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Abstract:
This article explores the potential of alternative food networks (AFNs) for food security and 
resilience as COVID-19 has raised challenges to the global food supply chain. Pandemic-induced 
disruptions to conventional food production, distribution, and consumption networks have 
revealed problems with the global food system and have drawn attention to the re-localization 
and regionalization of food systems. Lockdown and mobility restrictions have also disrupted the 
availability, quality, and stability of food. We evaluate how AFNs have responded to these 
challenges in a non-western context through a case-study approach informed by participant 
observation and semi-structured interviews. After examining the multiple factors that have been 
critical to the emergence and expansion of AFNs in Turkey since the mid-2000s, we argue that 
these food distribution networks have aimed to address food security, environmental 
sustainability, and farmer livelihoods in complementary ways. We provide a timeline of state-led 
measures in response to COVID-19 in Turkey as we consider their impacts on food distribution 
systems and access in urban areas. We then compare two AFNs: a food community working 
within a participatory guarantee system, and a consumer cooperative that connects producers and 
consumers in urban areas. Although the two AFNs faced initial challenges due to disruptions in 
delivery services and lockdowns, they have been able to continue their services and address 
increasing demand. They also provided special solidarity packages for those adversely affected 
by the economic impacts of COVID-19. By building on existing networks and relationships of 
trust between consumers and producers, and the capacity and willingness of producers to adapt 
to the new regulatory environment, the two AFNs have been able to continue their activities and 
start new initiatives. 
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted global food supply chains and exposed systemic 

weaknesses (Zurayk, 2020). Whereas some places have suffered from empty grocery shelves, 
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others have experienced food loss due to fresh produce accumulating at farms (Torero Cullen, 

2020; Held, 2020). As more people live in urban areas and depend on markets and distribution 

networks, social distancing measures have limited internal and external logistics of food 

distribution networks. The short-term impacts of COVID-19 may also differ across the global 

North and South (Chin, 2020; Crush & Si, 2020; Skerritt, Patton & Onu, 2020). Outbreaks and 

lack of personal protective equipment have undermined the operation of food processing plants, 

food harvests, and market operations. At the same time, consumers have faced purchasing limits, 

higher prices, or fewer choices (Elejalde-Ruiz, 2020; Gallagher & Kirkland, 2020).

Although the long-term impacts of the COVID-19 outbreak remain unclear, the pandemic 

has raised new questions about food security and resilience. Here, we define food system 

resilience as the capacity and ability to withstand and overcome disturbances (Worstelle and 

Green, 2017). As the scope of the crisis continues to be assessed, several authors have called for 

food systems to strengthen their resilience by becoming more localized (Held, 2020; Clapp, 

2020; Temürcü, 2020). The spread of COVID-19 has adversely and unevenly affected producers, 

transporters, processors, retailers, vendors, and consumers in local and national food systems by 

affecting the availability of food, access to it and its stability (Béné, 2020). Implicit in calls for 

more resilient local food systems has been the understanding that the global food system has 

remained as fragile as ever. 

Recent academic literature on alternative food networks (AFNs) has given attention to 

these calls for the localization of food systems.  Localization often refers to shortening the supply 

chain by eliminating, for instance, intermediary distributors and geographic proximity between 

producers and consumers. Such place-based alternatives offer self-sufficiency while ensuring 

traceability. AFNs also promote alternatives to global industrial food production, including fair 
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treatment of workers and sustainable agricultural production (Chase & Grubinger, 2014). As in 

the case of food hubs or cooperatives, AFNs expand local food distribution networks and help 

small farmers access larger markets and preserve their livelihoods (Perrett & Jackson, 2015).

Despite well-established research on AFNs and their contributions to food security and 

resilience,1 existing literature gives inadequate attention to the role of AFNs in the global South 

and their contributions to food systems (Pratley & Dodson, 2014). Likewise, during the COVID-

19 pandemic, we also have heard more about COVID-19 responses from the global North.2 This 

paper aims to close this gap in the literature. By considering a case study from Turkey, we 

discuss how two AFNs that have effectively been connecting producers and consumers in urban 

areas of the country have responded to the COVID-19 pandemic, some of the challenges these 

networks have faced in the short term; and what kinds of promises they hold for the localization 

of food systems. We focus on two AFNs: the online Natural Food, Conscious Nutrition Network3 

food hub (Doğal Besin, Bilinçli Beslenme Ağı, referred to as Natural Food Network hereafter) 

and a consumer cooperative, Kadıköy Cooperative.4 These AFNs operate in two urban centers 

respectively: Ankara, Turkey’s capital, and Istanbul, the country’s financial center, where 18% 

of its population resides. Istanbul also constitutes about one-third of the food transportation flows 

in Turkey (Aslan & Demir, 2018). We argue that these AFNs were able to continue their 

distribution under serious lockdown and mobility restrictions during the initial months of 

1 See the Ackerman-Leist (2013) and Jarosz (2008) for a case study of the U.S.; Levkoe (2014); Sumner, Mair & 
Nelson (2010) for Canada; Larder, Lyons & Woolcock (2014) for Australia and Blake, Mellor & Crane (2010) for 
U.K.
2 Food studies journals published in English, including the Agriculture Human Values, Gastronomica, Food and 
Foodways, and this journal have published articles and reflections on the impact of COVID-19 and food systems, 
the summer and fall of 2020.
3 Both authors are members of the online group Natural Food Network; the first author since 2014 and the second 
author since 2019. 
4 The second author has worked as a volunteer at Kadıköy Cooperative since January 2019. She is also an official 
partner of Kadıköy Cooperative; and as per the cooperative's structure, she receives no financial benefit out of 
partnership.
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COVID-19 due to the diversity of producers within their networks, flexibility in procurement and 

distribution, and the ability of their producers to use household labor. They were also able to 

adapt quickly and respond to disruption in a way that did not undermine the well-being of the 

producers or consumers in their networks. However, due to lockdown measures affecting those 

over the age of 65 and those with chronic health conditions, not all producers were able to 

connect to consumers immediately.5 

In the new regulatory environment that has emerged after COVID-19, these two AFNs 

have been quick to address challenges on the consumption side with calls for solidarity, adjusted 

work hours, and practices conforming to new mandates for social distancing. They have also 

continued to serve urban consumer centers fresh, healthy, and good food.6 On the producer side, 

they have coordinated the smooth movement of fresh and processed food items so that their food 

would not be wasted and nutritious food would be available for consumers. Their adaptations to 

the new and changing regulations have been swift. Although delays in mail deliveries for the 

Natural Food Network and reductions in Kadıköy Cooperative’s hours of operation decreased 

both organizations’ interactions with consumers, both have been able to continue food 

distribution and maintain relatively normal operations. As the two cases demonstrate, stronger 

local and regional food systems have ensured both economic opportunity for small producers and 

access to fresh and clean food for consumers in densely populated urban centers during and after 

disturbances. Both AFNs have also adapted to offer solidarity purchases where producers and 

5 According to the Turkish Chamber of Agricultural Engineers, most of the producers in conventional agriculture as 
well as AFNs in Turkey are over the age of 55 (Değirmenci, 2020).
6 AFNs in Turkey use different markers to define the food they circulate: While not all of the food distributed 
through AFNs is  certified as organic, they emphasize markers as fresh, clean, healthy, good, just food to define 
production following agroecological principles that also respect and preserve local seeds and farm labor justice. 
Lack of trust in private certification agencies and the difficulties faced by smallholders in accessing certification 
make organic certification unnecessary, if not undesirable, for many (See Soysal Al & Küçük, 2019). For that 
reason, these networks rely on different forms of trust-building, such as the establishment of participatory guarantee 
systems (PGS). 
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consumers purchase items for people in need in Ankara and Istanbul, suggesting that the AFNs 

have the capacity to move quickly to respond to food security aftershocks.

After a review of relevant scholarship, we discuss the emergence and roles of AFNs in 

Turkey. Then we chronicle the regulatory measures taken in Turkey in response to COVID-19. 

After outlining our methodology, we move to the case studies. We examine in detail the 

organizational background of the Natural Food Network and Kadıköy Cooperative and focus on 

their responses to COVID-19. These case studies scrutinize how each organization reacted with 

new approaches to the changing regulatory environment and to the new challenge of food 

insecurity raised due to pandemic. We end with a discussion comparing the responses of these 

two AFNs and evaluate their ability to respond to disturbance, while also acknowledging their 

limitations.

Background

Alternative Food Networks 

AFNs emerged as a response to the environmental externalities of the industrialized and 

globalized food system and to pervasive social and economic inequalities (Alkon & Guthman, 

2017; Chase & Grubinger, 2014; Holt-Gimenez & Shattuck, 2011). As such, they represent 

“efforts to respatialize and resocialize food production, distribution and consumption” (Jarosz, 

2008, p. 231). AFNs not only procure and distribute food through alternative channels, such as 

farmers markets, consumer cooperatives, and premium specialty food and voluntary labels (fair 

trade, organic, etc.), they also offer a range of food-related activities (Ackerman-Leist, 2013).7 

7 Other activities AFNs engage in include, but are not limited to, educating about and growing food, developing 
formal policy and infrastructure, implementing initiatives reconnecting producers and consumers such as field days, 
conserving agricultural land, developing mechanisms to enable the participation of all consumers. (Ackerman-Leist, 
2013)
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By eliminating intermediaries from the process, direct marketing efforts by AFNs bring 

producers and consumers together and help them develop bonds of trust. These trust 

relationships bypass third-party certification systems and allow participatory guarantee systems 

(PGSs)8 to ensure the quality of food (Loconto & Hatanaka, 2018). Producers within AFNs often 

prohibit or strive to limit the use of certain conventional inputs and practices, think about the 

ecological footprint of food production from seed to waste, and incorporate diverse practices and 

crops (Chase & Grubinger, 2014).

Different values shape the work of AFNs. At their heart is a desire for decentralization, 

independence from fossil fuels and other inputs, community at local and regional levels, 

harmony with nature, diversity in practices and crops, and restraint from abusing nature, 

workers, and animals (Sumner et al., 2010). Several AFNs, particularly those in the global South, 

consciously resist corporatization (Fraser, 2017; Holt-Gimenez & Shattuck, 2011). Thus, some 

producers within AFNs reject genetically modified (GM) agriculture and seeds, citing 

implications for patenting life, ecosystem impacts, and ethical concerns. AFNs have increased 

the availability and variety of locally grown foods in several communities (Nelson & Stroink, 

2014). Cooperative food systems, a subset of AFNs, create a web of mutually beneficial 

activities for producers and consumers. Based on their commitment to cooperation and 

democratic processes, they also aim to reshape the dominant social-economic organization of 

food systems (Sumner, McMurtry, & Renglich, 2014). AFNs face tension in balancing the 

8 Participatory guarantee systems (PGS) are networks that consist of farmers, experts, public sector officials, food 
service agents, and consumers. They reallocate authority away from experts to a multi-stakeholder group. They help 
certify producers based on active participation of stakeholders and are built on a foundation of trust, social networks 
and knowledge exchange. Connecting consumers to producers, the PGSs “create a local system of production and 
consumption whereby multiple stakeholders experiment with sustainable agriculture technologies on farms, but also 
collectively ensure that the organic agriculture techniques are adopted by setting standards and verifying their 
compliance” (Loconto & Hatanaka, 2017: 415)
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affordability of local, organic, or healthy food with viable incomes for producers, but their 

emphasis on local food systems creates complex adaptive systems (Nelson & Stroink, 2014).

Scholarly literature has also considered problems associated with alternative foodscapes.9 

Although AFNs have defied simplistic categorization, many have responded to injustices and 

problems of the corporate food regime through various methods and practices, within and across 

countries (Fraser, 2017). As they incorporate strategies from anti-hunger and food sovereignty 

initiatives, support small farms and local production, and advocate for sustainable agriculture, 

clean food and health, AFNs have occupied an oppositional status and enjoyed transformative 

potential to deliver progressive systemic change in food provisioning (Goodman & Goodman, 

2009). 

 AFNs in the Turkish Context

An upper-middle income economy, Turkey has achieved significant economic and social 

development results since the early 2000s (World Bank, 2017). The number of people living and 

employed in rural areas has been declining in Turkey, both in absolute and relative terms since 

2000 (Kan, Tosun, Kan, et al., 2019). As a result of legislative changes in 2013 (Law No. 6360), 

which redefined rural areas and classified villages as neighborhoods of municipalities, exact 

figures for the rural population are unknown (Gülçubuk, Kan, Derviş, et al., 2018).10 Agricultural 

9 AFNs were criticized for allowing the privileged class to continue consumption by emphasizing the sale of  
alternatives (Allen, 2008). AFNs were also criticized in failing to address structural problems in the system, such as 
the state’s responsibility in regulating environment and health (Alkon & Guthman, 2017). As organic and fair trade 
labels become more popular, these production methods can also be co-opted by multinational corporations and 
supermarket chains (Guthman, 2004; Fraser, 2017). Some labels may not always live up to the standards they put 
forth (Besky 2014). In the U.S., sustainable agriculture movement has also been criticized for privileging the 
economic needs of small and organic producers rather than addressing the needs of low-income people (Guthman et 
al., 2006).
10 Coinciding with the aftermath of the 2009 global financial crisis, the agricultural policy changes resulted in “a 
mass urban flow (urban-directed migration), and the formation of extended (rural‒urban) settlement structures 
involving various types of mobility and novel living structures” (Öztürk et al., 2018: 516) A new phenomenon called 
“retirement villages,” is changing village characteristics: People return to their home-towns or parents’ villages to 
farm both as an “income-generating” activity and “as a strategy to resist commodification in agriculture” (Öztürk et 
al., 2018: 513).
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policies since the 2000s have expanded neoliberal policies into the agricultural sector, and state 

support for farming largely has been withdrawn (Aydın, 2010). Although Turkey recovered 

quickly from the 2009 global financial crisis and enjoyed high growth rates until 2015, this 

recovery also resulted in large external and internal imbalances (World Bank, 2017). Following a 

failed coup attempt in 2016 and geopolitical turmoil, Turkey’s gross domestic project declined to 

2.9% (World Bank, 2020). When the pandemic started, the burden of Turkey’s external debt was 

already affecting its economy. The most prolonged recession of 2018 has been characterized by 

persistently low or negative rates of growth, dwindling investment performance, problems 

repaying debt, rising unemployment, a spiraling currency depreciation, and high inflation 

(Orhangazi & Yeldan, 2020). As prices in imported goods and inputs for agricultural prices have 

increased, food prices have also spiked, and the depreciation of the Turkish lira has reduced the 

purchasing power of consumers.

Legal changes, including the Wholesale-Market Law (Law No. 5957) and Seed Law 

(Law No. 5553), encouraged the consolidation of food distribution networks and supermarket 

chains and have made it difficult for small producers to compete against larger producers 

(Atasoy, 2017). A range of food scares, including the mad cow disease and bird flu, incurred 

significant economic and social costs and provoked consumer anxieties. The lengthening of food 

supply chains, increasing food imports, the presence of synthetic ingredients in food, and 

scandals involving tainted food have also brought shifting nutritional advice to consumers, who 

have lost their trust in the state and markets (Atalan Helicke, 2020). While manufacturers and 

retailers have worked to re-establish consumer trust, grassroots movements by activists, 

consumers, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in Turkey have also pursued initiatives 

to address these anxieties and establish closer links to producers. 
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Similar to factors in the emergence of AFNs in the North, AFNs in Turkey focus on 

localization. In Turkish context, “local” means working with other local organizations, groups, 

and initiatives on the basis of trust relationships, and following principles of ethics and justice in 

food access (Doğançayır & Kocagöz, 2018). Efforts in Turkey to shorten the food supply chain 

and promote localization include serving a specific geographic area (Kadıköy Cooperative), 

working with consumers in a particular place (Natural Food Network), and collaborating with 

producers in a certain place. Several AFNs in Turkey also emphasize “good-clean-just 

agriculture” principles (Çelik, 2016). They have also built stronger connections between small 

producers and consumers through organic farmers markets and weekly bazaars (pazar)11 in urban 

centers of Istanbul and Ankara, and they have tapped into online forums to create collective 

initiatives. A common concern is urban consumers’ access to food produced by sustainable 

practices or respect for labor justice.

The number of AFNs that provide community supported agriculture (CSA) or 

participatory guarantee systems (PGS) in Turkey has increased from 10 in 2015 (Urgenci, 2016) 

to 43 in 2020 (Gıda Toplulukları, 2020). We date the emergence of these AFNs to the early 

2000s and to two interlinked phenomena. First, the Buğday Association for Ecological Living 

(Buğday from now on), an Istanbul-based NGO, has been a leading actor in the clean and healthy 

food movement since its founding in 2002. Buğday has established organic farmers markets and 

a seed conservation and exchange network, initiated agricultural tourism (a project bringing 

volunteers to ecological farms), and implemented several other projects connecting consumers 

and producers. Similarly, its campaigns, such as its effort to ban toxic chemicals from 

11 A pazar is an outdoor market serving different neighborhoods one day a week year around. These markets are 
managed by the municipalities. Middlemen often sell fresh fruits, vegetables, cheese, eggs, honey, legumes, and 
other dried food along with small kitchen and bathroom items, such as pans, salt shakers, and mirrors. They often 
sell conventionally grown items without a label of the origin for fresh fruits and vegetables.  
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agricultural production, have created public awareness about clean food. These efforts altogether 

have also contributed to the formation of a network of individuals who have become leaders in 

establishing food communities or working toward policy change (Buğday, 2020; Çanga et al., 

2018). Second, Buğday and other actors established a network in 2004 to reduce the use and 

import of GM- food in 2004, thereby enhancing solidarity and collective action among grassroots 

organizations.12 Since then, the organizations within these networks have worked closely to build 

sustainable food systems. Led by an umbrella organization of environmental and consumer rights 

groups, academicians, groups representing agricultural engineers, producer associations (e.g., the 

Confederation of Farmer Unions of Turkey), doctors associations, and organic certification 

agencies, the anti-GM platform made grassroots demands for clean and healthy food more 

visible in the public arena. 

Before COVID-19, each AFN we examine had a well-established network and connected 

small producers engaged in sustainable food production practices with mainly middle-income 

urban consumers in major urban centers in Turkey. They had access to the crops grown by a 

diversity of producers, who maintained successful traditional varieties, such as heirloom varieties 

and landraces. Yet, these producers were flexible enough to incorporate innovation. These two 

AFNs generated sufficient income to maintain their operations and support small producers. 

These producers they worked with farmed in different places in Turkey and relied mainly on 

family and friends for labor. Small producers may have high vulnerability to shocks due to their 

small or micro-scale operations, lack of access to insurance, and insufficient cash flow. Over the 

years, however, these AFNs devised methods to support small producers. They developed trust 

relationships among consumers and producers and remained active during political and 

12 Turkey does not cultivate GM crops. It has imported GM-animal feed since 2011, and continues food imports 
from countries that cultivate and process GM crops.(Atalan Helicke, 2015)
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economic crises in Turkey. In this sense, they effectively addressed disturbances and worked 

toward building a resilient food system while ensuring livelihoods for small producers. 

 Both the Natural Food Network and Kadıköy Cooperative emphasize collective food 

systems and reject hierarchy. Each initiative is organized differently. The Natural Food Network 

is a decentralized network. It emphasizes CSAs and PGS, coordinates exchanges between 

consumers, three-fourths of whom are in Ankara, and producers around Turkey. Kadıköy 

Cooperative provides a physical space where fresh crops and processed food items are gathered 

from small producers throughout Turkey and sold to consumers in the Kadıköy neighborhood of 

Istanbul. The Kadıköy Cooperative while emphasizing a cooperative, solidarity economy and 

grassroots mobilization. 

COVID-19 and Response: Regulatory Measures and Impacts on AFNs 

Turkey reported its first COVID-19 case on March 11, 2020, and like many other 

countries, started to implement stay-at-home measures starting March 15. All K-12 education 

was closed for a week, then resumed remotely. All non-essential businesses were closed 

gradually between March 15 and March 21, while community prayers at mosques were banned. 

Age-based curfews for those over 65 years old and younger than 20 years old were implemented. 

Restaurants and pastry shops were kept open for to-go orders. Limited grocery store and 

supermarket hours (9 a.m. -9 p.m.) were announced on March 24 throughout Turkey (Karadağ, 

2020). Farmers’ markets and bazaars (pazar) continued to operate under new guidelines, such as 

increased distance between stands, restrictions on the number of visitors, and the pre-packaging 

of all food items. Grocery stores and supermarkets were allowed to admit only a limited number 

of customers at a time, corresponding to one tenth of their usual capacity (Karadağ, 2020). 

11



Draft; please do not circulate

Consumer lines in front of markets became common in densely populated areas of metropolitan 

cities, while some people increasingly resorted to online markets or market delivery systems. 

Restrictions on intercity travel did not extend to food and agricultural items. Even when there 

were delays, stocks were quickly replenished. Yet, the prices of a variety of food items increased 

dramatically (Yıldırım, 2020).  

After the first few weeks, universal curfews were imposed in metropolitan cities, first 

over the weekends, then over extended holidays (April 23-26 and May 16-19).13 During weekend 

curfews, only bakeries selling bread and other food items and drinking water vendors were 

allowed to operate, provided they worked with a delivery system (CNN Türk, 2020). People 

were still not allowed to go outside their homes, except to shop in neighborhood grocery stores 

and bakeries or to receive home deliveries between specific hours (9 a.m.-2 p.m. April 23-26 and 

10 a.m-4 p.m. May 16-19). 

COVID-19 measures affected the agricultural sector in Turkey in many ways, as the 

pandemic coincided with both the planting and harvest seasons for different crops. In the fields, 

workers risked exposure to the virus and had to practice social distancing and wear masks. 

Although exceptions were granted by local authorities (Özdemir, 2020), many farmers were 

restricted from working outside due to the age-based curfews or safety measures. New guidelines 

for transportation and for accommodation of seasonal farm workers were announced, but these 

largely failed to provide a safe working environment (Zırh et al., 2020). Since the agriculture 

sector was excluded from the government’s Economic Stability Shield program to provide 

13 By June 1, 2020, Turkey reported a total of 166,000 COVID-19 positive cases, and 4,609 deaths. The highest 
daily reported cases were about 2,000 in March; 5,000 in April; and 1,600 in May. Turkey eased most of the 
lockdowns by mid-summer. It is compulsory to wear masks in Turkey (Fines are charged at 900 Turkish liras, 
equivalent of 130 USD for those who do not wear masks). As of November 12, 2020, Turkey reported a total of 
404,000 cases and 11,200 deaths.
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financial relief during the crisis, producers did not receive any financial support during this 

period.

Problem Statement 

Examining these two organizations in Turkey helps us understand how AFNs  

emphasizing collective food systems address short-term challenges during significant  

disruptions. These AFNs have shifted their operations and priorities in line with a shift in the 

regulatory environment and adapted different mechanisms to ensure consumers and producers 

maintain trust. Although Turkey has been prone to historic lockdowns due to periodic political 

crises or authoritarian policies,14 the period examined here represented the longest series of 

lockdowns for the majority of the population with consequences for food production (e.g., 

planting and harvest) and consumer access. A few of these lockdowns coinciding with religious 

holidays have led to a consumer rush to markets and increases in food prices (Abiral & Atalan 

Helicke, 2020). However, food availability generally has not fluctuated in Turkey. Reduced 

wages and loss of income have destabilized food security for some in large urban centers. In 

response, the solidarity mechanisms that these AFNs fostered between consumers and producers 

provide a model of how to maintain both small producer livelihoods and urban food security.

Methods  

Case study research design, participant observation, and semi-structured interviews allow 

us to understand the experiences, processes and practices of AFNs (Jarosz, 2008). Case study 

methodology focuses on an intensive analysis of an individual unit (as a person or community) to 

14 For a generation over a certain age and for certain regions in Turkey, lockdowns are not uncommon, but for 
younger generations in Ankara and Istanbul, lockdowns are a new phenomenon. Heper and Evin (1988) examines 
the political instability after 1970s in Turkey, protests, lockdowns, political instability, and the impact of 1980 coup 
d’etat on democracy and civilian-state relations. Mecellem (2018) discusses the continuing political crisis in 
Turkey’s southeast in the 1990s, and the impact of lockdowns on human rights of Kurdish minorities. 
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understand the particularity and complexity of a phenomenon (Harrison et al., 2017). In the 

internet age, digital communications across email listservs as well as social media shares also 

become part of the natural setting used in the analysis of a case study research (DeWalt & 

DeWalt, 2011). 

In this article, our analysis focuses on how these two AFNs responded to COVID-19 

between March and May 2020.  We examined email exchanges between producers and 

consumers in the online discussion group of Natural Food Network, and social media 

announcements of Kadıköy Cooperative between March 13, 2020, and May 25, 2020. In 

addition, we reviewed articles, reports, and popular news stories in English and Turkish about 

AFNs (after 2005) and COVID-19. We filtered these sources through keywords, such as food 

community, food group, food security, small farmer, COVID-19, coronavirus, and social-

distancing measure. While the first author interviewed two producers in the Natural Food 

Network in July 2019 and two moderators in May 2020, the second author has been conducting 

ethnographic fieldwork with various actors involved in AFNs in western Turkey. 

Case Studies

Natural Food Network (Doğal Besin, Bilinçli Beslenme Ağı) 

Organizational Background

The Natural Food Network was established in 2009 to connect consumers in Ankara with 

producers who produce according to agro-ecological principles. The producers connect with 

consumers via email listserv, Whatsapp, and a phone order system. After receiving orders, many 

producers ship their produce or processed food items via courier service or postal shipments. 

Producers closer to Ankara deliver their products directly to drop-off points with their own 
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vehicles. 

There are 25 producers within Natural Food Network; 20 have been members for more 

than three years. Producers are located at different distances to Ankara, a city in central Anatolia 

with a semi-arid continental climate. The closest producers are located in the villages of 

Güneşköy (50 km from Ankara), where there is an eco-village, and Tahtaörencik (104 km from 

the capital), which hosts a producer cooperative. These villages provide CSAs for vegetables, 

eggs, meat, cosmetic products, and herbal supplements. 

The Natural Food Network provides over 100 different types of food and food products. 

While its initial mission was to expand “local production and local consumption,” the limited 

availability of fresh fruits and vegetables due to the seasonality of production in Ankara requires 

the procurement chain to include all of Turkey (personal communication, May 18, 2020). The 

service area of the Natural Food Network is “local”: as of May 2020, 77% of its consumers are 

from Ankara, followed by 13% who are from Istanbul. These two urban centers constitute 90% 

of all consumers.15 Periodic consumer surveys since 2016 show that the Natural Food Network 

has an average of 203 members per year.16

The mission of Natural Food Network is multifold; it endeavors to establish trust among 

consumers and producers through direct marketing; support small producers; expand agro-

ecological production; enable consumers’ access to clean and healthy food; support CSAs and 

other food communities; engage in collective action to address the food system problems; and 

facilitate PGS that works on a volunteer and decentralized basis (DBB Katılımcı Sözleşmesi, 

2019). The Natural Food Network coordinates visits to producers’ fields. Although it does not 

15 The total number of consumers in the Natural Food Network amount to 2,100 (since February 2016). They are 
distributed across 47 out of 80 cities of Turkey (Personal communication, May 19, 2020).
1610Membership was lower than average in 2009, in its initial year.  As discussed below, membership is higher in 
2020.
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require organic certification, the Natural Food Network requires producers to follow agro-

ecological principles. These include, but are not limited to, bans on chemical use, artificial 

insemination, conventional ready-to-use milk supplements for livestock, and added sugar for 

honeybees. The AFN also encourages the use of local or heirloom seeds, conservation of local 

varieties, and the sustainable management of natural resources (DBB Katılımcı Sözleşmesi, 

2019). The Natural Food Network requires regular updates from their producers on their 

production techniques and feedback from consumers about their producers and products. The 

Natural Food Network does not set prices for products but encourages solidarity in terms of 

setting prices (Uysal & Bektaş 2016). The assumption is that a fair price will address food 

security for consumers and livelihoods of producers (Personal communication, May 19, 2020). 

The Natural Food Network is run by voluntary moderators. As of 2020, there are five 

moderators, two of whom reside in Ankara. Prior to its recent annual meeting, all moderators 

were from Ankara. However, with the expansion of consumers to all of Turkey, the emphasis on 

Ankara has been removed (personal communication, May 18, 2020). The moderators facilitate 

feedback mechanisms among producers and consumers, coordinate events, and field days. 

Since its establishment, the Natural Food Network has collaborated with the Buğday 

Association on different projects, including a project to provide direct and trustworthy access to 

natural and local produce project  (Gıda Toplulukları, 2020). It cooperates with other food 

initiatives in Ankara on organizing workshops, special deliveries, and distribution days. It also 

supports the cooperatives in its network and encourages them to work together. These 

collaborations are based, in part, on the Natural Food Network’s mission to encourage collective 

action solutions to food system problems.

The Natural Food Network’s Response to COVID-19
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In the early days of the pandemic, the ability of the Natural Food Network to continue 

food distribution without major disruption received attention from Ankara Metropolitan 

Municipality. Natural Food Network moderators had several online meetings with the 

municipality and started a new initiative (in cooperation with the Buğday Association) to expand 

PGS to small producers around Ankara and provide market access for them (personal 

communication, May 19, 2020). Since COVID-19 curfews, some of the Natural Food Network 

moderators, founders, or active producers have met several times with other AFNs to discuss the 

impact of COVID-19 and alternative pathways to build a resilient food system (personal 

communication, May 18, 2020).  The Natural Food Network has pursued CSAs as a solidarity 

mechanism since its establishment and, during the COVID-19 crisis, moderators also called for a 

solidarity system between producers and consumers and among consumers to address the food 

security of urban consumers. Consumers paid extra for their purchases, and sales were then used 

for people in need. The calls were sporadic and either the producer or network moderators could 

ask for a package to be prepared anytime.17

The COVID-19 pandemic has increased the number of new members in the Natural Food 

Network system: March and April 2020 represented two of the busiest months in its previous 

four years. Several Natural Food Network producers have experienced an increase in sales, 

sometimes three times their regular sales, with a focus on non-perishable food items, such as 

flour and cracked wheat (bulgur). Some producers shared emails about the rise in demand and 

the pressure on them for shipment, whereas other producers and consumers also expressed 

concerns about the curfew measures and its impacts on courier shipments and producers’ 

17 As of May 25, 2020, 1092 Turkish lira (160 USD) was collected in the solidarity system, and packages were sent 
to nine families, along with additional gifts of soaps and healing creams. In the system, the consumer can choose 
items or pay 90% of selected items (prepared in advance by the producer). The producer then pays the remaining 
10% and ships the items to a family or individual in need, defined by the consumer or the Natural Food Network 
moderators.
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delivery systems. One producer reported running out of packing supplies and stopped shipments. 

While most of the producers were able to continue the shipments and address the rising demand, 

only one producer reported that he could not continue production and shipments due to COVID-

19’s impacts on his family (personal communication, May 18, 2020). 

A few of the producers shared hopeful comments about the impact of COVID-19 on food 

systems and transformation potential for local and small production systems. Indeed, the Natural 

Food Network was approached by a rural development agency, and asked them to provide 

training on how to shorten food supply chains. One moderator added that experts and 

policymakers “pay attention to [their] messages more carefully” and “work with [them] more 

closely.” One producer cooperative member who used to be a moderator reported an increasing 

number of people from Ankara going to their ancestors’ villages to garden. He supported this 

growing interest, adding: “Although any interest in agriculture, particularly by the youth should 

be celebrated, this is not [what we seek to accomplish] for agriculture.” He emphasized his 

support for a group of local producers engaged in continuous cultivation of lands rather than 

retirees as part-time hobby gardeners. Because many of the producers in the Natural Food 

Network are small producers who rely on household labor, they did not report any challenges on 

labor shortages. Because it is a decentralized initiative, moderators were not directly involved in 

checking for sanitation and other practices employed by the producers. Moderators shared more 

education materials, their perspectives on COVID-19 impacts on the food system and organized 

online zoom meetings on food safety. Overall, the producers and consumers within the Natural 

Food Network did not report major bottlenecks in terms of access to and distribution of food. 

The diversity of products in their network, the availability of same products sold by different 
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producers, transparency and open communication among the network has allowed the production 

and distribution systems to continue. 

Kadıköy Cooperative 

Organizational Background

Kadıköy Cooperative started out as an initiative during the public forums organized in the 

Caferağa neighborhood of Kadıköy following the Gezi protests in 2013. After several gatherings 

in 2014 and a brief pause, the constituents convened again in 2015 to strengthen solidarity 

economies, support local production and consumption, popularize ecological and traditional 

farming methods, and transform consumption habits. Working closely with other consumer 

cooperatives in Istanbul and the Farmer Unions’ Confederation of Turkey (Çiftçi-SEN), 

volunteers compiled a list of producers to organize distribution of food packages in the 

neighborhood to those in need. After five distributions, the cooperative was officially established 

in 2016. and a small store opened. Until November 2019, the store worked limited hours. Since 

then, a move to a bigger shop enabled the storage of bigger bulk of items, and longer hours (12-9 

p.m. on weekdays, 10-6 p.m. on the weekend), making a larger number and variety of 

ecologically produced items available for urban consumers. 

A non-profit enterprise, the cooperative works on a volunteer, non-hierarchical, and 

participatory basis. It currently works with about 40 active volunteers. Five basic principles 

inform the activities of the cooperative: 1) “working with small producers without 

intermediaries” enables support for small-scale production; 2) “taking joint initiatives on 

production and consumption,” helps devise collective processes by which to decide what, when, 

how, and how much to produce, which represents one definition of food sovereignty; 3) 

“collective work and sharing” create participatory and transparent mechanisms for internal and 
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external organizing; 4) “ecological-social relations” are prioritized to support an ecological 

framework that cares about labor, nature, and the collective good; 5) “social solidarity” is 

exercised to show solidarity with disadvantaged groups. Any revenue supports the operations 

and sustainability of the cooperative, with a smaller amount delivered to other non-profits for 

solidarity. 

Kadıköy Cooperative sells food produced non-industrially from heritage seeds and 

without chemicals or labor exploitation. There is a preference for producers in the following 

order: Women producers, organized producers, producers supporting organized consumer 

groups, disadvantaged producers, and subsistence farmers. A volunteer is assigned to every 

producer to maintain communications, place orders, and convey  consumer feedback. The 

mediating work of the cooperative volunteers, who are also consumers, allows for a direct link 

between consumers and producers whereby producers’ needs, worries, and problems can be 

communicated to consumers and solutions collaboratively found. Thus, the cooperative presents 

not only a shorter supply chain, but also a collective process to organize production and 

consumption. The store also serves as a meeting place for consumers and producers. 

The store is open to the general public, and anyone who agrees with the above five 

principles is invited to join. The cooperative continues to procure from 42 producers and 

producer cooperatives in Turkey and supplies a range of products18 including olives, olive oil, 

legumes, cheese, and (when available) fresh fruits and vegetables. Eggs are supplied from one 

farm in Adapazarı (160 km); walnuts and chestnuts come from a producer in Bolu (260 km). The 

distance expands as some olive oil is procured from a cooperative in the Aegean coast (748 km), 

18 For now, the only non-food item is ecologically produced soap. Regulations in Turkey make it difficult for small-
scale cosmetics producers to obtain a business license. The solidarity shelf also features non-food products by non-
profits, to which no profit margin is added, but these are items not bound by legal restrictions, such as hand-made 
clothing. 
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and some legumes come from Turkey’s Eastern region (1,228 km). Similar to the challenges 

facing the Natural Food Network, it is not possible to procure the diversity of products for the 

cooperative in and around Istanbul. The stories of where products come from and how and by 

whom they are produced are shared through labels on products. As part of solidarity efforts, 

customers who shop at the store can also buy products to be picked up by someone else. The 

clientele mostly consists of those who live in the neighborhood. To support localization, the 

cooperative encourages people coming from other neighborhoods to shop to connect with AFNs 

in their own neighborhoods.

Prices are higher than those in conventional markets, yet often cheaper than the prices of 

organic-certified counterparts. Like the Natural Food Network, where there are no set prices, the 

cooperative refuses to negotiate with producers for cheaper prices to support their work. While 

these relatively higher prices limit who can shop at the store, the solidarity practice of buying for 

someone else so far has helped several people in need. Organizing laterally with other consumer 

cooperatives and food communities in Istanbul and receiving bulk shipments from producers is a 

big step towards reducing food prices.19 Kadıköy Cooperative actively engages in similar 

organizing efforts with other groups, with the understanding that different levels of organizing, 

starting from the neighborhood to other scales, is a must for food sovereignty and food justice. 

This approach places the cooperative as a political project that seeks to create mechanisms to 

counter structural challenges and to address the needs of consumers and producers together, 

instead of privileging one over the other, as it has been suggested of some AFNs (Alkon & 

Guthman, 2017).

Kadıköy Cooperative’s Response to COVID-19

19 For instance, 14 food and consumer groups ordered one and a half tons of lentils from two producers in Kars in 
2019, leading to reduction in transportation costs.
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In response to an increasing number of COVID-19 cases in Turkey, cooperative 

volunteers performed a thorough cleaning of the store. Kadıköy Cooperative decided to keep the 

store open only two hours per day, while increasing the number of volunteers on duty from one 

to two. Because indoor shopping was deemed risky but the weather was still cold, the 

Cooperative devised a new mechanism: The door was kept closed, and no customer could go 

inside. A list of items available was put in the front window, and some of these were put on a 

table for display, a flap door allowed the transfer of items to the customer (outside) by the 

volunteer (inside). Cooperative shifts depend on volunteer presence, and only a handful of 

volunteers were able to be on duty at the store, as many live with a high-risk senior person, are 

themselves at risk, or need to commute by using public transportation. Yet, the cooperative was 

able to stay open most of the days. 

The decision to keep the store open was informed by the needs of both producers and 

consumers. Cooperative sales generate significant income for many of the producers. Volunteers 

phoned the producers to check their well-being. The majority continued their production, 

processing and shipments. While small producers relied on household labor, organized producers 

such as producer cooperatives continued to share the work. One producer, a farmer and baker 

using heritage seeds, stopped baking activities, but later resumed. Some producers over the age 

of 65 needed to obtain special permits,20 but, overall, the products sold in the store were easily 

and quickly replenished. Regarding consumers, it is not possible to tell whether interest 

increased or how many people came to shop from outside of the neighborhood. While sales did 

20 There was no cost associated with the special permits to continue cultivation in the fields. Due to restrictions on 
inter-city travel, a producer could go to his/her fields (in the administrative area of another city) by providing proof 
of Farmer Registration, land rental documents and a permit paper issued by the local security forces. For those 
producers over the age of 65, the permit was dependent on the local security forces. In some places, producers were 
allowed to go to their own fields by showing Farmer Registration papers. In other places, they needed an additional 
permit issued by the Governor (which takes about 3-5 days for processing) to visit their own fields. 
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not equal to those before the pandemic, two-hour operations often yielded more than half of the 

usual sales completed in a nine-hour shift. 

In short, the cooperative functioned with little disruption by keeping both the volunteers 

and the consumers safe so long as the producers were able to function. In addition to the already 

existing solidarity mechanism by which consumers may buy goods for prospective shoppers, the 

cooperative used its solidarity funds to prepare packages. Through word of mouth, 36 packages 

were distributed to migrants, neighbors who lost their jobs, and others in need, thereby 

strengthening solidarity in the neighborhood.

Discussion 

Both organizations in Turkey have been working to “resocialize” the food system (Jarosz, 

2008) with the consumer acquiring a more active role: consumers are asked to work closely with 

producers and activists (e.g., provide feedback, participate in cooperative activities) and engage 

with questions on food security, labor justice and environmental sustainability. This involvement 

has become particularly important during tCOVID-19 as response to changing regulatory 

environment and restrictions have required flexible adaptations. While consumers continued to 

support small producers, they received regular updates about their challenges and possible 

disruption in distribution.  They have also become more attuned to the food security of other 

consumers. 

Both AFNs emphasize a decentralized and non-hierarchical structure. The voluntary 

moderators in the Natural Food Cooperative or volunteers in Kadıköy Cooperative who keep 

close communication with the producers ensure that the producers’ livelihoods are protected and 

their questions and concerns are addressed. In the aftermath of the COVID-19, both 

organizations shared regular updates with consumers online and encouraged open 
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communication about possible challenges. These quick, regular updates were critical to keep the 

shop open and inform consumers daily (for Kadıköy Cooperative) and alert consumers about 

potential issues producers faced (for the Natural Food Cooperative). Not only did this close 

communication enhanced the trust that had been built over time before COVID-19, it also 

allowed producers and consumers to work quickly and closely during times of crisis, such as 

COVID-19, in the form of preparation and distribution of solidarity packages for those in need. 

The solidarity packages constitute a new response, but build on and expands the cooperative 

economy models these AFNs follow. 

Small producers within these AFNs in Turkey were able to continue their production and 

distribution without major issues during COVID-19. They provided their own labor or shared the 

labor with other (in the case of cooperatives) and did not need to travel far to process their items, 

which meant that even during the curfew measures they were able to supply fresh, clean, and 

healthy food to urban consumers. Both Istanbul and Ankara are densely populated urban centers 

that rely heavily on food shipments to the city. During the COVID-19 crisis, Turkey has not yet 

reported any major challenges in food distribution nor food shortages. Whereas food loss and 

food waste have been concerns related to COVID-19 disruptions in the global food supply chain, 

the shorter food chains in the two AFNs discussed here have provided an outlet for small 

producers to connect with consumers, and address the rising demand by urban consumers who 

had to cook more food at home. 

Conclusion 

Taken together, the response and initiatives of two AFNs show that they were able to 

adapt to the disturbance in novelways in a short amount of time. Within the new regulatory 

landscape, they continued to provide economic opportunity for producers, and healthy fresh food 
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for urban consumers.  The trust that had been built between the consumers and the producers 

through mutual practices over time provided vital at a time when the health crisis of COVID-19 

demanded prompt and consistent responses and the cost of trusting others was particularly high. 

Both the Natural Food Network and Kadıköy Cooperative have been able to provide assurances 

to urban consumers and continue their operation. Theır producers’ responses, in turn, reflected 

their capacity and willingness to adapt in the face of uncertainty.   

As a weakness, both of these AFNs relied on conventional shipment networks for the 

transport of food from producers to consumers. Pandemic regulations in Turkey did not have a 

high impact on the shipment of goods. Shipment companies continued their business without 

major interruptions, even though they ran into delays at times. That Natural Food Network and 

Kadıköy Cooperative rely on these companies for the procurement of products raises questions 

about the sustained resilience of their operations: would they have worked the way they did, if 

shipment companies were to malfunction or failed to function during the crisis? 

As the pandemic continues, the AFNs in Turkey have already started conversations with 

other non-state actors (municipalities, consumer cooperatives, non-profit organizations) on how 

to adapt and to make their networks more responsive to disturbances. Whereas there is some 

discussion on adaptation, we suggest that AFNs in Turkey also engage in further conversation 

about diversifying their distribution channels and discuss how to make them more adaptable in 

case of further lockdowns and other safety measures in the ongoing pandemic.
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