explained the advantages of
short supply chains that enable the delivery of daily fresh
produce from the local cooperative, the benefits for the
health of children and the benefits for the local economy
were. In this way the price differences between local food
producers included in quality schemes and the
conventionally produced food provided by large scale
suppliers was better understood.

Awareness raising lectures for school children and adults
were organised in all seven schools to raise awareness
about sustainable local food supply. Participants could
also taste locally produced products offered by the
cooperative members.

Leaflets about the cooperative and its activities were
printed and disseminated to farmers, schools and other
interested audience.
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Overall results

The project made an important step towards sustaining
and developing the cooperative’s activities. The number
of cooperative members, small scale local producers of
organic or integrated fruits and vegetables and providers
of processed food, was raised from 16 to 26. The number
of public sector organisations who regularly order from
the cooperative was raised from 18 to 30.

The quantities ordered by the schools increased, meaning
that fresh local food was offered more often on school
tables. The school personnel became aware of the context
of small farms and became more open to order frequently
from the cooperative and happy to see that local food was
well accepted by the children.

The farmers recognised schools as an important client and
tried to adapt their production plans in terms of quantities
and range of products to cover demand to the extend
possible.

Joint planning, joint agreement on prices, transparency,
knowledge and information exchange and access to new
markets that they alone could never reach were
recognised by the farmers as main benefits of
cooperation. The cooperative increased its visibility and
was recognised as an important actor linking the farmers
with rural and urban centres. Mutual trust is growing.

Although sold quantities are still relatively small, the
project contributed to strengthen the operation of the
cooperative and achieve a steady growth. The cooperative
has one full time employee and combines different
sources, such as public works scheme to ensure sufficient
human resources. Still much voluntary work is done. In
the future the cooperative plans to invest in processing
equipment to better utilise the surpluses of fruits and
vegetables produced during summer when the schools
are closed and the offer at local markets in general is
plenty.

Main lessons & recommendations

The main lesson was to recognise the importance of
keeping close and regular contacts with customers. Face
to face meetings with the school personnel responsible
for provision of school meals proved to be critical for
building a lasting partnership and cooperation.

It was a kind of surprising that schools located in urban
area were more open for cooperation, while those in local
area needed more time. One of the reason may be linked
to less favourable social situation of the families in rural
areas and larger share of subsidies for school meals
provided by some local authorities in urban areas.

Another important aspect is to operate in a transparent
and participatory manner with all cooperative members,
to allow for a constant feedback from customers
regarding the quality of supply, to solve any challenges
promptly and to keep high standards of operation.

Farmers recognised the benefit of gaining relevant
knowledge. For the next capacity building activities it was
decided to organise them on farms and combine theory
with practice and to allow for more direct exchange
between the cooperative members.
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Additional sources of information

n/a

“It is important to address both sides: the customer requires 
the quality at a justified price and the importance of 

individual approach taken at schools proved decisive. The 
farmers on the other hand are willing to enter in the venture 
knowing that they will provide alive and quality food for their 

children and receive a just payment.”

Milojka Fekonja, President of the Cooperative Dobrina


