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ABSTRACT

The investigation of local, alternative agricultural networks provides a unique
microcosm in which to explore the global trends and neoliberal markets in the peri-urban
communities of Northern Thailand. The agricultural commodity networks surrounding
the city of Chiang Mai can be divided into two broad categories, conventional networks
using pesticides and chemicals and alternative agricultural networks based on standards
regulating the use of pesticides and chemicals. The latter networks are classified as
organic, pesticide free, and pesticide reduced. This research focused on the commodity
networks organized around the production of fresh vegetables. These markets are highly
localized due to the perishability of fresh vegetables. The production of fresh vegetables
provides insight into the complexity of regulations surrounding pesticides and chemicals.
Alternative vegetable receive certification for their agricultural production processes by
third parties certifying bodies who substantiate the process. The actual certification
allows farmers, assemblers, and resellers to identify the vegetable using logos and
labeling to assure consumers about qualities of health and safety associated with
particular regulations. The assurance leads to higher farm-gate and resale prices for all
actors within the alternative agricultural network adhering to specific regulations.

This research analyzed alternative agricultural commodity networks as actor-

networks constituted by various agreements and power relationships between farmers,
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certifiers, assemblers, government agencies, NGOs and resellers. Regulations are
evaluated as complex discourses of ideologies and social concerns associated with
particular agricultural production processes, including environmentalism, biodiversity,
fair trade and social justice. Global organic discourse and neoliberal economics
dynamically influence the shape of these networks by defining the operation of retail
venues and the perceptions of the meaning of concepts such as health, safety, cleanliness,
and organic associated with vegetables by consumers. Actors identifying with different
meanings of safe and organic processes coalesce into different scalar regulatory
networks. They operate at global, national and local scales. Power plays between
networks are guided by consumer acceptance, local community values, and the desire for
traditional foods. Discourse coalitions arise leading to the promotion of different
regulatory standards, including the constitution of local standards, and their
complementary commodity networks. Social concerns become constituted as new
standards emerging as network objects processing power. These new objects press
against competing network boundaries by consumer demand. Some objects become
considered by discourse coalitions working within a network. The objects may become
translated into new regulations and become mobilized into new production practices.
Translation may lead to a new form of regulation, bringing the beneficial quality of the
introduced object into the understanding and processes of the acquiring network.
Translation is a reflexive process leading to changes even if the new object is rejected.
The result is a displacement of the original alternative, agricultural network into an
altered trajectory of practice.
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