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Abstract This article explores the autonomy developed by free-range poultry
farmers in their daily work. In this type of livestock production, farmers are linked
by a contract to a farmer organization, to which they sell their broilers in exchange
for a payment resembling a salary. The farmers do have autonomy in their work,
which is framed by a set of prescriptions and rules. As they experience the same
constraints, farmers involved in the same production mode develop a collective
identity. Relationships of confidence progressively develop between the farmers
and their technical staff (veterinary practitioners and production technicians).
These good relationships strengthen the collective identity while also enabling
the collective work between the three professionals. Veterinary practitioners and
production technicians consecutively share some of the constraints and transfer
part of their decision-making to the farmers. The latter thereby acquire more
autonomy, even in fields apparently out of their reach. We illustrate the latter idea
with the example of antimicrobial use. We observe that while strictly supervised
by veterinary practitioners, farmers nevertheless manage to get involved in the
decision underlying the prescription of antimicrobials.
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Introduction

In contrast with the image of a farmer as an “independent free man” (Mendras
1967), traditional free-range poultry farmers are distinguished by the fact that
they work under a contract with a production organization. As such, numerous
conditions are imposed on their activity. This article examines the concrete
terms and conditions of poultry farming within the traditional free-range poultry
sector and explores the autonomy held by the farmers, focusing on the way the
farmers construct this autonomy, in particular within the framework of their
professional relations with technical and animal health advisors.

Autonomy at work is a classic subject in the fields of sociology of work and
sociology of organizations and is usually defined as the ability to invent one’s
own rules (Lallement 2015; Terssac 2012). Crozier and Friedberg (1977) nota-
bly demonstrated how a worker—the protagonist of his or her work even when
highly supervised—can carve out greater room to manoeuvre. In certain cases,
constraints limit the autonomy of actors in one area of their work while
increasing it in another. These constraints—defined here as an imposed set of
rules and standards—then become an important resource in strategies developed
by actors to gain autonomy, for example freelance journalists and entertainment
workers (Corsani 2012). The porousness of the boundary between autonomy
and heteronomy renders it possible to move beyond the division between
salaried employees and self-employed workers (Bernard and Dressen 2014).
Rather than a strict division, there is a wide range of possibilities between
these two poles which can be observed in detail in agricultural work due to the
originality and variety of tasks involved.

Diverse degrees of dependence effectively exist depending on the types of
agricultural contracts (sharecropping, land leasing) (Barthélémy 1980). Contracts
intended to facilitate intensive, modern and newly integrated production
attracted the interest of researchers at an early stage (Bodiguel 1975). Studying
the production contracts between farmers and integrating companies deepens
understanding of the positioning of a farmer on his or her farm, the farm and
family economy, and indeed agricultural production in general, by looking at
the type of social contract which emerges between the farmer and society.
These contracts bring the farmer closer to the “salaried employee” pole while
distancing him or her from the independent free man; while the farmer con-
tributes his or her “know-how”, production tools, and labour force, s/he is not
entirely independent with regard to the definition of the contents, form or
objectives of his or her activity. In a survey of pig and poultry farmers, Nicourt
and Cabaret (2014b) demonstrated how the sometimes forced choice of inte-
gration leads to a “social disqualification” of integrated farmers associated with
a sense of vulnerability concerning their economic status and identity (Nicourt
and Cabaret 2014a).

However, we hope to provide a different contribution to the question of
integrated farmers’ autonomy by studying farmers engaged under contract in a
premium product sector, that of traditional free-range poultry. These farmers in
effect use the constraints inherent in “premium” production, constraints with
which they must all cope and which are hence part of a shared experience, to
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gain a meaningful degree of autonomy in their work (Section 1). The profes-
sional relationships between livestock farming stakeholders (farmers, technical
advisors, veterinarians) contribute in particular to the development of this
autonomy through the sharing of constraints and a redistribution of responsi-
bilities. The use of antimicrobials, an area of expertise from which farmers are
a priori excluded, is a good example of this autonomy “under contract” which
characterizes traditional free-range poultry farmers (Section 2). Finally, we show
that autonomy at work is not defined by an absence of external rules or
pressure, but rather consists of finding ways to respond to professional con-
straints to create one’s own normativeness.

The traditional free-range broiler sector: an organized production chain

Since the 1970s, the production of broiler chickens in France has been polar-
ized between “standard” production, involving intensive breeding and complete
confinement, and traditional free-range production.' Free-range production is
characterized by the use of hardy, slow growing birds which are raised a
minimum of 81 days (or slightly more than double the time for “standard”
chickens), a stocking density per square metre which is half that of “standard”
farms and above all access to an outdoor area for chickens starting from
6 weeks of age at the latest.

The production of free-range broilers, presented in the technical notice® as
being of superior quality than “conventional” products, takes place under
contract arrangements between farmers and production organizations (PO)
which are either private companies—often called integrators—or cooperatives.
We met with actors from three POs, two were cooperatives, the third a private
animal feed company.

Livestock sectors can be distinguished by increasing degrees of
contractualization, moving from “spot” markets where an independent producer
sells his or her production on a one-off basis at a given date, to vertical
integration where the farmer is an employee of an integrator. In France,
between 85 to 95% of poultry—all modes of production considered togeth-
er—are produced under contract (FranceAgriMer 2011). These are production
contracts, often called integration contracts,3 which link the farmer to the PO
both upstream and downstream along the supply chain. Upstream, the
contracting company supplies the inputs (animals, feed, prophylaxis and tech-
nical support); downstream, it takes back the fattened animals. The farmer
supplies the building and provides his or her workforce and know-how
(FranceAgriMer 2011). According to the classification established by

! Creation of the first Label Rouge (quality scheme) by the agriculture framework law of 5 August 1960. The
yellow chicken of Landes was the first to be labelled in 1965.

2 Technical notice “Label Rouge traditional free range poultry meat”—modified approval order dated 20
November 2012. Notice defining the minimum specifications for Label Rouge traditional free range poultry
meat.

® This is a misuse of the term because vertical integration where the farmer is an employee and does not own
the tools of production is uncommon.
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Magdelaine et al. (2015), the contracts linking the farmers with the cooperative
POs studied are “classic cooperatives”; the farmers own the animals and hold
shares in the PO. In the case of the private company PO, the farmers do not
own the animals and do not hold shares; here, an “integration contract” is
involved. While the farmer, owner of the means of production and not a paid
PO employee, is not vertically integrated, s/he remains linked by a contract
which resembles vertical integration more than a spot market, and this contract
leads the farmer to become an actor in a supply chain which can itself be
termed integrated. These economic elements are what motivate our use of the
term “integrated”. We use “integrated farmer” to designate the farmers under
contract with a PO regardless of whether the PO is a private company or a
cooperative.

Methodology

We rely on semi-structured interviews conducted in 2015 over the course of
3 months with professionals from these three POs. Prior to beginning our field
work, a preparatory stage allowed us to develop interview guides and a study
protocol while establishing initial contacts with the sector. The interviews with
the livestock farming stakeholders (technicians, veterinarians, farmers) covered
the interviewee’s personal and professional development, daily work, disease
management, relations with other actors regarding animal health and use of
antimicrobials. During the preparatory stage, which combined observation with
semi-structured interviews, we met five POs. This preliminary work allowed us
to determine the selection criteria for the POs. The three POs selected were
chosen to represent both the principal production basins in France and different
modes of production. We thus chose a PO from each of the two main
traditional free-range poultry production basins in France, namely the west
and southwest. One PO from central France was selected to ensure the diversity
of organizations (cooperative vs. private company). The 22 interviews, each
lasting on average 2 h and 15 min, allowed us to interview four farmers per
PO, one to two veterinarians, and two production technicians (see Table 1 for
the characteristics of the 12 farmers). The contact information of the profes-
sionals encountered was provided by the POs. We asked the POs to select the
farmers according to their seniority—one farmer who recently began working
with them and one with many years of experience—and their production
volume. These criteria enabled us to obtain a wide diversity of farmer situations
(farmers whose poultry unit was a secondary activity, specialized poultry
farmers, farmers producing poultry stamped “antibiotic-free”, etc.).

Traditional free-range poultry farmers’ prescribed but autonomous scope
of work

While traditional free-range poultry farmers face constraints which frame some of their
work, they nevertheless are able to build forms of autonomy through the management
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of these constraints. It is in fact the characteristics of integrated production that allow
them to retain a strong degree of independence in their work, both through the multiple
choices over which they retain control and the collective identity derived from their
shared livestock farming practises.

Autonomy a la carte

Traditional free-range poultry farmers are distinguished by their ability to
manage the degree of independence which they wish to have with their
technical and animal health advisors. They are in effect independent with regard
to asking for help; more often than not, it is the farmer who triggers a visit
from his or her technician by calling the technician whenever s/he deems
necessary. In this way, farmers remain in charge with regard to how they are
supervised. We met farmers who like to contact and see their technician
regularly, both for reassurance and to remain informed. In contrast, other
farmers prefer to have the fewest visits possible, either out of a desire to
reduce their dependence on their PO or to limit the health risks associated
with a technician’s visit.* The development of autonomy also takes place in
relation to information concerning their farming practises, which some do not
wish to share with their advisor.

The farmers are moreover completely free to determine the amount of time they
devote to their work. The frequency by which they visit each poultry building varies
from one to four times a day on the farms surveyed, with the time dedicated to each
visit also varying greatly. This disparity can be explained in particular by the fact that
traditional free-range poultry farming is not a very demanding activity; a farmer can
successfully deliver a product in conformance with the PO’s standards while spending
very little time on the work.

Veterinary 2

An average farmer — not a superstar farmer, just a guy who does his work
but no more — told me that he noted how much time he spent from
setting up to the end of the next downtime. It worked out to be 35
minutes per day on average, including emptying out and cleaning the
building. So 35 minutes a day. That’s it. And I think that he must be
like a lot of farmers.

Our observations agree with those in the literature. Gallot (2010) describes
poultry work time® which can vary up to threefold with the same type of
production and farm structure. This possibility to determine the work time is
another indicator of the farmers’ autonomy (Corsani 2012). By controlling the
time spent on the poultry unit, they control the overall amount of time they

“ During their daily rounds, technicians visit animals which vary in age and health status. A biosecurity error
can lead to the transmission of a disease from one farm to another.
> This is daily work which the farmer cannot postpone.
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work on their farm, and consequently the time available for their home lives
(Stock and Forney 2014).

To understand this control over professional and personal lives, we should
describe the specific features of work times in poultry production and tradi-
tional free-range poultry production. Free-range poultry farming offers the dual
advantage of a farming cycle which is longer than that of standard poultry
breeding, sparing the farmer from overly repetitive seasonal work (placement of
chicks and removal of fattened birds), yet shorter than other livestock produc-
tion systems. Alternating tasks give a cyclical character to the work schedule.
Farmers effectively alternate between routine work which is not intensive, such
as daily animal care, with more demanding seasonal work, such as installing
and removing animals and cleaning-disinfecting (Martel et al. 2012). The
repetition of these cycles, within which the intensity of work varies greatly,
allows farmers to organize their professional work. They therefore can, at the
farm level, schedule seasonal poultry work around highly demanding periods in
other farm activities—for example, heavy field work. For instance, farmer 12
asked the PO not to send her a flock at the end of August so that she could be
free to help her husband in the fields. A traditional free-range farmer can thus
manage several activities and maintain diverse production units on his or her
farm, often crops, or even sometimes hold two jobs and work off-farm.

More importantly, it is the coordination of work and home schedules that allows
increased independence. In this respect, traditional free-range poultry farming is a way
for farmers to conciliate work with personal and family responsibilities as a parent or
spouse. The organization of farm work is effectively considered in relation to social
activities in the broad sense (family, leisure, etc.). For example, Bemard de Raymond
(2013) has shown that a cereal crop specialization reveals a strategy aiming to gain
control over a farmer’s “rhythm of life” by bringing together individual, collective,
and professional timeframes (Bernard de Raymond 2014). For three of the individuals
interviewed, the creation of a traditional free-range poultry unit was, for example, a
project involving a couple:

Farmer 2

He invited me to come live on the farm with him after our daughter was born. We
both wanted to make the most of this experience and to find a solution for both of
us to stay on the farm.

The heterogeneity in farmers’ livestock practises ® reveals the existence of
significant room to manoeuvre with regard to certain activities, a leeway born of
the farmers’ normativeness. Based on the research studies of Ramognino (2007)
and Nicourt and Cabaret (2014a), we define the normativeness of the farmers as
their ability to solve problems by inventing solutions and creating their own

® Livestock practises encompass all of the daily activities undertaken by farmers to run their farms. This
includes technical activities, such as building and equipment maintenance, and animal care. Health-related
work, beyond feeding, consists of applying zootechnical measures (temperature, ventilation, nature and
characteristics of feed) and prophylaxis (vaccines, pest control products, etc.). Curative acts are in theory
the task of veterinarians.
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standards. For example, each farmer determines how to apply biosecurity mea-
sures. The farmer decides how often to clean the hygiene lock and the degree of
cleanliness desired, as well as the different steps of the cleaning and disinfection
process. This margin of autonomy which the farmer develops may involve mea-
sures that are not directly specified in the OP’s regulations (frequency of cleaning
hygiene locks), measures which are not off-limits that the technician will tolerate
(clothing—gown and boots—meant for a building), or even “misstatements” by
farmers pretending to have cleaned when they have not done so and the technician
is not going to check them on it. The wide range of arguments that technicians
must use to incite farmers to respect certain guidelines testifies to the autonomy
farmers grant themselves. Ultimately, it seems that with regard to certain produc-
tion aspects, POs emphasize performance over means. Regarding the regulations,
the technical notice is setting numerous aspects of their practises, but not all of
them are controlled by the certifying organization agent like feed withdrawal no
later than 5 h before harvesting.

Of all livestock farming practises, health management leads in theory to more
dependence of the farmer on his or her advisers or, at the least, is the subject of
more negotiation between them. However, here again, some farmers do not
hesitate to take initiatives in the management of their animals’ health, an area
supposedly reserved for technicians and veterinarians. They sometimes embark on
empirical “experiments”, motivated by a desire to improve performance or most
often by the need to find a solution to persistent problems that their advisors have
been unable to resolve. They therefore seek one on their own, particularly through
their peer networks. In so doing, they perform a kind of empirical-technical
syncretism by combining the advice from the technician and their peers with their
own experience. We also noted in three of the individuals interviewed a phenom-
enon of combining learning earned through other poultry production activities (in
addition to chickens, these farms raise ducks, turkeys, etc). For example, farmer 4
increased the acidity of the drinking water in his chicken unit, an idea he imported
from his duck unit, and increased the temperature of chicks, something he does in
his turkey unit. He furthermore shared the acidification idea with farmer 3, who
picked it up. One sees here that when they defect from their main source of
knowledge, farmers turn to close local contacts (Cardona and Lamine 2014) by
soliciting their local network, relying little on the internet or trade journals.

Farmer 8

As soon as I meet someone involved in this work I try to profit a bit from his
experience. (...) Then, with the next flock, I’'m the one who decides. That’s it. For
the lighting, I am going to do it this way. The technician told me: “Well, alright.
That can work.”. She did not tell me: “No” and that’s that. After all, she is there
to provide advice. She is not the one who is going to manage the flock.

The farmers take liberties with regard to minerals, vitamins and other supplements
which they regard as “mild”, “natural” and “non-chemical” products. One farmer, in
disagreement with the veterinarian about how to treat “long-faced, irregular” chickens,
preferred to follow her own reasoning.

@ Springer
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Farmer 5

After analysing these chickens, they could not find anything (...) but they had fragile
bones. So the veterinarian says to the technician: “Tell [the farmer], to give calcium
and then A. [herbal medicine].” (...) I think to myself, they are dying because they
can no longer go eat, so this does not work for me. I say I was going to do the
opposite of what he said, I'll give the A. first, but I let him know. I tell him: “No,
no”. “Well, listen, he tells me, you are the one who sees your chickens, so do it”.
(...) So first I give the A., in my opinion that brought down the coccidiosis a little,
and now I am going to give them calcium because I am not sure it will help them,
but it cannot hurt them, so I might as well do it. I said I disobeyed, but that it was not
a big deal. “You are the one who sees your chickens,” he told me.

The acquisition of autonomy functions as a virtuous circle where the independence
acquired in one area allows it to be acquired in another area too. This holds true with
regard to antimicrobial treatment,’ reserved to unique prescribers (the veterinarians),
and in theory completely outside the jurisdiction of farmers. Yet livestock practises
determine the use of antimicrobials. This is notably true for the application of the
prophylaxis plan, the cleaning and disinfection plan and biosecurity, which can have
important repercussions on animals’ health, thus leading indirectly to the use or not of
antimicrobials. Farmers are aware that their livestock farming practises have an impact
on the management of their animals’ health, and that they can determine the role that
the veterinarian and his or her prescriptions are likely to play. Moreover, in terms of
health management, there are alternatives to antimicrobials which allow farmers to gain
some extra leeway insofar as these treatments do not require a veterinarian’s prescrip-
tion. They can thus start treatment on their own when it proves necessary.

Technician 4

I once was faced with high mortality and said: “We are overlooking chemical
drugs.” The farmer was a bit reluctant. I remember, he said to me: “No, but that
will never work, blah blah blah.” And in fact, once they see that it [an alternative
treatment] can have an effect, they totally forget about antimicrobials. It is true
that on one hand it is a help because they have it on hand more easily, because for
an antimicrobial, you need the veterinarian and a prescription. But this, they can
get more easily, they can keep a stock.

Constraints, the cement holding the collective identity together

While we were able to observe the autonomy of traditional free-range poultry farmers,
we must emphasize that a certain number of constraints weigh on their work, starting
with “Label” production regulations.® These regulations are embodied in the technical
notice, a document precisely describing the characteristics of free-range broiler

7 Antimicrobials are prescription medicines and consequently can only be obtained to treat animals with a
prescription from the veterinarian.
8 Law no. 60-808 August, 5th 1960, enforcement decree no. 6545 1965/01/13.
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breeding at each step of the production process from the selection of the grand-parents
to the transformation of the final product. For examples, farmers have to respect rules
for designing the poultry house; they cannot breed birds of different ages in the same
poultry house, they have to open the trapdoors by 9 a.m. and close them at dusk, and
they must clean and disinfect the poultry house within 7 days after birds are collected
for slaughter.

Farmers also have to comply with the specifications imposed by the POs as
well as a certain number of prescriptions made by technical (livestock techni-
cians) and health (veterinarians) advisors that the farmers cannot easily circum-
vent. However, these constraints can be used and experienced as a resource
allowing a shared identity to be forged by traditional free-range poultry farmers
which then serves as a source of autonomy. Autonomy thus is not the antithesis
of constraints in the sense that the sets of standards and rules that farmers must
respect also constitute material on which they can build some forms of work
autonomy, especially, as we will see further, because these constraints link the
farmers to other professionals with whom they share and, in a way, overcome
these constraints.

Among the constraints inherent in the contractual relation linking farmers to
POs, one may note the origin and stock of chicks delivered, the date chicks are
delivered, their feed, the prophylaxis plan, the weight at slaughter and the date
of slaughter. The POs also manage more “policy” areas, such as the issue of
antimicrobials, imposing strategic choices on their members. The POs encoun-
tered had in effect implemented “de-medication” strategies, which we define
here as a set of measures taken specifically by an actor to reduce his or her
consumption of pharmaceutical products, in this case antimicrobials, which lead
to the development and implementation of appropriate management tools. These
strategies are intended to be a response to the development of antimicrobial
resistance, a consequence of antimicrobial use in humans as much as in
animals.” The three POs studied have thus implemented strategies aiming to
reduce the use of antimicrobials on their farms. While these strategies may in
part vary and do not necessarily serve the same objectives (some openly aim to
market broilers labelled “antibiotic-free” while others seek to develop alterna-
tive techniques), it is always the veterinarians, whether they be freelance
veterinarians or employed by the PO for this task, to guide the overall imple-
mentation of this de-medication strategy. These efforts, which are becoming
increasingly numerous, are built through discussions in which farmers initially
play no part.

Dependency on the technicians’ advice leads to another type of prescriptions
for farmers. Technical and health advisors help farmers in the application of
zootechnical standards, particularly when they first start out in poultry farming.
In general, the farmers surveyed had not in effect received any initial training
in poultry farming and said that they were trained “on the job” by the

% The issue of antimicrobial resistance in livestock was the topic of a 2011 public policy put forward by the
Minister of Agriculture aiming to reduce the use of antimicrobials in animal production by 25% by 2017. In
this context, and in parallel to the public denunciation of the use of antimicrobials in livestock (Bud 2007)
(Levy 1992), the livestock sector is trying to improve its practises.
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technicians and veterinarians. The farmers learn, for example, to heat the building well
before receiving chicks, to ensure that chicks eat, drink and achieve a certain weight
(according to their age), to optimize the consumption of inputs, to recognize sick animals,
to administer vaccines, etc. To successfully produce, they are therefore very dependent in the
beginning on the prescriptions of the technicians. The same constraints were observed in the
three POs studied regardless of their status (cooperative or private company).

However, this set of constraints are generally well accepted by the
farmers interviewed and are even seen as necessary under the framework
of a traditional free-range poultry product. This shared constraint acts as
fertile soil for the construction of a collective identity of “premium product”
farmers.

Farmer 3

If we want consumers to trust us, we have to give ourselves rules (...) You cannot
just claim high standards, you have to prove it. If it cannot be proved, there’s no
point.

The farmers encountered—and a few technicians—specify that they could
not “do mediocre work”, revealing the important degree to which the product
plays in the identity of the farmer. A “good product” (and with that, the “right”
mode of production) is one with which one can identify and which one can
feed one’s own family. Often studied through the importance of the soil, a
strong link exists between production modes and collective identities
(Wahlhiitter et al. 2016). Farmers invested in the same production mode share
a common identity based on a joint set of standards. The quality standard is a
source of pride for traditional free-range farmers and is a feature shared by the
farmers participating in quality programs, whether or not contracts are involved
(PDO, PGI, etc.).

Farmer 12

I hold certain values, so I do not want to do just anything, I want to produce a
product which pleases me, which makes me feel good, so I visited several
farms, and it was a free-range farm which made me want to set up a poultry
unit. This is because free-range production, which takes place outdoors, with
at least three months breeding time, involves a product that I can raise and also
consume. To start farming, I had to believe in what I was producing. Not tell
myself well I produce one thing for others and on the side have my own
personal produce.

Quality is thus a federating element of identity in a community of stake-
holders, including both farmers and technicians (Garcia 1986), constituted by a
relationship of identification and the appropriation of the object of the work
(Bidet 2011). Defending a common product links the farmers in a form of
interdependence because fraud on the part of one will have repercussions for
everyone. Farmers are not only committed to a PO, but also to each other. By
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joining a profession community, they form an identity, even more so as it is not
imposed from the outside (Nicourt and Cabaret 2014a). Under these conditions,
the professional identify of free-range farmers is constructed in a “game of
comparison” with other ways of practising farming, on the one hand with the
standard product and the intensive model from which they wish to distinguish
themselves, and, on the other, with organic farming which they feel they
resemble (Hellec and Blouet 2012).

Farmer 8

It is true that standard farming is not my thing. To see the birds packed, well, not
packed, but in a closed building, no. I want a high-quality product. So I hesitated
between organic and free-range. They say there’s not much of a difference
between the two.

While the de-medication strategies are imposed on farmers, they also contribute to
the collective identity because they are part of a quality scheme. Farmers become
“aware” of their relationship with antimicrobial therapy and see how this topic can
burnish their social image. By joining the effort to reduce the use of antimicrobials,
farmers are helping to turn a subject which has attracted a lot of criticism—the
excessive use of antimicrobials in agriculture (Goldman 2004; Laxminarayan et al.
2013)—into a source of new value for their work (Candau and Ruault 2005).

Farmer 1
So you have not noticed any change in the PO’s stance on reducing the use of
antimicrobials?

That is their position, yes. In addition, [the veterinarian] here has been saying the
same thing for a long time...it has to be like that and then a demand is made, it is
the State which makes it, but in fact, it is actually society that is asking us, so the
key is to be receptive to this kind of talk.

Ultimately, this construction of a collective identity among traditional free-range
poultry farmers based on a certain number of shared and valued constraints is in part
linked to the autonomy they enjoy in their work. It is indeed this autonomy that acts as
an instrument of identity as well as form of protection against heteronymous constraints
(Stock and Forney 2014), or more precisely requalifies these constraints as a source of
professional achievement.

Relationships between professionals: a liberating bond

It is also within the framework of the professional relationships between
livestock stakeholders that autonomy is built through the shared definition of
work rules and a distribution of responsibilities that is in practice far from the

formal division between livestock farming, zootechnics and health management.
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In this respect, the management of livestock health issues'® is particularly
illuminating. In effect, the farmer first contacts his or her technician to discuss
a problem which has been detected. The technician often comes to the farm and
gathers information from the farmer and by observing the animals. S/he then
suggests to the farmer what action to take, and sometimes calls on the veter-
inarian for help. Understanding what makes the relationships between these
three operate smoothly allows us to highlight how the farmers increase their
autonomy through these relationships.

Confidence as a support for autonomy

In addition to playing an advisory role, the production technician supervises the
farmers’ work, verifying that they are complying with the product specifications
requested by the PO. Technical supervision would appear at first glance to
hinder the autonomy of the farmers. Paradoxically, it is through these relationships
that a bond of trust becomes established, adding social value to exclusively
technical relationships.

Beginner farmers benefit from the support of the technicians, who visit
before the arrival of the first chicks, then several times a week, maintaining
practically daily contact by telephone. Gradually, a close relationship is formed;
the technician and the farmer get to know each other well, which allows
personalized adjustments. The technician draws from his or her personal knowl-
edge of the farmer to encourage good practises, using whatever argument s/he
deems to be the most persuasive under the circumstances: economic (price of
treatment), fear of being audited, or competition with a peer. One technician
reported having spoken with a farmer’s cousin to get him to file his farming
documents correctly.

As time goes by, the farmers acquire know-how, which renders them more auton-
omous in their technical work. The technicians also seek to render farmers more
autonomous and self-sufficient when they encounter problems. This is the case for
example of a technician covering a large sector who organizes training sessions for
farmers in order to better help them from a distance.

The initially technical relationship tinged with prescriptions is transformed by
the plentiful interactions between farmers and technicians into a social relation-
ship of confidence. A relationship based on mutual trust even becomes a
prerequisite for the establishment of an effective technical relationship, which
goes beyond mere advising, and enables shared decision-making on complex
issues. Palmer et al. (2009a) have for example shown the importance of a
trusting relationship for the application of biosecurity measures in livestock
farms (Palmer et al. 2009b).

' We mean by health problem all health disorders in the animals: weight loss, despondency, digestive
disorders (diarrhoea), locomotor disorders (lameness), respiratory disorders, mortality, etc.
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Farmer 1

And then, what you need is like with a doctor, you have to have absolute trust in
each other. Because if the technician tells you to do something and you don’t do it
but you tell him you have, that doesn’t work. And the technician, he — or she, my
technicians often are women — must be sure that what we decide together applies,
otherwise it doesn’t work either.

The transfer of skills is thus compromised when the relationship is poor. A young
farm couple, without prior aviculture knowledge, was only able to start making
progress when their technician was replaced by another with whom they got along
much better, and whom they now contact frequently. It is thus important to emphasize
the degree to which the time invested by the actors in these relationships is critical for
the formation of trusting relationships.

We observe the same development of a trusting relationship between the
technician and the veterinarian, which facilitates the management of livestock
health problems, often discussed over the telephone. What is involved here
again is not just a purely technical relationship, but also a social relationship
formed over time.

Veterinary 2

Concretely, we have to pass a lot of time with them [the technicians], they have to
trust us, and we have to talk to them about lots of things other than poultry. You
have to create a relationship (...) You can talk about their work, or about plenty of
other things, and then they gain confidence, and they listen. But it takes time. It’s
a relationship.

Social relationships also are formed between farmers in the same group, often as part
of relationships between neighbours. They enable the famers to discuss their work more
broadly, and form the basis of mutual assistance relationships when difficulties are
encountered.

Farmer, preliminary interview

We try to help each other. We are not far, I have someone coming to see me often
these days because she is going to establish four units and she, she knows nothing
at all. So start four buildings all at once. Well...(Laughter). But we are going to
manage. She is very determined, so...

Help provided between technicians also allows newcomers to integrate into the
team, learn the job and assert themselves in front of farmers who sometimes challenge
new technicians.

Technician 3
The PO trained me, I did the rounds with colleagues. [...] After, I had some
training sessions, one can say at the vet’s, then here, to get an idea of how work is
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organized in the company. And then they left me with a small bunch of farmers,
who were relatively nice in the beginning (laughter). Gradually, I took on more
farmers, and then you learn on the job, knowing that we have a good team, so that
if I have a problem, I can call a colleague or the vet. There’s always someone to
turn to when I have a question.

Observations of all of the dimensions of the interactions between farmers, techni-
cians and veterinarians bring to light a rewarding relationship that is not limited to
technical prescriptions. The trust established enables in turn a redistribution of con-
straints and responsibilities between these actors.

Sharing of constraints and redistribution of responsibilities

While the contractual relationship tying the farmers to the POs is full of constraints, it
also provides the farmers benefits. The PO inserts the farmers into an organization and,
in addition to social relationships with peers, ensures them a regular income. It thus
promotes the financial security of the farmer, which increases his or her autonomy.
Associated with independent production, the choice of a traditional free-range poultry
unit is part of a risk diversification strategy targeting financial autonomy. As shown by
this farmer, once her building had been paid for, she could impose her choices on the
PO.

Farmer 12

Sometimes there are things, if there is a real need to put a certain production, I say
“no, no”: you cannot let yourself be walked over. I mean we are our own bosses,
we know what to do, we don’t need to be told. Now we do it because we have the
financial strength to say so. At some point, you say stop. I say: “No, I’'m taking
three flocks a year, with a one month downtime between the flocks, it is like that.
And you know, I warned you four months ago.” Sometimes we speak to each
other frankly, but it is that or nothing. “If you are not happy, we’ll leave the
building empty and look elsewhere.”

The PO also ensures an outlet for large product volumes by guaranteeing farmers
that all of the chicks installed in their buildings will be bought by a slaughterhouse. It is
very difficult, if not impossible, to successfully sell 4400 chickens outside a PO (“spot™
market). By taking into account part of the constraints inherent to farming, the PO
diminishes the financial risk born by the farmers, who regularly receive a payment for
their products.

Other examples of sharing constraints are when the PO sets up a solidarity fund
when there has been an accident or establishes a payment facility. The support also can
take a legal-administrative form. For example, a farmer in conflict with her village’s
town council over a development on her farm received support from her PO. The latter
can provide non-formalized assistance, on a case by case basis and regarding matters
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which are not necessarily its responsibility. Nicourt et al. (2015) refer, when describing
these special services, to a “company culture” belonging to each PO.

Farmer 5

No, but overall B., the people at B., excuse the expression, but if you aren’t a jerk

to them, they are not jerks to you. That’s it. You have to try to understand how

things work, they need to make things work, they are the intermediary, they’re the

ones that need to earn, they need to earn money, there is no secret to it, but when
one tries to move forward and understand the principle a bit, it works. They have
helped me lots of times.

Drawing up, defending, implementing, applying and ensuring conformance with
specifications are in effect part of a complex process that would be impossible for a
single farmer to carry out alone. The contracting PO takes charge of all administrative
aspects, in the end allowing the farmer to produce in compliance with demanding
specifications. Furthermore, the PO shares certain technical constraints with the farmers
through the technical supervision that it offers them (the livestock technicians are
employees of the PO).

In this perspective, the interplay of relations between farmers, veterinarians
and technicians allows a redistribution of responsibilities. Thanks to the trusting
relationships established by these actors, veterinarians and technicians tend to
delegate certain decisions to farmers, and in so doing confer on them additional
forms of autonomy. With regard to antimicrobial treatments, the technician
involves the farmer in the decisions, mainly for economic reasons. Given that
the farmers pay for the medicine, the technicians believe that they should have
a voice when the need for treatment is not absolutely certain, considering that a
farmer is like the head of an enterprise. In the case of the antibiotic-free
chickens developed by one of the POs encountered, treating a flock of poultry
leads, in addition to the cost of the antimicrobial, to the loss of the premium
attributed to flocks of antibiotic-free chickens. The farmer must then balance
the risk of a health problem developing and the double cost (price of the input
and loss of the premium) of antimicrobial use. The technicians do not think
they have the right to make this sort of decision and leave farmers the free
choice.

Technician 3

So you explain, there are two options because he has to get paid in the end,
so it is also up to him, at one moment in time, to choose the option. I cannot
assume the responsibility of downgrading him. What I mean is: “You have a
lot of dead chickens, either we use an antimicrobial, or we use a herbal
remedy. If we use an antimicrobial, seeing what you have, it will work well,
so the death rate will drop right away, but after you will have to deal with the
cost of the antimicrobial plus the fact of being downgraded. You’ll lose your
premium at the end.” There is another option: we maintain the flock without

@ Springer



70 C.J.M. Adam et al.

antimicrobials, but that means that we use herbal remedies, and it is possible
they will not work as fast, so a few more chickens will die. After that, there
comes a moment when I let him choose. (...) When I don’t let him choose,
it’s either because it is not worth a downgrade, so we forget about it, or it
really does deserve a downgrade, and there again, I don’t provide a choice,
we do the antimicrobials.

Farmer 1

Well I’'m the one with the last word. I am in business, so if I’'m right, great, if not,
too bad for me. But I cannot blame the technician. The one who has the last word
is the one who pays. And that’s me.

In the French Public Health Code, the veterinarian is designated as the
only prescriber of veterinary drugs subject to medical prescription. In prac-
tice, it is usually the technician who intervenes first when there is a problem
on a farm. S/he then telephones the veterinarian. The relationship of trust
established between the two professionals allows some of the decision-
making to be shared between the veterinarian and the technician. The
delegation of responsibilities has no legal character (the veterinarian remains
the prescriber when a medication must be used), but is rather a decision-
making process in which the two actors jointly participate on an equal
footing. In sum, this is what numerous health sociological studies have
shown concerning medical decisions in the wake of the works of Strauss
(1992). In particular, the veterinarians rely on the technician’s report to
decide what to do: go to the farm, carry out analyses on the animals, set
up a treatment protocol, etc.

Veterinary 2

When animals fall ill, it is the technician who is called. He goes there and
does an autopsy. If he sees what it is, he manages things himself. If he’s
not sure, he usually calls us, and then we discuss it. In some ways, he is
like our eyes. So we do a lot over the telephone because the technicians
have already done the legwork. So you definitely have to have a rela-
tionship of trust. One has to be absolutely sure that they’re not going to
tell us a load of crap. But normally, it’s true that legally, it’s not supposed
to happen like that.

Even more than considering the farmer as the agent of economic choices (i.e.
the risk-benefit calculation in the preceding example) which s/he alone can
legitimately make, there is at times recognition of the farmer’s know-how,
without which the decision cannot in the end be made. We have observed that
when there is a problem, the discussion sometimes becomes a collective one,
involving the veterinarian, the farmer, the technician and even a representative
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of the PO. The veterinarian of one of the POs includes the farmer in the
discussion to decide how to implement a treatment, asking the farmer his
opinion regarding the evolution of the animals’ health. To a certain degree,
the choice of the course of action, while theoretically the domain of the
veterinarian alone, integrates the expertise of both the farmer and the techni-
cian. One can thus understand the degree to which the professional relation-
ships between the livestock stakeholders constitute the foundation on which the
farmers’ work autonomy is built.

Conclusion

While framed by heteronymous prescriptions, the activity of traditional free-
range poultry farmers is autonomous. They remain independent with regard to
numerous aspects of their operations, including the definition of their work
time. The sharing of joint constraints facilitates the emergence of a collective
identity based on a system of values defining good work. The stakeholders
establish a relationship of trust which renders possible good communication
between professionals whose responsibilities—in theory distinct—end up com-
ing together. The result is an increase in the autonomy of farmers who are
relieved of certain constraints and enriched with responsibilities.

This case study, focussed on a unique form of contractual relationship
(integration), allows us to shift the focus to the workers themselves and the
relationship that they have with their work (Bidet 2011). By examining the
“real work” of traditional free-range poultry farmers, we steer clear of a blind
spot, which consists of failing to look at the constraints of the contractual
relationship between the farmers and the POs. While the heteronymous stan-
dards clearly contribute to the framework of livestock farm work (especially in
an “integrated” commodity chain), they do not hinder the expression of the
normativeness inherent in the farmers’ practises. Moreover, it is precisely in the
ongoing management of the tension between autonomy and heteronomy, in
other words, in the constant testing of their (in) dependence, that the farmers
manage to perform (and define themselves in) their work.

In this perspective, autonomy is not only a social tool that helps farmers
define their identity and protect themselves from the constraints of a contractual
form of agriculture (Stock and Forney 2014). It is also a way of working that
emerges from all of the rules, standards and relationships involved in their day-
to-day work. It actually enables them to develop the farming practises that suit
the way they conceive their professional activity. Of course, it does not mean
that their work is never demanding, frustrating or sometimes even hazardous,
but these farmers have undoubtedly been able to construct a kind of autonomy
at work, which is, in the end, rather a matter of normativeness than one of
independence or absence of constraints.
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