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1 Introduction 

 

1.1 Introduction to Manual  
 

Peer-To-Peer Cooperation with Iraqi Governorate – Al Anbar, is a year-long project aiming to 

address the needs of the agricultural sector in Al Anbar, Iraq, focusing on the establishment of 

virtual food markets and agricultural cooperatives. The project was developed and is being 

implemented by the Consortium of partners that consists of the Association of Municipalities and 

Towns of Slovenia (lead partner), Stritih Sustainable Development (partner), ZaVita Consulting 

(partner), and the Faculty of Electrical Engineering, University of Ljubljana (partner), under the 

UNDP supervision. 

The project aims to transfer the selected good practices in the field of virtual food markets and 

agricultural cooperatives from Slovenia to Al Anbar Province while taking into account the socio-

economic characteristics of the Province. Altogether, three successful businesses or initiatives 

were selected as good practices on the Slovenian side, and their managers have shared their 

experience and knowledge with the project team to facilitate their transfer to Al Anbar Province. 

Within the scope of Work Package 4, Slovenian partners have conducted field trips to the 

mentioned good practices, in order to learn how these function and how they were established. 

The Manual is the result of these field trips and the information gathered on them. Founders and 

managers of good practices have been the main source of gathered information, supplemented by 

other stakeholders, involved in the good practices, such as farmers and consumers. The following 

descriptions of the good practices were created primarily in collaboration with Denis Ploj 

(Cooperative Dobrina), Teja Lovrec (Cooperatve DAME), Janez Furlan (Municipality of Ajdovščina), 

and Brigita Štolfa (Regional Development Agency ROD Ajdovščina). 

The Manual consists of two main parts, the first part on the establishment and functioning of two 

cooperatives from the Drava region (Chapter 2), and the second part on the virtual food market 

from Vipava Valley (Chapter 3). 
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1.2 What is a Cooperative? 
 

According to the International Cooperative Alliance, “A cooperative is an autonomous association of 

persons united voluntarily to meet their common economic, social, and cultural needs and aspirations 

through a jointly-owned and democratically-controlled enterprise” (NASCO, 2008). 

Most cooperatives around the world operate by relying on the following principles (NASCO, 2008): 

- Voluntary & Open Membership 

Cooperatives’ membership is voluntary and open to everyone. 

- Democratic Member Control 

Cooperatives are democratic organizations controlled by their members who are actively involved 

in decision-making. 

- Member Economic Participation 

Members contribute to the capital in a proportionate or equal way and they also equally control 

the capital of their cooperative. Members usually receive limited compensation, if any, from the 

cooperatives’ capital. Surpluses are usually allocated to developing the cooperative, setting up 

reserves, and supporting other activities approved by the membership. 

- Autonomy and Independence 

Cooperatives are autonomous organizations, democratically controlled by their members.   

- Education, Training and Information 

Cooperatives provide education for their members and inform the general public on the benefits 

of cooperation with and within the cooperative. 

- Cooperation among Cooperatives 

Cooperatives are often working together with other cooperatives; this further strengthens their 

movement, by eliminating duplicate costs, getting better deals and expanding services to their 

members. 

- Concern for Community 

Cooperatives strive towards the sustainable development of their local community. 
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1.3 What is a Virtual Market? 
 

A virtual market is an online website or a mobile app, through which suppliers advertise or even sell 

their products. Therefore, at such a website/app, consumers can gain the contact information of 

sellers or even buy their products directly. The development of such platforms is facilitated by the 

increase in internet availability and online shopping in recent years. One type of virtual market is 

also the virtual market for food, focused on selling various agricultural products.  
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2 Good Practices in Field of Cooperatives 

 

The first two identified good practices represent cooperatives; one of them is a farmers’ 

cooperative and the other one is a catering cooperative. These Cooperatives both take us to the 

Drava region in Slovenia, more precisely to the Maribor City and its surrounding – the northern 

Slovenian Hills. The mentioned region is located in the northeast of Slovenia.  

 
Figure 1. Location of the City Municipality of Maribor – red dot (Source: ESRI, 2021; GISCO, 2020).  

 

Slovenian Hills is with an area of 1 017 km2 the largest hilly region in Slovenia. Most of its hills are 

less than 400 m high, surrounded by several river valleys. The region is characterized by a sub-

Pannonian climate with an average annual precipitation of 1 000 mm/m2. Approximately 90 000 

inhabitants reside in the region, most of them live in small villages, scattered around the 

countryside. Main agricultural activities are livestock farming, viticulture, crop and fruit cultivation 

(RASG, 2015).  

 

 Figure 2. Slovenian Hills countryside (Photo: Matevž Premelč). 

Maribor is the biggest city in the vicinity of Slovenian Hills and offers the biggest buying power 

nearby for the agricultural products, produced in Slovenian Hills. Therefore, it is not unusual that 

Maribor is also the location of the first two of the selected Slovenian good practices, the farmers’ 

Cooperative Dobrina and the catering Cooperative DAME. 
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2.1 Farmers' Cooperative Dobrina 
 

What is Farmers’ Cooperative Dobrina and what does it stand for? 

The Farmers’ Cooperative Dobrina is an autonomous institution, which was established in 2011 by 

only 8 individuals. As it is growing at a rate of 40% per year, it has more than 130 members today. 

Most of them are farmers. 

The main purpose of the Cooperative Dobrina (meaning “the good”) is to sell food from local 

farmers to the local population. Its vision is the development of a sustainable local food supply in 

the Drava region.  

The Cooperative functions as a dealer of agricultural products between farmers and consumers and 

markets their products at one place. Through that they wish to empower local smallholder farmers 

from the area of Slovenian Hills to continue cultivating their land, and if possible, to do that in a 

sustainable manner - through ecological farming.  

 

How does the Cooperative assist farmers?  

Primarily, by taking away the burden of having to market and sell their products themselves. 

Smallholder farmers are at disadvantage when selling rather small quantities of produce. It is hard 

for them to enter the market, as many consumers (supermarkets, public institutions) are interested 

in buying large quantities of food relatively cheaply. Moreover, if farmers decide to sell their 

products themselves, they usually have to spend a lot of time doing that.  

The Cooperative strives to solve this problem, by taking over the smallholder farmers’ products and 

selling them altogether either 1) directly to private and public institutions or 2) in the Cooperative’s 

shop. This way, smallholder farmers’ supply is large enough that they can easily access the market, 

as well as negotiate for a fair price for their products. 

 

How does the Cooperative operate? 

All the decisions within the Cooperative are made together with its 130 members. The Cooperative 

currently employs 4 people, that are in charge of its operational activities. Two of its employees are 

mostly active in the field, working with farmers and consumers, and two are in charge of the shop 

and administration. Still, this kind of job requires a lot of multitasking, and assignments are often 

shared.  
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The Cooperative is currently renting two facilities in Maribor City – the nearest city with substantial 

purchase power and capacity to buy all of the Cooperative’s products. The first facility is the storage 

with a cooled and dry part (40 m2), where products are stored usually for only a short period.  

 

Figure 3. The Cooperative's van is being loaded with empty crates in front of the storage facility. Crates will be 
distributed to farmers to place their products in them (Photo: Matevž Premelč). 

 

 

Figure 4. The Cooperative's cold storage has a cooling technology, but products usually wait there only over a 
night (Photo: Matevž Premelč). 
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Additionally, the Cooperative is renting a store (40 m2) in the Maribor City center, where they sell 

some of the agricultural products, and where they lead their business from.  

 

Figure 5. The Cooperative's shop in the city center of Maribor (Photo: Matevž Premelč). 

 

 

Figure 6. A wide offer of local honey products, teas, oil and vinegar, jams, and juices (Photo: Matevž Premelč). 
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Figure 7. The shop’s offer of flour and milk products (Photo: Matevž Premelč). 

 

 

Figure 8. The shop's offer of cereals, dried fruit, and yoghurt (Photo: Matevž Premelč). 

 

Besides selling the agricultural products the Cooperative is offering also catering service, for which 

farmers’ wives prepare food to be delivered for special occasions. 

 

The employees are managing farmers’ offer and customers’ orders via phone, email and online 

shop. They pick up the agricultural products several times per week with their cooled vans, store 

them, if necessary, at their storage center, and then shortly after that, distribute them to the 

private or public customers. They spend a good amount of time in the field, driving from one farmer 

to another, from one customer to another. 
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Figure 9. On the road again (Photo: Matevž Premelč). 

 

Who are the Cooperative’s suppliers and customers? 

The Cooperative supplies approximately 70 public institutions with agricultural products (mostly 

fruits and vegetables) as well as many regular private customers. These public institutions include 

many local schools, kindergartens, retirement homes, special needs homes, etc. The Cooperative 

delivers products also to local restaurants and hotels that pride themselves with local food offer. 

Some of the fruits and vegetables are also sold to public in Cooperative’s shop in the center of 

Maribor City, where locals can in addition find processed food such as jarred foods, tees, breakfast 

cereals, oil and vinegar, fruit juices, as well as artisan products, all produced locally. Locals have the 

option to order a box with seasonal products (mostly vegetables and fruits) every week. These 

boxes are then either delivered to their home or they can pick them up at the pickup site. 

Most of their suppliers are middle-sized farmers, located in vicinity of Cooperative’s operation, 

usually not more than half an hour of drive away. Currently, the Cooperative is buying out all the 

products that their ecological farmers have to offer. Together with farmers the employees 

sometimes also communicate which and when products will be in demand and should therefore be 

planted.  
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Figure 10. The employee of Dobrina picks up a big batch of freshly picked strawberries (Photo: M. Premelč). 

 

 

Figure 11. Mr. Ploj, Cooperative’s director, collects vegetables at a local farm and discusses further work with a 

farmer (Photo: M. Premelč). 

 

 

Figure 12. Fruits and vegetables are being delivered to a local kindergarten early in the morning (Photo: M. 
Premelč). 
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Figure 13. The back of the van - today, apples, cauliflower, onion, carrots, and turnip will be on the menu of 
local kindergartens and schools (Photo: Matevž Premelč). 

 

What kind of economic model does the Cooperative use? 

The Cooperative functions as a traditional business in many ways; it pays taxes, and is mindful of 

the costs of its operation. However, the management and decision-making are something all 

Cooperative’s members are in charge of. 

Everyone that wants join the Cooperative Dobrina can do so via a simple procedure. Without being 

a member, one cannot sell products through the Cooperative. The first year, every new member is 

on a trial membership, afterward, he/she is accepted as a regular member. The annual membership 

fee is 20 EUR for the first trial year and afterwards 5 EUR plus 5% of the sales of the previous year. 

These fees cover the costs of the storage, transport, and management which are done by the 

Cooperative Dobrina employees. After products are sold, the Cooperative Dobrina pays out the 

farmers for their products. Prices of products being sold are decided mutually with all farmers. 

Transparency in doing business is of utmost importance in such organizations, that is why all costs 

are publicly disclosed, which helps to build strongly needed trust with farmers. Cooperative’s 

members meet regularly and this way exchange information and network. 

 

“The most important part for the success of such cooperative is introducing it to farmers in a way 

that they recognize it is in fact their cooperative and it works for them.” – Denis Ploj, Director of 

Cooperative Dobrina 
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Additional added value of the Cooperative Dobrina 

Besides enabling a stable income for the smallholder farmers, the Cooperative consequently 

directly and indirectly addresses several social and environmental issues. The extensive and 

ecological farming most of its farmers are practicing, is maintaining the characteristic natural and 

cultural landscape of the countryside together with the traditional knowledge and culture, inherent 

to the region. This in turn guides a sustainable regional development and generates employment 

opportunities in the countryside of Slovenian Hills. 

Ecological farming provides several benefits to the environment, most notably safeguarding land, 

water and biodiversity through prohibition of synthetic additives, such as fertilizers, pesticides, 

insecticides; adapting to climate change etc. 

The provision of local food also has an important function in terms of self-sufficiency of the Region, 

as well as empowering the local population with healthy eating habits. 

 

Lessons learned 

Not everything went as planned in the 10 years of the Cooperative’s functioning. It originally 

evolved from a single project addressing sustainable local food supply, funded by European funds, 

and transitioned to a self-sustainable business within 5 years. Along the way it faced several 

challenges that required changes to its business model and strategy.  

The next chapter describes the steps, needed to establish the Cooperative Dobrina, as well as the 

experience and lessons learned along the way to its success. 

  



13 
 

2.1.1 Key Steps for Establishment of Farmers' Cooperative Dobrina 

 

“Establishing such a cooperative is not a project, it is an ever-lasting process.” – Mr. Denis Ploj, 

Director of Cooperative Dobrina 

 

Step 1: European Capital of Culture Project 

The story of Farmers’ cooperative Dobrina dates to 2011, when Maribor was selected as the 

European Capital of Culture (ECC) for the year 2012. During that time a series of cultural events were 

implemented, celebrating the diversity and richness of the local culture. One of the work groups 

within this year-long ECC Initiative was tasked with finding solutions for sustainable local food 

supply. Their work was aiming to developed a farmers’ cooperative, after realizing that the farmers 

from the area of Slovenian Hills can enter the market only by connecting and establishing a legal 

entity.  

Small farmers were previously selling their products at their farm or on markets, where individuals 

were able to buy them. Their products, however, were not reaching the public institutions and large 

private customers, which need larger amounts of food, such as kindergartens, schools, public 

institutions, hotels, restaurants, etc. The reason for this was that the supply was too fragmented 

and therefore too demanding to handle for institutions’ managers. Furthermore, the local 

production, mostly with products of a higher quality was also demanding higher prices. On top of 

that, legal requirements for public institutions’ food ordering procedure, made buying from local 

farmers extremely difficult for both sides, farmers and public institutions. 

 

The ECC project team named consisted of a diverse group of experts. They were the ones who 

began the story of Farmers’ Cooperative Dobrina. 

They identified the following problems on the farmers’ side: 

• Many small local farmers have stopped operating, 

• Young people have been moving away, mostly to nearby Austria, seeking better 

opportunities, 

• Small farmers were not able to sell their produce well (time consuming and low prices). 

At the same time consumers and the society were facing setbacks too: 

• Low self-sufficiency with food, 

• Lack of locally produced food, especially fruits and vegetables, 

• Intensive food production, that is not taking the needs of the environment into an account. 
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The project team decided to address these problems by empowering small farmers to work as a 

team. They identified a focus area in a small village called Jurovski dol, that was facing the same 

problems, but also showed a big potential for connecting farmers because of good relations among 

them. 

Soon they started approaching farmers through a local coordinator – a businesswoman, who was 

working closely with farmers at that time and had their trust. It was crucial that she knew the area 

well and was able to tell who is being serious about the project. 

The local coordinator managed to gather more than 40 interested farmers from the area, that were 

interested to participate at further activities with a goal to strengthen their stand on the market. 

At this point they were hoping to gather a group of small farmers, that would be empowered 

through educational activities to begin working as a team and sell their products to public 

institutions such as schools and kindergartens. Furthermore, the project team envisioned a 

development of a common catering service, run by this group of small farmers.  

Key elements needed: 

• Identified problem 

• Idea for solution 

• Project group for developing solution 

• Local coordinator 

• Study area 

• Target stakeholders 

 

Step 2: Training for farmers 

After a few months of work on approaching interested farmers, the project team started 

organizing regular workshops for these farmers. These trainings were led by renowned experts 

coming from various institutions such as universities, and were giving lectures and guidance on 

various topics, connected with agriculture. Ecologists held trainings on benefits and approaches of 

ecological/organic production, offering tips and tricks. (It is worth to mention, that at that time, 

there were no organic farmers in the region of Jurovski Dol. That changed drastically in the 

following years.) Other speakers were informing farmers on the procedures of inspection and 

requirements on the organic agriculture, as well as the process on conversion to organic 

agriculture. Marketing specialists were giving out advice on how to improve marketing strategies. 

A cooperative’s functioning and purpose were also among the topics, discussed at these trainings. 

Furthermore, field visits were implemented to the sites of good agricultural practices.  
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The purpose of this trainings was to convince farmers how could they work together and why 

would that be good for them. Trainings were organized by the project team and the group of 

people that later developed into the cooperative employees. 

At the same time, the project team performed some feasibility calculations and realized it will not 

be possible to make a living only by selling food to schools and kindergartens due to low buying 

prices in such organizations. That meant the team had to adapt their business strategy and consider 

also selling to general public. 

Soon, some farmers managed to put together a group offer of agricultural products and they began 

offering them to public institutions. These were often reluctant to do business with them as it 

meant more work for them, compared to just ordering it at a supermarket.  

That is why the project team went an extra mile to offer other services in parallel, such as gardening 

or carpenter work to public institutions. This convinced some of the schools to agree to work with 

them.  

They managed to buy the basic equipment between December 2011 – 2012 (vans, cooling and 

storage technology etc.) out of the ECC project budget. 

Customers and providers were identified and engaged; the equipment was bought. This meant that 

next step had to be formal establishment of Cooperative.  

Key elements needed: 

• Interested farmers 

• Identification of topics of interest 

• Renowned lecturers on above topics 

• Feasibility study 

• Business model 

• Communication strategy for customers 

• Equipment for food transfer and storage 

 

Step 3: Registration of Cooperative (July – November 2011) 

This step was crucial for confirming farmers’ partnership also in a legal manner. They formally 

established a cooperative in November 2011. Even though more than 40 farmers and other 

stakeholder have been included in the pre-establishment phase and have received training in the 

field of farmers’ cooperatives, when the time came, only eight of them decided to participate and 

found the Cooperative. The reason behind why so few decided to establish the Cooperative, was 

that cooperatives were of ill repute and were not seen as a trustworthy institution. This is a heritage 

of a socialist regime from the Yugoslavia period. Additionally, they were afraid to try out a new 
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thing that might not have worked out. Out of these 8 founders, 5 were farmers and 3 were other 

stakeholders. 

At this point, the Cooperative also employed its first employees, that were from now on in charge 

of its operational activities.  

Legal and administrative efforts were needed in this phase for preparation of the statute and the 

formal registration of the Cooperative. For the statute, they had to figure out the basic playing 

rules; entry fees and requirements, accounting strategies. If the member fees are set too low, you 

risk inviting a lot of members that are not very serious. 

They also had to obtain the HACCP management system, required for any food dealers.  

The HACCP or the Hazard Analysis Critical Control Points is an internationally recognized method for managing 

food safety risks along the food production, distribution and consumption of the product. By establishing the 

HACCP system, a company can acquire a certificate with which it demonstrates commitment to food safety. 

 

These administrative and legal efforts were facilitated with the support of a social enterprise CAAP 

(Center for Alternative and Autonomous Production), which helped to write a statute for the 

Cooperative, including how to comply with HACCP, health insurance and fire safety regulations.  

Key elements needed: 

• Identifying legal requirements 

• Legal support 

• Development of playing rules and 

organizational structure 

  

Step 4: Beginning phase for Cooperative 

The Cooperative’s employees established physical and online shop for the agricultural products in 

2012. 

At this point they had to expand their customer base to make their business profitable. One of the 

main efforts in this phase included educating and informing the public institutions on the potential 

and benefits of collaboration with the Cooperative. Slowly they managed to build an impressive 

circle of customers. And after local farmers recognized that the idea is truly working, many new 

suppliers joined the Cooperative. 

Between 2013 and 2015, the Cooperative was facing financial difficulties after receiving promises of 

financing that were not fulfilled, combined with high costs of its functioning. Due to this the 

Cooperative had to shut down the project management section, which was in charge of applying 

for large projects with the topic of sustainable local food supply.  
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General 

Assembly

Board of 

Directors

Director

Employees

Supervisory 

Board

Key elements needed: 

• Tech support for online shop 

• Location for shop  

• Reevaluation of strategy 

• Widened circle of customers/marketing 

 

Step 5: Current state 

All managing decisions about Cooperative are made by the General Assembly which includes all its 

130 members. Three employees and the director are those working on the day-to-day business of 

the Cooperative and thus implementing the decisions taken by the General Assembly. Director 

annually reports about the financial status and tasks performed to the General Assembly. Board of 

directors is convening and chairing the general assembly. Apart of this function, it is also advising 

and steering the cooperative by proposing decisions be discussed and adopted by the General 

Assembly. Supervisory board supervises the work of the cooperative and its bodies. 

  

  

 

 

 

  

  

   

Figure 14. The organigram of the Cooperative Dobrina. 

These years, the Cooperative is most busy between September and December, in summer the 

business is slower as many people are on vacation, and schools and some kindergartens are closed. 

Therefore, in such short supply chains it is important to have institutions that are open across the 

whole year, such as retirement homes, or those that have even larger demand in that time, such as 

hotels, restaurants. 

Ecological and traditional agriculture products are marked and labelled separately in online and 

physical shop; they also have a different price. Ecological products are approx. 25% more expensive 

as traditional.  

For the last 5 years, the Cooperative is also involved in a community work scheme, where low-level 

offenders are helping farmers in the field for fulfilling their community work hours. 
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At the moment the Cooperative does not receive any government support, however, between 

2015-2017 it was receiving free shop space by the local government.  

The Cooperative is not utilizing any marketing strategies at the moment, as there is no need for it, 

but it is regularly present at local cultural events. 

 

Vision 

What the Cooperative employees still want to work on is improving farmers’ attitude towards the 

Cooperative. They would like all Cooperative members to understand that this is their common 

organization, which works for them and them only and will not be misused for any purpose that all 

130 members will not decide for. 

For the future, the Cooperative employees envision developing their own processing chain for 

example for tomato products. Furthermore, they are thinking of creating a subsidiary cooperative 

in a neighboring region. 
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2.2 Cooperative DAME 
 

What is the Cooperative Dame and what is its purpose? 

The main activity of the cooperative, the social enterprise Cooperative DAME, is the development 

of sustainable tourism and hospitality, with a focus on gastronomy. Great emphasis of the 

Cooperative is put on preserving old, traditional recipes, which are which are incorporated in their 

dishes in an innovative way. It should be emphasized that they mostly use local, fresh and 

organically grown and certified food when preparing meals. A lot of time is spent developing and 

preparing desserts, which are characterized by delicious and delicate flavors. Special care is also 

aimed at vegetarians and vegans. 

The Cooperative’s goal is to offer quality and local food at an affordable price. 

 

Figure 15. The Cooperative DAME is providing healthy meals from local farmers for a fair price (Source: 
facebook.com/kooperativadame). 

 

How does the Cooperative Dame assist farmers?  

More than 50 % of all food supplies that are needed in order to prepare the meals come from local 

environment. These are mainly: vegetables, fruit, pasta, meat, bread. These products are purchased 

either directly from farmers – mainly bigger ones that are focused in only one product (for example 

apples), or from Cooperative Dobrina which can supply the Cooperative DAME with products from 

different producers and thus makes the coordination of product purchase and planning of stock 

much easier. 
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The Cooperative Dame constantly strives to find and buy ecological products for their culinary 

products. It also occurs that farmers come directly to the Cooperative and offer their products or 

they recommend other food producers who are interested in collaborating with the Cooperative 

DAME. The menus in the restaurant are constantly being adapted to the availability of seasonal 

products/supplies. 

 

How does the Cooperative operate? 

The Cooperative Dame is a social enterprise. Today, the Cooperative Dame employs 7 people, 2 of 

which are included in the working process via educational workshops as a part of vocational 

learning program and are studying for the profession of catering. All employees were employed 

through various employment programs of the Employment Service of Slovenia.  

The Cooperative strives that all its staff is fully and permanently employed in order to secure a 

stable working process. Nevertheless, in case of many catering events in one day or bigger catering 

events, additional staffed is hired, mainly students. 

The Cooperative’s main activity is serving food at a restaurant in Maribor. The restaurant is located 

close to the old part of Maribor, on the right bank of river Drava, in vicinity of regional medical 

center. It offers fixed seasonal menus and as well as delivery (as a mitigation measure to the COVID-

19 pandemic). 

 

Figure 16. The restaurant of the Cooperative DAME in the City of Maribor (Source: 
facebook.com/kooperativadame), and a daily menu. 

 

In addition to serving food in restaurant, the Cooperative offers catering service at different 

locations for closed groups. The food is prepared in the restaurant and then taken to other 

locations where it is served. In order to maintain the philosophy of serving quality local food the 

catering service is offered only in the close vicinity of Maribor for smaller groups. The main clients 
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of this services are public institutions for their events (City administration, University, Medical 

health center, etc.). 

Since September 2020, the Cooperative is also running a canteen in the High School in Maribor. The 

canteen is available for the pupils and employees. Daily, they serve three cold and three warm 

menus. The offer in the canteen also follows the philosophy of serving quality local food at 

affordable prices.  

From the start, the Cooperative is dedicated towards the responsible attitude towards food. 

Therefore, throughout the year from the surplus of ordered products (i.e., vegetables) they 

prepare their own pickled and processed food such as sauces and jams. These can be also 

purchased by restaurant costumers, as well as bought in the store of the Cooperative Dobrina. 

 

“Good team is essence! You can have a great idea, but if you do not have great coworkers and 

positive attitude, everything will fall apart. ¾ of reasons for success is in the people!” 

- Teja Lovrec, Director of Cooperative Dame 

 

 

Figure 17. A selection of meals, made by Cooperative DAME (Source: facebook.com/kooperativadame). 

 

Who are its suppliers and customers? 

Main suppliers are local farmers that sell their products either individually or through the 

Cooperative Dobrina, with which they are cooperating from the beginning. 

Main customers are citizens from Maribor and employees from Hospital and surrounding 

enterprises. Many customers are regular. In the case of canteen in High school in Maribor, the 

costumers are pupils and teachers, employed in the high school. 

 

What kind of the economic model does it use? 

It follows the business model of a Cooperative and a social enterprise. All employees were 

employed via the programs of the National Employment Service. These people were either long-

term unemployed youth or people in their 50s that loss their employment. 
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The cooperative is strategically managed by the General Assembly which consists of the funders of 

the cooperative and interested individuals. Operationally, it is managed by the Director who 

implements the decisions taken by the General Assembly. 

The Cooperative is also embedded in the teaching program (as a social enterprise) where they offer 

practice work for certain groups i.e., Roma population or others that express the interest to get 

acquainted with practical work. They include those individuals in catering, kitchen, administrative 

work or similar. 

 

Figure 18. A selection of meals, produced by DAME Cooperative (Source: facebook.com/kooperativadame). 

 

Additional added value of the Cooperative Dame 

The Cooperative follows the vision of offering quality local food at accessible prices to all, despite 

their age or economic/social status. Throughout offering healthy, local and affordable meals, the 

Cooperative is empowering local producers and raising the awareness of consumers.  

  

Lessons learned 

Evolution of such cooperative is a long-term process. From the beginning the responsible 

employees and managers were met with the challenges related to administration, accounting and 

respecting the prescribed certificates when dealing with food and how to secure a clean and stable 

working environment at an attractive location that is easily accessible for the costumers. 

Looking back, the Cooperative’s founders are very grateful for all the support that they have 

received along the way to the Cooperative’s establishment and functioning. Their support system 

included the Business incubator ‘tkalka’ where they received a lot of support with their business 

idea and business plan, and the Municipality of Maribor which offered them place for free for first 

years (the most crucial for the existence of Cooperative). 

The next chapter describes the steps, needed to establish the Cooperative Dame in detail. 
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2.2.1 Key Steps for Establishment of Cooperative DAME 

 

“Gastronomy and catering is not a job; it’s a lifestyle.” 

 

Step 1: How did it all began?  

In 2014, four ladies in their respective 50s lost their jobs and were unemployed. The foundation 

called ‘Prizma’ was in that time implementing an EU project called ‘Senior city’. All four of them 

took part in the activities of this project where they met for the first time. All of them were masters 

from different fields (accounting, tourism, marketing, banking). 

Ms. Alenka Iskra came up with the idea that they could established a different type of restaurant in 

Maribor. One that would serve quality local food at affordable prices for citizens of Maribor. 

Together, they have picked up the idea and started developing it. 

In 2014 – there was a public call for ‘social enterprises’ – this call supported establishment of social 

enterprise. Within this project, they have received funds for 2 years for 4 people in order to establish 

a social enterprise. In these two years, they have worked on the realization of their idea.  

Key elements needed: 

• Background experience 

• Innovative project idea 

• Stimulation  

 

Step 2: Planning and learning begin 

After receiving the funds in 2014, they founders applied for and were given the office in the 

incubator of social entrepreneurship called ‘Tkalka’. In this incubator they have worked on defining 

the steps, procedures, and all necessary that is needed for implementation of their project idea. 

Alongside, they were supported by the Incubator in a sense that they participated in the learning 

processes and education on the following topics: 

• Definitions of different legal bodies, i.e., cooperatives, social enterprises, etc. 

• Marketing 

• Management 

• Human resources 

In the period from 2014-2016, besides from gaining new knowledge, they were searching a place 

within the city where they could establish the restaurant. First, they have rented a café and a 
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kitchen which was at this point outsourced but enabled them to start with the first catering 

services.  

Once in the rented café, they have continued searching the new place where they could arrange a 

restaurant. Most of available restaurant spaces were too small while the bigger ones were already 

taken. At one point they were offered by the city administration of Maribor the one where they are 

still today. They have opened their restaurant on 11. 10. 2016. 

Key elements needed: 

• Support from the business incubator 

• Clear vision and patience 

•  Willingness to acquire and accept new 

knowledge and continuous process of 

learning 

 

Step 3: Starting the ‘business’ 

For first two years of functioning on the current location where the restaurant is located, they have 

received a support from the administration of the City of Maribor. For 2 years they did not need to 

pay for the rent, only the operational costs. 

But before starting the business, they needed to invest in cleaning, renovating and decorating the 

new premises since they were closed and neglected for 5 years before they have arrived. They 

received a good ‘micro credit’ from Slovene fund for enterprises so that they were able to renovate 

the restaurant and purchase the necessary equipment. 

Key elements needed: 

• Support from local 

administration 

• Funding opportunities (i.e., credits with 

reasonable/affordable interest rates for new enterprises) 

 

Step 4: Current state  

At the moment the Cooperative does not receive any government support or funding. They are 

economically independent and capable to generate enough revenue to ensure steady employment 

for 7 people. However, the challenges of the current situation in relation to COVID 19 pandemic are 

visible. Although they accepted mitigation measures and enabled pick-up service of cooked meals, 

surviving only from that would not be possible without the support. The support was given from 

the city administration in a sense that they did not need to pay rent for the restaurant space in the 

time of the pandemic. In addition, the national government subsidized the time that some 

employees were unable to work due to the measures related to the pandemic.  
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The Cooperative has a stable income from the three main services that they provide (restaurant, 

catering and high school canteen). Pickled, preserved food and other products that are produced 

as a side product are an additional added value that apart from economic benefit also enhance the 

Cooperative’s visibility. 

 

Vision 

As the Cooperative has often been are asked and invited to carry out catering services in and 

surroundings of the Slovene capital of Ljubljana, the Cooperative’s vision is to expand the business 

also in the capital. However, this will mean forming a new supply chain that would support and 

stock the new restaurant and catering service in Ljubljana (or other towns). If the economic 

situation will enable expansion, the employees and managers will embrace it.  
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3 Good Practice in Field of Virtual Food Market 

 

The third identified good practice is a virtual food market platform “Market at Borjač”. The Practice 

originates from the Municipality of Ajdovščina and mostly functions in the area of Vipava Valley. 

Vipava Valley is a narrow valley in the south-western Slovenia, bordering on Italy. Named after the 

Vipava River, its main urban center is Ajdovščina with 19 480 inhabitants. 

 
Figure 19. Map, displaying the location of the City of Ajdovščina – orange dot (Source: ESRI, 2021; GISCO, 2020). 

 

Vipava Valley, with its superb mild sub-Mediterranean climate and abundant sun, is well known for 

its agriculture. All known Slovenian agricultural plants are succeeding there. Farmers are cultivating 

all kinds of fruit trees (apples, pears, cherries, khakis, figs, almonds etc.), grains, as well as many 

kinds of vegetables. The region is especially known for peaches and winemaking. It is additionally 

characterized by strong north-eastern winds, that can reach up the speed of 200 km/h (Vipava 

Valley, 2021). 

 

Figure 20. Vipava Valley (Source: travelslovenia.com). 
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3.1 Virtual Food Market “Market at Borjač” 
 

Even though the year 2021 has proven to be unfruitful for farmers due to the late spring frost, the 

virtual food market Market at Borjač is blooming with various agricultural products to be sold to 

locals of Vipava Valley. The Regional Development Agency ROD Ajdovščina and Municipality of 

Ajdovščina are those to credit for its success, together with their consultants (mostly farmers).  

In 2014, the Municipality of Ajdovščina recognized the need to empower local smallholder farmers 

of the Vipava Valley and promote the offer of local food among consumers. Back then, the 

Municipality officials noticed that the agricultural products from the region were instead of being 

used in the region by local population, exported to other regions in Slovenia or even abroad. This 

gave them the idea and motivation to develop a tool that would connect local producers and 

consumers.  

 

Figure 21. Market at Borjač (Source: facebook.com/trznicanaborjacu). 

 

Why establish virtual market? 

In the beginning, Municipality officials were thinking to solve the problem by establishing a farmers’ 

cooperative, however, they decided to formulate the idea differently, due to the bad reputation of 

the cooperatives in the region. Namely, even though cooperatives in Vipava Valley have a long 

tradition, widespread privatization and business failure of former cooperatives distant the 

cooperatives from the farmers, and have been a reason for mistrust among farmers towards such 

cooperatives. 

Therefore, the Municipality and the Regional Development Agency ROD Ajdovščina decided to 

establish a virtual market tool, that will aspire to achieve similar goals as a cooperative would, in 

terms of creating a proxy to connect farmers among each other as well as with their consumers. 
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Thus, through the development of the virtual market, the Municipality and the Agency hope to 

build a community, where local producers and consumers would be well-connected and aware of 

the importance of local food production.  

The functioning virtual market, as it is today, facilitates farmers’ entry to the food market and at 

the same time enables easier access to local healthy agricultural products for consumers. It is 

lowering the risk of lack of demand to small and middle-sized farmers, and currently, it is so 

successful that the demand is outnumbering the supply. The Market is currently financed by the 

Municipality of Ajdovščina and two other neighboring municipalities.  

 

How does it work? 

Today, the Virtual Market at Borjač is a customer-friendly website, that functions as a billboard 

with advertisements for all kinds of agricultural products, such as vegetables, diary, eggs, honey, 

meat, juice, fish, bread, oil, fruits etc.  

 

Figure 22. Home page of the Virtual Food Market Market at Borjač. Title reads: “I eat local, I buy local” (Source: 
primorske.si). 

 

All users, registered at the website, can write short advertisements for their products. After the 

advertisement is approved by the website’s manager, it is posted online together with other 

advertisements for everyone to see (Figure 23).  
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Figure 23. Farmers advertisements on the website – the screenshot shows 6 advertisements for salad, eggs, 
cucumbers, potatoes, and zucchini (Source: trznicanaborjacu.si). 

 

After a consumer finds a suitable product and clicks on it, a new window with more information on 

the specific product opens. Here customers learn about the price, description of the product, 

seller’s contact information, type of cultivation (organic/traditional), as well as about the 

pickup/delivery options (Figure 24).   

 

Figure 24. A click on individual advertisement opens a description of the product and the producer’s contact 
information (Source: trznicanaborjacu.si). 

 

At the website, anyone can browse the offer and collect the basic producer’s contact information 

(try it yourself at: https://trznicanaborjacu.si/trznica/). This means that anyone is able to get in 

contact with the producer. However, only registered users are allowed to make advertisements 

and such users can additionally access more detailed information on the producer. The registration 

process is easy and free for anyone, but it differs for consumers and producers (Figure 25). The 
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Market at Borjač prides itself on high quality standards and transparency, meaning that 

advertisements can be posted only by producers with a registered agricultural activity. 

 

Figure 25. Registration formular (Source: trznicanaborjacu.si). 

 
Currently, the website is driven by producers. This means that only producers, and not customers, 

can create advertisements on the website. However, they are thinking about expanding this option 

also to customers, so that they could create ads for the food they are looking for. 

 

After finding a suitable product, customers can contact the producers via phone number that is 

written in every ad, and agree on the pickup or delivery options and timing. Consumers can pick up 

the products either at the farm or at specially designated pick-up areas, that are designated on a 

municipal level. These pick-up areas are usually local markets in village centers, and the Municipality 

and the Agency are hoping these pick-up locations would help to revive local markets. Optionally, 

products can also be delivered to customers’ home if the chosen farmer offers that option. At the 

pick-up or delivery is also when the customers pay for products, as the website does not offer the 

online payment option. This is because it is not in the interest of Market at Borjač to compete with 

other grocery stores, but only to empower local small and middle-sized farmers to launch their 

business themselves.  

 

The billboard-style food market is the website’s main functionality. However, the website provides 

two other important segments; 1) the educational section for farmers and producers, and 2) the 

educational section for consumers. The first one offers tips and advice to farmers, featuring expert 

advice on agricultural practices as well as business development and marketing advice and 
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suggestions. These are prepared by the expert institutions such as Agricultural and Forestry 

Institute or Agricultural Institute of Slovenia. At the website, one can also find regular posts on 

news and useful links in agricultural development, open public tenders and other related fields 

(Figure 26). 

 

Figure 26. Business support and agricultural advice section (Source: trznicanaborjacu.si). 

 

The second special section of the website focuses on consumers awareness on local production 

food and ecological production. It features articles on the importance of local food supply and 

thoughtful consumerism, as well as innovative recipes on what to prepare from local quality food. 

Besides drawing the attention to local production of food, the managers of the Market at Borjač 

consider their mission to communicate the benefits of ecological production, products of which are 

indeed more expensive as they contribute to healthy levels of ecosystem services. Therefore, 

interesting reading on these topics awaits consumers at the website (Figure 27). 

 

Figure 27. Educational section (Source: trznicanaborjacu.si). 
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Last but not least, the website offers a detailed explanation on how the virtual market functions 

where also the General rules and conditions of use can be found. 

 

Types of producers and customers 

All farmers from Goricia region in Slovenia are welcome to join the Market, but middle-sized farmers 

are the ones that use it most often. Most of large farmers do not look for such a virtual market tool, 

as they have no problem entering the market and ensuring a stable level of sales. Hobby farmers 

that mostly produce food for themselves and their relatives are also not the typical type of virtual 

market user, as they consume their products themselves. Middle-sized farmers, however, have 

proven to be the target audience, as they alone do not have a lot of power to enter the market, 

and they also want their business to grow. The project team has especially targeted younger 

farmers, who have proven to adapt easily to new technology of selling.  

The vast majority of consumers at the website is private customers. Most of them are located in 

the Vipava Valley, however in general they are covering the wider Goricia Region. The users are 

concentrated in the areas where Regional Development Agency ROD Ajdovščina and Municipality 

have performed various project and therefore promoted the tool as well as built the needed trust. 

 

Market at Borjač team  

In the beginning, the project demanded a lot of work, and altogether 4 people were constantly 

working on it for a year. Nowadays, the Regional Development Agency ROD Ajdovščina has one 

team member employed for performing operational activities of the Market, such as controlling 

the farmers’ advertisements’ content, updating the website’s content, contacting farmers, etc. 

Additional work is being done for managing the Market by the RDA ROD Ajdovščina (approximately 

0.2 FTE), and some work is also being done by the Local Tourism Department for marketing the 

Market (0.1 FTE). The Editing team of the Market at Borjač, consisting of Regional Development 

Agency ROD Ajdovščina and Municipality employees, selects the topics and tasks, prepares long-

term strategy and plan for promotion, content, work systematization, etc. 

 

»Such website is only a tool, and it serves well only if people know how to use it« - Janez Furlan, 

Municipality of Ajdovščina 

 

How were farmers and consumers approached? 

The project was able to attract farmers, due to the Municipality’s and Regional Development 

Agency ROD Ajdovščina’s good reputation among the local population. The two institutions are 

known to be trustworthy and constructive partners that have previously performed many projects 
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and were able to utilize these experiences and contacts among farmers and consumers. Still, in the 

beginning there was a lot of field work to be done, to visit farmers and convince them in the idea. 

The Municipality and the Agency have included a large number of invested and active stakeholders 

(mostly farmers, but also digital marketing specialists etc.) in the initial phase of the project, and 

they helped to create a user-friendly concept and website. 

Throughout the project, the Municipality and the ROD Ajdovščina have collaborated with various 

stakeholders, such as other (neighboring) municipalities, agricultural and business experts, users – 

farmers, and consumers. The funders point out that it is important to include the most important 

stakeholders (farmers) already in the phase of solution design and not only after the market is 

already online.  

In the future, there are meetings for Market’s producers planned, where they will be able to 

network, and evaluate the Market’s functioning. Furthermore, presentation of the Market and 

promotional activities are planned to inform consumers and producers about it. 

Today, the Market is being promoted using social networks (Facebook, Instagram), institutions’ 

websites, newspapers (Agrobiznis, Finance), radio, email news for registered users, and the Market 

team is planning promotional events at local markets once the Covid-19 pandemics will allow for it. 

Market is being promoted also in the scope of local events and initiatives. 

 

“Establishing such virtual market is easy, it is however challenging to maintain it.” – Brigita Štolfa, 

Director of Regional Development Agency ROD Ajdovščina 

 

How does the Municipality view this project?  

Municipalities are financing the Market at Borjač, as they consider this initiative as an investment in 

local development. Through such projects, they believe, they are additionally strengthening the 

visibility of the region and informing the consumer, which in turn has multifaceted beneficial 

impacts on the society, environment, and economy (e.g., health and wellbeing, cultivated 

landscape, employment).  

In times of Covid-19, the virtual market has proven to be even more relevant, as the consumers 

were in a search for locally produced food with fewer options where to buy it from, as some shops 

have closed or had adapted their opening hours, also it was harder to travel even to close-by 

destinations. This drove the demand even higher, but also the supply has strengthened as even 

larger farmers decided to join the initiative due to the reduced demand on their usual sales 

channels. 

The establishment and development of Market at Borjač is in more detail described in the 

following chapter.   
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3.1.1 Key Steps for Establishment of Market at Borjač 

 

Step 1: First attempt to create virtual market – Virtual Market Ajdovščina (2014-2015) 

The story behind Market at Borjač started in 2014. The Municipality has decided to address the 

following problems in the local community: 

• Long supply chains 

• Poor access to locally produced produce – high demand, but low supply 

 

After realizing that establishing a farmers’ cooperative would not work due to historical factors, 

they decided to address identified problems by developing an online tool for connecting the 

producers and consumers. At this point they engaged local stakeholders, to help them shape the 

tool, as they well be the ones using it in the end. Most of them were invested farmers, that 

submitted many contributions especially regarding user experience for such tool. Other experts 

such as digital marketing experts were also involved. Then the tool was additionally tested on 

potential consumers. 

An additional inspiration for the Virtual Market was taken from a Facebook site that some of local 

farmers used to offer their products to its followers. 

 

It took them only 10 months to realize their idea (in 2015) – the establishment of the virtual market 

– Virtual Market Ajdovščina (https://www.virtualnatrznica.ajdovscina.si/) for the locals of the 

Municipality of Ajdovščina. The result was a demand-driven website, that was aiming to connect 

the producer and the consumer. The mentioned website is driven by consumers, who can submit 

their demand for certain products and then wait for a response from the producers. However, 

things didn’t go the way they planned, and the website has turned out to be a disappointment on 

one hand, but also a very important learning lesson on the other. 

Key elements needed: 

• Identified problem 

• Idea development  

• Technical support for creating the 

website 

• Active engagement of stakeholders 

(advice and testing) 

• Motivated project group 

 

 

 

https://www.virtualnatrznica.ajdovscina.si/
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Step 2: Lessons learned (2015-2016) 

The Virtual Market Ajdovščina was launched at a bad timing – in wintery December, when there 

were not many products to be sold. That was the first problem. 

Secondly, they did not foresee any form of marketing or comprehensive communication strategy, 

and therefore the communication of the project to the farmers and consumers was not successful.  

Giving up was not the attitude of the responsible for the project, and they were adamant to try 

again and improve their approach. 

Key elements needed: 

• Identification of errors • Perseverance 

 

“An idea is only as good as you are able to present it and launch it” – Mr. Janez Furlan 

 

Step 3: Second attempt to virtual market – Development of Market at Borjač (2016-2020) 

The efforts by the project team received a boost in 2016 when the Municipality of Ajdovščina 

adopted a new Development Strategy for Municipality of Ajdovščina. The Strategy recognized the 

need for agricultural development and the jobs within it.  

 

The identified problems with the previous online market were addressed by the development of 

communication strategy for target groups – producers and consumers. The task required a lot of 

effort to convince the stakeholders to join the Market. This intensive field work lasted for a year 

and was done by four employees of the Regional Development Agency ROD Ajdovščina. 

 

Due to many new ideas and improved understanding of how the website should function, they 

decided to create a completely new website in order to add more functionalities to the Market 

website that the old one was lacking.  

Furthermore, they decided to expand their target area to the whole Vipava Valley. This was due to 

the potential for connecting the Market with tourism that was becoming increasingly recognized 

in the Valley.  

And they approached other Municipalities to join the project, which resulted in joining of two more 

municipalities, that are currently involved in funding.  

Moreover, several workshops for farmers on how to use the Market were performed, which have 

proven to be very useful.  
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One of the surprises for the founders at this point was also the prolonged duration of the phase to 

acquire the necessary legal bases for the Market to function properly. 

Key elements needed: 

• Revisioning of the strategy 

• Adoption of a strategic document, 

striving towards same goals 

• Comprehensive communication 

strategy 

• In-field coordinators for communication 
with stakeholders/farmers 

• Legal support 

• Connecting with other institutions 

and authorities (in the field of 

agriculture, tourism) 

• Implementation of workshops and 

trainings 

• Code of conduct for the website 

• Technical support for creation of 

website 

 

Step 4: Current state (2020 – now) 

As a product of all mentioned efforts, the new virtual market – “Market at Borjač” was created in 

2020. This time, the idea stuck and soon farmers and consumers started actively using the website 

for selling and buying agricultural products. Furthermore, due to Covid-19 pandemics and the 

consequential rise of online shopping, the activity on the website has increased substantially in the 

recent year.  

For the users of the virtual market, the food supply chain has shortened (only 2 stakeholders are 

needed now – the farmer and the consumer).  

Nowadays, one of the challenges the Municipality and the ROD Ajdovščina are working on is 

computer literacy as well as online behavior in terms of how to describe the products, how to take 

photos, so that they appear good on the screen, how to communicate with customers etc.  

 

Vision 

There are many different options for the development of the virtual food market Market at Borjač. 

The founders point out that one possible improvement they are considering would be to 

incorporate the consumer-driven component into the virtual market. This way, consumers could 

place demand in advance. This could help farmers predicting the demand in advance, and therefore 

lowering the business risk.  

 

Eventually, they would like the virtual market to function by itself, but they are not there yet. 

Several offers from individuals wanting to take it over were received, but so far, they are not willing 
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to let it go yet in order not to lose trust that was difficult to gain and also took a lot of time. Whoever 

takes on such a project over, will also need a lot of manpower. The Market is currently managed by 

the Regional Development Agency, and among others they do a lot of fieldwork, networking, 

taking care of the storage and transfer, marketing, etc.  

The Municipality and the ROD Ajdovščina do not wish to develop Market into a cooperative at this 

point, because as soon as the Market is privatized, it will aim to serve to its owners (cooperative 

members). The Municipality, however, wants to keep it open to everyone. 

  

Other ideas for the future development include: 

• Establishing a system for marking the products from Vipava Valley with a common brand, 

• Connection with tourism by offering boxes of fresh products and recipes for cooking the 

traditional dishes of Vipava Valley, which is increasingly attracting tourists, 

• Allowing commercial advertising on the website, 

• Attracting other Municipalities of the Vipava Valley to join the initiative, also by financing it. 

 

But most of all, they hope there won’t be any need for this Market to exist in 10 years from now. 

Instead, an institution would be established that would strive towards same objectives of 

connecting the supply and demand, and people would internalize this behavior (buying local 

products from local farmers), so no such tools would be needed anymore. 
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