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Enterprises: The Case of Small-Scale 
Horticulture Growers in South Yorkshire 
Area

Challenge and Response

Horticulture is a branch of agriculture that 
encompasses the growing of fresh fruit, vegetables 
and ornamental plants. Decarbonising horticulture 
is a fundamental element towards achieving 
net-zero futures, since it is an energy dense and 
vulnerable to climate change sector1, 2. Embedding 
Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) on the 
decarbonisation agenda, is also important, as 
smallholder agriculture accounts for over 80% of 
global agriculture - including horticulture3 - and 
play a vital role in providing locally produced 
food, supporting local economies and sustaining 
sustainable livelihoods4. According to ONS data5 
in the UK, fruit, vegetable and flower businesses 
are predominantly SMEs; while according to the 
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Horticulture Trades Association6 over 90% of 
environmental horticulture businesses are also 
SMEs. 

However, net-zero/sustainability transitions 
create a plethora of socio-economic and spatial 
inequalities, and fairness concerns are constantly 
raised for smaller actors, across different 
geographies7, 8. Nevertheless, very scarce research 
has previously focused on how horticultural 
SMEs are positioned within decarbonisation 
pathways and just transition frameworks; leaving 
a significant gap around justice considerations in 
this sector.

This PhD study aims at uncovering the just agri-
food transition narrative through the lens of 
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SMEs, and more specifically small and medium 
horticulture growers. For this study, we define 
small and medium horticulture growers, in 
line with the EU recommendation for SMEs i.e. 
employing <250 persons and having an annual 
turnover ≤€50 million9. Drawing upon empirical 
findings from our fieldwork in rural and peri-
urban areas around South Yorkshire we develop 
an in-depth understanding on both what 
decarbonisation entails for small-scale growers, 
and also on how it can be designed in a fair-for-
all manner. Focusing on the South Yorkshire 
Area specifically and building upon the existing 
community growing culture and rising number 
of agro-ecological market gardens10, we further 
explore the opportunity for promoting horticulture 
food production in urban areas11, simultaneously 
uncovering the potential for revitalising South 
Yorkshire’s post-industrial landscape. 

Via in-depth semi-structured interviews we: (i) 
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shed light to the growers’ vulnerability to climate 
change and current climate and decarbonisation 
action, (ii) uncover the transition-induced 
opportunities and challenges for smaller growers, 
and (iii) explore their visions of a just transition. 

Through this qualitative research, we aspired to 
create a space of empowerment for the under-
researched and under-represented groups, where 
they can share their perspectives and have their 
voices heard. Via re-thinking the just agri-food 
transition narrative, we position small-scale 
growers and local communities, at the epicentre 
of the net-zero transformation. This provides a 
creative pathway towards designing a resilient, 
equitable, and sustainable agri-food system. 
In order to provide a broader spectrum on the 
just transition planning process, we have also 
conducted additional interviews with specialists 
across Regional Authorities and City Councils, as 
well as local stakeholder organisations.
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Findings and Potential Impacts

Whilst data analysis is still in progress, below is 
a summary of key findings emerging from our 
research:

•	 Vulnerability to climate change and 
adaptation: Growers have expressed their 
concerns over the impact of unpredictable 
weather patterns on crop yields - as most of 
them are growing outdoors - which they see as 
an important challenge in their efforts to adopt 
more sustainable practices, whilst also building 
adaptation and resilience. 

•	 Feelings towards net-zero: Growers’ feelings 
and attitude towards decarbonisation vary. 
Decarbonisation is perceived as a major 
challenge for growers who lack the necessary 
resources and technical know-how; thus, 
triggering reluctance and problematisation. 
In other cases, growers feel more optimistic 
and feel that the net-zero transition is 
an opportunity to move towards a more 
sustainable operation, focusing on a more 
conscious use of natural resources, ensuring 
more equitable benefits for the planet and the 
people. 

•	 Identities of small-scale: Operating at a 
micro and small-scale, growers talk about 
their distinct characteristics, but also highlight 
numerous challenges that they are currently 
facing due to their size. Growers make an 
urgent call for a greater focus on the ways 
they operate, as well as on the vital role they 
play at ensuring a more sustainable agri-food 
system, and supporting the local economy. 
Growers also share a strong desire for greater 

accessibility and representation in the 
decision-making processes, as well as a greater 
inclusion in policy and regulatory frameworks 
related to sustainability, climate action and 
decarbonisation.

This research holds significant potential for 
scaling, by embedding different types of SMEs 
of the horticulture sector, such as processors, 
distributors, and retailers. Expanding the research 
to these actors will allow for a more holistic 
understanding of the opportunities and the 
challenges posed by decarbonisation across the 
horticulture supply chain, also providing a more 
solid foundation for an appropriate design of a just 
transition of the sector. Using a comparative case 
study approach allows the research to generate 
insights that can inform policymakers and foster 
more targeted interventions, whilst also enabling 
the replication of successful strategies across 
sectors and regions.

Recommendations

A key recommendation involves the development 
of tailored policies for horticulture SME growers. 
To support small-scale horticulture businesses in 
the transition toward low-carbon and sustainable 
practices, policies need to be specifically designed 
to address their unique needs. This might include 
financial support, such as grants and incentives 
for adopting low-carbon technologies, as well 
as guidance on the range of decarbonisation 
options that are available for fruit-vegetable 
growers and flower farmers operating at a smaller 
or micro scale. Implementation should involve 
tailored funding schemes, advisory services, and 
capacity-building programmes, which take into 
consideration the sector, scale, and business 

models of small growers; all of which at the 
moment are highly underserved by existing 
policy and regulatory frameworks. By providing 
this targeted support, small-scale horticulture 
businesses would be able to adopt sustainable 
practices more easily and without facing financial 
constraints, facilitating in this way the transition 
towards net-zero, whilst also fostering more 
equitable and achievable outcomes for SMEs, 
which are vital actors in the agri-food system.

A second recommendation revolves around the 
promotion of shared learning and the creation of 
collaboration networks within the horticulture 
community, in the form of peer-to-peer learning 
initiatives, information-sharing platforms, and 
structured networks that enable small growers 
to exchange knowledge on sustainable growing 
practices and low-carbon strategies. Facilitation 
of local collaboration networks - led by SMEs, and 
supported by the Local Councils - can aid growers 
to share insights, experiences, and practical 
solutions, fostering a sense of community, and 
reducing isolation. These collaborative spaces will 
not only enhance the collective capacity of small-
scale growers to transition effectively but will also 
provide a supportive environment that encourages 
innovation and continuous improvement. This will 
ultimately strengthen the sector’s resilience and 
contribution to a just and sustainable agri-food 
system for all. 

Next Steps

In order to maximise the impact of this research, 
next steps need to involve the replication and 
expansion of the study. On this note it is important 
to highlight that this study has already been 

expanded to include the Western Greece Region. 
The City of Patras, which is the capital of the 
Region, was strategically chosen as it is also a post-
industrial area and provides a robust comparative 
case study that will allow to extrapolate shared 
lessons, whilst also enhancing relevance and 
transferability findings.

The follow up will include data analysis and 
exploration of emerging findings, in order to 
initiate a comparative discussion and uncover 
lessons learned in different geographical settings. 
This will allow for a more in-depth understanding 
of small-scale growers’ experiences across 
different regions, but will also provide a more 
robust foundation towards planning for a just 
transition. 

A final step includes engaging stakeholders, 
through participatory approaches. In this study, 
we have targeted and conducted research with 
different groups of participants, separately. 
Future research should seek to take a further 
step towards bringing together policymakers, 
SMEs, and stakeholder organisations, in order to 
establish direct lines of communication, promote 
engagement, and enhance co-creation in the net-
zero transition planning. Co-creation will foster a 
truly equitable decarbonisation, by equally taking 
into consideration the views of all actors involved, 
and by promoting a green regional transition, built 
upon sustainability and solidarity.



A Just Transition for Small and Medium Enterprises: The Case of Small-Scale Horticulture
Growers in South Yorkshire Area

APOSTOLOPOULOU, Elpida, EADSON, William <http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2158-7205> 
and LINHARES, Caroline

Available from the Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive (SHURA) at:

https://shura.shu.ac.uk/37729/

Copyright and re-use policy

Please visit https://shura.shu.ac.uk/37729/ and 
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/information.html for further details about copyright 
and re-use permissions.


