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INTRODUCTION

So far Urban Agriculture - UA and food have been increasingly part of various research programs and activities and 
at the same time leading Portuguese institutions in these fields have been organizing scientific events with signifi-
cant production. What seems missing though, and this is normal with such a vibrant dynamics, is to better connect 
the different fields of knowledge and disciplines that have been involved so far. Therefore the focus of this scientific 
event proceedings, and its expected added value, is to offer an open platform to engage debates on how to connect 
the various disciplines and different sectors that have been engaging on food and UA so far and that are contributing, 
from their own perspective and driving logics to a better understanding of the field. The event explored interconnect-
ed fields that structure the present e-book.

CONNECTIONS AND MISSING LINKS BETWEEN FOOD RELATED FIELDS OF RESEARCH

The scope of the papers presented during the first session was to discuss what are the must needed links and disci-
plines that should be articulated in order to think UA and food as part of the food system. As a potential approach to 
this question, authors were invited to address, primarily but not exclusively the following issues:

1.	 Challenges and opportunities to develop a multi-disciplinary approach for UA and food.

2.	 Significant linkages, connections and scales existing between food related fields of research.

3.	 Concepts and approaches to connect the missing links between UA and food related fields of research grounded 
on examples.
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LINKING UP ACTORS AND SCALES

The scope of the papers presented during the second session referred to actors and spatial scales that should be 
articulated and linked up in order to include UA and food as part of the urban food system. As a potential approach 
to this question authors were invited to address the following issues:

1.	 Scales (and actors) that must be articulated in order to have UA and food as part of an urban food system.

2.	 Challenges and opportunities to make those links sustainable through time.

3.	 Methods and approaches to build and strengthen powerful and fluid links among actors and between spatial 
scales [from street to neighborhood, to city scale and city region].

SHIFTING FROM UA AND FOOD PROJECTS TO POLICIES

The scope of the papers presented during the third session focused upon the driving factors to develop a Food Policy, 
as a potential approach to this question, authors were strong invited to consider the following issues:

1.	 Critical points enabling the shifting from projects to policies.

2.	 Approaches to address the shifting from projects to policies.

3.	 Critical revision of existing food policies.
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Urban Agriculture Solutions: 
How can indoor vertical 
farming close the loop on the 
challenges of Urbanisation of 
urban food production?
G. Parkes, Michael — Author

Keywords

Efficient Urban Food Production

Introduction 

The challenges of food production globally continues to be 
studied to understand the interconnection between public 
health, sociology, agriculture, food security and environ-
mental impacts in urban settings. With more than 50% of 
the global population residing in urban areas and the total 
global population predicted to grow to 9.1 billion by 2050, 
additional efficiencies must be discovered to meet the ex-
pected future 70% increase in demand for food production 
(Lin et al., 2014; Frediani et al., 2016).  In this context, there 
is still limited evidence about the interconnected impacts 
of farming or food production on social, ecological and eco-
nomic aspects of sustainability simultaneously (Garibaldi et 
al., 2017). This research plans to explore and validate how 
Urban Agriculture (UA) solutions can be used to address the 
missing links of these interconnected problems facing ur-
banization and urban food production. 

The Global Food System

Due to the growth of global markets and international trade, 
multinational corporations continue to drive the mainstream 
messaging of food through advertising and addiction (Lustig, 
Schmidt and Brindis, 2012; Stuckler and Nestle, 2012). Pop-
ulations now consume more salt, refined carbohydrates and 
sugar with an increased frequency of meals. In response, 
policies are being designed to boost proteins and calories 
consumed (Hawkes and Popkin, 2015). In contrast to the 
overall increased consumption of these unhealthy foods, re-
search has found a modest increase in the consumption of 
healthy foods in countries of higher socio-economic means 
over the last 20 years (Imamura et al., 2015). This small shift 
in dietary trends may not be enough as research points to 
an 80% increase of greenhouse gas (GHGs) production from 
global agriculture and food production by 2050 (Myers, 
Smith and Guth, 2017).     

Globalized linear supply chain models of food production 
have emerged as a model to meet the demand and intensity 

of consumption supporting the growth of urbanization; as a 
consequence, populations have become disconnected from 
food sources (Edwards et al., 2011; Barthel and Isendahl, 
2013; Biel, 2016). As one result, a food paradox has been 
created, whereby over 2 billion overweight people live at 
the same time as 1 billion people go without food, creating 
a complex double burden with undernutrition and malnu-
trition co-existing within the same populations (Shimpton 
and Rokx, 2012; Stuckler and Nestle, 2012). In some places 
this is a question of access to healthy foods, along with the 
influence of marketing and policy. Food deserts describe ur-
ban and peri-urban areas where access to healthy or fresh 
foods is limited in retail stores (Specht et al., 2014). As part 
of smart city urban planning, accessibility of locally grown 
fresh produce can be included to improve healthy foods 
choices for urban dwellers (Maye, 2018).

Sustainable Development Goals

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were created 
to offer the world a way of viewing and potentially reducing 
the impacts of human activities pressure on the environ-
ment (Sachs, 2012). The Paris Accord created an interna-
tional goal to limit carbon emissions in order to stay below 
a 2◦ C temperature increase by 2030 (UNEP, 2017). Global 
food consumption applies pressure on the environment due 
to private consumers and the SDGs provide a way for in-
creasing awareness of these impacts; specifically, ‘Goal 2: 
End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition 
and promote sustainable agriculture and Goal 12: Ensure 
sustainable consumption and production patterns’ (UNEP, 
2017). However, SDGs do not address agricultural or food 
production practices and processes contributing the long 
term challenges of organizing healthier and sustainable 
food systems (Hawkes and Popkin, 2015). This is a challenge 
for agriculture to adapt in ways which do not contribute to 
environmental pressures of food production, while address-
ing the issue of population access to healthy foods and re-
ducing waste (Moore, 2017).

The SDG’s are forcing countries and cities to begin to exam-
ine how to apply each of the 17 goals in relation to the fu-
ture populations of urban regions. This is important for public 
health and smart city planning, because urban centres are al-
ready contributing 78% of global carbon emissions (Lin et al., 
2014). Urban food production is at the centre of the complex 
intersection of ‘food, energy and water nexus’, creating an 
entry point for UA to raise awareness about the ability of UA 
solutions to reduce associated energy demand (Mohareb et 
al., 2017). Identifying the metabolism of materials consumed 
and transformed in urban regions, UA can provide a bridge 
to close the loop on wasted materials and residues such as 
water or CO2 for example City Region Food System projects 
by RUAF and the FAO (RUAF Foundation, 2015; Hampwaye 
et al., 2016). By using technologically advanced UA solutions 
this research plan proposes to demonstrate how connecting 
the missing links between UA, food and the measurement of 
SDGs in urban areas is possible. 
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Urban Agriculture

Urban agriculture (UA) has emerged as a means of address-
ing some of the interconnected challenges of globalization 
and urbanization at a local level, such as food insecurity and 
accessibility to nutrient dense produce (FAO (Food and Ag-
ricultural Organizations of the United Nations), 2011). UA is 
the production of food within a city’s boundaries or densely 
populated peripheral regions (Hirsch, Meyer and Klement, 
2016; Mohareb et al., 2017; Pollard, Ward and Koth, 2017). 
A long history exists in cities where food production by in-
habitants has led to contemporary movements for growing 
a variety of foods on and in vacant lots, roof tops, balco-
nies, community spaces, greenhouses and indoor spaces 
(Barthel and Isendahl, 2013; Despommier, 2013; Orsini et al., 
2013; Ackerman et al., 2014; Thomaier et al., 2015; Hirsch, 
Meyer and Klement, 2016). In 2018, community gardens are 
present in many shapes and sizes in major European cities, 
which in some cases has occurred out of necessity and in 
others out of policy-driven initiatives (Hirsch, Meyer and 
Klement, 2016; Pollard, Ward and Koth, 2017).    

Beyond the known social benefits, UA has the potential to 
provide multiple benefits across current food supply chains, 
such as reducing environmental pressures and potentially 
mitigating some of these pressures created by urban food 
supply (Thomaier et al., 2015; Benis, Reinhart and Ferrão, 
2018). The challenge is that UA is often difficult to define 
because of the variation in farm scales, project sizes, pro-
duction yields and growing technologies (Dimitri, Ober-
holtzer and Pressman, 2016).  This has proven to limit the 
consistency of research into its efficacy to reduce GHGs 
when energy consumption is factored into production costs 
and compared with different technologies such as indoor 
or greenhouse growing (Benis, Reinhart and Ferrão, 2017). 
To understand and optimise how the interconnected dimen-
sions UA can influence urban areas, we use as an example 
an indoor hydroponic initiative based on the input/output 
control offered by the climate controlled environments to 
gain data and assess its viability as a solution.     

Methods 

This research plan evaluates a project based on multiple 
dimensions related to urban food production to assess and 
demonstrate the efficacy of UA solutions in addressing food 
efficiency. The project, consisting of 3 stages, will seek to 
close the loop on waste products, such as wastewater, ex-
cess solar energy, CO2 and bio-nutrients available as inputs 
into the growing technology. While measuring the energy 
and materials required through the growing processes, the 
UA solution will produce specific crops to supply consumer 
demand and is compared with the produce available at the 
urban location.  

Stage 1

The selection of the location in Lisbon, Portugal is based on 
an assessment of the quantity and quality of urban residues 
available as inputs into the UA solution. Here, Urban Me-
tabolism can provide a way to examine the linear input and 
output flows of materials through the economic activities 
happening in each area (Kennedy et al., 2014). During this 
process, the materials are metabolised by the economic ac-
tivity to produce a product, service or waste residues (Gold-
stein et al., 2016).  A selection criteria will determine the 
location based on the urban residues available in an area as 
growing inputs, such as Phosphorus which has been iden-
tified as an wasted urban residue, when it could be used 
as a key nutrient for growing plants (Treadwell, Clark and 
Bennett, 2017). These materials and resources are available 
in urban areas as outputs of the economic activities and can 
be utilized to grow food from within the city. 

Stage 2

The sustainability of UA solutions is commonly evaluated 
using Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) (Seo et al., 2017). LCA 
takes direct and indirect impacts into account, and is a 
well-tested environmental assessment tool.  LCA is limited 
by the availability of quality, low-uncertainty data depicting 
environmental flows (emissions, etc.) from UA agricultural 
methods, practices, technology type and material sources 
(Notarnicola et al., 2017).  LCA also focuses on environmen-
tal damages and rarely addresses ecosystem services or 
social consequences of product systems and production 
processes (Petit-Boix and Apul, 2018). The LCA performed 
here will compare the impacts of the UA approach and of 
the supply of similar food items. This assessment will test 
how agriculture in urban areas using the solution proposed 
here compares with conventional agriculture supplying ur-
ban centres (Shiina et al. 2011; Hall et al. 2014). To over-
come the main limitations identified in LCA studies of UA, 
the work will: (a) define early on all important processes 
and environmental flows for the UA technology, e.g. urban 
materials and residues, enabling an early start to the data 
collection (and/or creation) process and avoiding future data 
gaps; (b) take social aspects into account using social (and 
not just environmental) LCA. 

Stage 3

The prototype will be built in Lisbon by a start-up organisa-
tion focused on developing an Urban Food Box (UFB) prod-
uct and microbusiness model. Integrating a combination of 
sophisticated technologies working in a climate-controlled 
environment which allows for the food-growing process will 
be optimized for efficiency. The challenge for the prototype, 
duly factored into the business model, is the high costs as-
sociated with the initial investment to build the UFB when 
compared with other UA solutions (Lindsey, 2013). This can 
be offset by advantages of year-round crop production and 
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reduced risks of crop losses due to other environmental 
factors, while offering increased control and measurement 
for optimization of growing inputs, nutrient solutions, pho-
tosynthesis and photorespiration regulation as mapped in 
Figure 1.   

Figure 1: Resource use efficiencies demonstrate the func-
tionality for measuring the inputs into the proposed UA solu-
tion for comparison with production outputs in this research. 
Source: Design and Management of PFAL, Ch22 Plant Fac-
tory: An Indoor Vertical Farming System for Efficient Quality 
Food Production (Kozai, Niu and Takagaki, 2016)

Indoor Vertical Farming

Growing for urban regions on the vertical dimension has been 
undertaken on large scale and small scale project across the 
world with varying degrees of success and combination of 
technologies, both outdoor, in greenhouses and indoor con-
trolled environments (Benis et al., 2015; Aswatch and Selva-
kumar, 2016; Benke and Tomkins, 2017; Pollard, Ward and 
Koth, 2017). The key principle is to increase the yield by us-
ing smaller surface area through different growing systems, 
control the volume of water and resources consumed (Touli-
atos, Dodd and Mcainsh, 2016). Specifically, this prototype 
will be designed using a vertical column system in an urban 
area of approximately 100sqm, using LED grow lighting, in-
tegrated climate control system and software management. 
Figure 2 was taken in a Modular Farms container using sim-
ilar technology in shipping containers and Figure 3 is taken 
from Grow to Greens climate controlled unit are both exam-
ple technologies. This type of agricultural engineering proto-
type in Lisbon will assist in addressing the gaps in research 
pertaining to UA solutions and their viability into the future.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2 Source: Modular Farms onsite visit in September 
2017 (http://modularfarms.co/) 

Figure 3 Source: Grow to Green visit in March 2018 (http://
growtogreen.com/)

 The final stage in the project involves the evaluation of the 
food produced from UFB using the data measured through-
out the growing process and comparing it against LCA re-
sults from Stage 2. This will allow for the analysis and vali-
dation of the efficiency of production using the UFB. 

Conclusion

This type of research project is important to urban centres 
strategically aiming to become smart cities and find solu-
tions which offer tangible data for reporting SDGs.  Process-
es associated with urban food production caste a large net 
across the interconnected challenges facing the expanding 

http://modularfarms.co/
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community of urban dwellers. UA solutions when compared 
to existing conventional agricultural outputs, have the po-
tential to influence carbon emissions and GHGs from food 
production, address concerns of access to healthy foods 
in cities and close the loop on urban waste resides. The 
project will provide a full environmental assessment of a 
market tested prototype and is expected to provide results 
indicating the potential application UA in urban planning for 
sustainability and circular economies.

Results can be used for the analysis and future decisions 
taken by urban and city planners, because for cities sim-
ilar to Lisbon geographically, reducing water consumption 
through agriculture by 90% for similar crops can support 
population grow into 2050.  This is only one known vari-
able where the growing technology can influence future 
resources, by undertaking this project UA can validate its 
importance in providing the missing links for GHG reduction, 
food and nutrition security; urban employment and efficient 
use of resources. 
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The Importance of 
Interdisciplinary approaches 
to Urban Agriculture and 
Transitions in Food Systems: 
Research on Lisbon 
Metropolitan Area  
Ferreiro, M. F. ; Marat-Mendes, T.; Salavisa, I.; Santos, S. — Authors

Abstract 

Metropolitan areas are strategic territories in the re-
search on ‘urban agriculture, food and food systems’. 
Land use categories and farm related activities consti-
tute major indicators in this research. One of the main 
characteristics of periurban areas is the complementary 
nature of the relations between urban and rural systems. 
The paper presents and discusses the main findings of 
two research projects conducted in Lisbon Metropolitan 
Area, in relation with urban agriculture and food and the 
transition of the food sociotechnical system. This pres-
entation and further discussion highlights the adequacy 
of interdisciplinary approaches regarding ‘Connections 
and missing links within urban agriculture, food and food 
systems’.  

Keywords

Urban food, interdisciplinarity, sustainability, Lisbon 
Metropolitan Area

Introduction

Lisbon Metropolitan Area (LMA) integrates the capital city 
of Portugal (Lisbon) and corresponds to an association of 
18 municipalities (Alcochete, Almada, Amadora, Barreiro, 
Cascais, Lisboa, Loures, Mafra, Moita, Montijo, Odivelas, 
Oeiras, Palmela, Sesimbra, Setúbal, Seixal, Sintra, and Vila 
Franca de Xira). LMA has 2,8 million inhabitants  (26% of 
the total national), and suffered a demographic decrease of 
its center during the last years related with a displacement 
of population to boarder municipalities and a consequent 
daily movement for working reasons (Ferreiro et al, 2016: 
113). According to Corine Land Cover 2006, agriculture cor-
responds to the main land use of LMA, as it was already in 
the beginning of twentieth century (figure 1).  

Figure 1: Land Uses in Lisbon Metropolitan Area (2006)

Grounded on knowledge provided from land uses analysis, 
conducted within LMA, two research projects Periurban1 
and MEMO2 (both financed by Fundação para a Ciência e 
a Tecnologia), have attempted to contribute, each of them 
in an interdisciplinary manner, to identify common links of 
interest among different disciplines in order to design a pos-
sible methodological approach towards a sustainable urban 
future for LMA. This paper, by taking profit of such knowl-
edge, aims to bridge the gap among interdisciplinary stud-
ies, and discuss how the integration of the results of those 
two projects can effectively transcend their barriers and 
produce new knowledge. To do that, a brief analysis of each 
of the above-identified projects is provided, while identify-
ing their main aims and methodological approaches, as well 
as the interdisciplinary contributes; secondly, it reflects on 
how an interdisciplinary exercise, focused on a transition 
towards a sustainable food sociotechnical system can con-
tribute to new knowledge. Finally, some initial conclusions 
are here attempted for further discussion and development.

2. Interdisciplinarity in the approach to 
Agriculture and Food in Lisbon Metropolitan 
Area: lessons from two research projects

Periurban project was carried out by a multidisciplinary re-
search team from two universities: Lisbon University (Insti-
tuto Superior de Agronomia and Instituto Superior Técnico) 

1. Periurban areas facing the challenges of sustainability: scenario 
development for Lisbon Metropolitan Area.  
(PT/AUR/AQI/117305/20102012-2015).
2. MEMO-Evolution of the Lisbon Metropolitan Area Metabolism. 
Lessons towards a Sustainable Urban Future PTDC/EMS-
ENE/2197/2012
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and ISCTE - IUL. The 19 researchers were from 13 scientific 
areas (e.g. architecture, economics, sociology, spatial urban 
planning, ecology).  

The development of research on periurban areas in the con-
text of sustainability challenges beyond classical urban ap-
proaches, on one hand, and the analysis of the Portuguese 
case, on the other hand, were the main goals and the rea-
sons behind the design and development of the project. It 
was also acknowledged that the opportunities of periurban 
areas should result from the integration of multiple policies 
and sectoral views related with territorial planning. The 
search of an integrated approach explains the interdiscipli-
nary nature of the project. In fact, and besides the combi-
nation of multiple scientific areas, Periurban has drawn on 
the knowledge and perceptions of LMA stakeholders dur-
ing all the process and main milestones. Besides experts, 
stakeholders included metropolitan, regional and local pub-
lic administration, namely technicians responsible for urban 
planning, other public entities (e.g., schools, health entities), 
entrepreneurs, and local development associations. These 
socioeconomic and political actors were involved and ac-
tively participated, through participatory methodologies, in 
the design of the outputs of the project, that is, periurban 
typologies, scenario development and definition of sustain-
ability indicators. 

By assuming that the opportunities and challenges of pe-
riurban territoires are related with the integration of visions, 
policies and the consideration of the diversity of these 
metropolitan areas, Periurban project proposed typologies 
based on 24 indicators aggregated in 5 distinct dimensions 
(economic, social, environment, mobility and land cover). 

The findings related with socioeconomic dimensions of pe-
riurban territorial typologies reveal that periurban territo-
ries are ‘spaces in transition’ and “strongly marked by social 
and territorial recomposition”, “eminently fragmented, and 
composed of changing communities with distinct identities” 
(Ferreiro et al, p.117). The importance of agro-forestry sector 
in LMA (57%) corresponds to one important characteristic 
of these areas and explains the “coexistence of a rural-ag-
riculture matrix” (Ferreiro et al 2016, p. 116). In fact, agricul-
ture still represents the main land use in periurban areas 
(figure 1) and despite its decline in economic terms: “the 
process of industrialisation, the improvement of transport 
infrastructures and technology involved in storage of agri-
cultural products, concur to this decline. However, agricul-
tural activities in periurban areas reveal also a changing na-
ture related, for instance, with pluriactivity, the increase of 
subsistence farming and the presence of agro-food indus-
try (idem, ibidem). The current importance of agriculture in 
terms of land use and activity in LMA constitutes a central 
figure in the reflection about food security and sustainability 
of metropolitan territories. 

An Interdisciplinar approach was also adopted by ‘MEMO.  
The project was established over the expertise of two 
teams from Lisbon University (IST) and Lisbon University 

Institute (ISCTE-IUL). The scientific areas involved Environ-
mental Engineering, Architecture and Urbanism. The main 
objective was to develop a comparative analysis of the 
Urban Metabolism of LMA, in two historical periods (1900 
and 1950). Aware of the growing restrictions on the avail-
ability of natural resources and the implications of urban 
growth over the territory and the urban environment, the 
MEMO Project seeks to contribute to a better understand-
ing of the relationship between Urban Morphology and the 
metabolic behaviour of the territory, in order to support the 
development of guidelines for land-use planning that aim to 
optimize the use of natural resources through two specific 
methodological approaches: a Material Flow Accounting of 
food products; a Visual Characterization of water and agri-
culture uses. This innovative combination of methodologies 
aimed to surpass a common difficulty to non-engineering 
disciplinary areas-to approach metabolic analysis of the 
urban environments. Therefore, the adopted methodology 
included five specific steps: i) accounting of food production 
and food consumption; ii) identification of potential supply 
areas; and iii) a visual characterization of agriculture uses 
and water elements through historical cartographic sourc-
es. While adopting conventional methods of material flow 
accounting, as employed within Industrial and environ-
mental engineering mostly, this project added a new com-
ponent: a detailed visual characterization of the elements 
related to agriculture (land use) and water use (equipment 
and infrastructures) in the territory under analysis and that 
were deemed to justify LMA Metabolism (Marat-Mendes 
et al, 2015, Marat-Mendes et al, 2016).

Figure 2: Crops from 1900 over Municipalities in 2011 in Lisbon 
Metropolitan Area

The main findings of MEMO Project have allowed account-
ing for the first time food consumption and goods produc-
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tion in Lisbon, as well as the potential areas of production 
within Lisbon municipality (Niza et al, 2016). Vital sources 
for this assessment were the historical cartography pro-
duced for Lisbon region3 , historical agricultural statistics4 
and reported dietary habits of Lisbon citizens5 . Finally, this 
project confirmed the value of integrating both historical 
and scientific sources in order to approach urban metab-
olism, while adding specific temporal and spatial settings. 
Historical data can be used to add a temporal and visual 
dimension to scientific understanding, wherein merging 
knowledge provided by social sciences and natural and 
technological sciences. Scientific data can also play a role in 
reconstructing the urban environments to which the study 
of urban metabolism depends upon greater understanding.

3. Connections and missing links on urban 
agriculture, food and food systems 

The debates on urban agriculture, urban food and food 
systems, and transitions in food sociotechnical system in 
the context of Metropolitan Areas, should integrate views 
and express the diversity of these subjects, that is, more 
complete and realistic approaches.  The findings of Periur-
ban and MEMO projects are important at this realm and, 
therefore, can contribute to the design of a methodologi-
cal approach envisaging the discussion of connections and 
missing links of urban agriculture, food and food systems 
within a sustainable framework. 

Food systems are the outcome of a modernization process 
from WW II onwards (Grin, 2012), driven by targets of pro-
ductivity increase and efficiency and implying the intensive 
use of agro-chemicals, energy and water. This process 
came along with the rationalization of commercial circuits 
(with the generalization of packaging, labelling, and brand-
ing), the increasing supply of conserved, deep-frozen and 
convenience food, and the rise of concern with hygiene and 
safety. New outlets were created – most notably the super-
markets -, where a diversified array of products is offered, 
often sourced from distant locations (Grin, 2012). In fact, 
the liberalization of global markets enabled the access to a 
much larger food assortment.   In order to become environ-
mentally friendly, the food system has to change: in produc-
tion – reducing and replacing chemicals, energy and water -, 
but also in transportation and packaging along the distribu-
tion and retail chains. The current resurgence of local pro-
duction, seasonal consumption and short chains illustrates 
this phenomenon (Salavisa and Ferreiro, 2016), contributing 
to decrease the ecological impact of the system. Proximity 
production and supply will affect the territorial and func-
tional organization of metropolitan areas, with new usages 
of land around the big cities and the transformation of com-
mercialization circuits.  

3 CEM 1893–1932
4 MNF-DGE 1890–1900
5 MF-DGE 1915

The interdisciplinary approaches involved in these projects 
introduce useful insights envisaging the design and tran-
sition of food socio-technic systems by stressing the fol-
lowing aspects: i) the importance of land use devoted to 
agriculture and food production in LMA both in historical 
(MEMO) and current contexts (Periurban); ii) The acknowl-
edgement of the diversity of land use and food production 
(Periurban and MEMO). Besides these insights, Periurban 
and MEMO can also contribute to the definition of a meth-
odological approach to the research of the transition to-
wards a sustainable sociotechnical system in food-related 
areas and activities. In fact, the adoption of a multiplicity of 
methods and techniques within those projects provided an 
opportunity to realize the importance of the combination of 
quantitative and qualitative methods as well as the visual 
and cartographic representation of land use and the inquiry 
to habits, sociodemographic dynamics and perceptions of 
urban population regarding territory and urban planning. 

5. Conclusion

The paper presented and discussed main finding of two re-
search projects on LMA envisaging the understanding of the 
transition of food sociotechnical system. It was proposed 
that interdisciplinary visions, both in theoretic and meth-
odological terms, allow identification of connections and 
missing links of urban agriculture, food and food systems, 
because: i) they consider diverse dimensions of territories, 
establishing linkages between physical and socioeconom-
ic dynamics of urban life (e.g., interface between urban 
planning and economic activities); ii) they reveal elements 
that are invisible to more conventional approaches (e.g., the 
diversity of types of rural territories and agriculture within 
metropolitan regions); they identify key actors of food sys-
tems in urban contexts. To sum up, interdisciplinarity, both 
in theoretical and methodological terms, provides a more 
holistic view on fundamental and complex aspects of metro-
politan life related with agriculture, food and food systems.
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Food & the City – the role of 
”green” UA and UG strategies 
in the urban food strategy 
movement
Mikkelsen, B. — Author

Abstract 

There is a growing interest in place-based approaches 
to value creation in local and regional food economies 
in what has been referred to as the Urban Food Strategy 
(UFS) movement. Developing the identity of cities and re-
gions turning them into arenas for sustainable innovation 
and at the same time involving citizens and enterprises 
in new ways has become a popular strategy in cities and 
regions around the world as a way to brand particular 
place. Urban gardening, urban farming and other green 
strategies constitutes important elements in these strat-
egies. Creating innovative urban food eco systems how-
ever, requires well planned strategies and participation 
from a broad range of actors. The paper examines the 
content of some of the strategies that municipalities and 
regions have been using to develop the identity of these 
particular places and suggests a typology of urban food 
strategy actions including the “growing” components. It 
uses then the Campus’n Community and the Growing Blue 
& Green programs to examine how they have contributed 
to the urban food strategy development in the city of Co-
penhagen. If finally discusses some of the patterns and 
principles for how sustainable Urban Food Strategies are 
shaped and implemented in an interplay between multi-
ple projects and actor.  

Keywords

Urban Agriculture; Urban Food Strategies (UFS), 
policies, projects, stakeholders.

Introduction

There is a growing interest in place-based approaches to 
creating value for local and regional food economies and 
a growing number of cities has engaged in the Urban Food 
Strategy (UFS) movement (Moragues et al 2013, Lander 
et al 2017). The Milan food pact, the Delize multiple city 
gastronomy network and the Eating cities initiative are ex-
amples of such networks. The strategies cover a range of 
different policy components and deals with a broad range 
of the elements of food systems of cities such as growing, 
processing, public procurement and purchasing, distribution, 
preparation, eating and waste handling. Urban gardening 
(UG) and Urban Agriculture (UA) are examples of UFS com-
ponents that aims at greening the city and at the same time 
contribute to food supply and the development of the identi-
ty of cities. Such efforts has led to the creation of an emerg-
ing set of dynamics and an intersectorial interplay between 
stakeholders, project makers and policymakers potentially 
leading to fruitful city based arenas for sustainable food in-
novation. So far, few efforts have been made to identify the 
components in policy and governance perspective. Urban 
agriculture and gardening as themes has been the themes 
in various research programs and have been dealt with from 
different viewpoints and disciplines. Also, there seems to 
be a gap when it comes to analyse how insight and achieve-
ment from different both city base and multiple city based 
projects have become turned into policies.  Based on the 
some recent development project in Copenhagen the study 
examine how different actors, projects and policy compo-
nents blend in to contribute to the formation of an overall 
food policy in the city of Copenhagen.

Methods

The point of departure is a preliminary analysis of five dif-
ferent international multi-city UFS networks. The five iden-
tified networks were: Délice, Milan food pact, UNESCO cre-
ative cities, Eating cities and CPH food summit urban food 
chapter as listed in table 1. All networks takes as a point of 
departure a place based approach to food strategy making.

Table 1: Overview of Urban  
food strategy networks

NETWORK FOCUS LINK

Délice Gastronomy, gastro tourism http://www.delice-network.com/

Milan Food Pact Developing sustainable food systems and promoting healthy diets http://www.milanurbanfoodpolicypact.org/

UNESCO Creative Cities Gastronomy as part of the creative arts such as Crafts & Folk Art, Design, Film,  
Literature, Music and Media Arts https://en.unesco.org/creative-cities/home

Eating cities Social Dialogue for a more Sustainable Food Supply Chains https://www.eatingcity.org/

CPH food summit Food waste, food safety, urban strategies, gastronomy http://bfmp.dk/program-wfs-2018/

http://www.delice-network.com/
http://www.milanurbanfoodpolicypact.org/
https://en.unesco.org/creative-cities/home
https://www.eatingcity.org/
http://bfmp.dk/program-wfs-2018/
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A typology summarizing the most significant components 
were then created to allow for analysis of the most frequent 
UFS policy components as illustrated in table 2. As a second 
step the insights from two of food research & development 
programs - Campus’n Community program (Mikkelsen & 
Fjeldhammer 2015; Bardus et al 2018) and the Growing Blue 
& Green aquaponics program (Mikkelsen & Bosire, 2018) an 
analytical frame was developed for examining the interplay 
between projects and stakeholders in relation to the food 
policy development in the city of Copenhagen. In addition, 
field notes from the planning of the 2017 and 2018 versions 
of the CPH food summit was used. The analysis aimed at 
determining how the insights from these urban gardening 
project informed into the Urban Food Strategy (UFS) devel-
opment in the city of Copenhagen. The - Campus’n Com-
munity program program has been developed in the local 
neighbourhood of Sydhavn (Southern Harbour) adjacent to 
Aalborg University, Copenhagen campus. The goal was to 
use insights from social marketing and participation to de-
velop more sustainable and healthier food realities for the 
residents with a particular emphasis on a garden area that 
is shared between the school, 2 kindergartens and the sen-
ior house. The program contributes to the civic university 
strategy that the university has signed and the Municipality 
of Copenhagen has signed an agreement under the headline 
of Knowledge Neighbourhood Sydhavn. It aims at strength-
ening cooperation both in research and higher education. 
The Campus’n Community program is a contribution to that 
activity with a particular emphasis on the food environment.

Conceptually the study takes inspiration from three sources:  
the idea of a civic university, the idea of service learning 
and the idea of the applied knowledge triangle. The knowl-
edge triangle approach argues that combining the power 

of market, education & research can lead to progress in a 
particular field – in our case add to the dynamics of urban 
food system development. Building on the idea of the civic 
university the food studies research of the university aims 
to take the needs and demands from the local community 
into account. Finally using the concept of service learning 
the food studies engage in food projects that cater to the 
needs of the local community. Using this approach academ-
ia in return get the access to real life social problem such as 
that of the challenges of urban food systems development 
(Heffernan 2001). 

Results

Urban Food Strategies targets a broad range of food related 
activities in the city. Table 2 list the components that was 
most frequently find in the activity listing of the different 
networks. The diversity of the actions taken also give some 
clue as to the complexity of the task and to the diversity 
and numbers of different stakeholders that needs to be tak-
en into account – both terms of the development of pilots, 
projects and policies. Table 2: Urban food strategy policy 
components identified in the five networks

Table 2
COMPONENT CONTENT KEY STAKEHOLDERS

Public food procurement
Public engagement in establishing organic  
and short chain supply

Catering managers, procurement officials, civil servants, 
suppliers, wholesaler

Urban school gardening
School gardens as places for teaching.  
Food literacy training and sourcing of food Teachers, students, janitors, headmaster, parents

Urban community gardening Community gardening as a vehicle for social, 
intergenerational activities, better cohesion and for plant 
food sourcing. Mainly for leisure rather than economical 
reasons

Residents, community leaders, citizen groups

Urban farming Farming activities brought into the city for the purpose  
of food production with an economical significance

Farmers, civil servants

Collective community dining Social and commensality focused cooking and dining 
activities 

Voluntary groups,

Street food Food truck and street food type of dining with co-location  
of multiple catering outlets.

Caterers, costumers, patrons

Farmers market Market stalls and infrastructures for the selling of fresh food 
sourced from peri-urban farmers

Farmers, costumers, civil society organisations, civil servants

Aquaponic installations Facilities for the integrated aquaculture and hydroponics 
production

Growers, farmers

Food markets Co-location of different types of food retailers Shop keepers, customers

Urban food hubs & incubators Infrastructure such as offices, labs and kitchens for 
innovation in the food sector

Start ups, entrepreneurs, knowledge providers, brokers

Food banks Systems for re-distributing close to sell by foods for charity 
catering and canteens

Voluntary groups, charity organisations

Fine dining initiatives Marketing initiatives aimed at branding particular areas  
and places for the gastronomic assets

Restaurant owners, chefs, cooks, tourism organisations

Food waste initiatives Strategies and policies aimed at reducing food waste  
and for collecting and recycling

Retailers, commercial and institutional catering 

Food sharing Community initiatives for sharing close to sell by food Voluntary groups, community groups, retailers
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Discussion

The number of cities engaged in different forms of policy 
network clearly shows that there is a considerable and 
growing interest in place based – the tempo/spatial – ap-
proaches to understanding food systems. The study sug-
gests that idea of placemaking (Schneekloth & Shibley, 
1995) is useful for understanding the urban food strategy 
movement. Placemaking is an approach to the spatial de-
sign of public spaces where their supportiveness when it 
comes to developing good environments for everyday life 
activities such as those relate to food – is underlined. The 
findings also underline the large number of different actors 
that is and that needs to be engaged in such strategies. 
As it can be seen from the table, the number of different 
stakeholders having an interest and contribution to make 
in UFS development is high. These stakeholder comes from 
are broad range of different policy, academic and practices 
areas. Urban planning, educational area, gastronomy and 
experience and tourism economy and innovation local food 
economy are some of the fields. These stakeholders are not 
necessarily well connected across the city. Nonetheless, 
their cooperation is imperative. It is suggested that creating 
an eco system in which academia, municipality, small start 
ups and local community can engage informally can help 
facilitate the knowledge transfer form project to policies. 
What can be learnt from the study is that interdisciplinar-
ity is key to successful policy development of urban food 
eco systems and implementation of city based food strat-
egies. It can also be learnt that outreach from academia 
to the practitioner, business and policy level is crucial. In 
particular, it was found that the knowledge triangle trying 
to bring together young people at different educational lev-
els with local community actors and policy makers can be a 
powerful strategy in developing urban food strategies and 
food strategy components. The study also show that there 
seems to be some tension created in the clash between 
“foodies” and generalists/strategy and policymakers. This 
challenge could be addressed for instance by training and 
capacity building in both types of professions. Also within 
the different governmental levels and administrative units 
dealing with food strategies there is a need for closer co-
operation. For instance in the municipality studied there are 
four different municipal departments having a stake in food 
policy development underlining the need for inter-sectorial 
cooperation. The study findings also points to the need for 
participatory and citizen driven approaches. Since an urban 
food policy will and should affect the everyday life of citi-
zens an  inclusive approach is critical. In the study, we finally 
conclude that the innovation efforts in city based food strat-
egies tend to create a whole eco system of projects. But 
since projects are both fragile and volatile there needs to be 
a conversion of the insights into concrete policy initiatives 
as well as some kind of mobility of the people involved in 
these projects. 
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A woman farms vegetables on a plot next 
to municipal offices in Cape Town, South 

Africa. The plot was donated by the city Urban 
Agriculture Unit, and the farmers are also 

provided with water and manure to assist in 
production.

Photo: Diana Lee-Smith, 2012
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Abstract

Scholarly food system research has been criticised for hap-
hazard disciplinary overlap, sometimes not even addressing 
the same problems or questions, and for being “advocacy 
driven”. Data on urban agriculture (UA) and food systems 
have also been criticised as missing, weak, or out-of-date. In 
response, this paper looks at how interdisciplinary overlaps 
should be handled. It also presents an overview of quantita-
tive data on households practising UA in Africa over several 
decades, yielding important empirical results. 

Disciplines that measure and analyse (natural and social sci-
ences) are distinguished from those that synthesise and pre-
scribe (planning and design). The latter are problem-solving 
disciplines that address what are characterised as “wicked 
problems”.  Unlike social science problems that can be rigor-
ously tested, planning problems require participatory argu-
ment and balancing of different interests. Thus planning (and 
even day-to-day operation) of food systems are inherently 
political. Also, solutions vary from place to place. 

Introduction

This paper addresses criticisms made of the field “food sys-
tems and urban agriculture”, responding specifically to one 
review of scholarly food system research (Brinkley 2013). 
It aims to untangle the term “multi-disciplinary “, so as to 
understand where key gaps are. It also attempts to fill a 
particular gap – in empirical data on urban agriculture – by 
presenting and analysing urban household surveys collect-
ed over time in some African cities. 

The paper is relevant to the purpose of identifying gaps and 
missing links in the field of food systems in relation to urban 
agriculture (UA). It explores these gaps and links by exam-
ining the difference between empirical data (that establish 
facts on the ground) from studies that address planning in-
terventions to change or improve food system and UA func-

tioning.  The paper is relevant because few scholars have 
examined this question specifically, although the original 
“Cities Feeding People” book in 1994 tried to establish the 
field of enquiry by presenting empirical data on the scope of 
UA in Eastern Africa (Egziabher et al 1994). 

Methods

This paper uses comparison between disciplines as a way 
to explain how data can be used to advance debate on the 
effectiveness of food systems and UA in different settings. 
It also uses research findings from studies over time, to 
make comparisons specifically on the proportion of urban 
households practising UA in different African cities. 

In her review of scholarly research on food systems and UA, 
Brinckley (2013) found the literature haphazard in the way 
disciplines overlap.  She observed that sometimes they do 
not even address the same problems or questions. Her focus 
is on the planning disciplines, and she finds UA a “self-lim-
iting policy” with much of the literature advocacy-driven. I 
would like to suggest an alternative model to the one she 
proposes as a way to overcome this, going back to basics on 
how disciplines operate and interact. 

Before lumping disciplines together and assuming this will 
provide consistent or even useful outcomes, disciplines can 
be separated into those that measure and analyse (natu-
ral and social sciences) and those that synthesise and pre-
scribe (planning and design). It is also necessary to admit 
that things that work in one place (planning approaches and 
case studies of good practice) may not work in another, par-
ticularly when dealing with the global North and South. 

The major disciplinary gap that I identify is basic social sci-
ence statistics. Brinkley and others have pointed out that 
sound and comparable empirical data on UA are missing, 
weak, or out-of-date.  I focus on quantitative surveys of 
households practising UA in the South, specifically Africa. 
I present an overview of the quantitative data that I have 
been able to identify and the questions that it suggests for 
further research and for the relationship of UA to food sys-
tems policy and planning. 

This paper draws on my own and others’ research over sev-
eral decades. These data are indeed uneven in quality of 
sampling in particular and most of them are indeed out of 
date.  But they are still useful in building up a general pic-
ture because together their findings show certain patterns. 
This short paper does not permit evaluation of all the stud-
ies compared, but it is enough to say each uses a household 
survey of a particular town or city and counts the incidence 
of various types of UA. 

I analyse these data by comparing key intervening variables 
that are available (household size and income, access to land, 
size of town in population terms, and where available nutrition 
and food security levels), to observe differences and trends. 
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Results

As shown in Table 1, households practising UA form a signif-
icant but highly variable proportion of urban African house-
holds.  Analysis has shown that this proportion varies with 
size of town, household income and accessibility of land, with 
these variables interacting. Generally, the larger the town or 
city, the fewer households practise UA. The majority of house-
holds farm for their own consumption but also make savings 
and sell produce; some are predominantly commercial. An un-
explained relationship is that UA households are consistently 
larger than the norm. The positive effect of UA on food secu-
rity and nutrition seems established (Cole et al 2008; Wagner 
and Tasciotti 2017) although more studies would help.

Surprisingly, low income groups are less likely to practise 
UA than higher income earners. While the poor predomi-
nate over middle- and high-income groups in urban Africa, 
they are proportionally under-represented among urban 
farmers (Foeken 2006). This is probably because they live 
mainly in dense urban slums and tend to farm opportunisti-
cally in open spaces. Higher income groups are better able 
to farm, including the more profitable livestock keeping, 
because they have space. These can be called backyard 
farmers (Lee-Smith et al forthcoming). Food insecurity and 
malnutrition are at alarmingly high levels in African urban 
slums (Crush et al 2010; Kimani-Murage et al 2014).

UA households are better off than the norm, with consis-
tently higher than average urban incomes. Urban small-
scale farmers earn at least twice as much as rural farmers 
on only about 20 per cent of the area, while both commer-
cialization and higher incomes are associated with livestock 
production, with its opportunities for the sale of products 

such as milk and eggs in addition to meat. These are most-
ly backyard farmers. Irrigated open-space urban vegetable 
farming can achieve an annual income two to three times 
that earned in rural farming (Lee-Smith et al forthcoming). 

Discussion

The relationship between UA and income is not yet under-
stood. Is there a causal link between UA and poverty allevi-
ation? Longitudinal cohort studies are needed to understand 
the direction of the relationship: does UA alleviate urban 
poverty or does being better-off help a household engage in 
UA (Lee-Smith 2010; 2013)?  Also, why are UA households 
bigger and what, if anything, needs to be learned from this? 
Then, more and better studies are needed on health im-
pacts of UA, both positive and negative, following the work 
of Cole et al (2008).

Meanwhile the widespread nature of UA in African cities 
and its association with better food security, child nutrition 
and incomes suggests that supporting it as part of planning 
in these cities is desirable. However, planners would need 
to distinguish between residents of low-income informal 
settlements (most of whom do not farm but whose food 
insecurity and malnutrition have been measured) and back-
yard urban farmers who are clearly doing well.  This is being 

done in Nairobi through its UA Act of 2015 on allocating 
land and water for UA to households in slums. But different 
planning solutions may be needed in more developed cities 
with less malnutrition.

 

Tabel 1 - Proportion of households engaged in UA  
in some African towns and cities

CITY / TOWN COUNTRY FARMING HOUSEHOLDS SURVEY DATE CITY POPULATION  
AT THAT DATE

11 in southern Africa 9 SADC* members 22% - crops and livestock  
(only poor households measured) 2008 varied

21 in West Africa 20-50% - crops and livestock 2006 varied

Kampala Uganda 49% - crops and livestock 2003 1,200,000

Mbeya Tanzania 93% - crops and livestock 2002 266

Morogoro Tanzania 90% - crops and livestock 2002 228

Ibadan Nigeria 45% - crops, 40% - livestock 2000 2,550,593

Nakuru Kenya 35% - crops and livestock 1998 239

Dar-es-Salaam Tanzania 36% - crops only 1995 2,500,000

Kampala Uganda 30% - crops and livestock 1991 774

Nairobi Kenya 20% - crops only 1985 1,000,000

Addis Ababa Ethiopia 17% - vegetables only 1983 1,400,000

Table from Lee-Smith et al forthcoming 
*Southern Africa Development Community
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UA can never be proved a “right” or “wrong” policy, even 
though, as claimed in this paper, it is a well-established 
empirical fact in African cities. Policy makers have to de-
cide whether the facts demonstrate that planning for UA is 
needed, and in what way. Policy goals are everything when 
it comes to deciding on a course of action and assessing 
its effectiveness. Alleviating hunger and malnutrition may 
be a higher goal than increased GDP. This has not been the 
case until recently, although the case for promoting UA may 
be argued citing human rights, as a way of alleviating hun-
ger and malnutrition (that includes lack of dietary diversity 
causing obesity as well as stunting). Supportive policies for 
UA production of animal source foods and fresh vegetables 
can thus be advocated, as in Lee-smith and Lamba (2015).    

Conclusions

There are not many comparative analyses of empirical data 
on UA that look at different studies as I tried to in earlier pa-
pers (Lee-Smith 2010, 2013). This paper goes a step further 
in examining empirical studies in relation to planning stud-
ies that propose or compare solutions in different contexts. 
Planning and designing for UA in food systems must rely on 
sound empirical evidence as well as the calculus of policy 
and urban land use priorities. They must also rely on artful 
solutions to what are characterised as “wicked” problems, 
meaning they are complex and without single solutions. 
They require choices by people involved. Unlike social sci-
ence problems that can be rigorously tested, such planning 
problems require participatory argument and balancing of 
different interests. Thus food systems planning, and even 
the day-to-day operation of food systems, are inherently 
political. 
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LINKING UP ACTORS AND SCALES
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PROVE vegetable box in Loures,  
Photo: Ana Firmino, 2014
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CSA in Portugal – missing 
links within urban agriculture
Firmino, A. — Author

Abstract

There are different schemes under Community Support-
ed Agriculture, in different countries, under various des-
ignations, which often diverge in their organisation, but 
they all aim at linking producers and consumers and offer 
quality products, in a short cycle. In Portugal Community 
Supported Agriculture (in a broad sense) is a relatively 
recent concept; nevertheless there are already hundreds 
of initiatives, mostly known as Box Schemes. 

The scope of this paper is to understand the profile of the 
box scheme’s users looking deeper into the functioning 
of an organic one in Loures, Portugal, point out the bottle-
necks that hinder a larger diffusion of this concept, and 
identify approaches that may strengthen the links among 
the several actors and contribute to the sustainability of 
urban agriculture. 

Keywords

CSA, Box Schemes, Loures

Introduction

Local economy, as synonymous of local scale, especially 
in Western thought, is often seen “as small and relatively 
powerless” (Herod, 2005, p.243). However, as emphasized 
by several authors short food supply chains may play a ho-
listic role in contributing to sustainable development (Can-
fora, 2016; Smith, 2008; Sustain, 2002; Pretty et al, 2005). 
Food travels about 1500 kms on average before reaching 
the consumer and the emissions of carbon gas are 100 
times higher than those resulting from a local sustaina-
ble production (Taipa, 2014). CSA may contribute to fight 
back climate change and protect the environment (water, 
soil, air), prevent fires, since the herds of sheep and goats 
not only supply the cheese industry but also control the dry 
mass, as it is the case in Loures; improve biodiversity and 
provide tasty and healthy food, safeguarding local varieties, 
by boosting local agriculture (FLFI, 2003), and last but not 
least linking producers and consumers.

Besides, as presented by Renting and Dubbeling (2013) for 
the urban farmer, CSA may play other roles not so common 
such as recreation, therapy and education. Paül et al (2013) 
refers to “holeriturisme” in Barcelona, which promotes 
weekly specific vegetables to consumers. 

In 2012, a group of experts (GEVPAL) was created to elab-
orate the “Strategy to value the local agricultural produc-
tion”, where it emphasized the need to invest more in its 
promotion, divulgation, training and organization of farmers. 
Nevertheless, even among educated people, who should 
have more access to information, only a few are aware of 
the contribution of Urban Agriculture “to improve security, 
livelihoods, environmental quality and overall social justice 
in our cities” (Mougeot, 2005, 278). 

Methodology

The study area is located in the municipality of Loures, North 
of Lisbon (167 km2 and 207 567 inhabitants, INE, 2016). 

In order to know better the motivations of both farmers and 
consumers of a PROVE organic vegetable box in Sacavém, 
Loures, an inquiry was launched between July and Septem-
ber 2014, which followed the structure presented by Jack-
son (2005) in order to know better consumers’ motivations 
to engage in these new consumption models; what factors 
shape and constrain their choices and actions; why (and 
when) do people behave in pro-environmental or pro-social 
ways; and finally how can we encourage, motivate and fa-
cilitate more sustainable attitudes, behaviors and lifestyles.

In total 32 consumers were interviewed, 14 men and 18 
women (75% of the active members). This box scheme was 
created in the framework of a PROVE project, an “inter-ter-
ritorial co-operation project between eight Local Action 
Groups located around Portugal that provide continuity to 
the experience and methodology developed as part of the IC 
EQUAL initiative which is intended to resolve issues related 
to the marketing of local products and to take advantage 
of the proximity of producers and consumers in peri-urban 
areas” (http://www.prove.com.pt/www/english.T9.php). 

Two of the three farmers who supplied this project in Loures 
were also interviewed. The first version of the vegetables 
box was interrupted in July 2015, due to divergences among 
the producers and a new scheme only started on the 30th 
January 2017, with 10 farmers and 4 delivery sites (http://
www.prove.com.pt/www/sk-pub-nucleos.php?dst=2). One 
of these farmers was interviewed in March 2018.

Results 

Those interviewed were predominantly young: 43% were 
under 40 years old, 31% were in their forties, 25% were in 
their fifties and less than 1% were older than 60. The oldest 
were not the direct purchasers of the boxes, they picked 
them up for their children.

These are middle class consumers: four public servants who 
work for the municipality of Loures, which is part of the pro-
ject, four informatics, three entrepreneurs and other jobs 
(nutritionist, geographer, biologist…). 
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All those interviewed considered the price of the box as 
reasonable (15 Euros for a box with 7 to 8 kgs; 10 Euros for 
the small size, 4 to 5 kgs). The majority purchased the box 
twice a month, less than 40% picked it up every week.

In terms of proximity, some did not live in the vicinity of the 
distribution point (one lived 80 kms away) but in this case 
they worked nearby or, for some reason, had to cross the 
area in Sacavém.

Discussion 

By the end of September 2014 this Organic Vegetables Box 
had 43 active members and 8 in stand-by (some had to trav-
el to work abroad or moved temporarily to another region, 
or had their own production for a certain period of the year). 
Since the start of the project (September 2013) 135 people 
had participated in this initiative, some of whom for a short 
period (Fig.1). Thus, in total, 84 members had withdrawn! 

The three farmers involved in the project were able to keep 
more or less the same number of active members in the first 
year of existence but there was a relatively high percentage 
of new adherents and excluded members, which caused 
some concern (for how long is it possible to attract new 
members, that balance those stepping out?). 

Fig. 1 - PROVE Box Adhesions by clients admitted, excluded 
and in stand-by between 23.9.2013 and 31.8.2014 in Sacavém/
Loures

The reasons to give up the box are mainly because it is dif-
ficult to coordinate their routines with the day and hours to 
pick up the box. Although it is possible to get it delivered 
at home, it will be more expensive. Some have financial re-
strictions and others do not need to buy products so often 
and or so regularly, because they also have their own pro-
duction or have a small family and thus some share the box 
with friends.

It may be a constraint the fact that they have to adapt their 
meals to the ingredients available, which are seasonal (86 
different products) and not always known by many clients.  

The disadvantages were mainly due to the difficult access 
to the place of distribution, that even for those living in the 
area was not easy to find the first time, distance to the con-

sumers living in the northern part of the municipality, lack of 
parking places for cars or not much fruit available.

In terms of advantages of purchasing the boxes, the con-
sumers emphasized the connection to the farmer, who 
taught them the names of the products such as Swiss chard  
(Beta vulgaris var. cicla) and Mizuna japonese  (Rapa nip-
posinica) and how to prepare them. Food security is an im-
portant issue (particularly if they have children, and often 
these products are only for the youngest) also the quality 
and diversity, the freshness, flavours and smells of the prod-
ucts (particularly the herbs) and proximity to their dwelling.

In general those interviewed valued the boxes scheme more 
for the fact that they do not need to worry about what to 
buy (no need to “burn the neurone” as one said!), nor lose 
time looking for the ingredients in the supermarket.

The environmental concern and all the rest that we read 
about the theory related to local and proximity economy, 
apparently did not play an important role in their decision 
to purchase the box, probably because some respondents 
had not been the contractors. It was often the father or the 
husband who picked up the box. The women were in charge 
to pick up the children from school or are at home preparing 
dinner. 

From the perspective of the farmers, although this repre-
sents much work, they seem satisfied with the results. The 
average income at the national level of the farmers who sell 
the boxes was about 500 Euros/month, which was the mini-
mum wage in Portugal. Since they have other sources of in-
come, selling in other markets, this is acceptable for most of 
them, as states Teresa Pouzada, coordinator of Local Action 
Group ADRITEM, in North Portugal (O Regional, 19.4.2012). 

These data were updated last March, in an interview with 
the organic farmer responsible for the supply of a new de-
livery site (since end of February 2018) at the Hospital of 
Loures (only for collaborators) and for the original one at Sa-
cavém (restarted on the 30 January 2017). At Sacavém he 
sells between 12 and 19 boxes per week. At the hospital, 
after a certain initial “boom”, he sells between 4 and 9 box-
es/week, mainly to doctors.

Today, according to this informant, it seems that the clients 
are better informed but the adhesion is yet relatively low.

It is important to point out that the small box was eliminat-
ed, and the large keeps the same price (15 Euros) but has 
less quantity (5 to 7 kgs, formerly 7 to 8). The Municipality 
has shown much endeavour in responding to consumers’ 
complaints, offering several delivery sites and divulgating 
these initiatives, but it is not yet sufficiently visible. This is 
a general problem as a survey among 20 students of Geog-
raphy, at Universidade Nova de Lisboa, last March, shows: 
none of them had ever heard about box schemes!



35

Conclusions

The findings show that there is a high volatility among ad-
herents to the studied box scheme in Loures, which may 
be explained by the fact that being a member of a CSA 
“requires a different consumer attitude” with more commit-
ment and responsibility which people often do not want to 
accept (Kinga, 2001, 66). 

This work allowed a better knowledge of the consumer’s 
profile of a box scheme. Some of the identified bottlenecks 
can be solved with more and better information diffusion.

In line with Marsden et al (2000, 426) who evokes as a crit-
ical issue that “product reach the consumer embedded with 
information”, mailing a flyer, involving citizens into a par-
ticipatory approach and organizing visits to the farms and 
delivery sites, as it is already the case with schools, could 
eventually bring more people into the project. In Loures a 
certain variety of purple broccoli could be promoted through 
“holeriturisme”, also among local restaurants, which would 
benefit from a link to Slow Food Movements. 

The links along the supply chain could also be strengthened 
by creating a label, which would identify the production with 
the local “saloio” culture (“hortas saloias”, for instance) as 
there was already an attempt in the past. Saloios are the 
Moorish people, who settled in the region and stayed after 
the conquest in the 12th century. They were excellent farm-
ers, known for the quality of their agricultural products, and 
although there is no certification, a “saloio” product is still 
today acknowledged as a quality product.

The creation of more delivery sites at large employment 
centers (as it is already the case at the hospital) would also 
contribute to  diversify the client base and reach out to oth-
er institutions and businesses.

The success of the box scheme is an added value for urban 
agriculture, contributing to keep the idyllic landscapes of 
the past (Firmino, 1999), as it is the case in Loures, but it 
may be restrained by the lack of land to extend the activi-
ties, especially in peri-urban areas (EIP-AGRI, 2015). Thus it 
is a challenge to combine all these factors, link producers 
and consumers to reach some food supply autonomy, back 
up the local economy and maintain a healthy environment.
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Inclusive and exclusive 
processes surrounding the 
development of an urban farm 
in Geneva
Viallon, F.-X.; Bombenger, P.-H.; Cherqui, A. — Authors

Abstract

Urban agriculture (UA) can be conceived as a mean to 
densify and ecologise cities. However, the deployment of 
new uses may enter into conflict with existing ones. The 
present article considers the deployment of professional 
UA in an urban park in Geneva (Switzerland) from the per-
ceptions of users and in regard to their imbrication with 
public policies. Drawing from a survey among an urban 
farm’s clients and the park’s users, we observe limited 
spatial rivalries, but exclusionary processes among the 
farm’s clients, whose majority belong to the dominant so-
cial class. The imbrication of UA into planning, education 
and agriculture policies occurs within the programs, but 
the measures taken on the field either lack proper fund-
ing, have more common priorities, or face opposition by 
established actors. We conclude by stating that the ob-
served UA processes reveal several contradictions iden-
tified in the literature, but also reflect new practices that 
shape the city and require further analysis.

Keywords

urban farm, use rivalries, territorialisation

Introduction

Over the past decade, the ecologisation of urban develop-
ment has gained attention both in practice and research. In 
particular, the resurgence of the urban food question has 
put forward urban agriculture and its multifunctional char-
acter on the forefront (Morgan, 2014).

At the same time, numerous cities face growth dynamics 
that foster urbanization and the densification of urban uses. 
This is particularly the case in urban Switzerland, where the 
2012 revision of the federal spatial planning act aims to limit 
the consumption of agricultural land through the densifica-
tion of urban areas (Federal Council, 2013).

Our paper discusses these often concomitant dynamics and 
the subsequent policy objectives under the angle of use ri-
valries produced by UA, their perceptions by users, and the 
insertion of UA into broader food related policies. For doing 
so, we first question the social representations of an urban 
farm project by its users, neighbours, and city inhabitants. 

Second, we analyse the links between UA projects and 
planning, education, and agriculture policies in Geneva, an 
urban city-canton subject to high demographic growth on a 
small territory.

Our assumptions are that 1) the deployment of an urban farm 
in town is perceived as compatible or non-rival with existing 
uses and has a positive connotation, because UA is associ-
ated with virtues in terms of landscape, quality of life, and 
environmental protection, and provides ecological as well 
as economic goods and services (Pölling et al., 2016; Torre, 
2014; Wegmuller and Duchemin, 2010). However, 2) urban 
farms also induce exclusionary processes: the food they sell 
corresponds to the expectations of the dominant social class, 
because is has symbolic values (local, organic and non pro-
cessed food) which correspond to the expectations of a class 
with a high cultural capital (Andrieu et al., 2009; Bourdieu, 
1979). Finally, we assume that 3) such newly established re-
lations between actors and spaces within a region are pro-
gressively integrated into policy design and implementation 
processes (Brand, 2015; Chiffoleau et al., 2016).

Context and methods

The object of analysis is an urban park including a historical 
farm building owned by canton Geneva and located in the 
city of Geneva. The site is surrounded by ten-floor buildings 
in co-ownership and built in the 1960s, when the domain 
was sold. The broader neighbourhood is primarily dedicated 
to mixed housing and local shops, as well as international 
organizations.

A residual farming activity and a small shop subsisted in 
the farm until 2009, when the farm was taken over by 
young professional farmers. They cultivate 0.4 hectare of 
land within the park and sell their own production in one of 
the farm’s buildings, together with a wide range of regional 
food products and some imported non locally grown prod-
ucts. The farmers also receive school classes and deliver 
courses on plants, crops and food to children and young ad-
olescents.

A survey of 306 users of the urban park’s users and the ur-
ban farm’s clients accounts for the test of the assumptions 
on perceptions and uses of the park and the farm. The third 
assumption on the imbrication of urban farms in cantonal 
policies is tested through a document analysis and eight 
semi-structured interviews of policy actors, such as the 
park’s farmers, administrative representatives of the ana-
lysed policies, and third parties (planner, agriculture consul-
tancy, and the association “farm to school”).

Results and discussion

Over the last four years, several land use changes occurred 
within the urban park: additional 650m2 of land were culti-
vated in the park’s centre, the historical access road to the 



38

farm was reopened and transformed into a regular path for 
pedestrians, thus allowing users to cross the farm buildings, 
and sheep have been grazing around the cultivated area on 
a regular basis. Within the farm, new tenants with new pro-
duction methods (low level of mechanisation, seasonal pro-
duction) and a new range of food products (mostly organic) 
launched their business.

The vast majority of the respondents considered the oc-
curred changes (product supply, site configuration, site at-
tendance, farm personnel) positive, but only a minority of 
the surveyed individuals users have noticed use changes (1 
out of 5), which reveals a rather low level of attention to the 
site’s overall transformations. Part of the explanation is pro-
vided by the increased permeability of space. The extension 
of cultivated surfaces and the new path have re-embedded 
the farm and its garden into the park. In fact, most of the 
responses referred to the sensorial and symbolic values 
provided by the changes, such as the diversity of product 
supply within the farm, the extension of the cultivated sur-
faces, the betterment of the farm’s access, the watching of 
the garden and of the sheep, and conversations with the 
farmers and sellers. These perceptions confirm the first as-
sumption on the compatibility of new agricultural uses in an 
urban environment.

Among the farm’s clients, 7 out of 10 have an academic 
degree, whereas they are only 4 out of 10 in the overall 
population of canton Geneva. As shown by the survey, the 
clients put forward the symbolic services provided by the 
farm’s products (local, seasoned and organic). But clients 
also want to diffuse what they perceive as a virtuous con-
sumption model to the broader population, and justify the 
reproduction of the urban farm’s model with a better ac-
cess of the population to seasonal, fresh, and organic food. 
Hereby, they neglect the importance of their own privileged 
status in the economic and social equation.

The integration of UA actors into policy design and imple-
mentation processes is considered in the farm’s case and on 
a policy-design level. On a micro-local level, we noted the 
importance of the modalities of the infrastructure present 
on site, in particular of the amount of the farm lease, and of 
the park management rules, both set by the cantonal admin-
istration, in order to deploy urban agriculture in an already 
built environment. 

On a policy-design level, urban agriculture and its actors are 
marginally integrated. In a planning perspective, there have 
been clear intentions to develop urban farms within neigh-
bourhoods, but the realisation of the necessary infrastruc-
ture depends on communal and farmers’ funding, and is 
perceived with scepticism by the conventional agricultural 
sector. Further, the farms’ long-term management depends 
on farmers to provide the necessary know-how, and future 
clients’ propensity to buy their products.

In terms of education, the mediation function of (urban) 
farms in increasing the population’s awareness on food and 

agriculture is broadly recognized. This is shown both by the 
responses to the survey, and the increasing success of asso-
ciative educational programs such as “farm to school” and 
the one of the urban farm analysed. This mediation function 
is also being progressively recognized in official educational 
programs, but the education office’s priorities are more ru-
dimentary and focus on the fight against dental caries and 
the prohibition of unhealthy snacks.

In regard to agricultural policy, a cantonal food label apply-
ing to raw and processed food was established in 2004. 
Among the conditions for its obtention are the geographi-
cal perimeter of production and the provision of ecological 
services required for obtaining agricultural subsidies. The 
urban farm analysed has the highest product labelling rate 
in the canton, but most of its products are also organic, an 
aspect that the label only considers through the mandatory 
mention of the production type on the product label. This 
reveals a rift in terms of practices between urban agricul-
ture and conventional farming. Such rift is also ideological, 
as public funding of agricultural infrastructure remains until 
now directed towards conventional production. In fact, fed-
eral authorities contest the financing of agricultural infra-
structure within the urban area, and cantonal plans to pub-
licly finance “alternative agriculture” are met with strong 
opposition by the farmer lobby.

Conclusion

The present paper aimed to show that the deployment of 
green urban uses, such as UA, are perceived positively and 
considered non rival with the existing urban uses. However, 
in accordance with the critical geography thesis (Darly and 
McClintock, 2017), the effects produced by UA are ambiva-
lent, in the sense that the urban farm analysed distinguish 
itself from conventional farming and distribution through the 
sale of mostly local organic food stemming from alternative 
producers, but at the same time its beneficiaries are largely 
composed of the dominant social class. In a policy perspec-
tive, the continuity of UA projects depends upon their imbri-
cation into the broader political-administrative context. The 
institutional support in terms of infrastructure enabled the 
projects in the first place, and its withdrawal would put the 
projects at risk. Therefore, our case also exemplifies what 
R. Nunes (2017) called a “pragmatist ethics” in agricultural 
food production and distribution, i.e. co-evolutionary en-
trepreneurial practices that overcome fixed principles and 
traditional political cleavages and insert themselves in a 
post-political order. Numerous other urban food enterprises 
exist around Geneva lake, and further research is required 
in order to accurately define and generalise on their condi-
tions of failure and success, and to better qualify their role 
in shaping urbanism.
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Cooperative supermarkets:  
a hybrid model to reinforce 
the re-territorialisation  
of food systems.  
Giacchè, G. — Author

Abstract 

This article investigates the emergence of cooperative 
supermarket in France. It aims to understand theirs or-
ganisational models besides the values and principles 
proposed. A qualitative methodology was adopted draw-
ing on analysis of content of speeches, documents, so-
cial networks and through a direct experience of par-
ticipation in the “Wolf” supermarket. Five supermarkets 
are already functioning and twenty-five projects are in 
development stage. The model of collaborative and par-
ticipatory supermarkets emerged as an alternative of 
current food offer and is based on economic (reasonable 
price), social (accessibility, creation of a space to ex-
change and share) and environmental (local and organic 
products) issues. The survey contributes to demonstrate 
that these cooperative supermarkets are a hybrid model 
that is inspired by a large-scale retail trade functioning 
but include a promise of “difference” that distinguishes 
the alternative food systems.

Figure 1 - Localisation of cooperative supermarket already func-
tioning (in green in the map) or in development stages (in orange 
in the map) 

Keywords

cooperative supermarket, food supply, and 
sustainable food system

Introduction

Some researchers theorise the affirmation of a new inte-
grated territorial agro-food paradigm (Wiskerke, 2009). This 
paradigm is characterised by the relocation of production 
and consumption systems through short or direct supply 
chains, in opposition to an agro-industrial paradigm that re-
gards the disconnection between producer and consumer, 
as well as the de-territorialisation of production. This dual 
approach is disputed by other authors, who interpret short 
supply chain as a hybrid model that does not constitute 
a real alternative to the conventional system (Watt et al., 
2005; Dubuisson and Le Velly, 2008). Rastoin and Ghersi 
(2010) state that it is necessary to organise the transition 
to a new model of “sustainable” food development, which 
can only have a hybrid form by combining modern config-
urations (based on globalisation) and post-modern config-
urations (based on territorial connection) that valorise the 
historical heritage specific to each society and territory 
with the scientific and technical knowledge of this century.  

Rouget et al. (2014) detect the O’TERA network as a hy-
brid model. This is a private participant of large-scale retail 
trade that applies the sale techniques of large and medium 
stores to short chains. It achieves a goal of relocating food 
production; ⅔ of selected fresh products is local and belong 
to short chain, changing the scale of distribution by ensuring 
a range of supply, accessibility, service rapidity and longer 
opening times, all aspects that are characteristic of large-
scale retail trade. The authors state that this model plays 
the role of an interface between the city and the rural world 
by reconciling economic and socio-territorial logics. Bouré 
(2017) describes gardening, the participation of Community 
Supported Agriculture or cooperative supermarkets as the 
result of the hybridisation process of spaces or activities. 
According to the author, this hybridisation allows the devel-
opment of these forms of reappropriation by citizens that 
contribute to the construction of urban food Commons. The 
author claims also that it is up to the citizens themselves to 
build these Commons, to multiply them, to foster coopera-
tion, and share these good practices, thus building a new 
food system by and for humans that is respectful of nature, 
ethical, and sustainable.

This article aims to investigate these models, focusing on 
the emergence of cooperative supermarkets in France. 
The media very successfully reported the emergence of 
cooperative supermarkets in Europe, especially in France, 
but thus far only a few academic articles have sought to 
understand the structure of these initiatives (El Karmouni 
and Prévot-Carpentier, 2016; El Karmouni and Béji-Bécheur, 
2016; Defourny, 2017). El Karmouni and Prévot-Carpentier 
(2016) state that cooperative supermarket models emerged 
to constitute an alternative while conforming to usual plans, 
in particular as for the surface area of the future store, the 
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number of references in stock, the type of indispensable 
products, the level of prices to obtain for the “stall” prom-
ised by the cooperative to be real, and so on. At the same 
time, these cooperatives, inspired by the Park Slope Food 
Coop1, re-propose the concept of 19th century consumer 
cooperatives such as the Bellevilloise, based on the idea 
of paying the right price for quality food, and eliminating 
middlemen. Furthermore, the contemporary model differs 
from previous ones because it tends to democratise quality 
rather than change society, and the consumer is both owner 
and volunteer-worker (El Karmouni and Béji-Bécheur, 2016), 
and is finally lodged in the ecological concern which favours 
short circuits and the sale of seasonal fruits and vegetables 
(Toucas-Trouyen, 2017).

The main objective of this article is to better understand 
the functioning of cooperative supermarkets and the values 
proposed as an alternative to the dominant model. The main 
questions are: What do these supermarkets propose that is 
different to the current offer? Which values and principles 
they propose? How do they structure themselves?

Material and method

A qualitative methodology was used to examine the emer-
gence of cooperative supermarkets in France, drawing on 
analysis of content of speeches (interviews, presentation), 
documents (statutes and charters), social networks (inter-
net supermarkets website) and through a direct experience 
of participation in the “Wolf” supermarket since autumn 
2017. A grid of analysis was drawn up to analyse the doc-
uments and the field notebook so as to understand the or-
ganisational model of cooperative supermarkets and the 
values and principals that founded this model, focusing on 
the ecological, social, and economic dimensions.

Around 80 articles (online newspaper or blog from january 
2017 to march 2018) have been collected but in this article 
it will not be deepened the representation of these models 
by the media.

The emergence of cooperative supermarkets in 
France

In France, 5 supermarkets are already functioning and 25 
projects are in the developmental stage, more or less ad-
vanced in their reflections and steps. Some years and sev-
eral steps are required to concretise the idea. Based on 
analyses regarding setting up supermarkets, several steps 
emerge as fundamental. First of all, a group must be com-
posed to create an association, to gather the first members 
and working groups essential to the advancement of the 
project. The second step is to move to temporary premises, 

1.  Cooperative supermarket created in 1973 in New York City in the 
Brooklyn district.

setting up a purchase group or a small store directly in order 
to better organise the work, supply chain, governance and 
maturation of the supermarket idea. These intermediate 
steps are essential. The number of working groups varies 
from 5 to 11. Usually the most important include: supply, 
fundraising and communication followed by the legal aspect, 
location research, IT. Then there are initiatives that focus on 
environmental issues and others on social issues as well 
as the management of members and the activities to be 
proposed by the association. The final step is the creation 
of the cooperative and the opening of the supermarket. This 
step requires the achievement of a minimum starting point 
of 2000 members, necessary both to achieve minimum capi-
tal and to ensure a workforce to keep the supermarket open 
6 days/week. As highlighted in the project websites or dur-
ing promoter interviews, these supermarkets emerge as an 
alternative to the current food offer. Two main statements 
emerge: the large-scale retail trade offers a wide range of 
products from the agri-food industry, which implies rela-
tively low prices but questionable quality, traceability and 
environmental impact. On the other hand, several initiatives 
offer excellent quality products that are often organic or lo-
cal, but the majority of the population does not use these 
channels for their daily shopping because of limited ranges 
of products, the high prices or logistical complexity (time 
schedule, organisation, accessibility, etc.). So these super-
markets would propose another type of offer, combining the 
best of the two previous structures, proposing a wide range 
of quality products, large enough to respond to the daily 
needs of most households, at affordable prices because 
they are based on the voluntary participation of members.

These supermarkets are mostly characterised as being 
cooperative and participatory. Participatory because each 
member has to devote 3 hours of volunteer work per month 
to ensure supermarket functioning (shelving supply, product 
packaging, cash desk services, etc.) and cooperative be-
cause the supermarkets belong to its member-customers 
who own 10 shares of capital and have the right to vote and 
make decisions about product selections or other aspects 
related to the organisation or functioning.

The main objectives concern both social issues (quality 
products accessible to everyone, food sovereignty) and 
economic issues (non-profit organisation, fair remuneration 
for producers, affordable prices for consumers). Some in-
itiatives also refer to environmental issues (joint develop-
ment of transparent and sustainable and local food chains, 
promotion of consumption habits that respect people and 
the environment). At the same time, the values and princi-
ples expressed prioritise respect for the environment and 
the creation of a climate of sharing and trust. Environmental 
respect is achieved explicitly both in privileging products 
from local and sustainable agriculture and in promoting 
some practices within the supermarket to reduce the envi-
ronmental impact (such as limiting packaging and reducing 
food waste). The latter clearly emerges by taking care to es-
tablish good relations with producers (based on trust, eth-
ics, honesty) and between members as consumers (based 
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on quality, transparency, traceability, etc.) and as workers 
(sharing, cooperation, accessibility).

The objectives, values and principles stated shape the “con-
cept” of these supermarkets, which is to propose a more 
equitable and inclusive food offer while focusing on the 
creation of a place of sharing, exchange, conviviality and 
learning (regarding a healthy diet).

Product selections are based on several criteria such as 
taste, quality, proximity, environmental and social impact, 
and the fairest price for the consumer and the producer. 
Besides prices, quality is the most frequently reported. Fur-
thermore, the promotion of local development by supporting 
local and organic producers is also emphasised as an im-
portant selection criteria. At the same time, the importance 
of considering the diversity of buying power and cooking 
habits and preferences clearly emerges. For these reasons, 
the offer is based on several variants of the same product 
to let everyone make their own choices based on their prior-
ities and resources. In almost all projects, it is emphasised 
that the idea of basing the food supply on local and organic 
products is therefore not realistic, considering both sides: 
consumers and their differentiated purchasing power, and 
producers who are not able to cover all the supermarket 
needs in terms quantity and diversity of products2 and logis-
tical issues. The product price is established by reducing the 
margins that correspond to 20% or 17% on all products and 
with the idea of reinvesting any profits in the supermarket.

The size expected in terms of surface area is around 1000 
m² (the Louve supermarket occupied 1450 m²) and, in terms 
of human resources, around 2000 co-operators and 3-4 em-
ployees are needed to set up the supermarket.

Discussion

These cooperative supermarkets are a hybrid model that is 
inspired by a large-scale retail trade functioning but include 
a promise of “difference” (Le Velly, 2017) that distinguish-
es alternative food systems.  As with other supermarkets, 
these supermarkets invest considerable surface area with 
daily opening hours six days a week and offering a varie-
ty of products. They propose a wide selection and type of 
products that reflect a global market (chocolate, coffee) but 
also the diversity of habits based on territorial (e.g. wine, 
cheese, delicatessen) and cultural (tapioca, manioc, etc.) 
tendencies. At the same time, these supermarkets are plac-
es of sharing, discussion and learning besides being places 
of consumption and work. A social project that proposes an-
other way of looking at food consumption, proposing a more 
inclusive and sustainable system. They involve looking for 
“quality” products that respond to several criteria in terms 

2. For example, the Supercoop of Bordeaux proposed around 1000 dif-
ferent items that vary from food products (fruits, vegetables, cereals, 
wine, meat, and so on) to non-food products (such as cosmetics and 
household cleaning products).

of economic (price, accessibility), social (quality, taste, pref-
erences) and environmental (organic) aspects, knowing the 
difficulty of finding a balance between all these dimensions. 
The main goal is to propose a “quality” product to every-
one. The five existing supermarkets are located in neigh-
borhoods quite close to the city centers characterized for 
quite interesting socio-economic diversity. For example the 
SuperQuinquin supermarket is located in the Fives district 
and the Louve in the 18th district, establishments chosen 
for the strong social mix.  

We should be asking ourselves: Would everyone like to sup-
port this kind of initiative? 

For the moment we do not have access to socio-economic 
data that can better characterize the members of the co-
operatives. It could be a very interesting topic to deepen 
the socio-territorial anchoring of those models. Even if at a 
social level their impact has to be verified after this survey 
we can advanced the hypothesis that these models could 
assume a real role in the territorial food system. As pointed 
out by Billon et al. (2016), the central position of distribution 
stakeholders in food systems as well as their specific com-
petence can give them a privileged role within the territory 
to promote consumer access to local food. Furthermore, as 
demonstrated by Cappelli et al. (2016), by making it pos-
sible to involve consumers with a ubiquitous status (both 
internal and external stakeholders), the cooperative model 
determines a higher overall quality of the ideas proposed 
by consumer-members, who are considered to be relative-
ly more innovative, feasible and wider sources of benefits 
than non-members.

Final Remarks

The literature on this topic is quite scarce and the emer-
gence of these supermarkets is quite recent for coming 
to any conclusions. Based on the analysis, two considera-
tions can be made regarding the future of these initiatives. 
These cooperative supermarkets could propose innovative 
solutions and open new challenges and opportunities to 
reshape the food system, reinforcing the linkage among ag-
riculture, food and ConsumActors. Furthermore they could 
allow a relevant up-scaling democratising the access to 
quality and local food promoting the territorial anchoring of 
food system. Only deepening this topic and observing the 
phenomenon during time these statements will be verify.
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Short supply chains 
scaling-up: considering the 
farmer’s constraints for the 
development of new outlet   
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Abstract 

Enthusiasm for short food supply chains is characterized 
by emergence of a wide diversity of initiatives (Aubry 
and Kebir 2013) motivate by the farmers as well as the 
consumers who aspire to new way of consumption (Chif-
foleau 2008). In this context, new actors position them-
selves as intermediary between farmers and consumers. 
The originality of this paper is the better understanding of 
short supply chain farmer’s constraints to adopt new out-
lets. What does this say about difficulties for short sup-
ply chains up-scale? The investigations with farmers for 
the new logistic and commercial option from “La Poste” 
(French mail Distribution Company) shows firstly needs 
of compatibility between the La Poste solution and the 
production organization of the farm and finally needs of 
coherence between the nature of intermediary and the 
value system of the farmer. 

Keywords 

short supply chains, up-scale, 

Introduction

Short supply chains knew a strong popularity. According to 
the French Ministry of Agriculture (2009) they are a form of 
commercialization that involves no more than one interme-
diary between farmers and consumers. Currently in France, 
one of five farmers commercializes by short supply chains. 
The renewal of interest in a geographical and relational 
proximity between producers and consumers is accompa-
nied by a wide variety of innovative initiatives (Aubry and 
Kebir, 2013). They respond in Europe to new expectations 
from consumers on social, environmental and economic is-
sues (Chiffoleau 2008). If data concerning the consumer’s 
demand and its evolution lacks, the current major issue con-
cerns more the offer organization. As demonstrated by the 
literature a real issue regards the technical management of 
those farms (Aubry, Bressoud, and Petit 2011), who com-
bine production activities, logistic and sale management. In 
addition, new actors with variable economic size position 
themselves as intermediary between farmers and consum-
ers more or less successfully, using digital tools. Based in 
this fact this paper proposes to question the prospective of 

short supply chains and their up-scaling. The originality of 
this paper is the characterization of farmer’s constraints to 
adopt new outlets based on digital tools and proposed by an 
intermediary actor. What is the nature of these constraints? 
What reasons are conjured up? What guarantees are asked 
for? Which insights they provide concerning the constraint 
to short supply chains up-scale? 

Method 

The survey has been carried out between February and 
March 2017 in two cities (Nantes and Grenoble). The main 
goal was to test a new outlet proposed by the French mail 
distribution company La Poste (figure 1) identifying farm’s 
constraints to it adoption. This objective is based on La 
Poste request, the commercial and logistic offer developing 
by La Poste. This new outlet is based on an on-line shop that 
allows the consumers to order (T0) products from farmer’s 
member and settled in specific area to define. Everyday La 
Poste proposes to collect the products from farmers, organ-
ize the food baskets and delivering them at home (T+2 days). 

The city of Nantes (285 000 inhabitants, located on the 
Loire’s mouth in the West coast) and Grenoble (155 000 in-
habitants, located in Alps) were chosen by La Poste in or-
der to test the offer. Both cities seem relevant considering 
the numbers of farmers located less than 80 km from the 
city center (2360 farmers in Nantes and 3140 in Grenoble 
(Agreste, 2010)) which providing a part of products in short 
supply chain. The short food supply chains are significant 
ensuring the quantity and quality of products for the exper-
imentation. 

A sample of 33 farmers (11 from Nantes and 22 from Greno-
ble) has been selected in two steps. First the local agricul-
tural institutions (Chamber of Agriculture and Organic Farm-
er Group) proposed a group of farmers and then flowing the 
snowball sampling technic. The sample is composed by a 
large rang of farms permitting emergence of wide diversity 
of constraints. The diversity in production systems (fruits 
and vegetable, meat, eggs and milk) and food processing 
equipment (cold meat, dairy products, conserves) has been 
taken into account. 

This survey was conducted by exploratory research ap-
proach and the data were collected using semi-directive in-
terviews. The interviews were carried out in 2 phases. First 
we proposed to farmers to describe theirs farms including 
their production system (crops and livestock) and commer-
cialization system with outlet’s details. Then the commer-
cial and logistic offer elaborated by La Poste was presented 
with the support of a diagram (figure 1). The farmers are led 
to express potential interest in this offer with the aim of 
highlight current needs of new outlets as well as reaction 
concerning technical 3 characteristics of the offer. We col-
lect the speeches avoiding to influence farmer’s answers. 
The spontaneous farmers’ answers vary and during the 
analysis different topics and subjects have been identified. 
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A spreadsheet was used to categorized, counted and hier-
archized their comments and opinions. 

Figure 1 presentation scheme of La Poste outlet

Results 

The analysis of the interviews reveals two main categories 
of farmer’s opinions to La Poste outlet. The first category 
includes the farmers’ reactions that focus on the impacts 
(positive or negative) in farm work (organizational and tech-
nical) and the second concerns the outlet transparency and 
the intermediary’s nature. 

1. The organizational and technical impacts of adopting 
La Poste’s outlet 

First of all, the farmer’s reactions ques-
tioned the possibilities for rapid integration 
of this new outlet. They vary according to 
the profile of farms (stability of commercial 
outlets, volumes marketed and remain-
ing marketable) but also according to the 
margins for manoeuvre for production and 
commercialization planning. 

Thus, some productions scheduling exclude 
the rapid integration of new outlet. While 
the horticultural growers or breeder could 
increase theirs productions this neverthe-
less induces a minimum of anticipation 
of the order of the season or of the year, 
variable according to products (cultural cy-
cle more or less long, variable duration for 
fattening livestock). Farmers underline co-
herence between planning needs and the 
delayed of the on-line release for upload 
product offer. Especially as daily 4 

Figure 2 scheme of new outlet adoption strategy

For these last ones, two strategies, sometimes concomi-
tant, are observed: consider the substitution of one outlet 
by another without modification of production capacities or 
schedule an increase of volumes as soon as possible. The 
stability of commercial outlets and the wish to develop the 
short supply chains are thus mobilized to react to this new 
outlet. Whatever the farm profile, it is how the new out-
let will impact the farm’s organization that is approached. 
These reactions are particularly interesting because they 
show the extent of the technical, productive or organiza-
tional changes generate by a new outlet. According to 9 
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producers, they concern order deadlines and question the 
two-day deadline considered irreconcilable with the pro-
duction period mentioned above. This particularly concerns 
breeders like farmer G21 “To make an order on Thursday, 
you have to order the week before, it is necessary.” or the 
farmer N4 that point out that “The products are available 
from Wednesday evening (back from slaughterhouse)”. 
Moreover, 6 producers (mainly breeders) concentrate their 
worries on product losses risks, especially for pieces that 
are less appreciated by consumers. “My cow doesn’t have 
50 fillets and consumers don’t want slow-cooking pieces.” 
(Breeder G9). 

The obstacles identified by producers are coupled with 
reactions highlighting the gains and benefits of this offer. 
They are mostly organizational, allowing economic or time 
savings. 10 producers thus highlight the potential time sav-
ings for certain tasks offered by La Poste, in particular order 
preparation and home delivery. “It’s ideal if La Poste pre-
pares orders because it takes a long time.” ( horticultural 
growers N9). The time saving appears as a particularly at-
tractive argument. On the other hand, the respondents do 
not hesitate to express few reservations about the tasks to 
be set up for this new 5 outlet, considered too time-consum-
ing and the cost, such as the management of a digital inter-
face, as underlined by 4 farmers, and the need to package 
products per piece for 5 others. 

2. A need for transparency for the outlet’s 
characteristics and the nature of the intermediary 

Our investigations show that the adoption of this new outlet 
is also conditioned by the compatibility of the outlet accord-
ing to questions posed by producers. The answers that La 
Poste may provide will influence the representation that the 
producers have of this intermediary and could impact their 
intention to collaborate based on organizational or technical 
consequences mentioned above. 

Some reactions to the outlet proposed by La Poste reveal 
a set of specific interest points to producers in short supply 
chain. Many comments concern the need for transparency 
in the outlet. For example, 21 farmers out of 33 spontane-
ously question the intermediary’s margin. They need more 
transparency about the intermediary point out as important 
is also for the consumers: “Transparency is required and the 
consumer must know the producer price and La Poste price” 
(Goat breeder G8). We find the need to identify the conse-
quences of this outlet on the commercial image conveyed 
by the intermediary, particularly through the digital channel: 
does the outlet coherent with my marketing strategy (fair 
price to the consumer, distribution to a wide and not ex-
clusively privileged public, transparency of the margin and 
reasonable margin of the intermediary)? Does the quality of 
my products will be promoted among a set of offers whose 
content I do not know (long circuits, conventional channels, 
labelled or not)? Does this marketing system will generate 
competition between producers? 8 farmers thus express 

worries about La Poste’s ability to limit the competition be-
tween products resulting from divergent agricultural prac-
tices, “I do not want to be in competition with people who 
fatten “young cattle”, products of poor quality” or with a too 
distant source (Bovine breeder G9). 

Other farmers are more inclined to question this outlet in 
terms of the transition from direct sale to one intermedi-
ary. They point out the disadvantages of losing the direct 
connection with the consumers, the loss of flexibility, the 
trust in the intermediary, the regularity of payment, etc. 6 
producers wonder the guarantees on La Poste’s ability to 
offer quality service, particularly in handling agricultural 
products, complying with health rules and managing cus-
tomer’s complaints. “The service must be irreproachable, 
especially with fresh products. Every piece of meat is a part 
of me!” (Bovine breeder G9) or “when you see how packag-
es are handled on conveyor belts...” (horticultural growers 
G13). Finally, 5 farmers question the link that La Poste will 
create with the consumer, “Our job is to enlighten, explain 
and answer customers’ questions, takes part of production 
process” (Goat breeder N2). 

While some of these reactions may be associated with the 
values conveyed in certain local distribution channels, we 
observe that they are not in the majority. At the same time, 
there are 10 producers who spontaneously express indif-
ference for those subjects of competition and image and 
don’t question the intentions of the intermediary towards 
the consumer. A dichotomy appears concerning the essen-
tial prerequisites for the integration of its products on an 
online store. 

Discussion 

Question the future of short supply chains and its up-scaling 
boil down the analysis, among other things, the possibilities 
of increasing the volumes of current producers. The survey 
shows that this can be achieved if the constraints of pro-
ducers are taken into account, or even minimized by the pro-
vision 6 of appropriate logistical solutions. In this sense, the 
new outlet allows the farmers to project themselves into 
this dynamic of new short supply chains adoption. 

La Poste’s logistics outlet is a novelty in France, relying on 
major logistics equipment, manpower and a good network 
throughout the country. Offering a complete logistics ser-
vice remains rare and can meet producers’ expectations at 
a time when their organizational difficulties are highlighted 
and the livability of farms questioned. However, this offer 
seems less appropriate to individual farms than to farmer’s 
groups, which are able to manage irregular orders and with-
drawals of goods through a common organization of produc-
tion and logistics (delivery, storage). 

Moreover, the logistics service offer is applied throughout 
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the supply chain, while the consolidation of existing initia-
tives by logistics services is a major issue, which was wide-
ly raised during the surveys in Grenoble and Nantes. This 
requires support and a better knowledge of transport and 
logistics professionals, coupled with support for the emer-
gence of producer groups wishing to invest more heavily in 
short supply chains. 
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SHIFTING FROM URBAN AGRICULTURE  
AND FOOD PROJECTS TO POLICIES



Allotment garden on the roof of the Paris 
city council house. Potager de l`Hôtel  

de Ville (in French).  
Photo: Cecília Delgado, 2017
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Critical keys to understand 
the emergence of a strong 
U.A. movement in Paris
Delgado C. Author

Abstract 

The city of Paris has been extremely active on pro-
grammes and projects concerning biodiversity, greening, 
urban agriculture [UA] and food initiatives. Our leading 
question in this paper is: which are the critical points 
that explain such a lively process? In order to address 
this, 22 actors and initiatives where either consulted or 
visited and a semi-open questionnaire was applied.

Findings are showing that UA and food growing impor-
tance results from a unique combination of, at least, four 
critical factors: A facilitating policy framework; A highly 
qualified professional and institutional profile of the pro-
moters: A holistic and inter-disciplinary approach to UA 
that helps in including and connecting a larger number 
of actors and gain a critical mass; A very conscious con-
sumer mindset that increased the demand for local food. 
In a nutshell, those critical factors contribute to UA and 
food emergence, and make the city a unique research 
case to understand UA future models, at least in Europe-
an countries.

Keywords 

Urban Agriculture; City-based policies; Urban 
Agriculture and food promoters; Paris

Introduction

This paper presents an exploration on the key critical fac-
tors enabling the shift from Urban Agriculture [UA] and food 
related projects to city-based policies using Paris as a par-
adigmatic case. Having as main focus UA the city devel-
oped several initiatives, namely the “innovative greening” 
(Mairie de Paris, 2013) or more recently the programme 
Parisculteurs (Mairie de Paris, 2016). In addition, Paris Local 
Urban Plan considers UA mandatory in new housing devel-
opments1. With those initiatives Paris aspire to have 100 
hectares of green spaces until 2020, including 33 hectares 
of UA. It’s an ambitious policy that deserves attention, as 

1 Paris UA and food blowing up initiatives are also under the scope 
of “Environment and Sustainable Development” governmental issue 
– more information on Mayor´s network in France. http://www.amf.
asso.fr/dossiers/index.asp?MENU=4 (accessed on March 2018)

lessons learned can be useful for other countries and cit-
ies notably in Portugal. Which are the critical factors that 
explain such a lively process? Based on existing literature 
(IPES-FOOD, 2017, RUAF-ICLEI, 2013) we argue that political 
support for UA, and multi-actors processes participation are 
critical. However we don’t know if those both factors do ex-
ist and are sufficient to explain the blowing process in Paris.

How we did it?

In order to understand UA Paris scenario, 22 actors and in-
itiatives where either interviewed or visited from July to 
August 2017. The selection of the initiatives and actors 
considered as much as possible all the UA diverse perspec-
tives from social to environment, including as well economic 
one’s. To select actors and initiatives several methods were 
used: literature review; a list of UA partners provided by 
Paris municipality; systematic and repeated UA related web 
site searches; contacts provided by the platform actors for 
Paris sustainable; and the official list of community gardens 
in Paris. Finally a list of potential visits and contact was set-
tled based on a wide sort of UA activities from: production 
for distribution; honey production and distribution; produc-
tion for self-consumption; production for pedagogic events; 
food governance and advocacy (from private and public sec-
tor); short circuits; composting; UA financing; and UA and 
food correlated events. 

Initial contacts with promoters were made by email. After 
agreement, interviews were carried out face to face along 
with visits. During visits and interviews a semi-open ques-
tionnaire was applied covering different perspectives and 
actors profiles. This paper considers part of the information 
collected, nevertheless special emphasis is given on les-
sons learned and reasons that explain the success achieved 
so far.

In order to define who are the stakeholders involved on this 
large-scale process we adopted the actor profiles proposed 
on the report “Paris food state of art” (Mairie de Paris, 
2016b), notably: 1) citizen’s initiatives and entrepreneurs 
from the social economy and solidarity sector; 2) private 
sector initiatives; 3) public and administrative sector’s ones. 

The list, of initiatives visited and their related promoters, 
is presented on the table below. Even if not representative 
of all initiatives, it is a fair starting point to characterize the 
current trends of UA in Paris. 

http://www.amf.asso.fr/dossiers/index.asp?MENU=4
http://www.amf.asso.fr/dossiers/index.asp?MENU=4
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Table 1: Projects and initiatives visited and actor’s interviewed 

Table 1 gives a brief overview of the initiatives and pro-
grams visited as well as actor’s profiles involved directly or 
indirectly in them. It clearly shows that nearly every initi-
ative comprises actors from distinct sectors (private, pub-
lic and social economy) i.e. initiatives are happening in a 
context of strong connection among actors from different 
sectors and disciplines.

Findings so far: what we observed

Based on our qualitative survey, Paris UA swift expansion 
can be explained by four critical factors, which could be 
grouped as follows: A facilitating policy framework [CP-A]; 
Unique promoters profile [CP-B]; UA initiatives as a holis-
tic setting [CP-C]; A very conscious citizens and consumers 
mindset [CP-D];  

A brief clarification on the reasons behind each critical point 
can be found below. The descriptions do not intend to be ex-
haustive however they help to open a much-needed debate:  

A facilitating policy framework [CP-A]

1.	 There is a juridical window of short-term subsidized con-
tracting of people that facilitates UA labour at low cost;

2.	 Paris public administration is fostering UA expansion 
through numerous programs, media visibility, charters 
and above all networking among actors; 

3.	 UA is part of the Paris Local Urban Plan;

4.	 There is a UA diagnostic being done through the UA 
Observatory (NATUREPARIF) sponsored by the Ile de 
France region; 

5.	 The region of Paris is also encouraging UA and local ag-
riculture development through CERVIA, (see Mangeons 
Local). Other example, Regional Agency for Digital In-
novation (Agence numérique d’Ile-de-France) opened in 
2015 a contest to raise connectivity among UA initia-
tives.

In summary, they have a positive impact on Paris as such 
there is political support and commitment either at munici-
pal level (Paris) or at the Regional level (Ilê de France), which 
creates windows of entrepreneurship opportunity. There is, 
as well, a clear political effort on better connecting actors. 
An illustrative example of this is the platform “Acteurs du 
Paris durable”, or the meet-up page created by the city 
council under Parisculteurs programme. Lastly, public ad-
ministration has political comprehensible and quantitative 
tangible objectives to achieve: e.g. 50% sustainable munic-
ipal food supply; 100 hectares of green spaces including 33 
of UA; are examples that point up some of the goals that 
must be achieved until 2020 (Mairie de Paris, 2016.b). 

A B C D
ACTORS PROFILES

INTERVIEW (I)  
AND VISIT (V)

ASSOCIATION  (A) OR 
ENTERPRISE (E) INITIATIVES  

CITIZENS, SOCIAL ECONOMY 
AND SOLIDARITY SECTOR

PRIVATE DOMAIN 
INITIATIVES

PUBLIC DOMAIN AND 
ADMINISTRATIVE

I.1 Marie of Paris Programe Parisculteurs X X x
I V.2 CityBzz Ruche Recyclerie X x
V.3 Sinnu & Ooko La Recyclerie X x
V.4 Marie de Paris + Jardizneuf Jardins passager – La Villete x x
I.5 CERVIA Mangeon Local X x
IV.6 AEROMATE * RATP  - Toit x x

V.7

Marie de Paris + Aurore + 
Plateau Urbain + Yes we 
camp Grands Voisins x x x

IV.8 UrbAgri* Potager de L`Hôtel de Ville x x
IV.9 Pepins production Grand Voisins x x
IV.10 MUGO* Jardin Arenes de Lutece x x
IV.11 Espaces CULTICIME X x
IV.12 Jardin Santerre Jardin Santerre x x
I.13 Ville Ouverte François Dealle-Facquez X

I.14

AFAUP, Association 

Française d’AU Professional x x
IV.15 La Boite à Champignons La Boite à Champignons X

V.16 Cité de la Mode et Design 

Design Vegetal + atelier La Boite à 

Champignons x
V.17 Marie Paris + Citizens Vila Fertile - Vincennes x x
I.18 Natureparif Mission Agriculture Urbaine x
V.19 Marie de Paris La Maison du jardinage X x
I..20 Platform MIMOSA Platform MIMOSA X X
I..21 AMAP - Île de France AMAP - Île de France X X
I.22 La ruche qui dit oui La ruche qui dit oui x

* Winners of Parisculteurs first season (2016/2017). Only 3 of a total of 32 Parisculteurs sites were open to visits’ in Summer 2017 when our fieldwork was done.

Source:  Author elaboration
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Unique promoters profile [CP-B] 

1.	 Promoters are extremely skilled scholars and profes-
sional;

2.	 Most of them come from academic and professional 
backgrounds not necessary close to Agriculture related 
disciplines. They are managers, web designers, envi-
ronmental engineers, landscapers, urban planners, and 
former bankers;

3.	 Partnership among promoters is a mainstream practice 
based on complementary expertise 

4.	 They are generally extremely young, empowered and 
highly motivated

5.	 They stand for a new generation of entrepreneurship 
that merges social, environmental and business ap-
proaches. 

In brief, they are able to work in “discomfort areas”, open 
to change, plus extremely well connected. Some examples 
can be given as illustrative: founders of CityBzz, La Boite 
à Champignons, Platform MIMOSA, Jardin Santerre com-
post leader, among others, come from backgrounds far 
from Agriculture related disciplines. They recognize UA as a 
multidisciplinary field that needs complementary expertise. 
At Culticime the technical assistance of the roof is done by 
Topager, but human resources management, production and 
distribution is made by Espaces. The “Potager de l`Hôtel de 
Ville” is a partnership between Nadiplast Siplast that works 
with innovative solutions for roofing, the Loiseleur group is 
in charge of the development, whilst the management is 
under UrbAgri accountability. Need as well to underline IN-
RA-Paris academia crucial role on the scaling up of process-
es: INRA implemented the first productive research rooftop 
in Paris: and, was the incubator of the French professional 
association of urban agriculture, that gathers today a con-
siderable number of UA enterprises ensuring UA critical 
mass.

UA initiatives as a holistic setting [CP-C]

1.	 Initiatives are tested on a small scale before large in-
vestments are made (star-up model);

2.	 UA is considering its wide spectrum of activities: pro-
duction, distribution, technical support, pedagogical 
events or even research; 

3.	 Initiatives are balancing complementary activities e.g. 
linking production and services;

4.	 Initiatives keep being social and environmental but are 
strongly rooted on economic sustainability;

5.	 UA is essentially a collaborative task, involving partner-
ship and federation;

6.	 UA initiatives are deeply rooted in innovation and re-
search along with strong communication;

Our observation leads to conclude that resilient UA initi-
atives are based on complementary and collaborative ac-
tivities what makes them more adaptable to challenge. For 
example Pépins Production is doing pedagogical workshops 
along with selling baby plants. Aeromate is producing aro-
matic plants along with drying them. La Recyclerie merges a 
café and restaurant with a social association that develops 
UA events. Mugo does beekeeping, landscape as well as 
pedagogical workshops, etc..

In addition, they use partnerships to gain scale and skills; 
e.g. Culticime et le Portager de Ĺ Hotel de Ville are joint-ven-
tures between Topager, who manage the technical part of 
the roof and Espaces and UrbAgri respectively. Another ex-
ample, Mimosa and “La ruche qui dit oui” with other enter-
prises founded a platform called “La ferme électronique”. 
Finally the AFAUP (Association Françaises d Àgriculture 
Professionnelle) is the best example of UA partnership ap-
proach. 

A very conscious citizens and consumer mindset [CP-D]

1.	 Consumers are sensitive to agro-ecological consump-
tion not only but also, because of ongoing food crisis;

2.	 Consumers have relatively high purchasing power, at 
least in Paris;

3.	 Consumers recognize local products best nutritional 
and flavour quality, preferring whenever possible, these 
to products sold in large commercial chains;

4.	 Citizens’ share ideological values concerning the sup-
port of local agriculture an local production;

5.	 Civil society is well informed and able to struggle for 
better supportive food and urban agriculture policies.

There is a significant number of consumers, from individual 
ones to catering, which are keen to local consumption and 
able to pay for it. This explains the significant expansion 
of food short circuits as AMAPs or “La Ruche qui dit Oui”. 
Moreover consumer’s expectation for more health food 
short circuits is growing, according to the report on food 
state of art in Paris (Mairie de Paris, 2016). Last but not 
least civil society, either organized or not, is truly committed 
in UA development and protection. The collective memo-
ry filed under the public inquiry for Paris Local Urban Plan 
(2015) clears demonstrates citizen’s awareness. 



54

Discussion:

Back to our research question: which are the critical points 
that explain such a lively process? Findings underline that 
political support and commitment exist, and is actively pro-
moting processes of collaborative governance with local 
actors [CP-A], which is aligned with existing literature (IP-
ES-FOOD, 2017, RUAF-ICLEI, 2013). 

On a second level there is clear evidence that initiatives 
and projects are being uphold by a unique promoters profile 
from various backgrounds [CP-B] with a holistic vision [CP-
C]. Why is this important? We believe that those actors’ 
distinct profiles are feeding UA holistic vision generating a 
critical mass. This strengthens actor’s influence and ability 
to negotiate with decision-makers, notably by insuring that 
long-term political commitment to initiatives is guaranteed. 
Finally, need to underline consumer’s mindset keen to buy 
UA local production, which we believe is critical to close the 
loop and ensure a successful food policy [CP-D]. 

Preliminary Conclusions

Lessons learned from Paris can be summarized as follow: 
Political support and commitment seems again to be the 
critical factors needed to shift from projects to policies. 
However an empowered civil society, able to add value 
to UA and food products along with consumer purchasing 
power, closes the loop, which is critical to its success. Im-
portant for Portugal those lessons are showing that UA 
sustainability need to be a collaborative multi-actors and 
multi-disciplinary process, supported by political long-term 
commitment. In summary the first critical step for Portugal 
could be to place UA in the political agenda.

On UA Paris sustainability some questions remain open 
and need further exploration: 1) Are those critical factors 
enough to ensure UA processes long-term sustainability?; 
2) Is the current collaborative governance model working 
for the actors involved today the most appropriate for a 
long term perspective?; Those are some critical questions 
to feed upcoming debate.
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Abstract 

Worldwide, community urban food gardens (CUFGs) are 
becoming important elements in metropolitan ecosys-
tems and in spatial urban planning (SUP) policy frame-
works towards socio-ecological sustainability. CUFGs 
growingly play a significant role in social-wellbeing, in 
climate change adaptation measures, in ecosystems ser-
vices provision and biodiversity promotion. Consequent-
ly, throughout the European Union multiple cities have 
been experimenting with CUFG implementation. Howev-
er, existing policy solutions differ extensively and com-
parative research efforts are still scarce. In this light, we 
engage an exploratory brief analysis of two European cit-
ies, Almada and Paris, addressing the contextual factors 
that underpin local CUFG policy design and community 
engagement possibilities.

Keywords
Climate change, land scarcity, spatial planning, 
community engagement

1. Introduction

Community urban food gardens (CUFGs) are becoming key 
elements in metropolitan ecosystems and increasingly rel-
evant in spatial urban planning (SUP) strategies towards 
resilience (Touliatos 2011; Torquato Luiz & Jorge 2012). At 
the socioeconomic level, CUFGs positive impacts include: (i) 
promotion of outdoor activities (Firth et al. 2011); (ii) greater 
community engagement in the production and consump-
tion of their own nutriment, (iii) employment opportunities 
(Hagey et al. 2012); and (iv) local capacity building of food 
production challenges, aggregating value to agriculture ac-
tivities (Benis & Ferrão 2017); At the ecological level CUFGs 
inputs encompass the: (i) promotion of absorption surfaces; 
(ii) contribution to Climate Change (CC) adaptation such as 
heat island effect attenuation (Lemonsu et al. 2015; Oliveira 
et al. 2011; Cleveland et al. 2017); (iii) and overall promotion 
of biodiversity and support of ecosystem services (Goddard 
et al. 2010). Within the European Union (EU) local policy re-
sponses, although highly heterogeneous in scope, are be-
ginning to tap into CUFGs CC adaptation potential. To this 
day there aren’t many comparative analysis about CUFGs 
policy design and implementation. Thus, we engage a brief 

analysis of two European cities; Almada and Paris, illustrat-
ing how local policies integrate CUFGs and support commu-
nities in food gardening and which contextual factors de-
termine both policy design and implementation strategies.

2. Methodology

The study selection rationale is twofold: (1) Paris and Alma-
da have a strong historical agricultural background and a dy-
namic contemporary advocacy movement for food gardens 
(Almada 2008; Caggiano 2010); (2) Both local authorities 
have distinct land use regulations promoting CUFGs, ena-
bling a rich discussion of public policies design possibilities.

Data was collected through literature review crisscrossing 
multiple scientific domains, using keywords such as: “spa-
tial planning”, urban food gardens”, “public policy”, etc. Two 
instruments (Table 1) emerged as fundamental, as they are 
most recent and the main channel linking city councils to cit-
izens, regarding public land use for food gardening in these 
cities

INSTRUMENT NAME COUNTRY/CITY MAIN PURPOSE
YEAR OF 

PUBLICATION

CUFG  
Normative Proposal (São João) Portugal/Almada

Permit issuing & 
regulation 2014

Permis de Végétaliser Parisien France/Paris
Permit issuing & 

regulation 2015

Table 1. Instruments used for analysis (Almada 2014; Mairie de 
Paris 2015a).

3. Almada food gardens: steering from the top 

Regarding CUFGs, Almada holds a strong record of urban ag-
ricultural activities, fed by migrants growing their sustenance. 
Such activities were implemented legally, mainly, in private 
land. However, when most migrants arrived in Almada (1960), 
large areas of public property were unattended and therefore 
were occupied. As these weren’t claimed back until the begin-
ning of this century, illegal food gardens proliferated. Today, 
the city holds a bigger portion of illegal CUFGs, when com-
pared to the size of legal gardens (Almada 2015a).

In 2013, the council called citizens to participate in their first 
official CUFG (São João), within their land, rules and admin-
istration. The area has 8500 m2 with 73 individual plots (30-
124 m2). The call was open to all citizens, from July 8th to 
26th (Almada 2014). Main objectives outlined were: social in-
clusion; maintenance of agricultural activities; food subsist-
ence; green corridors promotion; urban spatial valorization; 
and organic farming. Candidature was submitted via email, 
posted mail or in loco. Documents required were: form, iden-
tification, residency proof and employment declaration. Se-
lection criteria pondered proximity, employment status and 
under a thigh, registration date was considered. Selected 
individuals formalized their acceptance and had to pay a 1,5 
€/m2 per year fee. A second call opened from March to April 
(2017), for another CUFG, with 64 plots (Almada 2014).
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In hindsight, it’s critical to underline that candidates must 
be: literate, resident, and willing to pay and to go across 
the selection process. Furthermore, the nature of gardens’ 
design is individualistic, as people don’t share land but in-
stead, are attributed a individual plot and a gate key. This 
structure choice may be privilege of a city with land availa-
ble and lower population densities, but in Paris, one of the 
most expensive m2 in the world (United Nations 2015), this 
may not be an option. 

4. Paris: Food gardening in a shoebox 

Parisian Food Gardens go way back. As in other countries, 
war and post-war periods brought urgency in securing sus-
tenance during uncertain times (Firth et al. 2011). Neverthe-
less, CUFGs that date from the nineties have proven equally 
popular (Caggiano 2010), with structures created to enable 
an encouraging atmosphere, as citizens must leave gates 
open to passers, at established working hours (Paris 2015a). 
Historically, Paris suffered an intense process of urbaniza-
tion, overpopulation and rising real estate prices, which led 
people to small housing units with no garden. Nevertheless, 
it may have had an unexpected positive side effect. Not 
only CUFGs are increasing in numbers, but are becoming 
an extension from home, where inhabitants don’t perceive 
themselves as users or consumers from society. This sense 
of belonging and commonality has led to a growing inter-
est in local politics and a broader understanding of citizens’ 
power (Caggiano 2010). As CUFGs spread out, self-organ-
ization is transforming initial individual designs in shared 
and more inclusive ones (Caggiano 2010).

In 2015, the “Permis de Végétaliser Parisien” (Mairie de Par-
is 2015b), encouraged people to implement food gardens 
everywhere, even in a shoebox located by a sidewalk. Three 
were the main objectives outlined: participatory approach; 
social engagement; and environmental awareness. Through 
a website, creativity is strongly stimulated: “Installing a 
planter on the corner of the street to grow tomatoes, us-
ing a tree bottom part to spread flowers, running climbing 
plants on a wall, transforming a post into a planter” (Mairie 
de Paris 2015b). This policy authorizes people to temporarily 
occupy public areas for gardening and to use imaginative 
ways to plant. Technical support is provided including a bio-
diversity species’ list (Mairie de Paris 2015b) and gardeners 
have to compromise to keep it aesthetical, clean and pesti-
cide free. Submission is done online and the required infor-
mation includes: 1) Location; 2) Exact dimensions; 3) Project 
details. On the negative side, one must also be literate and 
have access to a computer, but on the other hand there is 
much less bureaucracy then Almada’s application process. 
The permit is granted within one month by the City Coun-
cil after favorable opinion from the affected boroughs. The 
permit is free and issued for a period of three years. 

5. Paris and Almada: An unavoidable contrast in 
CUFG policymaking? 

Both policies (Table 1) have similar purpose but their design 
contrasts greatly. Despite their structural, political, admin-
istrative and institutional differences, the recognizable di-
vergence may be a response to land availability. Paris has 
scarce land resources while Almada still has a sizeable 
unused land bank. These differences undoubtedly reflect 
both cities historical urbanization dynamics. Paris is an ur-
ban centre since before the 19th century whereas Almada 
started to be densely populated, in the 1960s. Therefore, 
Paris has almost reached its full capacity for green areas 
and Almada might face a similar scenario in the long run, if 
we consider the rise of real estate speculation within Lis-
bon’s Metropolitan Area. Therefore, while Paris is already 
reacting to land scarcity, Almada is not. In this light, this 
paper’s rationale focuses on the discussion of a potential 
preemptive policy shift in Almada, towards a more sustain-
able and less restrictive land use strategy.

6. The role of spatial urban planning policies in 
food gardening 

CUFGs hold relevant policy integration potential and con-
tribute to wider ecological network implementation and 
management, to community-led initiatives, urban health 
policies, and local food production upscale in urban areas. 
In this perspective, Paris opted for greater flexibility and a 
wider geographic scope, promoting a more holistic approach 
when compared to the Almada. Parisian gardeners can make 
a proposal of method and location for their CUFGs, becom-
ing directly responsible for their project. Almada’s approach, 
on the contrary, has preselected areas and relies on the city 
council’s assessment in most of its CUFG’s procedural steps 
from application to implementation. This frames Almada’s 
policy design as a more top-down technocratic take on food 
gardens implementation and citizen engagement, which in 
direct comparison to Paris, slows the process down while 
reinforcing the notion of state-led policy.

Contrastingly, Paris (Mairie de Paris 2015b) promotes a more 
bottom-up community-led strategy, as Parisian SUP works 
as an adaptive policy framework, focusing after each round 
of applications, on speeding the greening of the city over 
spots suggested by locals. In sum, we witness a dynamic 
community-led policy implementation approach. Procedural-
ly, another key novelty aspect is the permanently open ap-
plication process for CUFGs. In other words, any citizen, at 
any time, can engage the process; and speed and deadline 
settings are therefore, transferred to the municipality. This 
creates, even if superficially, a different power relation and 
cooperation platform between citizen and local authority. 
Consequently, we perceive Paris’ approach as more inclu-
sive and encouraging regarding community engagement, 
enabling personal momentum to react to the policy. On the 
other hand, from a social engagement standpoint, Almada’s 
restrictive and lengthier selection procedure and low number 
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of available plots’ may result in a demobilization of the local 
community, delaying a wider CUFG up scaling strategy. To 
some extent these approaches are exponentiated by digital 
interface tools from the cities. Parisian citizens’ submission 
is done via digital questionnaires while the Portuguese solu-
tion requires a form that needs download, filling out, scan-
ning, and then its upload on an email. Moreover, Almada’s 
charging per m2 may push people away, namely gardeners 
from more deprived communities, seeking to complement 
their household food stocks (Torquato Luiz & Jorge 2012; 
Delgado 2015). On the other hand, Paris’ process is free of 
charge and upcycled pots are encouraged (e.g. milk carts, 
plastic bottles, etc.), directing people to also think about

waste management and the reusing potential of solid waste 
in their daily routine. So, with many more uncomplicated, 
innovative and decentralized models such as Paris, Berlin 
(Muller, 2007), Wisconsin (Hagey et al. 2012), and many 
others to be inspired by, we question why is Almada fol-
lowing a more bureaucratic and restrictive approach? There 
is certainly no single answer to this question. If we refer to 
the wider literature on the challenges of policy mobility (Te-
menos & McCann 2012), some potential explanations come 
to mind. In detail, we expand on the role and impact of insti-
tutional barriers for municipal policy culture change. These 
can be separated between internal and external institution-
al constraints (Crabbé & Robin, 2006). In CUFGs, we believe 
that internal barriers hold the key to better understand the 
reviewed different policy approaches.

If we fall back on the traditional interdependent barriers for 
institutional adaptation, capacity building, decision-making 
and policy innovation (William & Baumert 2003), we must 
take into consideration the: 1. Skills and performance of in-
dividual actors; 2. Organizational management capacity; 3. 
Networking capacity between relevant actors and/or organ-
izations, in the form of horizontal and vertical cooperation; 
4. Regulatory framework, i.e. laws, rules and regulations for 
public governance; and 5. Social norms, values and practic-
es that can either support or challenge policy change. In this 
light and revisiting Almada’s approach, we don’t believe in 
a deficit in terms of the institutional skill set nor in terms of 
organizational management capacity.

Nor is there, to the best of our knowledge, a statutory ob-
stacle in Almada’ legislative or policy framework to put a 
Paris-like solution into practice. We find that the core ob-
stacle lies with the predominant social norms, values and 
practices of municipal institutions, decision-makers and cit-
izens. This local ethos can potentially hinder both network-
ing capacity and community mobilization. Traditional values 
like the property individualization and the lack of effective 
and inclusive conflict management mechanisms, may well 
play an essential obstacle to the collective CUFG imple-
mentation philosophy promoted by Paris’ context. This lack 
of a tradition in local community engagement governance 
may apply to Almada’s decision and policy-makers, when 
it comes to engage on a Paris-like holistic community ar-
rangement. Cumulatively, accounting that the proximity ef-

fect on policy mobility has been widely proved (Temenos & 
McCann 2012), we considered that the Lisbon City Council 
had already designed and implemented its instrument for 
CUFGs (CML 2011), when Almada was outlining its own. At 
this stage, and without the necessary set of interviews to 
validate our assumption, we can only but speculate whether 
Almada may have followed Lisbon’s experience as a guide-
line in the development process. We have no intention of 
sounding judgmental of Almada’s policy development choic-
es. We understand that “truly novel policy inventions are 
very rare and that most of the time policy change involves 
only marginal or ‘‘incremental’’ alterations of the status quo” 
(Howlett 2014). And when facing a risk of failure (Howlett 
2012) decision and policy-makers tend to avoid it, if there is 
a slight chance of leading them to be blamed for it (Howlett 
2014). Hence, the barriers that prevent public institutions 
from innovating may be reflected by many factors, that are 
not the core of this discussion, and that deserves more deep 
investigation in future governance research.

Regarding links of CUFGs and SUP from policies design per-
spectives, we believe that local food production outputs, 
in both policies, could be better explored through alterna-
tive institutional arrangements, focusing on possibilities 
for bridging to other policy areas. In other words, CUFGs 
implementation and policy design holds a clear available 
potential. Moreover, it could assist the problematic nature 
of conventional food systems, from economic and environ-
mental standpoints for example, linking existing parts to 
other systems, such as land occupation and use. So, as Al-
mada and Paris have already identified available land with 
prospective for urban agriculture, with the help of GIS tools, 
the bottleneck for SUP remains on the integration of mul-
tidimensional areas to other public sectors, such as social, 
climate change, ecosystem services provision and food sys-
tems planning. Therefore we emphasize urban agriculture 
as an important tool for urban analysis (Pothukuchi & Kau-
fman 1999) and policymaking, to guarantee more resilience 
and positive social impacts within urban metabolisms.

7. Conclusion

Both cities are taking a big step towards CUFGs imple-
mentation locally, throughout distinct land use policies and 
frameworks. While interests shared by these city planners 
include public participation, diversity promotion, food pro-
duction, among others, inclusion and mobilization of local 
knowledge in policy formulation were clearly distinct. Paris 
brings more innovative and uncomplicated procedures, em-
powering locals to create and implement their own project 
ideas, while Almada has opted for a more state-led process. 
However, Almada’s efforts must be acknowledged and its 
room for improvement is clear in terms of procedural speed, 
wider social engagement and policy integration. Moreover, 
both policies provide public land and facilities to citizens, 
across programmes that support urban agriculture increas-
ing benefits associated with its implementation, as well as 
it reaches many urban agenda goals locally.
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Multiparty agenda objectives, namely the Amsterdam Pact, 
SDGs, etc., could be worked by cooperation from different 
stakeholders, whenever possible, through the sharing of expe-
riences and the improvement of policymaking. Consequently, 
SUP policies shift to innovative, participatory and more de-
centralized frameworks, could be aligned to local governance 
agencies, allowing some experimentation based in other suc-
cessful models, such as the case of Almada and Paris. CUFGs 
implementation provides multidimensional positive outcomes, 
speeding up cities transitions and CC adaptation measures, 
therefore would benefit from multilevel participatory ap-
proaches, in order to pursue social inclusion while attending 
other objectives, such as local food production.

Lessons learnt by Paris bring flexible and less bureaucratic 
policy designing, towards resilient cities and social engage-
ment promotion. In that context, Almada could benefit by 
similar models, to plan and upscale CUFGs local policies, 
becoming more active and less bureaucratic to citizens and 
to city council’ employees. That being said, the concerning 
issue of land transformation could also be explored, pre-
venting green areas edification in the long term perspective; 
throughout SUP policies that consider future land scarcity 
and degradation of existent green areas.

Also, having citizens working in the land, making it pro-
ductive and supporting local food production, among other 
outcomes abovementioned, may reduce costs from public 
budgets, enabling it to be allocated to other policy initia-
tives. Furthermore, climatic and environmental awareness 
and adaptation measures could be transversely placed, 
exploring CUFGs educational potential. In sum, SUP poli-
cies have an essential part in cities’ resilience and through 
CUFGs, may support social well being, biodiversity conser-
vation and CC impacts attenuation, without a substantial 
financial commitment, as the Paris example well illustrates.
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Abstract 

The increasing concerns about sustainability of human 
action has taken as a result the integration of this issues 
within the arguments around food systems. Given the 
worldwide proliferation of food policies experiences, 
the article intends to draw the connections between food 
policies objectives and global sustainable development 
goals. The main aim is to highlight the synergies that food 
policies produce in terms of sustainable development 
and management of natural resources, as well as the 
benefits in terms of human well-being.

We have compared an exhaustive list of food policies ob-
jectives with the actions that, at a global level, have been 
identified as necessary to achieve a sustainable develop-
ment. The results show that placing food policies on the 
urban agendas has manifold positive outcomes in terms 
of economic, environmental and social sustainability and 
that a monitoring framework is necessary to set up a food 
policy and to evaluate its progresses during time.

Keywords

food policies; sustainability goals; urban agenda

Introduction

In a context of growing attention to the issue of feeding 
the city, urban food policies receive more and more atten-
tion from scholars, planners and city administrators. In the 
last decades, more than 90 local food systems strategies 
have been released by city and regional administrations in 
the Global North (Ilieva, 2016) and the number of food pol-
icy councils has risen from less than a dozen to more than 
280 in North America alone, each of them pursuing differ-
ent objectives according to many factors: the geographical 
area, the more urgent issues, the socio-economic context, 
the political objectives, the civil society expectations, etc. 
Often, these cities adhere to networks of cities that pursue 
sustainability goals (e.g. 100 Resilient Cities; Milan Urban 
Food Policy Pact) or are signatories of pacts, agreements 
or urban agendas on a national or international scale (e.g. 
the United Nations Urban Agenda; the EU Urban Agenda). 
Furthermore, in the face of the global challenges affecting 
our planet health, cities are today expected to comply with 
the sustainability objectives set by the Sustainable Devel-

opment Goals 2015-2030. At the same time, the need to 
evaluate the effectiveness in the implementation of these 
programs, with particular reference to the objectives of sus-
tainability of food systems, led to the emergence of eval-
uation methodologies supported by monitoring plans and 
indicator systems.

Food policies, trying to organize the food system in a sus-
tainable way, pursue at the same time objectives related to 
land use change, landscape preservation, urban metabolism 
and, in general, to goals included in urban agendas and in-
ternational programs of sustainable development. In order 
to understand the real possibilities of food systems and 
food chains to contribute to main global challenges, we have 
identified the synergies between food policy objectives and 
those related to international sustainability programs. The 
results show on the one hand that the positive effects of a 
well-constructed food strategy are manifold and are syner-
gic with other important sustainability programs, and that 
an evaluation framework is needed to verify its effective-
ness in achieving the objectives, on the other. 

International sustainability programs

The main international urban agendas are addressing issues 
related to food systems and food planning, aiming at food 
systems’ environmental, economic and social sustainability. 
This interest embraces a dense group of themes related to 
territorial management, such as public health, social justice 
and inclusion, economic vitality, urban resilience, and envi-
ronmental mitigation, showing all the complex interlaces of 
food with economy, society and the natural environment. 
The problems related to the sustainability of food systems 
reverberate on a wide range of typically urban themes. Two 
of the main programs working on the three dimensions of 
sustainability (environmental, social, and economic) consid-
er food as a tangible and intangible asset for the sustaina-
ble management of global issues. The New Urban Agenda 
of the United Nations (UN, 2017/a) contains a series of ob-
jectives related to the social, environmental and economic 
sustainability of urban settlements, and the role of urban 
food systems is present on many points of the agenda. The 
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UN, 2017/b) are 
a collection of 17 global goals, 169 targets and 232 indi-
cators covering a broad range of social and economic de-
velopment issues1. These include poverty, hunger, health, 
education, climate change, gender equality, water, sanita-
tion, energy, environment and social justice, touching some 
relevant issues generally integrated in food policies. It has 
to be noticed that 9 of the 17 goals are directly or indirectly 
connected with farming, conferring a special multi-dimen-
sional status to agriculture.

1 For the complete list of SDGs goals, targets and indicators, please 
visit the following link: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/con-
tent/documents/11803Official-List-of-Proposed-SDG-Indicators.pdf
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Methods: Synergies between food policies and 
sustainability goals

City governments are increasingly interested in measuring 
their progress towards the design of a more sustainable and 
secure urban food system. This constitutes a crucial step to 
maximize the efficiency of resource investment at a time 
of austerity, improve urban food security, and provide in-
formed advice to food policy makers at the local, national 
and international levels (Prosperi et al., 2015). In order to 
provide a useful framework for policy makers to identify the 
potential impact of a food policy in terms of sustainabili-
ty, we have tried to understand how fostering sustainable 
food systems responds to the main global challenges we 
are facing today. We have gathered the main experiences 
of assessment of the sustainability of food systems, inter-
nationally and at different scales, reaching a list of 10 goals 
and 54 objectives, possibly exhaustive of all the possible 
objectives that can be pursued in an urban food policy. The 
list is the result of the analysis of 14 initiatives, programs 
and publications, operating from local to international scale, 
varying from FAO’s SAFA Guidelines to local/urban policies, 
from the Barilla Sustainability Index to city networks for the 
evaluation of their food sustainability. 

Table 1. Programmes analyzed for the extrapolating of the “average” 
objectives 

PROGRAMME/REPORT/PUBLICATION SCALE

The Vivid Picture Project Urban/Local

City Region Food Systems - FAO & RUAF Foundation Urban/Local

Sustainable Food Cities Community International

A Road Map for City Food Sector Innovation & Investment Urban/Local

Assessing the San Diego County Food System:  
Indicators for a More Food Secure Future

Urban/Local

Sustainable food system indicators for the UK (UK Department  
for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs, DEFRA)

National

Charting Growth to Good Food The Sustainable Cities Index  
One Planet Living Framework

National

Sustainable Consumption and Production Indicators for the Future 
Sustainable Development Goals

International

Metrics of sustainable diets and food system International

The Sustainable Cities Index National

One Planet Living Framework International

CURSA (Agriculture, Food and Cities) National

SAFA guidelines International

Barilla Sustainability Food Index International

Source: our elaborations

The list represents an “average” of objectives, that reflects 
the differences between geographical areas and institu-
tional levels, and contains all the objectives that, in a sys-
temic approach, can be put together to form a food policy. It 
cannot be representative of one specific city, however has 
two strengths: it allows to help recognizing and making ex-
plicit the synergies between food policies actions and the 
sustainability programs mentioned above; it can be taken 
as a benchmark grid for the comparison of the objectives of 
a given food policy.

The list has been compared with the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals framework. In particular, in order to be as accu-
rate as possible, the 54 objectives identified by us as rep-
resentative of an “average” food policy have been matched 
with the 169 SDGs targets. We have marked a connection 
whenever there are synergies in terms of pursuing a com-
mon objective. Then, 

Results

The results offer a significant integration between the “av-
erage” food policies objectives identified through the re-
view process and the goals and the main actions of the two 
programs. In particular, 61 connections have been found. 
The food policy’s objective with the most numerous num-
ber of connections is by far the number 6 “Create a lively 
economic model around the food system, guaranteeing an 
adequate income for all the actors in the supply chain”, that 
presents 13 connections. Watching at the UN SDGs targets’ 
side, the most linked one is the number 8 “Promote sus-
tained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment and decent work for all” (12 connec-
tions), followed by the targets 2 and 12 (respectively, “End 
hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and 
promote sustainable agriculture” and “Ensure sustainable 
consumption and production patterns”). 

Discussion

It is valuable to recognize the manifold positive outcomes 
that a food policy can have: given the challenges affecting 
today’s society, food systems play a paramount role in driv-
ing transition through livable and resilient cities. In some 
cases, food systems sustainability arguments are reduced 
to mere calculations of a product’s food miles or ecologi-
cal footprint. Without wanting to belittle these important 
aspects, and watching at the results of this research, sus-
tainable food policies can be the driver of a new way to 
conceive food as an economic, environmental and social 
framework that involves many aspects that are traditionally 
dealt by urban planning. 

Drew connections clearly show that food policies objectives 
can be synergic with the sustainability goals that, at a glob-
al level, have been identified as priorities to be achieved 
in the next two decades. The connections show that food 
policies play the role of a complementary strategy to re-
duce urban poverty and food insecurity and enhance sus-
tainable natural resources management. In terms of policy 
making, they offer the possibility to reduce the burden due 
to the implementation of sectorial policies, through a holis-
tic approach that considers urban agriculture, food security, 
urban-rural linkages, management of natural resources as 
parts of a comprehensive strategy. Through a complex net-
work of specific actions, food policies can facilitate sustain-
able development objectives, guaranteeing a coordination 
function with respect to policies and projects belonging to 
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different thematic areas, often designed and implemented 
independently from one another. 

Picture 1. Identified connections between food policies ob-
jectives (on the left side) and UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (on the right side). In brackets the number of connec-
tions identified for each objective/target.
Source: our elaborations

The processes underlying today’s food systems are predom-
inantly controlled by the private sector (Steel, 2009), while 
the public sector has gradually lost the ability to manage 
food flows and the resulting implications in terms of pub-
lic health, sustainability in the use of natural resources and 
relations between cities and surrounding agricultural areas. 
In these themes there are many questions regarding the 
challenges that cities are facing today: the uncontrolled ur-
ban sprawl that puts natural and semi-natural areas at risk, 
compromising their ability to provide ecosystem services 
that are fundamental for the life of human beings; the sus-
tainability of food supply chains, from the production phase 
to the reuse of urban waste in agriculture; the world of dis-
tribution, in which monopolies in the phases of transforma-

tion and distribution create distortions to the detriment of 
producers; public health, in which the role of healthy and 
accessible food plays a major role.

In this context, urban and peri-urban agricultural areas, due 
to their proximity to the urban core, represent territories 
that are particularly subject to two types of contrasting dy-
namics: on the one hand, they are subjected to pressures 
linked to the city’s progress towards the countryside (land 
use changes, loss of ecosystem services); on the other 
hand, the new spatial configurations resulting from the pro-
cesses of urban expansion towards the countryside have 
begun to highlight a “re-territorialization” dynamic offering 
a series of opportunities linked to the proximity between 
the places of agricultural production - and the goods and 
services related to it - and the city. These advantages con-
cern both the private aspect of agricultural entrepreneurs 
(proximity to the outlet markets, diversification of business 
activities, multifunctional agriculture), as well as some pub-
lic issues that should interest the municipalities (access to 
geographically close quality products, maintenance of green 
areas, quality of life in rural areas, increased trust between 
consumers and producers and the sense of community). For 
this reason, the planning of food systems is increasingly at 
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the center of the international debate, involving institutions, 
researchers and policy-makers around a theme that seeks 
to make the food system sustainable internally to the city 
(urban agriculture, infrastructure green, urban gardens) and 
externally to it (support for new farms’ strategies based on 
proximity, management of natural resources, reduction of 
land consumption).

Conclusions

Food is a theme that involves many aspects - from the 
management of agricultural areas to waste reduction - that 
are expected to be managed in an increasingly sustainable 
manner.

The Habitat III conference in 2016 presented the New Ur-
ban Agenda document as an extension to Agenda 2030, of 
which the Sustainable Development Goals represent anoth-
er element. It contains a series of objectives related to the 
social, environmental and economic sustainability of urban 
settlements, and the role of urban food systems is present 
on many points of the agenda. Without going into detail, 
we have extrapolated from the New Urban Agenda 17 sug-
gested action and targets related to food planning, rural 
development, agriculture and urban-rural connections. Fol-
lowing the same method adopted for the SDGs, we found 
40 connections between food policies “average” objectives 
and those concerning the New Urban Agenda. The results 
show, once again, the potential synergies that adopting a 
food policies can have on the human well-being, also in a 
program focused on rethinking how we plan, manage and 
live in cities.

Agriculture will play a crucial role in addressing the planet’s 
future needs – whether on food production, health or the 
preservation of the environment. Rural development poli-
cies make a substantial contribution to the farm economy 
and vital rural livelihoods in various ways. The European 
Commission communication “The future of Food and Farm-
ing” declare that “EU is strongly committed to action on the 
COP21 Paris Agreement and the UN SDGs” (EC, 2017, p. 7) 
and that a modernized CAP should enhance its EU added 
value by reflecting a higher level of environmental and cli-
mate ambition, and address citizens’ concerns regarding 
sustainable agricultural production. 

The “average” food policy package that we presented is a 
tool that help us understand the connections and synergies 
between the management of food themes and the Sustain-
able Development Goals. We are aware that the distance 
between the theoretical and the practical level can be 
considerable when we talk about sustainable development 
(Waas et al., 2014), but we are equally convinced that the 
recognition of the value of food policies is the first step to-
wards their integration in urban agendas and that the the-
oretical framework offers guidance for practice and should 
be further operationalized within a given socio-environmen-
tal context.
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GOALS OBJECTIVES

1

PROMOTE BALANCED DIETS BASED ON THE 
CONSUMPTION OF HEALTHY AND NUTRITIOUS 
FOOD

1.1 Improve public procurement regarding purchases in companies with quality certifications

1.2 Increase the share of quality products in canteens (schools, hospitals, companies, residences for the elderly)

1.3 Investing in awareness programs on the topics of food quality and the importance of food

1.4 Reduce the number of cases of undernutrition, overeating and obesity

1.5 Promote the consumption of greater quantities of fruit and vegetables, while reducing the quantities of junk food 
and highly processed products

1.6 Set awareness programs on food

2

PROVIDE HEALTHY, NUTRITIOUS,  
SUSTAINABLY PRODUCED FOOD  
AT A PRICE ACCESSIBLE TO ALL SECTIONS 
OF THE POPULATION

2.1 Calm the prices of quality agri-food products at the base of the food pyramid (fruit and vegetables)

2.2 Provide forms of food assistance for the needy through the supply of nutritious agri-food products

2.3 Satisfy the potential demand for ethnic and culturally distant food from local ones

2.4 Prevent the formation of Food Deserts

3

RECOGNIZE THE VALUE OF FOOD 
SUSTAINABILITY

3.1 Retain higher share of added value in the hands of operators upstream of the supply chain (farmers and producers)

3.2 Encourage the use of agronomic techniques aimed at increasing organic matter and soil biodiversity

3.3 Provide a management and regulation plan for urban gardens and other forms of urban, hobbyist and productive 
agriculture

3.4 Recognize the important role of urban agriculture in spatial planning

3.5 Identify plans for the sustainable use of marine resources through cooperation with the main national and 
European marine strategies

4

DEVELOP SHORT SUPPLY CHAIN FORMS AND 
BUSINESS DIVERSIFICATION

4.1 Identify places and infrastructures for the development of farmers' markets

4.2 Communicate the benefits of Alternative Food Networks through awareness campaigns

4.3 Supporting direct sales on farms

4.4 Inventing the creation of networks for the purchase and involvement of citizens at local farms (SPG, CSA, Box 
Schemes)

4.5 Promote social farming and educational farms

5

REDUCE FOOD WASTE

5.1 Support the reuse of food waste at some stages of production

5.2 Incentive forms of recovery, for food purposes, of food products discarded during the supply chain due to lack of 
aesthetic requirements

5.3 Reduce food waste at all stages: cultivation, harvesting, processing, distribution and consumption

5.4 Reduce the amount of supercharging compared to the daily per capita needs

5.5 Reducing drinking water losses along the distribution and use phases in the agri-food sector

6

TO CREATE A LIVELY ECONOMIC MODEL 
AROUND THE FOOD SYSTEM, GUARANTEEING 
AN ADEQUATE INCOME FOR ALL THE ACTORS 
 IN THE SUPPLY CHAIN

6.1 Ensure decent working conditions for all actors in the supply chain, from production to retail

6.2 Encourage the use of multi-functionality as a strategy to diversify agricultural income

6.3 Promoting equal opportunities in the food sector and female entrepreneurship

6.4 Support a land re-arrangement where priority is given to access to young farmers

6.5 Provide technical assistance from the administration in drafting rural development projects

6.6 Identify and regulate biodistrets and food districts

6.7 Predict the involvement of disadvantaged people (prisoners, non-integrated immigrants, disabled people) in 
agricultural activities designed to receive them

7

PROMOTE SUSTAINABLE MANAGEMENT 
OF NATURAL RESOURCES AND ECOSYSTEMS

7.1 Recognize the value (biophysical and economic) of ecosystem services

7.2 Integration of environmental accounting systems in the processes of planning and management of land and 
landscape

7.3 Ensure a balance between the procurement of agricultural products produced and / or processed locally and those 
geographically more distant

7.4 Contain soil consumption and improve the fragmentation index of land use

7.5 Reduce the ecological footprint of the food system

7.6 Reduce the use of packaging throughout all stages of the supply chain

7.7 Reduce / prevent the use of chemical inputs in the fruit and vegetable sector

7.8 Reduce greenhouse gas emissions by the food system

8

PROMOTE TERRITORIAL SPECIFICITIES  
RELATED TO FOOD AND TERRITORY,  
THUS CONTRIBUTING TO THE CONSERVATION 
OF AGRICULTURAL LANDSCAPES

8.1 Supporting productions with territorial and / or quality certifications

8.2 Implement brand policies by giving strength to territories and / or productions of particular cultural and historical 
value

8.3 To promote the territory and identity through the culture of food

8.4 Reduce dependency on geographically distant food supplies

9

STRENGTHENING URBAN-RURAL 
CONNECTIONS

9.1 Stimulate a new pact between farmers and inhabitants in areas where agricultural production and residential 
areas coexist

9.2 Strengthen the commercial channels and the infrastructures (material and immaterial) through which the 
producers who operate near the city can reach the city markets

9.3 Identify paths to enhance the food identity of the internal areas

9.4 Assign unused public lands and encourage exchange platforms between land supply and demand

9.5 Ensure services and infrastructures (transport, hospitals, education) for rural populations

10

SET UP A GOVERNANCE MODEL  
SHARED BY THE COMMUNITY

10.1 Provide public assemblies, focus groups, workshops focused on the dissemination of the principles of the Urban 
Food Policy

10.2 Set up a participatory process based on community involvement on food strategy choices

10.3 Making the objectives, the expected results and the monitoring phases of the food strategy transparent and easily 
consultable

10.4
Favor partnerships with private partners (banks, foundations, Chambers of Commerce, NGOs, associations, 
accommodation facilities, restaurants, farms, protected areas managers, etc.) and public (neighboring 
municipalities, research centers, universities)

10.5 Increase the level of acceptance of activities related to the food strategy through the involvement of all sections of 
the population
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Working together in an urban  
garden in Athens

Photo: Athens Social Atlas 
www.athenssocialatlas.gr/en/

article/the-field-in-the-city/

http://www.athenssocialatlas.gr/en/article/the-field-in-the-city/
http://www.athenssocialatlas.gr/en/article/the-field-in-the-city/
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Abstract 

The recent emergence of various types of Urban Agricul-
ture schemes in the crisis-hit Athens has been consid-
erably lower than anticipated, given the intensity of the 
current crisis. The most notable practices are Municipal 
Gardens formulated in the context of the National Strate-
gic Reference Framework 2007-13 action “Social Struc-
tures for Combating Poverty”. The results of fieldwork 
survey to Municipal Gardens in Athens metropolitan re-
gion identify their key characteristics, comment on their 
impact on vulnerable socioeconomic groups and indicate 
the main impediments that hinder their survival and ex-
pansion. Finally, the presentation highlights the need to 
encompass Urban Agriculture in a consistent Food Plan 
for Athens and suggests possible policy directions in or-
der to fulfil its crucial role in urban resilience and sus-
tainability.
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Introduction

During the last 20 years, or so, Urban Agriculture (UA) has 
gained considerable attention in the cities of the global 
north as a community initiative and as a policy field en-
compassing several sustainability dimensions, from social 
towards environmental and economic. The emergence of 
UA projects has been associated with many, geographical-
ly sensitive, benefits.  In the affluent societies “proximity 
agriculture” has been largely linked with various environ-
mental and health benefits (Santo et al., 2017). In the cri-
sis - stricken Southern European cities these core values 
have been drawn back at the expense of targeted actions to 
compact the acute crisis related socio-economic problems. 
There were high expectations that UA activities could con-
tribute to the food self-sufficiency of the more vulnerable 
city groups (Gasperi et al. 2016). 

However, in the crisis-hit city of Athens the actual realiza-
tion of UA projects has been much lower than anticipated. 
Community Gardens, grassroots initiatives producing food 
for the common benefit of their members, are extreme-
ly scarce and short-lived. In fact, only a small number of 
Community Gardens had been initiated, mostly, by groups 

of the radical democracy. Moreover, their prime motive was 
to occupy public land in order to protect it from abrupt pri-
vatization to big real estate investors. The much discussed 
case of the Community Garden at the neglected land of the 
prior Elliniko Airport illustrates the point (Partalidou and An-
thopoulou, 2016). 

The most notable cases of UA are top-down initiatives. 
Since 2014 several Municipal Gardens (MGs) have been 
created under European Social Fund funding, mainly in Ath-
ens metropolitan region. There is strong evidence that the 
outcome of the MGs program was not a success. The pres-
entation aims i) to identify the actual impact of the MGs 
and the main impediments to their survival and expansion 
and ii) to suggest suitable policy directions to encourage the 
development of UA practices within the city.

The presentation is based on ongoing research that com-
prises extensive review of secondary sources (bibliography, 
reports and policy documents) and field work survey. The 
survey includes fifteen face-to-face qualitative interviews 
with key informants (4), municipalities and NGOs staff (6) 
and MGs gardeners (5). Most of the interviews were imple-
mented at the MGs. 

Results 

The formation of MGs has been realized under the Action 
“Social Structures for Combating Poverty” of the National 
Strategic Reference Framework 2007-13 Operational Pro-
gram “Human Resources Development”. Two were the main 
targets of the Action: provision of shelters to homeless pop-
ulation and improvement of the food security of the more 
vulnerable groups. The great bulk of the food security pro-
jects was directed to the creation of social grocery shops 
and soup kitchens run by the municipalities. 

In total 29 projects took the approval to launch MGs all over 
the country. Nine of them within the Athens metropolitan 
area. Two (Kaisariani and Zografou) out of the nine eligible 
municipalities were forced to withdraw from the program at 
the early stage since they were unable to get the property 
authorization rights for the selected plot of land. Of the re-
maining seven MGs no more than 3 or 4 are still in operation 
today. 

A first observation has to do with the socio-economic pro-
file of the eligible municipalities. With the exception of 
Perama, one of the more deprived areas in greater Athens, 
the remaining municipalities can be characterized as middle 
class residential areas. Hence, several low income munici-
palities did not even apply for the project. According to the 
interviewees they did not have the capacity to apply since 
they are understaffed and lack the necessary administra-
tive skills.

There was a low response rate of the local population to 
the calls for MGs. It is needless to say that people in greater 
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need, i.e. recently arrived immigrants and refugees, are ex-
cluded from MGs since they are not registered in the munic-
ipal records. Also, unemployed were only a small segment 
of the younger age groups. 

The typical profile of the gardener is older (above 55 years 
old) male of rural origin. The representation of women is 
minimal, less than 10%. The high percentage of people 
with rural origin was quite predictable since they have the 
necessary knowledge and skills to practice agriculture. The 
interviewees informed us that there was a considerable 
drop-out rate of younger gardeners. Their inability to meet 
the difficulties and demands of the agricultural production 
has been identified as the main reason of their quick exit. A 
number of empty plots were then occupied by middle class 
gardeners.

The interviewed gardeners were very happy with their in-
volvement with the MG. They were very proud of the quality 
of their products. Furthermore, the networks of exchange of 
information with the other gardeners had been quickly trans-
formed to networks of friendship and support to each other. 

There was a wider agreement among the interviewees that 
the shortage of suitable land plots, bureaucratic procedures 
and the complexities of the governance scheme, were the 
main impediments that led to delays and the poor perfor-
mance of the MGs projects.

A plot of land should fulfil certain technical and accessibility 
requirements, such as, fertile and uncontaminated soil, low 
level of air pollution, access to running water, in order to 
qualify for UA. These requirements are not satisfied easily 
in such a dense urban conurbation as Athens. In fact, there 
is a profound lack of underutilized or vacant lands at the 
central areas of municipalities (Athens Municipality, 2013). 
Hence, MGs were located at the outskirts of municipalities 
in less attractive spots with poor accessibility.  The MG of 
Ag. Demetrios is located next to the local cemetery. The 
MG of Elefsis in a remote area with no close link to public 
transport, next to a Roma camp. Their remote locations in 
“unseen” places has contributed to their distanciation from 
the local population. It is indicative that in our trips to the 
MGs we had to ask several times in order to find someone 
who knew the location of the MG and was able to indicate 
us the proper route to reach it.

The municipalities were excluded from the governance of 
MGs. Following the program requirements, the responsibil-
ity for the MGs projects was given to Non-Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs). This arrangement did not work well 
in practice due to the lack of relative experience by NGOs, 
irregular pay instalments and conflicts with the municipal-
ities. It is interesting to see that the more successful MG 
(Agios Demetrios) is the product of a bold personality - an 
elected council member with special interest in UA and 
sustainable food systems - that takes all the necessary in-
itiatives and works long hours on a voluntary basis for the 
garden. 

Discussion 

The low motivation to participate on UA projects must be 
traced in specificities of the Greek socioeconomic structure. 
Rural exodus took place quite recently in Greece, during the 
1950s and 1960s, hence a big part of the urban population 
has maintained very strong family ties with the countryside. 
They are receiving frequent deliveries of fresh food from the 
members of the family who have remained at the village. 
Also, myriads of small and tiny private gardens are flourish-
ing in apartments balconies and houses backyards all over 
Athens metropolitan area. Summing up, a big part of the ur-
ban population has direct access to fresh food. Also, several 
writers have highlighted that Greeks are characterised by 
poor social capital and low propensity to collaborate with 
strangers (Labrianidis et al., 2004).

These qualities should not be underestimated. The estab-
lishment of communal private gardens, a policy that has 
been applied successfully in New York, seem to be a suita-
ble policy in Athens. The gardeners are sharing the products 
of their private gardens and build relations with the neigh-
bours (Santo et al., 2017). 

Greater Athens is a huge urban conurbation of 3.9 million 
residents (2011) with high population density and lack of 
green spaces. The average population density is above 
2.500 inhabitants per km2, one of the highest in Europe. 
Also, the ratio of green space per person is only 2.5 m2, 
only 25% of the relative figure of the European capital cities 
(10 m2) (Municipality of Athens, 2013). Hence, there is an 
urgent need for more green spaces. At the same time the 
shortage of suitable land plots in accessible areas has been 
a major draw-back in the realization of UA projects. 

Roof-top gardening and other types of non-land-based spac-
es are not suitable for Athens due to the high seismic risk. 
The strict building regulation does not promote the extra 
loading of the buildings without the prior costly strengthen-
ing of the structure. At this point we should mention that UA 
is widespread in vulnerable to nature disasters city, since it 
can provide emergency fresh food to the surviving popula-
tion until the normal distribution system will recover. In this 
respect Tokyo has already acquired a self -sufficiency rate 
in fresh vegetables of 4.29% and there is the potential to 
almost triple this rate quite soon (Sioen et al., 2018). 

The shortage of suitable land should be tackled with novel 
and innovative solutions. UA is a low cost means to green 
the city through the utilization of unused irregular spaces 
such as flowerbeds and roundabouts. Also, the vacant lands 
program initiated in 2012 by the municipality of Barcelona 
that envisages the temporal use of vacant spaces for col-
lective experiences, such as UA, is a measure that could be 
applied in Athens as well (Gasperi et al., 2016).
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Conclusions 

In compliance with relevant studies (Partalidou and An-
thopoulou, 2016), the research has shown that MGs are 
having only marginal impact to the self-sufficiency of low 
income groups in Athens. Still, their actual impact is signif-
icant in several other equally important areas of socio eco-
nomic life and urban planning. This study testifies the actual 
impact of UA to community building, physical exercise and 
improved nutrition of low-income groups. 

UA cannot be an issue of social policy. Its multifunctional 
role demands an integrated approach. It should be seen as a 
part of a consistent Athens Food Plan. UA practices should 
develop strong links with the other components of the Food 
Plan. UA gardens can supply social grocery shops, soup 
kitchens, schools and other public sector bodies, with fresh 
fruit and vegetables. At the same time, they can absorb part 
of the waste of the urban system, in the form of compost, in 
the framework of a circular economy. 

The potential impact of UA to urban resilience and sus-
tainability can be substantially bigger than its present poor 
performance, as long as, it is supported by appropriate ter-
ritorial policies.
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The Human Scale In Urban 
Agricultural Policies: A 
Methodological Contribution1

dos Santos, N. D.; Locatel, C. D.; Pires, I.M. — Authors

Abstract 

The components of the human scale in urban agriculture 
policies are investigated in order to contribute to the 
elaboration of a methodological proposal that demon-
strates the role of urban and peri-urban farmers in the 
supply of vegetables to the Metropolitan Region of Natal, 
while emphasizing the importance of these social ac-
tors and their activity for the purpose of understanding 
the city as a heterogeneous, multiple, open and relation-
al space, also as an environment that produces life and 
healthy food. 

Keywords

Urban Agriculture; Public Policy; Human Space

Introduction

Introduction

The practice of Urban and Peri-urban Agriculture is an embod-
iment of paradoxes, both in Brazil as well as in the Metropoli-
tan Region of Natal. In this region, while there is an increasing 
participation of urban agriculture in the dynamics of supplying 
fresh food to different markets such as free markets, super-
markets and hotels, in the political and ideological context, 
both these social actors and their activity and effective par-
ticipation in supplying healthy food to the urban space are 
invisible.

This invisibility is evident in the fact that the family based 
urban and peri-urban agriculture is not reached by the offi-
cial federal agencies responsible for the collection of census 
data such as the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statis-
tics (IBGE) or state and municipal bodies responsible by the 
agricultural extension policy. This paradox implies that farm-
ers cannot benefit from specific public support to family ag-
riculture and agricultural production occurs in the context of 
the trilogy: land, labor, and family, which is the basis for its 
structural support.  The combination of these absences places 
urban and peri-urban farmers in an asymmetrical position in 
the power relations with the public bodies responsible for land 

1 Article prepared during the Post-Doctoral Internship research, con-
ducted at the Federal University of Rio Grande do Norte, with funding 
from CAPES (PPGSE).

use and management, policy makers responsible for policies 
to stimulate horticultural production, as well as in relation to 
real estate agents with speculative interests in the conver-
sion from agricultural to residential land use. This makes the 
practice of urban and peri-urban agriculture a complex activity, 
since while it contributes to supplying the urban food market, 
it diverges from the interests of agents of capital who repro-
duce themselves through the unequal appreciation and appro-
priation of the city and of the territorial space (Carlos, 1992; 
Santos, 1985 and 1977; Santos and Locatel, 2017), thus con-
flicting with the urban and peri-urban farmers who conceive it 
as a space for (re) production of life  (Santos, 1985 and 1977; 
Santos, 2012; Santos and Badiru, 2017). 

This research contributes to showcase the practice of urban 
and peri-urban agriculture in the metropolitan region of Na-
tal (Santos and Locatel, 2017), evidencing the existence of 
social subjects who reproduce socially as a result of the ac-
complishment of this activity with their family in the territory 
understood as a space of identity and life. At the same time, 
pointing to the relevance of this activity and of these subjects 
to benefit from the public policies inherent to family agriculture 
such as the Food Acquisition Program (PAA) and the National 
School Supply Program (PNAE) and to be recognized as space 
modelling agents that fulfil an important role supplying food 
and vegetables to the local and regional market. 

The human scale of the research (Santos, 2012) has as its 
starting point the material basis of the existence and expe-
rience of urban and peri-urban farmers, that is, the neighbor-
hood, the stage of production and reproduction of life, the 
scale of everyday life with its clashes, challenges, impulses 
and passions. Assuming that space is open, multiple, relation-
al (Massey, 2008; Steinberger, 2006) and dynamic as reality 
itself. 

Methods

The Metropolitan Region of Natal is a heterogeneous ter-
ritory. The 14 municipalities (Figure 1), sum up an area of 
3,555,771 km², and a population, in 2016, totaling 1,555,072 
inhabitants (IBGE, 2016). The Municipalities of Natal (state 
capital) and Parnamirim account for 71.42% of the total pop-
ulation. 

For the identification of urban and peri-urban areas, sector census 
data were used, which allows to identify the areas of agricultural 
production. This data allows the identification of the priority areas 
for the analysis of the agricultural use in urban and peri-urban areas. 
Based on this identification, the areas used for agricultural and 
livestock production were vectored from satellite images. The areas 
where the surveys were carried out were defined based on the use 
of IBGE micro data and spatial statistics, which enabled them to 
be delimited and mapped. Questionnaires were then undertaken in 
order to characterize the farmers and their families, the productive 
activities carried out, the market destiny of production, access to 
public policies and the composition of family income. 
 



73

Figure 01. The Metropolitan Region of Natal

Result

During the field research a total of 43 questionnaires where 
launched in in 16 localities, belonging to six municipalities 
(Extremoz, Macaíba, Natal, Nisia Floresta, Parnamirim and 
São Gonçalo do Amarante), out of which 44.2% in the urban 
perimeter, 46.5% in rural areas and 9.3% in areas consid-
ered peri-urban. 

 

 

The families interviewed had a total area of 62.8 hectares, 
but the size varies considerably, from 100 m in the city of 
Natal, to 10ha in Nísia Forest, the most extensive unit used 
for cattle breeding (Table 1).

 

Table 1. Size of the properties interviewed, by size classes in 
the Municipalities of the Metropolitan Region of Natal.
Source: Núbia Dias dos Santos. Prepared based on the forms applied 
in the Field research, 2017/2018

 
 
 
 

MUNICIPALITIES

SIZE CLASSES
M² 

100 A 5.000 5001 A 10.000 10.001 A 15.000 15.001 A 20.00020.001 A 30.00030.001 A 50.000 ACIMA DE 
50.001 TOTAL WITHOUT 

INFORMATION

Nísia Floresta 4 1 0 2 0 0 3 10 1

São Gonçalo 1 1 2 1 0 0 0 5 0

Macaíba 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 1

Extremoz 1 2 0 0 2 1 0 6 1

Natal 4 2 0 1 1 0 1 9 4

Parnamirim 1 3 0 1 0 0 0 5 0

Total absoluto 11 9 2 6 3 1 4 36 7

Total relativo 25,6 20,9 4,6 14,0 7,0 2,3 9,3 83,7 16,3
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The age groups 36 to 45 years and 46 to 55 years represent 
the highest percentage of respondents (Table 2). Regarding 
the time of practice of the agricultural activity, 47.7% did 
so for more than 20 years, 11.4% between 11 and 20 years, 
18.2% between 6 and 10 years and the remaining 22.8% 
until 5 years. 

Table 2. Brief characterization of urban and peri-urban farmers 
surveyed

The majority of the work is done by the owner and his family 
(in 81.4% of the cases), while 18.6%, corresponding to 8 
properties, use also paid work, in a total of 32 permanent 
paid workers. The use of paid work is related to the larger 
size of the property. In Natal, for example, two cases were 
identified in which each enterprise hired 8 and 12 perma-
nent employees. In addition, there is also temporary hiring 
of paid work. Among the interviewees, 23 farmers (53.5%) 
hire temporary workers, employing a total of 44 people. 
There have been isolated but alarming cases of non-compli-
ance with labor legislation.

In total, between family members and paid workers 166 
people are directly involved with horticulture activities and 
rely on land and agricultural practices to live and reproduce 
socially.

In 90,7% of cases, horticulture is the main activity, while 
livestock, hydroponics and agroforestry correspond to the 
remaining 9,3%. The productive activities are distributed 
between vegetal production and animal production. In the 
vegetable production, the leaf/flower vegetables (Figure 2) 
are the main source of income and the main one responsible 
for the social reproduction strategies of the family; followed 
by fruit vegetables.

Figure 02: Agricultural practices in the research area

Root vegetables and tubers contribute sporadically to the 
composition of family income, as well as fruits harvested 
according to each season of the year. Animals integrate the 
reproductive strategies of the family farmers in two distinct 
bases: for those who have horticulture as their main source 
of income, the cattle raising appears as an alternative of 
income, but, mainly, as part of the family consumption. For 
those who live on cattle raising, this is their main source 
of income, whether or not combined with horticulture, de-
pending on the physical area available, the predisposition of 
the farmer and the on the availability of family or paid labor. 

GENDER     
        
              YEARS

BY  
GENDER

BY AGE GROUPS (IN %)

16 to 18 19 to 25 26 to 35 36 to 45 46 to 55 56 to 65 65 and PLUS

Male  79 2,9   5,9 14,7 20,6 23,5 14,7 17,6

Female 21 0,0 11,1 0,0 33,3 33,3 11,1 11,1

Total 100 2,3 7,0 11,6 23,3 25,6 14,0 16,3
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The planting techniques are the hanging gardens or directly 
on the ground. The garden in the ground, despite being the 
most common, it is also the one more susceptible to climate 
and weather adverse conditions and to and insect pests. 
The majority of the work is hand work using traditional tools 
and only 18.6% of the interviewees use the tractor or mini 
tractor. They use compost and chicken manure to fertilize 
the soil.

Regarding the destination of production surpluses after 
self-consumption, 20 different destinations were identified 
for the products of Urban and Peri-urban Agriculture in the 
Metropolitan Region of Natal, with direct sales in free mar-
kets (58.1% of the cases) being the most important, also 
because they are the most dynamic and diversified markets. 
In 39.5% of cases, they use intermediaries while 32.5% sell 
their production on the spot, 18.6% sell to supermarket 
chains and an equal value places their production in neigh-
borhood groceries.

As for financing, some gardeners make use of the credit lines 
made available by the BNB (Brazil’s Banco do Nordeste), to 
assist in the cost of production, however, this option is used 
only by few of them and the impacts on production are shy. 
For the majority, the horticultural activity, in the researched 
area, is the result of the family investment, from both the 
financial and the labor points of view.

Discussion

Although the practice of urban and peri-urban agriculture 
in the area of research is consolidated, professional train-
ing, volume and range of production and the network of 
socio-territorial and commercial relations, are still not suffi-
cient for it to benefit from public policies aimed at family ag-
riculture. The National Family Agriculture Program (PRON-
AF), was created on August 24, 1995, “intended for financial 
support to agricultural activities developed through direct 
employment of the labor force of the farmer and his family” 
(MDA/SEAD, 2017). However, among those surveyed, only 
16.2% already benefited from this policy, while 83.8% did 
not.

Regarding institutional markets, the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Livestock and Food Supply (MAPA) reports that the Food 
Acquisition Program (PAA) was instituted in July 2003 as a 
support to family agriculture by buying preferably from them 
agricultural products that are intended for distribution to 
people in a situation of food insecurity and to the formation 
of strategic stocks. Despite its importance, only 11.6% of 
respondents reported knowing the existence of this policy, 
out of which only 4.65% have benefited from it.

The National School Supply Program (PNAE) was created 
by the Ministry of Education (MEC) on March 31, 1955, un-
der the School Lunch Campaign (CME). In 2009, the Program 
was extended to the entire public basic education network, 
also including the Youth and Adult Education Programs. It 

requires that at least 30% of the funds from the National 
Education Development Fund (FNDE) will be used in the ac-
quisition of food products from family agriculture. Howev-
er, in the same sense of the two previous cases, the PNAE 
is known by 20.9% of the interviewees, and only 2.32% 
benefited from it. Although some respondents said that 
they would like to benefit from public policies oriented to 
strengthen family agriculture, they report that they depend 
on their membership in Rural Workers’ Unions. This require-
ment creates an administrative barrier, since the Unions 
cannot approve their registration because they live in areas 
considered 100% urban, which in the Brazilian conception 
means the absence of agricultural practices. Thus, urban 
and peri-urban farmers are excluded from PRONAF policies, 
since they do not yet consider the existence of agricultur-
al activity in urban space, despite its importance to supply 
fresh food in the area under study.

In 2012, the Public Prosecutor’s Office signed a partner-
ship with the Association of Residents and Friends of the 
Gramoré Site and Adjacencies (AMIGs), EMATER, SEBRAE 
and Petrobrás to create the Amigo Verde Gramorezinho Pro-
ject with two major aims: to contribute to reduce agricul-
tural environmental impacts and to enlarge the number of 
farmers who could benefit from these public policies. So, on 
one hand, the initiative aimed to emphasize the socio-en-
vironmental issue, since the area in spite being the main 
center for vegetables supply to Natal, used by more than 
120 agricultural properties, is part of the Natal Master Plan 
as the Environmental Protection Area -9 (ZPA-9) and is part 
of the River Doce Hydrographic Basin, one of the tributaries 
of the Extremoz Lagoon, that supplies water to the city of 
Natal (Anjos, 2009). On the other hand, the project aimed 
to disseminate knowledge on agro-ecological practices re-
quired to obtain the organic production declaration issued by 
the Ministry of Agriculture, in accordance with Federal Law 
10.831/03, which is necessary to access the institutional 
market and some public policies. Some of the interviewees 
joined the project, made the transition to agro-ecological 
and began to produce according to the law. However, af-
ter issuing the declaration to the first 20 farmers, EMATER 
stopped providing technical assistance. Without this moni-
toring, financial and bureaucratic difficulties limit obtaining 
certification by the Ministry of Agriculture. This situation 
left the farmers unsatisfied because those who got the cer-
tification are taking advantage of programs such as PAA, 
PNAE, and participate in organic fairs promoted by the Pub-
lic Ministry, while all others are excluded.

Conclusion

Urban and Peri-urban Agriculture (AUP) is considered a 
multidimensional concept (Santandreu and Lovo, 2007; 
Mougeot, 2000), which manifests itself in the reality of the 
area where field research took place. Although the farm-
ers interviewed feel that they contribute to the dynamics of 
the fresh food market, they find that administrative barriers 
place them outside the scope of PRONAF and institutional 
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markets (PAA and PNAE), which, although having a national 
scope, are directed to agricultural activity carried out in ru-
ral areas. The agricultural activity carried out is understood 
as a profession and a strategy of social reproduction of ur-
ban and peri-urban farmers for the consolidation of their ex-
istential and living space (Santos, 2012; Santos and Badiru, 
2017; Santos and Locatel, 2017). 

Farmers reported different experiences in their relationship 
with public policies aimed at strengthen family agriculture, 
in part because they have been punctual and selective, as 
was observed in relation to Amigo Verde Gramorezinho Pro-
ject that was interrupted leaving farmers from the same 
region in unequal situations. 

Urban space should be assumed as a multifunctional space 
where agricultural activity might also be carried out, thus 
allowing urban and peri-urban farmers to benefit from poli-
cies oriented towards strengthen family farming, which are 
currently restricted to rural areas in Brazil. There is hope 
that the new Law of Urban and Peri-urban Agriculture (Ordi-
nance No. 467 of February 7, 2018 / MDS), will finally create 
the conditions for the development of this activity.
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