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Abstract

The dehesa agroforestry system is classified as one of the most singular ecosystems in the
European Union. In the southwest of the Iberian Peninsula, it spreads over an area of approxi-
mately 6.7 million hectares, contributing major environmental, cultural, aesthetic and eco-
nomic value to the region. The main agricultural activity that is developed in this
ecosystem is the extensive farming of cattle, sheep and Iberian pigs with low stocking density
and few inputs. Sustainable management of these ecosystems’ existing production farms is
essential in order to secure their continuity, as they face a difficult situation on account of
their low profitability. One of the strategies that could be employed to attain a sustainable situ-
ation is the proposition of an organic production model. In order to explore this option, a
participatory research process has been proposed and developed in the Spanish region called
Extremadura (Spain). The aim of this process is to investigate the potential of extensive farm-
ing systems in moving toward a sustainable organic production model, identifying the main
barriers preventing livestock farmers from converting to the organic model and seeking spe-
cific improvement measures that would reduce such barriers. For that purpose, four focus
group sessions were run with a total of 33 participating stakeholders. For the analysis of
these focus groups, Atlas.ti qualitative software was used to categorize and quantify the
main ideas proposed during the sessions. The findings revealed that the main barriers can
be classified into three groups: barriers that are inherent to the production processes and
the structure of the specific sector, barriers associated with administration and management
issues and lastly, barriers relating to education and training of the various actors involved. We
consider this paper may contribute to policy makers’ decisions to focus on specific actions for
improvement that are customized for the socio-economic and environmental conditions of
the region.

Introduction

Dehesa is the most common agroforestry system in Europe, and in the Iberian Peninsula in
particular, it contributes approximately 5.5 million hectares in Spain and 1.2 million hectares
in Portugal (den Herder et al., 2017). Extremadura is the Spanish region with the largest
dehesa area (Gaspar et al., 2008). The most recent estimates of forest areas being considered
as dehesas throw a figure of 1.9 million hectares of dehesa in Extremadura, where a large num-
ber of the farms within the region are situated (CAYMA, 2003).

These agroforestry systems are based on extensive livestock production where the farms use
the large so-called dehesa areas with low stocking density and autochthonous breeds that are
well adapted to the environment (Horrillo et al., 2016).

In this context, dehesa proves to be a unique ecosystem in the European territory, not
only on account of the extension of its area, but also because of its contribution of
environmental, cultural, aesthetical and economic values. Nonetheless, these systems are
currently constrained by low profitability (Oviedo et al., 2013), which can affect their sustain-
ability (Gaspar et al., 2007).

All actors currently involved question the profitability of dehesas and argue that the imple-
mentation of sustainable management techniques in extensive farming systems and their tran-
sition toward other production models, such as the organic model, would secure the economic
sustainability of dehesas and the efficient collection of its produce (López-Sánchez et al., 2016).
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The latest official statistics (year 2016) reveal that Spain
accounts for 7836 organic farms with a total of 1,683,682 animals
(MAPAMA, 2016a). These figures translate into 1.57 and 3%,
respectively, of the total number of the country’s farms and ani-
mals in Spain. An analysis of the situation in the various regions
sets Andalusia as the largest producer of organic products with
4.4% of the livestock farms and 9.75% of the certified animals,
which represents 62.96% of the country’s organic farms.
Extremadura, on the other hand, with 211 certified farms repre-
sents only 0.48% of the certified farms with 0.97% of the organic
animals in Spain (MAPAMA, 2016a). The 211 certified farms in
Extremadura house 62,886 animals. Their breakdown by species is
the following: the number of organic cattle represents 1.46% of
the total number of cattle heads in Extremadura; the number of
sheep represents 0.21%; goats are 0.078% and pigs are 0.0028%.
These figures prove the low level of livestock conversion in the
region (SITRAN, 2016; MAPAMA, 2016a). This low level of
development of organic production in the central areas of dehesa
(in comparison to other areas with similar edaphoclimatic charac-
teristics, such as Western Andalusia) suggests the existing need to
understand the circumstances that prevent the development of a
productive model which seems to be close to that of extensive live-
stock farming.

In this sense, the purpose of this paper is to analyze the key
aspects that must be taken into account for the conversion of
the extensive livestock farms in dehesas into organic/sustainable
livestock production models. The interesting aspect of this
research is the diagnosis of the difficulties—both technical and
regulatory—that these types of farms encounter for their conver-
sion to organic production systems, in spite of the fact that such
farming systems are very close to the organic production models
(Horrillo et al., 2016). Additionally, the commercialization of pro-
ducts certified as organic is a tool that could add value to all the
livestock farms in these systems, and therefore increase their
profitability.

With this background in mind, a qualitative piece of research
with a participatory focus proved to be a valid approach to be
used in this project, as this kind of research is often employed
to understand a problem situation and its motivating factors, as
well as for being flexible and versatile (Stewart et al., 1994). The
research was developed through focus group sessions, a technique
being employed in various projects relating to the farming sector,
such as that of Alarcon et al. (2017), who used focus groups in
order to identify deficiencies and vulnerabilities in the beef mar-
ket in the city of Nairobi; Ates et al. (2017) who employed the
same technique to ascertain the implications of the farming pol-
icies’ decisions being taken in Turkey from the farmers’ point of
view; Gaspar et al. (2016) who employed the same technique to
analyze the value society places in agroforestry systems and
Kaler and Green (2013) who employed it with the purpose of
understanding the current and future role of veterinaries in mat-
ters of animal health in the sheep farms of the UK from the farm-
er’s standpoint.

The purposes of this paper can be described as (i) understand
the barriers faced by the farming sector in the region in order to
convert to organic systems and (ii) explore the possibilities of
implementing specific actions for improvement in the systems
in order to adapt them to a sustainable model. The reason for
the regional scope of this study being Extremadura is due to the
fact that dehesa is the predominant agroforestry system in this
area; the low number of certified systems in the region compared
to other regions of similar edaphoclimatic and socio-demographic

characteristics; and lastly, the fact that the Autonomous
Community of Extremadura is an administrative unit with its
own management.

Materials and methods

Area of study

The Spanish region of Extremadura, situated in the south west of
Spain, is an area with low population density and 1.9 million hec-
tares of the so-called dehesa areas, representing over 48% of the
farming areas. Figure 1 shows the distribution of the dehesa eco-
system, both in the whole of Spain and in the Extremadura region.

In this ecosystem, the predominant three species is the genus
Quercus with the holm oak (Quercus ilex subsp. Ballota) being
present in 80% of dehesas, followed by the cork oak (Q. suber)
and the Pyrenean oak (Q. pyrenaica), the gall (Q. faginea) and
the kermes oak (Q. coccifera) (Pérez and Del Pozo, 2001).
Dehesa soils consist of shallow acidic sandy loam of little fertility
due to the lack of sufficient organic matter and a severe absence of
phosphorous, which makes them only appropriate for cereal crops
(San Miguel, 1994).

The climate of the area is continental Mediterranean and the
annual average temperatures range from 16 to 17°C. Summers
are long, hot and dry, with the average temperatures in July
being above 26°C and the top temperatures often surpassing 40°
C. Winters are usually mild, with an average temperature of 7.5°
C from December to January, although during the coldest nights
temperatures may descend several degrees below zero (−2°C).
Rainfall is distributed irregularly and ranges between 300 and
800 mm a year with large variations from one year to the next
(Granda et al., 1991; Hernández, 1998; Espejo and Espejo, 2006).

Such climatic conditions make the extensive grazing of rumi-
nants (suckler cow herds and dual-purpose sheep and/or goat)
an optimum use of dehesa in conjunction with the extensive
breeding of the Iberian pig, which helps use the acorn and pro-
duce Iberian products. The stocking density of these systems is
low (<0.5 livestock units ha−1) given the above described
characteristics.

Design of the study

The study was based on a qualitative research with a participatory
focus (Focus Group). The implementation of the participatory
research techniques is a methodology approach that provides an
innovative and realistic view of a specific situation
(Cuéllar-Padilla and Calle-Collado, 2011), which is the reason
such techniques were selected and applied to the study of the
dehesa region in Extremadura.

The focus group is a technique based on group dynamics,
where a trained moderator conducts a discussion that is stimu-
lated by the exchange of comments amongst participants
(Galvez and Resurreccion, 1992). The main advantage of the
focus group is that it enables participants to have greater freedom
of expression at the same time as proving to be an adequate tech-
nique for studies involving aspects such as the identification of
problem situations, service improvement or strategic plan devel-
opment (Chalofsky, 1999).

Participants to the focus groups
The stakeholders in the farm sector of the region were invited to
join in this dynamic research. A total of 33 participants were
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selected by way of convenience sampling (Kinnear, 1993). The
sessions were held in January and February 2018.

Four sessions were planned with an average of 6–12 partici-
pants each, following the suggestions of Malhotra and Birks
(2006). The sessions were held in four strategically-selected muni-
cipalities, which helped attract stakeholders from the various parts
of the entire region, where it was especially trying to gain the par-
ticipation of relevant actors, such as organic producers and tech-
nical staff from the regional government (at a distance of <100 km
from the departure point). Figure 1 shows the location where each
session was held.

Participants were 72.8% men and 27.2% women, aged 30–65.
In their vast majority, they all held university degrees or profes-
sional training associated with livestock farming. The profiles
represented and distributed in all sessions were: technical and
consultancy people (8), conventional farmers (7), organic farmers
(12), technical staff from the regional government (2), researchers
(4) and members of livestock farming associations (16). Some of
the participants combined more than one of the above character-
istics, for example: organic farmers and members of livestock
farming associations.

The focus group process
Four focus group sessions were held with the design of various
activities requiring involvement and interaction amongst the par-
ticipants. Each session followed a common protocol that had been
developed by the research team. Such protocol was previously
provided to the moderator of the session.

Each session began with a briefing of the research project in
which the activity was included (Research Project GanEcoEx refer-
ence: IB16057), which provided the participants with the necessary
preliminary information. Then a three-block structured discussion
was initiated. During the first block, an open discussion was pro-
moted based on an Ishikawa diagram with the purpose of identify-
ing the barriers preventing the Extremadura’s livestock farming
sector from converting to a sustainable organic model.

For this purpose, the moderator proposed a poster (90 ×
90 cm) showing the lines of a diagram with each line representing
a category under which the barriers for the farming sector in the
region to convert to organic farming could be classified, as well as
any others arising during the discussions. The initial categories
that were defined by the research team were: supply, production
techniques, regulations, transformation, commercialization and
consumption.

During the second stage, participants were asked to prioritize
the barriers identified in the Ishikawa diagram according to how
easy it was to eliminate or reduce them. The third stage focused
on the proposed specific improvements that would reverse or
minimize the barriers identified.

The moderator conducted the group discussions, the discus-
sion times and the change of subject to be discussed in order to
ensure that the data being collected were solid. Various strategies
were employed, including the extension and rewording of ques-
tions as well as a summary of the discussions provided by the
moderator, once every discussion was partially finished
(Krefting, 1991; Krueger and Casey, 2009; Ates et al., 2017).

Fig. 1. Situation of the dehesa areas in the Autonomous Community of Extremadura and the venues used to hold the focus groups.
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The sessions were recorded on video and audio for the pur-
poses of analysis at a later stage. All the participants provided
their written consent after reading an informative document
which detailed the purposes of the study, the methods to be
used for data collection, the recording of audio and video evi-
dence and the confidentiality of their data. The total time
employed in each session was 120 min on average.

Data analysis

The video and audio recordings of the four sessions were tran-
scribed and made anonymous for subsequent analysis. The ana-
lysis of the information collected was carried out using the
content analysis technique (Stewart and Shamdasani, 1991). The
content analysis technique attempts to obtain valid and replicable
inferences from texts, with an aim to reduce the source material
(Flick, 2009).

The information was initially processed and organized into
common subjects using the Atlas.ti 7.0 software program to ana-
lyze the qualitative data. The ideas and concepts repeatedly men-
tioned during the sessions were classified under each subject
matter and then coded according to the profile of the participant
who provided the idea in order to produce a count. Once all the
transcriptions were coded, they were classified as barriers or pro-
posals for improvement, which is the format employed in this
paper. The means of measure used is the frequency of mention,
which is the number of times that each barrier comes up in all
four sessions.

Given the qualitative nature of this study and with the purpose
of improving the validity of the findings, triangulation was used to
carry out the analysis. This procedure is frequently used in quali-
tative surveys (Antmann et al., 2011; Dundar, 2013; Da Silva et al.,
2014; Eldesouky et al., 2015). Figure 2 shows a diagram of the full
methodological process.

Results

The results are presented into three core subjects for a better
understanding of the study. The first one deals with the issues
hindering production and the transformation processes in organic
livestock farms, as well as the issues associated with the structure
of the organic livestock sector. At the same time, the improve-
ment actions that could be implemented to the system are consid-
ered at this stage. With a similar structure in terms of content, the
second core subject deals with the administration and manage-
ment of the organic livestock farming systems. Lastly, the third
one focuses on the education and training of the various stake-
holders, which are key aspects for the analysis of the demand
and consumption of organic products.

Barriers inherent to the production and transformation
systems in organic livestock farms and to the relationships
amongst the stakeholders of the sector

Factors which affect the production and the transformation of
the products
Figure 3 shows the barriers identified in the production and trans-
formation processes of organic livestock farms and those deriving
from the relationships amongst the stakeholders of the sector.
Every variable in the figure is a barrier and the scale represents
how often they are mentioned.

With regards to the production and transformation processes,
Fig. 3(a) shows the main barriers identified in the sector are the
high production costs and the high prices of organic fodder,
which are partly caused by the lack of availability of these raw
materials in the region.

In this sense, the comments made by the participants in the
focus groups were:

‘The inputs are more expensive, organic fodder is very expensive com-
pared to conventional fodder and conventional fodder is already quite
expensive’. Male farmer, 35 yrs old.

The following factor that was mentioned in order of importance
was the poor level of development of the agroforestry industry
for animal products originating in organic farms, which increases
the costs with respect to conventional production.

With regards to the production techniques, the main barriers
of the respondents pointed out were the fact that the production
was seasonal and the difficulty in obtaining homogeneous organic
meat production. In one of the participants’ own words:

‘These products are clearly seasonal, we must program animal birth tim-
ings for the herd in order to be able to produce kids all year round, but
without synchronisation methods, this is very hard’. Female farmer,
40 yrs old.

The relevant proposals for improvement that were raised in the
focus groups have been put together in Table 1. The outstanding
ones among them are the promotion of self-sufficient farms by
way of extensification. A participant whose animals or livestock
farm is undergoing the conversion process stated:

‘In order to be absolutely organic we must start from way before, we must
change the way we manage our farms and make them capable of feeding
our animals without the need for the high amount of inputs that conven-
tional farming has created us, then I would start by changing the model’.
Male farmer, 45 yrs old.

Some of the techniques beingmentioned in order to attain this pur-
posewere: improvement of pasturelands or producing own corn sil-
age in order to feed the livestock. Another potential measure that
the respondents pointed out was to promote the growth of organic
raw materials in order to feed organic livestock, such as winter cer-
eal or corn. In this context, a female organic farmer stated:

‘This option should already be implemented and would benefit the entire
sector. An increase in the growth of such raw materials would lead to an
increase in stock and would lower the price of fodder’. Female farmer,
50 yrs old.

Another improvement proposal that some respondents com-
mented on was programming animal births in the farms, as the
seasonality of the livestock production remains a barrier for
organic livestock farming. Calving and lambing seasons are very
concentrated in one period of time due to the climatic conditions
in the dehesa systems. Some participants understood that for
commercial purposes, it is very important to continuously provide
products to the market in order to achieve better prices and main-
tain good contracts with retailers. For organic producers, this is
very difficult to achieve for two reasons: (i) the availability of
food for livestock is very seasonal since it depends to a great
extent on pasture production and, (ii) fertility is also seasonal
due to photoperiod issues and to the extreme climate conditions
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in the summer (it leads to the avoidance of births at this time of
the year and their concentration usually in spring). For organic
farm participants, this seasonality is an added constraint com-
pared to conventional farmers, since they are not allowed to use
hormones (e.g., induction or synchronization of the oestrus).

With regards to the poor industrial development in organic
farms, the participants proposed the construction of specific facil-
ities, such as a classification center for the exclusive use of organic
lambs, or shared industrial infrastructures, such as workrooms
that can be used by several organic farmers, making the start of
organic production more affordable for small and medium-size
businesses. In this sense, an organic farmer pointed out:

‘We should reopen all the small slaughterhouses in the villages where
there is demand from livestock farmers’. Male farmer, 40 yrs old.

This respondent stated that he finds great difficulty to slaughter
his animals in slaughterhouses certified for organic production.

Another proposal was the implementation of a mobile slaugh-
terhouse in the region. This option is not currently authorized by
the regional council, as an attendee pointed out:

‘In other Autonomous Communities these are allowed for the production
of chicken and they are working well’. Female farmer, 31 yrs old.

Fig. 2. Methodological process used. It shows a diagram with the
main activities of the process.
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Lastly, some respondents also argued that the sale formats of
organic meat products can be greatly improved. Unlike the con-
ventional packaged meat products, the impossibility of using cer-
tain food additives makes this packaging task very complex for the
sector. The idea of seeking alternatives in order to improve these
formats was frequently mentioned during the four sessions.

Structure of the sector and product commercialization
Figure 3(b) also shows the barriers associated with the structure of
the livestock farming sector and the commercialization of organic
products. As the figure points out, the main barrier identified is
the lack of adequate differentiation of the product, followed by
barriers associated with the lack of intermediaries in the value
change and marketing strategies. An organic producer selling all
his products under the organic meat label stated:

‘The product is in demand, but the real issue remains that production is
not organised in order to meet the demand. And I think the issue is
also the fact that there is no sector, an actual sector that can defend itself’.
Male farmer, 56 yrs old.

The lack of an organized sector for organic livestock farm
products also implies a lack of commercial initiative. Another
participant argued:

‘No target market? Ok, but I sell my product little by little, and thus I am
openingmy ownway into themarket. And this is the actual issue, we cannot
sit and wait. I insist, the major problem here is that we complain again and
again, butwe donothing about it.We are justwaiting for a large foreign com-
pany to come and buy all our production’. Female farmer, 31 yrs old.

On the other hand, the participants also suggested that commer-
cialization using conventional markets is a huge problem for the
organic sector with the loss of the product’s added value.
Another commercialization problem was associated with inad-
equate advertising or the lack of marketing in the organic livestock
sector. From the participants’ standpoint, such a lack of marketing
is caused by a poorly developed intermediary sector in the commer-
cialization chain and the insufficient industrialization of the region.

Table 1 also contains the corrective measures to the barriers
previously identified. A few of them can be highlighted, such
as, the promotion of new commercialization channels such as dir-
ect sales or short commercialization channels, which were propo-
sals that were well received by small and medium-size businesses.
However, this idea was not supported equally by those partici-
pants representing larger farms and businesses. Another business
model that was mentioned was at-request or on-demand selling,
that is, the preparation of a product once the price and quantity
have been agreed. In this sense, one of the participants said:

Fig. 3. Factors with an impact on the production, transformation, sector structure and commercialization of organic livestock farms (scale: frequency of mention).
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‘I intend to produce organic pigs, but only provided that I have previously
agreed the terms and conditions of the sale’. Male farmer, 42 yrs old.

Other ways the participants thought could help commercialize the
products of organic livestock farms is the association or grouping
of farmers of the sector, either by promoting cooperation or the
creation of associations amongst the existing organic farmers.
These organizational structures would be created with the pur-
pose of supporting farmers, facing issues together and participat-
ing in sector meetings and events.

They also suggested ideas that would be of great interest on the
regional level, such as the implementation of an organic livestock
farming cluster, where all the stakeholders in the chain would be
in touch. This would mean an improvement of their projection
and would make certain activities easier, such as sourcing suppli-
ers, selling end products, raw materials, etc. A participant stated:

‘The idea of a cluster is good, because all suppliers would also share a
space’. Male farmer, 56 yrs of age.

In addition to the cluster, another proposal was the implementa-
tion of a Price Board to provide price guidance and prevent sale
discoordination.

Lastly, the creation of a ‘Farmer’s Guide on Consumer Groups’
would help with the commercialization and distribution tasks for
the farmers and organic producers.

Barriers related to administrative aspects and governance of
organic production systems

This section deals with the findings associated to the way the
Government of Extremadura administers organic livestock
farms and the procedure used to manage these production sys-
tems, in terms of the way the various administrations involved
interact with the producers, the organizers and other stakeholders.
The regulations governing organic livestock farming in
Extremadura at the time of drafting this paper are: (EC)
Regulation no. 834/2007 of the Council of 28th of June 2007
and (EC) Regulation no. 889/2008 of the Commission of 5th of
September 2008 and Animal Health Act 8/2003 of 24th of April.

Figure 4 shows the various barriers mentioned in this respect.
As shown, the barrier that was mostly mentioned was the way

the Government in Extremadura applies and interprets European
regulations, which was considered excessively strict in all its areas.
The participants commented that this particularity was evident in
issues such as the reduction of the stocking density, the introduc-
tion of certified raw materials from other Autonomous

Table 1. Proposals for improvement of the production and transformation processes in organic livestock farms and the relationships amongst stakeholders in the
sector

Frequency of
mentiona

Difficulty of
implementationb

Proposals for improvement of the production and transformation processes

Promotion of self-sufficient farms by means of extensification 17 Medium

Application and improvement of production techniques (improved pastures, permanent prairies,
corn silage, animal births programs, etc.)

11 Medium

Implementation of a mobile slaughterhouse in the region 6 Medium

Reopening slaughterhouses 6 High

Improvement of the sale formats of organic meat products 4 Medium

Promotion of the growth of organic raw materials in the Autonomous Community of Extremadura 3 High

Building specific facilities 3 High

Building shared workrooms 2 Medium

Proposals for improvement of the structure of the sector and product commercialization

Promotion of direct sales and short commercialization channels 9 Medium

Increase of the advertising produced by the organic livestock sector (social media, new
technologies, etc.)

9 Low

Promotion of cooperation amongst the organic livestock farmers 7 Medium

Selling organic products at a higher price (higher quality) 5 Low

Making organic products on request 4 Low

Drafting a ‘guide’ of user groups (at the District Agroforestry Offices) to be used by farmers 4 Low

Creation of a pricing board for organic products 4 Low

Implementation of an organic livestock farming cluster 4 Medium

Extension of commercialization in the EU and other countries 3 High

Promotion of associations of existing organic livestock farmers 3 Medium

aFrequency of mention: In this section, the times the concept is mentioned in all the sessions is shown.
bDifficulty of implementation: In this section, we describe the difficulty of implementing the action and classify it into three categories according to the degree of consensus obtained in the
focus group: Low, Medium and High.
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Communities or other countries in the EU, the conversion time-
frames, mobility of studs between farms or the minimum times
required to approve the slaughter of chicken.

Another barrier that was also frequently mentioned was the
issues associatedwith the ownership title of the farm land. The atten-
dees stated that currently themajority of the livestock farmers do not
own the land they use, but theyown it on a rental basis. Provided that
the change to organic cannot bemade fast (the European regulations
establish specific timeframes for reconversion) and since, as tenants,
they can only own the land for the term of the contract, the strictness
of the regulation brings uncertainty toward making a decision on
whether changing to organic or not (what would happen when, as
a way of example, the contract on one or several plots of land is
not renewed?). This complaint was particularly frequent in themen-
tions amongst the sheep extensive farmers.

Another barrier that was mostly discussed was the fact that the
organic livestock farming sector greatly depends on grants at pre-
sent. In the words of a participant:

‘Currently, organic production would be very hard without grants.
Generally, there are only very few organic farmers with farms that are
financially viable in themselves’. Manager, 58 yrs old.

Another barrier that was the delay in the payment of the grants
specifically destined to organic production and agroforestry

grants. Lack of political/administrative support was also
mentioned as a burden for farmers since the origins of organic
farming. A participant highlighted:

‘In the 18 years I have been an organic farmer, i.e., since year 1999, I have
yet to be convinced that the Administration believes in the term
“organic”’. Female farmer, 42 yrs old.

Excessive bureaucracy, this is, the administrative procedures or
formalities required to obtain organic certification and maintain-
ing organic farming were considered as an obstacle for the pro-
gress of the sector. Additionally, administrative slow
responsiveness, especially when dealing with requests to urgently
treat sick animals, authorizing non-organic food in times of
extended summer, etc., were mentioned. With regards to these
issues, participants also mentioned that in other Autonomous
Communities of the Spanish territory, some of these formalities
are sorted differently and in their opinion perhaps in a more
agile and convenient manner. For example, a participant stated:

‘In Andalusia everything is managed by an external company, not the
Government. Perhaps we could consider this option’. Female farmer, 40 yrs.

Animal health-related barriers were said to affect livestock
farming and, in particular, the measures adopted as a result of
the application of the National Plan Against Tuberculosis in

Fig. 4. Diagram of the factors mentioned in relation to the administration and management of organic production systems (scale: frequency of mention).

670 Andrés Horrillo et al.



www.manaraa.com

Spain, affecting all types of ruminant farms. According to the par-
ticipants, the restrictions on animal transfers and the reduction in
health certificates deriving from the increasing cases of animal
sickness in extensive farms are affecting negatively the cattle
and goat organic farms.

The participants also contributed to potential solutions that
are shown in Table 2.

As shown, the solution proving most consensual and also
mentioned most times by the participants was ‘Establishing an
initial economic grant to help until the market takes off’. Some
of the ideas the participants suggested during the session were:

‘An initial grant from European funds to help until the market takes off’.
Manager, 58 yrs old.

‘Once the organic product commercialisation becomes profitable and the
market is prepared to pay the right price for such products, the initial
grants can be withdrawn, but while the situation remains as it is, the pro-
duction shall be impractical without grants’. Male farmer, 56 yrs old.

With regards to the currently-effective regulations, participants
referred to a need for flexibility in organic production as well as
animal health matters (National Plan Against Tuberculosis) as
participants saw that:

‘The regulations exist to be interpreted and not to be used to create obsta-
cles for farmers’. Male farmer, 36 yrs old.

In general, the participants thought there was a need to
reinforce the relationships between the Regional Government
and the farmers and they proposed that a number of professional
meetings were held between the agri-food stakeholders and the
Regional Government in order to clarify some issues and make
decisions in specific cases. As a participant stated:

‘The solution I see would be a meeting between the Administration and
the farmers in order to analyse specific matters and find a joint solution’.
Male civil servant, 35 yrs old.

One of the specific ideas proposed in order to speed up and
solve issues such as the above-mentioned ‘excessive bureaucracy’
and ‘administrative slow responsiveness’ was the creation of a
computerized register. This would help the Regional
Government deal more quickly with farmer’s enquiries and

requests, as well as inform them of their obligations in a secure
and instant manner.

Another potential solution that was proposed was the
reinforcement of the Organic Agriculture Committee in
Extremadura as an intermediary between the agri-food stake-
holders and the administration by improving its organization
and structure.

Barriers in the training/education and consumption

Training and education as drivers for awareness
Figure 5 shows the findings associated with education and train-
ing, two factors with a direct impact on awareness, which is neces-
sary to drive the change to organic.

During the focus group sessions, five barriers associated with
training and education were summarized [Fig. 5(a)]. The most
frequently mentioned aspect was farmers not being knowledge-
able of organic production techniques. This is attributed to a
lack of qualified technicians in the sector in the region. Some par-
ticipant comments in this respect were:

‘After all, the issue is the existing lack of training, as many people start up
an organic farm business unaware of what it entails and that ends up
being a problem for everyone … consumers, Administrations, etc.’
Female farmer, 31 yrs old.

‘In my opinion there is a need for technical training, because when one
becomes an organic farmer, one finds issues and sometimes you don’t
have many people to go to’. Female farmer, 40 yrs old.

Another barrier mentioned by the participants was the contro-
versy between organic production as a production system or as
a concept, and having a farm or a plot of land that is certified
as organic, that is, the dichotomy between production and certi-
fication. The strict European regulations are not equally applicable
to the reality of all systems and this causes issues that are not eas-
ily solved by many farmers. Consumers on their side are not even
aware of these issues and therefore they are not prepared to com-
pensate them on that account.

Society is not knowledgeable of livestock farming in general
and of the various production systems in particular. Participants
highlighted that without the appropriate information and educa-
tion basis, especially addressed to young people who are increas-
ingly less attached to the rural areas and even less to livestock

Table 2. Proposals for improvement related to administrative aspects and governance of organic production systems

Proposals for improvement in the administration and management
Frequency of
mentiona

Difficulty of
implementationb

Establishing an initial economic grant to help until the market takes off 13 Medium

Establishing a computer registry between farmers and the administration 5 Low

Meetings between the administration and the organic livestock farmers 4 Low

Promotion of an Organic Agriculture Committee in Extremadura as the element to aid the
sector

3 Low

Flexibility of the organic regulations 3 Low

Flexibility of animal health regulations 2 Low

Improvement of the certification processes and public control 1 Medium

aFrequency of mention: In this section, the times the concept is mentioned in all the sessions is shown.
bDifficulty of implementation: In this section, we describe the difficulty of implementing the action and classify it into three categories according to the degree of consensus obtained in the
focus group: Low, Medium and High.
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farming, the necessary selling differentiation of animal organic
products proves very hard.

In the same way as with the previous sections, these sessions
concluded with the identification of potential solutions, which
are shown in Table 3. As the table shows, the aspect that seems
to be the pillar to solve the majority of the issues identified earlier
on is the reinforcement of the knowledge that society generally
has of organic livestock farming, but also raising awareness in
public administration staff, the producers and the intermediaries
(e.g., slaughterhouses and companies in charge of producing the
food of animal origin).

The findings shown in Table 3 are followed by some com-
ments made by the participants:

‘The consumer requires more training, there must be more information
and more communication …’. Male farmer, 48 yrs old.

‘The key is consumer education, because consumer preferences vary and
come and go like fashion; only when you carry out a comprehensive
piece of research and manage to reach your clients, you can sell. If your
products are not demanded, you will have to stop producing’.
Technician, 40 yrs old.

As one of the participants stated with regards to the training of
the public administration staff:

‘The public administration staff requires improved training which could be
delivered through training courses; teachers and civil servants receive
training courses which are delivered internally, that is, courses they are
forced to attend and everyone is required to undergo them, therefore tech-
nicians and personnel in charge of this should also be able to do the same’.
Technician, 45 yrs old.

Finally, with regards to training producers and businessmen with
businesses in this sector, the participants stated:

‘Farmer training, not only in the criteria to follow in order to secure their
sales, but also in every aspect, because there are techniques that help pro-
duce more and better and they are well tested (shepherds school, sales
techniques, etc.)’. Male farmer, 43 yrs old.

‘Conventional slaughterhouses should be informed and told that they can
slaughterorganic animals so that theymay prepare the necessary documents
and so that we, the organic farmers, may slaughter our animals once a week,
and then things would be much easier for us’. Farm Manager, 42 yrs old.

Demand and consumption
The findings deriving from core subject ‘demand and consump-
tion of organic animal products’ are shown in Fig. 5(b). First of
all, the scarce demand for animal organic products is the barrier
most frequently mentioned, especially in the case of organic meat.
A participant said:

Fig. 5. Diagram of the barriers mentioned in association with education and training, demand and consumption (scale: frequency of mention).
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‘It is hardly being commercialised; all the organic lamb meat being pro-
duced goes in the same batch as conventional lamb, there is no market
for organic lamb’. Technician, 48 yrs old.

According to the participants, this lack of demand is also having
an impact because there is no sufficient physical presence yet of
such animal products or organic meat in the market. Some of
the comments along the lines were:

‘The issue with consumption is that you can only have consumers if you
are present in the market, if you don’t, you cannot have consumers’.
Technician, 48 yrs old.

Another barrier that was mentioned was the lack of consumer
trust in organic products and in particular those of animal origin.
Some participants mentioned that the lack of consumer awareness
of the organoleptic characteristics of organic products cause
contradictory effects in consumers, who think their appearance
or look is less appealing than that of conventional products.

Some also commented on the fact that the bad press affecting
meat products in general (diminishment of conventional animals’
production systems, such as feedlots, encaged hens, slaughter-
houses, slaughter methods, etc.) is also extended to organic pro-
ducts due to the above-mentioned consumer lack of knowledge.

One of the potential solutions that was raised at the focus
group session (Table 3) was the reinforcement of the training pro-
vided to consumers with scientifically-based information. The
development of a piece of research in order to prove that organic
meat has benefits that meat produced in intensive or traditional
systems do not have. As a way of example here is the comment
made by one of the participants:

‘Some studies have come out of recent comparing intensively and exten-
sively produced meats, with the conclusion that these two types of meat
are not equally healthy as they vary in protein content, etc. This is an
aspect the consumer should be able to appreciate, but the consumer
needs to be told first’. Female researcher, 53 yrs old.

Another solution that was contributed in this respect was the need
to increase the information that is provided to the consumer, both

in terms of the number of media employed as well as the fre-
quency of use. People involved in organic livestock farming at
any level can certainly understand the benefits that these organic
production systems bring to the environment, but the majority of
ordinary people are not aware of this and this lack of information
translates into mistrust when shopping.

Lastly, another potential solution for the issue of demand and
consumption of organic products relates to the fact that the region
needs a distinctive brand for this sector. During several of the ses-
sions the brand name ‘Organics, Alimentos de Extremadura’
came up. This brand name could become the quality label for
organic products manufactured in Extremadura provided that suf-
ficient support and promotion were provided.

Discussion

Following an analysis on the barriers affecting the production pro-
cesses in organic farms, it was considered that the high prices of
organic fodder were one of the main reasons preventing extensive
farms from converting into organic production systems. In this
context, several authors state that the costs of production associated
to organic livestock farms are higher than those in conventional
farms, especially due to the higher cost of fodders (Hrabalova
and Zander, 2006; Veysset et al., 2009; Blanco-Penedo et al.,
2012; Gillespie and Nehring, 2013). This situation also becomes
more complex due to the reduction in productivity of organic live-
stock farms compared to conventional farming methods (Benoit
and Veysset, 2003; Blanco-Penedo et al., 2012).

One of the solutions aiming at reducing the high costs of feed-
ing the animals in livestock farms was the introduction of a
greater degree of extensification and self-sufficiency in farms.
But, the reality is that self-sufficiency in extensive farms is a com-
plex task (Dantsis et al., 2009) and the use of external inputs in
extensive livestock farming is already high (Toro-Mujica et al.,
2011). In this sense, an increased growth of organic raw materials
by farmers in the region could reduce prices as availability and the
number of offerings increase. This idea, which fully fits into
the philosophy of organic production, is controversial, as the con-
version from conventional farming to organic farming can mean

Table 3. Proposals for improvement of education and training, demand and consumption

Frequency of
mentiona

Difficulty of
implementationb

Proposals for improvement in education and training as a factor to raise awareness

Training of the producer 7 Medium

Training of society 5 Medium

Training of the administration 2 Medium

Training in matters of organic production to be provided to slaughterhouses and companies
making meat products

2 Low

Proposals for improvement of demand and consumption

Increasing the information provided to consumers on organic livestock farming products 21 High

Promoting ‘Organics, Alimentos de Extremadura’, as a differentiating brand name for this sector 6 High

Promoting research to gain consumer trust in the organic meat product 4 High

Increase the number of antifraud control procedures for organic meat products 3 High

aFrequency of mention: In this section, the times the concept is mentioned in all the sessions is shown.
bDifficulty of implementation: In this section, we describe the difficulty of implementing the action and classify it into three categories according to the degree of consensus obtained in the
focus group: Low, Medium and High.
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a reduction of 19.2% in the profits, although this change would be
compensated by higher selling prices and would be the necessary
step to reduce the costs of organic fodder (Ponisio et al., 2015).

The implementation of such changes (increased growth of
organic raw materials by farmers in the region and a greater
degree of extensification as well as self-sufficient farms) is a com-
plicated task due to the lack of association and organization in the
farming sector in general and in the organic sector in particular.
This fact proves to be the main barrier but is also the one on
which most future expectations are based.

The solution to some of these shortcomings could be the cre-
ation of associations between professionals through an organic
production cluster, which can help combine synergies form vari-
ous organic producers, not only meat producers, but also other
farm products such as raw materials for animal feeding. This
option might well be able to relieve some of the existing barriers
and work toward the search for adequate production development
paths. But this is not an innovative solution (Colom Gorgues and
Colom Espada, 2010). Spain can already provide examples of how
such clusters have helped solve basic issues of organic production,
such as is the case of Catalonia and the projection of its organic
food products (Valls, 2017). At the time, this paper is being
drafted and Operational Group, a project funded by the EU
Rural Development policy of the European Commission
(EIP-AGRI Service Point, 2014), has recently been set up with
the purpose of creating a platform for organic production in
Extremadura Region (PTAEEX). The group has commenced to
develop its activities, including the creation of a specific working
group integrating the main stakeholders within the livestock
farming sector.

With regards to the aspects relating to demand and consump-
tion of organic food, we are currently undergoing a global crisis of
the agri-food system where the traditional production methods
are being questioned. This is having a major impact on the
demand and consumption of food. Consumer trust in certain
food products is based on ethical aspects such as respect for ani-
mal wellbeing, and the growing concern for consumer health.
These aspects are key in terms of promoting organic meat pro-
ducts. Although in the short run, the demand of such products
will not see an increase, the future trend will be a positive one
as the current search of sustainable food production systems
and the fight against climate change (Eldesouky et al., 2018;
Escribano et al., 2018) are certainly contributing to the increase
of the organic sector.

Success also depends on the review of the consumption pat-
terns and the ability to make such products accessible, as the
high prices and the reduced distribution restrict development
and expansion. In this sense, various strategies have been devel-
oped with the purpose of improving consumption within the
food sector, as for example, the European quality system imple-
mented in relation to organic production (Bollani et al., 2019)
and the certification and labeling schemes that highlight sustain-
ability of a food product (Van Loo et al., 2014).

Another important barrier that was pointed out was the com-
mercialization of organic animal products, due to the inability to
identify an adequate channel to generate added value for these
products. This difficulty makes farms incapable of attaining a pre-
mium price for their products and prevents farmers from decid-
ing upon conversion (Tzouramani et al., 2011; Sahm et al., 2013).

The solutions that the participants contributed to this study in
order to help improve the commercialization of organic livestock
products in Extremadura focused on exploring other sales

channels, such as direct selling or short commercialization chan-
nels, which may contribute to the reduction of market prices.
These proposals were in line with the opinions of other authors
such as Lee and Yun (2015) and McCabe and Nowlis (2003).

On the other hand, this study has proved that farmers and pro-
ducers feel a lack of trust of consumers in organic products, which
may be associated with the lack of knowledge of the productive
systems used. In their view, it is essential to train the consumer
in the knowledge of organic food and reduce the existing high
level of uncertainty. Quality brands certifying the geographical
origin of a product (PDI and PDO European Union quality
schemes) and certified organic products contribute to generate
trust in the consumer. However, although consumers from
Extremadura value the brands that certify their geographical ori-
gin, they do not grant the same value to organic certified products
(Mesías et al., 2008). This is because many of these consumers
believe organic products are also some traditional or local pro-
ducts (Mesías et al., 2011). The brand name Organics has been
created by the Regional Government of Extremadura for products
that belong to the organic agri-food sector and are produced by
companies from Extremadura. They combine those two certifica-
tions of geographical origin and production system, but are yet
insufficiently developed, especially products of animal origin as
only a few companies use them.

The participants also pointed out the lack of demand for
organic products. Nevertheless, this idea disagrees with recent
studies (IFOAM, 2016; MAPAMA, 2016b; EcoLogical, 2018)
which reveal a sustained increase in production as well as in
demand for organic products not only in the Spanish market,
but also in the global markets.

At the same time, other consumer research (Calatrava Requena
and del González Roa, 2012; MAPAMA, 2012) states that the dif-
ficulty in finding organic products at the usual establishments is
one of the main barriers for the consumption of said.

This leads us to the conclusion that the ‘lack of demand’ farm-
ers pointed out and the ‘lack of supply’ stated by consumers could
be indicative of the disassociation between supply and demand,
which causes dissatisfaction to both parties and creates unbalance
and disagreement in the organic product market. This would
seem to be one of the main obstacles of the organic product mar-
ket in Spain, although it is being solved by the development of a
specialist channel as well as the greater implementation of bio
foods in large distribution chains (EcoLogical, 2018).

In this sense, a solution would range from promoting associa-
tions of the existing organic farmers in order to enable more com-
petitive commercialization through a collaborative approach. On
the other hand, the creation of an efficient database of organic
products’ consumer groups in the region and the use of the social
media as new channels for commercialization (Elghannam et al.,
2017) could also be complementary to the above-mentioned strat-
egy. In this respect, it is essential to develop the commercialization
channel’s intermediary sector in the region. In order to do so, the
Regional Government of Extremadura is already offering incen-
tives to agricultural associations dealing with organic production
within its Strategic Plan.

Apart from offering incentives to promote the creation of asso-
ciations, this Strategic Plan also considers a set of grants to be
awarded within the Rural Development Programme 2014–2020.
Approval of this Strategic Plan is very recent, and took place
after the fieldwork developed in order to write this paper; there-
fore, it is only logical to think that the effects on the sector will
take some time to emerge. These support lines are similar to
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those developed in other Autonomous Regions: Andalucía saw
the first Andalusian Plan for Organic Agriculture back in 2002
(currently the Plan in effect is called III Plan), whereas Aragón
and Castilla y León (the Autonomous Regions with most exten-
sive farming in Spain, together with Andalusia and
Extremadura) already approved their respective strategic plans
at the beginning of the 2014–2020 program.

The findings reveal that the difficulties posed and the require-
ments established by European regulation for organic production
to be adequately certified are a huge barrier for conversion. This
issue is further aggravated by the diversity of the European pro-
duction systems, which generates some differences in the way reg-
ulations are applied in the various European regions or territories.

Specifically, within the Spanish territory, the Extremadura
dehesa, is, as previously highlighted, one of the ecosystems with
most transformation potential into a sustainable and organic
model. However, the lack of regulations that can be applied to
the peculiarities of this system prevents in many ways its conver-
sion into an organic production system.

In addition to the regulatory issues, the grants and aids allo-
cated to producers continue to raise discussions, especially
those deriving from inadequate administrative and management
procedures (e.g., in terms of delays in the materialization of the
grants, slow processing of formalities or lack of response to
requests and applications). All of the above occurs in a context
of organic farms which depend on grants more than traditional
farms would (Hrabalova and Zander, 2006; Veysset et al., 2009;
Blanco-Penedo et al., 2012; Gillespie and Nehring, 2013), a factor
that makes it essential to rely on efficient and adequate
management.

Conclusions

Participatory research and its development through focus group
sessions is a tool which allows the diagnosis of the current situ-
ation and the prognosis of the future of organic animal produc-
tion in dehesa agroforestry systems. The participation of the
main stakeholders in the sector in such systems reveals the reality
of this production model and its economic, social and environ-
mental implications.

The transformation of dehesa extensive systems into organic
models could improve the economic expectations of these pro-
duction systems at a time when traditional methods of agri-food
production are the point of debate in the EU, which is currently
looking for more sustainable production models based on ethical
reasons, conservation of biodiversity or human health. However,
in order to promote the increase in the number of organic sys-
tems, it is necessary to analyze the barriers that these production
systems encounter and the potential proposals for improvement
which would encourage their adequate conversion from conven-
tional livestock farming systems into organic systems.

Although in principle a close link between dehesas and organic
systems could be seen, in the practice there have been important
barriers that go beyond the production method that limit the lat-
ter’s expansion, such as: in the organic production model, the
high market prices of organic fodders, the scarce development
of the agri-food industry and the lack of slaughterhouses and cut-
ting plants are also key factors which slow down the implementa-
tion of this production model. In this sense, self-sufficient animal
feeding and the improvement of certain infrastructures could
attempt to improve the stability and competitiveness of organic
farm production. Added to these factors are the classical elements

encountered in other green or sustainable products, such as the
need for differentiated marketing, and the higher price compared
to conventional products as limiting factors. At the same time, the
lack of structure of the sector and deficient commercialization has
a negative impact on the promotion and development of organic
livestock production, while there is a need to create farmer asso-
ciations and marketing actions to secure the adequate pricing of
these products.

In this sense, the improvement of the income made by organic
farms will certainly require higher market prices for their pro-
ducts. This is difficult to achieve through the traditional channels.
Currently, the demand for these products is restricted to a very
sensitive consumer with a specific purchasing power.

At present, we think that the public administrations and the
regulations for the sector play a decisive role in their development.
The most sustainable production systems with the least impact on
the environment that somehow contribute to the fight against cli-
mate change have an important potential for compensation in the
new CAP.

The development of an adequate organic production model
involves the necessary actions to promote education and training
of both consumers and the livestock farming sector, which at the
same time can secure the demand and consumption of organic
products. A sense of trust in the organic product must be rein-
forced and the promotion of the brand image of organic products.
In this sense, adequate advertising efforts and Government sup-
port have a transcendental role.

Future research steps will necessarily be looking for certain
successful models of organic production in dehesas that allow
exporting to potential replicating farms, and explain how to
face the transition from one production model to another, how
to approach self-sufficient farms and how to do make them eco-
nomically sustainable.
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