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The growing success of various food systems which claim to address the issue of sustainable development and to translate it intro practices (fair trade, short circuits, organics) seem to give strong evidence of consumers’ concern about the sustainability of our food systems. However these systems, often coined as alternative food networks (Goodman, 2003), give place to intense debates and controversies between their main stake-holders (firms, NGO’s, producers or consumers’ collectives). These debates express the heterogeneity of consumers’ modes of commitment in what can be called sustainable consumption (Cohen and Murphy, 2001 ; Princen, Maniates and Conca, 2002). Our paper aims to analyse these different forms of commitment of consumers towards the products and the systems that are proposed to them. It will draw on two case studies: the French fair trade networks and a French network of farmers and consumers close to the principle of the North-American Community Supported Agriculture. 

A process towards a public regulation of economic activities associated with fair trade has been launched in 2001, echoing the European attempts to regulate this sector. The position of major consumers organisations largely contributed to the launch of this process. They strongly criticize the lack of public guarantee on fair trade products and claim a regulation system modelled on the organic certification system, that is relying on a normative referential and permitting the certification of fair trade products. This process gave place to a number of debates in France, particularly because such system would be very close to the existing market regulation, founded on the fair trade FINE network, to which Fair Trade Labelling Organization (FLO) belongs. Indeed today, Max Havelaar label, which is actually a private mark based on the FLO referential, acts as a market standard for fair trade products, and has gained a good reputation and the first place in the consumers brand awareness, thanks to important communication campaigns and a marketing strategy oriented towards corporate retailers. The stakeholders coming from certain fair trade networks which do not belong to FLO labelling system criticize both the market nature of this regulation and the monopolistic position of Max Havelaar. 

These debate and controversies show us that different consumers’ modes of commitment are considered by the different fair trade networks. Those who claim an alternative vision of fair trade consider that buying certified fair trade products in supermarkets indicates minimal and consumerist commitment of consumers. In the grid of political consumerism, such choices are a matter of certification strategies (Micheletti, 2003 ; Micheletti, Follesdal et Stolle, 2004). From the market sociology point of view, it is a question of trust delegation. Consumers rely on a market sign to identify the products they want to buy, the social quality of goods being here transformed into market features. A similar analysis can be made on the case of organic products sold in supermarkets with the official certification.

In parallel to these consumerist modes of commitment, we can observe today other forms of political commitment of consumers, which seem to rely on shared governance (Kooiman, 2003). This is the case of consumers groups that get durably involved with a farmer who supply them with a weekly fruits and vegetable box. These local contracts which extended to other agricultural products with time, allow consumers to take part to decisions which ordinary exclude them (Dubuisson-Quellier et Lamine, 2004). They collectively negotiate with the farmer the process of production (eg. the use of chemical products, the varieties) as well as the system of distribution to which they participate. They pay their boxes 6 months in advance, which allow for a mutualisation of risks between farmers and consumers (Lamine, 2005). In these alternative local food networks, the consumers do not delegate their choice and their trust to institutional systems which control production and marketing, but get involved through their participation to decisions both about production and distribution. However, after a few years of existence, the debates taking place in these networks (at a regional and national scale) reveal controversies which appear to be quite similar to those observed in the fair trade case. Numerous consumers and farmers already converted to certified organic agriculture would like the network to establish the organic certification as an obligation for farmers. We would then come back to a classical delegation mode, at least concerning the production processes, which would not be negotiated between farmers and consumers any longer. 

However, more than two modes of commitment which would be strictly exclusive, delegation on one side and governance on the other, we should rather consider that there is a continuum in practices. Indeed consumers can rely on both delegation and governance in their consumption choices. We should also keep in mind that these modes of commitment change with time. The organisations which promote classical political consumerist modes such as the delegation to social or environmental quality labels might lay out a path for the evolution of consumers’ commitment towards sustainable consumption forms that are closer to governance, as suggest certain consumers’ trajectories. Concerning organics, this can be considered as a third step in reaction to the recent and progressive conventionalisation of organics which itself promptly followed a first movement towards regulation that took place in the 90s and was largely drawn in terms of requirements by the alternative movements. 

These results help to understand that sustainable consumption can take various forms notably linked to the classical market mode but also in more opened regulation processes (Dubuisson-Quellier, 2003).
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