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What would it take to protect farming close to cities?

Policies tend to focus on protecting peri-urban land
when they should seek to protect agriculture and farm
activity first.
Perception of injustice is key is such policy processes,
which need to pay particular attention to including
farmers.
The comparative merits of each instrument (zoning,
market-based…) greatly depend on the context in
which they operate, but for all, signaling long-term
land protection is key.

Peri-urban farmland is under constant pressure from urbanisation. And it is
disappearing at worrying rates (see our previous article for global estimates).
What would it take to protect it? And what can we learn from countries that
have tried to do so?
In a review article published in Land, researchers from the French National
Research Institute for Agriculture, Food and Environment look more closely
at success and failure factors for farmland protection policies in developed
countries.

Farmland protection need to protect… agriculture
Their first conclusion comes as a surprise: “farming systems tend to be neglected
by farmland protection policies that focus on the land rather than agriculture”. In
other words, policies tend to focus on protecting land when they should
seek to protect agriculture and farm activity first, land being a means to
an end.
Indeed, such policies may miss on key points that matter to protect
agricultural activities. For instance:
•

•

•

They tend to overlook the importance of preserving a critical mass of
continuous farmland. If preserved parcels are scattered, they are
more likely to be fallow because they are more difficult to work on.
They fail to provide long-term visibility for farmers, hence impacting
their strategies. Indeed, long-term investments are more difficult in
an unpredictable regulatory environment. For instance, landowners
may shorten their lease to be sure not to miss on future land
development opportunities.
They don’t take the time to understand the social context and the
interests of local actors. Farmland protection can lead to very
different results depending on its context. For instance, it did not
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prevent some degree of agricultural desertification around Florence
(Italy), where olive trees were kept more for their aesthetical than
their productive value. On the other hand, at the same time, in
Barcelona (Spain), it protected a vibrant agricultural economy that is
instrumental to feeding the city.
Therefore, according to Coline Perrin, who co-authored the article,
protecting land is necessary, but not enough. Policies should take a much
closer look into the agricultural and social context they operate in. Otherwise,
they may fail to prevent urban sprawl.

What are we protecting farmland for?
Why are farmland protection policies missing their target? This is due to many
reasons, for instance, the lack of knowledge about agriculture in planning
teams. The authors also point to an additional, more subtle, reason that has
to do with who is asking for farmland protection.
Indeed, farmland protection coalitions gather stakeholders with very
different objectives. Namely:
•
•
•

•

Food self-sufficiency, i.e. the need to preserve the land to grow
food;
Economic development, i.e. preserving the benefits that a strong
agricultural sector bring to the economy;
Environmental and landscape preservation, i.e. preventing the
environmental impacts of urbanisation, or, simply preserving the
landscape for its aesthetical or recreational value;
Management of urban sprawl, i.e. allowing the city to grow in a
timely and orderly fashion.

In other words, farmland preservation can be the means to very different
ends. Some research even shows that in Northern America, land preservation
groups are mainly made up of actors representing interests that are not
farming-related.

When planners become mediators
Can these objectives converge? And how can they collectively face the
urbanisation pressure? Here, participatory processes are key to explicit
values and reframe objectives in a way that makes sense to all local actors.
Planners therefore need to become mediators between local interests.
In such a mediation process, the authors insist on the fact that “perceptions
of injustice are pivotal”. Many actors can feel left out, leading them to seek
ways to go around the rule. For instance, landowners may think that they are
not properly compensated for the loss of their property value, or residents
who are inconvenienced by agricultural activities may perceive that their
interests are undervalued (on this topic, see this other article published by
the team).
Such processes need to pay particular attention to including farmers,
who often do not have the time to attend traditional participation meetings.
Planners should beware of considering farmers as a single entity. Indeed,
views about land development can greatly vary according to activities
(pasture, horticulture…), age, property status (landowner, tenant…), personal
history before becoming a farmer…. For instance, some activities may require
buildings to be erected on the land, and such needs need to be taken into
account.
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Which policy instruments should we use?
Protecting agriculture while mediating between diverging interests… these
are the arduous specifications of farmland protection.
Which instruments can planners use to do so? There is a great variety of
policy instruments, from regulation (zoning), incentives and voluntary
agreements, and market-based instruments. Zoning instruments are the
most commonly used, while market-based instruments were first developed
in English-speaking countries. Voluntary agreements include, for instance,
conservation easements, in which landowners sign a contract with public
authorities to prevent specific uses on their land. Market-based instruments
include Transferable Development Rights, in which landowners can sell their
development rights to developers that will use them on other parcels deemed
suitable for urbanisation.
Each instrument has its pros and cons. For instance, zoning has historically
been a somewhat unstable policy, and market-based instruments can entail
a considerable amount of paperwork.
How efficient are they? Coline Perrin stresses that scientific literature is
inconclusive on that point. Indeed, the comparative merits of each
instrument greatly depend on the context in which they operate.
However, efficacy most certainly lies in combining instruments (for example,
Transferable Development Rights could be combined with regional
comprehensive land-use planning and supporting zoning).
Regardless of the instrument used, though, what is crucial is that local actors
believe in their stability. Signalling long-term land protection is key, the
Dutch Green Heart policy being an interesting example of that. This is a
challenge that lies ahead for many cities to ensure they preserve a much
needed agricultural economy in their hinterland.
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Navigating the sinuous path of urban food strategies

Developing urban food policies is a
constant re-adjustment process. It can be
an opportunity for urban food movements
to become reflexive and widen the scope
of their action.
The local food movement should be
prepared to forge new alliances, connect
to a wider set of actors and organisations,
and develop a stronger collective voice.
Never take legitimacy of local food action for granted.
Documenting achievements can help in this direction.

Toronto is one of the star cities in urban food policies. Its food movement
dates back to the 1980’s and has inspired hundreds of cities around the
world. Its longevity means that it had to go through different stages, with
tensions and breakthroughs.
What can other cities learn from their elder sister? In an article published in
the Journal of Environmental Policy & Planning, Alessandra Manganelli
compares Toronto’s long path with Brussels’ more recent one. She shows
that developing urban food policies is a constant re-adjustment process,
where food actors need to re-invent themselves, recast their values, or bring
in new narratives as the movement develops. However, this should not only
be seen as a burden. It can also be an opportunity for urban food
movements to become reflexive and widen the scope of their action.

Urban food policy making is not a smooth process
Both the long history of Toronto’s food policy, and Brussels’ shorter one
show that the institutionalisation of food action into a policy is not a smooth
process. Indeed, the formation of a food movement and the development
of a more institutionalised food policy encompass different stages
(movement formation, coalition building, strategy formalisation,
implementation pathways), all bringing about tensions and challenges
The early years of food action constitute moments of hybrid
interactions among bottom-up food initiatives, knitting coalitions
among themselves and with other organisations and institutional
players. Key values and aspirations emerge in these moments. In Toronto,
for instance, the will to remedy conditions of food insecurity merged with
the will to foster a healthy city agenda, where food is considered as a social
determinant of health.
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Once the strategy is adopted, new challenges emerge at the
implementation stage. For instance, bottom-up initiatives may have to
change their way of working with the municipality, as the process becomes
more formalized. In Brussels, for instance, a tender process was introduced
which pushed local food actors to compete with each other or with new
private players. Therefore, this phase may lead to tensions in collaborative
dynamics, which foster the building of new kind of relations compared to
the earlier stages.

Wider changes or crises can come up
In most cases, the wider socio-economic and institutional landscape
exercises an impact on the local food policy process.
Both the history of Toronto and Brussels demonstrate that. Examples of
such changes and crises are:
•

•

•

New elections: Brussels elected majority changed right before the
launch of its food strategy. Although it did not put a halt to the
process in this particular case, it entailed less budget and less
structural support to food organisations.
Changes in the wider institutional-administrative landscape:
at the end of the 1990’s, Toronto changed drastically as the old City
of Toronto went through a merging process with the surrounding
municipalities. Thus, from being a city of 650.000 inhabitants
Toronto turned into one of 2.3 million. This put great pressure on
the Toronto Food Policy Council. Indeed, the Council used to work
with a progressive city, and, all of a sudden, it had to re-assert its
very identity and legitimacy with a new, more conservative
administrative bureaucracy.
External crises: in Toronto, the food movement actually started in
the wake of the global economic crisis of the 1970’s-1980s. At that
time, actors and organisations started to mobilise, also bringing in
new approaches to food insecurity beyond the food banks´ model,
as to provide longer-term and more structural solutions to hunger
and food insecurity. Interestingly, though, the 2008 economic crisis
did not lead to substantial changes in food actors’ take on policy, at
least with respect to the food strategy development, and in
particular for the case of Brussels. Indeed, at that time leading
Brussels´ food actors and organisations were more concerned
about environmental challenges, giving a less pronounced
attention to food insecurity, at least until the more recent phase. In
sum, crises can play a different role. They certainly represent
threats to the food movement, but they can also open up new
opportunities to forge new alliances, reflect upon the value of
a local food action, and connect the local to the global with the
purpose to foster a revived food system agenda. Some of these
lessons can be transferred to the current Covid-19 crisis and the
recovery opportunities it brings about for the present-future.

Adjusting and branching out
In sum, Alessandra Manganelli shows that key changes in the wider socioeconomic and institutional landscape can put into threat local food actors
and organisations, as they challenge their legitimacy, and sometimes their
very existence. Yet, these phenomena can also become opportunities to
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widen the scope of action and recast the role and legitimacy of urban food
movements.
What is key here is actors’ reflexivity, i.e. their ability to re-examine
and re-position their narratives and their action to adapt to change.
Indeed, as Alessandra Manganelli stresses: “what is really interesting in the
case of Toronto is the aspect of relation building: the ability of local food actors
to create new coalitions and collaborations, opening new fields of action”.
An example of that are new coalitions formed in Toronto after the city
”amalgamation” process at the end of the 1990s. With the will to open up
new progressive agendas for the food movement, local leaders, including
food movement actors, formed a new Environmental Task force able to pass
a very progressive Environmental Plan for the City, including actions for local
food production, green roofs, community gardens and so on. Alongside, a
Food and Hunger Action Committee was formed. The value of this
Committee was to help launching the Toronto Food Charter, which
constituted the new terms of reference for the Toronto Food Policy Council.
Thus, the Council had a new mission and field of action: helping to
implement the Charter, inspired by principles of the Right to food.
Nowadays, Alessandra Manganelli suggests that the connection of
environmental challenges (sustainable and resilient food systems, climate
mitigation-adaptation) with food justice challenges (the recognition of socioracial inequities in food systems - see our previous article on food justice)
are key drivers of reflexivity for the global food movement, and can help
food movements to open up new lenses and meanings to their action.
In addition, the greater internationalisation and connectivity of urban food
movements across the globe can provide pathways for branching out,
reinforcing the legitimacy of food movements, as well as learning from
one another.

Prepare for change
The institutionalisation of food action at the local level is therefore a sinuous
and controversial process. How should food actors deal with it? A key takeaway that emerges from this research is that a constant re-adjustment is
normal and it should be taken as an opportunity by food movement
actors to strengthen their reflexivity, i.e. their capacity to self-reflect
upon their role, values and adapt their agendas accordingly.
What does this involve?
•
•

•

•

Be prepared to forge new alliances, connect to a wider set of
actors and organisations, and develop a stronger collective voice.
Be strategic and ready to take incremental steps while watching out
for opportunities to advance a food system agenda. Cultivating
leadership and building relations with key actors (e.g. policy officials
and competent/enthusiast civil servants) can help in this direction.
Lots can be done also outside the scope of a formal food strategy.
Anticipate changes in governments´ coalitions as well as wider
socio-institutional disruptions. This involves strengthening your
organisation’s financial structure, diversifying funding sources,
cultivate a strong organisational as well as conflict management
capacity.
Never take legitimacy of local food action for granted, on the
contrary, continue to fight for it and assert it. Documenting
achievements can help in this direction. Making the food
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movement more democratic and inclusive of different voices is
also essential.
Progressive and visionary local-regional authorities play a key role in
sustaining urban food movements. Initiatives such as food policy councils
and food strategies can help to build reflexivity, navigate changes, as well as
reinvigorate the local food movement in face of challenges. Yet, these
initiatives need to be supported by sustainable and progressive forms of
governance and institutional structures to reinforce their role.
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What can we do with foodshed analysis?

Foodshed analysis helps cities to understand how much land
they need to feed themselves, and where food comes from.
There are three main types of foodshed analysis, but it is
difficult to compare results due to methodological
differences.
In the future, they should rely on better data and seek to
incorporate analysis of other urban resource flows.

Since the late 1970s, foodshed analysis has been used to estimate and
examine links between rural food production and urban consumption. A
recent paper published in Environmental Research Letters reviews existing
research and provides recommendations to improve methodologies and
better integrate such studies in urban food policies.

Why do we need foodshed analysis?
Urban areas are net consumers, requiring much more recourse than they
produce, and foodshed analysis (like watershed analysis) can help
researchers and policymakers to understand how much land is needed to
support an area, what is required, and where goods come from. As a
resilience-building exercise, it can increase clarity of food-related
vulnerabilities and dependencies, and what can be done to ensure a constant
food supply and good urban-rural links.
However, studies of foodsheds have used a range of different scales and
methodologies over the years. While each type of study has benefits, this
methodological variation and difference in aims and assumptions
makes results comparisons between studies and across different
locations difficult, as is extrapolation of results.

Main foodshed study types
As part of her doctoral research at the Department of Geography of McGill
University, Kerstin Schreiber and her team examined 42 foodshed studies in
depth, 19 of which focused specifically on cities, 23 of which examined
regions or states.
The three types of studies were compared using 10 criteria which examined
their aims and methodological approaches, and highlighted commonalities,
differences, inferences, and results.
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Researchers identified three main foodshed study types: local food selfsufficiency capacity studies, food flow studies, and hybrid studies.
•

•

•

Capacity studies estimate local food self-sufficiency potential
using calculation approaches like self-sufficiency thresholds, inverse
self-sufficiency thresholds, and foodshed area. The first two
compare consumption and production to calculate how much food
demand could be fulfilled by local production. The latter calculates
the area of land (usually a radius around the selected area) that
would be required to meet food needs. These approaches can be
combined.
Flow studies focus on food flow networks between sources and
recipients (cities or regions). They examine supply from periurban, regional, national and/or international sources, and can
estimate embodied resource use and GES emissions.
Hybrid studies combine both capacity and flow approaches, and
examine a city or region’s embeddedness in both national and
international food supply chains. They can also be used to
understand the implications of trade on a region, which is
particularly relevant to high net exporters, who may have a high
potential for local food self-sufficiency but low realisation due to
outward facing trade.

Scarce, unreliable, and fragmented data
The paper highlighted challenges associated with foodshed studies. The first
relates to scarce, unreliable, and fragmented data. Usefulness of capacity,
flow, and hybrid studies has been limited due to a lack of data on crop yields,
soil properties, seasonality, and socio-economic and cultural preferences.
More primary data needs to be collected and integrated, especially in
data poor regions.
Additionally, tools such as sensitivity analysis could be used to
understand the limits or likely errors of a study, but are rarely applied.

Improving foodshed analysis contribution to urban food policy
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To provide researchers, policymakers and planners with practicable
information, Schreiber and her team recommend some research priorities,
which would improve both modelling and policy relevance.
•

•

Understanding physical and social barriers. Studies (especially
capacity studies) often lack detail on infrastructure of a city or region;
on economic incentives of a city or region to engage in local food
production or sourcing; on the variety of possible distribution
systems; or social preference of both farmers and consumers. They
would benefit from combining analysis on city or region size and
physical and social capacity.
Understanding relationships between food flows, urban
material flows, and embodied resources. A more complex and
robust understanding of an area’s foodshed could be explored by
combining foodshed analysis with circular economy and urban
metabolism research. This would account for waste streams,
nutrient flows, origins of input materials, and the possibility for
integrated systems.

Though many foodshed analyses would benefit from more development in
certain areas, they can nonetheless help illuminate the opportunities and
limitations of local food systems. They provide an interdisciplinary tool that
can be used to explore and highlight different elements of the food system
for a city or region, can utilise tools from different fields of practice (e.g. SWOT
analysis), including impacts on and embeddedness in economic, ecological,
and physical systems.
With improvements to some of the methodologies and analytics, support
provided by both governments and the private sector, and accounting for
local contexts, foodshed studies have potential to provide useful bio-physical,
climatic, infrastructure, legislative, and socio-economic information to
planners and policy-makers.
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What we (don’t) know about the sustainability of short
food chains

Given the diversity of the initiatives, it is hard
to give a straight “yes or no” answer to the
question “Are short food supply chains
sustainable?”
Involvement in short chains leads to an
increase in farmers’ income only if certain
conditions are met.
These chains are an interesting means of
preserving biodiversity and accelerating
transitions to sustainable farming

Short food chains are central in the collective imagination of local food
activists (see our previous article Seeing food futures through different lenses),
and supporting them is the backbone of many local food policies. However,
what does scientific literature actually say about their impacts? In a paper
published in Sustainability, Yuna Chiffoleau and Tara Dourian, from INRAE
(France), show that despite these supply chains playing a major role in the
local food discourse, a lot is yet to understand about their actual impacts.

Blurred lines
The first obstacle to establishing a clear picture of short food chains’ impact
is defining them. The researchers recall that there is no single or official
definition that would help clarify what they are studying.
Indeed, these chains cover a wide array of initiatives. What they all have
in common, though, is a limited number of intermediaries between
producers and consumers. But apart from that, they greatly vary, from onfarm selling to farmers’ markets, farmers’ shops to box schemes, consumerdriven initiatives (such as Community Supported Agriculture) to local
procurement of public catering or supermarkets. This makes comparing
their impact quite an arduous task.
Furthermore, it is difficult to assess the impacts of similar initiatives in
a different context. For instance, a farmers’ markets created in a country
where there is no tradition of open-air markets (such as the United Stated)
may not impact the community the same way as in European countries
(such as France or Spain) where these have been around for centuries.
Last but not least, defining “local” proves particularly difficult, as
geography is not the only dimension to take into account. Social or relational
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proximity can also shape short food chains (see our previous article Defining
local: the quest continues).
In a nutshell, given the diversity of the initiatives, it is hard to give a straight
“yes or no” answer to the question “Are short food supply chains
sustainable?”

Sustainability is multidimensional, so are impacts
Over the last decade, European and North American research projects, in
particular, have analysed short chains initiatives. However, Yuna Chiffoleau,
who led the review, highlights that literature remains sparse. Indeed, it
tends to focus on case studies and on those initiatives that are the most
activist-led (for instance, community supported agriculture). Large-scale
surveys, meta-analysis and case studies of more traditional, low-profile
initiatives (such as garden food growing in Eastern Europe – see our previous
article On home turf: resilience of localised production and informal networks)
are still scarce.
Impact could be analysed along several lines: economic, environmental,
social, health/nutrition and governance. In a nutshell, “the publications
reviewed in this paper tend to generally agree on the social benefits of Short Food
Supply Chains, their economic and environmental impacts typically elicit more
heterogeneous outcomes, while their health/nutrition and governance
dimensions remain underexplored.”
The social impacts of short supply chains are the least debated among
scholars. However, research needs to look beyond the more recent and
activists initiatives if it is to draw a full picture of these chains’ contribution
to the social fabric.

Are these chains providing a fairer price to farmers?
Research has also looked into economic impacts. Expectations regarding
short food chains include reducing economic uncertainty for farmers,
increasing their income, creating jobs and contributing to the local economy.
Among all potential benefits of short food chains, that regarding the ability
for farmers to make a better living than in conventional chains is central.
Indeed, it is what motivates many farmers to get involved. What does
literature says about that?
To start with, this is very difficult to study, as many small-scale farmers do
not practice cost accounting, making it hard to trace the impact of shifting
distribution patterns.
Nonetheless, European and North-American-based surveys show that
involvement in short chains does not automatically lead to an increase in
farmers’ income. In order to so, some conditions are to be met:
•

•

On-site conditions. Farmers’ training and ability to organise
both production and distribution is key to avoiding burn-out,
especially in the first years after founding the farm. Growing
organic produce is also positively correlated with an increase in
income.
Territorial or chain-specific settings also play a major role.
These include the degree of local competition, the level of margin
allocated to intermediaries or the fact that processing facilities are
accessible close by. The ability for producers to do things together
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(for instance in collective farmers’ shops) also helps to increase
their income.

No silver environmental bullet
Another expectation regarding short food chains is their environmental
impacts. Is local better for the environment? On this point, research starts
to provide answers. Life Cycle Analysis is the methodology that is the most
widely used because it encompasses all environmental dimensions.
However, Yuna Chiffoleau recalls that it has limits when it comes to
assessing short food chains. Indeed, life cycle analysis was designed to
optimise long chains and runs into difficulties when analysing the
specificities of short ones. For instance, assessing the impact of a tomato
delivered by a long and specialised chain is straightforward enough, as all
impacts incurred along the chain can be attributed to the tomato. But we
cannot really do that in short chains that produce and sell several products
in baskets. Which portion of the energy used on the farms was dedicated to
this tomato? And which part goes to the salad that it sold alongside it in the
same basket?
Transportation has been a highly debated issue in the past, with results
showing that bulk transportation of big volumes from far away can score
better as far as carbon is concerned that smaller quantities moved in a nonefficient way (see our previous article Going beyond local food).
Transportation, is, however, a very small portion of food’s environmental
impact. Short supply chains’ environmental impact depends on that of
the farming system they use. Literature shows that many short chains
producers are already involved in sustainable practices. Therefore, for them,
short chains will not increase the environmental benefits. They will,
however, contribute to preserving their activity and the agrobiodiversity
benefits that they entail (for instance, the preservation of farmland, or
peasant/local varieties).
Furthermore, evidence shows that getting involved in a short chain can
help a farmer’s transition to more sustainable practices. This is due to
several factors such as pressure from customers, more opportunities to
exchange knowledge with other farmers, and, very importantly, the fact that
short chains shield from market volatility and provides regular cash flows,
making it less risky to embark on technical changes. This, however, depends
on the chain, as selling directly to supermarkets that do not accept “ugly”
fruits does not help.
Short food supply chains are therefore an interesting means of preserving
biodiversity and accelerating transitions to sustainable farming.

What we don’t know
What is striking in this literature review, however, is how many very
important questions we are not able to answer today. For instance: what
are short food chains current contribution to the food system
transition? Long-term analysis with producers, processors, consumers who
have recently entered these chains are needed to highlight possible changes
in their practices, along the hypothesis that changes induced by short chains
also impact long ones, as most people combine both.
But also, as highlighted during the Covid-19 crisis, how are such chains
contributing to resilience of the food system? How could long and short
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chains complement each other? And, for farmers themselves, what is the
best balance between short and long food chains given the scale of a farm?
Etc.
Let’s hope research will bring answers in the next few years.

Exploring the short chain lever
Even if it remains patchy on many topics, research has helped to identify
factors that enhance the sustainability of short food chains.
Interestingly, many of these factors are actions local authorities can
integrate in their food policy. Yuna Chiffoleau points to a few of them:
•
•

•

Making land accessible. In France, for instance, land is the main
obstacle to small-scale farm development.
Analysing whether the local area is a good “breeding ground”.
Is the customer base large enough? Are there any processing
facilities? If not, should the local authority help to set one up (see
our previous article Food processing: the missing link in sustainable
food systems)?
Opening up opportunities for direct sales (stands on open-air
markets, facilities for collective storage…).

Overall, short food chains may not be the silver bullet to sustainable food
systems, but they are definitively worth pursuing as one of the most
effective levers.
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What would it take for urban dwellers to sort food
waste?

To develop successful waste separation schemes,
cities should take the time to understand the
determinants and barriers in the specific area they
are targeting.
When it comes to sorting food waste, convenience
is the key word.
Once the physical infrastructure is in place, cities
can activate a variety of levers at the individual or
community level.

As urban dwellers consume food, they also produce waste. Re-using,
recycling and composting such waste coming from the food itself (leftovers,
peelings…) or its packaging is central to reducing the environmental
footprint of urban food systems. Waste separation is therefore at the core
of adequate waste management. Yet, it is not fully implemented in many
countries. What would it take for households to pre-sort their waste so it can
be properly managed?
A literature review published in the Journal of Cleaner Production delves into
the many social factors that contribute to successful waste management in
urban areas. It provides a useful guide for any city willing to improve its food
waste management policies.

First, know your context
One would expect scientific literature to give a clear picture of which social,
psychological, economic and political levers should be activated to increase
waste separation. Interestingly, though, what it first shows is that the
efficiency of levers will depend on the context and on the actual people
your policy is targeted to. It pays off to spend money on studying your
context, because scientific theory can give you insights, but these need to be
tailored to real-life situations. In particular:
•

Not all people have the same attitudes to recycling nor the
same abilities to do so. Recycling is a habit that comes with time,
as people move from not being aware of the need to recycle (or not
caring), to being aware but feeling incompetent about it, to being
comfortable with it, until eventually they do it without even thinking
about it. In a same city, you can have people that are at different
stages of this cycle. “Sustained recyclers” can live next door to “non-
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recyclers”, “stopped-recyclers” or “new recyclers”. Furthermore, not
all socio-economic groups have the same ability to recycle: some
may have more pressing needs or less time than others. These
different households will need to be addressed differently by
policy. Existing typologies developed by researchers are a useful
tool to incorporate people’s diversity into policy and make sure
policy caters for each type.
Each context opens specific opportunities and raises specific
challenges to waste separation. For instance, cities add an extra
burden. Indeed, urban dwellers tend to have busier lifestyles and
move more often from one place to another to study and / or work.
How can you ensure that people will take the time to check the
waste policy if they are in the city for 6 months only? Compact cities
also raise issues as they typically offer less space for temporary
waste storage (in kitchens, for example).

The first major take-away from this literature review is then: cities should
take time to understand the determinants and barriers to waste separation
in the specific area they are targeting. As Doris Knickmeyer, who carried out
the review at the Institute of Environmental Science and Technology (ICTA)
in Barcelona (Spain), puts it: “preliminary research is the real best
practice”. In doing so, cities might need to carry out specific research, as
official statistics may be out-of-date.

Second, make sure the recycling infrastructure is in place
The second take-away from the review is to make sure that the recycling
infrastructure is in place and tailored to the needs of the specific people who
live there. Here, convenience is the key word. Indeed, research shows that
any strategy that lowers the effort needed to recycle is welcome. Bins should
be available and easy to access. They should be (and kept) clean and well
labelled. In high-density cities, specific infrastructure can be developed.
Another example ? In Sweden, for instance, households were given food
waste hangers that fit into small kitchens. Another area of work is working
with property owners and architects and issuing clear urban planning
guidelines to introduce enough space for waste management in new
housing schemes. Infrastructure design plays a central role. What surprised
Doris Knickmeyer when reviewing the literature is how much little design
details such as the shape of the hole or the colour of the bin actually
matter.
Here again, the actual infrastructure you end up developing will depend on
the results of your preliminary research. For instance, both bring-in sites and
door-to-door collection are relevant options that proved successful in
different cities, but the one you will chose will depend on your public.

Third, activate social levers
Infrastructure does not make it all, though. In Hong Kong, for example, local
government had made the provision of storage and material recovery
rooms mandatory on every floor, but failed to develop other behaviour
change policies to go along with it.
So which are the social levers that can be activated jointly with infrastructure
provision? There are many to choose from, and, here again, they will depend
on the specific group and area that you target.
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First, you can try and change individual attitudes towards
recycling, through messages that emphasize how it fits with
people’s pre-existing attitudes… People holding proenvironmental attitudes have proven to be more inclined to recycle,
so highlighting the environmental benefits of recycling could be
effective for them. For others, moral norms (recycling as a civic
duty) will work.
You may also need to argument against pre-conceptions
people have that negatively affect their attitude to recycling.
For instance, people may be put off by the idea that organic waste
smells and is not hygienic, or by the fact that previously segregated
recyclables are collected from the same waste collection vehicle.
Demonstrating that food waste does not attract flies if well
managed, or showing people what actually happens to their waste
could then be an option. What about opening a bar in a waste
treatment plant, as experienced in Japan? Or just organising tours
of waste management facilities?
You will have to address specific and very concrete questions
people have. As a rule of thumb, try to be as specific as possible in
your communication. New comers may need special care,
especially if they come from a place with different recycling
guidelines. For instance, it would be beneficial if the landlords
would provide new tenants, also in short-term rentals and holiday
homes, with clear information on the local recycling scheme when
they move in.

There are also a whole set of levers that you can activate at the
community level. Here, the idea is to act on social norms, to make recycling
the “new normal” in a given community. Literature shows that social
pressure can play an important role at the early stage of a recycling scheme.
This can be done by making recycling sites visible or by communicating
about recycling rates in the neighbourhood.
In a nutshell, provided you know who you are working with, their attitude
and their constraints, there will always be a social lever you can act upon to
ensure that households take part in a more circular food system!
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Local food in deprived areas: from ideas to reality

Getting residents from deprived neighbourhoods
involved about local food requires specific work to
embed food in the community.
Even with a careful design phase that allows for a
prototype to be tested, and then reworked upon, a
good idea on paper may not work.
Be ready to be flexible as the project evolves once
residents can express their needs.

Local food is often criticized for being only accessible to well-off people. So,
what does it take to engage people living in more deprived areas? In an
article published in Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction,
researchers from Newcastle, Sheffield and Northumbria universities tell the
story of the attempt to develop a food hub in a Newcastle estate. Their
account for what worked, but also, what did not, casts a new light on how
local food can take root in communities.

From selling food to customers…
Researchers were approached by a local entrepreneur eager to sell its
products to people who are normally not be able to access them. They
then contacted the community centre of a Newcastle (UK) estate and other
potential suppliers. They set up their profiles on an online, open-source
platform that connects suppliers and customers. The local food hub was
born.
However, the community centre staff had reservations regarding it, as they
knew there could be a mismatch between the food sold and the local people.
For that reason, a prototype of the food hub was launched in late 2017,
with specific attention given to making it possible for people in the
neighbourhood to access it. For instance:
•

•

Orders could be placed by phone or paper if people did not have
the Internet, cash payments were possible if they did not have a
credit card.
Price was cut down as much as possible. Suppliers accepted to
sell their products as wholesale price or with a discount. Indeed,
food of equal or similar quality (e.g. organic carrots) was 20%
cheaper in the food hub than in the nearby supermarket. However,
compared with the cheapest alternative (e.g. non-organic carrots
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from the supermarket's own brand) the food hub was 75% more
expensive.
Special attention was given to make products culturally acceptable.
For instance, in meal boxes, recipes were healthier versions of
British comfort food. Furthermore, meat and fish were fully
integrated into the products range.

The prototype run for a few months, and then the team hit pause to think
and reflect about what had happened and where to go next.
… to developing a food community?
The first few months had not proven overly successful. The food hub only
had 20 unique customers. This prompted researchers and the community
centre staff to organise a series of workshops to think of new ways to
develop it.
The workshops enabled insights and ideas to emerge, that were later
implemented when the hub was relaunched. These were:
•

•

•

The need to create stronger connections with the community.
The centre started integrating food hub ingredients in its cooking
classes. The centre café created a “food hub special” menu. And the
training garden started selling its production through the food hub.
The need for a clearer identity, especially on social media. During
the initial phase, communication had been very similar to that of
regular supermarkets, with posts focusing on special offers. With
the relaunch, the conversation shifted to emphasise what made the
food hub specific, i.e. its ethical values. For instance,
communication highlighted the way it was supporting local
businesses or reviving the local fish industry.
The need to move away from seeing people as consumers
accessing a service to community members having a
conversation about food, with the food hub being a support to
that conversation. Many ideas emerged from the workshops, such
as the development of a supper club or a food competition.
Anything to make food part of social events to connect people
rather than a topic for education.

These new features allowed the food hub to develop a small but loyal
customer base. However, the project ended in March 2020 when the Centre
had to close because of the covid-19 pandemic.

New roots
Even if the experience was short-lived, Sebastian Prost, the PhD student who
was leading this participatory research, highlights that it has an interesting
legacy. Indeed, the original seed of the food hub enabled the community
to start a reflexion about food, and to develop its own projects around
it.
First, it put healthy food back on the agenda for the community centre.
Whereas at the beginning staff were unsure the food hub would work, they
gradually became more and more convinced that healthy food was
something they could help bring to the community. Their new café
contractor now offers healthier options.
But, even more importantly, the food hub process made possible
exchanges with residents about food. What emerged was that people
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wanted to grow their own food on the Estate rather than buy local food. It
gave the community garden renewed attention.

Sowing the seeds of food democracy
There are two key lessons that other cities can take away from this
experience:
•

•

First, technical solutions rarely work by themselves. At the
beginning, the idea was that setting up the online platform would
bring food to local people. What the process showed, however, is
that for it to be successful, it needs to be embedded into the social
fabric, and this in itself requires special efforts. What was seen at
the beginning as a very technical endeavour turned out to be more
of a social one.
Second, be ready to be surprised about where the process
leads you. Even with a careful design phase that allows for a
prototype to be tested, and then reworked upon, a good idea on
paper (bringing local food to a deprived area through an online
platform and a community centre) may not work. But it may not be
a problem either. Indeed, in Newcastle, the process proved very
valuable to start empowering the local people about food.

In a way, the food hub did not offer so much of a service to local people, but
an opportunity to engage with food and think by themselves about what
they wanted to do. At a local scale, it sowed the seeds of food democracy.
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Food policy: not just about food

A fair food system can be fostered through a
combination of downstream and upstream food and
non-food policies,
including labour, education, housing, transportation,
green spaces, and waste management.
Food policy needs to encompass such measures.
Cities can act as policy labs to experiment with
policies that tackle the roots of the problems
in the food system.

Cities are living laboratories. They are melting pots of interactions between
activists,
practitioners,
entrepreneurs,
and
local
government
administrators. When they are brought together around complex problems,
such as food systems, this can foster active participation in shaping policy.
While cities have limited control or impact on primary production or food
distribution, they are responsible for urban land use, public health,
education, transport, and sanitation. All of which impact or are impacted by
the food system.
Food policies are often siloed within certain departments or restricted by
what can be achieved between election cycles. But the role of policy in food
systems is broader than that, and well-designed plans can be nimble,
innovative, and cross boundaries, budgets, departments, siloes, and
scales.

The case of New York City
Stemming back to the 1960s, New York City’s policymakers and activists have
been attempting to address food insecurity, hunger, access, and production.
The early 2000s saw a rise in interest around obesity, nutrition, and public
health. Successive New York City administrations focused first on
discrete policies to address issues; then through coordinated
approaches. Most recently, they turned to networked policies that
broaden food system policy to include social and economic equity.
In their recent paper published in Food Policy, Nevin Cohen and Rositsa Ilieva
explore this progression, and the downstream and upstream policies that
have grown around food in New York City:
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•

Downstream policies are those that focus on mitigation and
treatment of a problem.
Upstream policies are those that address social or economic
determinants that lead to the problem. These include not just
addressing nutrition and access, but expanding into equity in
housing, education, procurement, and employment.

Treating problems
Downstream policies can improve outcomes for particular communities or
manage specific problems. These can be relatively quick and easy to
implement, but are often only palliative, may reinforce some already
entrenched problems, and are insufficient to fix fundamental issues that
lead to them.
Downstream policies in NYC have included:
•

•

•

Nutritional policies, including minimum standards for municipal
food, bans on trans-fats, in-school education, and calorie labelling
on menus.
Anti-hunger policies, like food programmes for university
students, and metrics that measure food insecurity and food
assistance service usage.
Green infrastructure policies, including support and training for
urban agriculture practitioners, farm-to-fork plans, metrics around
urban food production and food wastage, and programmes and
incentives to participate.

Addressing causes
Upstream policies can tackle broader, interconnected problems around
oppression (e.g. race, class, gender) which impact food, and are core to
systemic change. However, these do not happen instantaneously – they
take longer, involve more people and institutions, and require
imagination.
Upstream policies have included:
•

•

•
•

•

Access policies for participatory budgeting, improved public
transport, local governance spaces around food, food cooperatives,
healthcare for low-income and immigrant individuals;
Employment and labour protection policies, including minimum
and living wages, affordable health care and paid sick leave, free
childcare, affordable rents and housing, job protection for shift, fast
food, and grocery workers, anti-racial discrimination policies, and
support for food businesses, manufacturers, and worker
cooperatives;
Education policies, including improved access to higher education,
and increasing active participation in policymaking;
Sustenance policies that increase federal food programme
benefits and uptake, free breakfasts and lunches for school
children, and improved institutional procurement;
Support policies for marginalised and underserved
communities and undocumented workers (e.g. farm workers) to
access support, land, permanent residency and ID cards, and
establishing metrics that measure labour practices, racial
inequalities, and poverty on-farm.
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Policy labs
In combination, upstream and downstream food policies can increase food
security for individuals, families, and communities, as well as addressing
related issues around sustainability and social and economic equity.
Cities can serve as policy laboratories, exploring and trialling policy where
national governments lack political will or are reluctant to engage. Food is
one arena ripe for democratic, cross-platform, and innovative localised
policy action. The case of New York City illustrates how a just food
system can be fostered through a combination of downstream and
upstream food and non-food policies, including labour, education,
housing, transportation, green spaces, and waste management.
However, copy-paste solutions are not always appropriate between cities. It
is important for communities, practitioners, and policymakers to talk to each
other about ideas, successes, and failures. It is also crucial that cities design
context-specific policies, relevant to their location and circumstances, in
order to tackle food issues.
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Where do US cities stand on urban agriculture?

In 40 of the most populated US cities, the number of
cities that adopted government plans or priorities on
the topic more than doubled over the last 10 years.
Composting, access to water, soil safety… there are
still many opportunities for cities to explore new
themes.
Local urban agriculture policies should also open up
to new stakeholders and be more accessible to
citizens.

Local urban agriculture policies have gained momentum since the turn of
the XXIth century. However, it is difficult to get the bigger picture of where
we stand after twenty years of policy development. For this reason,
researchers from Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future reviewed past
and current urban agriculture policies in 40 of the most populated US cities.
For this review, they examined regulations as well as plans, guidance,
programmes, and policy recommendations. They show that urban
agriculture policies have greatly developed but that there are still many
opportunities for them to explore new themes, open up to new
stakeholders, and be more accessible to citizens.

Navigating the urban agriculture policies maze
Urban agriculture has fully entered the local policy agenda. Indeed, the
number of cities among the 40 examined that adopted government
plans or priorities on the topic more than doubled over the last 10
years.
However, the first thing that surprised the researchers is how difficult
it is to identify urban agriculture policies. Indeed, they are scattered
across different government departments/agencies, plans, and
programmes that may not be labelled as such. And there is often no onestop-shop where citizens can learn about their city’s actions on urban
agriculture and what they are eligible for (and subject to) if they want to start
growing food. So even if urban agriculture policies have greatly developed
since the 2000’s, they remain a hard-to-identify policy.
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Once they managed to identify such policies, the researchers put together a
database to analyse them. What struck them is the great variation in the
number and scope of policies across cities. Even more intriguing, this
variation cannot be explained by basic statistical differences between cities
(number of inhabitants, location…). The results show that practitioners in
some cities receive substantially more support for urban agriculture
operations from municipal government compared to those in other cities,
and also highlight areas where even cities with relatively robust policies
could go further.

Animal husbandry and land regulation
What are the themes that are most often tackled in these policies? The first
one is animal husbandry. Zoning and health-related regulations around
animal husbandry are generally the oldest urban agriculture-related
policies. Most cities have such regulations. They went through an
interesting evolution, though. Indeed, when they were first implemented,
they were quite prohibitive. They aimed at limiting the sanitary impacts
related to having animals in dense settings such as cities. With the new
interest surrounding urban agriculture from the 2000’s onwards, they
became more permissive. For instance, a Nashville 1963 ordinance
prohibiting chicken keeping was overturned in 2012.
The second theme is land use. This includes zoning, defining whether a
special permission is required to practice urban agriculture, organising
interim land use prior to development, or regulating accessory structures
(such as sheds).
The database also revealed a great variety of other themes that are
included by some cities, and that can serve as an inspiration to others.
This can be, for instance: soil safety, food sales, composting, water access or
use, aquaculture, plant husbandry…
Finally, the search for policies pointed to opportunities for cities to
incorporate urban agriculture into other policies, such as Adopt-a-Lot
programmes.
Therefore, there is great scope for existing urban agriculture policies to
develop further.

Who contributes to policies?
The researchers then looked at the governance processes that led to the
urban agriculture policies that had been adopted. They showed that a
common point between many cities was the fact that urban agriculture
policy is commonly created in partnership with actors outside of local
government. These can be members of food policy councils, networks of
urban growers, non-profit service providers, urban agriculture
entrepreneurs, private foundations, local restaurants… For instance, all
cities but 5 have an active (or recently dissolved) food policy council.
These actors take part either in the design of the policy or its delivery
(for instance, through the management of urban agriculture sites on public
land). Public-private partnerships are often used to identify priorities or
policy recommendations for the city, or to facilitate the implementation of
programs supported by the city. For example, in Kansas City, Missouri, a
local non-profit (Kansas City Community Gardens, KCCG) operates a
program that provides grants to support water access for community
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gardens. The program is sponsored by the City of Kansas City and
administered by KCCG.
This makes urban agriculture a very open policy that echoes the turn to
greater participation in public policy. It does, however, raise issues
around social equity and food justice. Indeed, the content of the policy
will reflect the interests of the stakeholders involved in its making but may
overlook the interests of other actors (such as community members
traditionally underrepresented in policymaking processes, including people
of color and people living in poverty).
Another risk that this article highlights is that of urban agriculture
policies
being
submitted
to
stop-and-goes
as
municipal
administrations change. For instance, mayoral initiatives, launched by a
mayor or a county executive, may become inactive if they are not re-elected.
Only 63% of the cities included in this analysis had a city council resolution
on urban agriculture. If these policies are to be developed over a long
period, they may require legislative or voter approval routes to ensure their
permanency.

A database for everyone to get inspired!
The researchers are continuing to explore the database in more detail over
the next few months, with specific papers focused on public land access and
soil safety policies.
But they also want to share it with a wider audience of urban agriculture
practitioners and policy makers. Indeed, anyone can access it here to have
a look at what other cities are doing, identify topics others are tackling, and
get inspired!
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