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Abstract 
Local ecological entrepreneurship is found to have the potential to contribute 

to the socio-economic viability of the fields of the Huerta de Valencia. My research 
aims to analyze the relevant prioritized discourse themes on such new forms of 
entrepreneurship in order to assess its civicness based on the degree of their spatial 
and social embeddedness. The discourse analysis allows us to gain a deeper 
understanding of the underlying value system of local ecological entrepreneurship in 
the Huerta. I found that the creation of an alternative economic space through these 
local initiatives takes place within a broader political context of defensive localism, 
aiming for the protection of the Huerta de Valencia.  

The contribution of this alternative agrarian movement to the protection of the Huerta 
through its embeddedness shows the importance of recognizing the civicness of the 
movement. A local discourse theme indicated that small-scale local ecological 
entrepreneurship with short supply chains is found to be one of the most viable 
means for the conservation of the Huerta de Valencia, through improving its 
economic and social viability. In order to map these discourse themes, a grounded 
theory approach was applied through a qualitative, exploratory case study research, 
using discourse analysis. Over 60 semi-structured interviews were conducted, 
inquiring about personal experiences of diverse actors with open-ended questions. 
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Introduction 

This study is an introduction to my Ph.D. thesis research conducted in the 
Huerta de Valencia, aiming to map the social aspects of local ecological 
entrepreneurship within. I have decided to choose this particular case study because 
everyone discouraged me to do so. That time I could not really understand why, but it 
made me really curious. This is how I ended up getting to know the dedicated 
farmers and activists of these lands, listening to their stories and learning about their 
values and everyday struggles. The discourse themes I recovered from the 
interviews also served as an explanation of why I was discouraged to pick Valencia 
as a case study. Nevertheless, I would like to show why others should feel 
encouraged to further study and support these small-scale grassroots movements 
fighting for the protection of the Huerta through facilitating its economic and social 
viability, aiming to keep it alive by themselves. 

Methodology 
In order to map the relevant discourse themes, a grounded theory approach 

was applied through a qualitative, exploratory case study research using discourse 
analysis. I conducted over 60 semi-structured interviews, based on open-ended 
questions inquiring about personal experiences of diverse actors regarding organic 
production. Afterward, based on the interviews I have created five statements 
describing discourse themes prioritized by the respondents during the interviews. I 
asked some key informants to reflect on these statements in order to increase the 
validity of my work. The data from the interviews is assessed through a discourse 
analysis studying the various perceptions regarding the social aspects of ecological 
entrepreneurship in the Huerta, their interconnectedness and their embeddedness. 
Besides working with data emerging from the interviews I have participated in several 
meetings where future scenarios were discussed for the facilitation and coordination 
of activities in the Huerta. I have also consulted the relevant academic literature 
aiming to position the given case study within the existing theories on the social 
aspects of alternative agrarian production, and on social construction of landscape 
dynamics of peri-urban regions.  

By assessing the differences between the perceived importance and acknowledged 
issues regarding the social aspects of ecological entrepreneurship in a peri-urban 
setting, my research aims to provide insight into the barriers, challenges and 
opportunities of strengthening the role of such production system by combined 
analysis of diverse views on its role in the conservation of the Huerta. 

Social aspects of organic production in general 

I found that recognizing and respecting the relevant social aspects of any 
organic or alternative agrarian system is a basic requirement for its sustainability. 
Such social aspects are based on the perceived priorities of the people working 
within and interacting with these systems. The literature review in this section maps 
how social aspects of diverse forms of ecological entrepreneurship are generally 
accounted for. The literature emphasizes the importance of addressing the social 
aspects within alternative agrarian production forms, with special attention to organic 
production.  
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Shifting from a binary categorization, used to assess these systems’ alternativeness, 
organicness and intensity (with its corresponding sales strategies), to a new 
framework, which aims to study them through multiple analytical fields, would allow 
us to recognize certain broader underlying political projects contributing to the 
alternativeness of these systems. Understanding the importance of shifting from this 
duality is crucial for the Huerta. As presently the most controversial conservation 
theme was the discourse on its organicness (disagreements regarding the definition 
of traditional and organic, the types and levels of certification), which has the 
potential to undermine the movement’s success in general. 

Studies on the social aspects of organic agriculture aim to assess the systems’ 
compliance with the concept of sustainability. Such compliance requires the 
internalization of the social costs of the production processes, ensuring social equity 
and social justice (Clark 2007). Forerunners of “social inclusion”, like Guthman 
(2004), argue that by not addressing the social pillar of a given system the credibility 
of the movement could be jeopardized. The case study of the Huerta de Valencia 
shows that addressing the social pillar allows the ecological entrepreneurs to take 
advantage of the social embeddedness of their production systems, by this 
strengthening their market position. The recognized social aspects emerging from the 
interviews showed that organic farming is deeply embedded in the discourse of the 
protection of the Huerta.  

When assessing the social aspects of organic agrarian systems one must ask who is 
the beneficiary of the perceived improvements and on what terms. Although it is 
argued that an anthropocentric perspective dominates the paradigm of sustainable 
development (Shearman 1990), it is not clear who are the intended beneficiaries of 
those applied anthropocentric values. The social focus is usually placed on the 
consumption side not on the production side. And “by contrast, there has been little 
discussion or research about the implications of the boom in organic agriculture for 
farmworkers on organic farms” (Shreck  et al. 2006). “The sustainable agriculture 
movement has focused primarily on production-centered issues, such as 
environmental degradation and the viability of the family farm” (Allen 2007). When it 
is questioned, whether the local ecological entrepreneurship movement’s vision of 
sustainable agriculture include to support the dignity of agriculturists and farmworkers 
as well, we open a can of worms. It is recognized that “the sustainable agriculture   
movement   has   struggled   with   how   to manifest social and economic equity on 
farms that operate on slim margins while competing with their industrial counterparts” 
(Schwind 2007). Identifying the potential beneficiaries of alternative production and 
supply chain networks is an interesting task to consider when assessing the social 
sustainability of alternative farming systems (e.g.: improved labour conditions (Inouye 
and Warner 2001), ensuring economic feasibility of the farmer (Roberts and Swinton 
1996), just salaries for the workers, and health issues concerning both the workers 
and consumers).  

Nevertheless, different settings prioritize different social themes as cornerstones of 
social inclusion. This shows that the social aspirations of each organic movement 
could be different and are determined by the social and spatial embeddedness of 
these systems. Aspirations respond to diverse expectations about future 
opportunities and expectations could be fuelled by information. The social aspirations 
of the organic movement within the Huerta de Valencia are found to be influenced by 
its spatial embeddedness. “Keeping the Huerta alive” being one of the most 
prioritized social aspect, manifested through addressing diverse social aspects. 
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When assessing alternative food systems, like ecological entrepreneurship in the 
Huerta, I find it important to focus on its social, spatial embeddedness instead of 
being blindsided by assessing its alternativeness. This allows us to gain a broader 
understanding on the prioritized social values presented by the given system, 
identified as forms of added value. 

Social aspects deriving from two major phenomena, calling for two lines of 
action 

I found that all quoted social aspects of ecological entrepreneurship in the 
Huerta are related to two major phenomena, both calling for action. The first 
phenomenon is identified as “pressure on the Huerta”. This by calling for action also 
creates a context for the other phenomena, which is labeled as “recognized 
opportunities in the Huerta”, which besides calling for action responds to the first 
phenomenon. Action is manifested through civic movements for the protection of the 
Huerta and local ecological entrepreneurship initiatives. Ecological entrepreneurs are 
“key actors [who] begin to construct and sustain networks, retro-innovate and relate 
to the new emerging consumer markets. ...These new breeds of entrepreneur are 
able to mix alternative ecological strategies with new market-based developments” 
(Marsden 2006). 

 “Pressures on the Huerta” are perceived to be consequences of urbanization 
(changing land use, limited access to agrarian land due to speculation, see Márquez 
2011), a growing infrastructural network (land fragmentation, degraded agrarian 
accessibility), lack of economic viability of conventional agrarian production and sales 
systems, forgotten and undervalued patrimony and lifestyle linked to the Huerta. 
These pressures create frustration and a framework for the social and spatial 
embeddedness of any action aiming to address them. One of my informants a young 
agriculturist, described it this way:  

 “There (in the Huerta) is no potent social network, there is no real economy 
to move many families, it is broken up, in a perfect state to disappear...  it is 
not valuated… by the time we will get old (listing some young and dedicated 
agriculturists) this whole thing will be gone, we will see it (the Huerta) 
disappear…” 

The recognized “opportunities in the Huerta” are perceived to be its fertile lands with 
rich agrarian tradition, an irrigation system governance recognized as an UNESCO 
patrimony, the presence of close urban markets (spatial embeddedness), a potential 
in engaging consumer groups with different levels and themes of consciousness, the 
valuation of organic or/and local food, and different organized groups of conscious 
citizens and being interested in the protection of the Huerta (social embeddedness).  

The research question I have taken was: 

How the main discourse themes of ecological entrepreneurs reflect on their 
spatial and social embeddedness?  

Main discourse themes framing ecological entrepreneurship  

In this section several deeply interconnected social themes and values of 
ecological entrepreneurship in the Huerta de Valencia are presented. All of these 
themes emerged during the interviews while mapping the meaning of organic 
production and the meaning of the Huerta to diverse stakeholders. Discourses 
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provide critical knowledge on the forces that shape public perceptions and reveal the 
processes constructing civic ecological entrepreneurship movements. 

The central theme is the meaning of the Huerta, and the diverse ways of imagining 
“keeping it alive”. This is always imagined within the creation of an alternative socio-
economic space, with varying levels of organicness and civicness, and a strong need 
for the recognition of the need to ensure the dignity of agriculturists through local fair 
trade. These themes are deeply interconnected, and feed into both phenomena and 
both actions discovered. 

Meaning of the Huerta framing action 

The Huerta has different meanings to different actors, which influences the 
way they see their role in its protection, and the ideal ways for it. The Huerta is seen 
as a landscape framed by an ancient irrigation system, as local patrimony, as an 
active fertile land providing food for the city, as a green area surrounding the city, as 
fields of one’s ancestors, as a place where one lives, as a place where one finds 
peace and work with dignity, as a place for a community engagement. Nevertheless, 
the Huerta embracing the city of Valencia is also the space over which Valencia has 
been growing over the last centuries.  

Understanding the social aspects of ecological entrepreneurship in the Huerta 
requires understanding the meaning of the Huerta and the meaning of organic 
cultivation for those engaged in this system. In the cross-section of these two 
concepts stands the common aspiration of “keeping the Huerta alive”. This translates 
into much more than keeping its structure or keeping its fields under cultivation. It 
could mean keeping its communities active, ensuring that it offers a viable economic 
opportunity and dignity, and respecting its fields by not polluting it, respecting the 
consumers of its products by offering safe and nutritious food, safeguarding all those 
cultural elements that constitute the Huerta for those who live in it and for those who 
live in the city surrounded by it.  

Based on these definitions the protection of the Huerta has several inseparable 
layers.  Its basic layer is the territorial protection with special attention to its ancient 
irrigation system and constructions. Nevertheless, there is a general agreement that 
in order to save the Huerta it should also be “kept alive”, keeping it under cultivation 
with selected socio-agrarian schemes. These schemes should have the potential to 
respect and promote a range of social aspects. I found that small-scale local 
ecological entrepreneurship is widely perceived as a viable alternative, feeding into 
the agrarian aspect of the Huerta’s protection. Many respondents emphasized that if 
the application of any different alternative production schemes (e.g.: producing for 
export markets, non-ecological) were to be found necessary to keep the Huerta alive, 
it should be accepted for the “greater cause” of saving the Huerta. Nevertheless, 
many argued that non-organic production methods by themselves violate the concept 
of keeping the Huerta alive as it would be destroying its lands.  

Civicness of local ecological entrepreneurship 

There are many initiatives around and in the Huerta. The need for cooperation 
is well recognized. This cooperation is manifested in form of various grass-root 
movements and self-organized producer and consumer groups. Nevertheless, many 
respondents found it to be still insufficient. Most respondents found that the grass- 
root nature of their organization is due to the lack of commitment from the local 
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government, having to take the initiative themselves. Many argued that the Huerta’s 
economic viability needs to be proven in order to be taken seriously as an active 
agrarian peri-urban fringe. Initiatives for the protection of the Huerta and the 
movement of small-scale local ecological entrepreneurship ultimately share common 
aspirations. Nevertheless, most activists found that despite the presence of organic 
movements over two decades by now, this alternative still haven’t reached its real 
potential.  

Listening to my respondents’ arguments I found that spatial and social 
embeddedness creates a favorable environment for the ecological entrepreneurs 
where the creation of alternative economies is supported to a certain extent by the 
discourse over the protection of the Huerta. Many believe that ecological 
entrepreneurs could demonstrate the economic, social and environmental viability of 
production in the Huerta, by this contributing to its protection.  

I must note before proceeding, that many agriculturist would definitely dislike the term 
ecological entrepreneurship and would prefer to go with a less businesslike term. 
Nevertheless, ecological entrepreneurship in the Huerta is found to be deeply 
embedded in a social discourse. Ecological entrepreneurship besides aiming for 
economic viability entails the implementation of a wider ideological framework, due to 
its civic nature presented in this section. 

In the Huerta de Valencia the local organic agriculture movement is embedded to a 
certain extent in a cultural landscape conservation movement aiming to conserve the 
Huerta, as a peri-urban agrarian green belt around the city of Valencia. The “pressure 
on the Huerta” is constant. Even though due to the crisis the dangers of urbanization 
eased, the infrastructural pressure remains. It is coupled with the low economic 
viability of the conventional agrarian systems, despite of the fertility of its lands and 
the proximity of its local markets. The creation of an alternative economic space by 
ecological entrepreneurs (Marsden and Smith 2005) takes place within this broader 
political project, which aims for the conservation of the Huerta.  

The Huerta could become an example of how “forces come together in this space, 
the urban-rural interface is also the place with the most potential for positive change, 
a change that comes in the form of multifunctional urban agriculture. Encouraging 
multifunctional urban agriculture means developing creative and indigenous new 
approaches to producing food amid competition for land use” (Erling 2007 in Simon 
2008). 

A discourse analysis conducted with the key ecological entrepreneurs and other 
representatives of the movements aimed to reveal the underlying value system 
influenced by its spatial and social embeddedness. These entrepreneurs are taking 
the responsibility of the “construction of a social and spatial milieu for providing the 
individual and collective capabilities to establish viable problem-solving responses” 
(Marsden and Smith 2005). Ensuring the economic viability of the agrarian system of 
the Huerta through ecological entrepreneurship with short supply chains is one of the 
most viable and promoted opportunities for the conservation of the Huerta de 
Valencia. “These new breeds of entrepreneur [ecological] are able to mix alternative 
ecological strategies with new market-based developments” (Marsden 2006). 
Unfortunately, it is often found (and true for the case of the Huerta) that the 
institutional context is far from being favourable or supportive. The “political 
commitment to peri-urban fringe issues is often regarded as marginal by the 
respective local authorities” (Simon 2008). On the other hand, the social movement 
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for the conservation of the Huerta with over two decades of history has constructed a 
framework of spatial and social embeddedness for the local ecological agrarian 
entrepreneurs. The degree of this spatial and social embeddedness shows the level 
of civicness of the agrarian movement. A broader political project (defensive localism) 
could be integrated into the discourse of ecological entrepreneurs, which offers an 
alternative system to improve the economic viability of the Huerta, a crucial 
contribution to its conservation. It could offer a new characteristic associated with 
civic agriculture: direct contribution to the conservation of agrarian landscapes and 
traditions, through ecological entrepreneurship. This form of entrepreneurship 
complements the conservationist discourse as another well articulated social 
movement. This goes beyond serving local as an alternative to ‘placeless global’, 
offering a new political opening (Harris 2009).  

The case of the Huerta represents some of the main characteristics of associated 
with civic agriculture (Lyson and Green 1999). Besides the traditional international 
markets for organics, there are small-scale initiatives oriented toward local markets 
with diverse direct or alternative sales strategies. Offering and consuming the harvest 
from the surrounding fields could be perceived as a manifestation of recognizing and 
supporting certain added values, like the protection of the Huerta and its cultivators. 
Ecological entrepreneurs are not just seen as producers of commodities, but as 
integral actors of rural communities, with a potential to improve its viability through 
creating and maintaining social networks and keeping the Huerta alive. I found that 
these added values are clearly recognized and desired by the cultivators. Besides 
the high organic quality and nutritious values of their vegetables, some agriculturists 
also aim to offer autochthonous varieties.  

Many respondents stated that by buying their harvest some consumers consciously 
appreciate and support the non-material services offered by these entrepreneurs, 
such as the cultivation of the fields of the Huerta with respect. Respecting the fields 
and keeping the Huerta alive for most respondents meant the following:  applying 
and safeguarding site-specific indigenous knowledge, keeping the fields under small-
scale production with locals working on it, allowing for an alternative lifestyle.  

Self-organization of some of these entrepreneurs is crucial. It is manifested in less 
and more formal settings, such as groups of fellow agriculturists or different producer 
associations. It contributes to improving the participants’ market access, allows to 
diversify supplies (e.g.: contents of eco-boxes), creates a network for self-
certification, facilitates logistics, and mutual aid, creates a more interactive 
community. There are also some non-governmental organizations aiming to assist 
these ecological entrepreneurs, seeking to facilitate their market access through 
promoting and negotiating access into school dinners, agreements on ambulant 
or/and stable markets, working on improving the legal framework, and facilitate 
awareness-raising. Agriculturists often find that despite the good will, there is a lack 
of insight into the realities people live in the Huerta when implementing programs for 
their assistance. It is indicated and recognized that deeper communication is needed, 
mapping and understanding each other’s needs and potentials. 

Most entrepreneurs agreed that buying products from the Huerta is a way to 
contribute to their work to maintain it, and allows them to earn their living with dignity. 
It is recognized as a kind of local fair trade. Self-esteem and dignity were important 
themes emerging during the interviews. Small scale local ecological entrepreneurship 
meant greater independence and certain level of improved control over their lives. 
Many of them find small-scale local organic agriculture is an economically viable 
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alternative, if just prices are offered and accepted. Nevertheless, this would require 
more active supportive social networks (e.g.: consumer associations) and increased 
levels of cooperation within the Huerta.  

Even though this study rather focuses on the discourses over the ecological 
entrepreneurs, it shouldn’t be forgotten that they represent only a small portion of the 
agriculturists of the Huerta (it is estimated that presently there are only about 40 
ecological entrepreneurs of this kind). Others continue to produce and commercialize 
conventionally, and there are many abandoned fields too. Some of these 
conventional producers are “burnt”, not being able to get enough profit from their 
fields, unable to compete with products from more industrialized plantations. Despite 
their strong emotions linking some owners to their lands, selling their fields (the “last 
cosecha”) is the best economic option allowing them a better life. These producers 
were mentioned all over the interviews as victims of the malfunctioning models these 
ecological entrepreneurs try to find alternatives to. Through differentiated production 
methods (returning to traditional cultivation methods, often combined with modern 
solutions, organic production) and differentiated sales channels (avoiding 
intermediaries, with direct sales methods, local food, eco-boxes etc.), these 
ecological entrepreneurs see their work to contribute to the protection of the Huerta 
by ensuring their own economic viability and keeping the Huerta and everything what 
it means to them alive. However, they see that their grass-root initiatives might not be 
enough. Now I understand why I was warned not to choose the Huerta de Valencia 
to study organic farming, as they meant to protect me from finding no well functioning 
institutional frameworks aiming for a sustainable management of the Huerta to be 
studied. What is clearly missing in the case of the Huerta de Valencia is the local 
government’s commitment to create strategies facilitating such initiatives aiming to 
keep the Huerta alive. Without such institutionalized commitment their struggle is 
found to be merely symbolic and instable. I found that many believe that such 
commitment could be awakened by proving the viability of the Huerta through such 
local ecological entrepreneurship. Nevertheless, the viability of such systems could 
be greatly improved if supported by certain facilitative strategies. 

Silent contribution to the protection of the Huerta  

I found that most ecological entrepreneurs do not find it important to directly 
communicate their complex role to the consumers. However, there is an unspoken 
compromise perceived among the agriculturist and the dedicated consumers. Many 
agriculturists believe that another half of their regulars do understand perfectly their 
supportive role, recognizing and appreciating the added values the products 
symbolize. Therefore, they argue that it is unnecessary to explain or directly discuss 
these issues for those already showing interest, understanding, and seeing their work 
on the fields. Nevertheless, there were certain open initiatives aiming to call the 
consumers’ attention to the link between buying from the Huerta and its protection 
(e.g.: Per l’Horta homepage, the “Fem l’Horta Possible” calendar in 2010 and 2011). 
By publishing lists of distributors and agriculturist of the Huerta at places dedicated to 
the Huerta’s protection clearly links the ecological entrepreneurs to this civic 
movement. This link reinforces the image of products from the Huerta and openly 
recognizes its contribution and added values. The role of NGOs and consumer 
associations, informing citizens on their opportunities and responsibilities as 
consumers for the protection of the Huerta, is also found to be important. 
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Nevertheless, many respondents believe that not all of their consumers care for such 
added values, their main concern being obtaining healthy food. Others indicated that 
it is also risky positioning themselves as ecologists, the term could be viewed as too 
“hippy” or “militante” for certain consumer groups, which might scare them away. On 
the other hand, such positioning is found to be resulting in converting buying from a 
given local agriculturist “the political act of the week”, a contribution to fight for 
keeping the Huerta alive. 

It is generally perceived that increased economic viability aids the conservation of the 
Huerta. Without embracing ecological entrepreneurship the social movement for the 
protection of the Huerta would remain on a political level. And without introducing 
ideologies organic cultivation would remain just another differentiated production 
method. Alternatives offered to ‘keep the Huerta alive’ should be acceptable for the 
people of the Huerta. This has already been recognized in 1998 by Carmen Biot 
Gemeno in her book with the title of “Organic agriculture, an alternative for the 
preservation of the Huerta de Valencia”. Active ecological entrepreneurship 
promoting quality products from the Huerta could complement the political 
conservation movement. Instead of a “contra” approach, the conservationist 
movement gradually has incorporated a constructive approach. Finding its way to 
couple up and promote local organic production. Many respondents found that this 
approach presents a much more proactive way. The compromise consumers make 
should be a practical compromise, which could be manifested through consumption, 
enabling participation of a wider array of people responding to various added values.  

Conclusion 

Throughout my research I aimed to understand the value system of ecological 
entrepreneurship in the Huerta and assess its embeddedness in the discourse over 
its conservation. The networks of small-scale local ecological entrepreneurship were 
found to be embedded within a political context of defensive localism. My research 
traced the influence of this informal political context on the discourse presented by 
key actors of ecological entrepreneurship in the Huerta de Valencia. The civicness of 
the local ecological entrepreneurship is created through its embeddedness into the 
Huerta’s conservation discourse and implemented through cases with diverse 
alternativeness. These alternative economic spaces still carry the signs of being at its 
pioneer stage, despite its two decades presence in the region. The discourse is 
expected to change over the evolution of the current economic restructuring. One 
should study this changing discourse in order to see which elements will become 
explicitly articulated, to be shared with consumers, and which elements remain as 
subjects for political discussions.  

Coordinated cooperation between actors in the diverse dimensions of the food 
system should be arranged with active participation of the supply dimension besides 
the support-connective dimension. Such coordination is crucial to ensure fair 
representation and potential to start communication with the local governments with a 
more united front. The local governments should acknowledge the value and the 
importance of supporting such alternative production networks present on the peri-
urban areas surrounding their cities. Successful networks of ecological entrepreneurs 
could improve the economic viability of the Huerta and by this contribute to the 
conservation of all those elements they treasure.  
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