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Space and coordination in strategy: the case of the GMO in France 

 

 

Abstract 

In France, organizing the coexistence of GM and non-GM crop production areas requires the setting up of a 

governance of the land involving all the parties concerned. The form of governance has to allow 

coordination between rival grain elevator companies so that coordinated collective strategies are set up 

which allow coexistence. 

Today, we find various methods of organization developing around these situations, resulting in the creation 

of coordination and commitment by those involved. 

We will present two differing case studies, one from Alsace and another from south-western France, to 

illustrate this, and show the importance of space in strategic management generally, and in the relations 

between firms in particular. 
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Space and coordination in strategy: the case of the GMO in France 

 

Background and introduction 

When the science of economics began, space was rarely considered, except as a source of transport costs. 

But very quickly it was reconsidered and sites became not merely places for production or which conferred 

an advantage. The localization of activities transforms and organizes the environment. The local dimension 

of the economic phenomena appears and governs the economic dynamics. 

Space appears in economic theory from the work of Marshall (1920) which introduces the notion of 

externality. The role of space as a generator of economic advantage can therefore be analyzed according to 

whether or not the geographical proximity can harmonize with other forms of proximity (Boschma, 2005; 

Schamp et al, 2005) between economic agents to facilitate their coordination. Indeed, standard economic 

theory responds to the problem of coordination between economic agents on the basis of the perfect market 

(Walras’ model) in which rational perfectly informed agents act. 

Conversely, an Interactionist approach to coordination considers diverse agents and consequently suggests 

rethinking individual and social peculiarities (Kirman, 1998). In reality the interactions are rarely widened 

to include all the agents, and take on a "local" character. The consideration of social orders (networks, group 

etc.) then becomes essential (Yeung, 1998). 

Thus, Granovtter (1985) asserts that it is necessary to consider individuals as "embedded" agents in systems 

of social relationships (defining the framework of the interrelation) and institutions (defining rules of the 

game). From there results the notion of a situated agent in the sense of their location at the same moment in 

a geographic and economic space and in a bundle of interrelations.  

Furthermore, as soon as it is question of local embeddedness or a political and spatial definition of action, 

one uses the term “territory”. It is a multidisciplinary concept and can be vague and ambiguous. For our 

purposes we will adopt the definition of Debarbieux (2003) which defines a territory as «a material and 

symbolic structure of resources capable of structuring the practical conditions of the existence of an 

individual or a social collective and of informing in return this individual and this collective about their own 

identity ». This definition treats space as a support for action, but also as an instrument of the action, while 
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being a social reality with a value of its own (Clegg and Kornberger, 2006). According to this concept, 

space can become a resource for management, especially when several organizations and institutions occupy 

the same space and are thus encouraged to collaborate (Spicer, 2006). 

Indeed, the existence of a "territory" refers to the specific relations which actors maintain with a given space 

(Gilly and Wallet 2001; Hite, 2003). These relations can be linked to the professional activity of the actors, 

or to the other usages of the public space. By building their relationship to the space, the actors build their 

territories. Their professional activity can also lead them to exercise a responsibility towards a given space. 

Therefore, embeddedness arises when the territorial organization turns out to be capable of generating 

effects based on interaction and cooperation between units within the same area. At the heart of this process 

there is the notion of a productive meeting (Coelitis and Pequeur, 1993), understood as the capacity to 

provide solutions to certain productive problems, and even to arouse, to formulate and to resolve one or 

several new productive problems, mainly in a territorial context, that is exploiting the effect of proximity. 

To illustrate it and show the importance that space can assume in general in strategic management, and in 

the relations between firms in particular, we propose to analyze the case of GM and non-GM coexistence in 

France and what it involves in terms of adaptation and coordination for the the grain elevator companies 

(GECs). 

GMO in France 

Grown and marketed in the world for about ten years, GMO (genetically modified organisms) are the 

subject of fierce controversy. In France, after a moratorium of three months, the government decided to 

prohibit the growing of GM corn for 2008 and 2009.  

The main cause of this different treatment is the existence of two opposing approaches. Certain countries 

have adopted a "product" approach, basing the analysis of risk solely on the principle of equivalence of 

substance : only differences identified in terms of their chemical characteristics can justify a degree of 

specific statutory constraint. Europe on the other hand adopted a "process" approach to licensing the sale of 

GMOs. By virtue of this approach, there is a need to evaluate the harmlessness of GMOs on human health 

and the environment before such authorization is granted. 
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Hence, while in several countries GM crops are not considered as a category in themselves and do not 

require a specific market, in Europe the consideration of scientific observations and potential uncertainties 

has led to the segmentation of the market and required a modification of the institutional guidelines.  

The regulation imposed at the European level and the new French bill on GMOs establish the principle of 

coexistence between the various types of crop, and the segregation of GMOs in the supply chains, by 

proposing legislation which does not forbid the sale of genetically modified plants, but which enables those 

who so wish to avoid consuming them. 

For agricultural lands, several problems are posed by coexistence. It is necessary to consider the risks of 

admixture during the handling of a given material for sowing or collection (Jank et al. 2006) or by cross-

pollination (EC, 2003 a and b). For this purpose, it is possible both to set up isolation distances between 

plots of land (Byrne and Fromherz, 2003) and also to stagger production over time (Messean et al, 2006 ; 

Scipioni et al, 2005).  

So the questions which arise concern the implementation of the forms of governance allowing the 

coexistence in the field of GMO and conventional crops, as well as how to collect the two types of crop. At 

this level, whether it is for seed or food production, the grain elevator companies (GECs) (grain merchants) 

occupy a key position. Their position upstream of and downstream from the farmers puts them in a strong 

position to manage the farmland. 

For these companies, coexistence gives rise to two kinds of constraint, those involving the segregation of 

products and those involving management of the risk of admixture. These constraints encourage rival GECs 

in a given region to collaborate and to coordinate their activities. The management of segregation requires a 

sharing of resources (division of the landscape, or sharing of the machinery used for each crop). The 

management of the risk of admixture requires a sharing of information, such as the location of GM crops, 

between rival companies. 

These kinds of relations between GECs already exist for such matters; nevertheless, it seems that there are 

strong regional disparities in the methods of organization and in the form that these relations take between 

GECs. So we propose to use two case studies for illustration, one from Alsace and another from south-

western France.  
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Methodology 

According to case study principles, the method consisted of increasing the sources of data (Eisenhardt, 

1989; Yin, 1989) and in using an item of information, according to the principle of research by 

triangulation, only from the moment it appears in at least in two sources of different nature. The data 

analyzed in this case were obtained from public secondary sources (newspaper, professional reviews), from 

private secondary sources (documents of the network studied: title deeds, activity reports) and from a series 

of semi-directive interviews.  

Indeed, within the context of our method aiming at studying networks and their underlying collective 

strategies, we needed access to very varied, sensitive data, relatively inaccessible because of their strategic 

nature. In this context, in-depth interviews turned out to be the most suitable method to collect primary data. 

We had a series of semi-directive conversations lasting between 1 and 3 hours with various persons (leaders 

of GECs, executives of professional organizations, researchers, technical institute staff, etc.). After every 

interview, a summary was made and sent to the participants who were asked to add their comments, 

sometimes leading to additional conversations. 

From all the collected data, a case history was drafted, following the method proposed by Gersick, et al 

(2000), from which we pursued the analysis to establish "patterns" using the method proposed by Miles and 

Huberman (2003) 

Presentation of the cases:  

1) The case of the Alsace region: the informal coordination  

Maize is the dominant crop in Alsace (75 % of the region’s land area is used for cereals) thanks to the 

continental climate, favorable to the growth of the plant. Farm areas are small and vary from 10 to 200 ha. 

Outlets are mainly directed to human foodstuffs and benefit from the proximity of farm-produce processing 

industries (starch, corn meal).  

The members of the agrofood production chain of Alsace chose to join a regional collective strategy without 

GMO. This experiment began in 1998 when the main customers of the GEC of the region echoed the 

aversion of French and German consumers to GMO and began to offer contracts for maize guaranteed free 

of GMO. Faced with a changing demand for  non - GMO products and having to manage such a proportion 
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of maize in the region, the GEC of Alsace took a regional collective decision only to produce  non-GM 

maize. And they succeeded in convincing all their farmers. The process at the base of the constitution of this 

collective strategy between GECs is informal: it would seem that it arose from a dialogue between GEC 

executives.  

If the Alsace GECs had not chosen to refuse collectively to produce GMO maize, each of them would have 

been subjected to a risk of admixture and thus loss of market. There would then have been much uncertainty 

about a key environmental variable, which an individual firm could do little to remedy. By means of several 

measures organized collectively, always via informal coordination, the results showed that the infringement 

of a 0.1 % threshold (of GM in non-GM) was always avoided. This informal way of operating which 

characterizes the Alsatian industry is based on reliable relations, and a very specific culture where dialogue 

is the normal practice. So the way the Alsatian system works is partly due to social and cultural features of 

the region in which it exists. It is about a region with a very marked identity and its own way of working.  

As a result of their collective strategy, and over time, the Alsace maize industry acquired a reputation on the 

market. So, due to their roots and their cohabitation in the same territory, these companies share a common 

strategic resource, which is bound to the territory and to its reputation. In this case it seems that the territory 

has become a specific asset shared by the companies present in it.  

2) The case of the south-western France: formalized collective action 

The south-western region is the main French (and indeed European) region for grain maize production, with 

an average maize area of about 600 000 ha, that is a third of the French grain maize area. The maize market 

is very segmented there and characterized by the presence of a large number of GECs in strong competition, 

severe problems with stalk borer (to which the GM maize is resistant) and a nearby demand for GM corn 

from the Spanish animal feed market. GM crops and other shared problems (mycotoxins etc.) are managed 

according to coordination laid down in an agreement called the «big south-western maize quality charter» 

(BSWMQC) membership of which is voluntary, and which is administered by an assembly of GECs. This 

agreement was made in 1999 on the initiative of several GECs in the south-west in response to a request 

from food processors for traceability of non-GM maize. In 2000 an association was formed of 

approximately 140 GECs in the south-west. Later, other interested parties, including seedsmen, joined the 

association. In 2004 the association published a “Guide to Good Hygiene Practices”, a technical reference 

book written collectively. As well as the GM problem, the charter takes into account all the pest and disease 
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problems of the maize grown. The association also registered a trademark making it possible to identify the 

goods produced under their specification. The use of this mark by the signatories of the agreement is 

authorized subject to strict conformity with the measures established in the charter. To this end, the 

association has built up a partnership with the National Interprofessional Cereals Office to verify conformity 

with the requirements of the Charter by GEC signatories. 

So in this region, those responsible for the problem have established a working platform grouping together 

the various stakeholders in the corn industry, whose objective is to set up, guide and promote their approach. 

It now constitutes a privileged forum for all the players in the corn industry. The approach is based on 

guaranteeing means but not on firm commitments as to results. It has led to the Class A standard quality 

corn, which is now a market benchmark. 

Hence the GECs in a given region, and thus competitors, are often obliged to coordinate and to cooperate: to 

share their silos to reduce the transport costs of their farmers and also to share the points of access to 

transport systems to export their goods. The common objective underlying these cooperative ventures is to 

improve access to the international market and the visibility of their products, given that on the market they 

share the same identity and the same selling price because of the system of regional marketing of cereals. 

In the event of accidental admixture of GM and conventional grain, the system of traceability makes it 

possible to go back to the silo of the GEC, but it is impossible to go back up any further (Luthy, 1999). 

Hence the GEC is in the position that if they do not take responsibility for organizing the crop and its 

segregation, they will be held responsible for any mistakes, risking degrading the brand image of their 

products and a loss of market share. This situation of interdependence led to the emergence of this 

formalized system which allows coexistence to be managed. 

The case of the south-western corn industry illustrates well that the imperatives of regulation of the 

cohabitation of companies, long established within a given region, are sometimes the reason for regulation 

and recommendations for practices and the organization of the space: definitions of acceptable distances 

between GM and non-GM crops, good neighborhood customs, planning regulations and standards. As such 

the collective is a powerful vector of structuring of the homeland. However, although their joint presence 

may be favorable to the development of cooperation, it cannot itself create it. This depends largely on 

human willpower. 
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Discussion  

The analysis of these two cases allows to us to better understand the place that the territory can occupy in 

collective strategies and the relationships between firms facing major changes in their sectors which make 

them mutually dependent. These companies, rooted within their territory, develop territorial forms of 

organization which allow them to collectively manage the situation by cooperation between rival 

companies. 

The forms of organization which appear are very different and the management tools developed also differ. 

The way they are implemented depends on the regions to which they belong and the choices of human 

decision-makers. 

In the case of south-western France the presence of numerous different-sized companies (big firm, SME) 

prevents any form of direct coordination and has to favor the development of a common organization which 

manages a charter of good practices and a quality mark which informs consumers about production 

practices but without any guarantee as to the quality or effectiveness of these practices. These practices 

consist of developing collaborative management arrangements to share information, machinery and 

infrastructure between rival GECs so as to manage the coexistence of GM crops at minimal cost. 

In the case of Alsace the small number of GECs and their fairly average size as well as the local culture, 

marked by a strong sense of identity, have favored the development of close informal relationships. These 

relationships have allowed these companies to manage the absence of GM products in their territory, rather 

than managing the coexistence of GM and conventional crops. In Alsace, the GEC informally coordinates 

the management of the farmers of the region. For the executives of these Alsatian companies, to manage the 

coexistence of GM and non-GM crops whilst retaining their market, it would be necessary either to unite as 

a single GEC to reduce the uncertainty and costs of crop separation, or to collectively reject the presence of 

GMO on their territory and develop the brand image of the best non-GM maize in France. Thereby the 

region and its reputation become a shared asset for the businesses based there. 

In the case of Alsace, this uniqueness is a result of the GECs’ origin in social networks, and from 

cooperation between local stakeholders. The cumulative character of the production and the specific 

exploitation of these resources and assets leads the players to invest jointly in similar resources, thus 

contributing to a certain spatial or territorial specialization.  
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So in this case the territory is created by the actors in charge of the problems because they hope, through the 

"territorial" control lever, to persuade other players to make a commitment. Thus the territory becomes a 

generator of resources and of coordination. Hence it becomes an essential element for understanding and 

analyzing objects and problems in the management sciences generally and for strategic management in 

particular 

Conclusion  

In France, the coexistence of GM and non-GM crops in farmland requires the setting up of a governance of 

the land by all the parties involved. The form of governance must allow coordination between rival grain 

elevator companies so that collective strategies are implemented in a coordinated way and allow coexistence 

to operate. Today, we see various organizational arrangements developing around these situations, which 

manage to create differing forms of coordination and commitment by the stakeholders. 

The analysis of the cases of Alsace and the southwest shows that the territory should not be regarded simply 

as a receptacle for economic activity. It should be thought of as a generative construct; a creator of 

productive resources. Spatial proximity is simply a context for the coordination of the players and of 

economic activity; in no way is it the essence of this coordination. The interplay of coordination, on the 

other hand, arises from other forms of proximity (Rallet and Torre, 2005), which allow the players to 

anticipate one another’s behavior, either because they share the same project within which their individual 

roles have been defined, or because they agree to the same rules or standards to which they are supposed to 

more or less conform. Thus the action space becomes a resource for management; a resource so important 

that several organizations and institutions are induced to cooperate. Making use of the territorial dimension 

when planning management situations therefore proves to be strategic because the sharing of the space 

results in the commitment of the actors and brings them closer together to manage problems which are not 

the concern of a single actor, nor of a predefined management routine. 

The territory is thus seen as a form of organization for collective spatialised territory-based action. It is as 

such that the territory becomes a matter for strategy and suggests three strategic problems:  

- what types of organization of this collective action are needed to obtain satisfactory performance? 
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- what are the most appropriate methods of coordination for the development of fruitful cooperation for all 

the actors concerned? 

- Finally, what governance should be established to regulate the interactions which take place in these 

territorial organizations? 
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