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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to identify the motivations to consume ecological foods in alternative
food networks (AFNs).
Design/methodology/approach – In total, 150 questionnaires were applied; the questionnaire was adapted
from Food Choice Questionnaire (Steptoe et al., 1995). Data were analyzed by means of multivariate statistics
with factor and cluster analysis. In order to identify statistical differences (po0.05), Kruskal–Wallis and
Mann–Whitney nonparametric tests were performed.
Findings – Ten factors or motivations were found: social ecological concern, nutritional content, sensory
aspects, certifications, naturalness, specialized consumption, trust in the seller, economic aspects, health and
availability. Four groups were obtained and called: citizen consumers, in-process citizen consumers, conscious
social consumers with no interest in certifications and conscious pragmatic consumers. It is concluded that
differentiated consumers visit these establishments and their motivations are diverse, albeit they concur, to a
varying extent, with the objectives of AFNs, finding a mixture of hedonic and ethical motivations.
Practical implications – This sort of works about specific places of consumption as well as specific
consumers, in this case ecological, contributes to the development of future social research on other contexts,
different consumers and products.
Originality/value – This sort of research has been carried out in various European cities, with a number of
foods and over various sales channels; however, at present there is a debate around AFNs and the veracity of
their goals. This way, the present work can contribute with an answer to whether the goals match the
motivations of consumers.
Keywords Motives, Consumers, Ecological, Food Choice Questionnaire
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
During the 1970s and the 1980s, Europe witnessed expressions of social protest such as
ecologist groups, fair trade, movements against globalization/global justice, among others,
as a response to changes in food propitiated by contradictions in the global food system, the
agricultural modernization by the so called Green Revolution and the exploiting
relationships of the global supply chains (Goodman et al., 2012; Calo et al., 2012;
Pérez Izquierdo et al., 2012; López García, 2011; Descals and Pérez, 2000).

As a consequence, various activist groups created new economic and social scenarios
for the production, commerce and consumption of foods whose alternative, ethical and
aesthetical qualities distinguish them from the conventionally-supplied foods, which
additionally articulate the production and consumption of foods at hand, this way
alternative food networks (AFNs) were born (Goodman et al., 2012; Lang, 2010).
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Currently, these alternatives are still supported, for they are deemed prone to consolidate
more sustainable food systems that favor the producer (Calo et al., 2012).

AFNs are spaces of quick integration into food economy, defined among other things by
selling quality products from fair trade, local and ecological. In these networks, it is verified
that both the production and consumption of foods are more closely related in a spatial,
economic and social manner (Calo et al., 2012; Goodman et al., 2012; Veen et al., 2012; Goodman
and Goodman, 2009). Among AFNs are find: local foods short supply chains; farmer markets;
community agriculture; box systems; fair trade, among others (Simoncini, 2015; Tregear, 2011).

In such spaces, short commercialization channels (SCC) are strengthened and revalued
(López García, 2011), the SCC represent a sort of connection between the city and the
surrounding countryside and as an alliance between consumers and farmers; they mainly
appear in metropolitan zones (Calo et al., 2012; López García, 2011). In recent years,
supermarkets have demonstrated an interest as a response to the growing consumer demand
(Maye and Kirwan, 2010).

The consumers of these sorts of products are increasingly critical and aware of the way
the foods they acquire are produced (Olsen and Bánáti, 2014; Calo et al., 2012); they demand
healthful food (Monteiro-Viana et al., 2014; Krom and Mol, 2010) natural, related to the
producer and the local (Zanoli et al., 2012; Krom and Mol, 2010). These consumers are unique
and distinguish themselves from the rest for they know how to identify what they want and
demand higher quality (Zampila et al., 2015).

In this sense, the interest in ecological products has turned into a growing and
irreversible tendency at a global scale (López García, 2011; Schwentesius Rinderman, 2010)
because they are attractive as they come from a sort of agriculture that keeps soils,
ecosystems and people healthy, based on ecological processes, biodiversity and cycles
adapted to local conditions and combines tradition, innovation and science in order to
benefit the shared environment and promote fair relationships and good quality of life for
everyone involved (IFOAM, 2017; European Commission, 2017).

Nowadays, ecological agriculture is practiced in 179 countries, albeit it only accounts for
0.99 percent of the total global agricultural surface. Europe ranks second in the consumption
of these products and it is the second continent that devotes the most surfaces to grow
ecological foods after Oceania, being Denmark distinguishable as the first consumer
(FiBL and IFOAM, 2017; Arriaga, 2014).

For its part, Spain is the main producer of ecological foods. It supplies 35 percent
of what is consumed in the European continent; however, only 25 percent of its production
is destined for domestic consumption, raking as the eighth European consumer;
it is considered an occasional and marginal consumer, but on the increase (Arriaga, 2014;
El sector ecológico en España, 2016; Fuentes and López de Coca, 2008). At internal
level, Andalusia is catalogued as the leader in production and surface devoted to this
activity, it comprises more than 50 percent of the total Spanish ecological surface and it is
the leader in the consumption of these products (Bertuglia and Roa, 2017; Junta de
Andalucía, 2016).

The increasing consumption of ecological foods has become a topic of interest for research
from various standpoints, in this regard De Maya et al. (2011) and Zander and Hamm (2010)
comment that there is an area of opportunity in ascertaining the perception and motives for
consumption. Thus, several works have identified that motivations are heterogeneous and they
divide into two tendencies. The first is the hedonic or egotistic consumption, which brings
pleasure and joy merely by the fact of purchasing the foods (Bakırtaş and Uslu, 2013; Alba and
Williams, 2013) and is boosted by the search for benefits for individual health, innocuousness,
quality, flavor, freshness, authenticity, naturalness and nutritional content (Lee and Yun, 2015;
Vega-Zamora et al., 2013; Van Loo et al., 2014; Zanoli et al., 2012; Krom and Mol, 2010; Zander
and Hamm, 2010).

BFJ



The second is the ethical or altruistic consumption, in which the consumer considers
the effect their purchase decision has on public well-being and the world around them
(Langen, 2012); an example of this is concern for animal welfare, environmental protection, rural
and local development and taking care for agriculture (Lee and Yun, 2015; Vega-Zamora et al.,
2013; Van Loo et al., 2014; Zanoli et al., 2012; Krom and Mol, 2010; Zander and Hamm, 2010).

Before the role of Spain as a country that produces ecological foods in Europe and being
Andalusia a leader in consumption, the present work has as an aim to identify the
motivations to consume these foods in AFNs.

2. Methodology
Data were collected via the application of questionnaires in ecological markets in Seville.
The study was applied at random (Keith et al., 2002) to consumers over 18 years of age
(Rojas‐Rivas et al., 2018; De Maya et al., 2011; Díaz Víquez et al., 2015). For the total number
of questionnaires to apply, we followed the recommendations by Field (2013) and Hair et al.
(1999) for cluster analyses, which require five cases per analyzed variable, this is to say, a
total of 150 questionnaires were applied.

The questionnaire was an adaptation of Food Choice Questionnaire (FCQ) (Steptoe et al.,
1995) and other variables from previous studies (Escobar-López et al., 2017; Lee and Yun,
2015; Vega-Zamora et al., 2013; Zander and Hamm, 2010). It consists of three sections. The
first refers to how often they consume these foods and if they are aware of the information
about them. The second deals with the reasons for their selection (FCQ) (Lee and Yun, 2015;
Vega-Zamora et al., 2013; Zander and Hamm, 2010; Steptoe et al., 1995); answers were
measured using a five-point Likert scale, where 1¼ not important and 5¼ very important
(Lee and Yun, 2015; Mohamad et al., 2014; Vega-Zamora et al., 2013; Aschemann-Witzel et al.,
2013). The third section comprises socioeconomic data on sex, age, marital status, schooling
and occupation (Fotopoulos et al., 2009).

The data obtained from the sections on information and frequency, and socioeconomic
profile were analyzed with descriptive statistics, whereas regarding the section on motivation,
using software SPSS for multivariate factor analysis (Aschemann-Witzel et al., 2013; Zander
and Hamm, 2010), by means of which was identified relations between items and reasons for
selection, where we resorted to Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) test as a measure of suitability and
adequacy of the sample, having pW0.05 as an acceptable value for factor analysis (Field, 2013).

With the factorial loads obtained (Field, 2013), cluster analysis was run (Martín et al.,
2008; Pedroza and Discovsky, 2006; Álvarez, 1995) in order to identify groups of consumers
according to their common characteristics (De Maya et al., 2011; Field, 2013; Fotopoulos
et al., 2009; Steptoe et al., 1995). Finally, the nonparametric KrusKal–Wallis and Mann–
Whitney tests were applied to find statistical differences (po0.05) between groups in
relation to the factors obtained (Field, 2013; Hair et al., 1999).

3. Results
3.1 Factor analysis
The analysis identified ten factors with 66.33 percent of accumulated variance and KMO of
0.690. The factors were called according to the positive and negative associations presented
by the analyzed items, being as follows: social ecological concern; nutritional content;
sensory aspects; certifications; naturalness; specialized consumption; trust in the seller;
economic aspects; health and; availability (Table I).

3.2 Characteristics of the identified groups
In cluster analysis, four groups were identified and named after their characteristics such as
citizen consumers; in-process citizen consumers; conscious social consumers with no interest
in certifications; and conscious pragmatic consumers (Figure 1).
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Factor name Item
%

Variance
% Accumulated

variance

1. Social
ecological
concern

I eat them because they do not affect the balance of nature
I eat them because I help build a better world
Their consumption improves my health
I choose ecological foods because they are produced locally
I eat them because when they are packed it is done with
respect for the environment
Consuming them decreases pollution
I eat them because they do not pollute water with chemicals
When I eat them I feel I am doing the right thing

18.27 18.27

2. Nutritional
content

I eat them because of their content of vitamins and minerals
I eat them because of their nutritional content
Their nutritional intake is important to me

9.13 27.4

3. Sensory
aspects

I eat them because they look nice
I prefer them because of their smell
I choose them because of their flavor

7.46 34.86

4. Certifications I verify they bear the ecological seal
I check the information on the tag

6.32 41.18

5. Naturalness I eat them because they are chemical-free
I eat them because of their natural ingredients
I eat them because they are free from artificial ingredients

5.24 46.42

6. Specialized
consumption

I travel far to buy them
I look for them in specialized places

4.55 50.97

7. Trust in the
seller

I always acquire ecological foods from the same seller
I trust in what the seller tells me
I eat them because their price is fair

4.27 55.24

8. Economic
aspects

I acquire them regardless of their price (−)
A high price does not decide on my consumption frequency
The origin of ecological foods restricts my consumption

3.91 59.15

9. Health I eat them to prevent diseases
When I eat them I think of cancer

3.65 62.8

10. Availability I would like to find them easily 3.53 66.33
Note: (−) Negative association

Table I.
Obtained factors and
their corresponding
variables

1

2

3

4

5
Social ecological concern

Nutritional content

Sensory aspects

Certifications

Naturalness

Specialized consumption

Trust in the seller

Economic aspects

Health

Availability

Citizens

In-process citizens

Conscious social consumers
with no interest in certifications

Conscious pragmatic
consumers

Notes: 1: Not important; 2: scarcely important; 3: moderately important; 4: important;
5: very important

Figure 1.
Characteristics of the
groups according to
the factors identified
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Table II shows the statistical differences (po0.001) by group for the obtained factors. The
first group displays statistically significant differences (po0.001) in factors ecological
concern, nutritional content, sensory aspects, certifications, naturalness and economic aspects.

Regarding the second group called “In-process citizen consumers”; it displayed statistically
significant differences (po0.001) in factors nutritional content, certifications and naturalness
in comparison with the other three groups. The third group called “Conscious social
consumers with no interest in certifications” did not present statistically significant
differences (po0.001), coinciding in each factor with any of the other three groups. Finally,
the group called “Conscious pragmatic consumers” showed statistically significant differences
(po0.001) in factors ecological concern, naturalness and specialized consumption.

The group “Citizen consumers” accounted for 38 percent of the respondents, it was called
this way as it obtained the highest scores for the ten factors, evincing the concern about the way
to produce the foods does not pollute the environment and that they are free from chemicals,
nutritious and easily available, among other relevant factors such as trust in the seller, this is to
say, not only do consumers look for their own benefit, but also for their environment.

The group called “In-process citizen consumers” accounted for 33 percent of the
respondents. This group concurs with the previous on motives such as availability, health
and specialized consumption, being the latter one of the least relevant, together with sensory
aspects, economic aspects and trust in the seller. The most important reasons for this group
are naturalness, availability, ecological concern, certifications and nutritional content and
health. This shows consumers undergoing a change in order to give more importance to
reasons for consumption.

The group “Conscious social consumers with no interest in certifications” accounted for
20 percent of the respondents; it was called so because for them the variables naturalness,
availability, ecological concern, trust and nutritional content are important. They are
consumers interested in eating foods free from chemicals, amiable with the environment and
geographically close; albeit, aspects such as specialized consumption, economic aspects,
sensory aspects, certifications and health are not relevant for them, which shows a
noticeable difference in the importance they give to certifications regarding the two previous
groups, this is to say, the world around them is important for them, not a seal that
guarantees the food they eat.

Finally, the group “Conscious pragmatic consumers” accounted for only 9 percent of the
respondents. It is different from the three previous groups in social ecological concern,

Citizens
(n¼ 57)

In-process
citizens
(n¼ 49)

Conscious social
consumers with no

interest in
certifications (n¼ 31)

Conscious
pragmatic
consumers
(n¼ 13)

Factor name Median IQR Median IQR Median IQR Median IQR p2

1. Ecological concern 5.0a 0.7 4.7b 1.7 4.7b 1.2 4.0c 3.4 0.001
2. Nutritional content 5.0a 1.0 4.3b 3.0 3.7c 4.0 3.7c 4.0 0.001
3. Sensory aspects 4.3a 2.0 3.0b 4.0 3.0b 4.0 3.7b 3.3 0.001
4. Certifications 4.0a 4.0 4.5b 4.0 2.0c 4.0 2.0c 4.0 0.001
5. Naturalness 5.0a 0.3 5.0b 0.7 5.0c 1.0 4.3d 1.0 0.001
6. Specialized consumption 3.5a 4.0 3.0a 3.5 3.5a 4.0 2.0b 2.5 0.002
7. Trust in the seller 4.0a 3.0 3.5bc 4.0 4.0ab 3.5 4.0c 4.0 0.003
8. Economic aspects 3.7a 3.3 3.3b 3.0 3.3bc 2.7 2.7c 2.3 0.001
9. Health 4.0a 3.0 4.0a 3.5 2.0b 4.0 3.0b 4.0 0.001
10. Availability 5.0a 2.0 5.0a 2.0 5.0b 4.0 5.0ab 1.0 0.013
Notes: IQR¼ interquartile range; p2¼ value of the Kruskal–Wallis test (po0.05); a, b, c, d¼ Mann–
Whitney U-test (po0.05). a,b,c,dDifferent letters by row are different

Table II.
Comparative analysis
of groups according to

the obtained factors
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naturalness and specialized consumption. They are consumers who disregard about their
own health, the price of products and whether they have seals; nevertheless, they consider
relevant that these products are respectful with the environment (Table III).

In connection with socioeconomic aspects, the three first groups comprise more than
50 percent of women, unlike the fourth that holds 69 percent of men. The four groups
presented similar characteristics in relation to age, marital status, education and occupation.
They can be considered young adults as more than 45 percent is aged from 36 to 55 years;
more than 40 percent is married, it is important to underscore for this aspect that the group
“Conscious pragmatic consumers” was the one with the highest percentage (92 percent);
moreover, they are notable for having a high educational level, more than 70 percent holds a
degree or postgraduate studies and more than 40 percent is an employee.

4. Discussion
The number of factors obtained in the present work was superior in comparison with other
works that report from five to nine factors (Bertuglia and Roa, 2017; Escobar-López et al.,
2017; Lee and Yun, 2015; Mohamad et al., 2014; Sevilla Guzmán et al., 2012; Stolz et al., 2011);
on the other side, it agrees with the factors obtained by Zander and Hamm (2010).

Variable
Citizen
(n¼ 57)

Citizen with emphasis on
environmental aspects (n¼ 49)

Socially conscious without
interests in certifications (n¼ 31)

Pragmatically
conscious
(n¼ 13)

Sex %
Woman 72 76 55 31
Man 28 24 45 69

Age %
18–35 30 20 23 23
36–55 61 49 61 62
56–75 9 31 13 15
76+ 0 0 3 0

Marital status %
Single 31 33 39 8
Married 58 57 48 92
Other 11 10 13 0

Education %
Elementary/
secondary 9 4 7 0
High school/
technician 21 18 19 0
Graduate/
postgraduate 70 78 74 100
No studies 0 0 0 0

Occupation %
Student 7 12 0 0
Employee 44 47 68 54
Worker 2 0 0 0
Independent
activity 21 17 22 31
Retiree 3 6 0 7
Homemaker 10 12 10 0
Unemployed 13 6 0 8

Table III.
Comparative analysis
of the socioeconomic
variables by group
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The most important factor was social ecological concern, concurring with Escobar-López
et al. (2017) and Basha et al. (2015); although it is mentioned as a determinant in other works,
it is not the most important aspect to mediate the choice of ecological foods (Basha et al.,
2015; Lee and Yun, 2015; Van Loo et al., 2014; Hjelmar, 2011). With reference to nutritional
content authors such as Lee and Yun (2015) mention it as the main factor to opt for these
products; in the present study, it holds the second place.

This way, awareness of the noxious effects of the production of conventional foods is
increasing among the consumers, who have expressed their concerns about the growing levels
of use of chemical fertilizers (Basha et al., 2015; Zanoli et al., 2012; Pinstrup-Andersen, 2011;
Krom and Mol, 2010). As a response, there appears a consumer who deems ecological foods
environmentally friendly, since pesticides, fertilizers, hormones or antibiotics are not necessary
to produce them (Escobar-López et al., 2017; Al-Taie et al., 2015; Basha et al., 2015; Lee and Yun,
2015; Van Loo et al., 2014; Hjelmar, 2011), which is evinced by the obtained results.

In a study carried out by Sevilla Guzmán et al. (2012) on the short food commercialization
channels in Andalusia, the most mentioned reasons to consume ecological foods are longing,
learning about agriculture, quality products, diffusion of ecological farming, participation
and affinity, economic and environmental aspects, healthy eating and social change. The
results of the present work concur with the last four factors above; however, not in the same
order of appearance.

Furthermore, in their work on the reasons that determine whether consuming or not
consuming ecological foods in the Metropolitan Area of Granada, Spain and the preferences
of the consumer regarding them, Bertuglia and Roa (2017) obtained nine factors and as for
the preferences of consumers they found that flavor was the most important, followed by
nutritional value, geographic origin, quality label, price, sort of package, durability, brand
and lastly, easy preparation. For the present work, these factors were among the ones we
obtained, only the last was not mentioned.

This way, it is noticed that the obtained factors are present in studies undertaken in
other countries, on occasion they match, on others not in the same order of importance or
under another name (Lee and Yun, 2015; Lim et al., 2014; Hjelmar, 2011). In this respect,
Escobar-López et al. (2017) mention that there is no rule or regularity in the number of
motivations to choose foods, as each population is distinct; the same occurs in the degree of
importance they give each motivation.

Moreover, in this study we found four sorts of consumers, being the same as the number
Escobar-López et al. (2017) reported; they identified conscious consumers interested in
certifications, which matches with citizen consumers; conscious consumers with no interest
in certifications, this group has a similar behavior to in-process citizen consumers, as they
are learning to give more importance to reasons for consumption, at the same time, they
share the little interest in certifications with the former: opportunistic consumers in
transition and unconsciously opportunistic consumers. Authors such as Tsourgiannis et al.
(2015), Wu et al. (2014) and Chen et al. (2014) only identified three groups, naming them after
their characteristics.

Gómez-Benito and Lozano (2014) mention that a “citizen consumer” is the individual
capable of fulfilling their personal desires and promoting collective responsibility and
common good at once, this is to say, such power based on purchase decision offers an
opportunity to exercise their right to citizenship. In this sense, both the groups citizen
consumers and in-process citizen consumers of the present work match such definition as
they exhibit individual as well as collective motivations. For their part, Tavernier (2011)
categorizes these consumers as main actors, concurring once more with our results.

As regards socioeconomic characteristics, our results agree with a number of works, where
more than 50 percent of the samples comprised women, young adults, married and with
high educational level, graduate and postgraduate studies (Escobar-López et al., 2017;
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Díaz Víquez et al., 2015; Lee and Yun, 2015; Teng andWang, 2015; Çabuk et al., 2014; Chen et al.,
2014; Mohamad et al., 2014; Van Loo et al., 2014; Wu et al., 2014; Sevilla Guzmán et al., 2012).

Authors such as Al-Taie et al. (2015) reported that youths and young adults are
increasingly aware of the benefits that ecological foods can produce on health and the
environment; for their part, Petrescu and Petrescu-Mag (2015) mentioned that the age group
that holds these beliefs tightly is that from 36 to 45 years. Olsen and Bánáti (2014) and
Kriwy and Mecking (2012) found out that as educational level increases, so does willingness
to incorporate new foods into the diet; in this sense, Teng and Wang (2015) concluded that if
consumers perceive and understand well ecological farming, trust is more like to build up,
which in turn positively influences their attitudes toward foods.

Taking into account the above, i.e., the multiple factors or reasons to decide on eating
ecological foods and the various consumer groups we obtained, as well as the place where
the present work was developed, it is relevant to mention that authors such as Escobar-
López et al. (2017), who identified the reasons to consume these foods in outdoor and
ecological markets, mention that the place where purchases are made may influence the
reasons for consumption.

In this sense, AFNs are seen as spaces where integral practices are performed in
connection with food provision (Barbera and Dagnes, 2016), which favor the producer (Calo
et al., 2012), develop economic, spatial and social links between production and consumption
(DesRivières et al., 2017; Calo et al., 2012; Goodman et al., 2012; Veen et al., 2012; Goodman
and Goodman, 2009) and strengthen SCC (López García, 2011).

In view of the foregoing, they turn into attractive spaces for the consumption of local
quality foods, ecological and from fair trade (Cerrada-Serra et al., 2018; Calo et al., 2012;
Goodman et al., 2012; Veen et al., 2012; Goodman and Goodman, 2009), attracting attention
from certain groups of consumers who have other sorts of demands (Gómez Cruz et al.,
2003). In this work, we found four groups with specific general characteristics and distinct
reasons that differentiate them from conventional consumers.

Furthermore, according to Feenstra (1997), AFNs are particular places where there are
interchanges that go beyond the economic; a sort of consumption that moves away from the
individualistic takes place (Click and Ridberg, 2010), as the results evince, motivations such
as social ecological concern and trust in the seller are present; thus the buyers become
consumers concerned about the environment and the actors engaged in this activity.

Adding to that, AFNs are a phenomenon more closely related to the urban than the
rural, it seems as though consumers from the city and its surroundings are more
interested in looking for alternative food chains (Barbera and Dagnes, 2016). Grunert et al.
(2011) refer that social and economic transformations produce significant changes in food
purchasing patterns in urban households; an aspect found in the spaces where the present
work was developed.

5. Conclusions
Even if the four groups obtained have the same reasons to buy ecological foods, they display a
differentiated behavior by giving each of them various degrees of importance. By and large, it
is noticed that the first motivation is social ecological concern, this is to say, consumers are
interested in the local impacts on nature and the world around them, which is ensued by
hedonic motivations (consumers looking for their self-benefit). Indubitably, these are
differentiated consumers, interested in quality local foods that benefit the world around them;
however, there is a mixture of hedonic and ethical motives, being the former the most stressed.

This way, it can be said that AFNs are promising spaces, as they attract various sorts of
consumers with different motivations, but which concur with the goals stated at their
inception. Albeit, producers are important in the perception, there is still work to do to turn
them into one of the main motivations.
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Identifying the motivations present in the consumption of ecological foods in these sorts
of spaces, as it is noticed in the present work, poses challenges, offers opportunities and has
the potential to unfold better strategies that benefit every actor involved in the process of
production, commercialization and consumption of these products.
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