
Or igin of the Open Innovation

AgroVegetal was founded by the Andalusian Federation of 
Agr icultural Cooperatives in col laboration w ith the International 
Maize and Wheat Improvement Center  (CIMMYT) ? based in 
Mexico ? and the  Counci l  of Agr iculture in Andalusia. When the 
company was created, i t had to face a challenging scenar io: to 
convince the existing agr icultural cooperatives in the r egion to 
pay CIMMYT in r eturn for  r eceiving new  var ieties of wheat. 
Changing the farming cooperatives? mindset was a challenging 
task, as they were used to producing and sel l ing royalty-fr ee 
var ieties of wheat that were developed by public r esearch 
insti tutes. Back then, the number  of pr ivate companies  sel l ing 
new  var ieties of wheat was almost non-existent and the farming 
cooperatives were r eluctant to buy pr ivate var ieties, as these 
were wor th 30 or  40? / tonne more than the public ones.

- Founded in 1998 in Southern 
Spain, AgroVegetal was set up w ith 
an ambitious goal: to maximize the 
benefi ts of agr icultural R&D to 
produce new  and better  var ieties of 
wheat for  farmers and consumers. 

- Through applied r esearch effor ts 
and open innovation col laborations 
w ith key par tner s in the supply 
chain, the company has blossomed 
to become the second leading 
national market player  for  durum 
wheat thanks to i ts innovative 
vision and str ategic decisions.

- Awarded the label of Innovative 
SME by the Spanish Ministr y of 
Economy and Competi tiveness, 
AgroVegetal has established i tself  as 
a global player  in Spain?s 
agr icultural sector  thanks to i ts 
impor tant R&D breakthroughs in 
tr i ticale and chickpeas

- The company has a turnover  in 
excess of 5,000,000? / year  w ith 
prof i ts which can be re-invested in 
R&D. 

HARVESTING REWARDS FROM OPEN 
INNOVATION COLLABORATIONS
Innovation in agriculture has great potential to improve people?s lives by 
bringing healthy new foods to the market. A Spanish SME with an overseas 
connection managed to convert its competitors into collaborators and 
involve key stakeholders from industry to align its interests with market 
opportunities.

OI INSPIRATIONAL CASES



In this scenar io, the cooperatives were used to 
staying in the low -cost end of the market in order  
to avoid paying royalties and so maximize prof i t 
margins. The problem w ith this approach was 
they were settl ing for  lower  quali ty var ieties of 
wheat which led to a Catch-22 si tuation: the 
farmers didn?t want to produce quali ty because 
industr y paid poor ly, and industr y didn?t pay 
much because there were no large supplies of a 
homogeneous quali ty.

AgroVegetal saw  this market oppor tuni ty to br ing 
high-quali ty var ieties into the market and strove 
to break this vicious cir cle between farmers and 
the food industr y. The company was set to 
produce new  and high-quali ty var ieties of durum 
and common wheats and tr i ticale, which could 
then be tested by industr y to generate interest in 
the f inal products and eventually break the 
market dominance of poorer  quali ty products.

When the CEO of AgroVegetal, Ignacio Solís 
Mar tel, accepted his new  role, he had a ver y clear  
str ategic mission. ?The aim of the company at the 
star t was ver y simple: to car r y out applied 
r esearch to produce high-quali ty and 
high-yielding new  var ieties of wheat in order  to 
break the existing poor -quali ty market 
prevalence and deliver  new  quali ty products for  
farmers and consumers,? explains Solís.

His technical background in agr iculture, as well  
as a deep understanding of the business, were 
one of the keys behind the company?s grow th and 
expansion. ?When we launched the company, i t 
wasn?t foreseen that AgroVegetal would sel l  
anything because the ow ners were competing 

amongst 
themselves,? 
says Solís. ?It 
was only after  
six or  seven 
years 
r esearching 
and 
col laborating 
together , when 
new  products 
appeared, that we decided to commercial ize them 
together  through AgroVegetal.? Solís explains that 
this f lexibi l i ty, adaptation and col laboration 
among par tner s al lowed the company to go from 
a business plan which was or iginal ly conceived to 
create new  var ieties but not sel l  them dir ectly, to 
one that placed AgroVegetal as the sole creator , 
producer  and sel ler  of the company?s new  wheat 
var ieties.

Grow th str ategy through col laboration

In order  to grow , one of the keys of AgroVegetal 
was to develop str ategic col laborations w ith 
cooperative producers in the r egion. The 
company organized a network of f ield tr ials in 
the f ive large cooperative producers in Andalusia 
and looked for  str ategic col laborations not only 
w ith seed producers, but also to evaluate the 
quali ty of the new  wheat var ieties.

?Our  str ategy was to produce new  var ieties of 
wheat that would be posi tively r eceived by the 
farmers in the r egion and at the CIMMYT, and 
that would also involve col laborations w ith 
industr y for  quali ty testing, as well  as w ith 
scientists at the Spanish National Research 
Counci l  (CSIC) and public univer si ties for  
ensur ing disease resistance. With this tr iple 
par tner ship approach, we created a r eal ly strong 
col laborative network that provided us w ith the 
exper tise necessar y to cover  the ful l  value chain,? 
says Solís.



Financial challenges and business 
pr ior i ties

Financing new  projects or  col laborations is a big 
challenge which the major i ty of SMEs have to 
face and where the prof i ts are often l ikely to be 
ver y small. In order  to overcome this challenge, 
Solís explains that AgroVegetal always had i ts 
pr ior i ties clear : ?Our  f i r st pr ior i ty was always 
investing our  main effor ts in the core business, 
that is the wheat l ines coming from Mexico, as 
this is the main source of f inancing for  the 
company.?

As time went on, other  oppor tuni ties for  
col laboration and projects began to appear , yet 
these were always secondar y to the main ?alma 
mater? of the company. ?Although our  main 
source of income is the wheat var ieties, the 
farmers who are par tner s of AgroVegetal are also 
interested in other  types of products such as 
chickpeas, peas and beans, although these 
general ly have low  prof i ts,? says Solís.

When he proposed to star t car r ying out r esearch 
on other  products, the Executive Board accepted 
to take on this new  challenge under  one 
condition: to do so by secur ing external public 
r esearch funding through R&D calls. This way the 
company would keep i ts main focus on i ts core 
business and would minimize i ts f inancial r isks 
whi le promoting innovation and advancing R&D. 
?In order  for  the company to be self-suff icient, we 
need to sel l  at least 8 mi l l ion ki los of wheat per  
year. So we f inance the company?s core activi ties 
by the wheat i t sel ls as any additional income 
that we get from external R&D projects doesn?t 
r eal ly help to boost prof i t margins, nor  have they 
been successful in achieving prof i ts from the new  
var ieties of the other  cultivar s.?

Additional col laborations are an impor tant 
str ategic goal of AgroVegetal, Solís explains, 
because these are beneficial for  r aising the 
company prof i le, for  promoting product 
innovation, and for  acquir ing and grow ing new  
business oppor tuni ties.
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Open innovation and business impact

Through the successful col laborations w ithin the supply chain for  
wheat var ieties, such as w ith Pastas Gallo, AgroVegetal was able to 
convince additional companies and insti tutions to col laborate on new  
projects. Among these open innovation col laborations was the Ituci  
chickpea project. I t took near ly ten years, but the r esult was the 
development of the high-yielding and disease-resistant ?Ituci? var iety 
of mi lk-white chickpea. The hope is to begin to cor rect the cur rent 
market si tuation for  this legume, which in Spain cur rently r uns a 
defici t, and to r educe the level of impor ts from other  countr ies. The 
market, however , is small compared to wheat, but AgroVegetal is 
alr eady having a lot of success nationally.

Another  successful open innovation col laboration was the long-cycle 
wheat project. Although the wheat market in Spain is large, 
AgroVegetal is sti l l  working on developing other  var ieties more sui ted 
to the r est of Spain?s central and nor thern r egions. A few  years ago, 
the company signed an agreement w ith IRTA, a public r esearch 
insti tute based in Catalonia which used to be a dir ect competi tor  of 
AgroVegetal and worked in paral lel: they also r eceived wheat l ines 
from CIMMYT and developed and sold their  var ieties to the market. 
The CEO of AgroVegetal proposed a col laboration w ith them to 
co-develop var ieties for  Aragon, Casti l la and Catalonia. They agreed 
and the exper tise of both companies is now  being put to work. 

The new  var ieties of durum wheat and tr i ticale have al lowed 
AgroVegetal to establish a good posi tion in the market, offer ing 
quali ty products which are well  sui ted and sought after  by both 
stakeholders and end users. 

The cr i tical success factor  in AgroVegetal is the abi l i ty of i ts CEO to 
scale gaps between research and business. His know ledge of both 
f ields and strong communication ski l ls meant that the open 
innovation par tner ships f lour ished where they could easi ly have 
fai led. Bui lding tr ust among par tner s and key lead customers enables 
openness to new  business oppor tuni ties and investments.

Dr . Ignacio Sol is 
Dir ect or , Agr ovegetal  
S.A.

Key l essons

EXPANDING OPEN 
INNOVATION 

AGr eement  al ong t he 
supply chain
The process of str ategic 
col laborations r equir es 
negotiations and agreements at 
di f ferent levels and points along 
the supply chain.

Expansion to other  areas of Spain 
is l imited because the company 
doesn?t yet have var ieties sui table 
for  less warm conditions. To 
overcome this challenge, 
AgroVegetal is tr ying to exploi t 
open innovation col laborations 
w ith R&D teams elsewhere in 
Spain.
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CONTACT DETAILS
AGROVEGETAL S.A., CALLE DEMETRIO DE LOS RÍOS Nº 15, 41003 SEVILLA , SPAIN

TEL. +34 954 54 06 65, HTTPS:/ / WWW.AGROVEGETAL.ES/

A LONG- TERM PROCESS
A great deal of effor t goes into 
establishing contacts and 
col laborations and maintaining 
them for  long enough through the 
development and tr ial process, 
which can take many years.

Gover nment  can pl ay a 
HELPFUL r ol e
Lack of investment and/or  lack of 
government pol icy to help SMEs to 
extend their  innovative work and 
take i t to the next level is a ser ious 
obstacle. 

KNOWing when t o st op
Bui lding tr ust and know ing when 
to stop joint projects are cr i tical 
enabler s of open innovation. 


