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Supporting collective food buying groups  

requires a double strategy 
 

 

Collective buying groups are food distribution activities that establish a direct relationship between 

consumers and one or several farmers in order to provide regular food baskets to participants. If Community 

Supported Agriculture is the most prominent example of food buying groups, these can take different forms, 

from farm-consumers cooperatives to consumer associations or internet based social enterprises. 

A survey carried out by a research team from Leuven University and the Université Libre de Bruxelles unveils 

the two facets of these groups. On the one hand, they belong to the wider social movement advocating 

ecological transition and are seeking to contribute to wider system changes. On the other hand, they are 

doing so through a very specific type of activism, that of creating concrete alternatives instead of 

protesting or lobbying. These two sides of their activity call for a different kind of support. One of the most 

important challenge ahead for these groups will be that of professionalization in order for them to fully deliver 

their potential.  

 

Working towards social change 

Collective buying groups share a common aim: going beyond the mere delivery of sustainable food. Indeed, 

they are seeking broader sustainability impacts, for instance, sharing value more equally with farmers or 

reducing food’s environmental footprint.  

These groups belong to a wider social movement for ecological transition. Indeed, groups that were 

interviewed in the survey developed specific actions to contribute to this transition on top of food delivery: 

 First, by networking with organisations (such as Transition Towns) advocating for social change.  
 Second, by creating spaces (members meeting, convivial events...) where participants can share 

informally, learn about the food system and get involved in the governance of the organisation.  

Here, collective buying groups have an “educational” work to do, as Tom Dedeurwaerdere, who co-authored 

the article, puts it. They contribute to changing the social norm about what good food is and how it should 

be produced.  

 

The danger of overlooking the social enterprise side of the activity 

Such broader social aims should not make participants overlook the business side of their activity. Indeed, 

collective food buying groups bring food to people, and this has very concrete implications: production, 

packaging, transportation, distribution. This means finding producers, ensuring that the transportation 

happens on time, etc. Logistics is key, and such groups need to overcome the still weak infrastructure, low 

economies of scales and not so efficient distribution channels that their activity is facing. 

What is different, however, from a “normal” company, is that they are a social enterprise, i.e. an organisation 

that puts social objectives before profit. In nowadays’ food markets where food’s environmental and social 

impacts are not reflected in the final price paid by consumers, these groups are not competing on equal 

grounds with “for-profit” companies that “just” sell local food. If they want to maintain, or further, their 

social and environmental benefits, they need to rely on specifics organisational settings. For instance, yearly 

contracts that consumers agree to sign with the farmers, or the fact that participants give some of their time 

to take part in day-to-day tasks (for instance, food delivery).  

In other words: they need to innovate while placed in an unfriendly environment. For Tom Dedeurwaerdere, 

this “social enterprise” aspect is where the challenge lies for the Belgian food buying groups they studied. This 

is crucial as their activity, if not strengthened, could be threatened by other actors entering the “responsible 

food market” but without their social enterprise component. Collective food buying groups would therefore 

be forced out of the market.  

 

Towards a professionalization of collective food buying groups?  

For collective food buying groups to fully contribute to social change, they therefore need to carry out both 

“educational” and business activities. The challenge is to be able to do both at the same time as they require 

http://biogov.uclouvain.be/staff/dedeurwaerdere/tom.html
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different competencies, activities, partnerships... Public policies and local authorities willing to support such 

groups should therefore be aware that they need two very different kind of support:  

 First, supporting the business side of the activity. This means bringing them technical and 

administrative support, and places to incubate new ideas. Here, according to Tom Dedeurwaerdere, 

training of social entrepreneurs is key. This could also mean providing support to umbrella 

organisations, as the survey showed that these groups rely to peer-to-peer learning. Action is also 

required at the national level, for instance, to internalise food impacts into food prices, in order to 

help these groups compete on an equal footage with other food businesses. 

 Second, supporting the more “educational” side of the activity, i.e. help strengthen the 

governance settings that will allow the people who take part in these initiatives to link with other 

transition initiatives. And help these groups contribute to wider social changes.  

 

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - January 2018 

NB: the author would like to thank Tom Dedeurwaerdere for his inputs and comments.  
Source 

Dedeurwaerdere et al. 2017. " The Governance Features of Social Enterprise and Social Network Activities of 

Collective Food Buying Groups", Ecological Economics  140 (2017): 123–135 
Picture credits: Pixabay 

You can find this article on the URL below:  
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/collective-food-buying-groups 

 

  

http://biogov.uclouvain.be/staff/dedeurwaerdere/tom.html
http://biogov.uclouvain.be/staff/dedeurwaerdere/2017-art_Governance%20Features%20of%20Social%20Enterprise%20and%20Social%20Network.pdf
http://biogov.uclouvain.be/staff/dedeurwaerdere/2017-art_Governance%20Features%20of%20Social%20Enterprise%20and%20Social%20Network.pdf
https://pixabay.com/fr/légumes-panier-de-légumes-récolte-752153/
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/collective-food-buying-groups
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The diversity of food sharing in the city 
 

 

Buying food is part of everyday life, and seems a normal way to gain access to food. In contrast, food sharing 

as a means to secure sustenance is somewhat less common in developed cities, at least beyond our friends 

and family. However, sharing is a fundamental form of cooperation that existed in human societies long 

before the supermarket. Over the last few years, with the rise in awareness of food waste and its 

environmental implications as well as emerging discourses around a “sharing economy”, there has been 

renewed interest in food sharing practices and particularly the role that information and communication 

technologies (ICT) can play in extending the spaces and sites in which food sharing can take place.  

Such ICT-mediated food sharing initiatives hold many promises, not least reducing food waste, increasing 

food security and forging new social relationships, but do they deliver on such promises? Up until now there 

have been no inventories of food sharing activities that could answer this question, but the European 

Research Council project SHARECITY is seeking to change all this. Examining the practices and potential 

impacts of initiatives that use ICT to facilitate sharing beyond friends and family networks, researchers have 

produced a useful typology of food sharing for any city willing to map existing sharing activities within its 

territory and an interactive open access database – the SHARECITY100 Database - of more than 4000 

initiatives across 100 cities around the world. 

In a new publication the researchers explore the characteristics of these food sharing initiatives with the goal 

of making them more visible to stakeholders keen to support the development of more sustainable urban 

food systems; a fundamental pre-requisite for understanding what they do and the impacts they create. 

 

Food sharing is not only about food 

The SHARECITY team analysed what was shared in these initiatives. Food, of course, comes first. This can take 

several forms, from the unfortunately all too familiar features of emergency food relief such as soup kitchens 

and food banks (where food is given or sold at a very low price to lower-income households) to novel Apps 

that share the location of untapped urban harvests or connect people who want to experience new food 

cultures, share meals and meet new people.  

The redistribution of surplus food is at the core of many food sharing initiatives (although not all). New 

technologies have allowed new initiatives in this space to emerge, such as FoodCloud, which is a web platform 

matching businesses with surplus food to local charities and community groups in Ireland and the UK.  

Technologies have also made often informal practices of gleaning and foraging easier, as they enable 

information (about places where food may be found, for instance) to circulate amongst a greater amount of 

people. However, whether this leads to more sustainable food systems is not clear with fears around over-

exploitation of our urban food resources. 

Interestingly, the initiatives gathered by the researchers showed that food sharing was not only about the 

material ‘stuff’ of food. Initiatives are also often involved in a great array of interactions such as:  

 Sharing spaces and kitchen devices: some initiatives pool common resources in the preparation 

of food. For instance, Capital Kitchens in Austin (USA), provides commercial co-working spaces 

with a commitment to zero waste. Meanwhile, in Portland (USA), Kitchen Share provides a public 

library of kitchen utensils that “strives to build community through the sharing of tools, traditions, 

skills and food”. It aims to be a place where community members can borrow equipment and share 

in the joy of processing, preserving, and serving food. 

 Sharing knowledge and skills. For instance, The People’s Kitchen in Detroit (USA) aims at sharing 

cooking skills (making cheese, preserving food, etc.) and at enabling people to cook together. 

Community kitchens, which can, for instance, teach children to cook healthy meals, are also a way to 

bring people together around food. Falling Fruit, provides a global, collaboratively developed map 

of urban harvests. The map already points to over a half million food sources. 

Analysis of the database showed that initiatives usually share several things, with more than half sharing 

some kind of knowledge or skills beyond food items.  

Therefore, this project unveils the breadth of this “sharing infrastructure” that enables urban dwellers to 

access food or food-related activities beyond mainstream monetary exchanges.  

http://sharecity.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Davies-et-al.-2017-Geoforum.pdf
http://sharecity.ie/research/sharecity100-database/
http://sharecity.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Davies-et-al.-2017-Geoforum.pdf
https://food.cloud/
http://www.capital-kitchens.com/
https://kitchenshare.org/locations/northeast
http://www.peopleskitchendetroit.org/
https://fallingfruit.org/
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Gifting, bartering, selling, collecting 

Echoing the diversity of what is shared is that of how sharing is taking place. This can take four main forms:   

 Gifting: i.e. giving without expecting a return. Researchers found that nearly half of the initiatives 

they surveyed had adopted this form of sharing. Gifting is about giving food, but also peoples’ time, 

for instance when people volunteer in food surplus redistribution.  

 Bartering: i.e. exchanging food or food-related items against other good and services, without the 

use of money. This encompasses, for example, the time given by collective food buying groups 

participants to work on the farmer’s land or by people involved in community supermarkets.  

 Selling: some initiatives sell food with the goal of making a profit, while others adopt a not-for-profit 

model that still involves monetary exchange.  
 Collecting: i.e. gleaning, skip-surfing and dumpster diving 

How are new technologies affecting this sharing infrastructure? They can allow organisations to extend their 

activities, for example to reach more people, quicker through their website or to recruit participants (through 

Facebook events, newsletters etc.). ICT are also allowing specific, “online only” services through Apps. Only 

10% of the initiatives identified were Apps, but given the recent development of this particular on-line 

technology this is clearly an emergent slice of the food sharing sector. Two-thirds of the Apps identified were 

for profit, making them very much part of the emergent “sharing economy”. One explanation for the decision 

to opt for a for-profit model in these cases could be that such hi-tech start-ups require considerable up-front 

investment to be developed, or it could be that the initiatives have fundamentally different value systems. 

However, there also are examples of non-for profit Apps. A good example is the Byhøst App in Copenhagen 

(Denmark) that supports urban foraging. Whether such for-profit food sharing activities will experience similar 

challenges as other sectors of the for-profit sharing economy certainly needs further examination. 

 

Towards a food-sharing ecosystem? 

The SHARECITY100 database provides an important landscape level view of the food sharing in cities and to 

complement this the team have recently completed in-depth ethnographic data collection with thirty-eight 

initiatives in nine case study cities. Their next step is to interrogate the current goals and reported impacts 

of these initiatives and begin the process of co-designing a toolkit to encourage greater transparency around 

the sustainability potential of ICT-mediated food sharing initiatives.  

However, according to Anna Davies, who is leading the project, some advice can already be provided to cities 

willing to give more space to sharing in their food policies:  

 First, cities can map existing initiatives on their territory. This creates greater visibility of activities 

and it can also identify opportunities for new sharing initiatives to be developed. 

 Second, city managers could think about how such initiatives could be better connected into a 

food-sharing ecosystem to optimise their impacts. There is scope for creativity! For instance, Anna 

Davies could well see how an equivalent of the League of Urban Canners, a Boston-based 

organisation that harvest fruit from private yards to make jams and preserves, could complement 

FoodCloud’s activities in Ireland if it were to reach limits in its capacity to redistribute fresh food with 

a limited shelf-life.  
 Third, city managers could learn from successful food sharing cities. Some cities have a high rate 

of food sharing per capita, pointing to local environments that are more supportive to food sharing, 

and this suggests a key role for local authorities. Cities can look at the SHARECITY database for 

inspiration.  
 And finally, the SHARECITY project will produce a tool for initiatives, and cities that work with them, 

to improve the assessment and communication of their impact. A Beta version of the tool will be 

available in 2019.  

 

THE SHARECITY PROJECT 

 

“SHARECITY: The practice and sustainability of urban food sharing” is an Horizon 2020 research project (Project Number: 646883) and an 

affiliated project of the Systems of Sustainable Consumption and Production Knowledge Action Network (SSCP KAN) of Future Earth. 

Its objectives are to establish the significance and potential of food sharing economies to transform cities onto more 

sustainable pathways the project by: 

https://twitter.com/byhoest?lang=fr
http://sharecity.ie/research/city-profiles/
http://www.leagueofurbancanners.org/
http://sharecity.ie/research/sharecity100-database/
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 Developing deeper theoretical understanding of contemporary food sharing  

 Generating comparative international empirical data about food sharing activities within cities  

 Assessing the impact of food sharing activities  

 Exploring how food sharing in cities might evolve in the future  
The project has also developed the first, international an open-access interactive database of more than 4000 food sharing initiatives 

from across 100 cities around the world providing a platform to inspire new initiatives, to foster learning between initiatives and to  

begin the process of classifying and categorising different practices; a fundamental pre-requisite to conducting any impact analysis.  

A Special Issue documenting the findings from the case studies will be published in the journal Geoforum in 2018. 

City officials can get in touch to share their experience about working with food sharing initiatives.  
 
More information at:  
http://sharecity.ie/ 

 

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - January 2018 

NB: the author would like to thank Anna Davies for her inputs and comments. 

Source 
Davies, A. , Edwards, F. Marovelli, B., Morrow, O. Rut, M., Weymes, M. (2017), “Making visible: Interrogating the 

performance of food sharing across 100 urban areas”, Geoforum, Vol. 86, pp. 136-149 

Picture credits: Pixabay 

You can find this article on the URL below:  
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/food-sharing 

 

 
 
  

http://sharecity.ie/about/team/anna-davies/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S001671851730266X
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S001671851730266X
https://pixabay.com/fr/orange-alimentation-juteux-fruit-188082/
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/food-sharing
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When urban agriculture meets food justice… 
 

 

Urban agriculture is fashionable in developed countries and its boasts a rather positive image of community 

development. But how do these promises hold? In order to answer the question, researchers from Portland 

State University and the University of Michigan carried out a review of existing evidence in the United States 

and Canada. Their objective was to better map out the relationships between urban agriculture and food 

justice, defined as “the right of communities everywhere to produce, process, distribute, access and eat good 

food regardless of race, class, gender, ethnicity, citizenship, ability, religion or community”.  

Their work shows that scientific evidence remains patchy and that urban agriculture is such a diverse 

phenomenon that it is difficult to draw clear cut conclusions. However, the review unveils opens up two areas 

for action for any city: that of protecting urban agriculture, and that of using it as a stepping stone for 

empowerment.  

 

How does urban agriculture benefit disadvantaged people?  

In a nutshell, for urban agriculture to yield positive outcomes, it needs to be part of a wider array of 

policies that enable disadvantaged people to access land and find the time to cultivate it. In other 

words, urban agriculture is not a silver bullet.  

On the one side, urban agriculture can increase food access, and therefore, food security, for disadvantaged 

people. For instance, one case study in Seattle showed that participants in community gardens usually 

produce up to 40% of the fresh produce they need, hence saving the money they would have otherwise spent. 

Gardening can also yield health benefits, as it is easier to access fresh and healthy food, and it reduces stress, 

increases mental well-being, and even offers some form of exercise.  

On the other side, existing evidence also points to factors that can limit such benefits. These are, for example, 

the fact that growing your own requires land, time, and gardening skills, and that for some households, it can 

be very difficult to access land or find the time to garden in tight schedules. Moreover, it is not clear if the 

health benefits associated with urban agriculture can override the structural factors (such as, for instance, 

income inequalities) that explain health differences between social groups.  

 

What does urban agriculture bring to disadvantaged communities?  

If we zoom out from the people to look at their communities, here again, the evidence about the links between 

urban agriculture and food justice has two facets.  

Some research show positive links between participation in urban agriculture projects and wider community 

benefits such as lower crime rates or increased voter registration. In the same vein, some initiatives show that 

urban agriculture can be a relevant development strategy for low-income neighbourhoods. A good example 

of this is the Growing Power project, in Milwaukee and Chicago (USA), that employs local people to grow food. 

But these examples remain scarce, and urban farms usually face difficulties to generate a steady income, 

making it difficult for them to create good-paid and secure jobs.  

However, at the same time, analysis points out the risks of gentrification that comes along with urban 

agriculture projects, as they attract young, higher-income households to low-income neighbourhoods.  

 

If it is to contribute to food justice, urban agriculture needs to be protected  

Taking stock on this somewhat contrasted evidence, the researchers then reflect upon the ways in which 

urban agriculture could better contribute to food justice. A central point for them is that for urban agriculture 

to play a bigger role in food justice, it first needs to be strengthened.  

Indeed, urban agriculture is very fragile. A great number of gardens rely on non permanent tenure rights, and 

they are only welcome in the city while waiting for other urban developments. Great urban agriculture 

projects (such as community farms) producing positive social impacts can disappear very quickly. 

Urban planners should therefore seek to create a secure environment, by protecting land in lower-income 

neighbourhoods for urban agriculture activities. The city of Seattle, for instance, has made  public land 

available for urban agriculture. 

http://www.growingpower.org/
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Urban agriculture as a stepping stone for empowerment?  

If urban agriculture cannot by itself tackle all structural barriers to food poverty, it can at least be used as a 

stepping stone to empower disadvantaged communities.  

There is one structural barriers that cities can help alleviate, though, through urban agriculture policy. That is 

the lack of voice of the disadvantaged people in policy. Cities should create opportunities for food justice 

organisations to take part in urban agriculture policy making. This would enable their voice to be heard. 

This could take the form of an Urban Agriculture Advisory Board that would gather representatives from very 

diverse backgrounds, including food justice organisations, to advise the city on strategic orientations for its 

urban agriculture policy. This could contribute to targeting funding and resources to those who have less. It 

would also allow cities to design support schemes that support urban agriculture and, at the same time, social 

progress. And avoid developing tax reduction schemes that favour property owners, or, even worse, could 

contribute to gentrification. The City of Seattle is now using a systematic equity lens on all its food actions in 

order to assess who benefits from the money it invests in such projects.  

Therefore, although it will not by itself solve food justice issues, urban agriculture has a role to play in 

contributing to a fairer future. 

 

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - February 2018 
NB: the author would like to thank Megan Horst for her inputs and comments.  

Source 

Horst, M., McClintock, N., Hoey, L. (2017) “The Intersection of Planning, Urban Agriculture, and Food Justice: A 

Review of the Literature”, Journal of the American Planning Association, 83:3, pp.277-295 
Picture credits:  

Pixabay 
You can find this article on the URL below:  

htpp://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/urban-agriculture-and-food-justice 
 

 

https://www.pdx.edu/profile/meet-professor-megan-horst
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01944363.2017.1322914
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01944363.2017.1322914
https://pixabay.com/fr/fraise-berry-été-appétissant-rouge-2801868/
htpp://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/urban-agriculture-and-food-justice
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How fast can urban food policies go?  
 

 

Anyone looking at the urban food policy field would be astonished at how fast food issues have entered the 

urban scene. However, actors that are working on the ground have the feeling that things take a lot of time…  

An article from the French academic journal La revue des Annales de Géographie raises the question of the right 

pace for change. Given the actors, their interests and representations on a given territory, how fast can food 

policies go? The analysis of food policy in a French department (La Sarthe) from the 2000’s onwards highlights 

the importance of territorial coordination as a catalyzer for change.  

 

From the various meanings of “local” food… 

When the concept of « local and sustainable food » first appeared in Sarthe, the French law did not define it 

precisely. Therefore, actors interpreted it differently. Such differences reveal a variety of representations and 

interests, making it difficult for all actors to come together into a local dynamics.  

For some actors, of which some farmers, “local” only referred to the number of kilometers that food traveled. 

For them, this new interest for local food was good news. They saw it as an opportunity to renegociate good 

purchase terms, get stable prices and improve their working conditions thanks to planned orders, without 

changing their production practices.  

Such a point of view did not take into account issues such as increasing food quality, reducing the number of 

intermediaries or decreasing the environmental impact of food. These were precisely the issues that other 

actors, including other farmers, were willing to include in the discussion around “local” food.  

The territory was therefore facing diverse, and somewhat diverging, views on what “local and 

sustainable” meant. How could it build on this diversity to bring about change?  

 

… to action 

Researchers highlight that change can happen through two different possible strategies:  

 The first one is that of breakthrough innovation. In Sarthe, this translated into a project that was 

ideal on paper as it cumulated environmental and social benefits. The idea was to set up a social 

enterprise that would grow organic fruit and vegetables through a back-to-work scheme and sell 

them to local canteens. However, it had to face several setbacks when accessing the land to produce 

food, or when negotiating with clients (local authorities). The social enterprise went bankrupt only a 

few years after it was created. In the end, according to Amandine Gatien-Tournat, who co-authored 

the article, this initiative probably came too soon for this territory. Around the same time, in other 

places in France where actors were more ready for change, similar initiatives succeeded.  

 The second strategy is that of step-by-step consensus. In Sarthe, this happened through the 

participatory elaboration of a Quality and Proximity Charter. The Charter set requirement for the 

supply of food to public schools. The participation process was large enough to encompass all 

representations of “local” and “sustainable”. It was too large, however, to compel actors to really get 

to the core of the matter and open a debate, on, for instance, organic vs conventional agriculture. On 

the one hand, the participatory process did not produce a robust Charter that acted as a true quality 

signal. However, on the other hand, it managed to bring actors together and get them to know each 

other. And today, it is this initiative that goes on and has some impact on the territory.  

 

Local authorities should invest in time… and territorial coordination 

Should one conclude that slower, multi-stakeholders processes are better than breakthrough innovations? It 

would be delicate to draw general conclusions from a single case study. However, what the history of the 

Sarthe territory tells us is that food policy should adapt to the degree of maturity of any given territory. 

Depending on how much actors know and trust each other, some territories will probably be able to go faster 

than others.  

The good news is that maturity is something local authorities can work on. According to Amandine Gatien-

Tournat, one of the key lies in territorial coordination. This means investing time and resources in activities 
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that bring actors together on a very small scale. For instance, in addition to the Quality and Proximity 

Charter, encounters between canteen cooks and producers were organized to discuss how canteens could 

better accommodate raw materials.  

Territorial coordination takes time, and its results are sometimes difficult to materialize. However, it could be 

the missing link between the scale of challenges ahead and the actors’ ability to change! 

 

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - February 2018 

NB: the author would like to thank  Amandine Gatien-Tournat for her inputs and comments.  

Source 

Fortunel, F., Gatien-Tournat, A., & Noël, J. (2016, December). Qualité et proximité dans l’approvisionnement de 

la restauration collective en Sarthe (France): Jeux d’acteurs entre volontés et réalités territoriales. In Annales 

de Géographie (Vol. 712, No. 6, pp. 666-691) 

Picture credits:  

Pixabay 
You can find this article on the URL below:  

http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/how-fast 

 

 

  

http://www.auxilia-conseil.com/experts/amandine-gatien-tournat
http://www.revues.armand-colin.com/system/files/numeros_de_revues_pdf/annales_712-666.pdf
http://www.revues.armand-colin.com/system/files/numeros_de_revues_pdf/annales_712-666.pdf
http://www.revues.armand-colin.com/system/files/numeros_de_revues_pdf/annales_712-666.pdf
https://pixabay.com/fr/temps-horloge-montres-moment-de-2798564/
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/how-fast
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Business models offer key insights  

into urban food access initiatives 
 

Sustainable food is often associated with upper-middle urban classes. Some organizations, however, are 

working for a better access to good food for all. As part of the FRUGAL research project, researchers from 

Saint-Etienne and Lyon Universities (in France) have developed a typology of the business models of these 

organizations. This helps to better understand challenges for their development and get prepared for them.  

 

Why does your business model matter?  

Researchers studied six initiatives in the region of Lyon (France), each of them working towards food justice 

by pursuing one or several of these goals:  

 Reduce all types of inequalities in access to food (spatial, economic, practical, socio-cultural…); 

 Act upon the causes of food insecurity, i.e. ensure the environmental, social and economic 

sustainability of food systems; 

 Address the structural causes of inequalities through food-related activities (such as back-to-work 

schemes). 

These initiatives are interesting because they come from private (non-for profit) organizations that give 

themselves the mission to contribute to the public good. In doing so, they face a double challenge:  that of 

generating income (without which they cannot survive), and, at the same time, social value (which 

corresponds to their mission).  

This is why it is important to study the way these initiatives generate economic value and redistribute it. In 

other terms: their business model. According to the authors, the concept of business model (that comes from 

management sciences and the private sector) can be uncomforting for some actors such as NGOs. However, 

this tool can be strategic for organizations. Indeed, it helps better understand the way they work, the 

challenges they meet, and the solutions they can implement to succeed.  

The typology elaborated by the researchers is based on recent work in management science. It is structured 

around two questions that any organization should ask itself.  

 

First, is your social impact directly generated by the commercial relation with your clients?  

The first axis of the topology (and hence the first question) deals with the way social impact is generated. This 

can be:  

 Directly, when social benefits are created by the commercial relation itself. This is what happens, for 

instance, in food basket schemes that operate a reduced rate for lower-income households.  

 Indirectly, when another activity needs to be developed to reach the social goals. For instance, when 

subsidized grocery stores give their beneficiaries advice on how to manage their food budget. 

 

Second, are your clients and your beneficiaries the same people?  

A second element to take into account when analyzing business models is the nature of clients (i.e. the people 

who pay for the service) and of beneficiaries (i.e. the people who directly benefit from the organization’s social 

impact). Depending on the initiatives, this will vary:  

 Clients and beneficiaries can be the same people. This is the case in food basket schemes with 

reduced prices, or in subsidized grocery stores that manage to make the majority of their sales with 

lower-income households.  

 Clients can differ from beneficiaries. This happens when the organization generate income with 

an activity that does not pursue any specific social impact and then invest in social actions. A good 

example is the Lyon-based caterer Marmite Urbaine that sells to private companies and then uses 

its income to finance urban agriculture activities in deprived areas. Another example ? Organizations 

that get founding from social housing companies to develop activities such as collective buying 

groups. Here, the social housing companies can be considered as the “clients” as they are the ones 

who pay for the action.  

http://projetfrugal.fr/
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1525/cmr.2015.57.3.36
http://www.marmite-urbaine.com/
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Four type of structures, each with specific challenges 

In the end, the typology presents four business models, each with specific challenges when it comes to 

developing their activity:  

 Organizations whose beneficiaries and clients are the same people, and that generate social impact 

directly (like food baskets with reduced prices for low-income clients). For such organizations, the 

risk is to fail to reach their clients/ beneficiaries. Indeed, price is not the only dimension of 

accessibility, and they have to tackle at the same time the physical, organization and symbolic factors 

that prevent food access.  

 Organizations whose beneficiaries and clients are the same people, and that generate social impact 

indirectly, as, for instance, subsidized groceries. Here, the risk is failing to achieve the right level 

of social diversity to ensure that the organization accesses a diverse revenue stream.  

 Organizations whose beneficiaries are not the clients, and that generate social impact directly (as the 

aforementioned Marmite Urbaine, or the Légumerie, that manages urban food production spaces). 

For them, the risk is that one activity stream, the one that generates more revenue, takes over 

the one that creates social benefits. To address this, it is important that representatives from the 

beneficiaries are included in the organization’ governance.  

 Organizations whose beneficiaries are not the clients, and that generate social impact indirectly, such 

as enterprises reintegrating workers by economic activity. Here, the risk is that of competition 

between the different dimensions of the activities (job creation, training, food-related 

activities…).  

 

Supporting these initiatives entails understanding their business model 

The analysis of the business model is therefore useful for the organizations themselves. In order to help them 

understand better where they stand, the researchers have developed an online questionnaire (in French only) 

that organizations can self-administer.  

The analysis can also help organizations that support such initiatives (such as local authorities, government 

departments or foundations) to better understand the logics of the projects they support and develop a 

coherent support policy.  

The analysis also invites to differentiate between organizations that need support on a one-off basis to 

develop their activity and reach a healthy profitability rate, and those that need ongoing support. Indeed, 

when society as a whole benefits from an activity, then providing public funding for it is legitimate.  

 

The FRUGAL Project 

FRUGAL is an action-research project that analyses the systemic challenges linked to the food supply of metropolis in France. It studies 

in particular:  

 Metropolitan food flows.  

 Actors and food governance.  

 Urban food forms.  

To know more:  

http://projetfrugal.fr/ 

If you want to know more about the questionnaire for organizations, you can contact Emilie Lanciano: emilie.lanciano@univ-st-etienne.fr 
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Exploring urban regions’ food self-sufficiency 
 

 

Calls for more local food are not usually associated with a robust and quantified assessment regarding their 

feasibility. This is why two teams of researchers asked themselves the following question: is it feasible to 

source all the food a city needs from its surroundings?  

The two articles they wrote bring very valuable insights. The first one was produced by a group of researchers 

led by the Leibniz Centre for Agricultural Landscape Research (ZALF) as part of the European Project 

FOODMETRES. It takes London, Milan, Rotterdam and Berlin as case studies. The second, published in 

Ernährungs Umschau, focuses on Berlin. The methodology they present can be used by any urban region to 

assess its existing level of food self-sufficiency and the way this would evolve under different policy options.  

 

Calculating food demand, comparing it to available land 

Both articles rely on a logic that is straightforward enough:  

 First, they calculate the food demand per capita arising from urban areas. In order to do that, they look 

at the food that is consumed, but also at the one that is wasted at all stages of the food chains.  

 Second, they look at existing data on farmland in the urban region.  

 Third, they establish a quick “land supply” over “land demand” ratio (for a specific commodity, or for all 

food items). If this ratio is 1, then the supply perfectly meets the demand. But, more often than not, the 

ratio is not 1. When the overall ratio is less than 1, the urban region is not self-sufficient.  

According to the FOOODMETRES study, neither London, Milan nor Rotterdam are currently self-sufficient in 

food. For instance, an urban area like London requires 42 000 km2 of land, but only has 26 500 km2 of farmland 

available in the surrounding region.  

The metropolitan region of Berlin-Brandenburg, on the contrary, shows a good overall level of potential food 

self-sufficiency. The urban region is quite different from the others, as it has a large urban core with smaller 

cities around, and a lot of agricultural land, hence making it possible to grow food. The team that authored 

the Berlin paper went further by looking in more details at specific commodities and actual self-sufficiency. 

For that reason, their results are a little less optimistic: the level of self-sufficiency for vegetables, for instance, 

is only 22%.  

 

Is self-sufficiency an achievable goal?  

The FOODMETRES team then moved on to reflecting on whether self-sufficiency was an achievable goal. In 

order to do that, they established scenarios that played on factors that correspond to current policy 

objectives: the conversion to organic farming, a shift in diets, or a reduction of food waste. They also 

introduced in some of their scenario an analysis of what food demand will look like in 2050 if urban population 

growth happens as expected in existing projections.  

At this point, one needs to acknowledge that there will always been a share of food that cannot be grown 

domestically, unless, of course, every city dweller is happy to live without coffee or chocolate… In a 

sense, a full sufficiency is therefore not achievable, nor does it seem suitable or desirable.  

So, non domestic food apart, under which scenarios would sufficiency be achievable?  

The researchers found that none of the policy levers, even if pushed to their extreme, would enable 

cities like London, Milan or Rotterdam to become self-sufficient. For instance, in London, totally 

eradicating food losses would “only” decrease the land required by 24%, when existing needs exceed land 

supply by around 60%. A full conversion to organic farming would also increase the area of land needed to 

meet the demand, but in combination with a strong stance on food waste, it would keep needs equal to what 

they are today.  

The results also make very salient the fact that existing population growth projections hardly fit with a 

food self-sufficiency agenda… Indeed, for a city like London, it would add a further 13 000 km2 to land 

demand, when it already exceeds supply by around 60%. This raises interesting questions on potential 

contradictions between urban food policies advocating for more local food, and other policies pushing for 

urban housing development. This is consistent with the fact that, historically, cities have always tried to 

http://www.foodmetres.eu/
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diversify their food supply, in order to liberate themselves from the potentially insufficient supply of 

surrounding regions.  

For Milan and Rotterdam, the research highlighted that pursuing a self-sufficiency agenda could actually be a 

problem as their foodshed, i.e. the area of land that they would need to meet their demand, would compete 

with that of neighboring cities.  

 

Scenario modelling can help cities get realistic about their policy goals 

According to both Susanna Esther Hönle and Ingo Zasada, lead authors of the articles, there is great scope to 

improve the models used in the studies. For instance, they could investigate in more details whether land is 

actually available to grow food (as some land uses such as grassland are protected and cannot be turned into 

agricultural land). Or they could factor in potential climate change impacts, or the availability of critical 

resources such as water.  

However, these models can already be used by cities to be more realistic about their policy goals. Urban policy 

makers can also compare policy scenarios that act on different levers (fighting food waste, shifting diets…). 

And, above all, such models compel cities to look at both food demand and supply at the same time, 

and to ensure the sustainability of the food system as a whole.  

 

The FOODMETRES Project 

The FP7 project ‘Food Planning and Innovation for Sustainable Metropolitan Regions’ FOODMETRES) thrives to assess 

both the environmental and the socio-economic impacts of food chains with regard to spatial, logistical and resource 

dimension of growing food as well as food planning and governance. 

The main goals are: 

 Identify opportunities for food chain innovation at both the local-regional as well the large-scale 

metropolitan level; 

 Assess the economic, environmental and social impacts of  food chain systems by means of ecological 

footprint and product life cycle analysis; 

 Study and compare technical, logistical, organisational and governance aspects of innovative food chain 

systems in selected case studies in Europe and Africa. 

 Develop and provide scenario modelling and impact assessment tools in support of  stakeholder interaction 

and policy making; 

 Apply knowledge brokerage techniques to speed up innovation and innovation exchange within the case 

studies. 

More at: http://www.foodmetres.eu/ 
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What do we know exactly  

about urban agriculture’s environmental impacts?  
 

Before we develop urban agriculture policies on a big scale, it would be wise to have detailed analysis that 

supports its environmental claims…  

A team of researchers from the Technical University of Denmark and the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology reviewed existing scientific evidence on the main forms of urban agriculture in northern climates. 

They found that given the great diversity of urban agriculture, scientific evidence about its environmental 

benefits remains patchy. It does, however, reveal that the method used to cultivate plants, the product and 

the location are the three components of the equation cities should take into account to develop 

environmentally sound urban agriculture policies.   

 

A wide array of potential environmental benefits… but many still to be proven 

The first result from the review is that, as usual, one should look beyond carbon emissions when thinking 

about environmental impacts. Indeed, urban agriculture has a wide array of potential environmental benefits. 

These are:  

 Urban symbiosis, i.e. the ability to use urban material or energy flows. Plants can assimilate 

organic carbon and nutrients from urban waste such as compost, waste water, sewage sludge or 

rainwater (provided they are not contaminated with heavy metals, or - as far as rainwater is 

concerned - it does not deposit airborne contaminants on plants). One could also think of 

greenhouses that would “harvest” excess building heat.  

 Supply chains efficiencies, i.e. making it less energy or resource intensive to produce food, 

either through increasing yields or through reducing transport, packaging or even food losses.  

 In-situ environmental improvements, i.e. making the urban environment better. For instance, it is 

now established that urban agriculture reduces the urban heat island effect, as plants absorb 

sunlight. Other potential benefits include improvement of soil stability and organic carbon content, 

or reducing the amount of water that goes into the sewer system.  

 Broader environmental benefits such as reducing the carbon footprint of food, which has been 

studied in details, or less studied impacts such as carbon sequestration.  

When it is integrated into buildings, urban agriculture can also reduce building energy needs. This happens 

either in a passive way, when, for instance, plants improve insulation, or in an active way, when growing 

methods use excess heat from buildings.  

Overall, the review shows that urban agriculture is extremely diverse. Can we really compare allotments to 

vertical farming? Rooftop greenhouses to raised-beds? Even if many research projects are working on the 

topic and will yield results in the years to come, existing scientific evidence remains patchy for the moment. 

Available analyses usually carry out in-depth investigation of one specific method or product, but very rarely 

compare different methods. It is, therefore, not possible to draw a simple conclusion regarding the 

environmental benefits of urban agriculture.  

Cities should, however, not be discouraged by such a conclusion. Indeed, existing literature already 

provides insights on the three factors that influence the environmental outcome of urban agriculture: 

the method used to cultivate plants, the product and the location. Such factors can either help decrease 

the inputs needed to grow food (as the more urban agriculture can integrate residual urban resource flows, 

the less impact it would have) or increase output (higher yields).  

 

Inputs and yields: the method matters… 

The method used to cultivate plants has major impacts on the potential benefits of urban agriculture, even if 

research is still to say its final word on this. On the one hand, methods with higher yields tend to also need 

higher resource inputs, making it difficult to gauge whether this translates into positive results. For 

example, temperature controlled systems are great to produce all year-round, reduce pest invasion and 

protect crops from the weather, but how does that make up for the higher energy needed to heat or cool the 

space and to build the farm? At the moment, research is not consolidated enough to draw a conclusion. 

http://www.dtu.dk/English
https://architecture.mit.edu/
https://architecture.mit.edu/
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On the other hand, low input methods, such as ground-based agriculture used in allotments, can potentially 

lower the carbon footprint of food (provided they do not use resource-intensive inputs), and absorb urban 

water and nutrient flows (such as compost). But such methods tend to have lower yields than more 

technological systems such as greenhouses (air-conditioned or not), or even high-technologies such as 

hydroponics.  

In the same vein, all things being equal, systems that are able to capture urban flows (water, waste, 

nutrients…) will have a lower environmental impact than the ones that create an extra-burden on the 

city demand for resources.  

 

… so do products and location 

The products also have impacts on the environmental performance of urban agriculture. For example, 

cultivating multiple crops in one location can indeed yield biodiversity benefits, benefits that do not occur with 

mono-cropping. Cultivating high-yields products (such as tomatoes or eggplant) improves the carbon 

footprint of the food produced.  

Location also matters. For example, climate has an impact on the ability of rooftops to reduce a building’s 

energy needs. One study found that in Athens, rooftops would increase winter heating load because of 

evapotranspiration.  

 

Embracing the diversity of urban agriculture 

Such conclusions are highly relevant for cities. First, because they show that not all urban agriculture is 

environmentally relevant just because it provides food for the city.  

Second, in general, according to Benjamin Goldstein, the article’s lead author, cities should reflect carefully 

upon which technology is most suitable considering their context, their climate and their urban 

resources. They should ensure that urban agriculture, can, as much possible, use residual urban flows 

(assuming that those flows cannot be put towards other more fruitful uses).  

The article also points out to a potential contradiction between environmental and social outcomes of urban 

agriculture. Indeed, the types of urban agriculture that have the most potential to bring community benefits, 

such as community gardens or allotments, are also the ones that have the lowest yields and make marginal 

improvements to a city’s environmental footprint. They are more likely to be operated by non-profit 

organisations seeking a wide array of social benefits (education, social links…) beyond food production. On 

the contrary, high technological systems that have higher yields are more likely to be owned by private 

companies with little community involvement. Urban agriculture policies should therefore seek to reach 

a right balance between social and environmental benefits.  
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Walking the thin line:  

urban action towards food justice 
 

 

Local food movements have been criticized in the past for mainly catering for upper middle class people, and 

even for reinforcing existing inequalities. In an article published in Planning Theory & Practice, Megan Horst, 

from Portland State University, opens the food justice debate.  

Food justice is concerned with equity in all steps of the food system (from production to consumption). It 

covers equity in access to healthy food, participation in decisions about food, and even wider equity in power 

and resources. It acknowledges the disparities built in the food system. 

Megan Horst studied two local governmental food efforts (that of Seattle's municipal food policy, and that of 

the Puget Sound Regional Food Policy Council). She found that it is not easy for cities or regional governments 

to tackle food justice issues, but they can still make a valuable contribution. Here is how. 

 

Look beyond food access 

One of the first issue that comes into mind when thinking about food justice is that of access - or rather lack 

of access - to adequate food for some groups. This could be because of financial reasons, for the most 

deprived households, or for geographical reasons (for instance in food deserts). Local policies to tackle such 

issues include supporting food banks or fostering community-based solutions to food deserts. 

However, if food access is a crucial issue, it is not the only one. Equity challenges can also be found in:  

 Labour relationships. Workers’ protection is crucial to food justice, especially as the food industry 

is known for imposing hard working conditions on some of its workers. 
 Power relationships along the supply chain, as farmers only receive a portion of the added value 

they produce. In order to address that, cities such as Seattle support farmers’ markets that enable 

farmers to sell directly to consumers and hence earn more as no intermediary needs to be paid.  
 Access to land. Equitable access to land is also part of the food justice agenda. For example, the City 

of Seattle tries to ensure that people of all backgrounds can access land to grow food. It does so 

through the support to community gardens or to specific programs that enable young people in 

deprived areas to grow food. At the regional level, action can also be taken to ensure the protection 

of farmland.  

 

Forge new alliances outside of the city’s boundaries to tackle structural causes of food 

injustice 

Food justice is about acknowledging and acting upon past and existing inequities and traumas, as well as their 

structural causes (in terms of ethnicity, class, gender…). This raises the question of what cities can do to tackle 

structural problems that far exceed their remit.  

The issue of fairer working relationships is a good example of an issue that is at the same time crucial and 

frustrating. Crucial, because, as one interviewee puts it in the paper, “we get everyone earning a liveable wage, 

and enough employment, then hunger is not an issue”. Frustrating, also, as the margin of manoeuvre that 

exist at the local level is limited. Indeed, cities and regions often experience political challenges to labour 

regulations such as minimum wages or working conditions, and often those policies are influenced by or 

decided at other levels and by other actors.  

However, cities are not powerless: they can forge alliances with other organisations campaigning at 

the national level.  

 

Always check who is involved, and who benefits 

Inside cities’ boundaries, good advice for cities to integrate equity into their action is to always look at who is 

involved, and who benefits. Such a lens can for instance reveal that if farmers’ markets are a great equity tool 

for farmers, the overwhelming majority of them are located in wealthy neighbourhoods, with less well-off 
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inhabitants not being able to access them. A systematic review of policies can therefore avoid reinforcing 

existing inequalities.  

Here, participation from the targeted communities (or their representatives) in food policy is crucial. It ensures 

that it is tailored to their needs. For instance, in Seattle, Tribal communities said that rather that having access 

to a farmers’ market, they preferred access to fishing salmon or to harvesting berries and plants. However, 

when these representatives stopped coming to the meetings, the issue faded away from the debates, thus 

demonstrating the importance of actual participation.  

 

Be prepared for controversies 

Since equity is about rebalancing power relationships, it is very likely that food justice actions will raise 

controversies between members of a Food Policy Council. In the Seattle region, policy could have gone further 

than protecting farmland. It could have ensured that ownership of land is equitable (not concentrated in a 

few hands), and that land is cultivated in a sustainable way that ensures equity with the next generations. In 

the case studied by the paper, the regional Food Policy Council did not manage to go that far. According to 

Megan Horst, this is mainly because the Council did not want to raise a controversy with its members from 

the farming sector, that are very diverse.  

This raises an interesting issue for all cities, as councils may not have processes in place to acknowledge and 

deal with controversies. Some councils may choose to tackle less controversial issues first, to help build trust 

between their members, with a view that once trust is established, stakeholders will be more likely to deal 

with more contentious ones. In all cases, this points to the need for Food Policy Councils to put conflict 

management processes in place to move beyond the non controversial issues and fully contribute to food 

justice.  

 

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - April 2018 
NB: the author would like to thank Megan Horst for her inputs and comments.  

Source: 

Megan Horst (2017) Food justice and municipal government in the USA, Planning Theory & Practice, 18:1, 51-70 

Picture credits: Pixabay 
Available at:  

http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/cities-and-food-justice 

 

 
 
  

https://www.pdx.edu/profile/meet-professor-megan-horst
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14649357.2016.1270351?scroll=top&needAccess=true
https://pixabay.com/fr/foule-de-l-homme-silhouettes-2457730/
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/cities-and-food-justice


28 
 

  

Is local food good for the economy?  

Looking at the full picture 



29 
 

Is local food good for the economy?  

Looking at the full picture 
 

 

One of the motivations of the local food movement is to develop buoyant regional economies that provide 

jobs for the local people and enable local farmers to stay in business. So, is buying local is good for the 

economy?  

This is the question raised by two academic papers published in 2017 by scholars from the University of Idaho. 

The papers present a methodology to calculate the economic contribution of local food systems to a given 

economy and urge to go further than existing, short-sighted analysis. Moreover, they point to the fact that 

local food advocates should focus on identifying and quantifying externalities associated with local food 

systems rather than trying to assess their overall economic impacts. 

 

 

Not just about calculating purchases from shorts chains 

Any initial thought on assessing the economic impact of local food system? “Let me estimate the amount that 

households spend on short-chains or farmers’ markets, and calculate the amount of jobs this creates”, you would 

say.  

Well, this is a little more complicated than that… You cannot just calculate how much households buy, 

because this only captures a small part of the story. Indeed, much of the added value lies in exchanges 

between producers and manufacturers, so we need to explore this as well.  

The methodology developed by the scholars looks at all the activities an economy is made up of. Not only 

what households, but also what farmers, manufacturers, etc., do. It takes stock on who these actors are buying 

from (and where the sellers are located), and what and who they are selling to (and where). Such data is 

captured in what is called an “input-output matrix”. It accounts for everything that gets in and out of a region, 

and all that is exchanged between actors within that region. With such data, it is easier to get a full picture of 

the local food system.  

It then asks the question: "what if local food activities did not exist?" and calculates the size of that gap. 

How? By taking out of a regional input-output matrix anything that represents the local food economy, from 

households purchasing food from local producers to local producers selling to local manufacturers, to local 

producers selling to households and manufacturers outside of the region.  

By comparing the current situation to the hypothetical one where local food systems does not exist, you are 

calculating their current contribution to the economy.  

 

 

Setting a baseline and realistic targets for your policy 

This methodology is very useful for local food policy as it provides a robust baseline against which process 

can be monitored.  

Any region that has input-output data can carry out such analysis. This data is used to calculate GDP, so it is 

fairly common and of good quality in developed countries. It will certainly make more sense to do it at the 

regional level than at the city level, because cities are rarely big enough to be, by themselves, a labour market.  

Policy-makers should bear in mind, however, that coming up with a number that is not fragile requires 

hard work. But it is worth it if they want their policy objectives to be realistic. With such methodology, local 

food advocates can be realistic about what they can actually achieve and not make promises they cannot hold 

In the US, the Department of Agriculture and researchers from Colorado State University have developed a 

toolkit to understand the economic potential of local and regional food systems. The toolkit gives a good 

indicator of the magnitude of the effects to be expected. 

 

 

https://localfoodeconomics.com/toolkit/
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Understanding who wins, who loses, and potential transition pathways 

By forcing policy makers and local food advocates to ask themselves the "what if" question, the methodology 

set out in these papers provides very useful insights for food transitions.  

Indeed, too often, analysis attempting to calculate the economic impacts of local food do not take into account 

the counterfactual situation: if people (households, manufacturers...) start spending more money on 

local food, this means that they will be spending less elsewhere. The associated decrease in that activity 

also has economic impacts. For instance, it could be that local farmers will stop selling to other regions and 

that these regions will need to start to grow food in inadequate climates, hence increasing the overall cost of 

producing food. Or it could be that it decreases the number of jobs offered to local people in "conventional" 

supermarkets (I.e. the ones that sell food coming from global food chains).  

The "what if" question is about capturing the impacts that the development of local food systems would have 

on the economy in general, but also on the local economy itself. It is about understanding who would gain 

and who would lose from a transition to local food systems, and, when relevant, imagining possible transition 

pathways.  

 

 

Local food advocates may not find in economics the arguments they are looking for… 

Classical economic theory postulates that trade is good because it enables regions to share products and to 

concentrate on what they are best at (what economists call their “comparative advantage”). So economics 

sees trade as an efficient way of allocating resources. Less trade would lead to a decrease in overall efficiency 

and therefore, welfare.  

This is why local food advocacy does not fit well with classical economic theory. Indeed, this is 

interpreted, in economics, as an import substitution strategy. In other words, rather than importing food from 

another region or another country, you choose to substitute that food for locally grown or manufactured 

products. The relevance and impact of import substitution strategy is heavily debated in economics. Indeed, 

as economics favours efficiency in the allocation of resources, it is more difficult for it to include considerations 

about other values. As far as local food is concerned, for Philip Watson, who authored both papers, it boils 

down to a debate over values, namely efficiency vs self-sufficiency.  

According to the author, local food advocates should rather focus on identifying and quantifying 

externalities associated with local food. Externalities are impacts of the economic activity that are not 

reflected in the price. They can be positive, for instance, when buying a product leads to social benefits (jobs…), 

or they can be negative, for instance when it leads to more pollution. By definition, externalities are not taken 

into account by trade (unless a policy implements taxes or subsidies to incorporate them into the prices). So, 

somehow, trade is blind to them.  

Typical externalities to look for in local food systems are:  

 helping local producers stay in business,  

 safeguarding or creating local jobs,  

 creating benefits from maintaining a local community, including those regarding land conservation, 

vibrant rural areas…, 

 reducing the negative impacts of transport, 

 getting better quality food, 

 getting safer products.  

Local food advocates should therefore not so much try to demonstrate an overall positive economic 

impact, but positive externalities. Externalities are key to the overall positive or negative impact of local 

food systems. For example, if it happened that local food does not create local jobs or reduce transport 

externalities, or produce safer products, then it would increase the total cost of producing food, and therefore 

decrease the overall welfare of the population. This is not easy, because many externalities are context or 

operation-specific. It clearly is an agenda for research as no one, for the moment, has the last word on that. 

Analysis of the transportation impacts of short food chains is a good example of a less-than-obvious issue 

[see our article on this topic].  

Therefore, only by carefully comparing the externalities of local and global food systems, and 

systematically asking the "what if" question, can we figure out what the right balance between local 

and global food systems is.  

http://urbanfoodfutures.com/2017/09/28/going-beyond-local-food/
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NB: the author would like to thank Philip Watson for his inputs and comments.  

Source 

Watson, P., Cooke, S., Kay, D., Alward, G., Morales, A. (2017), "A Method for Evaluating the Economic 

Contribution of a Local Food System", Journal of Agricultural and Resource Economics, Vol 42(2), p. 180-194 

Winfree, J., Watson, P (2017), "The Welfare Economics of “Buy Local”", American Journal of Agricultural 

Economics, Vol 99 (4), p.971–987 

Picture credits: Pixabay 
You can find this article on the URL below:  

http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/economic-impacts 
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Food waste: raising awareness is important,  

but not decisive 
 

 

A considerable body of work has been published over the last few years regarding food waste, its 

quantification and its environmental impacts. Statistics from the FAO show estimates as high as 30% of global 

food being wasted. There is no doubt, then, that acting on food waste is key to transitioning to more 

sustainable food systems.  

In developed countries, food wasted by household represents a significant share of total food waste. 

Therefore, better understanding why households behave the way they do is paramount.  

An article from the Journal of Cleaner Production in 2017 by Marie Hebrok and Casper Boks (as part of the 

CYCLE Project) reviews the main factors that lead people to discard food that could have been eaten. Its two 

main take-away for policy are that, first, awareness raising is not enough as food waste is the result of an 

interwoven set of factors, and, second, they is a need for more user-centered innovation to tackle the issue.  

 

People know they should not waste food 

No one is happy to waste food. Literature shows that people feel guilty about it. Some even develop strategies 

to deal with this guilt, for example by letting leftovers go wrong in the fridge until they are considered unsafe 

to eat and therefore ok to throw away. So, even in an area of abundance and cheap food in developed 

countries, food waste still remains seen as negative, something one should really not be doing.  

This result from the literature is really interesting because it has far-reaching consequences on policy. Indeed, 

if households know they should not waste food, then telling them not to do so will therefore not really have 

an impact.  

 

Pleasure, freedom, safety… so many reasons to waste food 

So how can we explain that people still waste food even if they are not really proud about it? The article shows 

that the secret lies in understanding, and acting upon, the interwoven set of factors that make people 

waste food even if they know they should not. As Marie Hebrok puts it, “how we organise our days of work 

and leisure matters profoundly“. 

The general picture is that, in a context of abundance, a lot of things (social life, pleasure…) takes precedence 

over controlling food waste. People do not throw food on purpose, it just happens as the consequences 

of them dealing with conflicting priorities in their lives.  

For example, it has been shown that young people tend to favour pleasure and improvisation over planning 

their food purchases. In other words, they bought food thinking they would eat it in the week, and then went 

out on some days, and left it go bad. Arguing that you need to finish your vegetable is not a socially accepted 

reason to decline an invitation to go out with friends…  

Another example is the “good provider” identity. Within a family, this can happen when the spouse in charge 

of the meals wants to provide diversity and food children will like. They will stock food in quantity to deal with 

some uncertainty, and some of this food can go wrong. The same happens when households have guests: 

they do not want to be seen as not providing enough for them, so they prepare more than what they know 

will be eaten, and can throw away the leftovers.  

What these examples point out is that depending on your way of life, your age, your values… the reasons why 

you waste food are different. Understanding these different logics will help better tailor policies.  

 

The need for user-centered innovation 

In order for policies (and, more generally, products and services innovations) to be effective, they need 

to be designed with the final user in mind, otherwise they might just miss their point. For instance, as Marie 

Hebrok highlights, “apps that help you keep track of the food you have at home may reduce food waste if used in 

the intended way, but how do we make people use it, when the reason they do not keep track is time constraint and 

affluence?” Another example? Any advice that entails better planning, for instance, that regarding cooking 

http://www.fao.org/food-loss-and-food-waste/en/
http://cycleweb.no/about-the-project/
http://cycleweb.no/about-the-project/
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leftovers, will fit more in the way of life of families with children, who are more used to planning for meals 

and shop accordingly.  

The innovation process should therefore come from the bottom up. The question should not be: “how 

can we convey the message to young people that wasting food is bad?” It should rather be: “what kind of incentives 

or services can we develop for young people that waste food because they do not really plan their shopping, and will 

probably not be willing to plan anyway?” And this opens up a boulevard for innovation… 

According to the researcher, a key insight to design effective interventions is to be where (and when) food is 

handled. This points for a wide array of contextual measures around packaging, the grocery store, the fridge… 

It is not to say that awareness raising campaigns should be halted. They keep sending the signal that food 

waste is not socially accepted, and therefore they do play their part in the overall food waste policies. What 

this article points out, though, is that they are not enough and more should be done. And that only by carefully 

studying which households are doing what, and why, can we find pathways for innovations.  

 

The CYCLE Project 

CYCLE is an interdisciplinary project with a bio-economic perspective, focusing on several value chains 

from both agriculture and marine sectors. The main objective of CYCLE is to improve resource utilization 

in the food chain in Norway by developing sustainable eco-friendly bio-processes and novel technology, 

with research and innovation at its core. 

CYCLE is based on a holistic approach, focusing on value chains and integrate several disciplines such as 

food safety, sustainability, sensor & automation technology, logistics, bioprocessing technology, and 

socio-economics into one balanced entity 

More information: http://cycleweb.no/about-the-project/ 

 

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - May 2018 

NB: the author would like to thank Marie Hebrok for her inputs and comments.  

Source:  

Marie Hebrok, Casper Boks, (2017) “Household food waste: Drivers and potential intervention points for 

design – An extensive review”, Journal of Cleaner Production, Vol 151, pp. 380-392 

Picture credits: Pixabay 
You can find this article on the URL below:  
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Unnoticed, yet happening:  

food foraging in the city 
 

 

Foraging refers the collection of plants and fungal materials (such as berries or mushrooms) in places of the 

city that are not deliberately dedicated to growing food. Not much is known about this activity, the people 

who practice it, and its relevance for urban food security.  

A team of researchers across a variety of Baltimore-based organisations carried out an exhaustive survey to 

identify what, why, and, for the first time, how much people foraged in the city. This study puts this activity on 

the radar of urban planners and raises questions regarding the health and sustainability risks and benefits of 

foraging.  

 

Who forages and why?  

Previous studies about foraging showed that there is a variety of reasons to collect food from the city, 

depending on the context. For migrants to the city, foraging can be a way to access food that is culturally 

relevant yet not available or of poor quality in the nearby outlets. Foraging also played a role in diet diversity 

for population under siege in Sarajevo in the 1990’s.  

In more peaceful times, reasons vary greatly. In Baltimore, all the foragers in the study quoted enjoyment 

and leisure as their primary reason. Economic benefits are also present, with the greatest volume of food 

collected by respondents with the lowest income. The survey did not investigate why, but a hypothesis can be 

that these households have a limited budget for food provisioning, hence complementing what they buy with 

that they forage. Household with the highest levels of income were the second most active group. Here, an 

hypothesis is that they have more leisure time to go and collect food. Indeed, lack of time is quoted by 59% 

of respondents as the main barrier to foraging.  

In Baltimore, foragers who answered the survey tended to be more white and educated, with 78% holding a 

bachelor degree. This result cannot be extrapolated to the whole of Baltimore’s population or foragers in 

general, as the survey sample was not representative of the city’s residents. The picture is that of a core group 

of foragers, and people who do it occasionally: indeed, the majority of respondents stated that they had done 

so for less than 5 years. There is a strong community aspect to this activity, with information on what to forage 

and where mainly coming from friends, other foragers and the Internet.  

Why do they forage? To supplement their diet. The average contribution of foraging to food intake is 7%. 

For some, however, it can be as high 47%.  

 

What do people forage and where?  

Looking more precisely at what people pick from the city, respondents quoted over 170 different types of 

species (or species complexes, i.e. groups of closely related species)! As far as diversity is concerned, a wide 

array of plants were cited by respondents, including fruits, nuts, berries and leaves. Fungi represents 75% 

of the overall volume.  

Collecting food happens in a variety of places, and not only in parks. In Baltimore, 62% of the volume comes 

from green spaces: parks, but also golf courses, deciduous forests or recreational areas. 24% happens in 

residential areas. A previous study showed that cemeteries or alleyways were great places to find dandelions, 

and ornamental planting around buildings, interesting for berries.  

What surprised the researchers was the extent to which people are willing to travel to forage: an average of 

7 km! This suggest how important this activity is for them.  

 

A new topic for policy to deal with?  

This study puts foraging on the radar of cities: it actually happens, even if food policy does not usually say 

anything about it. A good fraction of Baltimore’s respondents (around 20%) gets a large portion of their diet 

from it (10% or more). According to Keeve Nachman, who co-authored the study, it is very important to know 

the extent to which foraging contributes to diets. On the one hand, because it contributes to food security, 

on the other hand, because it raises public health concerns if the food that is collected is 

https://www.nrs.fs.fed.us/pubs/45388
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contaminated, for instance if it is exposed to chemicals in the air or in the soil. More should be done in the 

future to study the actual risks and benefits of foraging in order to develop relevant policies. For instance, the 

survey respondents in Baltimore tend not to wash, peel or prepare the vegetables they collect in a way that 

would reduce surface contamination, therefore getting exposed to contaminants on the vegetable skin.  

This study also raises the issue of potential over-foraging. Indeed, some of the foragers did not answer 

the survey questions that related to location on these grounds, even if researchers promised that they would 

keep foraging locations confidential. More research is needed to fully investigate whether people who collect 

food in the city tend to be careful, and harvest in such a way that ensures the continued growth of the species, 

for instance by pruning the plants to encourage them to grow. Moreover, Marla Emery, who co-authored the 

study, points out that of more frequently foraged species are weeds, that grow easily. It is therefore difficult 

to imagine sustainability concerns about them. This, however, is definitively a matter to be discussed if 

foraging is to get noticed by urban food policies.  

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - May 2018 

NB: the author would like to thank Marla Emery and Keeve Nachman for their inputs and comments.  

Source: 

Colleen M. Synk, Brent F. Kim, Charles A. Davis, James Harding, Virginia Rogers, Patrick T. Hurley, Marla R. 

Emery, Keeve E. Nachman, (2017), “Gathering Baltimore’s bounty: Characterizing behaviors, motivations, and 

barriers of foragers in an urban ecosystem”, Urban Forestry & Urban Greening, Vol. 28, pp. 97-102 

For an open source article on foraging, see also:  

Rebecca J. McLain, Patrick T. Hurley, Marla R. Emery & Melissa R. Poe (2013) “Gathering “wild” food in the city: 

rethinking the role of foraging in urban ecosystem planning and management”, Local Environment, Vol. 19:2, 

pp. 220-240 
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You can find this article on the URL below:  

http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/foraging 
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The subtle equation  

of sustainable urban food logistics 
 

 

Why is it so difficult for farmers operating just outside the city of Chicago to sell to people living there? This 

was the question that led a team of researchers from the University of Wisconsin–Madison (United States) to 

explore urban food logistics.  

Their work, published in a report entitled Regional Food Freight: Lessons from the Chicago Region, unveils the 

historical trends that led to the consolidation of long distance supply chains at the expense of shorter ones, 

and the limits of the current food freight system. It calls for a more careful integration of food diversity into 

urban logistics.  

 

How did we get there?  

Today’s food freight system is very efficient in moving large volumes of food from specialised agricultural 

regions to urban consumers. However, it also has social, economic and ecological limits. Among those, the 

fact that farmers producing on a small scale just outside of cities find it difficult to sell to urban dwellers. 

Indeed, private transport companies want to keep their trucks full and on the road, and farmers who produce 

small quantities cannot fill these trucks… Many crops once grown regionally and integrated in regional 

wholesale markets have fallen below the critical production threshold under which transportation is too 

expensive, and were dropped as a consequence. 

How did we get there? The report looks back at the last 70 years. What it depicts applies to the United States, 

but also to many developed, and even developing countries. It shows the specific interplay of factors - 

many of them triggered by public investment or policies - that made it possible to move from 

predominantly regional food chains to mainly national and global ones. These are:  

 The specialisation of production, i.e. the fact that some regions specialise in the production of a 

very small number of products in large quantities.  

 The improvements in transportation infrastructure and technologies, such as highways or 

refrigerated trucks. This made it possible to transport large quantities of food from specialised 

regions to consumers all over the world.  

 The privatisation of food terminals, making it more difficult for small-scale businesses to access 

such platforms.  

 

The right balance between efficiency and diversity 

What can be done? The researchers highlight that the main problem of the current food freight system is that 

it has overemphasized economic and fuel efficiency over diversity.  

Lack of diversity leads to vulnerability. The current system is highly vulnerable to any climatic, social or 

political event happening in the highly specialized regions that send their produce all over the world or to 

strategic infrastructure failure. What if key transportation hubs are prevented from operating? What if 

specialised regions are affected by climate events or temperature changes? In the United States, the question 

is highly relevant for regions such as California that produce great volumes of fruit and vegetables while 

relying on irrigation: what if water resources become scarce in a changing climate?  

The equation is not satisfactory either on the efficiency side if we look at the full picture. The current 

logistics system is reaching a stalemate because of urbanisation - and the congestion associated to it – that 

increases distribution costs. And, last but not least, ecological efficiency needs to be integrated into the 

equation. For instance, current trucks were designed to be used in both urban and interstate settings, making 

them energy inefficient in both situations.  

Therefore, there is a need to find a new balance between efficiency and diversity.  
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Fine-tuning urban food logistics 

The good news is that there are ways to preserve, and even improve, efficiency, while increasing diversity. In 

order to so do, cities need to find innovative solutions to overcome two of the obstacles that leave regional 

farmers out of urban markets, namely low volume and low predictability of production. Indeed, without 

volume and predictability, it is difficult for producers to contract with shippers at a reasonable price.  

The report highlights some very practical solutions such as:  

 Creating new infrastructure to meet regional food producers’ needs. Examples include investing 

in food terminals that allow small producers to pool their production. One example of such an 

infrastructure is the Ontario Food Terminal, in Canada, that caters for 400 farmers and 20 large 

distributors.  

 Assisting food freight in its transition towards more environmentally friendly technologies. 

This includes alternative fuels or hybrid vehicles, but here again, investment in infrastructure can 

help. Indeed, drop yards outside of the congestion zone would make it possible for trucking 

companies to only operate big trucks where they are the most efficient, i.e. on interstate roads and 

switch to smaller vehicles in cities. 

Of course, all of these solutions will only be viable if food production around the city is preserved. So Michelle 

Miller, the report lead author, insists that a key recommendation for cities is to maintain such agricultural 

land and connect with rural communities in order to understand their needs and thus act accordingly.  

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - June 2018 

Urban Food Futures would like to thank Michelle Miller for her inputs and comments.  

Source:  

Miller, M., Holloway, W., Perry, E., Zietlow, B., Kokjohn, S., Lukszys, P., Chachula, N. Reynolds, A., and Morales, 

A. (2016). Regional Food Freight: Lessons from the Chicago Region. Project report for USDA-AMS, Transportation 

Division 

More information on the research can also be found here: http://www.driftless.wisc.edu/regional-food-

freight/ 
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You can find this article on the URL below:  

http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/food-freight 
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The limits of a “copy and paste” approach  

to urban agriculture 
 

 

With urban agriculture becoming fashionable in developed countries, a small number of iconic examples, 

from New York to Berlin, are now widely shared at the international level.  

A paper published in Landscape and Urban Planning earlier this year by Autria-, UK- and Colombia-based 

scholars invites us to reflect upon the limits of such “ready-to-use” references when they are mobilised by 

policies or projects irrespective of the local contexts.  

 

Importing references, discarding reality on the ground? 

The authors develop their arguments based on observations of urban agriculture projects in very different 

countries: on the one hand, the cities of Bogota and Medellin in Colombia and on the other hand, the city of 

Vienna in Austria. However, they unveil a similar pattern taking place in both settings, namely, the temptation 

to use references and concepts coming from other countries to legitimize urban agriculture policies 

instead of building on the rich history of gardening in these cities.  

The authors point out two main ideas that circulate at the international level as an “off-the-shelf” argument in 

favour of urban agriculture: 

 The subsistence lenses, i.e. the idea that urban gardening is a great complement to other sources of 

food for urban dwellers.  

 The “right-to-the-city” lenses, i.e. the idea that urban agriculture is a way to collectively reclaim urban 

space.  

These ways of conceptualising urban agriculture are not wrong per se. What the authors point out, however, 

is that they should not be the only ones used in a particular city, because they may lead to miss the actual 

reasons that have led people to practice urban agriculture in the first place.  

In Colombia, for example, urban gardening has been practiced for years for many reasons beyond mere 

subsistence or “right-to-the-city” reasons. It is a way for urban dwellers in informal settlements to establish a 

claim upon their patch of land (by fencing it with bushes that produce berries), to access medicine or to 

beautify their environment. However, such practices have been looked down upon, because they were 

associated with poor people and rural migrants.  

For Eva Schwab, the paper’s lead author, this has political implications. In Colombia, importing Western and 

fashionable examples to justify practices that were already there is a subtle way to disregard existing 

knowledge and references. In Vienna, the “right to the city” frame prevents from seeing that only a fraction of 

the population, the more educated, actually takes part in the new forms of urban agriculture.  

 

Not all urban agriculture is about the community 

Another limit of these “off-the shelf” ways of legitimizing urban agriculture is that they contain assumptions 

that should be crosschecked against people’s actual practices in each context. One of these assumptions is 

that people want to do things in common. Indeed, the idea that urban agriculture fosters community and 

collective action is very pregnant. It is seen as a means to achieve food security in the subsistence model, and 

as a political aim in the right-to-the-city model.  

However, a more careful look at what is going on the grounds greatly qualifies such collective dimension. 

Indeed, this collective stance does not align with people’s actual motivations in the cities that the 

researchers analyzed. For instance, in Vienna, because waiting lists for allotments are so long, people have 

started doing urban agriculture on public land in parks. But the overall discourse about “doing something 

together” does not fit well with the reality of fenced plots only accessible to the ones that have the key. In 

other words, with a privatization of open space.  

In the same vein, in Colombia, the researchers document a project where residents debated with city officials 

about fencing a garden. Was the garden a place for individual households to grow food or the heart of the 

community? Could it be both in a city where gangs make claims on public spaces?  
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What if cities shared more about their failures than their successes?  

What are the policy implications of such analysis? First, it is important to recall that researchers are not saying 

that cities should not get inspired by examples from other countries. Indeed, it can be a great way to be 

innovative. However, they should always ask themselves: does it really correspond to my situation? What is it 

that we are not seeing? Because they have references in mind that have been forged by ideas coming from 

international examples, you may misread your local situation. 

Such models should therefore never replace a careful study of the local context. What are the existing 

urban agriculture practices? Why are people engaged in them? How can we build on these? Otherwise, 

projects might just fail.  

This has far-reaching implications for policy cooperation: there is a lot to learn from projects that have failed. 

It is not how experience between cities sharing usually goes. Indeed, cities are more eager to share best 

practices that cast a positive light on them than their failures. However, in exchanging about the reasons why 

urban agriculture projects fail, there could be a great scope to ensure that local contexts are appropriately 

taken on board.  

 

 
 

 

Albane GASPARD - June 2018 

Urban Food Futures would like to thank Eva Schwab for her inputs and comments.  

Source:  

Eva Schwab, Silvio Caputo, Jaime Hernández-García, Urban Agriculture: Models-in-Circulation from a Critical 

Transnational Perspective, Landscape and Urban Planning, Volume 170, 2018, Pages 15-23 
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Urban soil contamination:  

managing the risks in food projects 
 

 

As more and more people grow food in cities, this raises questions regarding risks associated with urban soils 

contamination. Indeed, urban land has a history, and that history, an impact on soil contamination and human 

health. Urban does not always mean pollution, and pollution does not always mean health hazards. However, 

risk analysis needs to be more systematically integrated into urban food policies.  

This is why a team of French researchers and institutions published a methodological guide that takes stock 

of 10 years of research on the topic. The guide highlights a few key points that any urban policy maker should 

keep in mind when developing an urban agriculture or a gardening policy.  

 

Investigating the past 

There are over 300 soil contaminants. Searching for all of them is therefore not an option, as it would be too 

expensive. This is why any risk analysis should focus on identifying which are the more likely ones.  

In order to do so, one has to turn into:  

 The history of the site. Urban land has experienced centuries of human activities, and 

contamination is the result of that history. Industrial or agricultural activities or even gardening: 

any activity can potentially pollute the land. Old petrol stations, garages or printing shops are 

well known sources of pollution, but they are not the only ones. For example, bad quality soil can 

have been brought to fill in the site, or traces of pesticides, fertilisers or muckspreading can be found 

in old agricultural land. Even former allotments can be contaminated by poor quality gardening 

practices. In order to dive into a site’s history, one should use any source that is available, from 

archives to the memory of people who have lived there or used the site in the past… One can also 

rely on a close examination of the site itself. This, for instance, can reveal if and where waste was 

burnt there.  

 The urban context: a site can be impacted by air pollution arising from activities across the city 

(heating, transportation, industries…). For instance, incinerators can lead to high level of dioxins.  

 Geology itself. For instance, granitic soils are naturally different, regardless of human activities.  

 

Sending the soil to the lab 

To analyse the soil, it is necessary to take samples and send them to the lab. Samples are collected to account 

for the site’s history (the potentially most polluted areas) and for its future potential uses (areas where you 

want to grow food, for instance). The analysis should search for common indicators of human activity, 

complemented with whichever pollutant the history of the site, and its context, point to.  

Once you know how much pollutants there is in the soil, you can then compare this concentration with that 

of nearby agricultural land. In some countries, public authorities establish thresholds that should not be 

exceeded. There are no common thresholds at the international level, though.  

 

Making sense of the results 

Assessing how much pollution there is in a given soil sample is straightforward enough. However, it is more 

complicated to interpret these results as far as health-related implications are concerned. Indeed, these 

impacts will not only depend on the pollutant’s concentration, but also on its toxicity, the way people are 

exposed to it, and the characteristics of these people.  

For instance, people can be exposed to pollutants in multiple ways:  

 Eating fruit and vegetable produced on site. 

 Eating small amounts of the soil itself. A gardener can swallow up to 480mg of soil per day. And kids 

are particularly exposed as they often put their fingers in their mouth. 

 Breathing dust and gas coming from the soil. 

 Touching the soil. 

https://www.cerema.fr/system/files/documents/2017/12/pollusols_web-2.pdf
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It is therefore not easy to deduct the exact amount of pollutants people will be exposed to from the 

sole data regarding their concentration in the soil. Research still needs to advance on that.  

As a consequence, as analysis often relies on the total amount of concentration that was measured, it can 

over-estimate the risk.  

 

Managing the risk entails adapting uses to the quality of the soil 

Only relying on the analysis of soil contamination is therefore not enough for risk management. The results 

of the analysis should rather be considered a good basis upon which a democratic dialogue can take place in 

order to reach a decision.  

If the site is highly polluted, then it is better not to grow food. But when results are more mixed, the question 

will be: are the risks associated with the pollution counterbalancing the many benefits of urban food 

growing? As all sites are different, no generic answer can be given. Choices can also be discussed with the 

gardeners themselves as they are the ones that will eventually put in practice whatever advice public 

authorities will give them.  

Policy makers can mitigate for health-related risks while taping into social benefits. They can do so through 

practices such as scraping the soil or replacing the contaminated soil with good one, or by giving advice as to 

what plants should or should not be cultivated. This, of course, is only effective if such practices and advice 

are closely implemented and actually followed.  

Policy officers should also keep in mind that food growing is only one option for the use of permeable land in 

a sustainable city. If food is not relevant, then urban land has many other services to offer, from storing carbon 

to preserving biodiversity, to regulating temperature and water flows…  

 

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - July 2018 

NB: the author would like to than k Philippe Branchu and Elisabeth Rémy for their inputs and comments.  

Source:  

Guide « Qualité et usages des sols urbains : point de vigilance » 

Guide « Pollution du sol des jardins collectifs, quelles responsabilités ? » 

Picture credits: Pixabay 

You can find this article on the URL below:  

http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/polluted-soil 

 

 
 
  

http://www.cerema.fr/
https://www6.versailles-grignon.inra.fr/sadapt/Equipe-Proximites/Membres/l/Elisabeth-Remy
https://www.cerema.fr/fr/actualites/guide-points-vigilances-ameliorer-qualite-usages-sols
https://www.cerema.fr/fr/actualites/pollution-du-sol-jardins-collectifs-quelles-responsabilites
https://pixabay.com/fr/laboratoire-recherche-chimie-test-217043/
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/polluted-soil
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Local food action: does it matter what cities do?  
 

Food is among the top three contributors of cities’ environmental impact. However, cities are not the only 

ones responsible for acting upon their food system. Indeed, a lot what needs doing falls beyond their 

jurisdiction. In this context, does it matter what cities do? Are cities the right actor to tackle such issues?  

The question was the starting point of Dana Boyer’s PhD work at the University of Minnesota (Unites States), 

whose results were published in a series of papers in 2017. She developed a method to assess the impact 

that food-related policies at the city-scale have on three environmental outcomes: energy/greenhouse gas 

emissions (GHG), water, and land. And, for the first time, researchers applied this method not only to local 

actions, but also to actions that can be taken outside of cities’ jurisdiction. This enabled them to compare the 

impact of local and non-local actions. 

 

How much of the answer lies in cities' hands?  

The researchers took the city of Delhi (India) as a case study because it benefits from a great volume of 

available data on its food system. They then selected food-related actions that are representative of what a 

city in India could do. These were:  

 Changes in diets, namely shifting rice consumption to other staples such as wheat, sorghum, millet. 

 An increase in urban agriculture, either through a doubling of existing soil-based production or a shift 

to vertical farming. 

 A shift from existing dirty cooking fuels (i.e. firewood, cow dung, charcoal), which are very polluting 

and bad for health, to a clean alternative (liquefied petroleum gas). 

 An improvement of city waste management (by sending all household organic waste to composting 

or to anaerobic digestion). 

They compared them to an action that cannot be taken at the local level but is widely discussed in India: a 

decrease of food waste in supply chain before it reaches the final consumer. The researchers imagined that 

food waste could significantly decrease, in line with international best practice, from 35% now to 13%.  

Their results show that local action, on an individual basis, can compete with the non-local action, 

though no one action is able to compete across all three environmental outcomes. Particularly the 

improvement of organic waste management within the city's premises, that scores about the same as action 

on food waste at the first stages of the supply chain as far as greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) are concerned. 

Further, taken together, benefits from local actions add up, and can be equivalent to action 

implemented by actors outside of the city. What cities do matters.  

 

City actions matter, but what should they do?  

This methodology does not only help understand the impact of action taken by city stakeholders. It can also 

be used by cities to reflect upon which specific actions they can implement. It does so in three useful ways:  

 Understanding trade-offs between energy/GHG, land and water impacts. The methodology 

does not only focus on greenhouse gas emissions, it therefore helps widen the perspective. For 

example, results show that shifting rice consumption to millet would reduce GHG emissions but 

increase land and water needs, as it has lower yields.  

 Exploring where the impacts take place:  in the city itself or outside its boundaries. In a context 

in which city natural resources such as water, land and energy are scarce, this is particularly useful 

to avoid straining them. For instance, the research showed that doubling urban agriculture 

production (if no changes are made to existing production methods) would have very little overall 

benefits on the food system in terms of reducing environmental impacts, but it would lead to an 

important increase in needs for water (+20%) and land (+49%) within the city itself. Maybe not a good 

idea in a context of increasing water scarcity in the city...  

 Assessing the environmental impact of all food-related actions. Food policy does not only have 

environmental aims, it also deals with social and economic challenges. In India, for instance, food 

insecurity is a great issue for lower income households. For this reason, the researchers also looked 

at what greater equity in households' food consumption would entail from an environmental point 

of view. The analysis shows that ensuring that the lowest socio-economic categories of the population 

consume enough calories and proteins would increase overall environmental impacts, but, more 
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importantly, that this could easily be offset by implementing, at the same time, other policies to 

reduce the environmental impacts of the food system.  

 

From assessing impacts to allocating responsibility for action 

This methodology can also help cities better understand what they can be accountable for, and what should 

be done by other actors. This will help define which partnerships should be developed. 

Since they publish the academic article in 2017, the researchers have applied their methodology to other cities 

in India and in the United States. According to Dana Boyer, any city can use this methodology provided it has 

enough data. It will help cities define policy priorities. Which action shows the greatest potential? What 

can my city’s natural resources really accommodate? Is my city putting its efforts on the potentially 

most impactful policies? Such questions can really make a difference in choosing the right actions to 

implement. Indeed, this research shows that acting on diet changes has the greater potential. However, this 

is the policy area where solutions are the least developed at the moment.  

Do not hesitate to contact Dana Boyer if you want your city to use this methodology! 

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - September 2018 

NB: the author would like to thank Dana Boyer for her inputs and comments.  

Source:  

Boyer, D., Ramaswami, A.,  2017, "What Is the Contribution of City-Scale Actions to the Overall Food System’s 

Environmental Impacts? Assessing Water, Greenhouse Gas, and Land Impacts of Future Urban Food 

Scenarios", Environmental Science & Technology Vol. 51, pp. 12035-12045 

Picture credits: Pixabay 
You can find this article on the URL below:  

http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/city-action 

 

 

  

https://www.linkedin.com/in/dana-boyer-4310492b
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/full/10.1021/acs.est.7b03176#citing
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/full/10.1021/acs.est.7b03176#citing
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/full/10.1021/acs.est.7b03176#citing
https://pixabay.com/fr/goutte-toute-goutte-%C3%A0-goutte-2537039/
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/city-action


50 
 

  

Defining local:  

the quest continues 



51 
 

Defining local: the quest continues 
 

 

The disconnect between producers and consumers is one driver of the increased popularity of local food. 

However, there is still a lack of clarity about what ‘local’ means. Emilia Schmitt, Dominique Barjolle, and Johan 

Six from the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Zurich (Switzerland) tackle this in their recent paper 

“Assessing the degree of localness of food value chains”. The authors move away from dualistic thinking 

about local and global, instead identifying different criteria that can be assessed, and create a more 

nuanced view of the food system. 

 

 

Local is not only food miles 

Localness may mean many things, and food miles is a piece of the picture. To reflect this, the researchers 

relied on multi-criteria evaluation. They tested a new framework of localness as it relates to the food value 

chain. They applied metrics that can help to quantify this localness, using two case studies from Swiss cheese 

producers.  

These criteria were selected for their recurrence in the literature. But, as the authors note, they can be 

modified or added to in order to reflect a researcher’s needs or questions, or to increase robustness of the 

model. What the authors are clear on, however, is the need for models to use multiple dimensions for 

measurement, as opposed to a single criterion. 

 

 

Exploring both physical and social criteria 

The authors drew together five criteria (two physical, three social) which they combined to create their 

assessment scale. 

The physical criteria they used were: 

 Physical distance – often cited as a distinct reason for food to be considered local, distance is 

context-dependant, and means different things to different people. For example, in the US, a state 

may mean local to residents, but might be as large as some countries (where ‘local’ might refer only 

to their county or region). The framework used a logarithmic formula to calculate an average distance 

weighted by the mass of ingredients. 

 Supply chain size – the link between size of operations and localness means that small production 

often equates to more local, whereas larger production often meets demand for more homogenous 

product through mass production and economies of scale, and engages more broadly with national 

and international markets. The framework used a scale similar to that of distance, which used a 

logarithmic scale of volume sold, attributing small production to localness. 

The social criteria were: 

 Chain length – this calculated the average number of intermediaries between start and finish in the 

value chain, and formed the chain length. Each step made a product less local.  

 Identity – possibly the least tangible of the criteria, identity of the food or product was assessed 

based on its values, heritage, ‘terroir’, sentimental feeling, or cultural value, which legitimises the 

localness of a product. This was measured by two parameters: process (knowledge and techniques) 

and traditional identity (how the product relates to its place of production). 

 Governance – this assessed the degree of participation in decision-making, regarding rules and 

conditions in organisational activities. The more control held by local actors, rather than 

representatives or intermediaries, the higher the degree of localness. 

All criteria were weighted equally, a decision made by the authors who argued that it was not objectively 

possible for them to give one criterion more importance than the others (though there may be ways to do 

this in future studies). 
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A tale of two cheeses 

The researchers used their model to assess two case studies on their scale of localness. One was selected as 

a more global cheese (Le Gruyère) and one as more local (L’Etivaz). The two chosen cheeses are protected 

designations of origin (PDO) products, from a similar region, have similar methods of production, and are 

used for a similar purpose. They differ in scale – Le Gruyère is about 70 times larger in production, and has 

many more steps in its value chain than L’Etivaz. 

They collected data on scale of production; transport of product and inputs for the product (e.g. animal feed, 

salt, rennet); steps in cheese processing; sales intermediaries; traditional knowledge; technology use and 

mechanisation; and governance structures. 

On a scale of 100% (completely local) to 0% (completely global), the final degrees of localness were 56% for 

L’Etivaz and 31% for Le Gruyère, a less extreme difference than might be expected. The clearest divergence 

was in identity and governance. There were stricter rules, and more direct engagement, from the L’Etivaz 

producers than for Le Gruyère. Both volumes produced, and distances shipped, pushed both cheese upwards 

in the globalness measures. 

 

 

All that glitters is not local 

This study reinforces the need for interdisciplinary evaluations to be integrated when assessing localness. 

This may be a good exercise for products and organisations claiming localness, helping them to better 

understand the difference between what the criteria are, as opposed to what they perceive they are (for 

example, the impact of production input distance).  

A major takeaway was that what is perceived as local may not be as local as expected. In this study, the 

scores that both cheeses received were then discussed with actors involved in the production and trade of 

the cheeses. Many producers close to the milk and cheese graded the cheeses as more local than the end 

result showed; those more involved in the value chains were less defensive. Le Gruyère was perceived as less 

local by these actors than L’Etivaz (59% vs 91% respectively). 

It also reminds us of the hybrid nature of food – that even ‘local’ foods participate in global markets, 

and that many globally recognised foods retain elements of their origins. It does not penalise foods for 

engaging in larger markets, but rather acknowledges that those with strong identities (e.g. those with PDO 

certification) remain locally embedded whilst engaging in international trade. This work reminds us that ‘local’ 

can be quite biased, and that sustainability or localness needs to be proven case-by-case. 

FROM MORE LOCAL…

GEOGRAPHICAL
DISTANCE

SUPPLY 
CHAIN
SIZE

CHAIN LENGTH

The final degree is an average of: 

LOCAL KNOW-HOW
and

PRODUCT IDENTITY RELATED
TO PROVENANCE OF PRODUCTION

GOVERNANCE DEGREE OF CONTROL BY LOCAL 
ACTORS

HOW DID RESEARCHERS ASSESS IT? ... TO MORE GLOBAL

The final degree is an average of: 

THE WEIGHTED AVERAGE OF NUMBER OF 
INTERMEDIARIES IN THE SUPPLY CHAIN

and
THE PROPORTION OF SALES AT PLACE OF

PRODUCTION

IDENTITY

From 10 km… … to 100,000 km

From 10 tons… … to 100,000 tonsTONNES PRODUCED IN A YEAR

From 0 steps… … to 5 steps
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From artisanal… … to modern processes and 
technology

From localised specialty product … … to generic 
product
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Emma BURNETT - September 2018 

Urban Food Futures would like to thank Emilia Schmitt for her inputs and comments. 

Source 

Dr Emilia Schmitt, Barjolle Dominique & Johan Six. (2017), “Assessing the degree of localness of food value 

chains”, Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems  

This work was part of the GLAMUR project 

Picture credits:  

Matt Schwartz / Cheese 

Icon credits:  

The Noun Project (Map Home, Global Logistics, Teamwork, Claim, CRM)  

You can find this article on the URL below: 
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/local 

 

 
  

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Emilia_Schmitt
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319279549_Assessing_the_degree_of_localness_of_food_value_chains
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319279549_Assessing_the_degree_of_localness_of_food_value_chains
http://glamur.eu/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/matthewrschwartz/34397734883/in/photolist-UpBobx-zgwTS-5omb2w-3n5rLk-cPixvb-7Rk35h-4qyBtP-84VPZg-QgT4-bDnksr-JSS4Z-65mvCK-mR5Cn-7ebgkG-7RQSkt-5S3ZBZ-bkWGgs-9UJ1DK-6yUWxx-4xFUVk-bntabj-2aKmz16-ozr6Sz-57EHYR-6p6W4Y-7RDtk7-7cNuZn-6yURCR-8xGzTP-6oobgX-MbAkg-5JCnPm-4c51Kj-YZNLuK-a2AQKT-4nWoWD-9cTJKB-GX5VS-LoH1j-4c11kz-9KBfQb-frkoCC-9M2ta2-4krohX-5gqv1j-dSmP5B-fhyA7-tHSXJ-7HMZev-dJR28V
https://thenounproject.com/search/?q=geographic%20area&i=583514
https://thenounproject.com/search/?q=supply%20chain%20management&i=1858543
https://thenounproject.com/search/?q=supply%20chain%20management&i=1672008
https://thenounproject.com/search/?q=territory&i=944864
https://thenounproject.com/search/?q=governance&i=1875498
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/local
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Joining forces against the urbanisation of hunger 
 

 

In the future, urbanisation will mainly take place in the Global South, especially in Asia and Africa. With a 

projected 2 billion people living in slum by 2030, what can city or national governments in the North do to 

help alleviate global urban food poverty? 

In an article published in 2017 and called Food (In)Security in Rapidly Urbanising, Low-Income Contexts, Cecilia 

Tacoli, from the International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) (UK), reviews existing scientific 

literature on what she calls the “urbanisation of hunger”. She unveils the interplay between income and non-

income dimensions of urban food poverty, and calls for actual participation and empowerment of the urban 

poor. Interestingly, such an analysis recalls those developed in the global North around food justice. As such, 

it opens very stimulating insights for city cooperation.  

 

People’s income is at the centre of urban food insecurity… 

Income (or the lack of) is at the centre of urban food insecurity. Indeed, in cities, the main way to access food 

is by purchasing it. For instance, a study found that some households in the Mathare slum in Nairobi (Kenya) 

spend as much as half of their income on food.  

Low income not only restricts one’s ability to buy food. It is also correlated with having to pay more to 

access lower quality goods and services. This is what researchers call the “poverty penalty”. For instance, 

supermarkets are usually less expensive than smaller shops, but they are usually not located in slums. 

Another example? Fruit and vegetables are also more expensive in slums, leaving people with less healthy 

options.  

For this reason, according to Cecilia Tacoli, “food has to be dealt with as a poverty issue”. Such an analysis 

echoes discussions in the Global North about food justice (see our previous paper on the topic).  

 

… but a lot of other aspects matter too 

What Cecilia Tacoli shows in her article, though, is that urban food insecurity also has other dimensions. One 

could name, for instance:  

 Bad housing conditions, that lead to lack of storage and cooking space, or of a refrigerator that 

would prevent the food from going bad.  

 Insecurity of tenure, as a stable address is usually a prerequisite to accessing relief programs.  

 Gender inequality. Indeed, women are often more affected by food insecurity, as they are usually 

the last ones to eat. 

 Lack of good quality, affordable, basic services.  

 Lack of time.  

These dimensions are closely related to income issues. For instance, because they usually have little storing 

space, low income households tend to buy small quantities on a daily basis instead of bulk purchases once in 

a while, which would be less expensive. Actions should therefore tackle the interplay of income and non-

income dimensions of urban food poverty.  

 

One advice? Strengthen people’s initiatives! 

With urbanisation booming and climate change looming, the future does not look bright. Given the scale of 

the problem, the researcher calls for a structural change in how we deal with urban food poverty. The principle 

underpinning such a change is participation. Not of the kind we are used to, that is, by organising events and 

hoping people will turn up. They won’t. Poor people do not have the time. Instead, participation should aim 

at strengthening people’s initiatives.  

According to Cecilia Tacoli, “poor people need to be given room to innovate within their own neighbourhoods”. 

Indeed, when grassroots organisations work with local authorities to produce their own solutions, they tend 

to be more successful. A good example of that is the Orangi Pilot Project in Pakistan. The organisation has 

been working since 1980 to promote community organisation and self-management in the provision of basic 

services. How? By researching drain design to make it more affordable and easier for local people to install, 

and by training them to do so. In other words, by helping people to act instead of acting for them. Such a 

https://urbanfoodfutures.com/2018/04/12/cities-and-food-justice/
http://www.opp.org.pk/
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strategy focusing on empowerment ended up being less expensive than conventional ways of providing 

sanitation infrastructure.  

Fostering participation means finding new ways to make people participate in decision-making. And 

depart from top-down participation arenas where they feel as outsiders. One should look at where people – 

and especially the poorest - are, and what collective action they choose to dedicate the little time they have 

to. For instance, Cecilia Tacoli mentions that women saving groups emerging in several cities in Asia could be 

a good starting point to bring the poorest households into decision-making. 

Therefore, city cooperation should focus on giving time to people to help them find their own ways 

instead of imposing solutions upon them. And, in doing so, cities from the North will definitively have 

something to learn from successful approaches in the South! 

 
 
 

 

Albane GASPARD - October 2018 

Urban Food Futures would like to thank Cecila Tacoli for her inputs and comments.  

Source: 

Tacoli, C (2017), “Food (In)Security in Rapidly Urbanising, Low-Income Contexts”, International Journal of 

Environmental Research and Public Health, 14, 1554 

For more information: 

An analysis of the Orangi Pilot Project can be found here:  

http://pubs.iied.org/pdfs/7037IIED.pdf 

More information on local savings groups can be found in this IIED Blog Entry and Policy Brief 

Picture credits: Photo by NASA on Unsplash 

You can find this article on the URL below:  

http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/urbanisation-of-hunger 

 
 
  

https://www.iied.org/users/cecilia-tacoli
https://urbanfoodfutures.com/2018/04/12/villes-et-justice-alimentaire/
https://urbanfoodfutures.com/2018/04/12/villes-et-justice-alimentaire/
http://pubs.iied.org/pdfs/7037IIED.pdf
https://www.iied.org/transforming-aid-for-urban-areas
http://pubs.iied.org/10862IIED/?s=EUB
http://unsplash.com/
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/urbanisation-of-hunger
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On home turf: resilience  

of localised production and informal networks 
 

 

How can this change my work? 

 

 Central and Eastern European countries provide valuable insights for any city 

undergoing rapid change 

 Understand what home growing means to people rather than expecting it to fit 

your expectations 

 

Is it time to rethink how we address food resilience? In their recent paper, Petr Jehlička, Petr Daněk, and Jan 

Vávra unpick the idea that home gardening, home-grown food, or food self-provisioning is only a coping 

strategy for those hit with hard times. Rather, they suggest that home growing should be understood as part 

of a set of practices that increase food security and enhance resilience.  

 

Making home growing visible 

To explore this, the researchers carried out a large-scale survey of over 2000 households in the Czech 

Republic. They looked at topics such as access to land, where food in households was sourced, amount of 

home-grown food, social interactions related to food production and sharing, and the size of these networks. 

This was the second survey done by the authors. The first, in 2010, initially showed the depth of often 

overlooked informal home gardening practices. This second confirmed the first findings, along with how 

widespread, but often culturally invisible, everyday food practices are. 

Results showed that 38% of households produce food, and that 64% of these share their produce with others. 

This applied to both rural and urban households – 60% of rural households produce food, as do 25% of urban 

households. The major discrepancy between these was identified as access to land. 

For many people, home growing is a secondary source of food. For instance, it represents up to 41% of 

vegetables, 40% of fruit, and 38% of eggs in food-producing households (excluding professional farmers). This 

is significantly higher than in Western European countries, where numbers are often below 10%.  

Home growing is also not just practice of disadvantaged households or neighbourhoods. Instead, 

almost all socio-economic brackets practice such an activity. Seniors are often more active than students, 

which the researchers ascribe to time constraints.  

Forthcoming research suggests that people often underestimate how much work they do to produce food, 

how much food is actually produced, and how much is shared. These practices are part of daily routines, and 

embedded deeply in social interactions. For those interested in small-scale production this is particularly 

encouraging, as it may be that people are contributing more to local sustainability than previously suggested. 

Finally, the authors found that sharing produce was particularly prevalent, and driven primarily 

through altruistic motivations. The majority of food producing households share what they produce, and 

do not reflect a rich-to-poor dynamic. Older people are notably active, and food sharing is not constrained by 

kinship. They also found that sharing strengthens social relations, including trust, which contributes to social 

resilience.   

 

Czech your prejudice 

Historically, home growing has been considered passive or defensive, used by marginalised communities as 

a survival mechanism, rather than a proactive move towards sustainability. More recently, such practices have 

been reassessed, along with other informal food practices, and are now being viewed as transformative action 

taken by some who are challenging the industrialised capitalist food system.  

So, what does the survey show in the Czech Republic? The authors found that, rather than home growing 

and sharing being a strategy driven by economic necessity, participants are driven by non-economic 

desires, including fresh or healthy food and social connections.  
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Jehlička et al. note that many of the countries and communities in Eastern Europe that took major hits to their 

economy managed to adapt and bounce back. Home growing played a role in this, as people increased the 

use of gardens or plots of land to produce food. Additionally, rather than seeing increased food production 

as a passive response to regime change, they argue that people use these as private spaces to feel normal 

and in control.  

As such, home growing contributes to social resilience in such countries. Slow-moving incremental 

change that happens in informal, small-scale spaces (like families, local communities, etc.) helps society 

respond to shocks or upheaval, and build capacity for them to weather the change. Previous studies that had 

engaged with resilience thinking tended to class post-socialist societies as having lost, and never regained, 

pre-disturbance capacity. This research shows that home growing may have helped people to bounce back. 

 

Learning from others 

The Czech Republic is simultaneously in the European Union - therefore representing the Global North – but 

on its eastern margins – therefore considered marginal to it. Exploring themes of resilience and food practices 

in such a country breaks from the traditional North/South binary, challenging the notion that academically 

marginal regions cannot provide important insights.  

The authors suggest that results from such countries may be relevant for food research and practice in 

countries outside the European Union which are also undergoing rapid change. They are also 

particularly keen to ensure that knowledge produced in such countries should be more broadly accessed and 

disseminated. Their research shows how important it is to identify and explore a wide range of practices and 

regions, not simply western-style project-based initiatives. Research and practice originating in Central and 

Eastern Europe, island states, African countries, etc. should not be an appendix, but rather be symmetric, a 

rich source of ideas, inspiration, and utterly relevant stories to anyone working in food. 

 

Food for thought 

From a food policy perspective, the article shows that a single practice, in this case food self-provisioning, can 

be conceptualised in very different ways. Be wary of assuming a single perspective is the only one. The paper 

highlights the importance of understanding what a practice means to the people practicing it, rather 

than interpreting it and expecting it to fit your expectations. Home growing is informal, not project-

based, and often overlooked in research and policy. But it may, especially in Eastern Europe countries, play a 

bigger role in social resilience than previously thought, and may contribute tangibly to sustainability 

transitions. 

 

 

Emma BURNETT - October 2018 

Urban Food Futures would like to thank Petr Jehlička for his inputs and comments.  

Source : Petr Jehlička, Petr Daněk & Jan Vávra (2018) Rethinking resilience: home gardening, food sharing and 

everyday resistance, Canadian Journal of Development Studies / Revue canadienne d'études du 

développement 

Picture credits: Pixabay., Icons: The Noun Project 

You can find this article on the URL below:  

http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/gardening-and-resilience 
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The A to Z of urban food analysis 
 

 

 

 Looking for tools to analyse your city-region food system? Check out the FAO-

RUAF toolkit!  

 No matter what tool you use to build your food policy, never forget to keep the 

momentum in your core stakeholder group 

 

Urban food policy is about social, economic, technical and environmental challenges. It is about production, 

transportation, consumption, waste management… And it is about bringing together the relevant 

stakeholders to move forwards. In other word, it is a tremendously complex undertaking. As such, it can be 

daunting.  

This is why the FAO and RUAF embarked in 2015 in a 3 years journey with seven cities to develop a 

methodology that any city around the world can apply. The result of their work was published in a very 

comprehensive Toolkit called “Assessing and planning sustainable city region food systems”. 

 

Draw a map of your city region 

What exactly is a city region? The authors define it as: “the complex network of actors, processes and 

relationships to do with food production, processing, marketing, and consumption that exist in a given 

geographical region that includes a more or less concentrated urban centre and its surrounding peri-urban 

and rural hinterland; a regional landscape across which flows of people, goods and ecosystem services are 

managed”. 

Such an approach acknowledges that cities cannot do much by themselves. They are dependent upon other 

places to feed themselves, and what they do impact areas outside of their boundaries as well. As such, the 

city-region lenses allow for a coherent approach that spans across policy scales and takes into account 

urban-rural relationships.  

However, how can a city concretely draw a map of its city-region that is relevant to its food policy? Analysing 

the experience of the seven cities, the authors conclude that finding the right scale is about reaching a balance 

between agricultural, environmental, economic, social and political relevance. So each city will identify its 

own city-region boundaries. For instance, in Utrecht (The Netherlands), it was decided to choose Utrecht 

municipality with nine other neighbouring municipalities because these were already grouped into a network, 

which would give them the availability to take action.  

Once boundaries are chosen, the authors remind us that it is important to draw a map to materialise the city 

region. This is help stakeholders better understand it.  

 

Set priorities for the analysis 

The toolkit then moves on to a quick scan of the food system of your city region. This is very important as 

there are a great number of areas that you can analyse, but you want to focus on the ones that are really 

important for the sustainability of your own particular food system. If you skip this step, you might end up 

with way too much on your plate, and the danger would be to lose all stakeholders in a long process.  

The two questions here are:  

 What are the key priority areas that need to be addressed to develop a more sustainable and 

resilient food system for the future? 

 What are the 5-10 main data gaps and key issues that require further research and in-depth 

assessment? 

The toolkit provides a number of very specific tools that will help you quickly scan your food system, map your 

stakeholders and help them come up with key areas of investigation. You can for instance use the consultative 

stakeholders workshops guidance, or a variety of stakeholder mapping tools.  

For example, in Lusaka (Zambia), stakeholders decided to focus on three priorities:  

http://www.fao.org/docrep/i9255e/i9255e-Consultative-workshops-for-stakeholder-and-priority-mapping.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/i9255e/i9255e-Consultative-workshops-for-stakeholder-and-priority-mapping.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/i9255e/i9255e-SocNetV-for-stakeholders-mapping-exercise.pdf
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 the food distribution system (with questions about location and seasonality of food markets, or 

transport infrastructure),  

 sustainable production (with issues such as skills and training) and  

 food security and consumption (covering themes such as nutritional value or storage and 

preservation).  

In Quito (Columbia), stakeholders realised that they needed to know more about the city’s vulnerability to 

climate change and natural disasters.  

 

Carry out an in-depth analysis of selected issues 

Next step? It is time to carry out in-depth analysis of the issues that the stakeholders have selected. Depending 

on the city’s context, it can vary from mapping food flows, as what done in Medellin (Colombia) or assessing 

the degree of self-sufficiency in Quito (Ecuador).  

The quality of the assessment will rely on that of the data gathered as well as the methodology used 

to retrieve it. The toolkit provides guidance on data collection, as well as a number of examples of existing 

analysis on very specific points (such as the analysis of community vulnerability to climate change, or of food 

insecurity) that will help cities better understand how to carry out such analysis. As such, it is therefore quite 

adaptable and will fit any city’s needs. It is important to make sure from the start that the team that will carry 

out the research has enough capacity to do so. A good briefing of that team upfront is welcome. 

 

Move from knowledge to action! 

Upon completion of the CRFS assessment, any city should have a clearer idea of what the priorities for action 

are. The fact that the assessment process is carried out in a participative way should make it easier to 

move from knowledge to action. The toolkit provides examples of cities such as Colombo (Sri Lanka) or 

Toronto (Canada) that have used the analysis to build policy scenarios.  

The toolkit also provide two very useful tools for any city willing to move from knowledge to action:  

 An indicator framework that offers a selection of 210 possible indicators, aligned with the Milan 

Urban Food Policy Pact, to track progress of action. Any policy goal can therefore be matched with 

one or several indicators that can be used as baseline information. For instance, if one of your goals 

is to improve health and well-being and increase access to food and nutrition, one possible indicator 

could be the reduction in number and proportion of households without access to adequate food 

storage and cooking facilities (for different income groups). Another possible indicator could be the 

change in number of food retail outlets located in or near to low-income neighbourhoods that sell 

fresh fruit & vegetables.  

 A Food governance barometer, that allow cities to understand strong and weak points in their food 

governance. The Barometer is based on the governance section of the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact. 

It will help cities ask themselves the right questions about, for instance, whether they facilitate 

collaboration across city agencies and departments and seek alignment of policies and programmes, 

or if they develop a disaster risk reduction strategy to enhance the resilience of urban food systems.  

Joy Carey, from RUAF, who was part of the project team, reminds us that such frameworks can only really be 

a tool in a larger process. In the end, what’s important is to keep the momentum in the core stakeholder 

group, not so much which particular tool you use.  

With such a toolkit, cities now have all the cards they need to develop strong urban food policies! 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - November 2018 

Urban Food Futures would like to thank Joy Carey for her inputs.  

Source:  

The toolkit is available here: http://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-programme/toolkit/introduction/en/ 

You can also download it as one pdf here. http://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/I9255EN 

More information on each city is available here: http://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-

programme/pilotcities 

A peer-reviewed article was published by the team: Blay-Palmer, A.; Santini, G.; Dubbeling, M.; Renting, H.; 

Taguchi, M.; Giordano, T. Validating the City Region Food System Approach: Enacting Inclusive, 

Transformational City Region Food Systems. Sustainability 2018, 10, 1680. 
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You can find this article on the URL below:  

http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/CRFS-toolkit 

http://www.fao.org/docrep/i9255e/i9255e-Design-CRFS-assessment-and-data-collection.pdf
http://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-programme/toolkit/crfs-assessment/indicator-framework/en/
http://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-programme/toolkit/crfs-assessment/indicator-framework/en/
http://www.fao.org/docrep/i9255e/i9255e-CRFS-Indicator-Framework.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/i9255e/i9255e-Food-Governance-Barometer.pdf
https://uk.linkedin.com/in/joy-carey-2408a01b
http://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-programme/toolkit/introduction/en/
http://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/I9255EN
http://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-programme/pilotcities
http://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-programme/pilotcities
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https://pixabay.com/fr/lettres-%C3%A9cole-apprendre-alphabet-3704026/
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/CRFS-toolkit
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Can urban waste become 

 a resource for urban food production? 
 

 

 Urban waste streams open up synergies with urban food growing 

 Research is still needed to fully understand how to close the loop 

 Cities should start planning now by carrying out an inventory of current and 

potential resource streams useful to food growing 

 

Our future cities will need to find ways to recycle and reuse resources, and urban food production is no 

exception. If urban farming has to be scaled up, how can this be done in the most resource-friendly way?  

Researchers from the University of Reading (UK), Michigan (USA) and the Technical University of Denmark 

have reviewed key urban waste streams and the way they can contribute to urban agriculture. Indeed, 

no matter how efficient cities are, there will always be an inevitable amount of waste they can tap into. Their 

paper provides a good stepping-stone to start thinking about urban agriculture and the circular economy. It 

also shows that research is still needed before cities can actually close the urban food loop!  

So, how could urban waste become a resource for urban agriculture?  

 

Transferring heat? 

Cities produce a lot of heat, as a side effect of human activities. Buildings are an obvious source of wasted 

heat, but one can also mention electricity generation or sewage networks. Such heat could be used for food 

greenhouses.  

Such an idea still faces a few challenges, though: 

 First, it is difficult to collect low-grade heat from lots of buildings. Therefore, cities should focus on 

heat sources that are big enough.  

 Second, one should make sure that heat is produced when the greenhouse needs it. This is easier in 

colder climates, where buildings are heated in winter.  

This, of course, should not prevent from renovating buildings in order to prevent heat losses as much as 

possible.  

 

Optimizing water sources? 

Recent research has showed that developing urban agriculture could put a strain on urban water resources. 

So the idea of making the most of wastewater seems rather interesting.  

Urban wastewater mainly comes from treated water, that itself originates from surface or groundwater. 

However, questions still remain regarding how to prevent heavy metals and pathogens that are found in 

urban wastewater from polluting soils. On water issues, then, more research needs to be done before we 

can close the loop. However, researchers suggest to start with water streams that are known as less polluted, 

such as brewery waste.  

 

Creating new energy? 

Food waste is a significant source of potential energy. Indeed, it can be put to work through anaerobic 

digestion, which is a process through which food waste is “digested” by microorganisms in an oxygen-free 

environment. It turns waste into a gas (called biogas because of its organic origin) made up principally of 

methane and carbon dioxide. And this can replace natural gas, or be used to produce electricity. Such energy 

can then heat greenhouses, while waste CO2 from combustion can fertilise these operations. This process is 

all the more interesting as it diverts waste from landfills, when, in the USA, another paper from the same team 

estimated that around 12% of the carbon footprint of food is due to landfills.  

For cities, this means diverting food waste from other municipal waste, i.e. having a specific collection 

process in place. Cities such as Barcelona (Spain) already have developed anaerobic digestion facilities. 

http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/city-action
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.7b02600


65 
 

Micro-scale anaerobic digesters are being tested as part of the European Research Project DECISIVE 

(http://www.decisive2020.eu/the-project/) in Lyon (France) and Barcelona (Spain). 

 

Tapping into new sources of phosphorus? 

Phosphorus is a key macronutrient for agriculture, but it is a non-renewable resource. For that reason, and 

with global demand growing, it is a strategic one and should be managed sustainability. It was even included 

in 2014 by the European Union in its list of critical raw materials.  

Cities have a role to play to contribute to the long-term supply of phosphorus as it can be found in a 

variety of waste streams. Urban sources of phosphorus include human biosolids, animal manure, some 

industrial waste streams and, of course, compost. It also comes from anaerobic digestion: the digestate, i.e. 

the material that remains after the digestion has occurred, is a very good fertilizer.  

 

Towards the circular city 

To make the most of these potential waste streams, cities can carry out an inventory of current and 

potential resource streams that can contribute to food growing. There is room to be creative here! For 

instance, could municipal solid waste be a source of construction material for urban agriculture projects? 

Could urban agriculture sites include composting facilities so local residents contribute nutrients to local 

production?  

This also requires planning ahead: what would the city look like if waste flows were optimized? What facilities 

would need to be co-located? Where should urban agriculture be located to tap into urban resources? What 

type of urban agriculture (open field, greenhouse…) benefit the most from existing or potential urban waste 

streams? And, maybe, even more importantly, what kind of infrastructure needs to be set up to divert 

resources from being spoiled? This requires forward thinking, as infrastructure are long-term investments.  

As such, the circular economy lens opens up many new questions, both for researchers and practitioners. 

How future cities will manage to close the loop is still difficult to imagine. But starting right now with a good 

understanding of urban waste flows is the best way to make it happen.  

 

 

 

 

Albane GASPARD - November 2018 

Urban Food Futures would like to thank Eugene Mohareb for his inputs and comments.  

Source : Mohareb, E., Heller, M., Novak, P., Goldstein, B., Fonoll, X. and Raskin, L. (2017) Considerations for 

reducing food system energy demand while scaling up urban agriculture. Environmental Research Letters, 12 

(12). 
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Stronger together?  

Taking stock on city networks 
 

 

 

 City networks have demonstrated their ability to drive city action and 

establish a common language and methodology,  

 But they still need to show they are able to raise up to the scale of the 

climate challenge 

 

Networks that connect cities on food issues are developing fast, both at the national and international levels. 

What can these networks achieve? It is difficult to say since they are still at their early stages. But it is possible 

to learn from the experience of older networks. Those tackling climate change have been around for years 

now. Researchers from the University of California Santa Cruz (United-States) and Guelph (Canada) have 

looked into what existing scientific literature says about the benefits and limits of climate city networks. By 

doing so, they provide useful insights for food networks.  

 

Common methodologies 

The most obvious contribution of city-networks to climate change mitigation is methodology. They have made 

urban climate action planning and monitoring much easier by defining shared guidelines to establish 

baselines, record action, and estimate greenhouse gas reductions. They have opened up the path towards 

the standardisation of emission measurements (for example, through the Global Greenhouse Gas Protocol 

for Cities).  

Progress still needs to be made, though, on data reliability and comparability. Accessing data at the city level 

can be quite difficult. And defining where the city boundaries are can prove even more problematic. 

However, thanks to the networks, everyone knows better what the key areas for action are and where 

to focus the efforts. Aggregating city actions (and emissions) has helped city-networks demonstrate their 

potential capacity to achieve meaningful global effects. 

 

Commitments 

Networks’ achievements are also political. Indeed, the most successful networks have managed to make 

cities commit to carbon reduction, which is all the more commendable as they do not really have any 

power over them. Indeed, the real indicator of the success of a network is not so much the number of 

member cities, but whether they have committed to actual reduction targets, and even more importantly, 

whether they take actions in-line with those commitments.  

How did they do this? According to David Gordon, one of the co-authors of the study, since networks cannot 

compel cities to do anything, they have positioned themselves as service providers.  

The first service that comes to mind is exchange around best practice. Networks are an opportunity to 

share ideas and learn about how urban counterparts have dealt with a specific issue (for a discussion on the 

limits of a copy and paste approach to urban food policy, see our previous article).  

Some networks have also positioned themselves as facilitators to access external funding from 

international donors or investment from the private sector. In a context of competition to secure funds, they 

are delivering a very valuable service. One could even analyse their work on methodology as a way to help 

cities report to donors and investors in a standardised way. Indeed, there is a high pressure on cities to show 

that they have an impact. This however raises questions, as a vehicle for city cooperation could be very well 

contributing to city competition.  

 

A tale of cities and states 

Another political achievement of city networks is having positioned cities as an actor on the global climate 

scene. By joining forces and making ambitious statements about cities leading the way, they have invited 

themselves to the climate table.  

https://ghgprotocol.org/greenhouse-gas-protocol-accounting-reporting-standard-cities
https://ghgprotocol.org/greenhouse-gas-protocol-accounting-reporting-standard-cities
https://urbanfoodfutures.com/2018/06/21/copying-and-pasting/
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This is visible at the international level. If cities are not formally integrated into international climate 

negotiations - as these are only taking place between national states - their networks have managed to gain 

visibility. So, even if they are not part of the interstate dialogue, they can influence it. For example by making 

it public that some actors are ready to act against climate change, they can pressure national states into 

action.  

This is also noticeable at the national level. Being part of a network make cities stronger in their dialogue 

with their national governments, as they are backed by the legitimacy of the other network cities. Will 

this lead the way to more cities embracing a similar strategy to that of California, that adopted advanced 

environmental regulatory standards arguing that not enough was done at the Federal level? 

 

Will they be up to the challenge?  

Do networks show results in actual carbon reduction? For the moment, researchers note that it is difficult 

to really track progress. City-networks do not really report on their measurable achievements as far as 

carbon emissions are concerned.  

This is understandable as it is difficult to attribute a city-action to its sole participation in a network. But it 

means that it is not possible to say if the sum of actions taken by cities belonging to networks are placing 

cities on the right climate track.  

In the future, city networks will have to show that they are able to drive substantial change in cities, 

and not only piecemeal policies. This, of course, is a key point for any food-related network to keep in mind.  

 

 

Albane GASPARD - December 2018 

Urban Food Futures would like to thank David Gordon for his inputs and comments.  

Source : Gordon, D., Johnson, C. (2018), “City-networks, global climate governance, and the road to 1.5 °C”, 

Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, Vol (30), pp. 35-41 
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