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How can foresight
be used in local food
policies?

Foresight raises awareness about
the breadth of challenges on a
specific topic
Talking about the future allows a
more peaceful dialogue, away from
present day issues
Foresight is a great complement to action
planning in local food policies
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How can foresight
be used in local food policies?
How can we anticipate the future of agriculture in our communities? And
what can we do to make the future we want happen? Here are two
questions at the core of local food policies that call for strategic foresight
analysis.
To better understand what foresight is and how it can be used, let’s follow 3
cities in the South of France that reflected upon what agriculture would look
like in their surroundings in 2035.

Taking into account all the aspects of one issue
The foresight exercise was launched in 2016 by the French Ministry of
Agriculture in the South of France (DRAAF Occitanie) with 3 medium-size cities
(Albi, Rodez and Montauban). These are places where agriculture has a great
economic weight, but where it also faces great challenges: consolidation of
agricultural activities into bigger farms, aging farmers, too much dependence
over irrigation… and, for some of them, neighbouring metropolis that make
land prices go up.
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The exercise gathered representatives from local authorities, farmers, NGOs,
schools, universities and the national State. In a first workshop, participants
were asked to make a list of all variables that could impact agriculture
by 2035. 22 variables were identified. In Rodez, for instance, 8 categories
emerged (land management, farmers working conditions, quality, consumer’s
behaviour and their perception of agriculture, international relations and
agricultural policies, environment and climate change, tourism and urbanrural relationships).
This exercise can seem cumbersome, but it raises awareness amongst
participants about the breadth of challenges ahead, whether these are
technical, political, economic, social or environmental. Indeed, each actor
usually sees a problem through one lens only. But together, they create a fuller
picture.

What we can do, what we need to adapt to
During a second workshop, participants were asked to think about how
these variables could evolve in the future. For instance, reflecting upon
young farmers setting up new business, they explored very different futures :
on the one hand, a massive influx of urban dwellers into rural areas to create
new farms, and on the other hand, the inability of rural areas to attract people
willing to work in agriculture.
Then, in a third workshop, participants built scenarios by combining
hypotheses into plausible stories. Scenarios play a central role in foresight.
They can point to:





Futures we want and that are likely to happen, that can be
encouraged
Futures we want but may be difficult to make happen, that require
strong action
Futures we do not want but are likely to happen, that call for
preventive action
Futures we do not want but are unlikely to happen, to keep an eye
on
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For example, a first scenario that all cities adopted emphasized agro-business,
with a strongly robotized agriculture in a highly globalised food system. In such
a scenario, only the biggest and more competitive farms would survive. Food
distribution and processing would drive the system and agriculture would
come more and more specialised. In these conditions, it would be difficult to
imagine harmonious relationships between urban dwellers and agriculture, as
it would have turned into an industrial activity. Peri-urban agriculture would
be carried out in closed farms, and people would not have access to it.
On the opposite, another scenario places consumers and their push for more
local food at the heart of the future. Elected representatives would then create
the conditions for food processing activities to settled around the city, and for
environmentally sound produce to be promoted. Agriculture would then be
better integrated into the city. However, such a scenario raises questions
around food access to all, as it would lead to higher prices.
In the end, a cross-analysis of scenarios enabled participants to identify
key priorities for action: help for young farmers to set up, agricultural land
preservation, adaptation to climate change and collective water management.

A participatory approach
The benefits of such an exercise first evolve around its participatory approach.
Because it brings together people who do not know each other that well,
it enables them to better know and understand each other. For example,
civil servants working in local authorities can get to know wholesalers that
already have developed local food actions and subsequently change their
understanding of short chains. Any opportunity to understand better the
economic reality of the food system is welcome!
As any participatory method, there are limits in how much mobilisation one
can create amongst actors. It is for instance always difficult to make
supermarkets representatives commit to such exercise, as they do not really
see what they will concretely get out of it. Similarly, if foresight plays a
catalytic role for participants, it is more difficult to create momentum
amongst those who have not taken part in the workshops, for instance,
elected representatives. It is also important to make sure that momentum is
not lost after the scenarios are produced.

Foresight in local food policies
Beyond participation, the core benefit of foresight is its ability to use the future
as an enabler for exchange. Talking about the future allows a more peaceful
dialogue, away from present day issues. And it allows to think about scenarios
that are drastically different from what actors are advocating, in order to
explore them.
In the end, what Julie Seegers, the consultant from Blezat Consulting who led
the exercise on behalf of the DRAAF Occitanie, remembers from it, is that
foresight made participants want to act. So anticipation is a great way to
trigger action!

5

Growing strategic
capacity
in the food movement

Food leaders need to position their
action strategically
Food policy champions may have
more success by overlapping with
local government priorities
They could also increase their impact
through more cooperation with their
counterparts
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Growing strategic capacity
in the food movement
What motivates alternative food movement practitioners and leaders? How do
they manage limited capacity for action? Are groups collaborating with each other
to build collective strength? Lesli Hoey and Allison Sponseller from the University
of Michigan carried out interviews with food movement leaders in Michigan (USA)
to explore these questions. They recommend practical pathways that can lead to
increased capacity for collective action and supportive policy change.

Urban Food Futures would like to thank
Lesli Hoey for her inputs and
comments.

Putting down roots

Source : Hoey, L. & Sponseller, A. Agric
Hum Values (2018) 35: 595

Food movements in Michigan have a long history and have seen a spike in growth
in recent years. Citizens were heavily affected by environmental movements in
the 1960s, by the recession in the 1980s, and a long decline in local industry and
high out-migration. In many communities (especially Detroit), they have been
motivated to take action on food issues.
Initiatives span across urban agriculture, youth empowerment, community-run
food cooperatives and CSAs, farmers’ markets, food hubs, school programmes,
and food policy councils. Michigan has also been a testing ground for innovative
food assistance programmes and a grassroots-led state-wide Good Food Charter.

Emma BURNETT
January 2019

Picture credits: Pixabay
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What motivates people to get involved with food issues?
The authors interviewed 27 people from a range of organisations involved in the
alternative food movement through practice or policy. Leaders in Michigan’s food
movement said they were primarily motivated to act because of:






Problematic policy – regulations, or the lack of policy, that perpetuate
current food systems problems. Calls for change include a reallocation
of federal farm subsidies; a stronger social safety net; and reducing
barriers to small localised production and businesses.
Effects of corporate power – a failure of the market to engage in
socially responsible behaviour, abandoning low-income areas or only
providing low-quality, high-margin ‘junk’ food. This system treats food
as a commodity rather than as a human right, and only delivers to those
with purchasing power.
Lack of public awareness – knowledge gaps that have emerged as the
distance between consumers and producers grows, making the general
public unaware of the environmental, health and equity effects of
industrialised food systems.

Additionally, there was a general call among interviewees to improve ‘food
literacy’ education and to combat structural racism relating to food provision
and policy-making. Tackling these two shortfalls was described as a key to
empower people to be critical of the current system and to demand the changes
they need to see enacted.

Overcoming challenges at organisational level
Food movement leaders in Michigan have tried to engage with policy change at
both local and national levels, but explained that there were major challenges to
this, including:



Uncertainty about how to access policymakers or how to influence their
decisions;
Limited capacity of government officials to take meaningful action; and

7



Lack of inclusion in policy decisions, which more often focus on largescale financial proposals than on grassroots movements.

Engaging with policy change can be prohibitively difficult, both at a local and
national level. Food policy champions may have more success by overlapping
with local government priorities, keeping policymakers focused on what the
community needs.

Increasing capacity for collective action
An appetite for organisational collaboration has grown. However, this can be a
drain on precious time and resources, along with creating tensions over
ownership. Those who are working to create wider network collaborations have
been stymied by concerns about the conflicting goals of food systems
organisations, and potential threats to their survival, including draining local
leaders’ time.
There is a middle ground for action, which values both autonomous action
and collaborative work. Food movement leaders need to create space to have
these difficult conversations with diverse voices to air concerns and strategize
over roles and contributions. Such dialogues could provide a platform for debate,
conflict resolution, and rethinking organisational roles and power dynamics.
Growing strategic capacity is difficult and may only allow for incremental
progress. However, pragmatic steps towards addressing the need to forge
alliances, build effective skills, and increase food systems education will help
practitioners extend their networks and influence. Progressive, privileged large
institutions like foundations and universities - and local governments with
the capacity and motivation to be proactive - could act as catalysts and
provide infrastructure and spaces for innovation and increased impact. Without
this, there is a risk that only some people will benefit from the food movement,
rather than acting for the wider good.
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Rediscovering urban
food trees

Our cities host a great number of
fruit and nuts trees, with potentially
interesting implications for food
security
Urban food trees are very rarely
integrated into policies, their
benefits and limits are sparsely
documented
Taking care of urban food trees requires
skills, time and community support
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Rediscovering urban food trees
Our cities host a great number of fruit and nuts trees, with potentially interesting
implications for food security. Somehow, however, they fell off the radar of both
local authorities and urban food advocates. A recent paper from researchers at
the University of Toronto (Canada) confirms that urban food trees are not a
priority in Canadian cities, and that not much is known about them.
A good reason to keep investigating and to learn from the few cities that have
rediscovered urban food trees.

Food trees do not really fit in urban forest management
What can local authorities do about food trees? The first idea researchers had
was to look at local policy documents that deal with urban trees. In Canada,
these are called Urban Forest Management Plans. They were developed in the
2000’s, in the wake of renewed interest for urban trees and associated ecological
services. They can cover trees on both public and private property.
The researchers reviewed 47 Canadian urban forest management plans to see
whether food trees were discussed in these. Only 14 explicitly dealt with food
trees, and even in these, except from a few exceptions, food was not a high
concern. When integrated, the main actions are: planting in public space,
streetscapes, schoolyards and encouraging tree planting on private property.

Albane GASPARD
February 2019
Urban Food Futures would like to thank
Janina Kowalski for her inputs and
comments.
Source : Kowalski, J., et al (2018),
Branching out: The inclusion of urban
food trees in Canadian urban forest
management plans, Urban Forestry &
Urban Greening
Picture credits: Pixabay
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How can we account for that? According to Janina Kowalski, who is currently
carrying out her PhD work on the topic, urban forest management plans are
primarily concerned with maximising tree’s contribution to local
ecosystem services, such as climate mitigation and carbon sequestration.
This translates into increasing canopy cover, tree size and diversity. The focus is
therefore not so much on goods, but rather on the services trees can provide.
Such plans are also extremely careful about balancing risks and benefits. Food
trees on public land can be a liability for local authorities if fruit, for
instance, fall and create damage to someone’s property.

The potential contribution of food trees to urban food security is
still to be investigated
The researchers also reviewed existing literature on the benefits of food trees.
They found that scientific evidence about the benefits (and limits) of urban food
trees is patchy. Potential benefits include food, of course, but also climate
change mitigation, cultural services, community cohesion… But research
still needs to document the extent to which these potential benefits actually
happen. It also needs to more carefully balance these benefits with potential
health hazards coming, from instance, from urban contaminants.
Even less is known about trees that are located on private land. Are tree owners
really following public guidelines regarding how to take care of their trees?
In a nutshell, much research needs to be done to clear the way for fruit and nut
trees in urban food policies.

Introducing the specifics of trees in urban agriculture policies
Notwithstanding, some Canadian cities have started to integrate urban food
trees in their food plans. In Seattle, for instance, fruit gleaning organisations
were instrumental in making the city introduce considerations about food in its
Urban Forest Stewardship Plan. In Vancouver, food trees feature in the Food
Strategy - but not in its urban forest management plan -, with support given to
community fruit tree orchards and edible landscaping. One of its goals is to
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“increase the planting of food-bearing trees when planting new trees in parks and on
other civic lands, and encourage community stewardship of those trees”. In Victoria
as well, preference is given to planting food trees (especially nut trees) over nonedible species in streets.
What these experiences show is that it is necessary to combine three
elements:






Skills: tree care requires specific skills that local technicians do not
always have. Pruning, for instance, is very important yet very technical.
Any action towards providing fruit trees needs to ensure that people,
whether they are citizens, local NGOs or public technicians, will be
there to take care of the tree.
Community support: it is one thing to grow fruits and nuts, and
another to have people ready to come and pick the fruit. Trees can
become messy if food is not properly taken care of by citizens or
gleaning organisations. Examples of such organisations include Not
far from the tree, in Toronto or Life Cycles in Victoria, that pick the fruit
in private gardens and share it between the homeowners, the
volunteers and the local food banks.
Time: trees are not like any urban agriculture activity, they need time
to grow before they can yield fruits.

Consequently, food trees do require specific management and human labour,
and cannot be dealt with like any other kind of foraging (see our article on
urban food foraging). It is important that local authorities keep this in mind
when they rediscover the benefits of food trees.

11

Slowing down
urban food
gentrification

Local food policies are not socially
neutral : they can contribute to
gentrification or slow it down
Gentrification impacts the entire
food system by pricing out the
existing food production,
transformation, transport and retail
economies
Land use and urban design policies should
also be on sustainable food advocates’ plate!
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Slowing down
urban food gentrification
Gentrification the urban phenomenon in which local people are priced out
of their neighbourhood. In a policy brief published in 2018, Nevin Cohen,
from CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute in New York, usefully reminds us
that food policy can play a role in this process.

First, the trendy restaurants and the healthy
supermarkets…
How does gentrification happen? It is the result of urban policies that
signpost low-income neighbourhoods for investment. Investors are
attracted when potential land value greatly exceeds existing value. They
build houses that existing inhabitants cannot afford but that attract
wealthier city dwellers. And then the vicious circle starts… Policies that
increase potential land value include zoning for higher density, or
providing amenities such as public transport or cultural amenities.

Albane GASPARD
February 2019
Urban Food Futures would like to thank Nevin
Cohen for his inputs and comments.
Source : Cohen, N (2018), Feeding or starving
gentrification: the role of food policy, Policy brief
Picture credits: Photo by Alex Holyoake on
Unsplash, Icones : The Noun Project
You can find this article on the URL below:
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/gentrification

Even well intended policies can have adverse social consequences.
Researchers have even coined a phrase to capture this phenomenon: they
call “green gentrification” the process through which improving the quality
of life in a neighbourhood can end up having negative impacts on its
inhabitants.
What does this have to do with food? Well, food facilities are part of the
amenities that attract upper and middle-class people to gentrifying
neighbourhoods. Hence, supermarkets, renovated public food markets,
and even some community markets play a role in gentrification. As new
residents move in, coffee shops and trendy restaurants settle in. Green
supermarkets that target “ethical consumers” (generally well-off
households) also contribute to the “Whole Foods effect”, named for the
tendency of the US-based healthy supermarket chain to raise real estate
prices surrounding their new stores.
Prices are only part of the equation. Gentrification also has a
symbolic dimension. Indeed, these new food amenities signal to lowincome households that they are not welcome here anymore by
promoting new cultural codes that are not theirs. For instance, cafes that
are geared towards independent white-collars might feel very different
from longstanding coffee shops.

Pricing out the existing food economy
Gentrification then creates a spiral that impacts existing food
retailers and restaurants. As rent prices go up, existing businesses
cannot afford to stay. The problem is that historic inhabitants still need
such businesses. If these disappear too quickly, then people may be
trapped into a “food mirage”, i.e. a neighbourhood where food is widely
available, but not necessarily affordable.
Gentrification also impacts the entire city food system. Spaces
earmarked for food production, processing or transportation are also
priced out, as residential and commercial uses take it all.

Ensuring food security in gentrifying neighbourhoods
What can urban food policy advocates do to mitigate the adverse impacts
of gentrification? Nevin Cohen points out that very practical action can

13

be taken. For instance, policies can foster or even create food businesses
that meet the needs of people who stay in these neighbourhoods. Zoning
can promote retail diversity and slow down the impacts of gentrification
on the food environment. Another idea is to work with new supermarkets
to make sure than they provide jobs for the community. Or to avoid
turning food markets into tourist attractions, and make sure that some
spots are safeguarded for businesses that serve the local people.
The author also highlights the need for sustainable food actors to
become more aware that food policies are not socially neutral and
that they can contribute to / or slow down gentrification. Even policies that
are conceived to increase access to food can be double-edge swords. For
example, incentives for supermarkets to settle into a neighbourhood can
increase access to fresh food, and, at the same time, send the signal that
the place is moving up the social ladder.
Last but not least, this paper shows that there is a wide array of “hidden
food policies”, especially in urban planning, that have an impact on
people’s ability to access food they can afford in their neighbourhoods.
Working on food security at the local level therefore means not only
working on policies that explicitly tackle food. Land use and urban design
policies should also be on sustainable food advocates’ plate!
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How much should
food sustainability
rely on indicators?

Urban food policies should look
beyond indicators: they cannot tell
the whole story
Indicators should be elaborated
through a multi-stakeholder
process to avoid imposing one’s
view on others.
Evaluation should aim at making values
explicit, and at capturing the meaning of
action as much as its results.
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How much should food sustainability
rely on indicators?

Over the last few years, a wide array of food sustainability assessment
methodologies have emerged, raising concern amongst scholars about the
discrepancy between assessments and practice. Are sustainability assessment
useful? Do their results lead to actual changes in actors’ practices? In a recent
article in Sustainability, a group of researchers from New Zealand, Denmark and
France discusses the advantages and limits of two main categories of
assessments: indicators-based and value-based. They provide valuable insights
for any city willing to track progress of its food policy.

The limits of indicators-based assessments
When thinking about monitoring sustainability, the first tool that comes to mind
is indicators. Indeed, this approach is the more widely used. It consists in
selecting key performance indicators, setting up standards and analysing
on a regular basis if progress has been made.
This approach is very effective to track progress on a small number of welldefined indicators. Some actors in the food system are very eager to adopt them
as they are a good way to differentiate themselves from competitors.

Albane GASPARD
March 2019
Urban Food Futures would like to thank
Marion Sautier for her inputs and
comments.
Source : Alrøe, H.F.; Sautier, M.; Legun,
K.; Whitehead, J.; Noe, E.; Moller, H.;
Manhire, J. Performance versus Values
in Sustainability Transformation of Food
Systems. Sustainability 2017, 9, 332.
Picture credits: Photo by Harshal Desai
on Unsplash
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This method is easy to use, but not that easy to build. The difficulty lies in two
key stages:




First, selecting indicators. They capture what the tool developer’s think
is relevant and is good. Ideally, indicators should be built through a
multi-stakeholder process. But it is not always easy to make very
different stakeholders agree on a set of indicators, as these reveal that
different actors place emphasis on different values.
Second, defining which level of indicator is “good”. Should actors be
compared to the average of other actors? To their situation in the
previous year?

Such an approach also has other sizeable limits:




First, the main pitfall is focusing on indicators and losing sight of
the bigger picture. For example, this leads to some organic agriculture
labels not taking into account where the product comes from, or if
farmers have made an effort to close the nutrient loop on the farm.
Second, it only captures what is measurable. For instance, animal
well-being can be approached through indicators, but these will never
capture the care that is given to animals. Same for workers’ well-being,
that can only be fully understood when taking the time to talk to people
and get a sense of how they feel in their job. Some issues are still
undocumented in scientific literature or uncertain, yet they are
considered important by actors. How can indicators account for them?

Should we focus on values rather than indicators?
Fortunately, indicators are not the only way to measure sustainability.
Researchers have identified a second set of assessments that have very different
logics. Instead of focusing only on results, they analyse the process through
which food is produced and the values that drive food actors. In other words,
assessments are not so much about “What have you achieved?”, but about “Why
do you do it this way? and “Does it fit into the set of values that we consider
important?”
Such assessments are more widely used in alternative food movements. This is
the spirit of the Organic Charter that defines core principles all organic farmers
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should follow. In France, the Nature et Progrès Label is a good example of this. The
audit process to obtain the label is not based on a set of intangible indicators.
Instead, it aims at understanding what farmers have achieved given their specific
context. Here, values that drive action are as important as results. Such tools are
usually richer than indicator sets, because they can capture a lot of
information that would be lost otherwise.
These methods are also developed as a means to communicate to consumers
about food sustainability aspects that are important to them, for instance, animal
well-being. They require a high level of trust between actors of the food chains,
though, as when no indicator is available, the consumer should trust that
assessors are carrying out a valuable assessment.
According to Marion Sautier, researcher at École Nationale Supérieure
Agronomique in Toulouse, who co-authored the article, the development of
such assessments usually has a political dimension. They are put forward by
pioneering groups who want to include new values in existing food sustainability
assessments.

Urban food policies should look beyond indicators
Such an analysis is very relevant for the evaluation of urban food policies. Indeed,
food policy assessment frameworks have blossomed over the last few years (see
our previous articles: The A to Z of urban food analysis and Quick Scanning your
food policy) and it is important to understand the benefits and limits of all
methodologies.
A few lessons can be drawn from this article:






Indicators are useful. One could even say that in the global competition
between cities, indicators are also a great way to put forward one’s
achievements. But indicators alone cannot tell the whole story.
Indicators should be elaborated through a multi-stakeholders
process to avoid imposing one’s view on others. They should be
reviewed on a regular basis, as when values get translated into
indicators, they tend to disappear behind them and be forgotten.
Evaluation should aim at making values explicit, and at capturing the
meaning of action as much as its results.

Such results cast a new look on indicators: finally, the focus should not be so
much on elaborating very complex indicators that take up a lot of resources.
Stakeholders’ dialogue, an analysis of their values and the meaning they
give to what they do could also be an excellent investment of time and
resources. This way, assessments would give valuable insights to help improving
action.
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“We’ve done a lot, but what
have we accomplished?”
Lessons from New York
urban food policy

Even though much has been done
in New York over the last decade,
improvements in the most basic
policy outcomes are at best
modest.
Cities should adopt cumulative
evaluation to capture the impact of
all their food-related action
Urban food policy evaluation should pay
attention to the impacts of “hidden food
policies”
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“We’ve done a lot, but what have we accomplished?”
Lessons from New York urban food policy

Over the last decade, New York has developed a wide array of food policies both
at the city and state level. It is now regarded as one of the pioneering cities for
urban food policies. However, to date, there had been no systematic effort to
take a step back and look at the full picture of what these policies had
achieved.
This is why researchers from CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute carried out an
analysis of the cumulative body of evidence that had been produced - but never
synthetized - over the years. Their work shows the limits of existing evaluation
practices in the city, and calls for evaluation to be more fully embedded into urban
food policy.

The sobering effect of cumulative evaluation

Albane GASPARD
March 2019
Urban Food Futures would like to thank
Nicholas Freudenberg for his inputs and
comments.
Source : Freudenberg N, Cohen N,
Poppendieck J, Willingham C. Food Policy
in New York City Since 2008: Lessons for
the Next Decade. New York: CUNY
Graduate School of Public Health and
Health Policy, 2018.

“We’ve done a lot, but what have we accomplished?” This question was the
starting point for this work. Researchers investigated key questions such as:

Picture credits: Image by Tanja
Schwarz from Pixabay, Icones : The
Noun Project

Are New Yorkers less food insecure, less vulnerable to diet-related
diseases, better off-food wise… than they were 10 years ago?
And how much of this change is attributable to the policies that have
been implemented? Or to other factors such as changes in the socioeconomic context?

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




They looked at 5 key health and social outcomes (such as daily fruit and vegetable
consumption or rates of obesity and overweight…) as proxies to capture the
intended impacts of food policy. What they found is crucial for all cities around
the world. Namely, that even though much has been done in New York,
improvements in the most basic policy outcomes, such as the ones
regarding equity, are at best modest.
Is this due to policies being too small-scale? Indeed, a lot of programs were set up
as experiments, with very little reach, and no clear upscaling strategy.
Or were these policies irrelevant altogether? Interestingly, the significant
decrease (-14%) in food insecurity among New Yorkers between 2012 and 2015
could perhaps be better explained by the post-2008 crisis economic revival rather
than food policies.
As Nicholas Freudenberg, who co-authored the study, puts in: “after a decade of
food policy, we don’t know whether we haven’t implemented at scale, whether we
aren’t doing the right things”, or whether we simply need to do more and longer of
what we are doing.

Scattered evaluation leads to confusion
How can we account for such a situation? According to the authors, this points to
the lack of a proper evaluation framework that would guide actors towards the
most effective actions to take.
First, in New York, as in many other cities around the world, policies and
programs are evaluated on a one-by-one basis. Furthermore, these studies are
often short-term and focus more on implementation than on impact. So it is
always challenging to get an idea about the full picture.
Second, the existing monitoring system is not well designed enough. In New
York City, an overall evaluation report, called the Food Metrics Report, has been
published every year since 2011. It covers 19 indicators and five goals. The city’s
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food metrics process is an important first step but researchers found that it had
many shortcomings, for instance:






It only uses data mandated by the City Council’s 2011 food metric
law, but does not include other sources of data available in other
departments or agencies, metrics that could give a more complete
picture of progress. .
It follows indicators because they are available, not because they
are the right indicator to follow. For instance, when it comes to
understanding whether policies actually creates food systems that
support community and economic development, only having indicators
about the number of community gardens on city-owned property, or
funding awarded to food manufacturers, can prove extremely
frustrating. Such an approach can even lead to misleading
interpretations. For instance, reporting only the number of stores
opened thanks to a specific policy (e.g., the FRESH program) prevents
New York City from recognizing that this is smaller than the number of
food stores that have closed in targeted neighbourhoods in the same
period.
It only provides citywide results. District level data is not available,
making it impossible to track progress in the most deprived
neighbourhoods and to go beyond average figures.

All in all, even if analysis of the Food Metrics Report indicators shows progress for
half of them, not much can be said from this Report about whether New York
inhabitants have healthier food environments now than ten years ago.

Taking evaluation seriously
Where can we go from here? The researchers call for an evaluation
framework that focuses on impacts, and on explaining them, rather than
on outputs. Such a framework should gather analysis to answer these three
questions:




“What is the cumulative impact of policies?
What components of these policy portfolios contribute most and least
to observed changes?
What has been the differential impact of these policy portfolios on
different populations groups?”

Such an approach would mean:






Carefully choosing which indicators to follow, and focusing more
on outcomes than on output indicators. This will most certainly mean
creating new indicators, as the ones that already exist may be too
program-specific.
Involving a wide array of stakeholders in evaluation, as interpreting
impacts indicators calls for a dialogue between all. Here, stakeholders
should include residents from less well-off neighbourhoods that have
the least the voice in the food system – and yet are the most harmed by
it -, as well as academics who can usefully help to take a step back and
advise on methodologies.
Integrating the impacts of “hidden food policies”, namely other
policies that are not explicitly targeting food issues but that do have an
impact on food security or nutritional health. One could think, for
instance, of urban planning, gender equality, housing, education or
economic development policies. These will help understand if the
impact of a policy is due to the policy itself, or to the wider context.

Such a framework will help cities identify and act upon the right policy drivers and
structural barriers.
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Schools, universities,
hospitals…
cities’ new allies to change
the food system

Institutions can impact both the
food chain (upstream) and
consumers (downstream)
Given the volume they represent,
any changes institutions make to
their food practices will lead to
changes in the food system
Institutions face very specific challenges: they
need to ensure large volumes and consistent
supply of processed or semi-processed food.
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Schools, universities, hospitals…
cities’ new allies to change the food system

Households are not the only food consumers in the cities. Institutions such
as hospitals, schools, universities, corporate cafeterias, or even prisons, are
other big players in the food system. How can a shift in their practices help
a transition to a more sustainable future? And what can cities do to foster
their initiatives? A recent book called Institutions as Conscious Food
Consumers presents an overview of action in Northern America.

Promising actors with great purchasing power
The authors define foodservice in institutions as any place where food is
prepared outside of the home, except restaurants and fast food outlets.
Institutions have a great purchasing power. In the United States, for
example, their budgets represent $200 billion annually. As people eat more
and more outside of their homes, this figure is likely to grow. Given the
volume their budgets represent, any changes institutions make to
their food practices will lead to changes in the food system.

Albane GASPARD
April 2019
Urban Food Futures would like to thank Sapna
Thottathil for her inputs and comments.
Source : Sapna Thottathil Annelies Goger
(Eds.) (2019), Institutions as Conscious Food
Consumers, Leveraging Purchasing Power to
Drive Systems Change, Academic Press
Picture credits: Image by Ira Lee Nesbitt from
Pixabay, Icones : The Noun Project
You can find this article on the URL below:
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/institutions

The good news is that these institutions have started to reflect upon their
potential impact on the food system. This book is a good example, as it was
coordinated by Sapna Thottathil, who is Associate Director of Sustainability
for the University of California's Office of the President, and her co-editor,
Annelies Goger at Social Policy Research Associates.
Some institutions have even started pooling their purchasing power
together. For instance, Real Food Challenge gathers US colleges and
universities with an aim to dedicate $1 billion (20%) of existing university
food budgets to more sustainable food by 2020. Global coalitions are also
getting more and more interested in food. For example, Healthcare without
Harm, which is a global coalition for environmental health and justice, has
included food in its portfolio.
Food-aware institutions are therefore potential allies for local
authorities in new alliances in order to challenge the existing power of
large agribusinesses and retailers.

Acting both upstream and downstream the food chain
Institutions are ideally located in the food system: they can have impacts
both on the food chain (upstream) and on consumers (downstream).
Here are examples of actions committed institutions have put on their
plates:





Adding new local, organic and fairly sourced products into
their services,
Shifting to more sustainable menus. For example, a large
number of universities, schools and hospitals in the US have
adopted the Meatless Monday program to encourage people to
reduce their meat consumption.
Supporting intermediate sized companies and increasing
supply chain transparency, by adding sustainability criteria to
foodservice contracts and by purchasing from new suppliers.

More generally, institutions can help reshape the way we see food. For
instance, some hospitals are starting to integrate good food as an
ingredient for a better health. Could schools and universities help us see
food as the missing ingredient into good education in the future?
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The book nevertheless raises interesting questions around equity aspects.
Indeed, will these new local and organic services only be offered to
consumers that can pay for them? Or will institutions manage to deliver
to all consumers, regardless of their economic background?

What can cities do to help them?
Institutions are specific actors, and so the challenges they face are also very
specific. These include:






The cost of sustainable food, or, more specifically, the perception
that sustainable food is more expensive, even if that is not
always the case.
The need for investment in new materials and skills. Working
with new - usually less processed food - requires new storage or
processing facilities and cooking equipment. Cafeteria workers
may also need to be trained to work with new equipment, recipes
and food safety procedures.
The need to ensure large volumes and consistent supply of
processed or semi-processed food. Institutions serve food to
millions of people on a monthly basis and need consistent
supplies of food. Intermediaries such as non-profits, agricultural
extension agencies, local governments, and foundations can help
facilitate connections between institutions and food producers
and other supply chain entities to support the ongoing growth of
local and sustainable markets.

Such challenges are levers local authorities can act upon. For instance,
any urban food policy preserving agricultural land or helping local producers
to pull their production together, any involvement of public institutions such
as schools in order to pave the way for other institutions… will help
institutions raise to their full potential as actors of change.
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Food processing:
Food processing:
the missing link in
the missing link in
sustainable food
sustainable food systems
systems

Processing facilities are a missing link between
local food and new markets.
They face a double challenge: that of matching
local production, high fixed operating costs and
demand for local products.
When thinking about opening new processing
facilities for local food, it is necessary to carry out a
full value chain assessment first.
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Food processing:
the missing link in sustainable food systems
Sustainable food is not only about production of raw materials and
consumption. It entails building supply chains and therefore, paying
particular attention to food processing. In a chapter of a book dedicated to
regional food systems, Lauren Gwin, from Oregon State University (United
States) and Nick McCann, from Michigan State University (USA), delve into
the economic reality of food processors. Their analysis is extremely relevant
for cities or local authorities looking to build new supply chains.

Putting processing on the food policy map
The authors define processing as “everything from minimal washing, cleaning
and packing (e.g. spring mix) to complex manufacturing (e.g. cured meats)”. It is
a key activity in the food chain, yet it has not received much attention in
research or in local food policies, as these often focus on short chains for
raw food items.
Processing facilities are a missing link between local food and new
markets. Indeed, they are crucial to sustainable food. When food is
processed, it can be kept longer, it can reach customers that do not have the
space or time to cook – such as schools, and, more broadly, institutions –,
and it can transform surplus food into new products, hence preventing
waste.
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For all these reasons, food policy should pay attention to processing facilities
as an important part of local food systems.

Profitability as the number one priority
A key issue for processing facilities is their business model. Indeed, such
establishments need to cover their costs and make a profit if they are
to serve the local community.
The nature of their activity raises very specific challenges. Running a
processing facility implies expensive equipment and specific skills. In other
words, high infrastructure investment and fixed operating costs. The more
complex the processing, the more costly (meat being, for that reason,
especially costly). Seasonality of production is also a challenge, as you need
to keep workers busy all year long.
Therefore, the authors stress that “keeping this expensive infrastructure—
processing and otherwise—running as close to capacity as possible is critical to
their profitability and persistence.”

Balancing mission and profitability
When serving local farmers, these facilities face a double challenge: that of
matching local production - that is often small scale – with:



On the one hand, the high fixed costs of operating a processing
facility,
On the other hand, demand for such products.

Sometimes, their commitment to sustainable or fair food adds to the
challenge. For example, one of the facilities included in the study could make
a higher margin if they sold all their production to retail, but they are specific
about making it also available to local schools.
To reach a balance between mission and profitability, processors have
developed business strategies, including:
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Processing both conventional and local/ sustainable food. For
instance, the Western Massachusetts Food Processing Center
sources both local, more expensive, green beans and larger
volumes coming from larger, mechanized farms in Maine.
Offering co-packing to local farmers. By pooling their
production together under a local or a regional brand, they reach
a large enough throughput.
Offering other services to food businesses (access to facilities,
advice and services, guidance, incubation, loans…). One of the case
studied, the Mad River Food Hub, in Vermont, provides processing
facilities, storage for frozen product, distribution and technical
assistance.
Developing new food services. For instance, meat processors can
move to catering in the low season.

How should processors chose between these strategies? According to
Lauren Gwin, who co-authored the chapter, this depends on how
complementary new services are to existing activities, and on whether
developing them fits existing assets and skills.

Matching supply and demand
Ensuring sufficient throughput is one thing, but if there is no demand for the
product, this can ruin the whole operation. The authors mention the
example of a small meat processor in Iowa that had to shut down after only
4 months because of that.
For that reason, some regional processors have taken an active role in
matching demand and supply. They can, for instance, create and market a
regional brand. By doing so, they offer a very valuable service to local
farmers, and, at the same time, ensure their own financial viability.
The authors stress that investing in market development is key. In other
words, the focus should not only be on supplying processing facilities to
farmers, but also on finding market opportunities.

Do you really need a new processing facility?
Setting up a new processing facility is therefore a risky business. For that
reason, before investing in a new facility, food actors should first build on
existing infrastructure and ask themselves “What is out there that we are not
using to its full potential yet?” This includes:




Seeking optimization of existing facilities. For instance, the
authors note that “many small meat processors appear to need
additional cold storage, but charging co-packing customers for
delayed product pickup can ease that constraint”.
Exploring co-packing options. This will give time to explore
whether there is demand for the products.

To assess the relevance of such investment, Lauren Gwin says that it is
important to:



Understand the processing business and what it takes to make
them work.
Carry out a full value chain assessment in order to get the
perspective of all actors in the food chain. Processing is only a node
in the chain, so it will only work if producers’, processors’ and
distributors’ interests align.

This will help actors, including local authorities, better understand if a new
facility is needed, and at what scale (regional or local).
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The three pillars
of urban food
resilience

Urban resilience is about keeping the overall
food-water-energy infrastructure working.
Cities should identify their weakest
infrastructure, i.e. the ones that are easy to
fail and whose deficiency would lead to
systemic failure.
Flexibility, i.e. being able to move from one part of the
network to another, is key to ensure urban food
system’s resilience.
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The three pillars
of urban food resilience
Food, energy and water resources are closely interwoven. But what does it
concretely mean for a city’s food system? And how does understanding these
relationships help plan a more resilient food system? Researchers from New
York University have developed a framework that helps cities map, and act
upon, the links between food, energy, and water.

Visualising interdependency and interconnections
The researchers have created an energy-food-water map of city food systems.
How does this work?




First, they sketched a food map. They documented each step of the
food chain, from when food enters the urban area to when it is
discarded. The more stages, the more links on the map. For instance,
the preparation of food can lead to storage, to canning or directly to
distribution, etc.
Then, they added layers to capture the water and energy systems
the food chain relies on. Indeed, each stage in the food system
requires energy and water. The volume of demand will depend on the
kind of food (processed / or not), the need for transportation,
refrigeration, storage… Intensity of use of energy and water varies
across the food chains, and across food items.

The map also shows interdependency between water and energy
resources. For instance, energy is needed along the water chain (e.g. water
pumps), and energy generation might need water.
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Cities can therefore generate a three-layer map, each layer accounting for one
type of resource (food, water, energy). It helps visualising interdependency and
interconnections that are often difficult to grasp. It makes the underlying
infrastructure of our cities tangible.

Identifying key vulnerabilities
Such a map can contribute to resilience planning against natural (floods,
storms…) or man-made disasters (e.g. cyber attacks).
It makes it possible to identify the weakest links, i.e. the ones that are easy
to fail and whose deficiency would lead to systemic failure. To prevent this,
cities may want to think about infrastructure redundancy (e.g. backup power
generation that will take over if the main source goes off) or about diversifying
sources of energy (e.g. investing in on-site renewables). This could prevent, for
instance, that an electric or water supply breakdown prevents food cleaning or
processing. It could well be that the most strategic infrastructure for the
city’s food system is a power generation unit located well outside of the
city.
It can also help cities define operational procedures for recovery processes. For
instance, they can develop scenarios in which one-step is removed from the
chain to reduce overall vulnerability of the system. How will food flows re-adjust?
Will they be able to? As Rae Zimmerman, who co-authored the article, recalls,
flexibility, i.e. being able to move from one part of the network to another,
is key to ensure a system’s resilience. Indeed, as the paper puts it, “a system
is resilient when the impact of the loss can be reduced or mitigated”.
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Time for coordinated effort
According to Quanyan Zhu, another co-author of the paper, it is important to
understand that resilience is about keeping the overall food-water-energy
infrastructure working. Focusing on just one infrastructure is not enough.
This will require coordination:




Between actors, as strategic infrastructures are generally owned and
operated by a great number of different actors. These are not used to
working together, caring about infrastructure outside of their remit,
let alone sharing data. Mapping relationships between infrastructures
can actually be a great way to gather stakeholders and start making
them understand that their resilience relies on other infrastructure
that the one they work on.
Across scales, as many infrastructures are not managed at the city
level. Therefore, cities may find that the resilience of their food
system relies on decisions taken by regional or national
governments.
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Untangling the web
of food environment
studies

Research on the impact of food environment
on people’s health remains highly
inconsistent
Food environment can only be one
ingredient of a better health for urban
populations
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Untangling the web
of food environment studies
Albane GASPARD

Is there a link between food accessibility and people’s health? Publications about
food environment have blossomed in the last 10 years. In a chapter from the
second edition of Neighbourhoods and Health, researchers from Harvard
Medical School review this scientific literature. Their work reflects the difficulty to
capture such a phenomenon and highlight that access to healthy food is
necessary but not sufficient to improve people’s diets.

How do you measure food environment?
If the food environment concept is easy to grasp, it is a lot more difficult to
capture in statistics. And statistics is what researchers need if they want to
document the scale of a phenomenon. Here are a few challenges that food
environment studies face:




What is a “good” food establishment? If fast food or convenience
stores immediately come to mind as examples of unhealthy food
purchasing locations, what about supermarkets that sell both
fresh/healthy and highly processed food?
Where do people actually buy food? (and why?) Existing studies tend
to focus on food that people can access where they live. But they can
also buy food next to where they work, to where their kids go to
school… and research still does not capture complex activity pattern.
For instance, in Los Angeles, less than 25% of people buy their food
within their home census track. People can also drive to the nearest
supermarket: even if it is not located within walkable distance, it is still
within reach. A small number of studies look at the distance between
where people live and the closest food outlets. These studies are
interesting because they can capture travel time and actual distance
given the specifics of the local road networks.
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Therefore, as the authors put it “the uncertain geographic problem may plague
the residential food environment literature”. More profoundly, such studies
hardly capture what people’s actual food environment is. Interestingly, in one
study, when researchers asked people what they thought about food accessibility
in their neighbourhood, the results did not totally overlap with objective
measures found through Geographical-Information-System (GIS) derived data.

How do you assess health impacts?
Another difficulty for food environment research is to capture health impacts.




First, a great methodological challenge is to not only look at people’s
health at one specific moment (in what researchers call cross-sectional
studies), but also capture its evolution (in longitudinal studies).
Second, health is multifaceted. The authors mention a few indicators
that have been studied in existing literature, such as, for example diet,
body weight, but also hypertension, diabetes and gestational diabetes.
According to Jason Block, who co-authored the chapter, diet is the most
interesting indicator to follow, as it is the one that is the more closely
linked to exposure. However, diet is a means to an end, so it can be
difficult to relate to health outcomes.
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Looking for the perfect study…
Such an exploration of food environment studies leads to an unsettling
conclusion:



On the one hand, it is difficult for existing statistics to capture food
environment,
On the other hand, it is as difficult to assess health impacts.

The perfect study would associate longitudinal (long-term) data on diet with
historic and detailed information on food environment. However, many studies
cannot access such rich material.
However, even with high quality data, another issue that arises is that of causal
relationship. For example:




Does a positive correlation between inhabitants’ health and high
fast food outlets density mean that fast food have a negative
impact on health? Or does it mean that fast food companies choose
to locate in neighbourhoods with specific characteristics (such, for
instance, people who often go to fast foods)?
Does a correlation between food environment and health hide other
factors impacting health, such as, for instance, revenue, stress,
exposure to pollutants…?

“Highly inconsistent” results
As a consequence, the authors conclude that the research on food
environment “is highly inconsistent”. An example? One study found that
opening a supermarket in one neighbourhood in Leeds (United Kingdom)
improved local people’s diet, yet another found that this benefit did not
materialise in Glasgow (Scotland).
This emphases the importance of not looking only at one study, but at literature
reviews that make a synthesis of existing scientific studies. On food environment
issues, such reviews show that results from cross-sectional studies are divergent.
Furthermore, because they use available data and different methods, it is
extremely difficult to compare their results.
When looking more specifically at longitudinal studies, literature reviews show
that correlations between food environment and health seem to happen to
specific populations (in the United States, for instance, non-White, low-income
groups or women).

It takes more than a supermarket to change eating habits
In a nutshell, we know that we do not know. We do know, though, is that food
environment can only be one ingredient of a better health. It is not because
a supermarket that sells fresh food opens in a food desert that people will adopt
a healthy diet. Eating habits do not change overnight. For example, one study
in Pittsburgh (United States) showed that local people who did go to the new
supermarket did not change their calorie intake.
According to Jason Block, policy-makers need to do more to help people make
better choices. Sometimes, this means opening a new store. But most of the
time, it means helping them select the healthier option at the places where they
already shop. For example, by making healthy food more financially attractive, or
by providing people with information and advice where and when they buy food.
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The emergence
of values-based food
chains

Values-based food chains are a collective
strategy to enable producers to realise the
benefits of good stewardship.
They are seizing the middle ground
between local and conventional food
chains and keeping small- and mediumsized farms in the game.
Policymakers should provide support
structures to incentivise producers to
cooperate.

33

The emergence
of values-based food chains

Marcia Ostrom, Kathryn De Master, Egon Noe, and Markus Schermer recently
compiled a special issue in The International Journal of Sociology of Agriculture and
Food exploring values-based food chains in Europe and North America. This
Special Issue shows that there is continued need to expand and celebrate values
beyond monetary and business-related attitudes, including health, quality of life,
and social relationships.
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Fed by locals
There is growing demand for locally produced, small-scale organic food across
Europe and North America.
However, not everyone is in a position to benefit from the sorts of direct
markets that are the main delivery systems of locally produced food to
consumers. Many producers find it difficult to run market stalls or box schemes,
or to integrate into restaurant or supermarket ordering systems. Many
consumers cannot access markets or afford higher prices of food, or find
markets socially or culturally exclusionary.
While the concept of ‘local food’ has been particularly salient, attracting media,
public, and academic attention, the ideas around localness are hotly contested.
To move away from this, some academics and practitioners are choosing
instead to focus on other aspects of food chains than can make a
difference: practices, institutions (including producers, partner organisations,
local governments, economic practices), and marketing tools.
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Led by values
The introductory paper of the Special Issue explored the core concepts of ‘values’
– social, cultural, economic, environmental, or quality – while cases in the journal
analysed challenges and opportunities for small- and medium-sized food
producers, and the supply chains they are creating.
Values-based food chains are not synonymous with ‘short food supply
chains.’ Short food supply chains facilitate connection between producers and
consumers, disrupting opaque and overly complex production and acquisition
chains associated with industrial food. Values-based food chains go beyond faceto-face connection and a proximity to the producer by extending to more than
location.
Values-based food chains are a collective strategy that enable producers to
realise the benefits of good stewardship otherwise not independently
possible when competing in industrial food markets.
Their focus has been both on economic and non-economic values:
transparency, long-term shared values, trust, cooperative decisionmaking, clear lines of communication, and an obligation to equity across
the supply chain. Participants in these food chains differentiate their products
from the mainstream by sharing narratives relating to their values, explaining
and solidifying their commitments to quality, good production practices,
environmental sensitivity, and social relationships. This can be seen in, for
example, the HealthyGrowth case studies, which track mid-scale businesses,
networks, and initiatives across Europe who are working through values-based
food chains.
Values-based food chains can also be piggybacked onto related social and
sustainability agendas. The Michigan Local Food Council Network does this by
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drawing together practitioners in different fields and working collaboratively
towards common goals. By making these connections, they are able to create
links that might otherwise be handled separately (or not tackled at all).

Seizing the middle ground between local and conventional food
chains
Practitioners and academics have been exploring strategic moves that mid-scale
food supply chains could take. These are already set up to distribute food at a
regional level, fitting between direct market scale and large, international
commodity markets, and can be differentiated from the latter by their economic,
social, and environmental values.
These values-based food chains are working within the current market logic.
Arguably, however, they are helping to build a more resilient system. Rather than
being restricted to the binary choice of engage in the industrial system or to go
out of business, medium-scale farmers who produce staple goods remain active,
have an income, and potentially have enough aggregate power to compete. In
other words, they are keeping small- and medium-sized farms in the game.
In the special issue, researchers illustrate how much the values-based messages
are retained or lost in the chain. They show that growth can potentially be
nurtured to create and capture value, and the ‘agriculture in the middle’
sector can scale up to address volume demands while retaining embedded
values.

Incentivise producers to cooperate
There are limits to values-based food chains, including a need for better
infrastructure and engagement from public institutions. Where there is limited
support, especially from government and policy, values-based food chains will
be susceptible to attack from large-scale, commodities-driven market forces.
It is particularly important, therefore, to work with policymakers to encourage
and protect values-based food chains through mechanisms that are directly
relevant to the location of the chain, and ideally through initiatives that aim to
tackle multiple issues through streamlined solutions. This can be seen in work
done by Tamar Grow Local, who work with local councils and local growers to
deliver food to low-income families, providing healthy food to those in need and
a stable income to producers.
Policymakers should keep in mind that values-based food chains are as diverse
as the places they originate from. This should guide how they are developed
from location to location.
Where possible, policymakers should provide support structures (financial,
technical, marketing, expert knowledge) to incentivise producers to
cooperate. A key dimension in keeping these value chains up and running is that
strategies need to align. Business aims, policies, management, and adaptation
during upheaval need a coherent narrative.
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Why do we keep
losing agricultural
land to the city?

Demographics, economic growth and policies
are key drivers to urban sprawl.
Urban sprawl needs to be tackled at the
national or regional levels.
A key to curb urban sprawl lies in re-thinking
density.
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Why do we keep losing
agricultural land to the city?
The urbanisation trend raises very salient questions for food security and agriculture
next to the cities. However, surprisingly, even if the phenomenon is well documented,
there had not been, to date, any thorough literature review on its causes.
What are the main factors explaining urban sprawl, and what can we do about
it? In a paper published in Land Use Policy, researchers from France-based think-tank
IDDRI and research centre CIRED review all the factors discussed in scientific
literature.

Demographics, economic growth… and policies
The first driver that comes to mind is economic growth. As a country gets richer,
demand for housing, leisure and production spaces booms. However, the researchers
found that it is not all about economic growth. Indeed, urban sprawl can vary greatly
between countries with similar growth rates.
Existing literature points to other drivers:




Demographics (and migrations): the more people, the bigger the cities?
The causal relation is not that easy, as in most European countries, for
example, cities are growing faster than the population. So it is necessary to
also take into account the number of people per household, and the
housing choices people make. If the size of households decreases or if they
choose to live in individual houses, demographics will greatly impact urban
sprawl.
Policies, such as transport planning. Transport infrastructure tend to
generate sprawl as they make new areas accessible for development.
Indeed, cities that have developed dense transport networks are less prone
to sprawling.
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Which drivers are the most important? The scientific literature is not yet mature
enough to answer this question. According to Alice Colsaet, the article’s lead author,
it is interesting to see that policies are always mentioned as a driver, but their actual
weight is not well characterised. More research is therefore needed on this topic.

Agriculture caught up in urban sprawl
Can agriculture resist urban sprawl? It will depend on whether it is able to hold back
the city. If agriculture is profitable and dynamic, it helps maintaining agricultural
surfaces.
The reviews reveals key features that help keeping peri-urban agriculture alive:
high agricultural land prices, high profitability (that prevents farmers to selling to
other uses), high productivity and low parcel fragmentation.

Density: the new urban frontier
What can be done to curb urban sprawl? Urban planning is the first lever. For instance,
transport networks should be carefully designed to foster density rather than sprawl,
and urban renewal be made a priority.
A key lies in re-thinking density. According to Alice Colsaet, we still miss collective
representations about what liveable density could look like, not only for cities,
but also for economic activity zones or rural areas.
Today, urban planning is facing a few dilemmas when it comes to density. For
instance, if a policy encourages new development with substantial green areas to
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improve residents’ well-being, it also contributes to urban sprawl. Cities need to be
creative to find ways to accommodate both dense areas and green space.

Is urban planning the key to curbing urban sprawl?
Local planning is not, however, the only lever. First, because local authorities are
caught in a double bind that requires them, on the one hand, to curb urban sprawl,
but, on the other, to compete with their neighbours in order to attract population,
economic activities (and taxes resources).
Second, because, more generally, urban sprawl needs to be tackled at the national
or regional levels. Only at this scale can a country reflect upon internal migrations
and prevent some areas to become more attractive while others are losing residents.
This is also the right scale to allocate efforts between territories, and make urban
sprawl objectives truly operational, by incorporating them in overarching urban
planning documents. For instance, Alice Colsaet highlights that, in France, it is difficult
to analyse local planning document’s efforts to curb urban sprawl as there are no
national indications about what exactly is “enough urbanisation”. It is therefore time
to invest in national policies to prevent cities from threatening food security.
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Is self-sufficiency the
ideal goal
for urban food policy?

It is very difficult to compare self-sufficiency
studies.
The environmental benefits of self-sufficiency
need to be studied further.
Cities should aim for circularity rather than
resource self-sufficiency.
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Is self-sufficiency the ideal goal
for urban food policy?
Building on great expectations regarding urban agriculture, many scientific studies have
looked into cities’ self-sufficiency potential. What conclusions can we draw from this
consolidated body of work? An article published in the Journal of Cleaner Production
reviews this literature and shows that, on the one hand, that it is very difficult to
compare such studies, and, on the other, that cities should focus on circular and
sustainable practices rather than sufficiency.

Many self-sufficiency studies, no single answer
Self-sufficiency studies, i.e. the analysis of the potential of urban agriculture to feed the
city, have blossomed over the last decade. Each time, these studies take one, or a very
small number of case studies. The article shows that their results vary greatly, from
urban agriculture being able to meet as low as 2% of fruit and vegetable demand to
figures as high as 400%.
How can we account for such a difference? Is this because cities have different layouts,
and hence different growing potential? Surprisingly, answering this question is harder
than expected, as the researchers found that the methodology chosen by selfsufficiency studies is more decisive than cities’ density.

Different hypothesis leading to different results
Indeed, self-sufficiency studies are hardly comparable because they rely on different
hypothesis regarding:
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The type of food considered: some studies look at multiple food categories
while others focus on fruit and vegetables only. The latter tend to show better
results, as it is unlikely that urban agriculture can provide food items such as
cereals or transformed goods.
The area available for urban agriculture: it is not easy to estimate which
proportion of urban land is available for food growing. Depending on the
method used, results can vary greatly. The most robust methods are the ones
that take into account all growing constraints. For example, it is not enough
just to look at the amount of rooftop in a city. One should also consider
whether they are shaded or not, and whether the building’s structure can
accommodate urban agriculture.
Yields can vary greatly depending on food items and growing techniques.
Many studies choose to apply figures from soil-based, non-conditioned
growing techniques, which are less productive than techniques such as
hydroponics or aquaponics. As a consequence, studies which take low yields
hardly find self-sufficiency attainable. The researchers argue for more realistic
yield data (coming from commercial scale projects, and including different
crops) to be incorporated in these studies.
Urban diets: some studies consider actual diets, while other choose to assess
sufficiency against recommended fruit and vegetable intakes. As people tend
to eat less fruit and vegetable than what is recommended, studies assuming
a change in diet find it more difficult to achieve self-sufficiency.

Given the great diversity of methodology and hypothesis, it is quite difficult to draw a
conclusion. What would be great would be to compare various cities with the same
methodology. This is what Till Weidner, the article’s lead author, is doing as part of his
PhD research.
His recommendation for urban decision makers carrying out self-sufficiency studies it
to pay particular attention to the growing techniques and crop types they plan to
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employ as those methodological choices can lead to very different results and hence
very different policies.

Sufficiency… and its environmental limits
Although increasing self-sufficiency works as a great catch phrase, the review therefore
shows that it is a somewhat elusive metric. Interestingly, this article also opens another
set of questions regarding whether it is desirable from an environmental point of view.
In other words, would it be more environmentally friendly to produce all the food
urban dwellers need within the city?
Here, existing literature shows that the image is not clear-cut.




First, literature shows trade-offs between high yields and energy
consumption. Innovations such as greenhouses or vertical indoor farming,
or, indeed, any kind of controlled environment that enables high-yields, come
at a great energy cost. Whether they represent an improvement from
conventional methods will depend on what these methods are, whether they
use a lot of energy, and whether this energy come from fossil fuels. For
instance, fruit and vegetable consumed in Lisbon come from open fields
within the region, so replacing them with produce from rooftop greenhouses
would increase their environmental impact.
Second, there is still very little literature regarding the overall
sustainability of an urban food system that would heavily rely on urban
agriculture. Which kind of storage and processing would it need? What are
the means of (low-carbon) distribution? How would this impact transportation
in the city? Research and practitioners still need to work on these topics before
we can conclude that it makes environmental sense to bring back food
production in the city.

Should cities aim for circularity rather than sufficiency?
If self-sufficiency is not achievable nor sustainable, what should cities do? According to
Till Weidner, it is important that cities remember that their objective is not so
much self-sufficiency, but decreasing the environmental footprint of their food
system. Two approaches may be beneficial for cities to achieve this objective:




First, experiment with and promote participatory business models, such
as community-supported-agriculture or pick-yourself schemes. People’s
involvement in the growing and harvesting process might be best suited to
elicit sustainable behaviour change (e.g. food waste reduction, plant-based
diets, seasonal consumption and reduced packaging).
Second, cities should explore all available options to decrease the
environmental impact of urban agriculture. Local resource circularity (i.e.
the ability for urban agriculture to use urban waste streams such as water or
organic waste) should be more systematically explored, as not much is known
today about new integrated schemes (such as micro-scale, on-site, anaerobic
digesters, or greenhouses utilizing building waste such as heat or CO 2).
Further, existing sustainable practices such as agroecology and permaculture
could be adapted to urban contexts. Here, according to Till Weidner, it is key
that urban food policies incentivise people to take the risk to try new
things as much needs to be done before we can conclude regarding the
benefits of urban agriculture options.

As such, self-sufficiency should be considered as a potential means to an end, but its
environmental (as well as economic and social) benefits and limits be seriously
scrutinized before it is integrated in urban food policy.
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Beyond supermarkets:
food distribution in
local food systems
Cities know little about independent
wholesalers and retailers
However, these actors could play a role in the
re-localisation of the food system
Working with them could be a way to ensure
access to sustainable food to the greatest
number of people, but without giving up on
the key values underpinning local food
policies
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Beyond supermarkets:
food distribution in local food systems
Distribution is a key step is food chains, but it is rarely tackled in urban food policies.
Indeed, cities know little about wholesalers and retailers, and too often assimilate
distribution with supermarkets. In an article published in the French-speaking Revue
de l’Organisation Responsable, two researchers from VetAgro Sup Clermont and
AgroParis Tech Clermont Ferrand (France) discuss how independent retailers and
wholesalers should be integrated in local food strategies.

Between supermarkets and short chains
Who exactly are the food distribution actors? They are a very heterogeneous group,
from wholesalers to small retailers, that works along various steps of the food chain.
In the article, the researchers focus on independent actors, i.e. wholesalers and
retailers that do not belong to supermarket companies.
These actors have something in common: their weight in food distribution has
steadily declined during the XXth century, as supermarkets developed. In France,
however, they still represent an important part of food distribution. Over the last few
years, with cities gentrifying, it seems that urban dwellers are coming back to retail
outlets. As for independent wholesalers, data from 2005 show that, at that time, they
accounted for around half of the value of agricultural products sales.
These actors are facing a double competition. On the one hand, with
supermarkets, especially the ones that are coming back in city centres. On the other
hand, with short chains, as selling directly to consumers means doing without small
retailers and wholesalers!
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Taking part in local food systems?
How do these actors react to this competition? And how can they fit into local food
systems?
The researchers highlight that proximity can be an opportunity for them, as they
can use it to assert their difference from supermarkets. Indeed, over the last few
years, in France, many of them have shown interest in integrating local food chains.
For instance, some independent wholesalers are developing local food certifications,
or are providing their clients with communication material (posters…) they can use to
show where food comes from. One should not, however, underestimate
supermarkets’ ability to innovate, and to compete with independent wholesalers and
retailers on the local food niche.

Are middle-men adding value?
More broadly, this article raises the question of the role that independent
intermediaries should play in local food strategies. Its highlights that these actors
have resources and expertise that can create value and proximity in food
systems. For instance, they know very well what is produced in their local area, and
they can share information regarding the quality and origin of products. They can also
play a valuable role in food logistics and urban planning.
However, they are not really integrated in local food policies. Local authorities have
historically sought to foster equity in the food chain, and therefore put an emphasis
on helping short chains and direct marketing channels. Today, for Virginie Baritaux,
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one of the article’s co-authors, they should start to think about how to work with these
independent intermediaries that they do not really know nor understand. Could it be
a way to ensure access to sustainable food to the greatest number of people,
but without giving up on the key values underpinning local food policies?
Integrating these actors in local, fair and sustainable food dynamics is therefore a key
challenge for local food policies.
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How can food
fit into urban
planning?

We already have all the planning tools we
need to deal with food issues.
Well-planned cities can accommodate a
vibrant food economy that ensures their
resilience.
Food planning can take years. Providing
support for long-term stakeholder processes
is central.
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How can food fit into urban planning?
For a long time, urban and regional planning was not much concerned with food.
Since the 2000’s, however, food has become a topic planners discuss about. In
a book called Integrating Food into Urban Planning, published in 2018, Yves
Cabannes and Cecilia Marochinno gathered insights from various cities around
the world about what planning can do to contribute to sustainable urban food
systems.
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Planning tools rediscovered
London, Toronto, Rosario… and most cities that have pioneered urban food
strategies have used physical and sectorial planning as an ingredient for action
and transformation of their cities. Indeed, traditional planning tools are of
particular relevance to food systems. They include :




Knowledge generation: for instance, various cities have taken the
time to map their food assets, including land or retail. Bristol (UK)
carried out an audit of productive land that looked into its potential
and risks (flooding, climate change…). Land mapping in Rosario
(Argentina) started a process that led to the development of a
municipal land bank. In Fortaleza (Brazil), the development of a hunger
map played a central role, not only to find solutions in this expanding
multi-million city, but as an inspiration for the famous Brazilian Zero
Hunger Policy. Producing and monitoring indicators is also an
important part of planning, especially if these can be spatialized in
order to evaluate policy impacts on specific neighbourhoods.
Land regulation: when food strategies guide which activities should
take place in the city, planning should help decide about where these
activities should happen. Indeed, according to Yves Cabannes, very
concrete planning devices such as zoning is crucial as it materialises a
vision and protects somehow food related spaces from being covered
with concrete, roads or buildings. Examples include limiting unhealthy
food outlets in New York (USA), protecting peri-urban agricultural land
or legalising food production in the city.
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Planning tools are therefore available for cities willing to address food issues.
Indeed, the book editors conclude that, nowadays, “we are technically equipped
to address food security challenges in cities”.

A new role for planners
But planning is not only about tools, it also is about getting people together to
share a common vision and agree on its spatial implications. Planning is a
process, and a participatory one. As far as food is concerned, this has very
concrete implications for urban planners’ day-to-day work, now and in the
future:






First, planners should see themselves as facilitators of a process,
and not only as providers of impeccable maps, and norms and
orientations, that are unfortunately not often followed, as they lack
citizens and other actors’ support
Second, they need to advocate the issue to other planners.
Indeed, food planning is a new topic, therefore, part of food planning
is about explaining challenges and solutions to other actors, primarily
those involved in other sectors. This takes time and that time should
not be overlooked.
Third, they need to connect the food system with other urban
systems such as transportation or water. According to Yves Cabannes,
the most successful policies are the ones that are well connected with
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other sectors, and, therefore, “planning should create mechanisms to
coordinate, link up, and optimise the links with other urban sectors, such
as water supply and treatment, waste management, transport, health or
housing development to name a few”.
The authors remind us that such a process can take years. For instance, the
city of Rosario (Argentina) is often mentioned for its successful food strategy,
but one should not forget that developing it to a significant scale, and shifting
from projects to policies took over 15 years. The key is to produce formal
outcomes such as Food Charters or Food Strategies and get them approved at
the city level in order to create points of no return. Providing support for longterm stakeholder processes is therefore central.

Urban agriculture as a catalyst for urban food planning
The many concrete examples and practices covered by the book show that food
planning emerges from multiple entry points (health, poverty mitigation,
answers to crisis, economic development and job creation, environmental
sustainability…).
One, however, stands out as it plays a very specific role. It is urban agriculture.
Food growing and transforming food acts as a catalyst for action. Why?
Because mobilisations to preserve existing urban agriculture activities (or to
create new ones) generate a critical mass of food champions and advocates able
to put food chain related issues on the local planning and policy agenda.
Additionally, food growing connects particularly well with other policy objectives
such as social integration or health.
It is important, therefore, not to consider urban agriculture as a fad, but to truly
use it as a sparkle for wider food policies.

The right to the city
More profoundly, food planners need to raise awareness among the
multiple urban stakeholders that food can actually be a viable part of an
urban economy and a sustainable urban system.
Such an idea was developed by XIXth century thinkers of garden cities, such as
Ebenezer Howard in Letchworth (UK). According to Howard, the city is not only
about industry (and, in the XXIth century, one would say, about services). Wellplanned cities can accommodate a vibrant food economy that ensures
their resilience. Another example is the city of Milan, where thoughtful
planning allowed a great variety of food production within the city-region itself.
Therefore, having urban planning integrate food is the recognition that food
activities are a key ingredient for sustainable cities of the future.
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Seeing food futures
through
different lenses

Food actors held very different viewpoints
about what the future of the food system.
There are three new imaginaries emerging to
challenge the conventional “technical
modernization” one.
Cities should translate their policy goals into
words that connect with other imaginaries, in
order to mobilize new stakeholders.
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Seeing food futures through different lenses
Participation is key to urban food policies. However, cities often fail to mobilise a
variety of stakeholders beyond the “usual” urban food activists. In a paper published
in 2018, Paul Thompson, from Michigan State University (United States), reminds us
that food actors held very different viewpoints about what the future of the food
system should be. Better understanding the imaginaries that drive food actors is
therefore a useful first step to starting a dialogue with them.
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The incumbent: technical modernisation
The author sketches four main imaginaries about the future of the food system.
These imaginaries are big overarching ideas about the present and the future
that frame the way people see reality and drive their action. It is therefore
important to know them to understand the way they see the world.
The first imaginary is that of technical modernisation. It emerged when the
industrialisation process met the food system. This led to changes in the way food
was grown in the fields (with the progress of mechanisation and the use of chemicals),
processed (with the development of food factories), and consumed (with tremendous
changes in people’s kitchens).
Under such an imaginary, market mechanisms are the key drivers of action. Actors in
the food system are conceptualised as economic actors that are exclusively profitdriven and will respond to prices and market opportunities.
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The three challengers
This imaginary based on technical modernisation is now challenged by actors that
share very different views about how the food system is going, and, above all, where
it should and can go. This maps out new imaginaries, among which:




The “Sustainable intensification” imaginary. It relies on the idea that the
existing food system is not well equipped to feed the world, especially under
population growth and climate change assumptions. Its objective is
therefore to “feed the world”. In this imaginary, the focus is on increasing
productivity and the overall food system’s efficiency. This means
making a better use of land and water, and fighting food losses. The thinking
behind it is to reduce the burden that agriculture places on the
environment in the form of pollution and drain on ecosystem services.
The “Regional food system” imaginary appeared as a reaction to food
systems seen as purely profit-driven. The idea is that food is not only
about profit but also about the social links that it builds between actors. This
imaginary catch phrase could be “controlling one’s food destiny”. This
translates into short chains, farmers’ markets, food hubs… A core
assumption for the future is that “food will be produced on farms and these
farms will confirm to the owner-operated household enterprise stereotype that
has typified the majority of food systems since the invention of agriculture”. This
imaginary, is, however, not void of contradictions: according to Paul
Thompson, a key one is the tension between consumers and producers in
the search of both social justice and inexpensive prices.

The ambiguous imaginary around urban agriculture
The third challenger appeared more recently. It is different for the previous ones in
that is it mainly driven by urban stakeholders. Paul Thompson calls it the “urban
agriculture” imaginary.
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It emerged from actors in metropolis feeling the urge to provide large urban
populations with food. It relies on the sense that urban groups need to have more
control over the food system.
Interestingly, the author stresses that this imaginary is quite new and not very
coherent. More specifically, he highlights a central ambiguity in urban agriculture’s
imaginary:




On the one hand, it is driven by a “feeding the city” motto. As such, it relates
to sustainable intensification, and current research and development
around high tech urban agriculture perfectly illustrates this objective.
On the other hand, it is also motivated by social objectives, such as social
cohesion or education. These translate into community gardens or city
farms.

Such an ambiguity explains the great diversity of urban agriculture actors and
projects, but also points to a possible difficulty in bringing them together, as
their objectives are quite different, maybe even diverging.

Taking into account stakeholders’ imaginaries in food policy processes
How to merge such imaginaries, and whether they will ever become compatible, is an
open question. Can we re-imagine the food system in a way that prevents key
tensions between imaginaries from becoming blocking points?
As of now, this map of key imaginaries is however a useful tool for cities to navigate
their food stakeholders. Indeed, knowing that the actors they work with are likely to
relate to one of these four imaginaries will help urban policy makers step out of their
own mind set.
Furthermore, it will prompt them to translate their policy goals into words that
connect with other imaginaries, in order to mobilise new stakeholders. For
instance, if a city has put a lot of emphasis on equity issues, it might also want to
explain how its actions are also contributing to feeding urban populations in a context
of population growth and climate change. This way, it will be able to mobilise those
stakeholders that are actively working on sustainable intensification. Hence
imaginaries will have an impact on real-life actions taken by cities.
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The unintended
consequences
of successful urban food
policies

If policies aiming to curb food waste are successful, then
food banks might have trouble accessing food to redistribute
Such an example highlights the importance of adopting a
food system’s perspective when planning policy
Careful mapping of the interactions between policy
objectives is key
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The unintended consequences
of successful urban food policies
In our current food system, plagued by both food poverty and food waste, food
poverty alleviation can take the form of surplus food redistribution. But what if,
tomorrow, we manage to curb food surplus and waste? How should food aid
organisations anticipate such a situation? And what can local authorities do to
smoothen the transition? This issue is discussed in a recent paper from
researchers from the Universities of Pisa and Macerata (Italy). Their research
highlights the importance of adopting a food system approach to urban food
policies.

Two objectives pointing to a trade-off
Alleviating food poverty and cutting down food waste are two valuable policy
goals for any city embarking on a food policy journey. What is less tangible,
though, is that these two food policy themes are closely interconnected. Indeed,
nowadays, many food aid organisations retrieve surplus food and give it to people
in need. Therefore, food surplus recovery for food donation is at the
crossroads between two different universes: on the one hand, food waste
prevention, and, on the other, food poverty alleviation.
However, even if these two policy goals are closely interwoven, the impact of
achieving one (reducing food waste) on the other (alleviating urgent food needs)
is rarely studied. This is all the more important as the European food waste
hierarchy adopted in 2018 places food waste prevention above donation: food
waste should first be avoided, and then, what remains should be given for human
consumption (before animal feeding or recycling).
What will happen if policies aiming to curb food waste are successful? Will food
banks have trouble accessing food to redistribute?
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The researchers took the time to map the relationships between these two policy
themes, and they also studied a past situation during which food assistance
organisations had to deal with a shortage, when changes were made to the
European programme of food aid for the most deprived (FEAD) in the 2010’s.
By looking more closely into how both policy silos work, they identify two main
strategies that food aid organisations can adopt to anticipate such a transition.

Increasing the amount of food saved
A first strategy consists in increasing the amount of food saved. Indeed, there will
always be some level of surplus in a healthy food system (even if the exact volume
of it is difficult to gauge). Food surplus becomes food waste if it cannot be
recovered for human consumption. Therefore, one solution could be to
improve the recoverability of food surplus. If we increase the proportion of this
unavoidable surplus that is recovered, then more food will be available for
redistribution.
How can food recoverability be increased? It depends on the one hand, on the
characteristics of food itself (shelf life, need for refrigeration…), and, on the other,
on the amount of efforts needed to recover it (maintenance, preservation,
enhancement…). Therefore, any policy that lifts barriers to donations and
alleviates efforts to recover food will be a step in the right direction.
According to the researchers, this includes tackling issues such as “lack of
knowledge by donors on foodstuff suitable for donation [or] insufficient logistical
frameworks in place to facilitate large and small-scale donation”.
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Reinforcing food bank capacity
The second strategy is to reinforce food bank capacity, to help them to make the
most of any recovered food. This can take several forms:






Ensuring adequate infrastructure and equipment (such as
warehouses, refrigeration or trucks). Here, cities can help food aid
organisations finding space to operate.
Reinforcing human resources: food aid organisations often rely on
volunteers. This means they have to put extra effort into recruiting,
managing and ensuring the long-term involvement of their workforce.
They also need very specific project and planning skills. Any help on
human resources management would alleviate them from timeconsuming tasks and allow them to focus on their core activity.
Finding new ways to recover food that is not surplus food. For
instance, through food drives (events where citizens are encouraged to
buy food and donate it) or by collecting monetary donations in order to
buy food.

Cities should adopt a system’s perspective
According to Francesca Galli, the article lead author, such an analysis highlights
the importance of adopting a food system’s perspective when planning urban
food policy. Indeed, food policy objectives can be interconnected in ways that
are not easily perceived when policy makers work in their silos.

Source: Urban Food Futures, from Galli et al (2019)

This article is a good example of how a conceptual mapping of causes and
consequences of policies can help identify trade-offs. The next step would be to
quantify such relationships with a quantitative model. Indeed, policy makers, both
at the national and local level, should help food aid organisations quantify the
challenges ahead. This way, the transition to a more sustainable urban food
system will be anticipated and organised.
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Do national food
policy networks
make a difference?

National networks have helped increase collective
capacity amongst local food policy groups.
Depending on whether networks choose to act as
a convening space for local groups or as a
collaborative platform to push for national policy
change, their organization will be different.
Local groups’ degree of maturity and networks’
degree of structuration impact their ability to
tackle more structural issues in the food system.
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Do national food policy networks
make a difference?
As local food policy groups (also known as food policy councils, food councils, and
food partnerships) have developed, so have national, regional, and international
networks that connect them. Such networks are emerging nationally (e.g., in
Germany, Spain, Canada, and the Netherlands), regionally (e.g., EAT Nordic Cities
Initiative, African Food Security Urban Network) and globally (e.g., the Milan Urban
Food Policy Pact, ICLEI-RUAF CITYFOOD network).
What can we expect from such networks? A recent article analyses two wellestablished national food policy networks in the United States and the United
Kingdom. Its conclusions will help any network to evaluate its role in advancing food
systems change.

Increasing collective capacity
The researchers studied two networks that operate at the national level in two
different countries: the Food Policy Networks project in the US and the Sustainable
Food Cities network in the UK. Although these two countries are very different (for
example regarding the level of autonomy given to local authorities or the funding
landscape), the comparison helps improve understanding about what the networks
(can) do to support local food policy groups.
What have these national networks achieved so far? The researchers point to a
number of immaterial yet crucial achievements, among which:






Increasing collaboration between local food policy groups. For example,
networks help local groups identify their peers facing similar issues and
organise into working groups. Second, they have facilitated connections
with other networks on specific topics. For example, in the UK, the
Sustainable Food Cities Network initiated a collaboration with organisations
working on food poverty, which led to the creation of the UK Food Poverty
Alliance. This bridged the gap between food and broader social campaigns
around living wages and equity.
Legitimizing local food policy groups and their actions. Belonging to a
network is a way for local food policy groups to contextualise their work and
reduce isolation. In the US, the Food Policy Networks’ census allows them to
show that they relate to a wider social movement. In the UK, the Sustainable
Food Cities Network awards give them visibility at the national level.
Building capacity of local food policy groups. The networks provide
resources, training, and technical assistance for local food policy groups to
improve their capacity to work on local food systems issues.
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Last but not least, another key achievement of the networks is their contribution to
shifting food systems narratives, i.e. policy makers’ and funders’ ways of
apprehending food systems issues. Networks have made systems approaches and
cross-sectoral partnerships seen as a relevant way to deal with food systems issues.

Shying away from structural issues?
There are, however, questions that still need answering regarding the networks’
contribution to transformative food systems change. One of them relates to how
networks should go about change. Should they tackle structural issues, such as
land ownership, racial equity, labour rights, and, more generally, power
relations, that are at the core of current, unsustainable and inequitable food
systems? Or should they focus on quick wins?
This question has no single answer, as not all local groups may agree upon how to
address more contentious food systems issues, individually or collectively. Local food
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policy groups - themselves networks representing a diversity of local
stakeholders - often struggle to agree upon shared messages within their
groups. For example, issues such as minimum wage increases may be difficult to
discuss in groups in which food business members oppose such policies.
Vast geographical divisions within both countries also underlie significant
cultural, political, and economic differences in local food systems issues and the
local food policy groups addressing them. For instance, the composition and goals
of councils in wealthier, politically progressive cities may look quite different than
those in politically conservative rural areas or economically distressed cities. This
makes the task of finding shared messages and advocacy platforms across local
groups even more challenging.

A network: what for, after all?
At first glance, the US and the UK networks have similar objectives, namely:
facilitating peer-to-peer exchanges and learning, building the capacity of local
food policy groups, and supporting research and evaluation of action.
However, defining a national network’s objectives is not as easy as it sounds. Indeed,
according to Raychel Santo, who co-authored the article, networks face an interesting
dilemma: should they act as a convening and training space for local groups or
as a collaborative platform to push for national policy change? Or both?
These two objectives point to different ways to organise the network as they impact:




Membership and decision-making processes. For example, one can
assume that the UK network’s ability to launch collective campaigns is made
possible by its more structured nature which includes a formal membership
process.
The way they allocate their resources. Depending on their objective,
networks may allocate time and resources to influence the national policy
process or to provide technical assistance to their members. Which local
groups they highlight and materially support also plays a role in their
impact.

Be prepared for change
If the first question a network should be asking itself and its members is “what is our
purpose?”, Raychel Santo insists that it should ask the question on a regular basis.
Indeed, local food policy groups are constantly changing, and so are their needs.
For instance, volunteers and funding come and go. Consequently, local groups’
priorities and resources change. It is likely that what they expect from a network will
also evolve over time.
Furthermore, as local actors get to know each other better, they may find ways to
discuss more contentious issues, therefore enabling the networks that represent
them to expand the scope of issues they address too. The maturation of local
groups may also open up more opportunities to develop a common platform for
action at a higher level.
As a consequence, networks should be ready to adapt to cater for their members’
evolving needs.
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Urban food, energy
and water:
connecting the dots

Food policy is not only about food, but
also about energy and water.
Cities should adopt an integrated
approach to infrastructure planning.
Understanding resource flows and
evaluating possible trade-offs is key.
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Urban food, energy and water:
connecting the dots
If the food system needs water and energy, then food policy should pay attention to
these resources. Research into the interconnections, and possible trade-offs, between
the three basic resources for human activities has boomed over the last few years.
Time to take stock and look at what lessons cities can draw out of them. A recent
article published in Resources, Conservation and Recycling by a Beijing (China) and
Michigan (USA)-based team, reviews existing literature on the topic.

Food is not only about food…
Food, energy and water are the three basic environmental resources any human
settlement needs. However, policies that deal with them are often developed in silos.
The article points out that it is important to look at them together. Indeed:





These resources are interconnected. This is what the research community
and the international institutions such as FAO call the “Food-Energy-Water
Nexus”. If the energy or water system fails, then the food can fail too.
They are dependent not only on each other, but also on external
environmental factors, such as climate.
This interconnection is even more important in cities because urban
areas do not produce these resources. They depend upon other parts of
the country or the world.

So, a first takeway for cities embarking on food policy is that food is not only about
food. It is also about energy and water.

Albane GASPARD
November 2019
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… and urban infrastructure planning is not only about planning in:
the city
Because resources are flowing from the hinterland to the city, the authors insist that
any resource planning should look beyond the city borders. In other words, urban
infrastructure planning is no longer about planning for the city only. They highlight
that “the impacts of cities outside of their immediate geographies and their relationship
with Food-Energy-Water resources must be considered in the planning and policy”.
Here, a key point is to pay attention to infrastructure, and, more specifically, to adopt
an integrated approach to infrastructure planning (see our previous article on the
topic). The more integrated the planning, the better. The authors quote Integrated
Water Resources Management as a good example of a holistic approach to resource
planning.
So, to ensure their future food supply, cities should take a double step back, and
understand that their urban food strategy is not only about food, and it is not only
about the city.

What can cities do?
Connecting the dots between infrastructures (and between issues!) can be difficult for
cities, especially as the “Food-Energy-Water nexus” is still pretty much a research
topic.
However, action can be taken to prevent future systemic failures. Depending on how
far cities want to go, they can rely on a diversity of methods. Some of them are still
being developed in labs. Nonetheless, a lot can be done.


Step one: understand and quantify resources flows. This can be
achieved through two main methodologies. The first one, life-cycle analysis,
calculates the environmental impacts (hence the resource uses) of a
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product or a service. The second one, called input-output analysis, captures
the resources flows coming in and out of the cities. Both methodologies are
widely used and robust.
Step 2: use modelling to evaluate the impact of your policies before
implementing them and forecast evolutions. In order to do that, cities
need to use models and tools that not only understand the relationships
between resources, but that are able to predict the way these can evolve.
These tools are central to identifying trade-offs between policies (see our
previous article on water use in urban agriculture). An example is the
Climate, Land (Food), Energy and Water strategies approach (CLEWs).
Step 3: optimize resource and infrastructure use. Here, cities may find
that models are not operational yet. Research is still in the infancy. A good
reason to collaborate with researchers to make the most of their results!

59

The subtle relationship
between
food policy councils
and Mayors

The Mayor’s support to food policy groups
can be a great asset, but can also be, in some
instances, detrimental.
Food policy groups must reflect upon the
pros and cons of the space in which they are
to operate.
They should take their ability to survive
political cycles very seriously.
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The subtle relationship between
food policy councils and Mayors
When local food policy groups come together, they seek to engage in a conversation
with their local government. Obtaining political support is key to achieving their
objectives. Researchers from City, University of London and the University of
Hertfordshire (United Kingdom) looked into the effect of a Mayor's political support
on a local food policy groups (such as 'food policy councils' and 'food partnerships').
They showed that the Mayor’s support can be a great asset, but can also be, in
some instances, detrimental. Their work will help local food policy groups find the
right way to work with local elected representatives.

When political support opens doors
The researchers compared the cases of London and Bristol between 2012 and 2014.
These two English cities are well known for both their strong civil society involvement
in food issues, and their high-profile food policy groups. They are good examples of a
fruitful engagement between civil society and elected representatives.
Indeed, the researchers showed that the Mayors' support for their respective local
food policy councils (the London Food Board and the Bristol Food Policy Council) was
a great help for advancing the food agenda.
First, Mayoral support helped to integrate sustainable food-related objectives
within policy areas that are under the Mayor’s direct control. These areas will
vary from city to city (and from country to country), depending on the powers held by
the Mayor. In both cities, it made it easier to work across political silos in the local
administration, to channel public funds from other departments to food issues and,
more generally, to explore synergies between political agendas. For instance, in
London, the Food Save project received funding from the London Waste and Recycling
Board.

Albane GASPARD
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Second, Mayoral support provided status and legitimacy to food issues. As one
interviewee in London put it, “if you’ve got the approval of the Mayor then the world’s
your oyster because you’ve got the voice”. This was seen to open doors and help reach
actors that food activists otherwise found difficult to mobilise. For instance, in Bristol
the Mayor’s support made it possible to convene businesses to talk about food waste.
The London Food Board, for its part, was convened by the Mayor's food advisor, giving
its messages considerable credence.

Beware of strings attached
Getting support from the Mayor is generally positive, but it can also come with some
downsides that all food policy groups should be aware of.
The main risk is being too closely associated with one political personality. Indeed,
this can be dangerous if the majority changes at the next election, as the next leader
may want to distance themselves from their predecessors. Therefore, Jess Halliday,
who carried out this research as part of her PhD (and now works for the RUAF Global
Partnership), insists that food policy councils should take their ability to survive
political cycles very seriously.
Political differences within local government structures can also be an issue. In
London, for instance, boroughs (local governments within the city) that were led by a
different political party to that of the Mayor may have been less willing to cooperate
over food. And the Mayor's changing political priorities changing over the course of
the electoral term made it necessary to reframe food objectives in line with the new
agenda. For instance, after the 2011 riots, youth opportunities and training became a
top priority in London, whereas the Implementation Plan of the London Food Strategy
had highlighted the environment
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Keeping the right distance
The space in which local food policy groups exist differs from one place to another.
The Bristol Food Policy Council is independent, though linked with the city council (its
secretariat was provided by the city council). In London, the Food Team sits within City
Hall and hosts the London Food Board. In another city, or another country, it will be
different.
Jess Halliday stresses that the analysis of the English experience can be useful for
actors in other cities that are determining their overall strategy. Indeed, they must
reflect upon the pros and cons of the space in which the food policy group is to
operate. What are the benefits of their institutional home? What are the
drawbacks? How can they work around these?
For instance, if being closely associated with the Mayor comes with strings attached,
how can some projects or analysis be placed in the hand of civil society? In London,
for instance, the evaluation of local boroughs’ action on food was initially not
published by the London Food Board, but by one of its member organisations.
This way, food policy groups can benefit from a Mayor's support, but also keep the
right distance.
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Evaluating the
economic impact
of local food systems

Researchers developed a Local Food Systems
Toolkit to evaluate the economic impact of
local food systems.
It opens the door to having conversations
with officials and funders who might
normally dismiss localised food systems as
relatively unimportant.
Even small organisations can use elements of
the Local Food Systems Toolkit.
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Evaluating the economic impact
of local food systems
If every dollar or pound spent within the local economy has the potential to increase
localised spending and support smaller-scale enterprise, does this mean that local
food systems show similar impacts? This local multiplier effect is what Becca Jablonski,
Dawn Thilmany McFadden, and their team of Agricultural Economists from across the
U.S. set out to investigate. With the backing of the United States Department of
Agriculture’s Agricultural Marketing Service, they developed the Local Food Systems
Toolkit to evaluate the economic impact of local food systems policies, programming
and initiatives, with the hopes of making the evaluation of impacts more standardized
and accessible to policymakers and funders.

Setting up the methodology
Local and regional food systems have been suggested as one strategy to support
positive economic impacts across the U.S. However, there has historically been
limited resources available to identify and substantiate the financial impact of
investment in local food systems. Data had often been collected, but not in a
standardized way.
Through partnerships across academic institutions researchers developed the
Toolkit to help stakeholders explore the impact of local food efforts. The project
was based on principles of inclusiveness, realistic action, empowerment, flexibility
and increasing partner understanding of data collection, analysis, and interpretation.
Between 2015 and 2018 the team developed and launched the Toolkit, working with
thousands of participants across a broad range of interests. They trained people to:
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Use the toolkit;
Collect and use relevant data;
Better understand what is meant by ‘economic impact’, e.g. how a ‘shock’ (in
this case a new policy, program, or initiative) ripples throughout the local
economy;
Discuss how these impacts can be effectively communicated with
policymakers and other stakeholders.

Local food, national impact
The Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development released an
open access special edition which featured case studies of community stakeholders
who had used the principles in the Toolkit to evaluate the economic impacts of their
work.
Papers were submitted by joint teams of practitioners and academics, and addressed
a number of topics around the implementation of the Toolkit, and the reality and use
of measuring economic impact.
In particular, the issue questions whether it is possible for small-scale
practitioners to collect and analyse data. Some organisations have tried, in recent
years, with varying degrees of success. Studies highlighted the importance of
customised data collection and analysis, which may require extra resourcing or a
University partner. However, the Toolkit can encourage engagement with
economic impact assessments, and provide outputs for promotional materials.
Given this central role for data collection and analysis, is there any benefit to
communities with limited resources using the Toolkit? One paper focuses on
other techniques that may support evaluation of a program. For example, social
network analysis can provide evidence of how the social capital within a community
is affected by a local food systems effort. A second constructs a local food system
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impact calculator, which estimates the impact that projects or enterprises have on the
local or regional economy. This is particularly useful to limited resource communities
that do not have the ability to conduct a full fledge case study.

Getting the numbers right
Another set of papers looks at the methodological challenges associated with
assessing economic impacts. For instance:




Measurement issues: what are best practices for measuring production
functions (the land, labour, and capital invested)? One study explored the
complications relating to data collection, and importance of both primary
and secondary data. A second study reinforced the importance of reflecting
on-the-ground conditions when modelling impact. Through the Toolkit,
both found net positive impacts on the local economy which exceeded
the predictions of IMPLAN’s default system (IMPLAN is a tool for inputoutput economic modelling).
Specific market channel analysis: how do specific programmes designed
to increase market access for producers get assessed? Two studied focused
on the economic impact of farm-to-school projects. Researchers found that
it is easy to overestimate the net positive effect of such projects on the
local economy, and important to incorporate the channels these
programmes utilise to access locally produced food.

Does demonstrating economic impact influence policy makers?
How do policymakers respond to economic impact assessments of local food
systems? Studies in this Special Issue show that:




Decision makers are more supportive after finding out the results of a
study;
The results can be used to develop better data collection;
They can be used to inform local and regional government development
strategies.

The Toolkit was also used in a collaborative planning process to guide discussions
around a definition, enforcement, and evaluation of ‘agricultural viability’. Agricultural
viability refers to the ability of farmers to use land productively, to run business(es)
from it, and to maintain long-term stewardship over the land. This type of
conversation can help to build cohesion among diverse stakeholders.
The Toolkit opens the door to having conversations with officials and funders
who might normally dismiss localised food systems as relatively unimportant,
or who need further evidence to legitimise funding them. Though currently
limited to financial data, and based only in the United States, this is a solid step
towards having those conversations.
Want to join the community of practice?
If you’re based in the US, you can register your project. If you have any questions,
you can get in touch with the team at: https://localfoodeconomics.com/
@https://twitter.com/localfoodecon
The Local Food Systems Toolkit is only available to use in the United States, but
has been developed to help stakeholders explore the impact of local food efforts.
There is potential for broadening out over time.
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