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Short 
supply
chains

The Walloon dairy sector : two main 
channels of processing

Cooperatives

Between 3 and 7% of the milk
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Long supply chains



Which drivers? 

Anchor the comprehension of future 
trajectories in past and present

Past Which
perspectives Present Which

potential? Futur
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Present landscape

Which perspectives of 
product

diversification? 

Combination of 
factors from the 

past

Present
situation of 

the 
cooperatives

Production 
patterns 

Which prospective
trajectories of  
diversification? 

Which possible 
obstacles to these

trajectoires? 



Starting hypothesis and research 
process
• Complex drivers: more than individual or collective 

economic optimization alone 

Written
sources 

Oral 
sources 

“the test of authenticity” : 
what happened and why?

Current situation 

Actions

Context

Features



A research process in three steps

1. Source-based
historical
narrative

• Understand
complex
drivers 

2. Analytically
structured

history

• Discuss
complex
drivers 

3. Insights on  
cooperative

dynamics

• Sources of 
lock-ins



1. Milestones from the historical 
narrative 

1964

• EEC CAP framework

• first wave of consolidations, investments in milk powder, butter 

1968

• Mansholt plan – curb overproduction

• Competition for milk supply - economic difficulties

1973

•Consolidation plans with product diversification

• Absence of agreement 

1975

• Top-down merger (state intervention)

• Focus remains on milk power, butter 

1984 

• Milk quota

• Competition for milk supply – increasing market competition

1984-88

• Two consolidation plans : coordination or merger

• Absence of agreement 

1990 

• Separate deals with investors

• Cooperatives lose control over processing plants 

2000 

• Disengagement of investors

• Different strategies

V.De Herde. 2020. Narratif historique : évolution des laiteries coopératives wallonnes de 1948 à nos jours. 
https://sytra.be/publication/evolution-laiteries-cooperatives-wallonnes

https://sytra.be/publication/evolution-laiteries-cooperatives-wallonnes


Competition between
dairy cooperatives

A regular pattern: failure to agree 
on consolidation strategies 
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Association between dairy cooperatives
(coordination or merger)

Divised philosophical
and political context

Disagreements on the 
enactment of the 

association and on the 
adequate association 

model 

Divided dairy landscape

Diversification towards products with a 
higher added value 

Coordination of milk supply and marketing 
strategies

V.De Herde. 2020. Narratif historique : évolution des laiteries coopératives wallonnes de 1948 à nos jours. 
https://sytra.be/publication/evolution-laiteries-cooperatives-wallonnes
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2. Interpretative frame :  acknowedging
dairy cooperatives as an hybrid actor

Structures of collective
action  

Actors on the market with requirements 
of economic profitability 

Governance Strategies
Market and regulatory 

context 

Actors’ features 

Socio-political context 

Processing 
assets 

Technological evolutions Feedback 

Feedback 

Regional production 
features 



A complex set of factors impeding
agreements between dairy cooperatives

Shopping mindset 
of dairy farmers 

Lack of counselling power

EC policies to curb overproduction

Technological 
evolutions 

Socio-political 
heterogeneity Lack of trust between 

dairy cooperatives’ 
directors 

Focus on industrial 
profitability in milk 

powder, butter  

Competition among dairy 
cooperatives for milk supply 

Economic 
difficulties 

Negotiations on 
consolidation and 
diversification as 

strategies

EEC CAP

Lack in culture 
of cooperation 

Failure to reach 
agreements/top-down 

imposed mergers 

Regional production features 

feedback

feedback



Shopping 
mindset

Dissatisfaction
in front of poor

economic
performances 

Lack of trust 
in 

consolidation

Lack in 
culture of 

cooperation

Consolidation to 
support diversification 

pathways ? 

Absence of 
agreements in a 

context of 
competition

Limited 
diversification 

and fragmented
landscape

Competition for milk supply

Poor economic
performances 

Farmers’ 
enactment of the

social dilemma 

Cooperative
directors’ 

enactment of the
social dilemma 

3. Lessons on cooperative dynamics: 
a double social dilemma at play 

Short-term interests Long-term interests 

milk supplier Investor 

competitors Partners 



On the importance of context on 
lock-ins

Feedback effects

On actors On production systems

Multiple contextual and systemic components in interaction 

Market, regulations, 
socio-political
background 

Production features
Actors, resources and 

governance

Lock-ins as the outcomes of a complex process: 



Leverages to lift blocking 
mechanisms to cooperation 

• Regulations

• Market situation

• Socio-political context

Account for 
the effect of 
context on 

social dilemma

• Communication towards
farmers

• Support services for 
dialogue and partnership

Manage the 
social dilemma



Conclusion 

• Insights on complex dynamics in trajectories

• Contextualized cooperative dynamics can support 
or hinder change

Thank you for your attention! 
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