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Using evaluation to inspire urban food action: lessons
from the UK

A UK-based team of researchers and
practitioners developed an evaluation
toolbox for local food strategies.
The process of developing the toolbox
proved as important as the final result.
It is flexible enough to be able to work
without the “perfect” data but still inspire
action.

A UK-based team gathering a researcher and practitioners (Cardiff
University, UK Sustainable Food Cities network) developed a toolbox that
captures cities’ progress towards sustainable food. Their work shows that
evaluation is not only about gathering data: it also means building a
common narrative that inspires action.

Albane GASPARD
January 2020

Urban Food Futures would like to
thank Ana Moragues-Faus for her
inputs and comments.

Your city’s action in a snapshot
The team worked with around a hundred practitioners from 41 different
places. They then applied the toolbox in Cardiff and Bristol.
The toolbox covers four dimensions (governance, health and well-being,
economy, environment). For each dimension, stakeholders identified :







A goal, i.e. an overarching aim (for example “healthy cities”);
A desired outcome, i.e. a state or position which is reached in
order that the goal is achieved (for instance, low incidence of dietrelated illnesses);
An indicator that can be used to measure progress towards
delivery (for example, the decrease in the incidence of diet-related
illnesses), and
Activity-based indicators, i.e. activities that can potentially
contribute to improve indicators (for instance, the increase in
portions of vegetables in school meals). These activities were
classified as follows: partnership & collaboration, policies &
strategies, infrastructure & planning, public services & support,
knowledge & awareness, and market-based mechanisms.

Source:
Moragues-Faus, A.; Marceau, A.
Measuring Progress in Sustainable
Food Cities: An Indicators Toolbox for
Action. Sustainability 2019, 11, 45
Picture credits:
Pixabay
You can find this article on the URL
below:
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/
evaluation-toolbox
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This systematic mapping of activities allows the identification of key gaps in
action. For example, in Cardiff, it showed that the city had not fully embraced
levers such as market-based instruments or infrastructure planning.

Linking activities to impacts
A key challenge in the elaboration of the toolbox was to establish formal
links between actions developed at the local level (activity-based indicators)
and impacts on the food system (the overarching goal). In other words, it is
always difficult to attribute causality.
The team carried out an extensive literature review to check whether
activities could be linked to impacts. The toolbox presents actions that
have proven to support the objective. For instance, mapping local food
assets (such as green spaces and brownfield sites that can be used by food
businesses) contributes to support the local food economy. However, Ana
Moragues-Faus, the article’s lead author, was surprised by the general lack
of systematic analyses on the impact of sustainable food initiatives.
Therefore, the toolbox cannot say that the actions it presents are enough to
achieve the objectives (see our previous article “We have done a lot, but what
have we accomplished? Lessons from New York urban food policy”). It can,
however, trigger a conversation about why the city cannot see the
impacts of its programs. This can be due to other negative trends that are
happening at the same time. For instance, great efforts to introduce organic
food in schools can be counterbalanced by an increase in the number of
unhealthy outlets in the city, or by the fact that parents do not have the time
to cook when kids are at home.

Beyond data
During the whole process, data collection proved particularly challenging, as
cities do not always collect the perfect indicator that nicely fits into the
assessment framework, and it is difficult to devote funds to collect new data.
Indeed, data collection is often a limitation in processes aiming to capture
the impact of local food action (see our article Evaluating the economic
impacts of local food systems).
In the UK, the team decided to go around this difficulty through
secondary data, interviews with local actors, and also by selecting
indicators that are easy to measure and accessible. Ana Moragues-Faus
is grateful of how people shared their knowledge about the local food
system, although she thinks the project could have gone further in collecting
the diversity of voices. This qualitative information proves extremely useful
to avoid being trapped in narrow indicators. For instance, only looking at the
tonnage of food waste can be misleading: indeed, if fruit and vegetable
consumption increases, then food waste is bound to increase as well, but
that is not necessarily bad news. More qualitative approaches can qualify
such numbers.
Moreover, the researcher stresses that the toolbox they came up with is
flexible enough to work without the “perfect data”. The mere fact of
mapping existing actions and using this to connect stakeholders is already a
major step forward for cities.
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The process is as important as the toolbox itself
Indeed, another key takeaway from this research is that the process of
developing the toolbox proved to be as important as the toolbox itself.
First, because it made actors spell out what the objectives of a
sustainable food policy should be, and agree upon these goals. For
instance, in the realm of health and well-being, the goal they decided upon
was: “Improving physical and mental health and wellbeing by reducing food
poverty; improving access to culturally acceptable, affordable healthy food for
all; promoting healthy diets; and increasing participation in food related physical
and social activity”. This is key to make ideas travel from one organisation to
the other, and help each actor align its work with that of its counterparts.
This is why, according to Ana Moragues-Faus, cities should ask themselves
what they expect from such an evaluation toolbox when they start
developing one. If inspiring action and connecting stakeholders is their
main objective, then it might be worth investing in the process and not so
much in the data collection. If they want to compare their action to their
international counterparts, then it will be important to align with the
indicators that are being used in international toolboxes provided by the
FAO Food-for-Cities (see our article The A to Z of urban food analysis) or the
Milan Food Policy Pact.
Indeed, the benefits of developing an evaluation toolbox are manifold:
making your city’s action more visible, shaping our understanding of the
problems, enabling comparison, supporting decision-making, evaluating
and predicting trends. Provided cities are clear about why they are
developing a toolbox, it will prove an extremely useful base for developing
integrated food policies.

Innovating in short food chains logistics

Food distribution is a weak point in short
food supply chains.
They could get inspired by the massive
transformation that logistics are undergoing
(ICT, increased demand for flexibility…).
The key to innovation is to take into account
both producers and customers needs.

Short food supply chain logistics are a key area for innovation. In a paper
published in Sustainability, researchers from the Serbian University of Novi
Sad reflect upon new food distribution options that would bring together
sustainability and innovations in logistics. Their research will help food
producers imagine new ways to distribute their food in the future.

When existing issues in short chains…
The problems with short supply chain logistics are well documented in
existing scientific literature. Indeed, the absence of intermediaries often
means that food producers need to carry out marketing and distribution
activities themselves. This can be an issue, because they may not have the
skills nor the resources (time, money) to do so.
This means that food distribution is a weak point in short food supply
chains. And this, all the more as distributing food comes with a lot of
challenges per se: indeed, food is a highly perishable product, and its
distribution needs to abide by many health and safety regulations.
In a nutshell, current distribution is short food supply chains could be made
more efficient.

… meet innovation in logistics
Researchers suggest to look at existing innovation trends in logistics to see
how they could apply to distribution in food short chains. Indeed, logistics
is undergoing massive transformation, mainly due to information and

Albane GASPARD
February 2020

Urban Food Futures would like to
thank Marinko Maslarić for his
feedback
Source:
Todorovic, V.; Maslaric, M.; Bojic, S.;
Jokic, M.; Mircetic, D.; Nikolicic, S.
Solutions for More Sustainable
Distribution in the Short Food
Supply Chains. Sustainability 2018,
10, 3481.
Picture credits:
dariasophia from Pixabay
You can find this article on the URL
below:
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/
logistics
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communication technologies. These technologies open new possibilities
for information to be shared and analysed in order to increase efficiency.
A second area of evolution in logistics is the development of third-party
providers. These are specialised actors that operate between producers
and consumers.
Finally, another key trend in logistics is the increased demand for
flexibility by customers. The development of home delivery services is a
good example of that.

What could the future look like?
What if these trends in logistics were to be integrated into short food supply
chains? What new services would this lead to? Would they be beneficial from
a social or environmental point of view?
The researchers have imagined 3 new distribution solutions, all highly
digitalised, and responding to customers’ demand for home service
delivery:






Keeping a face-to-face distribution but introducing a digital market
(through an online platform) that allows customers to check
availability and order food.
Introducing a specialised logistics provider that operates storage
and transport, and allowing customers to order through a digital
marketplace.
Crowdsourcing distribution, i.e. employing individuals with
underutilised assets (here, cars) to distribute food (as Uber does for
transporting people).

When assessing the environmental and social sustainability of these
solutions in a qualitative way, researchers found that none of these clearly
stand out. Indeed, the sustainability and relevance of new solutions will
depend upon the characteristics of the market. For instance,
crowdsourcing could be great in areas of low density where customers are
scattered but offers low potential for food traceability. Using a specialised
logistics provider would, on the contrary, enable good traceability, and
ensure a minimum food waste along the chain, but would add a new
intermediary that would control the information and the logistics process.

Key advice for designing new food distribution channels
The future of short food chains delivery will most probably reflects this
diversity of demand. Indeed, it can range from urban consumers asking for
low volumes and to institutions that need high volumes with a high degree
of certainty.
However, this paper highlights key points to bear in mind when designing
future logistics solutions:




First, get inspired by existing evolutions in logistics. Information
and communication technologies are not just for big logistics
providers. They can be great sources of innovation for short supply
chains too.
Take into account evolutions in the general environment, as
changes is laws and regulations, policies, food demand or
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competing food networks will impact upon your solution’s
relevance and feasibility.
Adapt to both producers and customers’ demand. Indeed,
distribution is a link between these two actors. On the one hand,
the solution should not be too difficult for the producer to
implement. If it requires resources (time, money) or skills (IT,
accountancy…) that the producers don’t have or cannot access,
then they will not adopt it. On the other hand, it should fit into
customers’ way of buying food.

The future of food distribution in short food chain will be diverse, but it is up
to us to anticipate the changes in order to make it sustainable!

Food movements: how should they go about change?

Power is multidimensional. So the action of
food movements must be too.
The development of local food policies is an
opportunity for food movements.
Policy outcomes are not the only thing that
matters: process matters too.

Over the last two decades, food movements have gained prominence in the
Global North, advocating for a more sustainable and a fairer food system.
Are they making a difference? And if so, how? In a book called Civil Society
and Social Movements in Food System Governance, scholars give us a peek into
social movements’ strategies for food system change. The book will help
food movements better position their action to make an impact. It will also
be useful for local authorities willing to work with them.

There is not one single way to have an impact…
First, what does it mean to “have an impact”? Researchers remind us that
there are 3 types of power that can be used:






Instrumental power, which entails wielding influence on other
actors using a variety of resources (technical, financial, and
organisational – such as, for instance, the ability to work with other
actors (see our previous article on this…). This is the most obvious
form of power.
Discursive power: an actor has discursive power when its way
of seeing a problem is the one all other actors share. For
instance, food can be seen as market commodity, or as commons,
and this does not entail the same policies. Civil society
organisations spend a lot of time trying to reframe problems.
Structural power, which is the power to set the rules under
which decisions are taken. When governance structures are
already set (which is generally the case at the global or national
level), food activists usually do not have much ability to influence
this.

Therefore, power is multidimensional. So action must be too.

Albane GASPARD
March 2020
Urban Food Futures would like to
thank Jill Clark for for her inputs
and comments.
Source:
Peter Andrée, Jill K. Clark, Charles Z.
Levkoe, Kristen Lowitt (Ed) (2019),
Civil Society and Social Movements
in Food System Governance, 1st
Edition, Routledge
This book is open access
Picture credits:
Photo by Isiah Gibson on Unsplash
You can find this article on the URL
below:
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/
change
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… and contexts can vary greatly, too
The context food organisations operate in will also enable or constraint
action.
Some governance settings can be very open, and easy to access, thus
making it easy to gain a seat at the table, or even to set the table. For
instance, the development of local food policies is an opportunity for
food movements as local governments are only starting to develop
expertise in this field, and are happy to tap into food actors’ experience.
Moreover, big corporate actors are generally little involved in local
governance processes.
On the contrary, some decision-making processes are held behind closed
doors, or even hidden, and more difficult to access. Some are public, but
they are so institutionalised that it is uneasy to change the rules.
This analysis points to key questions local authorities can ask themselves to
gauge whether their governance settings enable or restrain civil society
participation. These are:





Is the decision making process open?
Does it acknowledge power and resources asymmetries and try to
rebalance them?
What is its capacity to accept and integrate dissent?
To which extent does it build trust between actors? Indeed, as the
researchers put it: “the first step in a collaborative governance
planning process is not planning, but focusing on building
relationships, trust, and shared values.”

Taking a seat at the table, setting the table or dining outside?
Even if they broadly seek a more sustainable and fairer food system, food
organisations are very diverse. They do not have a single agenda. Even in a
very similar context, with similar opportunities, movements can develop
different approaches to change and different levels of engagement in
governance processes.
The researchers highlight three main strategies along a “governance
engagement continuum”:






Developing alternatives outside of the dominant food system.
This is the way Alternative Food Networks operate, for instance with
farmers’ markets, Community Supported Agriculture or fair trade
labels. These groups mainly operate in an autonomous way, with
the objective to build change one concrete project at a time.
Seeking incremental change within the system. This is possible
when governance settings allow it, and it comes with questions
regarding possible trade-offs and compromises. A case study from
New Zealand shows that interaction between local food
movements and the Council came with benefits (getting the food
issue on the political agenda), but also with limits (narrowing the
scope of the problem from a broad systemic one to an economic
development challenge).
Directly challenging the system and staying outside. These
organisations generally advocate for a different framing of the
problem as they relate food issues with profound structural
inequalities in the food system, or society itself. They find it difficult
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to fit their objectives (food sovereignty, right to food…) into existing
policy processes.

Process matters
Which strategy works best? Analysis shows that we probably need a bit of
everything. As Jill Clark, who co-edited the book, highlights, “power is not a
simple insiders / outsiders game”.



First, because change will happen if food organisations are able to
multiply entry points into the system.
Second, because food movements should be aware that policy
outcomes are not the only thing that matters: process matters
too. So actors that invest into creating trust and building their
capacity to engage in policy processes are making a valuable
contribution to change. Researchers call this the “power to
convene”, i.e. to change the way food problems are framed through
deliberation.

What does this mean for food organisations? According to Jill Clark, they
should better analyse where they stand in the wider sustainable food
movement. This will help them understand how they can cooperate with
organisations that have chosen a different strategy. And better work
together as a food movement.

Bringing everyone to the table:
food-based initiatives for integration

Food is a powerful medium as spaces
for intercultural dialogue and
integration of migrants.
Food-based initiatives should aim to
foster participants' independence and
reduce vulnerability.
New projects should focus on skilling up
legal awareness, emotional support,
and labour market integration.
Access to land or long-term leases, as well as
location, and community support, can make or
break a project.

What is the point of food projects? Are they just about producing food? Or
can they be something more, can they be mechanism for transformation in
civil society? A recent report from the Food Relations project tackled these
questions. Led by die Agronauten, the report explores how initiatives
based around growing, cooking, educating, and eating use food as a
way to foster dialogue, knowledge-sharing, relationship-building, and
new opportunities for inclusion.
The Food Relations project brought a diverse set of food-based integration
projects together for the first time, allowing them to trade ideas and
practices, as well as challenges and resolutions.
The report gives a clear introduction to the ideas around integration and
inclusion initiatives, especially those working with third country
nationals (TCNs). It defines different migration categories, provides clear
illustrative examples of food-based projects, outlines major strengths and
weaknesses of the examined initiatives, and gives recommendations for
practitioners in existing and future projects.

Knowing your onions
Food Relations was a European project that examined the impact of foodbased integration projects on TCNs. TCN is an all-encompassing term,
inclusive of refugees, asylum seekers, and migrants, and refers to those
who are resident or in transit through a country that is not their
country of origin. TCNs can be highly vulnerable, as their social and support
networks, rights, and access to employment, housing, and basic services are
greatly reduced. At the best of times, integration into a new place can be
challenging. For vulnerable TCNs, it can be even more so.

Emma BURNETT
April 2020
Urban Food Futures would like to
thank Peter Volz from die
Agronauten for his inputs and
comments
Source:
Juan Fernandez Gil, Hannes Gerlof,
Emilie Fus, Peter Volz, Savannah
Bein, AGRONAUTEN (2019), Food as
a key medium for social
inclusion and intercultural dialogue
Picture credits:
Food Relations Project
WANT TO GO FURTHER?
Those with questions should reach
out to the listed projects directly, or
to Peter Volz at die Agronauten.
There is clearly continued work that
needs to be done, building the
network of practitioners and a
database of initiatives and their
practices.
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/
TCN
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The 35 projects and initiatives examined by Food Relations were based in 15
EU countries. These initiatives use food as a medium through which
they foster spaces for social participation, intercultural dialogue, and
integration of TCNs in Europe. A majority of the initiatives were relatively
young, founded between 2014-16.
All of the selected projects met the mandatory criteria of:





Social sustainability – e.g. working conditions
Pedagogically supportive – e.g. supporting language learning, skills
building
Environmentally sustainable – e.g. agroecological practices
Empowering – e.g. supportive of women

Shiny apples
Best practices were evaluated and described, to illustrate the strengths and
potential impacts of the initiatives, as well as to reassure newer projects that
they can overcome barriers and build resilience.
Through a variety of projects, the main best-practices highlighted the
importance of:












Integration: it is important that initiatives foster languagelearning (one of the biggest barriers), soft-skill development,
trust & responsibility, volunteers combined with professionals.
The ultimate aim of initiatives should be to make the term ‘TCN’
irrelevant.
Satisfaction of basic needs: not all countries or cities provide this to
TCNs. Projects need to be sensitive to practicalities, and work to
help establish healthy baselines, and keep people safe.
Mental health & wellbeing: tackling trauma from before or
during the move, working with those whose legal status is
insecure, and providing professional counselling where
possible can all improve TCNs psychological well-being, and the
success of the project.
Geography: urban projects can have trouble accessing land,
resources, or long-term leases. However, good connections and
partnerships with local government and community groups can
facilitate access to infrastructure, and it is worth pursuing these
avenues. It can be make-or-break for a project. It is also important
to note that the location of a project can be vital – too remote
or inaccessible, and people, including TCNs, will not
participate. The same is true if a project is based in an
unwelcoming community. These are especially important
considerations for new projects.
Routines: offering recurring and stable activities can provide a
secure environment for TCNs, who may need longer to adapt than
expected. Giving structure to days or weeks, doing morning catchups for emotional status, plans, and reflection can help participants
integrate. At the same time, these should be participatory in nature,
and not entirely prescriptive. This allows for innovation and
leadership development.
Institutional barriers: older initiatives will likely have experience
with the legal frameworks around TCNs in their countries, and
provide assistance with navigation through bureaucracy. Newer
projects should prioritise this, and where needed, bring in external
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professionals to help the team learn more about legal statuses,
emotional support, and labour market integration.
Training/skilling up: training for economic independence can
help TCNs overcome some of the feelings of isolation and
dependency. Initiatives that provide training in food-based
employment need to build connections with social enterprises
which offer credible employment that doesn’t exploit TCN
labour. They should also offer well-rounded vocational training,
not limited to food, but inclusive of communication skills, jobhunting, CV preparation, and wider food-system knowledge.
Initiatives should be honest when it comes to prospects, and as
knowledgeable and supportive around legalities and regulations as
possible.
Networks: it is important for initiatives to build connections
between different platforms, in order to facilitate training and job
placements. This helps overcome some of the barriers to
employment. Those initiatives that have, as part of their structure,
a social business can provide internal training and employment (as
well as a diversified financial model), and job-buddy programmes
can build relationships between established citizens or TCNs and
newer arrivals.
Community integration: projects need to not just integrate TCNs
into the community, but have strategies to involve local
residents, businesses, and government. This can reduce friction,
and increase the network of support. Regularly planned openfacing social events, like dinners, can support this outreach.
Resilience: two resources need to be taken seriously – finance
and staffing. A scarcity of the first often leads to an undersupply
of the second, meaning that staff often take on a very heavy
workload. This can lead to burnout and faster turnover of staff than
is ideal. Local, national, and EU-level grants are available, and
should be pursued to help support not just the social, but
environmental elements, of projects. It is also beneficial when
projects have diverse streams of income, e.g. through a community
café or a cooking school. In addition to stable and diverse income,
it is essential that staff and participants be dedicated and
motivated; that leadership is clear and supportive; that broader
networks be fostered; and that concrete aims are developed with
action plans to see them through.

Pitfalls
The best practices from projects presents a comprehensive, if challenging,
list for TCN-focused projects. However, for each best practice, there is the
flip side, the challenges that initiatives confront, and which need to be taken
into account when designing food integration initiatives, or improving
existing ones.
These challenges are, in the main, unsurprising, but worth enumerating.
This allows participants to share narratives and solutions, and not to feel
alone in a struggle. The report highlighted particularly issues around:



Finance: lack of long-term funding, cost of urban space, time
involved in grant-writing.
Stable management vs. flexibility, evolution: diversity of staff and
participants’ backgrounds and needs, project evolution to match
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those needs, balancing stable management with a natural need to
change.
Perceptions of TCNs, cultural differences: overcoming concerns of
local
communities,
finding
volunteers,
conflict
and
misunderstanding between new arrivals as well as with longer-term
residents.
Internal class struggles, exclusivity: balancing structure and selforganisation, building working groups that can evolve, creating
roles that people can grow within, and using terminology that will
appeal to both local residents and newcomers.
Gender: understanding the complexities of participants,
gender imbalance (more men than women TCNs, more women
than men as local volunteers), and supporting, but not
overemphasising, the importance of women in the project and
society as a whole.
Scale: understanding not just the local, but global, context, building
a network of related projects to exchange experiences and good
practice.

These potential pitfalls need not stall a project, but should be considered as
both challenges and opportunities in project (re)design.

Delivery and take-aways
There are a wide range of different project types assessed in the report,
including restaurants and catering, community and private events, farms,
community gardens, and education projects. For each of these specific
recommendations were given, along with a cross-sector call to promote
sustainability in initiatives. These include, but are not limited to:








Restaurants/catering/cooking: using the gastronomy of TCN
participants to help people feel welcome and attract others;
run special events and regular dinners; offer vocational training;
network with other enterprises to create new work opportunities;
focus on local and organic products where possible.
Community gardens: reorganise working groups with some
regularity to avoid cliques and hierarchies; find knowledgeable
gardeners to train participants; utilise the arts as well as food to
increase interest and participation; grow crops native to TCN
countries; install infrastructure to facilitate sharing and fun (e.g. a
garden kitchen or firepit); run activities and learning for children.
Farms and professional gardens: offer vocational training which are
supported by the state; pay fair wages; utilise schemes such as
LEADER, which aim to reduce abandonment of rural areas;
communicate with consumers as well as with TCNs about
initiatives.
Education: teach in small, heterogeneous groups; focus on
practicality and keep theory to a minimum; find professional
educators or practitioners; actively involve participants in
teaching and learning.

What should the next generation of urban food policies
look like?

The next generation of policies will have to
avoid silos, stop-and-goes and parochialism.
Equity should be a key concern when
designing the next policy processes.
Monitoring and evaluation will be key as
constant re-adjustment should be at the core
of policy.

In the 2000’s, food was a stranger to urban policy. Twenty years later, it is
now a hot topic. It is a great time, then, to take stock and think about the
next generation of urban food policies.
A Special Issue of the Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community
Development gathers insights from the implementation of local food policies
across the United States and Canada. It partly draws on the conclusions of
Growing Food Connections, a US research-action project that aims at
building the capacity of local governments on food issues.
This Special Issue shows that local governments cannot rest on their laurels,
as we still have a long way to go to achieve fair and sustainable food systems.

Great achievements… creating new challenges
The papers in this Special Issue globally show great achievement compared
to the situation twenty years ago. However, as local food policy unfolds, it
creates new implementation challenges. For example:






Food is now a legitimate area of action for local government. In
some cities, staff is dedicated to the issue. This is great news.
However, the challenge is now to avoid creating new silos. Food
cannot be disconnected from other policy areas.
More and more local policymakers are convinced that food should
be on their agenda. However, for policies to be effective, they need
to receive constant support from City council. Therefore, avoiding
“stop and goes” is a whole new challenge for urban food
policies.
Cities have been very active in creating new alliances and
intersectoral partnerships. New links have been created, with

Albane GASPARD
May 2020
Urban Food Futures would like to
thank Samina Raja for her inputs
and comments.
Source:
Raja, S., Clark, J. K., Freedgood, J., &
Hodgson, K. (2018). Reflexive and
inclusive: Reimagining local
government engagement in food
systems. Journal of
Agriculture, Food Systems, and
Community Development, 8(Suppl.
2), 1–10.
Picture credits:
Pixabay
You can find this article on the URL
below:
http://www.urbanfoodfutures.com/
next-generation
RESSOURCES: POLICY DATABASES
The Growing Food Connections
project has put together a policy
database that provides
policymakers, government staff,
and others interested in food policy
with concrete examples of local
public policies that have been
adopted to address a range of food
systems issues in the United States.
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planning, public health, economic development actors… However,
some areas of work are still largely untapped (for instance, postproduction capacity – See our article on local policy for food
processing). A new era of policy opens up that requires to keep
strengthening existing partnerships while creating new ones.
Local food policies tend to focus exclusively on the local scale.
However, according to Samina Raja, one of the Special Issue
coordinator, the next generation of local food policies should be
more globally aware and include international solidarity with
local governments worldwide. Indeed, food issues come from
global trends that cannot be ignored.

Equity: you get what you planned for
A key take-away from the Special Issue is that the form that the policy
process takes largely explains the outcomes. This is specifically true for
equity. Policy outcomes reflect the point of views and interests of people
who took part in the policy making process. Therefore, if the process fails to
engage with people that are left out of the system, there is a risk of further
contributing to the general unfairness of food systems.
Cities should now look at the process they’ve created to analyse where it
stands as far as equity is concerned, with questions such as:



Who set the table? Who is at the table now? (see our article on food
movements participation in food policy here)
Where does the community want to be? Where is the community
now?

For Samina Raja, from State University of New York at Buffalo, who
coordinated the Special Issue together with Jill Clark (Ohio State University),
Julia Freedgood (American Farmland Trust) and Kimberley Hodgson
(Cultivating Healthy Places), lack of inclusion is one of the major pitfalls
of current urban food policy. Reflecting upon her work over the last years,
she appreciates how looking at it with an equity lens can have a sobering
effect.

Policy re-adjustment as a constant process
This points to the necessity for local governments to become more reflexive
about their food policies.
Monitoring and evaluation lay at the heart of a reflexive policy, as
should therefore be key to the next generation of local food policies.
Yet, articles in the Special Issue highlight how little evaluation is actually
carried out (see our article on evaluation in New York). For Samina Raja, this
is especially the case for food issues, as it is a new topic for local policy, and
we have yet to figure out what works and what does not. Sharing experience,
including failures, has never been more important. Local authorities could
also get inspired, or work with, actors that have developed strong evaluation
methods, for example in the health field.
Here again, governance might be the key: if the policy process includes a
watchdog entity, then it will be prompted not to rest on its laurels. Overall,
local food policies should always be thought of as dynamic, and aim for
a constant re-adjustment based on evidence of what works and what does
not.

For international examples of
policies, you can look at the Global
Database for City and Regional
Food Policy, hosted by the
University at Buffalo and RUAF
Foundation.

What do your policy documents reveal about your
urban food action?

Analysis of urban food policy documents
shows that very few of them include a clear
implementation plan.
Cities struggle to go further than policies on
production and consumption, and fail to
address activities in between
(transformation, for example).
Cities have still little knowledge about actual
food flows. This lack of knowledge prevents
them from identifying areas where policies
would be needed.

As more and more cities around the world are adopting formal food policy
strategies, researchers are looking in more details into what cities say they’ll
be doing, and how. Two papers have recently analysed closely these policy
documents. They looked at what is in them, but also what is not. Indeed,
looking at policy documents reveals interesting gaps in current urban food
policies.

Different contexts, but same goals…?
What goals do cities give themselves when it comes to food? Looking at them
says a lot about the context in which they operate. For instance, objectives
regarding food security, nutrition and access to food are more mobilised by
cities in the Global South. However, they are not absent from the North,
even if they are framed differently. For instance, Northern American cities
talk about “healthy neighbourhoods” and “food deserts”, which also refers
to access issues. French cities tend to have goals related to public
procurement more often than other cities, echoing the dynamism of
national regulations on collective catering.
Interestingly though, even if different contexts lead to different goals being
pursued, researchers also found great similarities. Four themes appear
more often than others, namely: local food production, agriculture,
economic development (including better distribution channels) and
education. And some are almost always missing, such as climate change
mitigation, adaptation, or animal health/welfare. Are all cities facing the
same problems, or has the dialogue between them over the years
contributed to harmonizing their take on food issues? (see our previous
article on The limits of a “copy and paste” approach).
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… and same instruments?
Similarities are also found in the policy instruments cities say they will use.
Educational and financial instruments (such as grants or subsidies, public
procurement, allowing the use of government owned land, providing food
aid…) are very often mentioned.
More stringent instruments, such as regulation, are less common.
(Cities in the United States are more likely to use them. For instance, New
York has a regulatory policy to preserve gardens). Is this because the
regulatory context cities around the world generally operate in makes it
difficult for them to use such instruments? Or is it because urban food
policies shy away from them?

Goals, but no implementation plan
Another point that calls attention in these policy documents is their lack of
clear implementation plan. Researchers looked in details at the formal
strategies of 41 cities that signed the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact.
35 provided information about the actions, and the instruments they will
implement, but only 9 of our 41 include specific targets and associated
time-paths. Some cities such as Brussels, Medellin or Sao Paulo are very
thorough. But, for others, it is hard to gauge whether written goals will turn
into action.

Urban strategies are missing entire parts of the food system
A key dimension that comes out of the papers is that entire parts of the food
system are missing from policy documents. Researchers call it the “missing
middle”, pointing to food system activities “between” production and
consumption, that are absent from policies. Namely: transformation and
distribution (see our previous article Food processing: the missing link in
sustainable food systems).
Why is that? Researchers make several hypothesis:






First, food policy actors have historically focused either on
production or consumption. As these two categories of actors
come together in local food policies, they still haven’t reached out
to other stakeholders, that represent this “missing middle”.
Second, cities have still little knowledge about actual food
flows. This lack of knowledge prevents them from identifying areas
where policies would be needed.
Third, activities in the “missing middle” are often regulated at
regional, national or even international levels. And as it appeared
from the policy documents or the focus-groups researchers carried
out, cities are not actively integrating higher levels in their
governance. This focus on the local could lead to them missing
on wider systemic issues.

Therefore, a key take-away for cities willing to go further would be to
take the time to map food flows coming in and out (see our previous
article on methodology for urban food system analysis). This will help them
identify how they contribute to a wider food system, the issues this raises,
and what they can do about it.

The two sides of participation in urban food policy

There can be many ways to perceive
what participation is about, leading to
very different processes.
Should you be steering local actors or
providing space for a local network of
pioneers to emerge?
Local authorities may be able to do both
as policy gains maturity, providing they
check on a regular basis who is involved
in policy, and, even more importantly,
who is not.

In many countries around the globe, urban food policies were born in an era
of increased public participation in local policymaking. However, food raises
specific questions when it comes to participation. Indeed, how do you
foster participation around a topic that is new to local actors? A topic
you, as a municipality, are not yet an expert in?
An article published in Politics and Governance analyses participation at the
onset of local food policy in the city of Ede, in the Netherlands. Researchers
looked at the way local civil servants in charge of developing food policy
viewed both their role and that of non-governmental actors. They unveiled
a tension between two very different ways to see what participation is
about.

Should you be steering local actors?
The first way local civil servants in Ede were perceiving participation was
through a steering lens. The narrative went as follows: “we, as a
municipality, have a responsibility to take the leadership in the food
policy. We should mobilise local actors around food issues because
challenges in the food system are huge, and yet insufficiently addressed.
Our action is legitimate as this will enhance wealth and well-being in the city,
as well as position the city as a frontrunner on food action”.
This lens has direct impacts on the way civil servants organise participation.
In Ede, in 2012, as the city was launching its local food policy, this translated
into civil servants pro-actively inviting local stakeholders to
participatory events to discuss food policy. How did they decide who was
invited? Civil servants invited:



Actors they knew,
Actors they thought were relevant to the topic: here, the objective
was to mobilise them,
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Actors that were considered experts: here, the objective was to gain
expertise on food, which was new to civil servants.

This means that no open invitation was sent out. Local citizens, for instance,
were not specifically invited, even if some actors have double roles, (they
have one role and are also local citizen, which is quite typical for those
involved in local food policy processes).

When participation unveils conflicting objectives
These participation settings are a pragmatic way to kick off a policy process.
However, they face several pitfalls:




First, participation is limited to some actors, that may not be
representative of all local food stakeholders. For instance, in
Ede, citizens were not invited to take part in the conversation
around food directly at the start. This can lead to food system issues
that are not considered important to the local government not
being integrated in policy.
Second, one could wonder whether such participation
processes aren’t more about finding support for the municipal
policy rather than empowering local actors. Are spaces of
participation only open to those whose objectives align with the
municipal ones?

An example of that was the picking garden that civil servants wanted to
create next to the city hall. They originally had thought that inhabitants
would help maintaining it, but it turned out that people were not willing to
dedicate time to it. The project was therefore put on hold.
A key question, here, is whether the participation process is designed to
anticipate and deal with potential tensions between steering actors
and listening to them.

Should you be supporting bottom-up initiatives?
Civil servants working on food policy in Ede also had another way of
perceiving - and hence designing – participation processes. This second lens
saw participation as a way to empower existing sustainable food
initiatives and give them space to grow.
The narrative would go like that: “we as a municipality have a way to
interpret issues in the food systems, but we are not going to force our ideas
on to others. We should rather open a discussion with people who already
act on the ground and support those bottom-up initiatives”.
This leads to participation processes that are different from the ones
described earlier. Here, the emphasis is on creating spaces to bring local
food pioneers and activists together, and facilitating the emergence of a
local network. For example, by organising events that showcase local
initiatives.
On the upside, such a participation strategy can help foster a solid food
activist community that will better support potential changes in local
policies.
On the downside, however, by focusing on only one category of local food
actors, it does not foster dialogue between different stakeholders.
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The good news: you may be able to do both
This article in Politics and Governance helps local authorities clarify what
exactly they are looking for in participation, and the benefits and limits of
each strategy.
Does this mean the two strategies are incompatible? Not really. According
to Joëlla van de Griend, who carried out the field research, the first one is
great to start a new policy, as it helps to set the agenda, and to get started
in a pragmatic way. Moreover, it is also a good way to show short-term
results, which are crucial for a new policy. As policy gains maturity, it can
then expand its participation base. In Ede, for instance, the city has now
created a Food Policy Council that involves citizens. It also becomes easier
for civil servants to open participation spaces without knowing what the
outcomes will be.
In all cases, the researcher insists that local authorities should check on a
regular basis who is involved in policy, and, even more importantly,
who is not. They should be aware of the gaps in participation, and actively
seek to fill them. This will ensure that food policy does not only focus on
those issues that are important to actors that are the more vocal, or the
more connected to the city.

Are food commons the next innovation pathway for
urban food policies?
What is at the heart of the commons is a decision made
by a community that some resources should be
governed by all for everybody’s interest, because those
resources are essential to all. In this sense, food can be
valued as a commons.
Our societies have turned a fundamental need into a
for-profit commodity.
If cities were to recognize that food is not only a
commodity, then it would open great opportunities for
innovation.

The concept of “commons” is one of these ideas that is difficult to pin down:
what exactly are commons? And what do they have to do with food? In a
book co-edited by Jose Luis Vivero-Pol, Tomaso Ferrando, Olivier De Schutter
and Ugo Mattei, called the Routledge Handbook of Food as a Commons,
engaged scholars and activists from different backgrounds introduce us to
this notion and give us a peak into what food policies relying on the premise
that food is a commons could look like.

Many definitions…
An interesting issue with the concept of commons is that it does not have
only one definition. As Jose Luis Vivero Pol, who co-edited the book, puts it:
“commons can be different things to different people”.
Different academic disciplines define commons in different ways. For
example




For economists, it may equal to a public good, i.e. a good that is
both non-excludable and non-rivalrous. In other words, a good
everyone can access, and whose consumption by one person does
not prevent others from enjoying. Typical examples are fresh air or
cooking recipes. But it may also equal to club goods (those that are
rival but difficult to exclude), such as fish stocks or water.
For historians, however, commons often refers to collectively
owned land that was commonplace in Europe before the Enclosure
movement, and still represents about 5% of European land today
(and yet common land is not mentioned once in the new CAP
documents or in the recently published “From Farm to Fork”
Strategy).
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In order to make things even more complicated, activists have also used
the term commons when campaigning to preserve customary rights
over natural resources such as land, forests, seeds or water. Social activists
are also using “commons” terminology to define contemporary food
initiatives such as community-supported agriculture, food buying groups,
food sharing platforms or guerrilla gardening initiatives. This multiplicity of
meanings of the “commons” is both an advantage (to recognize and
embrace existing approaches) and a constraint. Indeed, it is sometimes
difficult to set boundaries between common, public and private (for-profit)
spheres.
One could get lost in such a web of definitions, and even start thinking that
“commons” are just a new catch phrase that encompasses everything, and,
therefore, well, nothing. This is why it is important to define it properly.

Is food a commons?
So what is the essence of commons? Interestingly, the editors of the book
do not concur with the understanding that renders the intrinsic
characteristics of a particular resource the key determinant that turns it into
a commons.
For them, what is at the heart of the commons is a decision made by a
community that some resources (whether material or not) should be
governed by all for everybody’s interest, because those resources are
essential to all. Commons are determined by the “commoning” practices
devised to govern any given resource. In other words, even if you could
exclude others from benefiting from these resources, the whole community
could decide that no-one should be excluded. So what lies at the core of the
concept is a society’s or community’s decision. Commons and commoning
are social constructs designed and accepted by specific communities.
In this sense, food can be valued as a commons, if society so decides,
largely based on its essentialness for human survival. Economists would
say it is not a public good, as it is excludable (you cannot eat the apple I have
just eaten). However, if the community decides that it is a common, and
should therefore be managed in such a way that everyone can access it, then
it is. Commons are not determined by intrinsic features, but by external
governing mechanisms.

The development of markets
So if food can be considered as a commons, how comes it is not treated as
such in western societies? This is chiefly the result of a historical process
and political decisions that turned a fundamental need into a for-profit
commodity.
How did this happen? In an historical chapter of the book, John O’Neill dates
this back to classical philosophers and economists such as John Locke or
Adam Smith. Their concern was individual freedom and independence from
church and feudal lords, and such thinkers saw in the market a great way to
achieve this. Indeed, on a market, you can access goods and services
regardless of the nature of your relationship with the person that sells them.
In a way, monetized markets were great because they provided individual
autonomy.
However, their development also came with two side effects:
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First, they merely replaced personal dependence (that of a serf
from his master, for instance) by new forms of objective
dependence. If you don’t have money, you are excluded from the
market. No money, no food.
Second, by focusing only on monetary exchange, they “freed
men from any sense of obligation to or for other men”. Deeply
rooted human traditions such as gifts, reciprocity, conviviality,
cooperation and mutual dependence based on common neediness
were replaced by monetary exchanges with no further liabilities.

And food became a commodity
The authors call this process the “commodification of food”, to describe the
reduction of multiple (and not monetizable) dimensions of food to its
tradable features, that can be valued and exchanged in monetary
terms (based on demand-supply equilibrium, or the invisible hand of
the market). .
The consequences in nowadays modern economies are:






The exclusion of people that cannot pay for their food. Access
is constrained by purchasing power, which raises moral concerns.
“Food as a commodity conflicts with food as a need or food as a human
right”. Indeed, if food is a commons, then people’s ability to pay
should not be a ground for exclusion. That would pave the ground
for a Universal Food Coverage, mirroring similar schemes
developed in western countries for health or education (both
valued as public goods).
The constant search for profit: “if food is a commodity only, what
you want is sell it at the highest price”, and more is always the better.
In such a system, food suppliers will always try to make it more
expensive (gaining more per unit) or cut production costs, leading
to detrimental impacts on the workers or the environment.
Actually, private food actors get more profit by promoting higher
consumption of food, what lies behind the obesity pandemic that
ravages all countries.
The exclusion of all other dimensions of food. Food is not just a
commodity. It also has, for instance, vibrant cultural or social
dimensions that cannot be traded under market terms. And it is a
fundamental human need (what is the price of essentialness?).
Food policies that discard these dimensions miss on the core of
what food means to humans (individually and socially).

What would a food systems based on commons look like?
So where does that leave us as far as food policy is concerned? What would
it mean in practical terms, if we are going to translate this narrative shift into
policy proposals?
First, food should be recognized as a fundamental human right and the
food system organized to enforce this right for all. Indeed, “need gives a
person claims on others”, i.e. rights. According to Jose Luis Vivero Pol, this
would not be different from what most countries do regarding health and
education. Therefore, if we change the way we see food, then we start
unlocking unpermitted ideas and we discover that there could be other ways
to allocate such an essential resource.
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This entails a proper governance with collective actions (self-organised
people doing things by themselves, with no state support or market
incentives behind). It is not just about everyone trying to access the resource
without concern for the community. In a chapter about South Africa, Patrick
Bond and Mary Galvin describe how self-help movements to access water
could have negative impacts on the water system as a whole.
Second, access to food should not rely exclusively on purchasing
power. Everybody should have an entitlement to a minimal access to food,
which entails that the market should not be the only way to access it. This,
however, does not mean extending charity (i.e. food banks). Indeed,
receiving charity is very different from asserting one’s rights. If food is a
fundamental human right, accessing it should not come with the stigma of
queuing at charity premises to get donated food that other use to get vat
exceptions.

Cities can play a role
Defining food as a commons is at the same time an old consideration (found
in many ancient civilisations and current indigenous cosmovisions) and a
new alternative to the hegemonic narrative of food as a commodity.
Therefore, tangible examples of what this would mean are yet to be
developed. Benefits and drawbacks will appear more clearly as experiences
develop. And we could greatly benefit from other non-western cultures and
non-capitalist narratives and modes of production (Epistemologies of the
South, as defined by Boaventura de Sousa) However, according to Jose Luis
Vivero Pol, if cities were to recognise, in their food policies, that food is
not only a commodity, then it would open great opportunities for
innovation.
For instance, cities could support other means of food allocation that rely
on collective arrangements (based on mobile apps or proximity
relationships within neighbourhoods), provided eaters get a say in how the
process is organised (i.e. urban food councils already found in hundreds of
cities). This could be a way to deepen food democracy, by encompassing
alternative movements that share the opposition to the commodification of
food, such as food justice, food sovereignty, degrowth or agroecology…
What would tomorrow’s cities look like if councils work with citizens to
enforce the right to food? That would mean thriving urban spaces where the
entire food system is geared towards satisfying human needs for all, instead
of maximizing profit for the food corporations that are dominant in long
food chains. Back to the drawing board…
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