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Abstract
This thematic issue explores the importance of food geographies in understanding and shaping sustainable
food systems in urban contexts. As cities strive to achieve sustainability goals, the importance of food as a
critical urban system has become increasingly recognized. The contributions in this issue highlight the need
for intersectional and interdisciplinary approaches to address issues of food justice, equality, and
sustainability in urban areas. The Covid‐19 pandemic, trade wars, and climate change have exacerbated
existing inequalities in food access, underlining the urgency of rethinking and redesigning urban food
systems. This issue brings together diverse perspectives from across disciplines and regions to critically
assess theoretical frameworks and methodological approaches in food geographies, and to explore new
avenues for innovation and collaboration. By examining the complex intersections of food, space,
governance, and practice, this thematic issue illuminates potential pathways towards more just, equitable,
and sustainable food futures for all. It also highlights the role of cities as key sites for transformative change
in the pursuit of socio‐ecological and socio‐economical transitions.

Keywords
food geographies; food justice; intersectionality; Sustainable Development Goals; sustainable transitions;
urban governance

1. Navigating the Complexities of Food Systems in the Sustainable City

In recent years, the issue of food has emerged as a crucial aspect of urban planning and development,
highlighting the intricate relationships between food production, distribution, preparation, and consumption
in the pursuit of sustainability transitions. The growing recognition of food as a “significant urban system”
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(Pothukuchi & Kaufman, 1999, p. 217) in shaping urban environments has sparked a surge of interest in the
field of food geographies, which provides a critical lens through which to examine the complex social,
economic, and ecological dynamics of food in urban contexts. In addition, they enable an examination of the
spatial dimension of sustainability transitions in the food context, which is often only implicitly addressed
(Levin‐Keitel et al., 2018). As cities worldwide strive to achieve sustainability goals, there is an increasing
urgency for a comprehensive rethinking and redesigning of urban food systems. Thus, over the years
initiatives such as alternative food networks (AFN), diverse forms of civic regulatory assemblages and urban
food strategies, can be found (Maye, 2020).

The signing of the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact in 2015 marked a significant milestone in recognizing the
critical role of food in urban sustainability transitions, with over 200 cities committing to prioritizing food as a
key component of their urban agendas. This shift towards urban‐focused food policies presents opportunities
for transformative change, for example in the realm of public catering and civic engagement. Initiatives such as
food policy councils and community‐led projects are pushing for more inclusive and participatory approaches
to food governance, seeking to address long‐standing issues of food injustice and inequality.

This thematic issue aims to contribute to the ongoing discussion about the significance of food geographies
in understanding and shaping sustainable food systems in urban contexts. By bringing together diverse
perspectives from across disciplines and different regions, we seek to critically assess theoretical
frameworks and methodological approaches that underpin the field of food geographies, while also
exploring new avenues for interdisciplinary collaboration and innovation.

2. Exploring the Diversity of Food Systems in the Sustainable City

This thematic issue presents a diverse collection of manuscripts that showcase the breadth and depth of
research in food geographies. The articles, written by scholars from various disciplinary backgrounds, offer a
rich tapestry of perspectives on the complex relationships between food, space, and society. From empirical
case studies to theoretical reflections, these contributions demonstrate the vibrancy and relevance of food
geographies as a field of inquiry with a diversity of methods.

The manuscripts in this issue are organized around several key themes: policies of urban food governance,
processes of sustainable food system transitions, and practices of AFN. Also, the geographies of food
insecurity and the cultural significance of food in urban contexts play a major role. Together, they provide a
nuanced understanding of the ways in which food shapes and is shaped by the social, economic, and
environmental contexts of cities.

2.1. Policies—Cities as Places for Just Urban Food Governance

In recent years, the notion of food justice has become a relevant concept for many urban communities.
The concept of food justice raises awareness of unequal and racialized power relations in the shaping of
urban food systems (Garth & Reese, 2020). The Covid‐19 pandemic, the Russian invasion of Ukraine, and the
recent tendency towards trade wars have demonstrated the fragility of globalized value chains. Increasing
prices for basic food, fruits, and vegetables particularly affect social groups with low income, migrants, and
single‐parent households. Food insecurity and food poverty are on the rise, including in countries of the
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Global North (WBAE, 2023). At the same time, increasing numbers of children and adolescents have obesity
and diet‐related diseases (Kovacs et al., 2020). Equal access to healthy and fresh food is becoming a pressing
policy issue on the urban agenda. In this regard, public procurement, such as school meal programs, is seen
as a lever for transitioning to a sustainable and just food system (Filippini et al., 2018; Stein et al., 2022).
Vivero‐Pol et al. (2019) emphasize that food encompasses six main dimensions, amongst others: food as a
human right, as a social‐cultural determinant, as a public good, and food as a commodity. Within the
dynamics of a corporate food regime, processes of industrialization and commercialization of agriculture
have become evident, leading to a stronger tendency of the food as commodity dimension in recent decades
(McMichael, 2005). In this sense, people have access to food only in their role as consumers through their
purchasing power. By contrast, the dimension of food as a public good or food as a commons means that
citizens gain decision‐making power over the local food system and participate in decisions about the local
food system. The democratization of the urban food system is on the agenda of food policy councils, a
movement that goes back to struggles against food racism in North America in the 1990s. These initiatives
have brought food to the center of urban policies and shown its interconnectedness with other urban policy
fields, such as education, health, transportation, local economies, and environment. Enhancing spaces for
democratic participation in the food system while pursuing sustainability goals can pose several challenges
for food policy councils and for inclusive urban food governance (Michel et al., 2022). Many policy
approaches are facing dilemmas between top‐down oriented strategies with ambitious goals and bottom‐up
processes that design urban policies in co‐creation with civil society.

The section on policies in this thematic issue provides novel insights into how urban policy actors address
challenges in just and inclusive urban food governance. Authors discuss the tensions between
institutionalization and civil society participation in the sense of food democracy. Zentgraf analyzes the
Berlin Food Policy Council’s work in raising awareness of intersectional food inequalities, while at the same
time facing challenges to make the initiative more inclusive and diverse. The challenges of organizing urban
food governance in an inclusive way are also the subject in the study in Rome by Sonnino and Zollet. They
work with the concept of collaborative governance and urban commons to analyze the way urban
agriculture has been promoted in urban food policies. They distinguish between a commons‐oriented
framework and neoliberal co‐optation through different historical phases of urban planning. The notions of a
more sustainability‐and neoliberal‐oriented urban food governance can be found in the text of urban food
policy strategies. By applying the method of a critical discourse analysis, Cretella aims to identify the
directions in which urban food policies are designed for the cases of London and Rotterdam. The issue of
food justice is a major challenge for urban planning. This is shown in two case studies of Barcelona. In a
historical analysis of planning documents, Gomez‐Escoda shows the relevance of public market halls for
providing access to fresh food in Barcelona. In the same context, we also learn about the essential role of
food security initiatives in the Catalan metropolis where we see struggles for equal access to food for
disadvantaged social groups. By mapping different food security initiatives (food banks, community
kitchens...) La Rota‐Aguilera and Moragues‐Faus provide a typology of food security initiatives for the Global
North and discuss the tensions between narrow and comprehensive, territorial approaches.

2.2. Processes—Cities as Part of Sustainable Transitions

Cities are relevant for sustainable transitions in all three—social, economic, and ecological—dimensions of
sustainability. This means that the social foundation of urban development is as important as inclusive
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economic performance within the Planetary Boundaries (e.g., biodiversity loss, climate change). The search
for climate‐neutral solutions in cities often focuses on the energy and transport sectors. However, the
agri‐food system is responsible for up to 30% of global greenhouse gas emissions (Crippa et al., 2021).
To achieve just and sustainable urban futures within the Planetary Boundaries, it is essential to integrate
food systems into climate policies, while also considering social justice aspects. In this context, cities have a
double role in the pursuit of socio‐ecological transitions. On the one hand, urban lifestyles have strong
sustainability impacts on the surrounding environment in terms of waste, water pollution, and land
degradation. Through globalized value chains, the effects of urban consumption in the Global North affect
other parts of the world, for example, when considering the water footprint of different products. On the
other hand, cities can be seen as think tanks and innovative spaces for creating sustainability initiatives.
In many cities worldwide, experimental niches are emerging where new social innovations are developed by
grassroots initiatives (Evans et al., 2021; Seyfang & Smith, 2007). AFN can be seen as such social innovations
in the way that they experiment with new models based on solidarity economy and short food supply chains.
According to the concept of the multi‐level‐perspective (Geels, 2019), when such niche actors gain enough
social acceptance and support for their ideas, they can even influence the regime level and promote
transitions within the socio‐institutional system. Also, global dynamics at the landscape level (e.g., climate
change, trade wars) can open up a window of opportunity or put pressure on the regime level to foster
transitions at other levels (Geels, 2019). In sustainability literature, authors identify several leverage points
as interventions that lead to transformative change (Abson et al., 2017). They distinguish between shallow
leverage points and deep leverage points where deep leverage points have longer‐term effects and lead to
profound changes of the system, but are more difficult to implement. As an example, Abson et al. (2017,
p. 33) refer to a change in the policy design or a shift in mindsets and values, such as orientation toward
food security rather than rent‐seeking in the agri‐food system. This shows the challenges of bringing
forward sustainable transitions in urban contexts at different levels. In this thematic issue we selected
several contributions that analyze tools for promoting sustainable transitions in cities, and give insights into
key dynamics, interventions, and actors.

In the section of processes, two articles discuss the role of public procurement as a lever for promoting
sustainable food system transitions. Hoinle and Parot conducted a comparative analysis in France and
Germany to identify different school food management models and their impact on promoting just
sustainability transitions. They show how each model promotes outcomes regarding diversity, social
accessibility, participation and education in school meals. Bückart‐Neufeld et al. identified in their systematic
literature analysis barriers and drivers for promoting biodiversity and organic food in public procurement
through regional value chains. They apply the concept of leverage points to formulate policy
recommendations for transitions to more biodiversity‐oriented and sustainable public catering. What tools
can support food system transitions? With an action research‐based approach, Levkoe et al. analyze the role
of Community Food System reports as a tool for socio‐ecological transitions. With two case studies in
Ontario, they showed the relevance of Report Cards for understanding the regional food system, involving
the community and fostering transitions. Drawing on their fieldwork in Nairobi, Hering and Kohrs also
emphasize the importance of considering the local context in transition processes, particularly with regard to
the role of the informal sector in ensuring a sustainable urban food supply.
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2.3. Practices—Cities as Experimental Spaces for Social Innovations

As noted above, cities provide fertile soil for creating sustainable transitions that experiment with visions of
alternative food futures. Especially after the 2008 financial crisis, there has been a renewed interest in AFN
based on solidarity economy (Rosol, 2024). One such example is community‐supported agriculture (CSA),
which seeks to connect rural farmers with urban consumers through short, trust‐based food supply chains.
Urban agriculture initiatives are flourishing in many cities of the Global North and South. They often
transform vacant, abandoned spaces, rooftops, backyards, or even unused cemeteries (as in the case of
Prinzessinnengärten Berlin) into oases of biodiversity and meeting places for the surrounding neighborhood
(Baier et al., 2024). Some are even working as places of healing, knowledge sharing and empowerment for
refugees and migrant communities. They work on alternative food futures in the sense of creating commons
where space and resources are shared within a community. However, they are also threatened by tendencies
of neoliberal city development to outsource community and welfare services into voluntary organizations
(Kumnig et al., 2017). Other initiatives are committed to combat food waste by saving food that was already
destined for the supermarket waste bin, as in the case of the food sharing movement. Also, we can observe
a revival and refreshed interest in farmers’ markets in the Global North, a format that experienced a decline
during the “supermarket revolution” in the 1970s and 1980s (McMichael, 2005). Movements such as
Slowfood (Hendrikx & Lagendijk, 2022) question the related expansion of processed and convenience foods
and seek to contribute to a revaluation of artisanal techniques, such as bread baking. Seed savers struggle
against the commodification of seeds and emphasize the ancient knowledge of agrobiodiversity and the use
of traditional varieties (Gutiérrez‐Escobar, 2015). The fair‐trade movement questions the ways in which
global trade still operates within colonial power structures, while establishing direct market channels with
small‐scale farmer cooperatives in the Global South (Kister, 2013). All in all, we can see an increasingly
diverse panorama of different alternative food initiatives. But what is “alternative” about them? What do
they have in common? According to James (2016, p. 67), they are “intended to create a space outside of the
neoliberal mainstream system through shortening the supply chain and connecting consumers to small‐scale
farmers.” Rosol (2020) emphasizes that they are built on trust and personal interactions and are guided by
normative ideals of more ecological, direct, and small‐scale food production, distribution, and consumption,
which differentiates them from conventional supply chains. She distinguishes between alternative products,
alternative distribution networks, and alternative economic models (Rosol, 2020, p. 18). While “alternative
products” are merely related to the product quality (e.g., organic certification), alternative “networks” and
“economic models” experiment with non‐capitalist economic practices. This includes other forms of
economic transactions, working practices, and economic organization, which contribute to a diverse food
economy (Gibson‐Graham, 2008). But how can these alternative proposals emerge out of the niches? What
are strategies for upscaling them to initiate transformations of the whole food system? These are essential
questions for many of the AFN, as they often do not manage to include the social groups they originally
wanted to address. Often, they are criticized for remaining in a middle‐class, white bubble. But what are
ways to make them more diverse and accessible? In the third section, we zoom in on diverse AFN in
different parts of the world. The studies show how these initiatives deal with the dilemma of creating
alternative food futures while struggling with gentrification and elitism.

The third section explores innovative practices for sustainable urban food systems, food justice, and
inclusivity with regard to intersectional power dynamics related to class, race, gender, and age. The research
of Schrobenhauser and Lütke reveals how urban sustainability transitions can lead to gentrification and
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displacement in migrant foodscapes. It illustrates how community members in Amsterdam’s Javastraat adapt
to and struggle with these changes. Two articles explore community‐oriented food production through
community gardens and CSA. A GIS analysis by Wesener et al. examines the spatial accessibility of
community gardens in Christchurch, New Zealand, in relation to the local demographic context. Based on a
literature review on CSA in Brazil, Ribeiro et al. found that, while CSA has the potential to promote food
system transitions by reducing carbon emissions, it has limited accessibility to consumers with lower
incomes. Organic production is a leverage point, but it can be more expensive due to labor‐intensive
cultivation methods that avoid synthetic pesticides and fertilizers. Babajani et al.’s study on customer
willingness to pay for organically produced food in Tehran shows that trust in certification and labeling
systems plays a crucial role, particularly in the absence of standardized systems. Finally, Štraub et al.’s
research highlights the increasing importance and potential of digitalization in transition processes, using the
example of food sharing apps that reduce food waste. The impact of these apps depends on the urban
context and the type of food.

3. Conclusion

This thematic issue highlights the potential of food geographies to inform sustainability transition processes
in urban contexts, focusing particularly on the interplay between spatial and social dimensions. A notable
theme that has emerged from the contributions is the imperative need for intersectional and
interdisciplinary approaches that prioritise justice and equity in urban sustainability transitions. As urban
areas continue to grow and develop, it becomes apparent that the transition towards sustainable food
systems is a complex, multifaceted, and iterative process (Evans et al., 2021). In order to address the
forthcoming challenges, there is a requirement for innovative and experimental thinking, as well as a
commitment to social justice, environmental responsibility, and human well‐being. By synthesising insights
from food geography and the collective expertise of academics, activists, and practitioners, we aim to help
envision a future where food systems no longer perpetuate inequality and unsustainability, but instead
contribute to a positive urban transformation.
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Abstract
In recent years, global social movements have increasingly challenged the corporate food regime, advocating
for socio‐ecological transformations in the agri‐food system. This article questions whether food activists’
discourse and actions may potentially compel a democratic, participatory, and just transformation of food
systems, overcoming intersectional food inequalities and embedded power relations. Based on a three‐year
empirical case study (2021–2024) of the Berlin Food Policy Council, this article evaluates whether food
policy councils can serve as venues for democratic participation, critical whiteness, and just food politics in
urban settings, with implications for broader debates on urban social mobilization and transformation in
Germany and beyond. Through participant observation, document analysis, and semi‐structured interviews,
this research reveals that Berlin’s food policy council predominantly consists of white, German, middle‐class,
left‐wing female activists, and is unrepresentative of the city’s population. However, a growing internal
awareness of socio‐economic and cultural biases suggests evolving efforts towards greater participation and
diverse perspectives. Further, the findings show a recent shift of agenda: from a narrow environmental focus
towards a socio‐ecological just transformation, overcoming (at least partially) existing blind spots concerning
class, race, and migration history. How and when this occurs is shown through concrete examples of
collective actions and changes in discourse. Moreover, the analysis suggests that the Berlin Food Policy
Council demonstrates transformative potential through its multiscale approach, engaging in collective action
at various levels—from local neighborhoods to regional and transnational initiatives.
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1. Introduction

Social movements have in recent years increasingly challenged the corporate food regime by advocating for
a socio‐ecological transformation of the agri‐food system (Holt‐Giménez & Shattuck, 2011; Motta, 2021a).
Despite diverse food movements worldwide seeking alternatives and ecologically just, democratic food
systems, many actors remain excluded from decision‐making processes in food politics and practices
(Cadieux & Slocum, 2015; Guthman, 2011; Slocum, 2007; Slocum et al., 2016). This struggle is addressed in
claims for food democracy that refer to increasing participation, equity, and fairness (Hassanein, 2003). This
perspective emphasizes the rights and responsibilities of all citizens to be active in shaping food policies and
practices (Rosol & Béal, 2022; Sieveking, 2019). Its goal is a sustainable, fair, and accessible food system for
all (Renting et al., 2012). Furthermore, food democracy is strongly interconnected with other food
movements’ claims such as food justice (Fladvad, 2018; Rosol, 2020; Rosol & Béal, 2022; Rosol et al., 2022).

One innovative social response to this struggle for food democracy is the emergence of food policy councils
(FPCs). Originating in the US in the 1980s, FPCs have gained popularity in other parts of the world, such as
the UK and Brazil (Doernberg et al., 2019). However, studies showed that, depending on their national and
local food systems and governance, FPCs may vary significantly in organizational structure and aim (Grisa,
2021; Grisa & Zimmermann, 2015; Gupta et al., 2018; Harper et al., 2009; Schiff, 2007). Nevertheless, all
FPCs are organized around food democracy and citizens’ participation in food politics (Schiff et al., 2022).
Bringing together academic findings and literature on FPCs in a 20‐year scoping review, Schiff and
colleagues describe some of the characteristics of most FPCs: collaborative, membership‐driven
organizations that convene stakeholders from a variety of sectors—public, private, community—with the
objective of exploring integrated strategies for improving local and regional food systems (Schiff et al., 2022).
Most FPCs operate at local/municipal levels. Depending on the context, food democracy is strongly
interconnected with other concepts such as food justice, rights to food, community food security, and food
sovereignty (Agarwal, 2014b; Candel, 2022; Fladvad, 2018; Rosol, 2020; Rosol & Béal, 2022; Rosol et al.,
2022; Welsh & MacRae, 1998): “In the urban centers of the Global North, the concept of food justice or
food democracy is increasingly being invoked instead of sovereignty” (Rosol & Strüver, 2018, p. 177).

There are currently already more than 45 FPCs in cities or regions in Germany, Austria, Italy, Switzerland,
Luxembourg, and the Netherlands (see Figure 1), collectively organized under the banner of “Food
democracy now!” (Netzwerk der Ernährungsräte, 2024). In Germany, FPCs began to appear in 2016 in cities
like Berlin and Cologne, as grassroots movements pushing for democratic and sustainable urban food politics
and planning (Birnbaum & Lütke, 2023; Rosol, 2015, 2018, 2023). Since 2016, the movement has gained
momentum, and FPCs have been founded in cities and regions across Germany (Renting et al., 2012;
Sieveking, 2019; Sieveking & Schomerus, 2020). In 2023 alone, 28 FPCs were registered officially as
associations or collaboratives (Birnbaum & Lütke, 2023, p. 390), and around 10 were on track towards
professionalization. This shows how much mobilization and transformation in this field is being driven by
civil society in Germany (Netzwerk der Ernährungsräte, 2024).

FPCs in Germany have adopted a broad range of topics to encompass sustainability, health, and economic
factors (Doernberg et al., 2019; Kropp & Stinner, 2018; Rosol, 2015; Stierand, 2014). The present research
focuses on the Berlin Food Policy Council (BFPC), examining this alternative food network (AFN) and its
transformative potential to promote just food democracy. The goal is, first, to articulate those “food

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9538 2

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Figure 1.Map with existing (house symbol) and emerging (tool symbol) FPCs in Germany. Source: Netzwerk
der Ernährungsräte (2024).

inequalities” (Motta, 2021a) that activists are attempting to confront. Which power asymmetries—pertaining
to structural forces, intersectionality, and multiscalarity—does the movement address, and by which
repertoires of collective action? What types of knowledge and social innovations do alternative food
practices and politics generate?

Following a short introduction, the article then moves to contextualize the present research within the
current theoretical debates on food democracy, AFNs, and FPCs in critical (feminist) food studies and urban
food geographies. Section 3 presents the methodological approach and methods. Section 4 presents the
BFPC and traces its emergence and significant achievements from 2016 to 2024. Section 5 brings together
the critical discussion of barriers to practicing food democracy in the BFPC, along with the transformative
potential and limitations of some collective action for participatory, just food politics. The article then offers
a concluding discussion of the findings and evaluates outstanding implications for social mobilization and the
transformation of urban food systems.

2. Urban Food System Transformation and Food Democracy

Food movements demand and cultivate in practice a transformation of the food system; they find
themselves in the midst of ongoing and contested processes of historical change regarding the extraction,
distribution, and consumption of resources in a world with planetary and societal boundaries (Brand et al.,
2021; Escobar, 2015; Geels, 2019; Pollan, 2010). The push for transformation stems from growing
recognition and criticism of the dominant global food system (McMichael, 2005, 2009a, 2011), deemed
unsustainable, unjust, and responsible for hunger, malnutrition, environmental degradation, and social
inequalities (Bernstein, 2016; Campbell, 2009; Carolan, 2012; Friedmann, 2005; Friedmann & McMichael,
1989; McMichael, 2005, 2009a, 2009b; Motta, 2021b).
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Many scholars have flagged the transformative potential of food movements (Fladvad, 2018, 2019;
Holt‐Giménez, 2011; Holt‐Giménez & Shattuck, 2011; Holt‐Giménez &Wang, 2011; Motta, 2021a; Motta &
Martín, 2021), AFNs (DuPuis & Goodman, 2005; D. Goodman et al., 2012), and alternative food initiatives
(Rosol, 2015, 2018, 2023). One argument holds that the transformative practices of such actors do not
merely represent alternatives and structural change symbolically but also link concrete alternatives to the
dominant capitalist and exploitative system of production, trade, and consumption (Kropp & Müller,
2018, p. 188).

2.1. AFNs and Urban Transformation

In this contested process of transformation, AFNs demand and initiate alternatives directly, thereby setting in
train a transformation of the food system:

The so‐called “alternative food networks,” which represent the crystallization points of a new
movement, present themselves as locally embedded, participatory approaches to transformative
economies. In this context, food practices and capabilities, food spaces and economies, as well as
forms of production and consumption, are being redefined and reconfigured. (Kropp & Müller, 2018,
p. 189)

AFN discourse and collective action bridge the urban and the rural; since cities have traditionally been
marginal to agriculture and food politics, this constitutes a novel development. Deindustrialization,
globalization, and the commodification of food historically contributed to the separation of urban
populations and peri‐urban or rural food production sites (Kropp & Müller, 2018): “Agriculture and food
processing in the city and its surroundings have lost their relevance for urban development. Consequently,
food and agriculture have become marginal issues in urban planning” (Doernberg et al., 2019, p. 1). Housing,
infrastructure, and energy are likewise dominant in urban planning, whereas food has been peripheral and
rarely understood as relevant for multiple overlapping aspects of life in a “just city” (Fainstein, 2014).

Cities have never been passive “consumers of food” but always sites of contestation, where cultural meaning
has been imposed on “suppliers” (Kropp &Müller, 2018, p. 188). Urbanites engaged in food initiatives become
political subjects and typically welcome their capacity as citizens to actively shape food politics; they reject
the limited role of a passive consumer: “Cities are emerging as sites of education about agri‐food systems—
and the need to change them—of re‐politicization and protest, and of envisioning and enacting alternatives”
(Rosol, 2023, p. 77). A milestone in the gathering mobilization for alternative urban food politics was the
October 2015 Milan Urban Food Policy Pact. More than 100 cities signed this international protocol aimed
at tackling food‐related issues at the urban level at the Expo Milan (Milan Urban Food Policy Pact, 2015).
In collaboration with other international organizations and coalitions such as FAO (2024) or the C40 (2024)
network, theMilan Urban Food Policy Pact became a touchstone for those cities seeking resilient, sustainable,
and just food systems.

According to Motta (2021a, 2021b), despite the potential for transformation, however, several limitations
persist when it comes to AFNs and alternative food initiatives. Scholars have criticized those practices and
strategies emphasizing market‐oriented solutions, and which are overly focused on individual consumers,
thereby limiting structural change and preserving neoliberal and capitalist social–property relations (Alkon,

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9538 4

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


2014; Allen, 2008; D. Goodman et al., 2012; Harris, 2009; Mares & Alkon, 2011). Another limitation has
been a romanticization of the local (DuPuis & Goodman, 2005; DuPuis et al., 2006; Fonte, 2013; Kilmer,
2012): many “label AFN localism ‘unreflexive’ and ‘defensive’…reproducing neoliberal forms and
subjectivities” (Harris, 2009, p. 60). Consequently, several studies of the spatiality of AFNs adopt a
multi‐scalar framework and a relational perspective (de Carvalho et al., 2022; M. K. Goodman, 2016; Jarosz,
2000; Sarmiento, 2017; Winter, 2005) combining spatial categories (local, regional, national, global),
communication spheres (digital, analog), urban–rural characteristics, and other categories of spatiality and
the social: street, neighborhood, kitchen, and the like. In the German AFN debate, questions of
re‐localization, urban‐rural bridges, and the potential for scaling up regional initiatives are now quite
prominent (Bechmann, 2021; Roep & Wiskerke, 2012; Rosol, 2020; Vicente‐Vicente et al., 2023; Zentgraf &
Motta, 2024). Third, critical approaches call attention to the racial, class, and gender blindness of AFNs
(Allen, 2010; Allen & Sachs, 2007, 2012; Guthman, 2008, 2011) and demand the incorporation of food
justice more effectively in their agendas for a socio‐ecological transformation. Research about AFNs in
Germany has now sought to overcome such limitations, but when compared to research on North America
(DuPuis et al., 2006; Guthman, 2008; Slocum, 2007) and South America (Conway & Paulos, 2020; Hoinle,
2020; Teixeira & Motta, 2022), it is still rudimentary.

2.2. FPCs and Their Transformative Potential and Limitations

FPCs are often described as AFNs (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015; Harper et al., 2009; Holt‐Giménez & Shattuck,
2011), and, more recently, as alternative food initiatives (Rosol, 2018; Rosol & Strüver, 2018) or alternative
food organizations (Schiller‐Merkens & Machin, 2023), given their range of organizational structure. In the
US, Canada, and Brazil—the first countries with FPCs—both structures and agendas differ significantly
(Schiff et al., 2022): “The food councils of the first hour often emerged from informal coalitions in the areas
of hunger reduction, sustainable agriculture, and community development” (Sieveking & Schomerus, 2020,
p. 681). Research showed that FPCs adapt their strategies and actions to their local contexts and food
systems (Gupta et al., 2018; Harper et al., 2009; Schiff, 2007). Consequently, the experiences with national,
state, and local governance are quite diverse (Barbosa & Coca, 2022; Bassarab et al., 2019; Grisa, 2021;
Grisa & Zimmermann, 2015; Recine, 2023; Scherb et al., 2012). In the 1990s and 2000s, the idea of food
democracy and diverse actions of urban food policies through collaboration and strategic exchange among
different stakeholders spread worldwide. FPC has become a general term for numerous initiatives united in
their aim of improving food politics and practices through public policy (Schiff, 2007):

In general, they promote the idea that food system transformation cannot occur without support
from institutional politics, which is why they try to achieve “hard law” regulatory changes in the form
of sustainable food policies….With their multi‐political approach to sustainability transformation—
combining prefigurative, institutional and occasional involvement in contentious politics—FPCs can
play a crucial role in the fundamental transformation of the food system. (Schiller‐Merkens & Machin,
2023, p. 315)

Studies on FPCs may be categorized by lines of debate. Some see FPCs as an attempt to practice food
democracy (Allen, 2010; Harper et al., 2009; Hassanein, 2003), others as initiatives in prefigurative politics
(Schiller‐Merkens & Machin, 2023) and food‐related empowerment (Bornemann &Weiland, 2019; Sieveking,
2019); still others see FPCs as transformative actors for food justice (Cadieux & Slocum, 2015; Carlson &
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Chappell, 2015). As with the aforementioned critique of the transformative potential of AFNs, some scholars
problematize FPCs as too focused on a single issue (Harper et al., 2009; Rosol, 2023), lacking in diversity
(Allen, 2010; D. Goodman et al., 2012), and restricted by location (DuPuis & Goodman, 2005). The present
study follows Slocum (2007) and the feminist and decolonial food scholarship by adopting an intersectional
analysis of the “progressive potential in the white spaces of alternative food (markets, conferences, ‘the local’
discourse) and in the interaction of bodies that constitute those spaces” (p. 9). Because most of those
engaged in German FPCs are white, the movement exemplifies a “spatiality of whiteness in community food”
(Slocum, 2007, p. 7) with its attendant exclusions and inequalities. Nevertheless, one may also see the
“progressive potential and the fuzziness of race, visible in alternative food practices” as “a site of possibility”
(Slocum, 2007, p. 7).

The number of studies on FPCs in Germany continues to grow. In 2023, Birnbaum and Lütke (2023)
presented a first overview of the emerging FPCs in their work on food and governmentality in the green city.
Sieveking and Schomerus (2020) have explored FPCs as instruments of food transition in Germany and
Doernberg et al. (2019) have analyzed FPCs as key players in the food policies of Germany’s urban regions.
Furthermore, several recent case studies have examined specific FPCs. These cover food democracy in
Oldenburg (Sieveking, 2019); transformative economies in Berlin and Cologne (Rosol, 2015, 2018, 2023;
Rosol & Strüver, 2018); food system sustainability in the Upper‐Rhine Region (Michel et al., 2022); FPC
history in Cologne (Thurn, 2020); and the general potential of urban community initiatives in Germany for
addressing social and environmental justice (Rosol, 2023).

2.3. Food Democracy: From Participation to Co‐Determination

Food movements have developed concepts like food democracy, food sovereignty, and food justice (Fladvad,
2018; Holt‐Giménez & Shattuck, 2011; Motta & Martín, 2021; Rombach & Bitsch, 2015) that retain a local
specificity even as they traverse international networks. Food‐related discourses aid in the comprehension
of local struggles by illuminating their transformative potential, the scales at which they can operate, and
their ability to cross spatial and social boundaries (Motta, 2021a). Food democracy as a concept itself invokes
increased participation, equity, and fairness across the food system. First introduced by Lang (1998, 2007),
who posed the question of food policy in the 21st century, it can be “both radical and reasonable” (Lang, 1999):

In social terms, food democracy is a set of demands from below. Food democracy, as a force in food
policy, is significant because for two centuries, since industrialization and the modern globalization
experiment unfolded, there has been counterpressure to provide the means to eat adequately,
affordably, safely, humanely, and in ways one considers civil and culturally appropriated. (Lang, 1999,
p. 218)

Many scholars took the concept further, emphasizing the responsibilities of the citizenry to engage actively in
shaping food policies (Berglund et al., 2021;Hassanein, 2008). Food democracy is strongly linked to knowledge
exchange and the co‐production of food (Hassanein, 2008; Kropp, 2018). Its transformative power derives
from its direct challenge to capital; it is a “constructive method for political practice because participation is
a key feature of democracy” (Hassanein, 2003, p. 78). In opposing the commodification of food, it transforms
passive consumers into active, informed citizens (Welsh & MacRae, 1998):
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At the core of food democracy is the idea that people can and should be actively participating in shaping
the food system….In other words, food democracy is about citizens having the power to determine
agro‐food policies and practices locally, regionally, nationally, and globally. (Hassanein, 2003, p. 78)

This approach is central to FPCs. FPCs promise to unite diverse groups and individuals, including farmers,
consumers, activists, and policymakers, under a common vision of an ecologically sound, just, and
democratic food system. Compared to other AFNs, their focus is on transformation through political
participation and the prefiguration of “alternative practices and values around food that are not yet realized
at a broader scale” (Schiller‐Merkens & Machin, 2023, p. 315). The two ideas of participation and
co‐determination of food politics (influencing policies and consequent practices) are at the core of academic
literature on food democracy. A combination of Hassanein’s approach with more recent work on
sustainability (Bornemann, 2022; Bornemann & Weiland, 2019), scale and justice (Davies et al., 2019;
Pungas, 2023; Sieveking, 2019), and critical analysis of FPCs as AFNs is the analytical basis of this study.

3. Methodology

This study’s methodological approach follows critical discourse analysis (CDA) as defined by Van Dijk
(2015, p. 466):

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is discourse analytical research that primarily studies the way
social‐power abuse and inequality are enacted, reproduced, legitimated, and resisted by text and talk
in the social and political context. With such dissident research, critical discourse analysts take an
explicit position and thus want to understand, expose, and ultimately challenge social inequality.
This is also why CDA may be characterized as a social movement of politically committed
discourse analysts.

CDA enables both the identification of “enacted” food inequalities and an understanding of their reproduction
and legitimation. It also situates activist resistance to inequality in its social and political context: “Relations
of power and dominance (cf. Foucault, Bourdieu, and Gramsci), however, can be discursively resisted as well
as counter‐resisted in a dynamic of struggle over securing and challenging the interest in stake” (Lazar, 2005,
p. 10). Such an approach identifies limitations as well as potentials of the FPC as a platform for ecological,
democratic, and just transformations. Importantly, there is not one CDA method; CDA is strengthened by the
broad range of approaches it incorporates. Key is the examination of discourse as dialectically related to social
processes, and its role inmaintaining and reproducing social and institutional structures and power imbalances.
CDA also exposes these inequalities and therefore challenges their hegemony so as to foster social change
(Fairclough, 2013).

3.1. Methods and Data Collection

Three types of data were combined in their collection: (a) ethnographic field notes; (b) documents and social
media posts; and (c) semi‐structured interviews. First, many participant observations were undertaken
during events, general assemblies, project meetings, and protest actions in which the FPC took part. This
engaged (Frampton et al., 2006; Rasch & Van Drunen, 2017) and multi‐sited (Marcus, 1995, 1999)
ethnographic fieldwork took place over a period of four years and aided in tracing the internal structures and
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discourses of FPC activists. Further, the multi‐sited ethnographic work facilitated an understanding of the
multiscalarity of the BFPC; it is important to recognize that this study is localized, with specific spatial
characteristics. The goal is not to generalize, but rather to focus on understanding the unique aspects of this
case in an examination of how they may complement other studies of AFNs and FPCs. Observations and
experiences from the ethnographical work were documented in 10 handwritten field diaries, several digital
and hand‐drawn mind maps, and various sketches—a useful source, lending support to findings from the
remaining two data collection methods.

Second, press releases, position papers, and other published materials, including two books, were collected,
as were one food strategy catalog and one intercultural recipe book published online by the BFPC between
2018 and 2024; social media posts on Instagram from the years 2021 to 2023 were also included.

Third, a total of 15 semi‐structured interviews with activists from the BFPC were conducted. All speakers
and hired staff were interviewed, along with those most active in its various working groups and projects.
The goal was to not only record the core group perspective but also those of the most engaged activists
during the period of fieldwork. A longer‐term view was provided by one activist from the foundation period.
Interviews were transcribed with the programs Trint and NoScribe.

3.2. Data Organization and Coding

Following data collection, an inductive coding of the material was conducted in two stages based on
Saldana’s Coding Manual (Saldana, 2015). Thematic and explorative coding was applied to identify patterns
and themes related to the research question. It was however open enough to allow for the discovery of new
and unexpected tendencies. Upon the completion of a first set of descriptive thematic codes, clustering was
used to distinguish broader patterns as called for by qualitative content analysis methodology (Mayring
& Fenzl, 2019). In the second stage, these thematic clusters were once again coded to achieve a set
of analytical codes—and to consolidate empirical observations, the analytical framework, and the
methodological approach of CDA. This final step aimed to identify common themes and practices in the
written and verbal discourse of food activists, and to spotlight those hierarchies and inequalities “enacted,
reproduced, legitimated, and resisted” (Van Dijk, 2015, p. 466) as well as perceptions and debates on food
democracy and justice within the BFPC.

4. The BFPC

The Ernährungsrat Berlin—the German name of the BFPC—was founded on April 22, 2016, at the Center for
Art and Urbanistics in Berlin (ZK/U) by citizens of Berlin and Brandenburg. Figure 2 depicts a turning point
for urban food politics and strategic urban planning in the German capital around 2015, when Berlin, with
other cities, signed the Milan Pact. It was hardly a coincidence that a year on, the BFPC emerged from a
local working group created in 2014 (Interview_21, 2024). An open movement lacking formal membership, it
welcomes all who seek to change food and agriculture politics in the Berlin region. Yet some structure was
found to be necessary; a group of spokespersons developed a non‐profit association in accordance with a
resolution passed by the general assembly in 2018 to apply for and manage funds. The Ernährungsrat Berlin
e.V. has been registered as anNGO since June 2018 andmaintains an office in the Berlin Global Village, located
in the neighborhood of Neukölln (BFPC, 2018).
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Figure 2. Different milestones of the BFPC in food politics on the local and federal levels.

The BFPC lays out its goals for food system transformation on its website as follows:

The Berlin Food Policy Council is the platform for all local and regional actors who are active in this
transformation. From this platform the participating consumers, farming producers, urban gardeners,
food rescuers, representatives of the local gastronomy and food economics, scientists,
representatives of associations, clubs, and educational institutions and others develop their common
goals and strategies and turn them into political activities and actions. (BFPC, 2023)

In its first year, the BFPC produced a catalog comprised of nine demands for a Berlin Food Strategy, conveyed
to the city administration in 2017 (Figure 3a).Many of its strategic aims focused on sustainability and transition
toward a regional and ecologically sound food system, such as community gardens. Othersweremore oriented
toward social themes, such as public canteens and the active political participation of Berlin citizenry through a
so‐called food campus. Lastly, the BFPC also sought to hold politicians and officials accountable by demanding
improved coordination among the senate, the district administration, and citizens.

In 2018, the city government—a coalition of the Social Democrats, The Left, and the Greens—proposed a
participatory strategy, undertaken with stakeholders in politics, business, and across civil society (including
the BFPC). It initially yielded the Berlin Action Plan of 2019, which included eight fields of action for the urban
food system in Berlin. The Action Plan marked the BFPC’s first significant achievement, as most of its claims
were incorporated: fostering public canteens, revaluing regional food chains, creating diverse neighborhood
food consumption structures, reducing food waste and packaging, greater transparency for consumers, more
food education programs, and improved collaboration with the municipal administration. In 2020, the BFPC
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a b c

Figure 3. Different forms of knowledge production undertaken by the BFPC: (a) a catalog of demands for the
Berlin Food Strategy sent to local governments in 2017; (b) the Action Conference for the Berlin Action Plan,
initiated in 2018; and (c) the book Berlin Eats Different, publicizing ideas and already existing transformative
practices and projects underway in Berlin and Brandenburg.

organized an Action Conference with several “idea kitchens” whose purpose was the implementation of the
Action Plan (Figure 3b). In synthesizing the knowledge and experience of more than 300 people, it became
an incubator for important ideas and urban food planning (BFPC, 2020). One of the indirect outcomes was
the publication of the book Berlin Eats Different (Figure 3c), which for the first time combined expert insight
and analysis of the problems with Berlin’s prevailing food system. It also contains an “inventory” of various
extant Berlin‐based initiatives, projects, and strategies (BFPC, 2021). The book was published before the city
election in 2021 and handed to politicians from different parties to emphasize the need for continuous work
on urban food politics and cross‐sectoral implementation of the Action Plan.

In 2021, due to the Covid‐19 pandemic, the war in Ukraine, increasing consequences of climate change for
food production, and the rising cost of food, food insecurity became more prominent in German public
discourse. Increasing media attention was trained on those in marginalized and precarious situations who
were affected by multiple crises (health, security, climate, and economy). Food insecurity—hitherto
associated with the unemployed, underemployed, and those receiving social aid—became part of political
debate on social participation, health, and local resilience (Birner et al., 2023). In 2022, a scarcity of healthy
food continued to plague a growing share of the population. Due to higher prices, many families found
themselves unable to afford good food and opted for cheap and high‐calorie alternatives. The homeless lost
access to soup kitchens and other social initiatives due to social distancing and closed facilities, and the
elderly were abandoned—left isolated in their rooms or retirement homes, with no ability to share a meal
with others. Under such conditions, the social component of food was necessarily emphasized in the
concept of food poverty (Biesalski, 2021; Monetti, 2024). There are two registers of food poverty: the
material deprivation of nutrients and a healthy diet, and the lack of social and cultural participation through
food (Pfeiffer, 2014). The BFPC played an active role in setting this new agenda and made it visible in
agri‐food politics in Berlin and Germany‐wide. In 2023, the BFPC joined the EU project FoodCLIC with the
goal of monitoring food poverty and environment—“the physical, economical, political, and sociocultural
context in which each consumer engages with the food system“ (Franco et al., 2016, p. 22)—in the
neighborhoods of Rollberg (Neukölln) and Falkenhagener Weg (Spandau), so as to measure food poverty in
urban spheres (BFPC, 2022). The aim was to engage those experiencing food poverty—not to speak about
them but with them, to understand their struggles, and to develop alternative food strategies collaboratively,

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9538 10

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


instead of reproducing stereotypes and prejudices: “When one talks about poor people and nutrition,
unfortunately, it’s that they can’t do something, or that they are buying the wrong food, or that you have to
teach them something” (Interview_3, 2023).

In 2024, the BFPC participated in the Global Forum for Food and Agriculture, in the Conference Policies
Against Hunger, and as advisor to the citizens’ council Nutrition in Transition initiated by the German
government, which aimed to expand citizen participation in the Food Strategy nationally. Through these
national and international engagements, the BFPC sought to prioritize food injustice and poverty within
German politics, and to monitor policy development in the citizens’ council. At two international events, the
BFPC introduced a speaker from the Poverty Network Germany to report on the daily experience of food
poverty. Yet such reports did not remain merely personal; they rather emphasized structural problems and
held the state responsible for combating hunger in Germany. This approach symbolizes a shift in the
dominant discourse in agri‐food politics in Germany: Hunger had usually been associated with development
aid in the so‐called Global South and peripheries. Despite the recognition by the Minister for Food and
Agriculture and the incorporation into the National Food Strategy in 2024, little has been achieved
concretely until now (Rücker, 2024). The growing recognition of “hidden hunger” (Biesalski, 2020) and food
insecurity in Germany under the concept of “food poverty” (Pfeiffer, 2014) can be seen as another indication
that the BFPC is among the most capable advocates in its field. In the words of one of the activists: “We are
currently experiencing a shift. Ten years ago, the question of the social impact of the agri‐food system hardly
played a role. New questions are coming into focus…the urgency of a societal food transformation”
(Interview_3, 2023).

5. Transformative Potential and Challenges of the BFPC

Figure 4 shows the dominant aspects of food inequalities (Motta, 2021a) addressed by the BFPC activist
discourse and collective action. The frequency of the mention of each type of inequality is illustrated by
its corresponding typeface size and the surrounding bubble. Dots arranged in circular lines connect these
categories and highlight the linkages between structural forces. The dots size and color are kept irregular to
signify that interconnections are not always associated in analyzed data; they show that new dimensions of
inequalities may arise. A spiral structure of the dotted lines illustrates the fact that the coded inequalities are
changing in a constantly moving field, and that the present analysis therefore only constitutes a snapshot.

Unsurprisingly, since the emergence of the platform, political, economic, and environmental inequalities
have been most frequently addressed. As one activist from the BFPC stated: “Basically, food democracy is
about participation in the food system and opportunities for co‐determination in food politics that do not
currently exist in this form” (Interview_4, 2022). Activists clearly see that the road to transformation is
political. Regarding economic transformation, there is no dominant anti‐capitalist discourse in the analyzed
material, as distinct from the literature on food democracy (Hassanein, 2003). Two notable points should be
highlighted: First, epistemological inequalities are frequently mentioned along with the importance of
knowledge co‐production, as many of the BFPC’s collaborations and projects include educational
components. Second, the growing awareness of the city’s cultural and social food inequalities can be found
in recent documents and interviews and will be illustrated in what follows.
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Figure 4.Dimensions of food inequalities coded in the data. Source: Author’s own elaboration based onMotta
(2021a).

5.1. Dimensions of Inequalities: Knowledge Co‐Production and Cultural Differences

Knowledge production is often mentioned as one main component of the BFPC’s actions and strategies (it is
also described as a central characteristic of food democracy by Hassanein, 2008). Yet a lack of knowledge
regarding those with migration backgrounds or those from the working class as related to the transformation
of the food system seriously limits the participatory and just transformation approach: “What about all these
topics regarding food in which everyone is an expert? Where it’s not about educating, but the other way
around, understanding ourselves all as teachers of food practices” (Interview_3, 2023). Despite the growing
recognition of diverse food knowledge and practices, there is still a lack of representation of this diversity in
Berlin’s alternative food scene and in the FPC itself.

In response to such homogeneity, the BFPC has attempted to collaborate with initiatives rooted in
communities such as Yesil Chember, Über den Tellerrand, and KATE. Many of these initiatives know of one
another, but strategic collaboration remains rare. A kind of segregation prevails among heterogeneous
groups engaged in different neighborhoods and communities. Nevertheless, with the Food Strategy in Berlin,
there is now a growing awareness of unrealized potential. Such initiatives attempt to connect with one
another more actively to exchange knowledge and practices; the intercultural food festival is one such
venue for this process. Politics reacts to its lacunae by incorporating diverse perspectives drawn from the
Berlin citizenry in a novel format termed the Interkulturelles Netzwerktreffen (intercultural network
meeting), begun in 2023 (Figure 5b). Observers are prepared to study any future concrete actions and policy
outcomes produced by these network meetings.
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Figure 5. Intercultural food initiatives, incorporating knowledge and practices from different Berlin food
cultures (reproduction from Instagram): (a) intercultural food festival; (b) intercultural network meeting of
Berlin Food Strategy; and (c) meeting organized by the BFPC engaging with Arabic communities.

Significant challenges persist, most notably regarding engagement with non‐German speakers. Until recently,
communication, events, and actions had been conducted largely in written German: “I was there, many people
speak German. I participated for two, three weeks and then I felt a bit alone…can we perhaps offer things in a
different language?” (Interview_8, 2022). Beyond language, culture also influences how FPC activists interact
with those with migration or refugee backgrounds. Many interviewees referred to different food cultures
and habits in their respective communities and the difficulty faced when connecting with the Food Strategy
or German activist discourse. Some felt judged and harbored negative associations with sustainability and
food discourses: “Such a food education discourse may also attack and devalue” (Interview_3, 2023). Such
responses indicate that much more translation work is needed; not only in terms of multi‐lingual information,
events, and documents, but through broader efforts to translate concepts between cultures when it comes to
climate, vegetarianism, and recycling.

The recent debate over halal meat in school canteens illustrates well some of the intercultural tensions
confronting FPCs. Some German food activists prioritize animal welfare and oppose halal methods for
slaughtering livestock. Many within the Turkish and Arabic communities do not eat pork on religious grounds
and prefer serving halal meat to their children. A compromise is to be found in vegetarianism: “I think that’s
particularly important in the migrant community, including this topic of halal….People wanted chicken, but
only halal, I said no. That clashed. We did argue, but in the end [we said]: let’s agree on vegetarian”
(Interview_4, 2022). A vegetarian diet in such a case represents a bridge between cultural positions
regarding meat consumption and the environment.

5.2. Intersections of Inequalities: Class Awareness, Critical Whiteness, and Diversity

As the above examples indicate, intersectional food inequalities (Motta, 2021a) are addressed through BFPC
activist discourse and action. Figure 6 maps the frequency of each mentioned inequality, as represented by
the scale of the typeface and the size of the surrounding bubble. Circular dotted lines connecting various
categories signify interconnections. The straight lines in the center show the densest intersections found in
the analyzed data; dots and bubbles lacking categories indicate that theremay be blind spots, as not all activists
from the BFPC were interviewed, such as members of the youth BFPC. Furthermore, just as in Figure 4, the
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Figure 6. Intersections of food inequalities as coded in the data. Source: Author’s own elaboration based on
Motta (2021a).

dotted lines emphasize that the coded inequalities change in this constantly moving field and that the present
analysis can therefore only represent a snapshot.

Injustices related to class differences are clearly the most frequently mentioned in the data (Figure 6). Several
other aspects such as the dominant discourse on inequalities related to migration history and nationality, as
well as the growing awareness of critical whiteness, call attention to andmatch developments when observing
the participation, projects, and agenda‐setting of the BFPC since 2020: “Those in the active core are actually
all academics, white, female, from the eco‐left. It’s not diverse. But there are serious attempts to change that”
(Interview_2, 2023).

The composition of the BFPC has recently changed, yielding a more heterogeneous group and agenda. Two
people with migration and refugee backgrounds were elected as spokespersons. They started to reorient the
BFPC’s work, bringing social and cultural aspects of food democracy and justice to the fore through the
project Everyone at the Table, which addressed a scarcity of healthy food in communities of migrants and
refugees. Most significant was the lack of proper ingredients such as raw milk needed to produce traditional
cheeses. The project produced a recipe book of healthy, intercultural dishes featuring regional foods,
developed at cooking events for migrant communities; national cuisines and customs were given special
prominence. The project exemplifies a co‐production of alternative food practices and the great potential of
food democracy.
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Figure 6 attempts to indicate the axes of intersectional inequalities that remain invisible or deprioritized in
the contemporary vision of a just food democracy. Many activists underscore the importance or
interconnectedness of democracy and justice. When asked about gender inequalities, for example, FPC
activists concede that most activists are women and deduce that therefore feminist standpoints should be
automatically present. Some understand gender inequality to be a problem mainly for other world regions:

[Gender inequality] hasn’t been an issue so far. It wasn’t a set topic, but I’m aware of it. Yes, of course,
I am aware that women mainly feed families, especially in countries of the Global South. Not so much
here, but there….And that here [in Germany] in the restaurants…that’s almost all male chefs. Very few
women. (Interview_3, 2023)

Regarding gender inequalities in food labor, the activist describes the disparities between predominantly male
chefs in restaurants and women’s responsibility in feeding the family—home cooking remains invisible care
work done mostly by women. There is clearly an understanding of gender as an intersectional category of
difference. Yet a more strategic approach toward gender inequality remains a blind spot in the BFPC’s just
food democracy activism. This is quite surprising, since gender equality is often addressed in the literature
as a major problem in food system transformation and food justice (Agarwal, 2014a; Desmarais, 2003; Lewis,
2015; Motta, 2021b; Patel, 2012).

In the following two sections, two collective actions will be recounted. Both emerged as a response to the
critique of homogeneity and lack of participation of a diverse citizenship in the BFPC. In 2023, the Working
Group on Diversity and Participation initiated a new action called Food Justice Get‐Togethers, intended to
confront certain problemswith the prevailing strategies of rectifying food injustices. The second actionwas the
Mobile FoodCampus on Tour, which aimed to broaden the participation of citizens from different communities
in Berlin. These actions are attempts to democratize food practices and to foster co‐determination of food
politics by incorporating a wider range of political subjects. They also, however, indicate the limitations of
scaling up highly localized alternative practices toward prefigurative political strategies and food policies.

5.2.1. Food Justice Get‐Togethers

The idea for the collective action consisted of a quarterly gathering to discuss different problems and ideas
for how to tackle food injustices in Berlin. Invitations and communication were circulated in English in order
to include non‐German speakers and to reach interested people in different communities. Those attending
the first two meetings included: a chef from a Syrian school canteen, a Polish leader of a community garden,
a Syrian farmer, an Afghan pastry chef, an Afghan sociology student, an American food justice activist, a
Brazilian food scientist, and several German food activists and scientists—all of whom shared the difficulties
they faced, their achievements and demands for transforming their neighborhood food systems, and those of
their communities and families. Many articulated the barriers to further participation in local food politics and
identified difficulty with the German language as central. After initial introductions and the formulation of an
agenda and aims, the group then tried to reach those from the Arabic and Turkish communities located in the
neighborhood of the BFPC headquarters. Here, the intent was to initiate the first actions embedded in the
immediate surroundings in order to collaborate with local residents. Some materials were therefore translated
not only into English and German but also into Arabic and Turkish (see Figure 7). The meeting topics of the
seven Food Justice Get‐Togethers were the following:
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• Brainstorming on food justice in Berlin;
• International perspective on food justice—experiences from Syria and Afghanistan;
• Assessing food poverty and food environments in Berlin and its different neighborhoods;
• Diverse food cultures in Berlin and Brandenburg, e.g. Syrian cheese producers;
• Inclusive food transition and the right to food in Berlin;
• Inclusive food transition and food poverty in Neukölln and Spandau;
• Equal opportunities start with food in Moabit.

The meeting topics reflect the plurality of food justice issues in relation to other critical concepts and
demands coined by food movements: food poverty, food environments, food cultures, and the right to food.
Notably, the concept of food sovereignty or community food security as a prominent banner of radical food
movements and AFNs is not represented. Themes derive directly from the participants’ sharing and
co‐producing knowledge based on the diverse experiences of Berlin life. A Syrian cheesemaker in
Brandenburg recounted the challenges of producing traditional Syrian products for communities in Berlin.
Neighborhood and local food politics were the main spheres of transformation, but the family and the
community were also often mentioned during the gatherings, showcasing the intersection of multiscalarity
(local, regional, neighborhood) and cultural‐identitarian spheres (community, family). This action is an
important first step toward expanding citizen participation in food politics. However, it remains to be seen
how concrete proposals or changes in urban food policies in Berlin will emerge from this practice.

Figure 7. Invitation to a quarterly Food Justice Get‐Together (reproduction from the Instagram of the BFPC).

5.2.2. Mobile Food Campus on Tour

The idea of a food campus—a physical site of exchange, a hub of thought, production, and exploration of the
future and transformation of Berlin’s food system—had already been contemplated as early as 2018. Originally
planned to be located at Berlin’s old central airport, which is now the park Tempelhofer Feld, the proposal
encountered many obstacles before it could be realized. Then, in 2023, with funding from the Berlin Senate
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as part of theBerlin Food Strategy, a group founded theMobile FoodCampus on Tour, organized around a basic
setup: a bike trailer with a kitchen, foldable table, and material for cooking and eating, to be used as a venue
for developing plans for transforming the citywide food infrastructure (see Figure 8). Down to the present,
the Mobile Food Campus has been used in different neighborhood festivals and events to connect people
in the city, generate networks, and map specific needs and demands. The food campus fosters knowledge
co‐production and exchange regarding alternative food practices from the kitchen to the city government,
from the fields to the markets, in both city and countryside.

Figure 8. Mobile Food Campus on Tour at various Berlin neighborhood festivals (reproduction from the
Instagram of the BFPC).

One aim of theMobile FoodCampus is to learn about social innovations that are already laying the groundwork
for alternatives to the dominant system:

Knowledge also creates justice. Knowledge is such a power and somehow also a way of sharing and of
opportunities for action, which can also be political engagement. We’re talking a lot about that at the
moment: where do we want to take our tours [with the Mobile Food Campus]. (Interview_5, 2023)

Such action is not limited to the neighborhood scale; theMobile Food Campus holds sustainable and just food
events focusing on production, consumption, urban–rural connections, regional systems, and knowledge and
innovation in various national settings. Knowledge exchange and co‐production with citizens of this type is
part of the process of creating a revised BFPC catalog, a list of policy demands that will include claims and
best practices from participatory interactions with people across Berlin’s neighborhoods, to be sent to the
Berlin Senate. It remains to be seen how politicians will adapt or expand the current Food Strategy in Berlin.

5.3. Multiscalarity: Places of Collective Action and Reflexive Localism

The multiple scales of food system transformation and consequent challenges are yet another frame for
activist discourse. Scale imposes itself at the practical level of everyday life in Berlin, where long distances
and variations in districts can pose a challenge, and where the entanglements of the local and the global are
also felt. A “reflexive localism” (D. Goodman et al., 2012) criticizes the binary of the global and the local.
It harnesses the power of global food regimes and confronts capitalist, colonial power while “consciously
struggling against inequality in local arenas” (DuPuis et al., 2006, p. 241).
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The Food Justice Get‐Togethers and the Mobile Food Campus are present in these local arenas. Figure 9
shows the points in the city where the BFPC has been active thus far in tandem with these two collective
actions. Activity is still concentrated in the city center, but it is slowly expanding outward. BFPC activity
also includes cultivating urban–rural connections between Berlin and Brandenburg through its projects of
reinforcing regional value chains with community‐supported agriculture models. These intend to resist the
highly concentrated food retail structures in Germany and their dependency on global, capitalist agri‐food
exploitation. It is in this manner that the BFPC practices reflexive localism and organizes its collective actions
to catalyze resistance and structural transformation.

Figure 9. Places of action with Food Justice Get‐Togethers (yellow symbol) and Mobile Food Campus (rose
symbol).

6. Discussion and Conclusion

The BFPC’s various collective actions indicate a potential for promoting the democratic transformation of
the Berlin food system through the active participation in and co‐determination of food politics.
The incorporation of the BFPC’s positions into the Berlin Action Plan represented one key step in
overcoming political inequalities in the city’s urban planning. Current developments of a second version will
involve a more intersectional and multiscalar approach to food justice as derived from the Food Justice
Get‐Togethers and the Mobile Food Campus. It remains an open question whether the Berlin government
will adopt these latest extended demands.

Activists stress the need for knowledge co‐production as an important element in the practice of food
democracy, and they are therefore sensitive to critical points of exclusions in the predominantly white,
middle‐class, academic alternative food scene. However, other difficulties persist in strategies for
overcoming structural inequalities. The focus on food education, common to many projects, may hinder
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political transformation: “Too many people think that they can save the sector with education policy
measures. And then these education policy areas see themselves as completely removed from politics. They
don’t want politics to take place in their area” (Interview_1, 2023). Despite the recognition of different types
of knowledge and a willingness to collaborate and innovate—as in, for instance, proposals for a new logistics
of local food consumption (or Lebensmittelpunkte)—the project sometimes risks allowing quotidian matters to
eclipse the more fundamental objective of structural transformation.

Another challenge involves intersectional inequality and exclusion.When comparing the period of the founding
of the BFPC to its condition eight years on, several activists and documents chart a deterioration; they refer to
larger numbers and greater diversity of engaged citizens in the founding phase of the BFPC. The development
of the catalog of demands (BFPC, 2017) punctuates this trend, according to one interviewee: “At that time it
was also about writing this policy paper, establishing the cornerstones, so to speak. And the plenums were also
much fuller, there were 160 people. We don’t experience anything like that now” (Interview_11, 2024). This
change in BFPC participation is strongly linked to certain political moments and projects and raises questions
about the internal social reproduction and legitimacy of the BFPC as they pertain to fundamental ideas of
democratic participation, co‐determination, and representation.

In almost all conversations, BFPC activists brought up a lack of time and related conflicts between paid labor
and unpaid activism: “I would say that themain problemwe are seeing right now, or that I see, is: Howmuch can
you do on a voluntary basis?” (Interview_2, 2022). These barriers were more severe for those struggling with
serious socio‐economic constraints, especially when they were obliged to deal with intersecting inequalities
simultaneously. One of the most profound challenges in this context is cultural differences and language,
or, more broadly, the ability to communicate the ideas of ecological, democratic, and just food. Many such
alternative concepts were developed by and according to the worldview of German academics, and that can
occlude other perspectives.

Finally, agenda‐setting may not always match the real priorities of Berlin’s population. A more recent focus on
food poverty is promising and is indicative of a counterbalance to the following critique:

Urban food initiatives tend to focus on topics of sustainability and environmental protection….As a
result, there is often a narrow focus on sustainability in expense for questions of justice and
equity….The limited discussion in the burgeoning German urban food initiative scene of food poverty
and food‐related unequal participation in social life is still concerning. (Rosol, 2023, p. 78)

A combination of challenges facing the BFPC threatens to limit its efforts. These are: a shortage of long‐term
members, a scarcity of time, difficulties facing unpaid labor and its funding, and a lack of strategic and
democratic agenda‐setting necessary for transcending social, cultural, and epistemological divisions. Such
obstacles are exacerbated by the difficulties arising when struggling for political influence at the municipal
level, as local governments fail to recognize that “food is political” (Interview_1, 2023), and that food politics
requires cross‐sectoral action. Consequently, local political realities seriously limit the transformative
potential of the BFPC. But BFPC activists are well aware of these challenges and are working to reorient
their actions so as to unite diverse citizens in the development of a just and democratic strategy responsive
to different groups and political subjects, their needs, and what they envision for Berlin’s food system.
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This study has shown that the BFPC answers the critique of class and racial blindness (Slocum, 2007) and
aims to overcome a certain “unbearable whiteness” (Guthman, 2011) of alternative food initiatives. Enormous
barriers in overcoming structural and intersectional food inequalities still persist (Alkon, 2014; Cadieux &
Slocum, 2015; Motta, 2021b), but some practical success has been registered, for example in the publication
of multilingual materials, an internal awareness process, targeted project work on diversity and participation,
agenda‐setting for food justice and food poverty, and the multiscale approach to the city and its diversity of
communities in rural, urban, and regional surroundings. Hopefully, such strategies will be adopted by other
FPCs, AFNs, and food movements in Germany and beyond.
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1. Introduction

Urban agriculture (UA) plays a crucial role in food production, environmental sustainability, and community
well‐being in urban spaces (Wadumestrige Dona et al., 2021). The interactions among stakeholders involved
in UA, including citizens, policymakers, and experts, have contributed to the emergence of novel governance
patterns (Feinberg et al., 2021).

This article examines the governance of UA by tracing the evolution of its regulatory framework in Rome, Italy,
from the original Resolution n.38, 2015 (City of Rome, 2015) through its most recent transformation in the
Deliberazione dell’Assemblea Capitolina n.117 of 25th October 2024 (City of Rome, 2024a).

Resolution n.38 of 2015 gained recognition as a ”best practice” by European Union (EU)‐funded projects
(URBACT, n.d.‐a). Subsequently, through a comprehensive revision process that engaged multiple
stakeholders, a new regulation draft was collectively developed. This revision integrated the UA regulation
within a broader legislative framework: The Regolamento per l’amministrazione condivisa dei beni comuni di
Roma Capitale (Deliberazione dell’Assemblea Capitolina n. 102/23)—the Regulation for the Shared
Administration of Common Goods of Rome (Capitol Assembly Deliberation n.102/23).

This revision culminated with the unanimous approval of a new regulation by the Capitol Assembly of Rome
on October 25th, 2024 (City of Rome, 2024a), effectively linking the UA regulation to the Regulation for the
Shared Administration of Common Goods. This represents a significant redefinition of the conceptualization
of UA in Rome as urban commons, reflecting a shift in governance patterns.

This article explores the implications of this shift by situating UA within the broader urban commons
governance scholarship, an emerging field of study. The study seeks to address the following research
question:

• What are the implications of repositioning UA within commons‐oriented legislative framework for its
governance structures?

• How does this shift impact stakeholder relationships, particularly between citizens and local authorities?
• How does this case study deepen our understanding of collaborative governance in urban commons?

Answering these questions will shed light on the complexities and opportunities of governing UA as commons,
contributing to broader debates on participatory urban governance, UA management, and social‐ecological
transitions toward more sustainable urban food systems.

The article is structured as follows. The first section situates UA within the theoretical framework of urban
commons and urban commons governance. The second section outlines the research methodology used in
the study, while the third section presents and analyzes the case study, with a focus on the dynamics of the
shift towards a commons‐oriented thinking. Finally, the discussion and conclusion sections offer insights
drawn from the case study and make recommendations for applying the commons framework to other
collective‐oriented projects.
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2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Understanding Urban Agriculture as Urban Commons

UA can take different forms according to the geographical and political context where it takes place.
Contemporary UA initiatives encompass a wide range of typologies, including allotment gardens, home
gardening, community and collective gardens, guerrilla gardening, roof gardens, vertical gardens, and
aquaponics (Certomà et al., 2020; Dubová et al., 2020), a diversity that mirrors how urban residents adapt
UA to their specific needs (Gómez‐Villarino et al., 2021).

Recent empirical work by the European Forum on Urban Agriculture supports this understanding through a
classification derived from a 2021 survey of 112 UA initiatives across Europe, complemented by expert
interviews and literature analysis (Jansma et al., 2024). This classification resolves longstanding ambiguities
between urban farming (commercial production‐oriented systems) and urban gardening (non‐commercial,
leisure‐focused activities), offering six distinct categories: Urban Farms, Community Parks, DIY Gardens/
Farms, Zero Acreage Farms, Social Farms, and Community Gardens. Operational parameters such as spatial
organization, production scale, and social objectives provide systematic criteria for distinguishing initiatives
(Jansma et al., 2024).

Within this classification, community gardens represent a specific category defined as open spaces managed
by local communities for food/flower cultivation (Guitart et al., 2012) or as collectivelymanaged plots fostering
social interaction (Jansma et al., 2024). This article specifically focuses on community gardens that include a
social function and that can be classified as community‐based initiatives (CBIs). CBIs are defined as “a form
of self‐organization where citizens mobilize resources to collectively define and carry out projects aimed at
providing public goods or services for their community” (Igalla et al., 2021, p. 805). CBIs usually operate within
institutionalized regulatory frameworks and are often conceptualized as being “co‐produced” or “co‐created”
by various participants, including citizens and other societal actors such as municipal administrators (Igalla
et al., 2021).

The community‐based aspect within an institutionalized framework mirrors the inherently hybrid
private‐public dimension of UA. This aspect is a defining feature of “urban commons.” Rooted in Ostrom’s
work on common pool resources, the term “commons” refers to goods and services that are accessible and
divisible (Ostrom, 1990). Urban commons more specifically refer to shared material and resources that
contribute to individual and collective well‐being in cities and are built around themes of participation,
collective action, and self‐organization (Feinberg et al., 2021). While Elinor Ostrom’s design principles for
managing common‐pool resources provide foundational insights into collective action and institutional
arrangements, urban environments introduce complexities—such as fluid communities, fragmented
ownership, and dense regulatory frameworks that require significant adaptations of her framework (Meerkerk,
2024). More specifically, while Ostrom’s work had already engaged with urban contexts (Nagendra & Ostrom,
2014), urban commons scholars have since expanded her theories to address the distinct challenges of cities,
such as the privatization of urban resources, the role of digital tools in fostering participation, and
experimentation with legal and property structures (Foster & Iaione, 2019). They also emphasize
co‐production and co‐creation as essential elements of inclusive governance, highlighting the need for flexible
and participatory systems to manage urban commons effectively (Ela, 2016; Foster & Iaione, 2019).
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A distinctive shift in the urban commons literature is the tendency to replace Ostrom’s “polycentric
governance” (1990) with the broader term “collaborative governance”: while both concepts recognize the
importance of collaboration and the involvement of multiple actors, they differ in their scope and emphasis.
Polycentric governance specifically addresses the management of common‐pool resources, highlighting the
autonomy and self‐governance of local units. On the other hand, collaborative governance is a broader
concept applicable across multiple domains of public administration and emphasizes inclusive, deliberative
decision‐making processes that involve diverse stakeholders in addressing public challenges and pursuing
shared goals (Foster & Iaione, 2015). In essence, while polycentric governance seeks to facilitate dialogue
among different autonomous units, collaborative governance seeks to establish a hybrid decision‐making
system that integrates diverse voices, also contributing to blurring the boundaries between citizens and
state interests (Mansfield & Mendes, 2013).

UA can be understood as an “urban commons” because many UA initiatives are driven by the aspiration to
collectively reclaim and manage urban spaces for the common good, a core principle of urban commons
thinking. Community gardens, in particular, often emerge in response to the lack of democratic access to and
use of public spaces, or a lack of opportunities for social interaction (Rogge & Theesfeld, 2018). To foster a
sense of ownership and accountability, responsibilities within community gardens are usually distributed and
shared, much like the stewardship practices found in commons governance models. As such, UA projects,
and especially community gardens, can be seen as lived experiments of urban commons (Eizenberg, 2012;
Follmann & Viehoff, 2015); they entail the use of shared resources that connect various stakeholders,
promote social cohesion and community well‐being within a collectively maintained space, and are mediated
through collective stewardship (Eizenberg, 2012).

This article argues that UA initiatives, particularly community gardens operating as CBIs, exemplify the need
for urban commons scholarship to reinterpret Ostrom’s theories through the lens of collaborative governance.
Despite the resonance between UA practices and the urban commons literature, the governance dimension
of community gardens has rarely been explored from this theoretical perspective (Follmann & Viehoff, 2015).
Therefore, understanding how the urban commons governance framework applies toUAmay provide valuable
insights into the governance of UA initiatives.

2.2. Urban Commons Scholarship: A Focus on Collaborative Governance

Governance is a key topic in the broader literature on commons. Ostrom’s work gives central importance to
governance patterns to understand how resources are commonly accessed, focusing in particular on
polycentric governance patterns, which emphasize decentralized decision‐making and community
self‐organization (Ostrom, 2010). Polycentric governance acknowledges the importance of multiple,
overlapping centers of authority, allowing for diverse local conditions to be addressed through adaptive
management and collective action (Ostrom, 1990, 2009, 2010).

Urban commons scholars like Foster and Iaione (2019) have reconceptualized governance through
collaborative models that integrate Ostrom’s institutional analysis with public administration theory. Ansell
and Gash (2008) describe collaborative governance as “a governing arrangement where public agencies
directly engage non‐state stakeholders in a formal, consensus‐oriented, and deliberative decision‐making
process to make or implement public policy or manage public programs or assets” (p. 544). Expanding on this
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definition, Emerson et al. (2012, p. 2) define collaborative governance as the processes and structures of
public policy decision‐making and management that engage people across public agencies, levels of
government, and different sectors to accomplish a public purpose that could not be achieved otherwise.
They emphasize the broad nature of collaborative governance, allowing for various applications and scales.
Both Ansell and Gash (2008) and Emerson et al. (2012) provide overarching definitions that encompass
different forms of collaboration, such as co‐participation, co‐creation, and co‐management of services.

A central concept driving the argument for collaborative governance is the notion of a “democratic deficit,”
which suggests that citizens’ preferences are better expressed through participatory approaches rather than
top‐down mechanisms (Gustafson & Hertting, 2017). Furthermore, collaborative governance is also
presented as a way to address the need for collaboration in contexts characterized by specialized and
distributed knowledge and complex institutional infrastructures. This form of governance is therefore seen
as an innovative democratic mechanism that promises greater inclusion and responsiveness (Gustafson &
Hertting, 2017).

Gustafson and Hertting (2017) further identify three perspectives on the motivations driving collaborative
governance approaches: interest‐based, deliberative‐integrative, and administrative‐functional. In the
interest‐based view, participatory arrangements are seen as political arenas for self‐expression, allowing
marginalized groups to have a voice and influence policy. The deliberative and integrative view, on the other
hand, frames collaborative governance as an arena for collective reasoning, where participants engage not
only to express marginalized interests but also to shape a shared understanding. This perspective
emphasizes the possibility for participants to change their beliefs through dialogue (Gutmann & Thompson,
1996). Finally, the administrative or functional view focuses on enhancing the capacity to take action by
mobilizing knowledge, with participants engaging in collaborative governance to strengthen their ability to
effectively influence outcomes (Gustafson & Hertting, 2017). In short, collaborative governance is seen as an
alternative governance approach that addresses the democratic deficit, expands inclusion, and enhances
responsiveness (Bäckstrand, 2004).

Additionally, collaborative governance can manifest in the forms of co‐production or co‐creation. Although
the terms are frequently used interchangeably (Brandsen & Honingh, 2016; Leino & Puumala, 2021; Voorberg
et al., 2015), Bentzen (2022) distinguishes between these concepts by noting that co‐production generally
involves intensive user involvement mainly in the later stages of a process, whereas co‐creation emphasizes
a participatory, capacity‐enhancing approach from the outset. Co‐creation also emphasizes innovation and
creativity more strongly, highlighting its potential to drive significant change in the roles and relationships
between stakeholders (Leino & Puumala, 2021).

2.3. The Roles of State and Society in Urban Commons Governance

The relationship and respective roles of state and society are an important aspect of urban commons
governance, one that is particularly relevant to this study. Urban commons governance scholarship
emphasizes societal transformation through the way public space is utilized, often highlighting the blurring
of roles among the state, market, and civil society (Mansfield & Mendes, 2013, p. 40). Hardt and Negri
(2009) argue that the commons exist beyond the traditional public‐private dichotomy, offering an alternative
political and organizational framework that challenges conventional governance structures (as cited in
Follmann & Viehoff, 2015).
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In the context of UA, this hybridity introduces specific tensions, particularly between maintaining the goals
of grassroots activism driving community engagement, and the institutionalization that often follows.
Another key issue is advancing community‐driven agendas without succumbing to neoliberal co‐optation.
A recurring theme when discussing the relationship between the city and its citizens in the context of UA is
how municipalities often leverage UA for its potential to produce exchange‐value, aligning with neoliberal
agendas that promote public‐private partnerships in the management of urban spaces (Ernwein, 2017).
In this process, local governments may reduce their direct involvement, outsourcing responsibilities to
private entities or volunteers (Certomà et al., 2020). This blending of top‐down and bottom‐up approaches
also creates a governance model where citizen engagement is both encouraged and constrained through
regulations, reflecting a complex power interplay between the state and civil society (Halloran & Magid,
2013). Certomà and Giaccaria (2024) further argue that the boundaries between state and society become
increasingly blurred, with UA offering a space where collaborative action can limit neoliberal co‐optation
while promoting inclusivity and alternative forms of urban management.

Moreover, collaborative governance in the sense of people’s engagement across public agencies and levels
of government (Emerson et al., 2012) is particularly relevant to UA, as authorities hold the authority to
approve the development of built infrastructure. Partnerships with institutions are crucial for urban
commons, especially when commons need to assemble material infrastructure (Bianchi et al., 2024). This
creates a dynamic where municipalities enable, regulate, and support UA by engaging in complex
partnerships through different indirect policy instruments and governance arrangements (Halvey et al.,
2021). Bianchi et al. (2024) claim that these interactions between citizens and local governments not only
help urban commons secure their material infrastructure, which needs formal approval by the state, but also
enhance the political action and agency of commons.

Feinberg et al. (2021) describe this dynamic as a source of tension: although commoning is seen as a demand
for certain civic rights and an expression of collective identity, various studies show that the intervention of
a central authority for the legitimization of—or assistance to—the common is often necessary. In Western
societies, where state and market are essential entities, commoning may function more effectively through
the coordination of a governmental authority (Feinberg et al., 2021).

While this review has explored the alignment of UA with urban commons principles and collaborative
governance frameworks, there remains a gap in understanding how these theoretical concepts take shape as
concrete policy shifts. Specifically, there is limited research on how the reclassification of UA as a commons
within legislative frameworks can signify a shift in governance and stakeholder dynamics. This study
addresses this gap by examining the case of Rome’s UA regulation and its proposed integration into the
broader Regulation for the Shared Administration of Common Goods. By analyzing UA’s regulatory
evolution, the research offers insights into the practical application of urban commons and collaborative
governance theories to UA management.

3. Methods

This article uses a case study approach, which facilitates the exploration of the complexities and dynamics
surrounding UA regulatory developments and allows for the detailed examination of contextual factors,
interactions, and processes that provide deeper insights into UA governance. The methodology includes
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archival analysis and semi‐structured interviews with key stakeholders involved in the development of the
regulation of UA in Rome.

Relevant information on the case study was first gathered through an extensive review of both scientific and
gray literature, such as the texts of Resolution 38/2015 and of the new 2024 October “Delibera,” reports
from EU‐funded projects, and other relevant sources available online, such as the Facebook groups of
UA practitioners.

Subsequently, fourteen semi‐structured interviews were conducted in 2023 to gather primary data on the
practices and challenges faced in the governance‐building process. The target group of interviewees
consisted of people involved in the institutionalization of UA between 2009 (the date of the first community
garden in Rome as reported by Celata & Coletti, 2018; Certomà, 2016) and May 2023. The sample included
EU‐project officers, local administrators, gardeners, and “mediators”—namely actors belonging to UA
associations involved in mediating between administrations and gardeners.

Although the interviews and data collection focused on individuals and initiatives who may not represent the
full range of experiences of the stakeholders involved in the development of the regulation of UA in Rome,
the intention was to select participants who had significant expertise and experience in the field, to provide
valuable insights and in‐depth perspectives. Similarly, all the gardens selected have been in operation for at
least five years, allowing for the analysis of established experiences, and all belong to the “community garden”
classification. Community gardens are widespread across Rome, but this study specifically focuses on gardens
in the South/Southwest area of the city (see Figure 1), where the first EU‐funded garden was created, and
the first community garden was officially established in 2009.

Figure 1.Gardens visited in Rome, Italy (pins added by authors in Districts viii, ix, xi). Source: OpenStreetMap.
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Four of the interviews were conducted during on‐site visits to five UA gardens, while the other ten were
conducted online. All interviews lasted between one and two hours and were recorded with the participants’
consent. The interviews began with a warm‐up question to gather participants’ profiles and roles in the
institutionalization of UA and continued with specific questions addressing the new legislative developments
of urban commons in Rome. The interviews were then transcribed, translated into English and thematically
analysed with the support of MAXQDA. A supplementary analysis was conducted with MAXQDA’s
MAXDictio’s features, particularly word frequency, to identify which words were novel in the proposal of the
2024 regulation, and the “keyword in context” function, to analyze different framings of specific keywords.

4. Case Study: Urban Agriculture Regulation in Rome, Italy

The case of UA in Rome is an entry point to examine the emergence of novel governance patterns from a
commoning perspective. First, the history of UA in Rome reflects the strong connection between the city and
its surrounding countryside (Cavallo et al., 2016). Rome is currently the largest European municipality in terms
of rural land, which covers 40% of the municipal territory (Cavallo et al., 2016). Moreover, a significant portion
of the city’s landscape consists of agricultural areas interspersed within the urban fabric, with green spaces
accounting for 68% of the total urban surface. Many of these green spaces, however, are neglected and have
become sites of illegal trafficking and dumping (Certomà, 2016).

Rome’s urban structure is highly informal, providing different narratives about the development of urban
gardens and the increasing institutionalization of this movement. Although UA has long been present in
Rome, its informal nature complicates efforts to quantify the phenomenon. Individual allotments have
existed in the city at least since World War II to fight food insecurity in the city (Certomà, 2016). Community
gardens, on the other hand, are more recent, dating back to the second half of the 2000s (Celata & Coletti,
2018). The first community garden is reported to be Orti Urbani Garbatella, officially established in 2009
(Celata & Coletti, 2018; Certomà, 2016).

Since the early 2000s, there has also been a progressive institutionalization of UA, which culminated in the
2015 Shared Regulation for the Management of Urban Gardens. The 2015 regulation was recognized as a
best practice by the EU (URBACT, n.d.‐a) and has been transferred to other countries through the project
“RU:RBAN” (URBACT, 2019), establishing Rome as a pioneering city in UA governance. EU projects were
particularly relevant for UA in Rome, with at least 15 projects on this theme (Orti in Comune, 2021, retrieved
in May 2023). A new regulation proposal, released in November 2022 and approved on October 25th, 2024,
chose to position UA within the legislative framework of urban commons, reflecting new developments in
governance approaches. The following sections provide a more detailed analysis of the phases leading to the
2024 commons‐oriented regulatory framework for UA in Rome.

4.1. The Path to Institutionalization: From the 1990s to 2010

The evolution of UA in Rome, particularly the transition from informal practices to formal recognition,
illustrates the complexity and challenges of its governance. Interview IX recounts the origins of Orti Urbani
Garbatella, Rome’s first community garden, which started in the 1990s as an act of illegal occupation to
resist speculative building projects. This occupation was led by a group of “weekend gardeners, without
experience or permits” (Interview IX), who reclaimed concrete‐covered land. Their efforts reflect a broader
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trend in UA at the time, when most urban gardens were considered illegal and operated outside formal
frameworks, largely overlooked by local authorities (Interviews III, IV).

Interviewees also stressed that the early stages of UA initiatives in Rome were marked by bureaucratic
obstacles and limited resources, and described the administrative processes required to approve UA projects
as slow and cumbersome (Interview VIII). Despite Rome’s rich green heritage, urban gardens have
historically not been a priority for local administrations, who have tended to focus on more pressing issues
(Interview XII), and the municipal administration struggled to provide sufficient support, as staff reductions
hindered the basic maintenance of green spaces (Interview IX). These challenges supported the
development of grassroots movements, with citizens forming associations to fill the gaps in local
government activities (Interview VI).

During the 2000s, Rome’s UA movement began to institutionalize; while some gardens, like Orti Garbatella,
were born out of political resistance, others actively sought collaborations with local authorities from the
beginning (Interview III; Certomà & Martellozzo, 2019), leading to much discussion around the impact of
policies and institutions on community gardening, particularly concerning how they could support or hinder
these projects (Celata & Coletti, 2018).

The journey towards the creation of the regulation of UA in Rome also began in the early 2000s, as urban
gardening gainedmomentum and started seeking institutional recognition. In response to the growing interest
in community gardening, the City of Rome aimed to establish common rules for food safety and working
conditions. In 2002, it created the Municipal Unit for Urban Gardens and Allotments (Servizio Orti Urbani)
within the Department of the Environment (Celata & Coletti, 2018; Interviews IV, V). The goal of this unit
was to map existing allotments and develop guidelines for their management (Interview III). Although the map
was completed in 2006, it was never published due to concerns that formalizing gardens might impede future
urbanization plans (Interviews IV, V, VII).

During this period, the concept of urban gardening also evolved to include more collective/community
gardens. However, in 2008, the right‐wing mayor Giovanni Alemanno moved—for political reasons—the
Municipal Unit for Urban Gardens and Allotments to the Department of Agriculture, emphasizing the
agricultural significance of community gardens rather than their community‐building character (Celata &
Coletti, 2018). In 2010, the municipality established community allotments in Via della Consolata, with an
emphasis on reconnecting people, including children, to the land. This development signaled a growing
interest of the municipality in getting involved or directly participating in UA processes. However, the city
also seemed to frame the gardens as a way to externalize some maintenance costs and reduce municipal
maintenance burdens, as per Interview III:

In the vegetable gardens of Vicolo Silvestre, via Consolata, created by Alemanno with 500 thousand
euros, the municipality offers help in return for help. The park was wild, the gardeners managed it, and
they had to guard the park. (Interview III)
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4.2. 2010–2015: Resolution 38 on Urban Agriculture

After 2010, there was a growing awareness of the need to regulate urban gardening in Rome. Although
illegal occupation was still common, four of the five gardens in this study had obtained permission from
private owners or were linked to EU‐funded projects. The shift toward formal recognition was strongly
supported by civic associations such as Zappata Romana, which has mapped UA initiatives across the city
and facilitated communication between gardeners, authorities, and other stakeholders (Interviews III, VI).
As of October 2024, the map included 218 active gardens, demonstrating the growing scale of the
movement. Zappata Romana’s mapping and networking efforts have helped raise awareness about these
grassroots initiatives, some of which were previously unaware of one another’s existence (Interview VI).
The increased network organization and collaboration has also increased the influence of urban garden
initiatives, allowing them to negotiate more effectively with municipal authorities (Certomà et al., 2020).
Interview XIII captures this transition, noting that the shift from “abusive to regulated” UA in Rome reflects a
growing awareness among citizens of their ability to work within formal structures, leading to the
establishment of shared regulations.

In the early 2010s, the Rome also participated in three EU‐funded projects focused on community gardening
strongly promoted by Risorse per Roma, an in‐house company of the City of Rome. Mayor Ignazio Marino,
elected in June 2013, actively promoted community gardening with a focus on reconnecting citizens with
nature and improving public spaces, shifting away from the previous administration’s emphasis on food
production (Celata & Coletti, 2018). According to Celata and Coletti (2018), Marino’s left‐wing orientation
and commitment to sustainability issues led him to emphasize the social and environmental benefits of
community gardening, rather than its rural or agricultural aspects as the former right‐wing administration
had done. Marino saw these initiatives as a way to encourage citizen activism and improve urban spaces.

In 2014, eleven grassroots associations collaboratively developed the “Guidelines for the Management of
Community Allotments andGardens in Rome” (Interview III). These guidelines, inspired by theUA regulation of
the city of Marseille (Interviews IV, IX), were presented to the City Council with the aim to officially recognize
community gardening as an instrument for advancing environmental sustainability and societal well‐being
(Celata & Coletti, 2018). Amendments to Rome’s governance are handled through multiple layers of review
and decision‐making. First, a proposal for a new resolution is developed by stakeholders such as citizens,
municipal authorities, and committees. Each of Rome’s 15 Districts (Municipalità) then reviews the proposal
and provides feedback. The proposal is then forwarded to the Giunta, the city’s executive body, for discussion
and voting. After the Giunta’s decision, the proposal proceeds to the Capitol Assembly (Assemblea Capitolina),
Rome’s highest legislative body, for debate, amendments, and final approval.

The Regulation for theAssignment andManagement ofMunicipal GreenAreas, UrbanGardens andAllotments
was eventually approved by Mayor Marino’s administration in July 2015 as Resolution 38 of 2015, filling
a policy vacuum (Celata & Coletti, 2018). The terms of this 2015 UA regulation are the result of years of
roundtable discussions involving most of the gardens in Rome, which organized themselves through the group
“Orti in comune” (Gardens in Common). These rules were first discussed and conceived as internal regulations
for the gardens themselves (Interviews XI, XII) andwere crafted by gardeners with several aims inmind. One of
the major aim was to provide widely accessible public space for social cohesion through food production:
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The garden uses agriculture as a tool, but the ultimate goal of the urban garden is to create communities
that have in common a certain spirit from a certain predisposition that they use as a public square. Also,
many come here after their shift or on weekends, so we have thought of facilities that allow them to
grow food quickly as a hobby. There’s Wi‐Fi for those who want to study, and a grill. (Interview I)

The regulation has allowed easier access to the gardens to the weakest [people] through specific access
criteria. (Interview VII)

Another major objective was to foster institutional dialogue and enhance legitimacy: As Interviewee XII
notes, the existence of a regulation allows community gardens to be recognized as reliable, while Interviewee
I highlights that a goal of the process was to establish non‐adversarial relationships with the municipality.
This legitimization process and the increased collaboration with institutions also required a clearer definition
of the respective roles, rights, and duties of the State and citizens. A further aim was to grant greater
autonomy to non‐profit organizations to enhance their capacity to contribute to public well‐being.
As Interviewee IV explains, “Resolution 38 allows citizens to contribute through the administration, to say,
‘that territory hosts an illegal dump, give me the permission to save it from being toxic.’”

Overall, the purpose of Resolution 38 was to facilitate the emergence, diffusion, and formalization of
community gardening in Rome. It offered public land for community gardening free of charge, signaling the
municipality’s commitment to supporting the practice, and designated the Environmental Protection
Department (Civil Protection) as the entity responsible for defining the areas for urban gardening and
monitoring their condition. The areas designated as urban farms were selected based on their physical and
ecological characteristics, following the Land Use Plan of Rome. The municipality also offered opportunities
for specific agreements with citizens or associations already informally using public areas for UA.

Associations could apply for a six‐year renewable lease for the use of a designated area and were responsible
for implementing and managing the urban garden project. They also had the responsibility of subdividing the
land into smaller plots and ensuring that citizens took care of them. Plot allocation priorities were based on
specific criteria defined by the association, e.g., unemployment or age. The responsibilities of Associations also
included opening and closing the gates of the garden area according to agreed‐upon times, conducting soil and
irrigation water analysis before food production, and maintaining common areas and furnishings. Plot holders
were responsible for directly managing and cultivating their assigned plot, and temporary replacements were
allowed only under certain conditions. The association held the authority to revoke plot allocations in case
of non‐compliance or if the holder transferred to another city. The municipality retained the right to revoke
assignments and terminate the relationship with the association in case of serious breaches or reasons of
public interest.

The use of public land for free community gardens aligned with the city’s master plan, but the construction
of permanent structures was prohibited, and the produce could not be commercialized. Private groups or
cooperatives managing urban gardens also had to follow specific rules, including the prohibition of pesticides,
chemical fertilizers, and GMO seeds. The regulation emphasized the role of community gardens in protecting
the environment, fighting poverty and social exclusion, and educating young people. Therefore, managing
associations were responsible for social inclusion activities, environmental initiatives, waste management, and
promoting organic practices.
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4.3. 2015–2024: From Conflict to Collaboration

The first attempt to revise and adapt Resolution 38 occurred during the tenure of Pina Montanari, Councilor
for the Environment underMayor Raggi (Interview III). AfterMontanari’s resignation, only one further meeting
was held in November 2019. Despite this limited engagement, a completely revised regulation marked by a
strong administrative centralization and a much‐diminished role of citizen initiatives was drafted and sent to
District councils for revision.

The drafting process for this new regulation faced criticism for its lack of consultation and controversial
changes, particularly regarding garden assignment criteria. The draft was published for review on August 6,
2020, during the holiday season when many gardening groups were less active (Interviews VI, IX). Although
the Environmental Commission reviewed the proposal again in September and October 2020 (Orti in
Comune, 2020a, 2020b, accessed May 2023), the proposal was eventually canceled due to legal issues
(Interview VII), leaving Resolution 38 as the standing regulation.

Gardeners strongly opposed the revised regulation’s expectation that gardens should follow top‐down criteria
that had never been subject to public discussion. They argued, for example, that it was unfair to introduce fees
after years of voluntary efforts spent revitalizing neglected land, and that a common discussion was needed
to clarify the reasons behind this choice. As noted in one interview:

Raggi saw political enemies in the pool of gardeners. The allocation of land was seen as something
coming from above, because the push from below was seen as an appropriation of public land.
(Interview XIII)

This conflict led to growing awareness among citizens of their key role in taking care of the “bene comune”
(common good), as described in Interview IX: in their fight to have their work recognized, and not to be required
to pay fees after years of voluntary labor to restore neglected land, volunteers began to realize that their
role extended beyond a personal engagement in gardening. They were contributing to the common good,
advancing the welfare of the broader community.

Alongside this shift in awareness, the regulation was revised through several meetings, where the principle
of “horizontal subsidiarity” was also incorporated for the first time. This principle, championed by Labsus—
an association for the promotion of urban commons in Italy (Ciaffi, 2020)—acknowledged the active role
of citizens in addressing gaps left by administrations (Interviews IX, X) and emphasized the importance of
empowering communities to act in the public interest and collaborate with institutions. The principle of
horizontal subsidiarity is enshrined in Article 115 of the Italian Constitution and recognizes both the central
role of citizens in taking care of the collective good, as well as institutions’ responsibility to provide the
framework and resources for citizens‐led initiatives (Ciaffi, 2020). The principle challenges the approach of
delegating and privatizing public functions by emphasizing collaboration and community participation in
managing public spaces. It also emphasizes the community’s ability to take part in urban decision‐making
and exercise power for the common good, repositioning citizens’ role from that of mere voters to that of
active participants in shaping their communities (Ciaffi, 2020).
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Interviewee IX describes this change as a departure from neoliberal logics, highlighting how it signaled a move
toward governance arrangements in which public entities and civic associations manage shared resources
on more equal terms, challenging the asymmetry and one‐sidedness often associated with neoliberal logics.
This approach exemplifies a governance model that is neither bottom‐up nor top‐down, nor involves multiple
centers of decision‐making, but is collaborative and deliberative. The municipality acknowledges its failure in
managing public spaces, while citizens express their willingness to manage them collectively (Interview I). This
collaborative pact aims to achieve a balanced management approach where both parties commit to mutually
agreed‐upon rules, ensuring accountability on both sides.

Interview I also highlights that the collaboration pact differs from a traditional contract, as it is jointly
formulated, with both parties determining their terms and the actions to be taken. Within the framework of
horizontal subsidiarity, UA gardens can be considered a type of commons (Interview I), and the transition
from informal land occupation to a regulated state itself can be viewed as a cooperative process. Interview
XII stresses that collaborative pacts are not simply about granting land to citizens but represent a mutual
commitment between citizens and institutions to undertake specific actions (Interview XII).

In those years, stakeholder groups also advocated for linking the previous Resolution to the Commons
legislative framework, allowing for the recognition of the subsidiarity relationship between those who
regenerate public spaces and the administration, thus ensuring that responsibilities and benefits are shared
equally (Interview III). Under this arrangement, the administration enters a collaboration pact for the shared
management of green spaces designated as urban community gardens. The land is then allocated to an
association that signs the pact and submits a project proposal to the City Council outlining its intended use.
These pacts enable the provision of economic support, tools, partnerships, and other resources needed for
managing the space, suggesting a shift from one‐way assistance to mutual aid in the stewardship of public
spaces. The administration commits to provisions such as insurance coverage for gardeners and guaranteed
water access; in other words, gardeners maintain the plots, while the city provides services and
infrastructure (Interviews I, XII).

In November 2022, after nine months of revision of the regulation of UA during which 11 public meetings
(called “Urban Local Groups” according to the URBACT methodology; URBACT, n.d.‐b) were held to discuss
amendments, Orti in Comune shared the proposed new regulation for the urban community gardens of Rome
with theCouncilor for the Environment and the President of the Capitoline Environment Commission. Activists
were also advocating for the establishment of a permanent consultative body, the “Consulta degli orti urbani”
(Permanent consultation body for urban vegetable gardens), to address issues relevant to community gardens
and allotments andmaintain dialoguewith the city administration, transcending changes in political leadership
(Interview III).

On the 25th of October 2024, the regulation was unanimously approved by the Capitoline Assembly of Rome
(City of Rome, 2024b). According to the website:

In defining the new regulations, the City of Rome’s objectives include developing community
resilience, promoting healthy and conscious food consumption, enhancing the green and agricultural
heritage, the urban landscape, encouraging good practices related to the recovery, recycling and reuse
of natural resources and creating paths of participation and active citizenship as opportunities for
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social aggregation that foster interpersonal relationships, knowledge and enhancement of the urban
environment, developing moments of sociability and meeting aimed at integration and social inclusion.
(City of Rome, 2024b, translated from Italian)

A comparison of the texts of Resolution 38 and the new regulation reveals both recurring themes and
notable modifications. MAXQDA’s Word frequency function shows that “commons” and expressions like
“intergenerational encounters,” “co‐governance,” “collaboration,” “co‐management,” “cooperate,” and
“co‐planning” appear for the first time in the new regulation, signaling a discursive shift toward more
participatory and commons‐oriented governance frameworks.

Furthermore, the concept of “awareness” emerges as a key theme in relation to the revision process, as it
was consistently mentioned across all interviews. Awareness was built or developed during exchanges and
interactions between different stakeholders, and the methodology employed by the EU‐funded (URBACT)
project RU:RBAN of bringing stakeholders together through the “Urban Local Group” meetings was key to
fostering this awareness. According to Interviewee VII, “the urban local group increased the awareness and
maturity of all people involved in the process,” a sentiment echoed by Interviewee VI, who emphasized that
“it was necessary to sit at the table, and whoever was behind the table understood other perspectives.” Or, as
elaborated upon by Interviewee XIV:

The URBACT method coordinated by Risorse per Roma was very important because it provided rules
and a democratic method for conducting local meetings where all stakeholders are involved. This goes
hand in hand with a coherent policy and the co‐creation process, which applies the ‘collaboration
agreements for the care of green areas’ based on the principle of horizontal subsidiarity.

In conclusion, this section has described the continuous evolution of institutional arrangements employed
in the governance of UA in Rome, from informal grassroots initiatives to the current commons legislative
framing adopted in the regulation approved in October 2024. The following section explores the governance
implications of this commoning process.

5. Discussion

The development of UA in Rome and the shift in how it is conceptualized offers a vivid illustration of how
urban commons theories can take shape in practice. The evolution of institutional arrangements connected
to UA, particularly through the creation of the 2015 regulation and its subsequent changes until the 2024
version, shows the collaborative governance processes that are foundational to urban commons. This
progressive institutionalization not only structures UA as a commons‐oriented land‐use strategy but also
demonstrates how such frameworks legitimize the role and actions of grassroots movements during
political contestation.

In this discussion section, we first examine how the theoretical principles outlined in the literature review are
reflected in the Rome case study. We then elaborate on the commoning of UA from a legislative standpoint,
addressing how this helps answer the three research questions:
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• What are the implications of repositioning UA within a commons‐oriented legislative framework for its
governance structures? (RQ1)

• How does this shift impact stakeholder relationships, particularly between citizens and local authorities?
(RQ2)

• How does this case study deepen our understanding of collaborative governance in urban commons?
(RQ3)

5.1. Understanding Urban Agriculture as Urban Commons

From its 2015 version onward, the regulation has conceptualized UA as a commons by going beyond a
narrow focus on land use for food production. It has adopted a multifunctional perspective that
encompasses a wide range of objectives, such as food security, environmental sustainability, social cohesion,
and economic development. This approach aligns closely with the theoretical framework of urban commons,
which views shared resources as serving both individual and collective well‐being within urban
environments (Feinberg et al., 2021). Framing UA within the commons approach contributes to a
redefinition in the understanding of public goods, positioning grassroots activism as a recognized contributor
to societal progress, rather than just as an oppositional force. This aligns with the description of CBIs
provided in the theoretical framework.

The governance of UA in Rome also reflects the state‐society co‐creation dynamic in urban commons
scholarship. Grassroots movements through which citizens come together to address gaps in local
government support highlight the self‐organizing and participatory dimension of urban commons; at the
same time, the collaboration between citizens and local administrators in institutionalizing UA demonstrates
the blurring of roles between the state and civil society (Mansfield & Mendes, 2013). This dynamic is evident
in Rome’s UA regulation: while responsibilities such as the maintenance of urban gardens are shared by both
parties, the principle of horizontal subsidiarity—enshrined in the Italian Constitution and a core tenet of the
2024 regulation—places greater obligations on local administrations in exchange for citizens’ collective
stewardship of commons. The principle also formalizes the collaborative pact between the government and
its citizens, reflecting a shared stewardship of public spaces (Foster & Iaione, 2015).

Collaborative governance theories highlight the collaborative and deliberative nature of this state‐society
co‐creation. By recognizing shared needs and responsibilities, UA governance becomes a collaborative pact
between citizens and institutions, where both parties contribute to managing the public good, blurring
individual and collective aims. This collaboration addresses a democratic deficit, expands inclusion, and
enhances responsiveness, as seen in Bäckstrand’s (2004) descriptions of collaborative governance. Given
that, as noted in earlier sections, co‐creation emphasizes a participatory, capacity‐enhancing approach from
the outset (Leino & Puumala, 2021), the case of UA in Rome can indeed be understood as a process of
co‐creation. This is reflected mainly in the change in the relationship between the actors involved due to
adaptative and continuous collaboration.

The study, however, also shows the tensions between grassroots activism and the institutionalization of
urban commons. For instance, the city’s framing of community gardens as a tool to externalize maintenance
costs, albeit while providing support, illustrates the complex power dynamics between state and civil society
(Certomà & Giaccaria, 2024). While this partnership reflects the co‐creation of governance, it also highlights
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the challenge of navigating neoliberal logics within a commons framework. Still, the perception of
community gardens as spaces appropriated by citizens, and the attempts to formalize their collective use,
can be seen as a pushback against neoliberal urban management, which often commodifies and privatizes
public space (Ernwein, 2017).

5.2. Legislative Reframing: Awareness, Horizontal Subsidiarity, and Collaborative Governance

Rome’s UA regulation process illustrates how grassroots awareness of collective stewardship has catalyzed
legislative innovation, transforming commoning from informal activism into a codified framework for
co‐governing urban resources. As citizens shifted from occupying neglected spaces to advocating for
recognition of their role in maintaining the “bene comune” (common good), their efforts underscored the
realization that commoning transcends individual action, constituting a public good that requires institutional
reciprocity. This awareness, articulated in many of the interviews, propelled the adoption of horizontal
subsidiarity, a principle enshrined in Italy’s legal framework (Article 118) which redefines citizen‐state
relations by mandating collaborative governance. By embedding this principle into the 2024 regulation,
Rome’s policymakers acknowledged that urban commons thrive not through privatization or state control,
but through shared responsibility between institutions and organized communities.

Regarding the implications for governance structures (RQ1), the legislative reframing of UA as a commons
reconfigures governance architectures by replacing hierarchical oversight with collaborative pacts. These
pacts, co‐designed by citizens and municipalities, formalize shared ownership of public spaces while
distributing responsibilities. This aligns with Ostrom’s principle of “collective‐choice arrangements,” but
urban commons scholarship provides a more appropriate framework for capturing the complexity of
contested urban land rights.

In relation to stakeholder relationships (RQ2), horizontal subsidiarity repositions citizens from petitioners to
co‐decision‐makers, mitigating power asymmetries. Interviews reveal that Rome’s UA groups initially viewed
the municipality as an adversary. However, the regulation’s collaborative pacts reframed this relationship:
citizens gained negotiating power in exchange for formalizing their stewardship. This reciprocity echoes
what Mansfield and Mendes’ (2013) wrote on “blurring of state‐society roles.” At the same time, horizontal
subsidiarity could also still be placed in broader debates about the neoliberal co‐optation of commons
(Ernwein, 2017), because while the city avoids privatization, it still externalizes maintenance costs to citizens.

Regarding the understanding of collaborative governance in urban commons (RQ3), Rome’s case
demonstrates that such collaborative governance hinges on two pillars. The first is legislative legitimization:
horizontal subsidiarity provides a constitutional basis for citizen‐led initiatives, transforming activism into a
governance model. The second is reciprocal accountability, where collaborative pacts bind both parties to
outcomes. The legitimization of urban commons governance during the political struggle for the recognition
of UA projects suggests that the framework is not only applicable to current efforts but also provides a path
for future political initiatives striving for collective goals.

Furthermore, the reciprocal nature of these engagements highlights how UA in Rome has gone beyond the
formal recognition of commons to become a shared societal norm. The collaborative nature of governance in
this context is reflected in the structured meetings and exchanges between citizens and local governments,
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which demonstrate how co‐creation shapes policy and governance structures. This aligns with the theory that
collaborative governance fosters shared responsibility in managing public goods and strengthens the blurring
of state and citizen roles in governance (Mansfield & Mendes, 2013).

In sum, the governance of UA in Rome exemplifies the practical application of urban commons and
collaborative governance theories. The case highlights how co‐creation, horizontal subsidiarity, and
reciprocal engagement play central roles in managing common goods, fostering inclusive and participatory
governance, and promoting sustainable urban development. This approach not only reframes the UA
movement but also opens up opportunities for other politically engaged projects to institutionalize as they
strive to advance the public good. The everyday practices of UA governance contribute to shaping and
reimagining urban public spaces in Rome, challenging traditional urban planning paradigms.

6. Conclusions

Local governments are increasingly promoting community self‐organization and co‐creation asmechanisms for
delivering public goods (Igalla et al., 2021), and the growing interest in UA is developing alongside a growing
interest in municipal public policy (Halvey et al., 2021). This study highlights the need for policymakers to
adopt collaborative governance models for UA, with shared participation between public administrations and
citizens in decision‐making processes. Such models reflect the blurring boundaries between state and civil
society, which foster a co‐creative approach to managing urban spaces.

Central to this governance shift is the principle of horizontal subsidiarity, which calls for local governments
to support UA by providing essential resources such as infrastructure, legal frameworks, and technical
assistance. As demonstrated by this case study, structured co‐creative processes such as roundtable
discussions empower citizens and administrators to collectively shape governance systems, building a
culture of reciprocal engagement and shared stewardship of urban commons. These collaborative
mechanisms help to legitimize and sustain UA initiatives, enhancing their capacity to respond to changing
urban needs. Moreover, the legitimization of grassroots movements during political contestation provides a
new framework for the recognition and institutionalization of collective efforts aimed at advancing the
public good.

The research findings show a shift from government‐centric approaches to collaborative governance models
in urban commons management. By emphasizing co‐creation and horizontal subsidiarity, these models
provide a solution to overcome the challenges of neoliberal urban management and commodification of
public space, promoting a deeper integration of grassroots initiatives into institutional frameworks. This
approach also advances a revolution in the conceptualization of public goods, positioning these grassroots
projects as legitimate contributors to the public interest and sustainable urban development, rather than
marginal opposition movements.

The study makes three theoretical contributions: First, to urban commons theory by demonstrating how
grassroots initiatives can transition into institutionalized governance frameworks through co‐creation.
Second, to our understanding of how collaborative governance models can function using horizontal
subsidiarity as a mechanism for balancing institutional oversight with community autonomy. Third, it
challenges neoliberal urbanism paradigms by providing empirical evidence of non‐commodified public space
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governance. From a practical perspective, the findings offer policymakers replicable models for participatory
decision‐making and adaptive legal frameworks that recognize UA as critical urban infrastructure. The study
also fills a research gap by reconstructing the story of UA regulation in Rome until the approval of the new
regulation in October 2024.

Several limitations warrant consideration. First, the single‐case study design limits generalizability across
different political and national contexts, and the study also covers a limited number of gardens considering
the size of Rome. Second, since the new regulation was only recently approved, this prevents an assessment
of the long‐term durability of the governance framework and the extent to which implementation will align
with the regulation’s declared objectives. Third, the analysis focuses on successful collaborations, making it
difficult to assess power asymmetries in co‐creative processes.

Future research should explore the long‐term effectiveness of co‐creative processes in UA governance and
apply the urban commons framework to other collective projects evolving from political contestation to
institutionalization. Moreover, it would be relevant to analyze the role played by conflict in co‐creation and
collaborative governance, not only between citizens and institutions, but also among gardeners themselves
over competing visions of urban stewardship. Addressing these aspects will further strengthen our
understanding of UA as a commons that benefits both communities and the environment.
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Abstract
Urban food policies (UFPs) have emerged as key instruments for addressing food system challenges at the
municipal level, often framed by scholars as tools for fostering sustainability, inclusivity, and resilience.
However, these policies do not exist in a vacuum; instead, they are shaped by the broader governance
landscapes in which they are embedded, such as increasing city gentrification and branding. This article
critically examines the evolution of UFPs in London and Rotterdam—two early adopters of UFPs in
Europe—exploring how each city’s approach to food governance has shifted over time in response to
political leadership, funding structures, and local priorities. Employing critical discourse analysis, this study
investigates the language and priorities embedded within these policies, revealing persistent tensions
between market‐driven objectives and sustainable, community‐focused solutions. By situating UFPs within
their broader governance context, this study contributes to critical debates on urban governance:
It questions whether municipalities have the capacity to implement transformative food policies or whether
they remain constrained by the structural dynamics of the global food system governed by corporate
imperatives.

Keywords
discourse analysis; food governance; food justice; neoliberal governance; sustainability; urban food policies

1. Introduction

Cities are increasingly under pressure to address food‐related challenges due to global developments that
are challenging conventional practices to feed the urban environment. With more than half of the global
population now living in cities (Kundu & Pandey, 2020), the vast quantity of food required to meet urban
demand poses an increasingly urgent series of issues. These include the environmental impact of industrial
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food production (Ritchie et al., 2022; Sala et al., 2017), resource scarcity exacerbated by unsustainable
agricultural practices (Holt‐Giménez, 2019), and fossil fuel dependency linked to long‐distance food
transportation (Lang & Heasman, 2015). Additionally, corporate power concentration is affecting small
farmers, increasing their vulnerability within global food supply chains (Clapp, 2021). Furthermore, hunger
and malnutrition remain grave concerns worldwide, whilst diet‐related chronic diseases have surged,
resulting in an epidemic of obesity and overweight among both adults and children and exacerbating public
health costs (Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN et al., 2020).

The Covid‐19 pandemic has also laid bare the vulnerability of both global and national food systems, with
restrictions on mobility and imports severely affecting food production and supply chains and exposing
agribusinesses limited adaptive capacities (Béné, 2020; Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN, 2020).
These vulnerabilities have since been compounded by geopolitical conflicts, particularly the war in Ukraine,
which disrupted global grain supplies and escalated food insecurity in import‐dependent nations (Hussein &
Knol, 2023). These interconnected global challenges have increasingly captured the attention of scholars
and civic leaders, who have proposed solutions aimed at transforming urban food systems into more
sustainable and equitable configurations.

Since the early 2000s, especially in Europe, urban‐level food policy experiments have appeared in various
forms and names including urban food strategies, food policy councils, food charts, and food action plans,
collectively constituting what has been described as the “urban food policy trend” (Cretella, 2016). As tools
for addressing food‐related challenges, urban food policies (UFPs) have become a focal point in academic
literature, with growing attention to their emergence and their capacity to transform urban food systems
(Zhong et al., 2021). In particular, the most popular area of research converges on food re‐localization, with
a strong focus on neighbourhood and city‐scale case studies (Keegan et al., 2024). Much of this research
highlights a “need tomove away from a global, ‘industrialized’ food system to amore local (or ‘alternative’) one”
(Harris et al., 2015, p. 64). As will be further discussed in the next section, UFPs are generally portrayed as local
efforts in opposition to the challenges just described and are positioned as effective tools to counterbalance
the negative impacts of the industrialised, globalised food systems.

This specific trend reflects a broader shift in urban governance, where cities are increasingly portrayed as key
actors in addressing global challenges such as climate change, resource scarcity, socio‐economic inequalities,
and public health crises. Scholars argue that this prevailing narrative—encapsulated in the claim that
“everyone thinks cities can save the planet” (Angelo & Wachsmuth, 2020, p. 1)—positions cities as innovative
problem‐solvers, uniquely equipped to tackle these interconnected crises (Tzaninis et al., 2021). However,
some scholars noted that such localised approaches often transfer the burden of addressing systemic global
challenges onto municipalities without adequately addressing the power imbalances and entrenched
inequalities that underpin these issues (Janos, 2020; Keil, 2020). UFPs exemplify this broader shift,
representing city‐level attempts to mitigate global food vulnerabilities through local interventions. According
to DuPuis and Goodman (2005), the optimistic framing of localised food initiatives—including UFPs—stems
largely from a scholarly tendency to view the “local” as a site of “alternative” resistance and innovation, in
contrast to the “global,” often portrayed as the “mainstream” realm of “neoliberal” imposition and control.

It is around this dualism—between UFPs as alternative, sustainability‐driven projects and their entanglement
with neoliberal governance frameworks—that this article positions its analysis. Through a discourse analysis
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approach, this article critically examines how these two frameworks have been articulated in policy narratives
in Rotterdam and London. By tracing the evolution of these narratives, this study aims to contribute to current
debates on the role of cities in food governance, the influence of discourse in shaping urban regeneration, and
the extent to which UFPs could function as tools for systemic transformation.

2. Established Discourses in the UFP Literature

UFPs are understood in this article as written policy documents that aim to problematise and address
challenges within urban food systems. The focus of this article on policy documents addresses a gap in the
existing literature: limited attention has been paid to the discursive construction of UFPs over time,
particularly the ways in which policies articulate goals such as sustainability, equity, and economic growth.
Whilst the concept of UFPs is often elusive—for example, most studies in this field do not endorse a specific
definition of the term—authors tend to broadly mobilise it to refer to urban processes where diverse actors
come together to transform food systems (Moragues‐Faus & Battersby, 2021). Whilst UFPs often engage
with governance mechanisms and institutional arrangements, this article does not directly evaluate these
operational dimensions nor their practical outcomes. Instead, it aims to critically examine the language,
priorities, and ideological underpinnings articulated in UFPs.

Such an approach is essential because much of the existing scholarship on UFPs has been predominantly
celebratory, portraying them as inherently progressive tools. Scholars frequently highlight UFPs as
democracy‐enhancing initiatives, emphasising their focus on participation, social inclusion, reflexivity, and
collaboration—qualities often contrasted with conventional, top‐down urban governance models (Sonnino,
2019). Reed and Keech (2019), for instance, suggest that urban food actions enhance democratic
engagement through institutional support for civic‐led, grassroots food initiatives. Maye (2018) adds that
UFPS may offer a viable alternative to mitigate the technocratic and neoliberal structures that characterize
contemporary “smart cities.” Others frame them as “alternatives” to “neoliberal” governance (Ilieva, 2017;
Wiskerke & Viljoen, 2012). More specifically, UFPs have been presented alongside specific narratives of
social and environmental justice, active citizenship and the “greening” of the food system (Hebinck & Page,
2017; Reed et al., 2018).

Thus, much of the research surrounding UFPs adopts a “benevolent and unproblematic” framing (Tornaghi,
2014, p. 552). This optimistic perspective has shaped an academic focus on researching specific case studies,
highlighting opportunities for cities to learn from one another and offering practical insights into diverse
urban initiatives (Deakin et al., 2016; Hawkes & Halliday, 2017; Magarini & Porreca, 2019; Moragues et al.,
2013; Reed et al., 2013). However, these studies offer limited evaluations of the actual impacts of UFPs,
either because “monitoring and evaluation is, in the vast majority of cases, lacking” (Hawkes & Halliday,
2017, p. 97) or because “it is too early to assess how successful these will be in reshaping the dominant food
system” (Sonnino, 2019, p. 6). Yet, even recently, as Marino et al. (2024, p. 1) observe, many UFPs have yet
to undergo any form of evaluation—whether interim or final—despite scholarly efforts to develop
frameworks for assessment. This ongoing gap highlights a critical challenge for UFPs research: Whilst much
has been theorised about their transformative potential, limited empirical evidence exists to substantiate
these claims, leaving their actual impact uncertain.
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Against this backdrop, less attention has been paid to the unintended or potentially exclusionary dynamics
of UFPs, as well as their interactions with existing policy, planning, and governance structures. For example,
whilst UFPs may prioritise sustainability and inclusivity discourses, these goals often coexist with neoliberal
governance logics that prioritise market competitiveness, economic growth, and urban branding (Cretella,
2019; Smaal et al., 2021). Rather than framing these dynamics as a dichotomy between “positive” and
“negative” elements, it is more productive to view UFPs as sites of tension where competing discourses and
priorities intersect. For instance, framing citizens as consumers may align with neoliberal urban governance
strategies but conflict with grassroots aspirations for participatory and inclusive policymaking. These
interactions suggest that UFPs are complex governance tools shaped by the interplay of multiple forces.

This article seeks to move beyond rigid dichotomies by critically examining how UFPs articulate and
negotiate such competing priorities. Drawing on the literature discussed in this section, which has
extensively framed UFPs within a dualistic narrative of “alternative” versus “neoliberal” governance, UFPs
are understood in this article as embedded within broader institutional and political contexts, where policies
simultaneously challenge and reproduce competing discourses. These competing discourses, outlined in
Table 1 in the next section, provide both a conceptual and methodological framework for analysing UFPs.
Alternative discourses prioritise participatory decision‐making, local food systems, equity‐driven
sustainability, and redistributive, democracy‐enhancing processes (Ilieva, 2017; Kramer et al., 2024;
Moulaert et al., 2005; Renting et al., 2012). In contrast, neoliberal discourses are characterised by
market‐oriented governance, urban competitiveness, privatisation, the commercialisation of urban
agriculture, and the positioning of citizens as consumers (Brenner & Theodore, 2003; McClintock, 2014;
Sager, 2011; Sternberg, 2023).

3. Methodology

This study employs critical discourse analysis (henceforth CDA) to examine UFP documents from London
and Rotterdam, specifically London’s series of Food Strategies (Greater London Authority [GLA], 2011, 2018;
London Food, 2006) and Rotterdam’s Food and the City Initiative (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2012). These two
cases were selected for their pioneer role in UFPs as well as for their sustainability approaches: the London
Food Strategy (henceforth LFS) has been praised for its ambition to “feed a world city” (Reynolds, 2009), whilst
Rotterdam’s focus on urban agriculture sought to position the city as the “most sustainable world harbor city”
(Gemeente Rotterdam, 2011, p. 75).

CDA has been widely used to analyse policy narratives in food policy research (Bonnevera, 2024; Cretella &
Buenger, 2016; Horton, 2024; Knezevic et al., 2014). Drawing on these methodological approaches, this
study applies CDA to explore how UFPs construct meaning and reinforce or challenge dominant narratives.
By comparing these four documents this analysis traces the initial ambitions behind each city and examines
whether—and how—their objectives and discursive framing have shifted over time. By building on the
theoretical discussions outlined above, this study identifies two dominant discourses in Table 1—alternative
and neoliberal—as methodological tools for analysis. As will be discussed in the remainder of this article,
these discourses are not necessarily mutually exclusive but often intersect within UFPs, reflecting the
complex governance processes underpinning urban food systems.
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Table 1. Alternative and neoliberal discourses in UFPs.

Feature Alternative Neoliberal

Core Values Inclusivity, sustainability, equity, and
collaboration

Market‐driven logic, efficiency,
competitiveness, and privatisation

Governance
Approach

Bottom‐up, participatory decision‐making
involving multiple stakeholders, including
civil society and grassroots groups

Top‐down governance led by
public‐private partnerships or dominant
state actors, often with minimal public
engagement

Role of Citizens Active participants and co‐creators in
decision‐making

Consumers or clients in a market‐oriented
system

Primary Goals Social and environmental justice,
redistribution of resources, and fostering
local resilience

Economic growth, urban branding,
inter‐city competitiveness, and attracting
investment

Policy Orientation Focus on local food systems, agroecology,
reducing inequalities, and enhancing
community resilience

Commercialisation of urban agriculture,
culinary tourism, start‐up culture, and
corporate partnerships

Examples in UFPs Creation of food policy councils, support
for urban agriculture, and
community‐based food hubs

Framing food as an economic opportunity,
policies promoting culinary tourism, and
partnerships with agribusinesses

Key Critiques Risk of being fragmented or underfunded,
and reliance on voluntary work or ad‐hoc
funding

Exclusion of marginalised communities and
overemphasis on economic goals at the
expense of social and environmental ones

CDA provides a method to analyse how such discourses shape policy narratives and governance
arrangements: It is a tool to uncover underlying power dynamics, ideological positions, and potential
contradictions in the framing of environmental policies (Hajer & Versteeg, 2005). Its primary objective is to
reveal how language operates within political contexts, influencing both individual practices and collective
values (Fairclough, 2013; Hajer & Versteeg, 2005). This approach is often used in examining public policy
embedded within neoliberal frameworks, where it illuminates how public narratives on sustainability are
constructed (Isoaho & Karhunmaa, 2019). However, CDA considers discourse as more than language:
It encompasses the social, political, and institutional frameworks that shape and are shaped by
communication practices. Or, to use Hajer and Versteeg’s (2005, p. 175) words, discourse is “an ensemble of
ideas, concepts and categories through which meaning is given to social and physical phenomena, and which
is produced and reproduced through an identifiable set of practices.”

This study follows Fairclough’s model of CDA, applying a selective and qualitative approach to the analysis
of UFP documents (Fairclough, 2013). Rather than exhaustive coding of all texts, the analysis focuses on
critical interpretation, exposing discursive patterns and tensions within the documents’ policy frameworks
(Hajer & Versteeg, 2005). Each UFP document was assessed for quotes that represent either “alternative” or
“neoliberal” dimensions according to our table, identifying recurring patterns and points of tension.
For example, phrases that frame citizens primarily as consumers or that emphasise economic
competitiveness may signal the influence of neoliberal frameworks, whereas participatory language might
align with alternative logics. The integration of the discursive categories outlined in Table 1 facilitates a
systematic exploration of this interplay.
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Whilst CDA provides a systematic method for examining policy texts, it is inherently interpretive, and it may
be influenced by the researcher’s perspective. This study does not claim, indeed, to provide an exhaustive
and unilateral analysis of all relevant texts. Instead, it focuses on these documents as representative case
studies to explore how UFPs articulate competing priorities. Another limitation of this study is that the focus
on policy documents excludes other forms of discourse, such as media or stakeholder interviews, which could
offer complementary insights.

4. CDA in London and Rotterdam

4.1. Governance Context of London and Rotterdam

To contextualise the analysis of UFPs in London and Rotterdam, it is essential to situate these initiatives
within the broader governance frameworks that characterise these cities. Neoliberalism, with its emphasis
on market‐driven approaches, economic competitiveness, and the commodification of public services
(Brenner & Theodore, 2003; Sternberg, 2023), has profoundly influenced urban governance in both the UK
and the Netherlands. This context could contribute to the shaping of the ways in which UFPs are
conceptualised, implemented, and operationalised.

In the UK, urban governance has been significantly influenced by neoliberal restructuring since the 1980s.
This period marked a shift towards privatisation, deregulation, and entrepreneurial urbanism, wherein cities
are positioned as competitive entities vying for investment and economic growth. Such reforms have not
only prioritised market‐oriented strategies in urban planning but have also entrenched inequalities by
privileging private sector interests over community‐led initiatives (Imrie, 2003). London, in particular,
exemplifies these dynamics, with its governance frameworks focusing heavily on inter‐city competitiveness
and branding, often at the expense of more equitable forms of urban development (Raco & Kesten, 2018;
Swyngedouw et al., 2002).

Similarly, Dutch municipalities have experienced significant neoliberal influences, particularly in the areas of
urban regeneration and housing policy. Since the 1990s, the Netherlands has witnessed a shift towards
market‐oriented and financialised systems of housing and urban planning, with increasing reliance on private
actors to drive policy and development agendas (Van Gent & Hochstenbach, 2020). Rotterdam—as one of
the country’s largest cities—has embraced these neoliberal trends, focusing on urban branding and
gentrification to become the “capital of cool” by attracting investment and tourism. These strategies,
however, have been criticised for exacerbating social exclusion and marginalising vulnerable communities,
reflecting a broader tension between economic growth and social equity (Custers & Willems, 2024).

Rather than existing as isolated or purely alternative initiatives, UFPs thus operate within policy landscapes
that often prioritise neoliberal logic and urban competitiveness. In Section 4.2, these tensions and
intersections in the selected policy documents will be explored, providing a foundation for the CDA in the
subsequent section.
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4.2. LFS: From Vision to Implementation

A critical milestone in the UK’s food policy history was the launch of the LFS in 2006 (London Food, 2006).
Initially conceived under Mayor Ken Livingstone, this pioneering policy marked the first capital‐led food
strategy in Europe, establishing food as a municipal governance issue focused on public health, food access,
and local production. The LFS sought to address rising obesity rates, food insecurity, and the environmental
impact of food systems, promoting local agriculture and community engagement as strategies to increase
food resilience (Reynolds, 2009).

The LFS evolved notably as the leadership then transitioned from Boris Johnson to Sadiq Khan. Under
Johnson (GLA, 2011), the policy used the 2012 Olympics as a platform to position London as a global leader
in sustainable food practices (Cretella, 2015). When Sadiq Khan assumed office in 2016, the LFS took a
slightly different turn. The 2018 LFS shifted focus more toward public health and equity, with initiatives
targeting childhood obesity, restricting junk food advertising across transport for London, and introducing
food poverty action plans for local councils (GLA, 2018). In 2023, an updated implementation plan was
released to address shifting priorities and reflect progress made since 2018.

Crucially, the LFS has enjoyed a continuity of funding, policy support, as well as a dedicated food team. This
dedicated team, a rare commitment to food policy at the city level, has strengthened food’s profile as a
policy issue and reinforced food’s role within urban governance (Parsons et al., 2021). By balancing different
dimensions, the LFS demonstrates how UFPs can adapt across different political mandates, enhancing
understanding of how such policies can sustain and evolve over time.

4.3. Neoliberal and Alternative Discourses in the LFSs

The documentHealthy and Sustainable Food for London: TheMayor’s Food Strategy (herafter London Food, 2006)
was officially launched in May 2006. The stated aim of this document is to “ensure London has a food system
that is consistent with the Mayor’s objective that London should be a world‐class, sustainable city” (p. 9). This
statement exemplifies a dual discourse: on the one hand, alternative values of sustainability and equity are
emphasised “Healthy and Sustainable”; on the other, the positioning of London as a “world‐class” city reflects
a neoliberal focus on urban branding and competitiveness.

The six strategic priorities, outlined in the 2006 strategy in the following order—commercial vibrancy,
consumer engagement, procurement power, regional links, healthy schools, and waste reduction
(p. 12)—demonstrate the interplay between discourses. For example, the positioning of “commercial
vibrancy” as the first objective prioritises economic goals and signals a market‐driven governance logic,
reinforced by statements such as:

Food tourism is an increasingly vital element of London’s attraction for visitors. It has many of the best
restaurants in the world, and an unparalleled choice of cuisine. Ensuring this diversity is enhanced and
quality continually improved will add to the attractiveness of London as a place to live and do business.
(p. 2)
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At the same time, the strategy aligns with alternative discourses by addressing food insecurity and public
health challenges, particularly for vulnerable populations:

Obesity and diet‐related illnesses account for a huge number of premature deaths in London, with
many on low incomes suffering disproportionately. In many parts of London, people struggle to access
affordable, nutritious food. Many of those involved in the food system are barely benefiting from it
economically, and the environmental impact of the food system is considerable. (p. 2)

The governance approach outlined in the 2006 strategy also exemplifies a neoliberal logic through its
reliance on the private sector, as well as consumers and voluntary organisations to implement food system
improvements as the strategy states:

The cost of improvements to London’s food system cannot be met by the public sector alone. It will be
vital to maximise the input and impact of the private sector, as well as voluntary organisations and, of
course, individual consumers, on an equitable and enduring basis. (p. 103)

Under Boris Johnson’s leadership, the 2011 strategy (GLA, 2011) built on the 2006 framework but leaned
perhaps more heavily towards neoliberal priorities. For example, the strategy states:

Feeding a city of millions is a mammoth 24‐hour operation supporting hundreds of thousands of jobs,
nurturing enterprise and pumping billions of pounds into our economy. Our culinary attractions—from
street markets to specialist shops toMichelin‐starred restaurants—are essential ingredients of the city’s
unrivalled cultural scene. (GLA, 2011, p. 5)

This focus on enterprise and economic vibrancy reflects an urban branding logic, hallmarks of neoliberal
governance. At the same time, alternative goals such as environmental sustainability and food security are
acknowledged: “We face significant challenges to ensure access to decent, nutritious, affordable food is
universally available to all Londoners, irrespective of income or location. We must also ensure that the food
system treads with utmost care on the environment” (GLA, 2011, p. 5).

Further tensions emerged under Johnson, particularly in the alignment of community‐based initiatives with
corporate sponsorships during the 2012 Olympics (McDonald’s, Coca‐Cola, Sodexo, and Heineken). For
example, the Capital Growth project—aiming to create 2,012 new community food growing spaces for
London by 2012 and linked to the Olympics—promoted grassroots engagement but relied heavily on
volunteerism, reflecting a reliance on ad‐hoc funding mechanisms (Cretella, 2015, p. 9).

The latest LFS launched by Mayor Sadiq Khan in 2018 highlights social equity and environmental goals more
prominently than previous iterations. The mayor “want[s] every Londoner to have access to healthy,
affordable, good food—regardless of where they live, their personal circumstances or income” (GLA, 2018,
p. 5). Nonetheless, neoliberal priorities persisted, particularly in the framing of food’s role in urban
regeneration and economic growth: “Food can bring high streets back to life, protect the environment, boost
tourism and attract inward investment” (GLA, 2018, p. 5).
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Discursively, the 2018 LFS leans more toward “alternative” priorities, such as inclusivity and sustainability,
whilst showing a more pragmatic approach to what can realistically be achieved through municipal
governance. This pragmatism is evident in the Mayor’s recognition of the limitations of his own power in
statements such as: “The Mayor will do all he can to help tackle” or “not everything that can be done to
improve…is within the Mayor’s powers, but we can work with partners to achieve more,” on various
food‐related issues (GLA, 2018, pp. 11, 28). These claims suggest a shift from previous, more celebratory
rhetoric present in the previous food strategies—such as the idea that cities are able to “save” the food
system—towards a grounded acknowledgement of limited capacity and shared responsibility and
multi‐sectoral, diffuse food governance.

The strategy particularly recognises that food governance spans beyond the local level. Khan’s reference to
Brexit, which was impending at the time, illustrates this awareness of the national and supranational factors
impacting London’s food system:

This London Food Strategy is being published in a time of great uncertainty, with the details of Brexit
still not agreed. The London Resilience Forum is working hard to ensure disruption is minimised, but
this can’t be done in isolation. That’s why I’m calling on the Government to ensure that the impact
of Brexit on food is fully considered and that measures are put in place to protect this delicate and
complicated system. (GLA, 2018, p. 5)

Thus, the 2018 strategy represents a shift toward pragmatic and cooperative ambitions in contrast with
earlier iterations, which leant more heavily on market‐driven governance frameworks and public‐private
partnerships. As such, the LFSs are revealed as sites of discursive negotiation, balancing competing priorities.
The 2006 and 2011 strategies leant more toward neoliberal governance, emphasising economic growth,
urban branding, and entrepreneurial opportunities. In contrast, the 2018 strategy shifted more focus toward
alternative priorities, particularly equity, sustainability, and public health. However, neoliberal framing
persists, particularly in the economic language that is used to justify policy interventions, illustrating the
ongoing tension between competing governance logics.

The effectiveness of the Mayor’s goals in addressing London’s food challenges remains mixed as the city
continues to face persistent inequalities and external pressures. Nowadays, the cost of the food crisis
recently highlighted by the London Assembly has worsened food insecurity, which has doubled since the
pandemic and left many Londoners unable to afford nutritious food (GLA, 2023). Rising inflation and
Brexit‐induced supply chain disruptions have intensified these challenges and disproportionately affected
low‐income communities (Lang et al., 2018). Despite progress in community‐led initiatives like urban
agriculture and food redistribution programs that offer promising solutions to localised food insecurity,
structural inequalities remain entrenched.

4.4. From Vision to Fragmentation: The Evolution and Decline of Rotterdam’s Food Policy

Over the past two decades, Rotterdam has developed various strategic policies aimed at enhancing its
national and international profile. The city has undergone a remarkable transformation, rebranding itself as a
vibrant and innovative urban hub often referred to as the “capital of cool” (Custers & Willems, 2024). This
rebranding has been driven by investments in urban regeneration, cultural and creative industries, and
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sustainability initiatives, all designed to attract middle‐ and upper‐class residents. Following the Stadsvisie
(Urban Vision) in 2007 (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2007), which identified the city’s challenges—including
out‐migration of skilled workers and an underdeveloped knowledge economy—Rotterdam sought to rebrand
itself as a vibrant, attractive hub. As part of this strategy, sustainability and urban liveability were prioritised.
Food policy emerged as part of this broader vision, seen as a tool to promote environmental sustainability,
foster social cohesion, and enhance economic competitiveness. The first notable policy integrating food
objectives appeared in the Programma Duurzaam: Investeren in duurzame groei (Sustainability Program:
Investing in Sustainable Growth) in 2011 (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2011), which linked urban agriculture with
sustainability. This was followed by the city’s dedicated food strategy, Food and the City: Stimuleren van
stadslandbouw in en om Rotterdam (Food and the City: Stimulating Urban Agriculture in and around
Rotterdam), launched in 2012 (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2012). The document promoted urban agriculture as a
means to achieve social, ecological, and economic goals simultaneously, emphasising the principles of
“people‐planet‐profit.” (p. 10).

The culmination of this new urban vision came in 2014 with the opening of the Markthal, a landmark complex
combining residential units with an indoor market hall, retail spaces, and dining venues. Supported by the
municipality, the Markthal became a symbol of Rotterdam’s ambition to establish itself as a hub for food,
innovative architecture, and urban regeneration. This blends economic, social, and spatial goals, showcasing
how food can drive urban appeal. However, despite its success as a high‐profile project, the Markthal reflects
a predominantly market‐driven approach to food policy focused on consumption and tourism rather than
systemic solutions to food insecurity or sustainability (Cretella & Buenger, 2016).

Despite the ambitious goals of the document Food and the City, and unlike London’s consistent focus on UFP,
Rotterdam’s food strategy failed to evolve into a sustained, long‐term framework. After the completion of
its initial phase, municipal funding for the initiative ceased, and no new comprehensive food policies were
introduced. As a result, identifiable food‐related activities have been sparse. Rotterdam has since shifted its
focus towards EU‐funded projects, such as the Healthy Wave initiative. This programme aims to provide at‐
risk children with nutritious, safe, and sustainable school meals (Healthy Wave, n.d.). However, Healthy Wave
focuses narrowly on school meals rather than adopting a comprehensive approach to UFPs, driven largely
by the availability of EU funding. Given this shift, Food and the City remains the most comprehensive and
policy‐driven food initiative in Rotterdam, making it the most suitable document for conducting CDA in the
following section.

4.5. Neoliberal and Alternative Discourses in Rotterdam’s Food and the City

Rotterdam’s Food and the City agenda revolve around three main objectives—health, a sustainable
economy, and spatial quality—which are integrated with urban agriculture initiatives under the principles of
“people‐planet‐profit’’ (henceforth Gemeente Rotterdam, 2012, p. 10), aiming to connect social and
environmental priorities with economic growth.

The economic framing of urban agriculture is particularly strong in the document’s focus on real estate,
employment, and commercial activity. The policy explicitly states that urban agriculture can “increase real
estate value of areas,” stimulate entrepreneurship, and generate “more jobs in the food, green, and
agricultural sectors” (p. 10). Furthermore, it connects food initiatives to Rotterdam’s broader strategy of
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attracting a skilled workforce and boosting its international image, highlighting the “economic potential of
food‐related businesses to enhance the city’s appeal” (p. 12), and that “Rotterdam will become more
attractive due to a variety of new types of food production in and around the city” (p. 5). The labour market
is also a key concern, with the strategy acknowledging a “mismatch between the supply of labour and the
demand for labour in the green sector,” suggesting that urban agriculture can help align local employment
opportunities with economic growth (p. 21). The agenda further acknowledges Rotterdam’s “multicultural”
population as a key asset, seeing opportunities to mobilise entrepreneurship and knowledge.

This framing reflects a neoliberal governance logic, where food initiatives are positioned as tools for
economic revitalisation rather than systemic alternatives to the dominant food system. Urban agriculture is
thus presented as a driver of market competitiveness, contributing to urban branding and local economic
expansion rather than challenging structural inequalities in food access and distribution.

Health is another primary goal, as the municipality aims to address high obesity rates, particularly in
disadvantaged neighbourhoods: “Affordable vegetables and fruit must become available for all income
groups” and that “city dwellers must become more aware of the provenance of products and of the seasons”
(p. 18). This quote suggests an alternative framing, where food is positioned as a public good rather than a
market commodity. The emphasis on accessibility for all income groups highlights a social justice
perspective, prioritising equity in food distribution.

Another alternative element is the focus on social cohesion through gardening, which can “contribute to a
more socially cohesive city by connecting people” (p. 15), reduce stress and health problems, and connect
youth with sustainable practices: “In combination with more physical exercise, for instance through gardening,
the increase of obesity and other physical complaints that are connected with a one‐sided eating pattern can
be slowed down” (p. 15). The document also encourages collaboration between residents through community
gardens and highlights the need for food education, particularly at the primary school level. For example,
one school offers a programme to teach children how to grow and prepare vegetables, as the municipality
emphasises that “the basis of bad eating patterns is laid in early childhood” (p. 17).

The agenda also promotes a more localised and sustainable food system, by strengthening connections
between regional producers and urban consumers through farmers’ markets, municipal land for cultivation,
and the inclusion of local food in catering contracts (p. 20). Additional initiatives, such as the Green Rooftops
Program and an annual competition for citizen‐led food projects, are positioned as ways to encourage urban
agriculture, though these rely on short‐term incentives. The document simultaneously markets local food as
a consumer experience, appealing to “foodies” with regional products such as “apple juice from the
Buytenhof in Rhoon,” “ground‐elder pesto from Park Zestienhoven,” and “crisps from the Hoeksche Waard”
(pp. 8, 17). This reflects an attempt to balance social inclusion with market‐driven strategies, where food
diversity is both valued for its cultural significance and promoted as an economic opportunity. However, the
tension between alternative and neoliberal discourses becomes more evident when examining the trajectory
of Rotterdam’s food governance in the years following Food and the City.

Besides the Markthal, which symbolises Rotterdam’s integration of food, urban regeneration, and tourism,
and Healthy Wave, which reflects the city’s participation in EU‐funded food initiatives, the most prominent
municipal food‐related initiative today is the recent Rotterdam Food Hub—a 60‐hectare industrial site
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designed to strengthen the city’s position in global agrifood logistics (Port of Rotterdam, n.d.). As Western
Europe’s largest transit port for agricultural, horticultural, and fishery products, Rotterdam seems to have
prioritised food trade infrastructure over localised food production.

Whilst the municipality continues to highlight food as a strategic sector, its focus has shifted from urban
agriculture and community‐led sustainability towards consolidating Rotterdam’s role as an international food
trade hub, facilitating long‐distance food supply chains that prioritise global markets. This shift raises
broader questions about the long‐term direction of UFPs and the extent to which alternative governance
discourses (and projects) can endure in a policy landscape increasingly shaped by economic competitiveness
and market‐driven priorities. In Section 5, these dynamics will be further explored through a comparative
analysis of Rotterdam and London, assessing how their distinct governance models and policy trajectories
shape the role of food in urban development.

5. Comparative Analysis: Alternative and Neoliberal Trends in UFPs

This study sheds light on the neoliberal elements embedded within seemingly “alternative” development
policies, through an examination of UFPs in London and Rotterdam. Despite their framing around the values
of environmental and social sustainability, both strategies also present, discursively, economic goals tied to
urban competitiveness and growth. A comparative analysis of these policies reveals key tensions between
sustainability, equity, and market‐driven governance, offering insights into how UFPs operate within broader
urban development strategies. In Rotterdam, food policy has been leveraged as a tool to attract “creative
talents” and to invite green investment, aligning with the city’s branding as a desirable location for affluent
demographics. This emphasis on economic competitiveness, however, is not unique to Rotterdam. As shown
in Table 2, both cities demonstrate a hybrid approach in their core values, where alternative sustainability
goals coexist with economic imperatives. London, by contrast, capitalised for instance on its Capital Growth
campaign to present the 2012 Olympics as a green initiative, despite contradictions with the sustainability
claims linked to Olympic sponsors.

The dominant focus on sustainability and social justice in these UFPs has certainly contributed to their
“alternative” labelling, as noted in existing literature discussed in Section 2. However, closer inspection reveals
that these “benevolent” objectives often carry a competitive edge tied to neoliberal priorities. For example,
the very term “strategy” used in these policies implies a tactical, outcome‐oriented approach, commonly
associated with corporate or institutional governance rather than grassroots or community‐based initiatives.

To further illustrate these dynamics, Table 2 presents a structured comparison of London and Rotterdam’s
food policies, assessing how they align with the alternative and neoliberal discourses previously illustrated
in Table 1.

The comparative framework highlights how both cities navigate a complex interplay between alternative and
neoliberal dimensions, incorporating elements of sustainability, inclusivity, and economic pragmatism in
different ways. As shown in Table 2, neither city adheres strictly to one model. Instead, the UFPs reflect a
hybridisation, where sustainability and economic interests overlap, making it increasingly difficult to
separate the “entrepreneurial” from “sustainable” policymaking (Jonas & While, 2007). The LFS contains
frequent references to economic development in its policy orientation, stressing the “market opportunities
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Table 2. Comparative analysis of alternative and neoliberal elements in London and Rotterdam’s UFPs.

Feature London (2006, 2011, 2018
LFSs)

Classification Rotterdam (2012 Food &
the City)

Classification

Core Values Sustainability, equity (early
focus), urban branding
(later shift)

Hybrid Sustainability combined
with economic
competitiveness; food
initiatives positioned as part
of urban creativity strategies

Hybrid

Governance
Approach

Institutionalised and
evolving (Food Board, food
poverty action plans)

Alternative Project‐based, reliant on
private‐sector and EU
funding

Neoliberal

Role of
Citizens

Consumer responsibility
(2006) but growing
emphasis on community
participation (2018)

Hybrid Citizens primarily framed as
food entrepreneurs and
consumers

Neoliberal

Primary Goals Social justice (early years),
shifting to economic growth
and urban branding (2011),
and again to public health
(2018)

Hybrid Balancing sustainability with
economic competitiveness

Hybrid

Policy
Orientation

Food security, public health,
and local food systems
(2006), later integrated with
private investment and
regeneration strategies
(2011, 2018)

Hybrid Urban agriculture for social
and environmental benefits
but also used to appeal to
wealthier demographics

Hybrid

Examples in
UFPs

London Food Board, food
poverty action plans

Alternative Markthal, real estate‐driven
urban agriculture, city
branding, and community
gardens

Hybrid

Key Critiques Risk of sustainability being
co‐opted by economic
interests, policy continuity
dependent on political shifts

Lack of long‐term municipal
commitment, reliance on
external funding,
“gastro‐gentrification”

linked to sustainable food” and highlighting expected gains with language such as “enterprise,” “thousands of
jobs,” and “billions of pounds.” Under Boris Johnson’s mayoralty, this strategy functioned as a response to
criticism over the 2012 Olympics sponsorships by major corporations like McDonald’s, Coca‐Cola, Sodexo,
and BP (the latter being branded as a “sustainability partner”), which attracted scrutiny due to its limited
alignment with the principles of sustainable food governance (Cretella, 2015). The strategic engagement of
corporate actors in these policies further highlights how power is concentrated among business elites,
shaping urban food governance to reflect market interests rather than community needs.

The two documents also illustrate a broader neoliberal theme of positioning citizens as consumers, where
sustainable food habits and choices are presented as issues of rational action alone. For example,
Rotterdam’s policy asserts that “affordable vegetables and fruit must become available for all income
groups,” yet follows this by stressing that “city dwellers must become more aware of the provenance of
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products and of the seasons.”). In shifting the focus onto individuals, the local government omits structural
welfare solutions, assuming that food knowledge and healthy lifestyles are universally accessible without
addressing the socio‐economic barriers involved.

Rotterdam’s policy orientation also seeks to appeal to specific demographics by promoting regional, artisanal
products that are generally priced higher. These symbolic products, combined with activities like urban
agriculture and the promotion of food‐related urban spaces, reflect a targeted appeal to middle‐ and
upper‐income residents rather than to low‐income populations. This signals a form of “gastro‐gentrification”
where UFPs reinforce social hierarchies, privileging the tastes and consumption patterns of wealthier groups
(Veron, 2024). These findings resonate with Shannon’s (2013) concept of Neoliberal paternalism, whereby
governance around food issues adopts a moralising tone primarily disciplining low‐income populations.
Our analysis goes further: moral coordinates within food policy can also serve to attract and speak to
wealthier classes, with cities using food to signal the type of residents they wish to attract. For instance,
London’s “culinary attractions—from street markets to specialist shops to Michelin‐starred restaurants—are
essential ingredients of the city’s unrivalled cultural scene,” a message targeted at the city’s middle‐ and
upper‐class residents.

This also resonates with Tornaghi’s (2014) concern that urban food actions, rather than challenging
socio‐economic inequality, could exacerbate exclusionary dynamics. The cases of London and Rotterdam
reveal a transfer of responsibility for ethical and sustainable food choices to citizens. Through the lens of
CDA, this shift illustrates how discursive power operates to shape public perception of sustainability as a
matter of personal responsibility rather than a structural issue requiring systemic intervention (Lockie, 2009).
By conceptualising citizens as consumers within these frameworks, both municipalities champion ideals of
sustainable, artisanal, and local food production—commodities that, by their very nature, are priced above
the reach of lower‐income residents. It is worth noting, however, that London’s most recent policy of 2018
takes steps toward addressing some of these disparities.

This transfer of responsibility, alongside the outsourcing of public services, aligns with the neoliberal paradigm
of public governance known as New Public Management (Pollitt, 2003). The latter emerged as a model in the
early 1980s as the tendency to bring the coordination mechanism of the market to the public domain. That
meant holding a neoliberal orientation with regards to governance: extending market mechanisms on the
public services (e.g., competitive tendering), imposing the view of “citizens” as “consumers,” and in general
keeping a less defined distinction between the public, market and voluntary sectors.

Also, Rotterdam’s core aim to use food as an attraction for the creative class aligns with broader theories of
urban creativity (Florida, 2007; Landry, 2012; Mayer, 2013; Peck, 2005), where food‐related spaces like
farmers markets, urban allotments, and high‐end cafés support a curated urban experience designed to
appeal to specific demographics. These spaces are often advertised as “sustainable” rather than
entrepreneurial, sidelining the commercial nature of such initiatives. Evidence from food projects in
Rotterdam suggests a clear connection to gentrification, where such ventures often facilitate the influx of
wealthier populations into urban neighbourhoods (Anguelovski, 2016; Cohen, 2018).

In general, UFPs are often framed as tools for advancing social and environmental goals, but our analysis
suggests that they can also function as instruments for economic growth within a neoliberal framework.
Although economic development is sometimes positioned as a means to enhance social justice and
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sustainability, our findings indicate that UFPs operate within the dominant neoliberal food regime. Rather
than disrupting the structural dynamics of global food economics, these policies appear to focus on
mitigating their consequences, raising questions about the extent to which UFPs can serve as genuine
alternatives, as claimed by most scholars, to market‐driven governance.

However, the 2018 LFS reveals a discursive shift, adopting a more pragmatic view of what can realistically
be achieved within municipal governance. This realism is evident in the mayor’s acknowledgement of his own
limitations: “The Mayor will do all he can to help tackle” food‐related issues, yet “not everything that can
be done to improve…is within the Mayor’s powers.” These statements reflect a shift from earlier, idealised
aspirations toward a more measured perspective on municipal capacity. By openly acknowledging the limits
of local governance, the 2018 LFS reframes UFP as a shared endeavour that requires alignment across various
levels of government. Khan’s appeals to the national government underscore the need for broader, integrated
support to effectively tackle complex food issues.

Whilst this highlights the complexities of multi‐level food governance, it remains unclear to what extent
these strategies were shaped by top‐down decision‐making or bottom‐up stakeholder engagement.
The extent to which citizens’ perspectives influenced either the neoliberal or alternative dimensions of these
policies is not explicitly documented, posing a limitation in assessing the participatory nature of these
strategies. This ambiguity highlights the challenges of multi‐level governance, where food strategies must
navigate the competing demands of municipal authority, national policy frameworks, and stakeholder
participation. As such, lasting change in urban food systems demands not only local action but also
coordinated, multi‐level partnerships that integrate diverse perspectives and governance scales (Sonnino &
Coulson, 2021).

To conclude, the UFPs discussed in this article are neither divorced from economic imperatives nor isolated
from the broader neoliberal framework of contemporary urban development. As shown in Table 2, these
policies exhibit instead hybrid characteristics, blending alternative governance approaches—such as urban
agriculture, community engagement, and food security initiatives—with economic rationales tied to urban
regeneration and competitiveness.

6. Conclusion: Toward Inclusive and Sustainable UFPs

This article set out to critically examine how UFPs in London and Rotterdam navigate competing priorities.
Through the use of CDA, policy documents were analysed to explore the intersection between alternative
and neoliberal governance logics. The findings reveal that whilst these policies are often framed around
sustainability, community, and social inclusion, they simultaneously accommodate market‐driven objectives
such as urban branding, economic competitiveness, and selective inclusivity. As a result, rather than
challenging the structural inequalities embedded in the global food system, UFPs risk reinforcing neoliberal
paradigms by prioritising market‐driven goals and community self‐reliance.

London’s and Rotterdam’s respective UFPs also illustrate divergent approaches to governance. London’s
sustained engagement with food policy, supported by consistent funding and a dedicated team, reflects a
more integrated, evolving approach that seeks to address issues like food poverty and public health.
The 2018 LFS reveals a distinct shift towards cooperative governance and an acknowledgement of the
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limitations of municipal power in tackling complex food issues, with the mayor calling for support from the
national government and cross‐sector partnerships to strengthen the city’s food resilience.

Conversely, Rotterdam’s discontinuation of its Food and the City initiative following its initial project period
reflects a shorter‐term, project‐based approach to UFPs, characterised by its reliance to continue investing
in the topic based on external funding like the EU‐backed Healthy Wave initiative. This dependence on grant
cycles underscores Rotterdam’s selective engagement with food policy, treating it more as an urban
branding tool than as a comprehensive strategy for food resilience. This shift is further reflected in the city’s
prioritisation of large‐scale agrifood infrastructure, as seen in the Rotterdam Food Hub.

As UFPs continue to evolve in Europe, it is crucial to critically assess their long‐term governance models.
Will cities continue to rely on short‐term project‐based funding (like Rotterdam), or will they integrate food
policies into more institutionalised, long‐term strategies that try to address structural inequalities (like
London)? Furthermore, as municipalities take on an increasing role in food sustainability, the question
remains whether they truly possess the power and capacity to implement transformative food policies, or
whether their actions are constrained by the broader global economy of food governance.

Aswith any discourse analysis, this study is inherently interpretive, shaped by the researcher’s reading of policy
texts. Whilst this approach reveals how UFPs are framed and legitimised, it primarily captures institutional
narratives rather than the lived experiences of those affected. Future research could complement this by
incorporating ethnographic methods, stakeholder interviews, or participatory approaches to examine how
UFPs are experienced, particularly by marginalised communities.

Moreover, urban food governance extends beyond official documents. To contextualise policy discourse, key
developments shaping food governance today were also mapped. The Rotterdam Food Hub illustrates how
the city’s priorities have shifted from food resilience toward large‐scale agrifood logistics. Similarly, recent
reports from the London Assembly onworsening food insecurity highlight the limits of municipal interventions
in addressing structural inequalities. Considering these broader developments allows for an assessment not
only of the rhetoric of UFPs but also of their material trajectories and evolving governance priorities.

These findings also call into question the broader role of cities as key actors in tackling global food
challenges, a narrative that has gained traction in urban governance scholarship. As discussed in Section 1,
cities are increasingly positioned as the frontline problem‐solvers for complex global crises, from climate
change to resource scarcity, socio‐economic inequalities, and public health crises (Angelo & Wachsmuth,
2020; Tzaninis et al., 2021). However, given the ongoing multi‐crisis context, which includes post‐pandemic
recovery, geopolitical disruptions in food supply chains and worsening food insecurity, does it still make
sense to assume that cities can effectively lead the transition toward more sustainable food systems?
The cases of London and Rotterdam suggest that whilst UFPs can play a role, they often remain embedded
in broader market‐driven governance logics, raising questions about whether municipal food strategies alone
can meaningfully challenge the structural inequalities of the global food system.

Ultimately, the findings call for a more critical and reflexive approach to the development of UFPs, one that
moves beyond sustainability rhetoric to ensure that food policies are not only resilient but also structurally
inclusive, long‐term, and capable of addressing systemic food inequalities.
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Abstract
This article examines the interplay between urban planning, public policy, and food systems, focusing on the
city of Barcelona as a case study. The study explores the historical shaping of access to fresh food by public
urban policies and planning, ensuring a balanced territorial distribution across the city while addressing
broader implications for public health, social equity, and sustainability. The analysis begins with an overview
of Barcelona’s food supply system, which is characterized by an extensive set of public market halls and
specialty stores, strategically embedded within a compact urban fabric that ensures walkable access for
residents. The research highlights the evolution of planning actions, from 19th century bylaws aimed at
regulating food hygiene and spatial organization of food sales to contemporary initiatives influenced by the
Milan Urban Food Policy Pact, which emphasize the proximity between households and providers and
promote the consumption of local goods.
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1. Introduction

The relationship between urban planning and health is close and inseparable (Barton & Grant, 2013; Pineo
et al., 2020; Prior et al., 2023; Siri & Geddes, 2022). The origins of this bond lay in ensuring minimum
standards of hygiene to combat the spread of communicable diseases (Corburn, 2004; Rodger, 2019). After
addressing these concerns, urban policies and planning assume a pivotal role in shaping the health and
well‐being of residents by influencing access to fundamental health determinants, including education,
nutritious food, healthcare, and social or recreational services (Harris & De Leeuw, 2023; McManus, 2023).
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When this is also assured, urban policies and planning play a pivotal role in addressing the rise of
non‐communicable diseases resulting from harmful exposures and unhealthy habits such as air, noise, or
light pollution, limited access to green spaces, insufficient physical activity, or less optimal diets (Fazeli
Dehkordi et al., 2022; World Health Organization, 2017). Consequently, food emerges as a pivotal element
in urban planning, aimed at fostering healthier urban environments, provided that basic hygiene standards
are met.

The primary challenge concerning sustenance pertains to the limited access to food experienced by over
35% of the global population, a proportion that increases to 71.5% in low‐income nations (Food and
Agriculture Organization et al., 2024). In the absence of structural hunger problems, studies have observed
that those urban areas that are more disadvantaged have a significantly scarcer healthy food supply—
so‐called “food deserts”—with fewer fresh produce stores, putting the health of lower‐income residents at
risk (Kaczynski et al., 2020; Sáenz de Tejada, 2024). From the perspective of urban planning, these spatial
distribution deficiencies can be addressed by designs and policies that promote equitable access to essential
services, thereby fostering a healthy lifestyle for the population. This approach involves addressing the
correlation between population density and the location of minimum services. Such facilities are vital in
facilitating access to medical treatments and promoting healthy dietary practices (Pratt et al., 2022).

In post‐Fordist urban cultures where access to food is guaranteed, the relationship between citizens and
food is often characterized by a passive approach, with eating becoming an act of energy supply for
everyday functioning (Rosenthal & Flood, 2019). Nevertheless, how individuals procure groceries,
encompassing the type of food purchased, the architectural design of the establishments that sell it, the
distances and frequencies involved, and the means of transport used, differs for each metropolis.
The particular configuration of the food supply in each location is influenced by the urban form; however, it
is ultimately determined by a sequence of planning decisions that establish regulations and designs. These
decisions, in turn, determine the spatial distribution of food suppliers and their subsequent equity in access,
which is contingent upon the density and compactness of the urban form.

In suburban areas characterized by dispersed urbanization, access to food is often heavily reliant on car
mobility, as public transit infrastructure in these territories is frequently inadequate (Dumas et al., 2021).
The car‐dependent mobility model has been demonstrated to impose limitations on access for non‐drivers,
thereby contributing to systemic societal inequities. This model has the potential to marginalize individuals
lacking the capacity to drive and vulnerable populations, including low‐income households and the elderly,
who may encounter challenges in accessing reliable private transportation. This, in turn, can impede their
participation in essential activities, such as food shopping (Bose, 2024). Consequently, while food availability
may not be an issue, the reliance on automobiles underscores systemic challenges in ensuring equitable
access to food resources.

In compact environments, the distribution of food premises affects the behavior of residents in terms of
close proximity. The proximity of essential services fosters conditions to cope with shorter trips and
promotes nonmotorized transport, reducing pollution and congestion problems; create a more democratic
urban space, diminishing the social differences caused by diverse access to transport; make all the facilities
in the city equally available to all kinds of people, and end up producing equal and socially sustainable
traveling patterns (Gomez‐Escoda et al., 2022; Marquet & Miralles‐Guasch, 2015). In these compact
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environments, walkability is regarded as one of the qualities that enhances the value of places in terms of
health, social, economic, and environmental outcomes (Valls & Clua, 2023). Moreover, walkability has been
demonstrated to contribute to the well‐being of citizens across a range of time horizons, irrespective of their
socio‐economic circumstances (Carmona, 2018).

Conversely, the proximity of food sources has been shown to entail both advantages and disadvantages.
In high‐density urban areas, food outlet proximity influences purchasing behavior, with individuals more
likely to consume healthier options when unhealthy alternatives are placed farther away (Hunter et al.,
2019). However, food access can also drive gentrification and price inflation, as the presence of high‐quality
food suppliers in a neighborhood can increase property values, often displacing lower‐income residents who
originally relied on those food sources (Mackenbach et al., 2019). Conversely, despite proximity, the variety
of food offerings may remain limited. Urban areas, particularly those with lower incomes, which are often
characterized by a prevalence of unhealthy food options, have been termed “food swamps” and are
associated with dietary imbalances and increased health risks (Cooksey‐Stowers et al., 2017; Richardson
et al., 2018).

Moreover, the concentration of food outlets in a given area can have a detrimental effect on the
environment and noise pollution. This is because the presence of delivery trucks, waste disposal facilities,
and an increase in foot traffic can negatively impact the local community. Conversely, the increased distance
between food stores and their customers has been shown to be associated with an increase in food waste
and the environmental impact of last‐mile delivery. This relationship underscores the pivotal role that the
relationship between population density and food outlet density plays in environmental sustainability
(Conrad et al., 2018).

In light of the heterogeneity that characterizes food acquisition scenarios within diverse urban contexts, this
article focuses on compact metropolitan environments, where supply is assured, and seeks to address the
following research question: How do public urban planning policies and regulations influence the spatial
configuration of the food supply system and impact equity in access to food?

Starting from the premise that access to food is determined by socioeconomic factors and conditioned by
urban form, and therefore constitutes a particular footprint for each metropolis, this article examines the
role of the evolution of public policies that have shaped and designed food procurement in the city of
Barcelona in the last two centuries. The investigation refers to an urban reality in which food security is
guaranteed following the accepted definition, which states that food security exists when “all people, at all
times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their
dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (Food and Agriculture Organization, 1996).
The discussion is international in scope, although the research is based on a specific case study, which
consequently allows for the presentation of data with a local character. The exemplary nature of the case
and the approach methodology allow for comparisons to be made with other metropolitan realities.

2. Context and Methodology

Food purchases constitute approximately 16% of the household budget in Catalonia (Generalitat de
Catalunya, 2023), the northeastern region of Spain in which Barcelona is situated. This figure is exceeded
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only by that allocated to housing. This is in addition to the amount spent on eating out—including
hotels—which is the fourth largest expenditure category, accounting for almost 9% of the family budget,
after transport. This pattern of consumption is consistent with Engel’s law, which posits that, as income rises,
the proportion of income spent on food falls (Engel, 1857). This is so despite the fact that actual expenditure
on food rises, resulting in wealthier households spending a much smaller proportion of their household
budget on food (Cabannes & Marocchino, 2018).

While urbanism and architecture often focus on how citizens live and move—considering that mobility
expenses rank as the third‐largest household cost—the issue of how citizens eat is seldom addressed in
architectural and urban planning projects. This gap began to be discussed a decade ago with the signing of
the Milan Pact, a global agreement among cities dedicated to “developing sustainable food systems that are
inclusive, resilient, safe, and diverse; providing healthy and affordable food to all people within a human
rights‐based framework; minimizing waste; conserving biodiversity; and adapting to and mitigating the
impacts of climate change” (Milan Municipality, 2015).

Barcelona, one of the signatory cities, has a 200‐year legacy of design and planning strategies that have
consistently prioritized ensuring its citizens have access to fresh food. To gain insight into the distinctive
character of the food supply that serves the city today, this article examines the evolution of the public
planning of the food commercial fabric, composed of 39 market halls and 5,834 food shops. From this
standpoint, an analysis of the evolution of urban bylaws regulating food shops reveals that, historically, the
administration has exhibited a propensity to either promote specific patterns of clustering or opt for the
decentralization of food‐related commodities. Conversely, the analysis of plans to strengthen and extend
the public market halls system, as well as designs to make these essential public facilities more complex,
elucidates the commitment that the municipality has had to food procurement over time.

The research employs a dual methodology. On the one hand, it incorporates both secondary sources and a
systematic analysis of urban planning regulations available in the BCNROCOpenKnowledge Repository of the
Barcelona City Council. This approach provides a comprehensive description of the regulations enacted by the
municipality to govern the location of food establishments. On the other hand, the quantitative approximation
to food retail in the city is made possible by the open database that the City Council has been preparing
periodically for a decade. Themost recent iteration of the census, titledCens de locals en planta baixa destinats a
activitat econòmica de la ciutat de Barcelona (Census of first‐floor premises intended for economic activity in the
city of Barcelona), was completed in 2022 and published in 2024 (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2024). The census
is meticulously conducted through a fieldwork process that systematically visits all first‐floor premises in the
city, which geolocates the activities and classifies them according to the products they sell or services they
offer. This database is processed in this research using GIS systems to quantify the establishments and map
their position in the city. Utilizing data analysis techniques, the information is then graphically delineated
into layers and the same GIS systems are used to produce heatmaps—which facilitate the identification of
stores selling similar products within a 300‐meter radius, offering a comprehensive view of the food suppliers’
dynamics, as shown in Figure 2—and isochrone maps (as in Figures 3, 4, and 5) to illustrate the extension of
market halls’ influence across the city.
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3. A Quantitative Approach to Barcelona’s Supply System

The current distribution of food suppliers in Barcelona is the result of nearly two centuries of public policies
aimed at progressively strengthening the food system. This system is unique in its presence of 39 publicmarket
halls, which are homogeneously distributed throughout the city, thereby ensuring access to fresh produce.
Due to the compactness of the urban fabric, nearly a third of the city’s households (31.51%) had a public
market hall within 400 meters in 2023 (Gomez‐Escoda & Fuertes, 2024). The food provision through public
suppliers is complemented by a dispersed network of 1,457 privately owned specialty stores, which sell a
variety of products, and 2,485 supermarkets (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2024). Concurrently, the abundance
of food providers reflects the urban compactness of the city, as illustrated in Figure 1.

Plot with food shop in the ground floor

Market hall

Figure 1. Barcelona’s food supply, 2024. Source: Author’s elaboration.

Barcelona has one food shop for every 200 inhabitants. Consequently, the city can be considered, with few
exceptions, a food oasis. With the exception of market halls, fresh food establishments can be categorized
into seven primary groups: eggs and poultry; fish; meat and pork; mixed foods; fruit and vegetables; bread;
and supermarkets. The distribution of these establishments is heterogeneous, with some being placed inside
the market halls and others on the ground floors of mixed‐use buildings.

As presented in Table 1, a comprehensive analysis of the available data reveals a distinctive sidewalk
landscape, characterized by a significant presence of food retailers. It is noteworthy that markets tend to
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house food retailers specializing in perishable or temperature‐sensitive produce, with approximately 25% of
the 7,500 fresh produce shops in Barcelona situated within public market buildings. Whilst supermarkets,
bakeries, and greengrocers have a greater presence on the ground floors of urban markets than within the
market buildings themselves, the opposite is true of butchers and delicatessens, which are found both inside
and outside. Fish, egg, and poultry shops, conversely, are mostly concentrated inside the market. Finally, as
Table 1 shows, there are more than twice as many specialized shops selling a particular type of food as there
are general supermarkets.

Table 1. Number of shops and market stalls offering a given type of food in 2024.

Stalls in
market halls

Shops on
ground floors

Total per
category

Ground
floors/market

halls

Eggs and poultry 240 25 265 10%
Fish 338 124 462 37%
Meat and pork 477 559 1,036 117%
Mixed foods 262 363 625 139%
Fruit and vegetables 301 749 1,050 249%
Bread 16 1,529 1,545 9,556%
Supermarkets 24 2,485 2,509 10,354%
TOTAL (except bread and supermarkets) 1,618 1,820 3,438 112%
TOTAL 1,658 5,834 7,492 351%

Source: Author’s elaboration.

For establishments with a stronger presence on the ground floors than within the market buildings
themselves, several reasons can be identified. First, the large presence of fruit and vegetable shops can be
explained by a minimal initial investment requirement, due to the absence of significant infrastructure needs
and the low‐cost nature of the products offered. Consequently, these small businesses tend to function as
arrival infrastructures (Bovo, 2020) and can work as social elevators (Blennerhassett et al., 2022) for
immigrant communities, particularly those hailing from countries such as Morocco, India, and Pakistan.
Second, the large number of bakeries can be explained because they play an important role in serving
prepared food to the floating population, such as tourists and workers. These are establishments that can
serve prepared food to take away without the need for a kitchen, which means that, although they sell
the most essential of products, they are, in most cases, closer to catering services. It is, therefore,
understandable that they require opening hours and operate more efficiently. Furthermore, the sale of
bread, widely regarded as a staple food, has historically been subject to specific regulatory frameworks.
The initial ovens utilized for the baking of dough were in limited numbers and required substantial
infrastructure, given the elevated temperatures—subsequently supported by electrical power—attained
within bakery environments (Corteguera, 2016; Feliu, 2016; López Guallar, 2016). Finally, supermarkets’
inventory extends to a broad assortment of foodstuffs, encompassing dry, packaged, prepared, and frozen
items. In addition to this, they offer a range of household products, including cleaning and hygiene products,
so that one‐stop shopping for food and other basic necessities can be resolved in a single act. In addition,
they extend their opening hours to overlap with the end of the longest working days; when the less central
markets are open only one or two afternoons a week.
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Eggs and poultry

Meat and pork

Bakeries

Fish

Fruits and vegetables

Supermarkets

Figure 2. Food shops per type and density of location in 2024. Source: Author’s elaboration.

The distribution of food suppliers across the city offers insights into its morphology and helps anticipate
predominant land uses, as shown in Figure 2. The series of maps is based on establishing heatmaps between
shops selling each type of food and stores selling similar products within a 300‐meter radius. In the heatmap,
darker shades indicate a higher concentration of similar products while lighter shades signify lower intensity.
The blank areas in the heatmaps indicate places with no food within a five‐minute walk.

In the lower section, bakeries and supermarkets provide a comprehensive snapshot of urban structure, with
some blanks in notable areas such as university districts to the west, elevated areas to the north, major
transportation hubs to the northeast, and parks located to the southeast. Despite these gaps, these two
types of establishments effectively reflect the urban layout. Each supermarket serves approximately
600 residents, while each bakery serves slightly over 1,000. As demonstrated by the analysis and numerical
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data presented in Table 1, the establishment of these two types of stores was not contingent upon the
presence of markets, thereby validating their dissemination throughout the city.

An intriguing comparison can be made between the distribution patterns of meat and fruit shops. Although
fruit shops are nearly twice as numerous as meat shops outside of markets, both types of establishments
exhibit similar gaps in service coverage. Moreover, fruit shops expand their reach to peripheral areas, including
those near major transportation stations, while meat shops have a more limited presence in certain central
thoroughfares. Both types of shops have a less significant presence in historic districts, with fruit shops being
more scattered in these areas. In the old town, three markets are located within 1.5 kilometers of each other,
which concentrate the majority of butchers in the neighborhood. The blank areas correspond to urban voids
and zones with low population density but high activity intensity on the upper floors. This is expected given
the connection between these establishments and domestic cooking.

Finally, although fishmongers and poultry‐egg shops differ in their physical presence, they exhibit similar
tendencies to cluster in less central neighborhoods. This trend is particularly noticeable in areas undergoing
urban densification, facilitated by structured grid development. Fishmongers are more reliant on markets,
with their trade concentrated around these sites, whereas poultry shops tend to fill gaps between market
halls. In both cases, these products require refrigeration and cooking to be consumed, making it logical to
associate them with households rather than places of activity.

4. Planning the Food Supply: The Evolution of Urban Regulations and the Role of Market
Halls in the Distribution System

This section outlines the changes in public policies pertaining to food provisioning over the past two
centuries, focusing on four distinct stages characterized by shifts in urban planning regulations and the
evolving relationship between market halls and small food shops. They are policies that acted as local
answers to the urban theories of that time (Garriga & Garcia‐Fuentes, 2015).

4.1. The First Regulations of Food Commerce Through Bylaws (1856–1930s)

The Barcelonan market hall system, defined as an assemblage of “facilities that bring together a set of
independent retail establishments, primarily for fresh food, in a publicly owned building” (Ajuntament de
Barcelona, 2015, p. 4), originated without a formalized plan in the mid‐15th century, with the establishment
of the open‐air markets in the old town. Over time, the market halls have been adapted to serve a variety of
purposes. They have been used as a public forum for discussing issues related to food safety, pricing,
transparency, quality assurance, and variety. Additionally, they have provided essential goods and
services to new neighborhoods and contributed to the revitalization of commercial fabric (Fuertes &
Gomez‐Escoda, 2020).

Themajority of the eighteenmarkets constructed in Barcelona before themid‐twentieth centurywere derived
from earlier open‐air activities, with evidence of this history manifesting not only in the buildings themselves
but also in their relationship with the surrounding area. As markets evolved from a street‐based structure to a
more formal facility, they retained their designation as a public space and their capacity to concentrate urban
activity around food.
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The initial point of reference for the documentation of the planning regulations is 1856, which coincides with
the construction of the inaugural food markets situated beyond the confines of the old town. These bylaws
are indicative of the primary objective of regulating the food supply through the implementation of vendor
localization measures. Concurrently, they serve as a testament to the historical interconnection between the
food supply and public space: “To sell food in a public place, permission is required from themunicipal authority,
which will indicate the stall for each vendor” (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 1856, p. 89). These same bylaws end
with a single article that refers to three actions: to live, to feed, and to carry—the main actions that the city
catalyzes. A concise characterization of each is provided, along with a set of fundamental principles pertaining
to their functionality and the dynamics of their coexistence. Concerning the food supply, the nexus with the
prevailing concern for health is documented for the first time in the city’s historical record:

The need to live is followed by the need to eat, and here it cannot be overlooked how hygiene, industry,
and the rules of law are closely intertwined and linked so that maintenance does not alter the health
of the body, so that sellers do not scatter articles through deceptive measures, and finally so that
the people who contract in shops and markets maintain the good faith and order necessary in such a
populous city. (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 1856, p. 189)

In the following bylaws, drafted in 1891—whose wording is repeated almost identically in the following
Ordinances in 1923—two complete chapters are dedicated to regulating the supply of food in the city: the
first (chapter 32) to markets, and the second (chapter 33) to the preparation and sale of foodstuffs
(Ajuntament de Barcelona, 1891, 1923). Two facts stand out in these more extensive rules. On the one hand,
the by‐laws specify the opening hours of market halls—from 4 a.m. to 10 p.m. in summer and from 5:30 a.m.
to 9 p.m. in winter. These extended operational hours offer insight into the enduring connection between
the urban environment and the fresh food stalls—operated by farmers and producers who traveled from the
hinterlands to supply the city with fresh produce. Conversely, the ordinances emphasize the spatial
characteristics of the stalls, the freshness of the food sold in them, and the conditions of preparation and
sale of each product. This aligns with the understanding of food supply as a matter of public health.

4.2. Public Protectionism in Times of Autarchy (1939–1975)

The bylaws drafted in 1947 were shaped by a context of self‐sufficiency in a city struggling with food
shortages. The country was by then in a state of autarchy under the Francoist dictatorship that lasted
between 1939 and 1975, a fact that translates into interventionism in the regulation of food establishments.

According to this, the bylaws set, for the first time, distances between markets and other food shops: Not all
vendors were controlled by the public forces, and those outside the markets were understood as
competitors. In this context, groceries, delicatessens, dairies and poultry, hunting and salt fishing, cooked
legumes, fruits and vegetables, fresh fish and dairies, and bakeries may not be established less than 300
meters from the nearest market hall, counting the distance from the center of the market door closest to the
establishment. Other premises would respect longer distances: horse butcher shops (350 meters) and
butcheries and pork shops (750 meters). Additionally, a distance of 300 meters to any other type of food
shop was to be respected. In this manner, the initial regulatory framework was devised, whereby licenses
were granted on a first‐come, first‐served basis, taking into account the relative distances in space. For the
same reasons as food procurement control, the regulations monitored the monopoly and prevented the
same owner from having stores both outside and inside market halls (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 1947).
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After the initial regulatory framework, which was predicated on the distances between food stores to regulate
density and the monoculture of uses, the municipal council initiated the first systematic intervention in the
market network, which had remained minimally operational during the post‐civil war period (1936–1939).
In a context where the modernization of food distribution in Europe was leading to the disappearance of
market halls (Guàrdia & Oyón, 2010), the food supply system in Barcelona was reinforced by generating a
system of facilities intended to strengthen small neighborhood centers, reutilizing the existing market halls or
building new ones, occupying spaces based on the opportunity and availability of land in dense urban areas.
The objectivewas to extend themarket system throughout the territorywhile guaranteeing the supply of fresh
food to the population of an expanding city, where supermarkets and self‐service stores had not yet begun to
be established. As part of this strategy, initiated in 1957, half of the existing market halls were constructed.

At the time, a total of 22 markets were in operation, and an additional 27 were proposed. Of these, 14 were
constructed, representing a 50% completion rate. The markets constructed during this period provided
essential facilities to areas of the city that had emerged due to social necessity, coinciding with the
development of mass housing estates in peripheral neighborhoods. The city was undergoing rapid growth,
coping with the arrival of immigrant populations from other regions of Spain, and the construction of
markets was temporarily transferred to private entities. The objective was to ensure the continued provision
of fresh food in urban areas, with the maintenance of the markets’ public status being secondary. Market
halls were the first infrastructure to be provided to these neighborhoods.

With the market system strengthened, a new bylaw was drafted in 1968. The first specific regulation on
markets was drawn up, regulating the rights, obligations, and behaviors of vendors and buyers, the cleanliness

Figure 3. Proximity areas around market halls in 1957. Existing market buildings (blue) and proposals for
extension of the system with new halls (magenta). Source: Author’s elaboration.
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and hygiene of common areas and individual stalls, the shape, materials, and dimensions of stalls, the types
of food products that could be sold in each type of stall, and the locations and conditions of food storage
(Ajuntament de Barcelona, 1968). This was a holistic regulation whose original wording has been maintained
throughout successive revisions, until the most recent one, in force since 2016. The birth of the food system
in which public providers were one of the backbones of urban health in the city can be dated back to this
pre‐democratic period.

4.3. A Public Bet Into the Food System: An Urban Institute to Manage Markets and a Public Plan to
Regulate Food Retail (1986–2011)

In 1986, a new public governance document, the Pla d’Establiments Comercials Alimentaris de Barcelona
(Barcelona Food Establishment Plan—PECAB), was drafted to implement a model for reform and expansion
that would establish municipal markets as the central point of the fresh food distribution network.
The PECAB was conceptualized in a period marked by substantial shifts in the food supply landscape. This
was due to several factors, including the introduction of new technologies which affected food production
and distribution. These included the relocation of productive sources, the spread of cold storage, and the
increased use of artificial preservatives. Furthermore, shifts in dietary and consumption patterns, including
the advent of packaged foods, the integration of women into the labor force, and a decline in the time
allocated to domestic responsibilities, also contributed to this transformation (Fuertes & Gomez‐Escoda,
2020). In this context, the introduction of self‐service in food purchasing—supermarkets—transformed the
customer into an autonomous entity, effectively rendering the stallholder obsolete. The scale of food
provisioning underwent a significant transformation with the advent of large shopping malls linked to
metropolitan infrastructure. This introduced private mobility into the supply process, facilitating the
introduction of packaged products that were easily transportable, stored, and had a longer shelf life than
fresh produce. This shift imparted a sense of modernity to food, leading to a sudden transformation in the
markets, which acquired an aging quality that they had previously carried with dignity.

The aforementioned changes arrived in Barcelona later than in other European cities, partly due to the 37 years
of dictatorship that preceded them. However, this delay proved to be crucial for the survival and subsequent
consolidation of the markets in the city. At the time, the advent of novel retail formats, such as supermarkets
and expansive commercial zones in peripheral locations, stood in stark contrast to an urban fabric where
commerce was dispersed and operated on a modest scale. In fact, 90% of shops were less than 60 sqm in size,
with an average area of 36 sqm per establishment. This small‐scale constellation attracted the attention of the
PECAB authors, who perceived an opportunity to reinforce it and replicate it deliberately across the territory
to concentrate food retail around the markets (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 1986).

The initial phase of the strategy entailed a reduction in the number of shops and an increase in their size.
A minimum area for sales rooms was established, ranging from 60 sqm for traditional multipurpose
establishments and self‐service stores to 400 sqm for supermarkets. In the case of establishments
specializing in the sale of fresh food, the minimum area required for sales rooms varied according to the type
of product in question. Thus, for the sale of eggs, the minimum area was 20 sqm, while for bread it was
25 sqm. In the case of fruit and vegetables, however, the minimum area was set at 40 sqm. The only
exception to this was market stalls, which were permitted a minimum area of 10 sqm. This regulation
permitted a dual interpretation, as it provided vendors who lacked the financial resources to rent or maintain
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a space of such dimensions outside the market with a shelter for their activities within municipal facilities.
Despite initial objections from merchants and business owners who considered it interventionist in free
competition, the last PECAB (2015) was a review, nearly 30 years later, of the document that was launched
with the suspension of licenses for food sales premises that did not meet the set recommendations.

The original PECAB aimed to reinforce the system of 40 markets with an additional 15 in positions
proximate to those not constructed in 1957. However, these were ultimately not built either. The principal
objective of the PECAB 86 was to consolidate the market system that had been inherited. During this period,
the construction of new buildings was the exception, with efforts focused on transforming existing ones
(Figure 4). The successive revisions of the PECAB modified the polarity areas following the city’s growth and
the concomitant increase in neighborhood density. In 2011, these areas began to include sectors where the
node of the network was no longer a market but a shopping center. By the time the 2015 version was
released, there were 13 such sectors included.

A new urban institute, the Institut Municipal de Mercats, was established in 1991 and continues to guide
municipal action on food supply to this day aimed to “make the municipal markets the centers of the fresh
food distribution network” (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2011, p. 32). Concurrently, a reform policy has been
implemented to restructure the market halls since the year 1990. The renewal of buildings since has
consistently addressed several recurring issues, with each market receiving a bespoke response. On the one
hand, several constants can be identified, including a reduction in the number of stalls while increasing their
surface area, the management of goods and waste in a basement level, modifications to environmental
conditions in the interior space, and the incorporation of a supermarket and a public car parking. In the first

Figure 4. Proximity areas around market halls in 1986. Existing market buildings (blue) and proposals for
extension of the system with new halls (magenta). Source: Author’s elaboration.
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case, the objective was to augment individual purchase transactions with supplementary non‐food
merchandise, a strategy that supermarkets could implement. In the second case, the initiative sought to
capitalize on the construction or renovation of existing facilities and the necessity for a basement to
accommodate logistics operations. This approach involved introducing a publicly managed parking scheme
in the basement, thereby reinforcing an additional strategy: meeting the demand for parking in the
neighborhood’s central areas while minimizing the presence of vehicles in public areas as much as possible.

4.4. The Milan Pact Aftermath: An Expansion Backed in the Public Space Layout (2015–2025)

In 2017, as a consequence of theMilan Urban Food Policy Pact, a new strategy was initiated to establish eight
farmers’ markets, each comprising 15 stalls. The objective was to provide direct selling spaces for producers,
offering fresh, seasonal, and local food. The new markets were placed in streets and squares throughout the
city, reversing the original urban ordering initiative of the initial market buildings and reinstating food sales in
public spaces (Figure 5). In contrast to the street markets of the 19th century, which gave rise to the market
system in an attempt to order the city, these markets coexist with busy public spaces that have recently been
redesigned to accommodate this temporary activity on an intermittent basis.

This strategy of occupying public space with temporary retail should be seen in the context of a series of urban
strategies that the city undertook in 2015 and intensified in 2020 after the lockdown caused by Covid‐19.
These are the Superblocks and Green Axes projects, which reclaim street space previously used for traffic
for pedestrians, in some cases through tactical painting and mobile street furniture, and in others through
redevelopment projects that provide streets with a shared platform for pedestrians and service vehicles that
cannot travel faster than 10 km/h.

In the context of pacifying public space and anticipating the potential consequences of these improvements,
including increased rental prices and alterations like activities on the ground floor, the granting of activity
licenses was suspended while a Pla d’Usos (Plan of Uses) was drafted for the Eixample district, which was
transforming certain streets. Concurrently, in February 2023, an urban planning strategy for the Eixample
district was presented. The objective of this strategy was to limit the presence of bars, restaurants, nightclubs,
and food shops in the area, to avoid saturation and ensure a balance of uses and the coexistence of users.
This regulatory instrument originates from the Pla Especial d’Establiments de Concurrència Pública i Altres
Activitats (Special Plan for Public Establishments and Other Activities), which was implemented in the early
1990s. The primary objective of this instrumentwas to regulate the implementation of specific activitieswithin
delineated neighborhoods, thereby achieving equilibrium between the uses generated by these activities and
minimizing their impact. The first district to implement such a plan was the old town of Barcelona, Ciutat
Vella, in 1992. The plan was subsequently revised on several occasions, in 1997, 2000, 2005, 2010, and 2018
(Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2018). The 2023 version introduced a novel focus on food activities, anticipating
the transformation of the retail fabric in the context of public space layout renovation. It was hypothesized
that essential establishments selling food would be the first places to undergo gentrification processes in
areas undergoing public space renovation, and this planning strategy was the anticipated response to this.
To circumvent this issue, a series of regulations was implemented, stipulating minimum distances between
establishments and maximum density limits. Consequently, the allocation of licenses was subject to a first
come, first served basis.
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Figure 5. Proximity areas around market halls in 2024. Market buildings (blue) and open‐air weekly farmers’
markets (ochre). Source: Author’s elaboration.

5. Discussion

In recent years, the intersection of food and urban life and form has garnered significant attention across
disciplines such as urbanism, sociology, and urban geography. Concerning dense urban contexts, this
interest has been driven by two key developments: the growing focus on the ordinary and everyday aspects
of urban living, and the increasing consumption of land for food‐related uses such as fast‐food outlets, cafes,
restaurants, and markets (Parham, 2015). These trends are particularly evident in the visible proliferation of
food establishments in tourist and gentrified neighborhoods of European cities which, in turn, can result in
the so‐called “foodification” of urban space (Bourlessas et al., 2021; Joassart‐Marcelli & Bosco, 2023).

Food is presented as an integral element in the temporal and spatial dimensions of contemporary urban
existence (Ascher, 2005). The ability of food—and gastronomy in general—to activate the space around it is
indisputable. Food is capable of stimulating and transforming space, testing it, dynamizing it, and temporarily
or definitively modifying its perception and use (Mària, 2018), as “food attracts people who attract other
people” (Whyte, 1980). The debate is dual in nature due to the consequences that this capacity of food has
to model urban environments. On the one hand, food has emerged as a potent cultural concern, celebrated
as an alternative art form, a literary genre, and an academic field (Horwitz, 2004) that triggers accelerated
urban transformations. On the other hand, food supply is a basic service on which the health of
citizens depends.

From this standpoint, it is essential to establish guidelines so that urban design and planning professionals
take into account these spatial and temporal aspects of food supply. It is crucial to understand that the
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configuration of suppliers will be decisive in the health of the city and to acknowledge the influence of
public urban planning policies and regulations on the configuration of the food supply system and the
subsequent impact on equity in accessing food. This requires a shift in perspective, whereby the
responsibility for ensuring a healthy and equitable food supply is recognized as both technical and public,
rather than being entrusted solely to individual decisions. In this regard, the presented case study
emphasizes the role that urban planning has played in shaping the spatial distribution of food suppliers.

The case of Barcelona is distinctive in that the renovation of the market halls preserved their function as
food providers, a departure from the trend of converting them into food courts as has occurred in numerous
cities (Drain, 2015; Eckenschwiller, 2019; Franzén, 2005; González & Waley, 2013). In these novel spaces,
food remains the catalyst for surrounding activity, albeit within a gentrification process that diverts it from its
role as a fundamental service and a vital product associated with public health. Another distinctive feature of
this case study is the integration of urban planning regulations—once used to limit the proliferation of food
establishments—with recent reforms to the city’s public spaces. These regulations establish the distances
between establishments, define their surface areas, or set their maximum density limits, thereby contributing
to the health and well‐being of the population from the public sector.

6. Conclusion

The evolution of food systems in urban environments highlights the profound interplay between urban
planning, socio‐economic structures, and public health outcomes. The case of Barcelona illustrates how
strategic public policies and infrastructural designs can mitigate spatial inequities in food access, ensuring
that proximity to fresh food becomes a shared benefit rather than a privilege. By leveraging an integrated
system of public markets which in turn organize a dispersed constellation of specialty food shops, Barcelona
has created a robust framework that addresses both the physical and socio‐economic dimensions of food
security. This model underscores the necessity of embedding food supply considerations within urban
planning to promote inclusive and sustainable urban living.

The urban regulations concerning food in Barcelona were developed without a comprehensive, long‐term
strategy. Instead, they were intended to address the fluctuating issues of oversupply and scarcity in a given
period. However, an examination of their historical progression reveals the pivotal function of governance
in fostering resilient and equitable food systems. From the 19th century bylaws to contemporary initiatives
influenced by the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact, the city has prioritized public interventions that align food
supply with public health and urban heritage—through the architectures of public market halls. This case study
demonstrates the influence of public urban planning policies and regulations on the spatial configuration of the
food supply system, highlighting the implications for spatial equity in accessing food. It serves as a compelling
paradigm for other metropolitan regions seeking to address contemporary urban challenges with the pressing
global need for food security and environmental sustainability. As cities globally continue to grapple with
diverse urban forms and food access dynamics, the principles underpinning Barcelona’s system—proximity,
equity in access, and public accountability—provide a scalable blueprint for addressing these challenges.

The research presents some limitations both from a methodological and conceptual perspective to be
implemented in future studies.
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Firstly, before the advent of the first automated censuses, no information on the food suppliers’ physical
distribution—apart from the location of the market halls—was available. However, a comprehensive review of
historical records concerning activity licenses could facilitate the reconstruction of the image of food stores in
the city. This would contribute to a more complete understanding of Barcelona’s food supply and the spatial
impact of different regulations, including the appropriation or allocation of establishments (from the markets
or among themselves). However, it should be noted that this extends previous research, requiring extensive
archival consultation to ensure accurate and comprehensive findings.

Secondly, the research approaches markets and the food system in a favorable light, conceptualizing them
as public instruments with the capacity to transform how the city is fed. However, there is a lack of inquiry
into how many of these markets have already become tourist attractions and the primary mechanisms for
displacing the local population from the most central neighborhoods of the city. This hypothesis could be
further investigated through research examining consumer habits in neighborhoods experiencing the most
pronounced signs of gentrification.

Finally, the study of equity in access to food is conducted from the perspective of a pure urban form,
establishing distances and numbers of suppliers without considering population density. A study that
incorporates the relationship between food suppliers and the population they serve would elucidate the
strengths and weaknesses of the system. Furthermore, this approach to the population should be informed
by its composition, including age, gender, and social income, to generate more precise planning
recommendations. However, the preliminary modeling presented in this research was necessary to
determine a network proportionate to the capacity, influence, and frequency of use of the market system.

Despite the described constraints, this research can be considered a first step to rethink the public food
commercial fabric in compact metropolises to promote equal access to food. Therefore, researchers and
professionals can use the established methods to evaluate other realities in the same way that the results
presented can be considered a starting framework for future research that addresses a deeper analysis of
urban food planning and design in Barcelona.
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Abstract
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security dimensions can support urban policies to better address food insecurity by redesigning individual
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poverty reduction is essential for building inclusive, resilient, and just urban food systems.
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1. Introduction

The food system is a key driver of today’s global socio‐ecological crisis (Ericksen et al., 2009; Liverman &
Kapadia, 2012; Richardson et al., 2023; Willett et al., 2019). From production to waste, current food
practices contribute to environmental degradation, social inequality, and major public health challenges
(Crippa et al., 2021; FAO et al., 2021, 2024). Various forms of malnutrition persist worldwide, reflecting deep
misalignments between food system dynamics, sustainability goals, and food security outcomes (Swinburn
et al., 2019; UNICEF et al., 2021). Cities concentrating on population and food consumption (FAO, 2017) are
increasingly affected (High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition [HLPE], 2024). By 2050,
the urban population will double, posing a significant challenge for society: to deliver food security—that is,
“all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that
meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (HLPE, 2020)—without further
degrading our ecosystems or increasing inequalities.

In this context, cities are also pivotal in driving sustainable change within our food systems (Battersby et al.,
2023; Forster et al., 2023; HLPE, 2024; UN‐Habitat, 2022). Cities can engage communities directly and
implement innovative solutions. They can play a crucial role in transforming food systems towards models
prioritising sustainability, resilience, and inclusivity, making them essential actors in tackling the global food
security challenge (HLPE, 2024).

These global challenges are also increasingly evident in Europe, which, despite being one of the world’s most
affluent regions, has 21% of its population (94.6 million people) at risk of poverty or social exclusion
(Eurostat, 2023). A rise in food insecurity mirrors this economic vulnerability: The number of people
experiencing moderate or severe food insecurity increased from 48.6 million in 2019 to 60.7 million in 2023,
with urban populations being more affected than rural ones (FAO et al., 2023). This situation reveals a
paradox at the heart of European food systems. On the one hand, the growing reliance on food assistance
points to widespread difficulties in accessing sufficient, nutritious food (Caraher & Furey, 2018). On the
other hand, Europe also faces a rising burden of malnutrition in the form of overweight and obesity (UNICEF
et al., 2021). These trends disproportionately impact vulnerable groups, including people with low incomes,
women, older adults, those with limited education, people with disabilities, and individuals outside the
labour market (European Commission, 2024; Garratt, 2020). Despite numerous studies, pilot projects, and
policy innovations (Baker & de Zeeuw, 2015; Calori & Magarini, 2015; Halliday, 2022; Moragues‐Faus et al.,
2022), urban food insecurity remains insufficiently addressed and low on the European policy agenda.

In the last decade, the urban food community has highlighted the importance of integrated governance to
advance positive food system outcomes (FAO, 2018; IPES‐Food, 2017; Lang et al., 2009; MacRae, 2011).
European cities have played a key role in advancing this governance innovation over the past decades:
Nearly 40% of the cities involved in the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact—an international protocol promoting
sustainable food systems and urban food policies—are in Europe (Milan Urban Food Policy Pact Secretariat,
2024). Although there is no one definition (see, for example, Moragues‐Faus et al., 2017; Sibbing et al., 2019),
by and large, integrated governance consists of including multiple actors, sectors, and scales in designing
policies and strategies to account for the complex and interconnected challenges and resources required to
transform food systems. Despite calls for integration, analyses of specific policies show disconnections
across sectors and topics (Doernberg et al., 2019), lack of participation of specific actors (Moragues‐Faus,

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9557 2

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


2020), lack of mechanisms to ensure coherence across scales (Kidd & Reynolds, 2024; Parsons & Hawkes,
2019), and an overall failure to measure the material impacts of these integrated policies in changing specific
urban food system challenges, such as food insecurity (Moragues‐Faus & Battersby, 2021).

Recent international comparative analyses of urban food policies show that interventions focus primarily on
shaping local agricultural systems, sustainable and healthy consumption, and governance (Filippini et al.,
2019). For instance, an analysis of 41 global urban food strategies identified four main objectives:
strengthening local production and consumption; strengthening the agricultural sector’s robustness,
sustainability, and innovativeness through promoting agroecology; economic development; and education
(Candel, 2020). This research revealed that food security, nutrition, and access are more prominent concerns
in urban food strategies in the Global South and North America than in Europe. Studies focused on
European countries show similar results. Sibbing et al. (2019) analysed the food policy of 31 Dutch
municipalities, finding that they primarily address “health and well‐being, the economy, learning/
empowerment, and urban‐rural linkages; they do not address community development, the environment,
social and cultural aspects, and food‐security/social justice” (p. 10). Moreover, the integration of food as a
cross‐cutting aspect in public policies is limited, and the types of instruments used to implement these food
strategies are predominantly non‐coercive, based on information dissemination and organisational tools
such as information campaigns, program monitoring, and collaborative events. Comparable results were
found in Germany, where an analysis of 10 cities revealed that food policies remain highly fragmented and
based on individual or sectoral initiatives that mainly use instruments like awareness‐raising or public
procurement (Doernberg et al., 2019). Issues such as food security and food justice are not widely
recognised as urgent concerns or relevant frames of reference for urban food policies in the studied cities.
Key limitations include insufficient funding, political commitment, and human resources for more ambitious
actions. Similarly, few European strategies explicitly reference social justice despite aligning with its goals
(Smaal et al., 2021), which may reduce public visibility and political traction.

The disparities between urban food insecurity data, initiatives, and policy action highlight the urgency of
addressing food and nutritional insecurity from an integrated perspective that considers sustainability,
agency, and social equity in urban areas (Clapp et al., 2022; Moragues‐Faus & Battersby, 2021), as well as
better understanding the tensions preventing effective integration. In this line, recent contributions highlight
the importance of understanding the difference between urban food policies—deliberate processes
endorsed by the public sector where different actors can participate—and governance—which includes all
the actors shaping urban food systems—as well as how they relate to each other (Moragues‐Faus &
Battersby, 2021). In this regard, there are actors largely absent or marginal in food policy‐making processes,
from big corporations to financiers or community initiatives (Battersby, 2017; Brons et al., 2022; Clapp,
2021; Smaal et al., 2021). Community action processes have historically played a central role in tackling food
insecurity. Beyond this, they offer innovative approaches to public health challenges, well‐being, and
sustainable urban development by fostering grassroots resilience, strengthening local food systems, and
integrating multi‐level strategies (Abdillah et al., 2024; Tarasuk, 2001). Furthermore, community
self‐organisation fosters place‐based resilience, offering a framework for policy responses that enhance
social equity and environmental sustainability. However, participation of grassroots initiatives in
policy‐making processes remains challenging due to limitations in terms of resources (Vara‐Sánchez et al.,
2021) or opposition to increasingly emerging mainstream policy discourses and frameworks in the food
policy realm, such as the UN Food Systems Summit (Canfield et al., 2021; Nisbett et al., 2021).
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In this context, our research addresses two critical gaps in current discourse, literature, and practice on
urban food insecurity in Europe: the limited integration of food insecurity into European urban policy
agendas and the scarcity of studies analysing the reach, diversity, and impact of existing urban food security
initiatives (FSIs). We therefore ask: What types of FSI exist in European cities, how do diverse FSIs address
the six multidimensional aspects of urban food insecurity, and what are the implications of these results for
integrated urban food policy making? To answer these questions, this study mapped and analysed the range,
characteristics, and strategies of FSIs currently operating in Barcelona, developing a novel analytical
framework based on the six dimensions of food security: availability, access, utilisation, stability,
sustainability, and agency (HLPE, 2020). By systematically examining these initiatives, the research aims to
understand how urban actors address food insecurity on the ground despite limited policy attention and
data. The findings contribute to informing the development of more integrated and equitable urban food
policies and governance models that align food security with broader sustainability and social justice goals.

The article is structured as follows: Section 2 presents the case study and methodology. Section 3 details the
FSIs identified in Barcelona. Section 4 analyses these initiatives using the HLPE framework and reflects on
their policy implications. Finally, Section 5 outlines our contributions to understanding and addressing urban
food insecurity in European cities.

2. Methodology

2.1. Barcelona Case Study

Food insecurity is a structural issue in Spain, affecting 13.3% of households, that is, nearly 6.2 million people
(Moragues‐Faus & Magaña‐González, 2022). In 2023, the percentage of the population at risk of poverty or
social exclusion rose to 26.5%, impacting 12.7 million people. In Barcelona, approximately 1.6 million
residents (97.4%) live where unhealthy food options, such as fast‐food outlets and convenience stores, are
more prevalent than healthier alternatives, like grocery stores or fresh food markets. These areas, known as
“food swamps,” disproportionately affect vulnerable populations, including 106,000 people (6.6%) at risk of
poverty (García‐Sierra et al., 2024). Moreover, 8.6% of households in the city experience some form of food
insecurity, with single‐parent families (14.6%) and lower socioeconomic classes (24.8%) being the most
affected (Bartoll et al., 2018). Food insecurity affects 23% of the population in neighbourhoods with higher
levels of deprivation, while in more affluent areas, it is lower than 2% (Bartoll et al., 2018). These figures
underscore persistent structural barriers to accessing adequate food, exacerbated by the Covid‐19
pandemic (Moragues‐Faus et al., 2022). Malnutrition remains a pressing concern, with overweight rates
reaching 65.2% among individuals with very low incomes and 70.2% among women without higher
education (Moragues‐Faus et al., 2022).

While Barcelona’s situation reflects national and global trends, particularly those of European urban contexts,
it also presents unique challenges. The city’s high influx of tourists, and high‐skilled migrants (Elorrieta et al.,
2022) have contributed to rising housing costs (Comissions Obreres de Catalunya, 2023), pushing many
residents into poverty (Blanco‐Romero et al., 2018; Forte‐Campos et al., 2021). Environmentally, Barcelona’s
food system remains highly dependent on external supply chains, faces continued loss of agricultural land
(Padró et al., 2020), and generates significant food waste (Binimelis & Roca, 2021), hindering climate change
mitigation efforts. Although local administrations actively promote sustainability, encourage local food
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sourcing, and reduce reliance on long‐distance transportation (Pla Estratègic Metropolità de Barcelona,
2021), access to organic and locally produced food remains uneven across the city. Socioeconomic factors
shape distinct food environments, with wealthier neighbourhoods enjoying better access to healthy, organic
options while lower‐income areas face more limited choices (García et al., 2020). This stark divide has been
described as a “tale of two cities” regarding food access (Moragues‐Faus & Battersby, 2021), highlighting the
urgent need for equitable distribution policies. These challenges are compounded by barriers to accurate
food information, a lack of coordination among food system actors, gender disparities, the concentration of
power in food distribution, and declining local production capacity (Herrero & Moragues‐Faus, 2025).

Barcelona also showcases a unique blend of historical governance, innovative policy frameworks, global
collaborations, and active local initiatives around urban food systems (Herrero & Moragues‐Faus, 2025).
For instance, in 2021, the city was designated as the World Capital of Sustainable Food, with significant
changes in food governance dynamics across various scales, prompting the city to become actively involved
in Spanish and international food networks (Zerbian et al., 2024). In 2022, Barcelona launched the 2030
Strategy for Healthy and Sustainable Food, developed through a participatory process involving more than
100 local stakeholders and an online citizen consultation. The strategy aims to enhance the food system by
promoting sustainability and equity through several key objectives. These include increasing the production
and consumption of seasonal, local, and organic foods, supporting fair supply chains, protecting urban
agricultural spaces, advocating for healthy eating for all, and strengthening food system resilience.
Additionally, it seeks to tackle food insecurity by ensuring the right to healthy and sustainable food for
everyone, preventing food waste, and addressing climate change and biodiversity loss. To facilitate these
goals, the strategy established two governance structures: the Food Policy Council and a joint office on
sustainable food between the Barcelona City Council and the Catalan government, promoting collaborative,
multi‐level food policies and interventions (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2022).

Additionally, the city’s engagement in global initiatives like theMilanUrban Food Policy Pact and the C40Good
Food Cities Declaration reflects its commitment to collaborative efforts addressing food system challenges.
Barcelona also has a vibrant foodscape of community‐led initiatives endorsing an agroecological food system
vision and sustainability goals, and working on furthering the right to food. This diversity of social dynamics,
policy processes, and initiatives positions Barcelona as a particularly relevant setting for exploring responses
to food insecurity, enabling a comprehensive analysis of initiatives that address food availability and access,
sustainability, agency, and resilience.

2.2. Food Security Analytical Framework

The article adopts the definition of food security proposed by the HLPE (2020), recognising that food
security is a complex issue beyond mere food supply shortages (Committee on World Food Security, 2012).
This definition outlines six interconnected dimensions, providing a comprehensive framework that addresses
the multifaceted nature of food insecurity, emphasising a range of challenges that prevent individuals and
communities from accessing, utilising, and enjoying sufficient, safe, and nutritious food necessary for an
active and healthy life: Availability; Access; Stability; Utilisation; and, more recently, the dimensions Agency
and Sustainability highlight the importance of empowering individuals to make informed decisions about
their food, while ensuring that food systems are resilient and can endure over time (Table 1).
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Table 1. The six dimensions of food security (defined by HLPE, 2020) and proposed criteria for evaluating FSIs.

Dimension Definition (HLPE, 2020, p.28) Criteria for assessment Description

Availability Diversity of food items The variety of food available
includes fresh, non‐perishable, and
prepared items. An example is a
food program offering fruits,
vegetables, grains, meat and
canned food.

Frequency and
reliability of food
distribution

How regularly and consistently
food is distributed for example,
weekly food donations vs
occasional donations.

Coverage and reach of
the initiative

The number of people or areas the
initiative serves. Example:
A program serving an entire city or
just a neighbourhood.

Source of food supply Whether food comes from local or
non‐local sources. Example: Food
donations from nearby farms.

Access Affordability of food Whether food is free or low‐cost
for recipients. Example: Free meals
provided by a community kitchen.

Geographic
accessibility

How easily can people reach the
food distribution centres? An
example is a food bank within
walking distance of homes or
different city areas.

Equity of access Whether all vulnerable groups have
equal access to food, an example is
initiatives prioritising support to
the senior and child populations
during a crisis.

Stability Continuity of food
supply

The stability of the food supply
over time. Example: A food pantry
that operates year‐round.

Resilience to shocks
and capacity for
emergency response

The initiative’s ability to continue
providing service during crises or
emergencies. An example is a food
bank that increases services during
a natural disaster.

Seasonal stability The ability to provide food
consistently despite seasonal
changes. Example: Fresh produce is
available even in winter or
summer breaks.

Funding stability How reliable and long‐term the
funding for the initiative is.
Example: A program supported by
government grants for
multiple years.

Having a quantity and quality of
food sufficient to meet the
dietary needs of individuals,
free from adverse substances
and acceptable within a given
culture, supplied through
domestic production or imports.

Having the personal or
household financial means to
acquire food for an adequate
diet at a level that ensures other
basic needs are not threatened
or compromised, and that
adequate food is accessible to
everyone, including vulnerable
individuals and groups.

Having the ability to ensure
food security in the event of
sudden shocks (e.g., an
economic, health, conflict or
climatic crisis) or cyclical events
(e.g., seasonal food insecurity).
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Table 1. (Cont.) The six dimensions of food security (defined by HLPE, 2020) and proposed criteria for
evaluating FSIs.

Dimension Definition (HLPE, 2020, p.28) Criteria for assessment Description

Utilisation Nutritional adequacy
of food provided

Whether the food meets nutritional
standards. Example: Offering
balanced meals with proteins, fruits,
and vegetables.

Food safety standards Adhering to safety regulations in
food handling and distribution.
Example: Storing perishable items at
safe temperatures.

Health and nutrition
education

Providing education on healthy
eating habits. Example: Cooking
classes on preparing
nutritious meals.

Healthcare linkages Connecting people to healthcare
services through the initiative.
Example: Referrals to local health
clinics during food distributions.

Agency Participation in
decision‐making

The extent to which beneficiaries or
participants are involved in making
decisions about the initiative.
Example: Community members
decide what types of food
are provided.

Cultural
appropriateness of
food provided
flexibility and choice in
food access

Ensuring the food aligns with the
recipients’ cultural practices, or the
ability for recipients to choose the
types of food they receive. Example:
Offering halal meals in Muslim
communities or letting people select
items from various foods at a pantry.

Access to information
and education

Providing access to information on
sustainable, equitable, and
democratic food systems. Example:
Workshops and training
programmes on agroecology and
food sovereignty, empowering
communities to make informed food
choices and advocate for fairer
food policies.

Opportunities for
engagement in food
production and
distribution

The involvement of recipients in
growing or distributing food.
Example: A community garden
where participants grow their
vegetables.

Flexibility and choice in
food access

The ability for recipients to choose
the types of food they receive.
Example: Letting people select items
from various foods at a pantry.

Having an adequate diet, clean
water, sanitation, and
healthcare to achieve a state of
nutritional well‐being where all
physiological needs are met.

Having the capacity to act
independently to make choices
about what we eat, the foods
we produce, how that food is
produced, processed, and
distributed, and to engage in
policy processes that shape
food systems.
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Table 1. (Cont.) The six dimensions of food security (defined by HLPE, 2020) and proposed criteria for
evaluating FSIs.

Dimension Definition (HLPE, 2020, p.28) Criteria for assessment Description

Sustainability Adopting food system
practices that contribute to
the long‐term regeneration of
natural, social, and economic
systems, ensuring the food
needs of the present
generation are met without
compromising the needs of
future generations.

Environmental impact
of food types and
sourcing

The ecological effects of where and
how food is sourced, as well as the
types of foods and their impacts
(e.g., animal protein). Example:
Choosing plant‐based proteins
instead of industrially produced
animal protein can significantly
reduce greenhouse gas emissions,
land use, and water consumption.

Support for local food
systems

Whether the initiative supports
local farmers and producers.
Example: Purchasing food directly
from nearby farms.

Reduction of food
waste

Efforts to minimise the waste of
surplus food. Example: Distributing
excess food from restaurants.

Economic viability and
long‐term funding

The financial sustainability of the
initiative over time. Example:
A program funded through
consistent community donations.

Strengthening of social
cohesion and
community networks

Creating spaces for social
interaction and promoting
supportive networks that facilitate
access to resources, information,
and opportunities. Example:
Organising weekly cooking classes
alongside meal service to
encourage community members
to participate.

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Clapp et al. (2022), Llobet‐Estany (2014), Loopstra (2018), Monsivais et al. (2021),
Oldroyd et al. (2022), and Walters et al. (2021).

2.3. Data Collection and Analysis

In the first step of data collection and analysis, we mapped the initiatives addressing food insecurity in
Barcelona. Initiatives constitute a type of intervention defined as an organised effort to mitigate household
food insecurity (Loopstra, 2018). This mapping drew on online research, previous exercises (Davies et al.,
2025), Barcelona City Council listings, and consultations with local experts. In the second step, each
initiative was characterised and classified using secondary information across seven key variables: the nature
of the entity (public, private, third sector, or mixed); funding sources (public, private, donation‐based, or
self‐funded); food resource origin (food donations, public procurement, food waste recovery,
self‐production, or market‐based access); staffing (paid or volunteer); type of aid provided (e.g., food, cash,
referrals, or educational); and response type (emergency or long‐term).
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Information to complete this task was gathered through a collaborative process, including reviewing
organisational websites, reports, and direct communications, and conducting additional interviews with key
personnel from the city council’s social services department.

The third step involved analysing each type of initiative through the lens of the six dimensions of food
security (HLPE, 2020), culminating in the identification of the strengths and limitations associated with each
FSI typology. Criteria for evaluating the initiatives were identified through a literature review and
consultation with the research team, which consisted of local food systems experts, ensuring these were
appropriate to a Global North urban context. Each dimension was analysed using specific criteria (Table 1).

3. Results

3.1. Types and Diversity of Initiatives

Barcelona has at least 309 initiatives addressing food insecurity (Figure 1 and Table 2). The majority (166)
belong to the third sector, followed by public sector initiatives (65), and community initiatives (52), which
include grassroots organisations such as neighbourhood food networks and community gardens that are not
legally classified as third‐ or private‐sector entities. Additionally, there are 21 mixed public–third sector
partnerships and five multi‐sector partnerships focused on food justice, democracy, and sustainability, such
as the Network for the Right to Adequate Food and Agròpolis.

While most initiatives originate in the third sector, public–third sector partnerships play a critical role in
Barcelona’s food security response. Many municipal soup kitchens and food pantries are operated by
charities and other third‐sector organisations, often collaborating with public institutions. Some initiatives’
hybrid nature and multifunctionality necessitated creating mixed categories to classify specific
initiatives accurately.

For instance, public–private partnerships like Foodback—a project that manages surplus food from
Mercabarna wholesale market companies by redistributing it for reuse, prioritising donations to social
organisations or repurposing it—bring together the public sector (e.g., Barcelona City Council and
Mercabarna), the private sector (e.g., Mercabarna food companies), and third‐sector organisations (e.g., the
Food Bank Foundation and the Red Cross). Public–third sector initiatives include municipal and community
soup kitchens, such as Espais Alimenta, which are funded and overseen by the city’s social services and
operated by third‐sector organisations. Additionally, public–community initiatives such as Agròpolis, led by
the Barcelona City Council, serve as collaborative spaces for dialogue, action, and policy development
among civil society, the economic sector, academia, and local government. These actors share a common
goal: to transform Barcelona’s food system based on the values of food sovereignty and agroecology. Food
sovereignty involves not only addressing food security principles such as access and availability, but also
advancing the right of people to define their own food and agriculture systems, prioritising local, culturally
appropriate, and ecologically sound production (Patel, 2009).

The initiatives in Barcelona that support individuals experiencing food insecurity and poverty primarily provide
financial assistance (2%) and food aid (96%), including groceries, fresh food, and prepared meals (Figure 2).
However, these types of assistance are not mutually exclusive. For example, many initiatives distribute food
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Figure 1. Distribution of initiatives by sector.

parcels while serving prepared meals in soup kitchens. Additionally, many initiatives focus on advocacy and
education to promote a fairer and more sustainable food system in the city, even though they do not directly
provide money or food.

Regarding funding type (Figure 2), half of the initiatives receive a mix of donations, grants, and public funds,
while one‐third rely exclusively on public sources. In total, twenty‐eight percent of the initiatives rely on
public funds, with government‐funded programs (e.g., the Spanish Agricultural Guarantee Fund) supporting
social dining programs in the city and meals offered by the municipal government. Public support could also
be in‐kind, offering operating spaces, rental payments, and subsidising public services such as water,
electricity, and other utilities for some initiatives. As for the food supply sources for initiatives (Figure 3), the
Food Bank Foundation, a long‐established second‐level non‐profit organisation dedicated to recovering food
through various programs, redistributes food to nearly 70% of first‐level initiatives such as food pantries,
food banks, and soup kitchens. Similarly, organisations are increasingly involved in reducing food waste from
wholesale centres, supermarkets, and restaurants within neighbourhoods, supplying food to approximately
35% of the initiatives. Municipal and community gardens rely 100% on self‐produced food. However, it is
important to note that these sources are not exclusive, and initiatives usually leverage various resources to
remain operational. Therefore, the nature of the initiatives found in Barcelona is hybrid. At the same time,
most are constituted as third‐sector initiatives; they rely on a myriad of funding and provisioning sources
and collaborate through different partnerships to ensure their sustainability (e.g., Espais Alimenta).
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Figure 2. Distribution of initiatives by funding type.

Table 2. Distribution of initiatives by type of aid provided.

Type of aid

Category Total count of
initiatives

Subcategory Subcategory count
of initiatives

Financial 6 Transfer 1
Cards 5

Food 296 Groceries and fresh 190
Cooked food 86
Cooked food, groceries and fresh 20

Other 7 Advocacy and policy 7

Nine categories of FSIs emerged from our categorisation: (a) food banks, (b) food pantries, (c) soup kitchens,
(d) government food distribution programs, (e) cash transfer programs, (f) prepaid credit card programs,
(g) urban gardens, (h) food recovery and redistribution programs, and (i) food justice, democracy, and
sustainability initiatives (Table 3). It is worth noting that many of the 309 initiatives operate under multiple
FSI models. For instance, an initiative can provide food baskets (food pantries) and cooked meals in soup
kitchens (e.g., Fundación Jovent).

Food bank initiatives are the most common model of food‐aid distribution, followed by soup kitchens, food
pantries, food recovery and redistribution programs, prepaid credit card programs, government food
distribution programs, and cash transfer programs. Other categories of initiatives working for food security
in the city but that do not directly involve food assistance for the food‐insecure group are urban gardens
(municipal and community‐managed) and food justice, democracy, and sustainability initiatives (Table 3).
Although these last two are essential initiatives addressing food security in Barcelona, these efforts do not
directly involve food assistance for food‐insecure groups. Specifically, in the case of Barcelona, urban
gardens have yet to play a significant role in the city’s food sovereignty (Langemeyer et al., 2018).
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Table 3. Definition of FSIs found in Barcelona. The number of initiatives identified is provided in parentheses.

Type of Initiative Definition Nature and Implementation References

Food Banks (103) Non‐profit, first‐level
initiatives that distribute food
packages directly to
individuals in need, typically
in the form of food baskets
or parcels.

Operate as large‐scale
intermediaries sourcing food
from donations, surplus
recovery, and public programs
to supply other FSIs.

Loopstra (2018),
Moragues‐Faus et al.
(2022)

Food Pantries (40) Initiatives that collect and
distribute surplus food locally,
promoting mutual aid and
empowering participants
through low‐cost or symbolic
pricing.

Community‐driven, often
linked to food banks and local
food recovery networks,
offering flexible and localised
support.

Loopstra (2018),
Moragues‐Faus et al.
(2022)

Soup Kitchens (78) Programs that provide free or
low‐cost meals to individuals
facing severe economic
hardship. Often involve
community participation and
offer additional services like
cooking and nutrition
education.

Typically run by NGOs,
religious groups, or
municipalities, serving
prepared meals daily while
fostering social support.

Llobet‐Estany (2014),
Moragues‐Faus et al.
(2022)

Government Food
Distribution
Programs (3)

Publicly funded initiatives
providing meals through
schools, senior centres, and
shelters (e.g., municipal soup
kitchens, meals‐on‐wheels).

State‐run or subsidised
programs targeting specific
vulnerable groups with
structured food provision.

Llobet‐Estany (2014),
Moragues‐Faus et al.
(2022)
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Table 3. (Cont.) Definition of FSIs found in Barcelona. The number of initiatives identified is provided in
parentheses.

Type of Initiative Definition Nature and Implementation References

Cash Transfer
Programs (1)

Government‐led financial
support systems provide
funds for food purchases.

Direct monetary assistance
allows recipients flexibility in
their food choices.

Moragues‐Faus et al.
(2022)

Prepaid Cards (5) Cards provided by authorities
or charities to purchase food
at selected retailers,
promoting autonomy in food
acquisition.

A controlled financial aid
mechanism offering dignity
and flexibility to beneficiaries.

Llobet‐Estany (2014),
Moragues‐Faus et al.
(2022)

Urban Gardens (78) Shared plots managed by the
city or citizens to grow fresh
produce, supporting food
self‐sufficiency and
sustainability.

Community‐led or municipal
projects promoting local food
production, education, and
environmental engagement.

Llobet‐Estany (2014),
Moragues‐Faus et al.
(2022)

Food Recovery and
Redistribution
Programs (13)

Initiatives that recover surplus
food from supply chains and
redistribute it to those in need
or food security organisations.

Partner with supermarkets,
markets, and restaurants to
reduce waste and improve
food access.

Llobet‐Estany (2014),
Moragues‐Faus et al.
(2022)

Food Justice,
Democracy, and
Sustainability
Initiatives (7)

Community and
agroecological projects
promoting food sovereignty,
equitable access to local
products, and social justice.

Focus on advocacy, systemic
change, and alternative food
networks rather than direct
food aid.

Moragues‐Faus et al.
(2022)

3.2. Analysis of FSIs Through the HLPE’s Framework

Drawing on the HLPE framework (see Table S1 in the Supplementary File), eight FSIs form a spectrum
ranging from short‐term relief to systemic transformation. At one end, food banks and soup kitchens
efficiently mitigate acute scarcity by boosting availability and lowering economic barriers. However, their
impact on dietary quality and user autonomy remains limited: They rely on variable donations and do not
tackle underlying causes, resulting in unstable operations and minimal beneficiary agency.

Mid‐spectrum, solidarity pantries and food recovery programs blend redistribution with community
engagement. By offering cooking classes and choice‐based distribution, they enhance nutritional utilisation
and spur modest gains in agency. However, both models inherit instability from fluctuating surplus streams
and volunteer capacity, which constrains long‐term sustainability.

Government distribution schemes deliver the highest stability, underpinned by public procurement and
nutrition standards, and integrate environmental objectives through local, seasonal sourcing. Their structured
reach, though crucial for the most vulnerable, can restrict agency when food baskets lack flexibility.

Shifting toward empowerment, prepaid food cards and urban gardens prioritise dignity and choice. Cards
dismantle stigma and bolster agency by letting recipients select foods aligned with their needs, although
funding dependencies and retail concentration pose sustainability challenges. Urban gardens foster
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agroecological practices and participant control over production, yet their small scale and limited land access
hinder their broader impact.

Finally, food justice, democracy, and sustainability initiatives pursue a transformative agenda: democratising
system governance, fostering equitable access to local, organic produce, and integrating agroecology. While
their collaborative models hold promise for durable, systemic change, they demand sustained policy support
and cross‐sector coordination to scale.

In sum, while redistribution remains vital for immediate relief, the most significant long‐term resilience
emerges when programs simultaneously bolster autonomy, community agency, and ecological sustainability.

4. Discussion

4.1. Narrow and Specialised vs. Comprehensive and Territorialised Approaches

The assessment of FSIs in Barcelona through the lens of the HLPE’s six dimensions reveals the coexistence
of two dominant approaches: narrow‐focused and comprehensive initiatives. Initiatives that adopt a narrow
or specialised approach primarily focus on the immediate provision of food to vulnerable populations,
prioritising access and distribution. While these efforts are essential, they often overlook the underlying
causes of food insecurity, such as poverty (Pollard & Booth, 2019), social inequities (Penne & Goedemé,
2021), and environmental degradation (Gomiero, 2016; Subramaniam & Masron, 2021). Furthermore, these
models (such as food banks or municipal soup kitchens) tend to maintain the status quo and reinforce social
isolation (Warshawsky, 2010). Notwithstanding, these initiatives have also been identified as spaces of care
with the potential to incubate political and ethical values, practices, and subjectivities that challenge the
status quo (Cloke et al., 2017). Well‐established charitable institutions and government assistance
programmes primarily run them. This limited scope typically results in short‐term solutions that ensure
adequate food intake but fail to address critical issues like nutritional quality, sustainability, agency, and
long‐term resilience.

In contrast, comprehensive initiatives adopt a holistic and transformative approach by integrating elements
of agency, such as empowerment and community participation, with traditional aspects of food security:
availability, access, utilisation, and stability. Initiatives like the El Gregal community soup kitchen in
Barcelona go beyond merely providing food; they aim to strengthen social networks and empower
individuals by involving beneficiaries in decision‐making. Many of these programs promote personal
development, local and agroecological food production, and supportive community networks through
cooking classes and job training. Ultimately, they seek to create a lasting impact by addressing the root
causes of food insecurity and recognising the deep interconnections between food systems, social justice,
ecological sustainability, community resilience, and public health.

Another element defining comprehensive initiatives is their territorial component. “Territorial” refers to the
specific geographic or community‐based context in which initiatives operate (i.e., neighbourhood or district
level), emphasising a focus on local identities, resources, needs, and dynamics. This concept highlights the
importance of understanding the unique socioeconomic, cultural, and environmental factors that define a
particular area, ensuring that solutions are tailored and effectively rooted in the local reality. Place‐based or
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territorial approaches to food security recognise the diversity of places and their distinct needs and
capacities to address challenges (Cistulli et al., 2014; Sonnino et al., 2016). As noted by Moragues‐Faus et al.
(2020) and Turner and Hammelman (2024), such a territorial approach is crucial for addressing food
insecurity in urban environments by enhancing the relevance and sustainability of interventions.
The initiatives include community soup kitchens run by neighbours and solidarity food pantries organised by
neighbourhood networks that distribute food to those in need (e.g., Rebosts Solidaris—solidarity food
pantries—and Xarxa d’Aliments de Gràcia). In contrast, specialised or “narrow” initiatives often operate with
models disconnected from their neighbourhoods’ local processes and realities; these initiatives may include
traditional food banks, frequently run by external volunteers, excluding an important element of building and
strengthening local support networks.

A significant factor contributing to the abandonment of food assistance programs is the challenge of
accessing them, particularly when these initiatives are not located within the community or have inadequate
transportation infrastructure (Loopstra, 2018). Adopting a territorial approach can effectively address this
physical access issue while enhancing other critical aspects, such as agency and participation, by
strengthening social support networks (HLPE, 2024). Thus, a territorial approach is essential; without it, if
only a small segment of the food‐insecure population is willing or able to engage consistently with these
programs, significant reductions in food insecurity will remain out of reach (Loopstra, 2018).

While specialised initiatives like food banks remain predominant in Barcelona, our analysis revealed a
notable shift from these traditional food aid models towards a more comprehensive approach (i.e., the
HLPE’s six dimensions) and showcased a deeper understanding of the complexities of urban food insecurity
dynamics. It is important to state that the aspiration to develop comprehensive and articulated urban food
security strategies does not necessitate all initiatives adopting a broad approach. Instead, it creates a
valuable opportunity to cultivate synergistic interactions among diverse programs and critically evaluate the
current methodologies. Recognising that both comprehensive strategies and focused initiatives can coexist
is essential for enhancing the overall effectiveness of urban food systems. Creating distributed place‐based
networks (Moragues‐Faus et al., 2020) might endow the landscape of initiatives with distinct capabilities and
enhance their resilience, responsiveness, and adaptability to changes (Blay‐Palmer et al., 2016).

In this sense, coordination across different levels of governance and sectors is crucial for ensuring
sustainable food security (HLPE, 2024). The initiatives identified in Barcelona demonstrate a high level of
engagement from local actors, who are often overlooked yet play a fundamental role in addressing the needs
of vulnerable populations. The initiatives’ community‐based and territorialised nature is a testament to the
power of collaboration, particularly public–private–community partnerships, which complement local
governments’ efforts. These partnerships, as exemplified by the City Council’s social services programme
Alimenta in Barcelona, are crucial in helping to create a more comprehensive and resilient food security
network from the grassroots level, supported by higher administrative tiers of the city.

A comprehensive overview of the challenges faced by various FSIs in urban settings such as Barcelona, as
shown in Table S2 in the Supplementary File, underscores the strengths and limitations of each approach.
This table synthesises the main features of seven types of FSIs—including food banks, solidarity pantries,
community kitchens, and urban gardens—highlighting how each contributes differently to food availability,
access, utilisation, and system sustainability. For example, while food banks can serve large populations in
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crisis, they often struggle with inconsistent supply and limited user agency. In contrast, solidarity pantries
and community kitchens promote dignity and social cohesion, yet face scale and policy integration issues.

It is clear from this comparative analysis that there is no singular solution to the complex issue of food
insecurity. Instead, an effective strategy must involve a well‐articulated combination of diverse initiatives
and the synergies among them in order to build a more resilient and inclusive urban food system. However,
transitioning toward sustainable food systems requires navigating key tensions and trade‐offs, particularly
when moving from narrow FSIs to more comprehensive, territorialised, and system‐oriented approaches.

4.2. From Narrow to Comprehensive and Territorialised Approaches: Strengths, Limitations,
and Tensions

Our analysis reveals complexities in transitioning towards comprehensive and territorialised approaches to
addressing food insecurity. As shown in Table S2 in the Supplementary File, initiatives such as government
food programs offer long‐term stability but may exclude vulnerable groups due to bureaucratic barriers.
Meanwhile, urban gardens and food justice projects reflect a more integrated and sustainable model, yet
they face challenges in terms of scale and political support. These contrasts reveal the underlying tensions
between short‐term food insecurity relief and structural transformation. The first tension emerging from a
comprehensive perspective concerns the balance between agency and initiatives’ economic and social
sustainability. Efforts to provide more than just food by engaging and empowering participants are often
community‐based organisations, driven by volunteers and limited staff, responsible for a wide range of
activities. However, delivering personalised, dignified, and empowering assistance requires time, expertise,
and a professional team capable of promoting agency, facilitating workshops, offering education and
support, and fostering social networks. Limited human resources and often a lack of integration into
municipal public policies undermine the long‐term viability of these initiatives. As a result, their visibility and
ability to influence policy processes are significantly hindered. Tension one thus raises the question:
Can more empowering and dignified spaces for food‐insecure populations be created when community
initiatives face severe limitations in capacity and resources?

The second tension centres on the trade‐offs between enhancing individual agency and promoting
sustainability versus managing the economic cost and reach of food aid initiatives. In Barcelona, prepaid
cards for food assistance, redeemable at selected supermarket chains, have been praised for increasing
beneficiary autonomy and reducing stigma. However, this model raises concerns among local experts and
policy‐makers, as it may undermine integrated urban food policies developed over the past 15 years.
Specifically, it risks reinforcing unsustainable economic structures dominated by large retailers, limits
support for local food systems, and has little impact on improving dietary quality. Moreover, compared to
collective food purchasing, the higher per‐person cost of prepaid cards reduces the number of beneficiaries
reached, creating a direct tension between empowerment, sustainability, and equitable access. Tension two
thus asks: Can food insecurity interventions enhance individual agency while contributing to sustainable
food choices and supporting local food systems?

The third tension arises between the urgent need for rapid access to food, environmental sustainability
(e.g., providing locally or organically produced foods wherever possible), and utilisation goals (e.g., providing
nutritious and safe foods that are compatible with the household’s cooking facilities and appliances, and
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tailored to the individual’s culinary skills and food preparation knowledge). In Barcelona, the combined food
aid and monetary support provided by municipal social services, the leading food bank network, and key
charities (such as Caritas and the Red Cross) assist only 46% of the population at risk of poverty (XDAA,
2021). With limited public and community resources, food assistance is critically needed. However, as most
initiatives rely on food donations and surpluses, their control over the types (e.g., meat, fresh produce,
high‐calorie and highly‐processed foods) and characteristics (e.g., organic, local) of food distributed is limited,
affecting the food’s sustainability, healthiness, and nutrition. A further example of this tension is evident in
practices such as gleaning and surplus food recovery, which provide immediate access to food but may
include conventional, high‐input agricultural products or processed foods from distant locations. These
practices may also inadvertently perpetuate stigmas surrounding the consumption of “rescued” foods. In this
context, sustainability objectives, such as reducing food miles or promoting responsible meat consumption,
and utilisation goals often take a back seat to the immediate need for food provision. Tension three posits
the question: Can emergency food aid on a large scale incorporate sustainable and utilisation goals
more effectively?

These tensions reveal that transitioning to sustainable urban food systems requires re‐evaluating sourcing
strategies, which may involve higher costs or longer lead times. These shifts risk undermining immediate
food access for vulnerable populations and may challenge the economic viability of food system actors.
While a detailed analysis of this tension lies beyond the scope of this article, it nonetheless underscores an
urgent need to reconsider how resources are allocated. Moving from fragmented, narrow initiatives toward
more comprehensive approaches that align social and economic viability is essential. Lessons from past
efforts to strengthen food quality criteria in sustainable public procurement offer a valuable foundation for
driving systemic change.

4.3. Lessons Learned for the EU Context: Towards Integrated and Sustainable Urban Food Policies

Six important lessons come from Barcelona’s FSIs, offering valuable insights for EU cities aiming to develop
more resilient urban food systems and transition towards integrated and sustainable urban food policies.

First, effectively balancing specialised and comprehensive approaches requires recognising their
complementary roles. While narrow initiatives, such as food banks or prepaid card schemes, serve as crucial
emergency responses, they must be embedded within a broader strategy that fosters agency,
empowerment, and sustainability (Moragues‐Faus & Morgan, 2015; Pothukuchi & Kaufman, 1999). The shift
towards comprehensive approaches in Barcelona, exemplified by initiatives like Rebosts Solidaris and the
El Gregal community dining project, highlights the benefits of place‐based solutions that strengthen
community networks and enhance local food resilience. For EU cities, this underscores the need for policy
frameworks that not only support emergency food aid but also create pathways for transformative food
assistance models integrating education, employment, and local food production.

Second, the territorialisation of food assistance has proven critical in improving accessibility and
participation, as physical access remains a major barrier to food security in urban areas (Loopstra, 2018).
Barcelona’s experience shows that embedding food assistance within neighbourhood‐based networks
enhances reach and participation, reducing stigma while fostering stronger social support systems. EU cities
can build on this model by prioritising localised approaches in their urban food policies, ensuring that food
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aid and community‐based mechanisms are embedded within broader territorial planning strategies
(Moragues‐Faus et al., 2017).

Third, addressing the tensions between access, agency, and sustainability in European cities requires a
multifaceted approach that establishes synergistic collaborations between community initiatives and public
institutions while ensuring financial and organisational sustainability. To resolve the tension between
sustainability and agency, cities can strengthen community‐led models by providing hybrid funding
(combining public funds with social enterprises and local philanthropy) while linking these initiatives into
municipal frameworks to enhance stability without undermining grassroots engagement. This requires
developing policy and regulatory instruments that facilitate these public–community partnerships.
Professionalisation and capacity‐building through training for social workers, nutritionists, and urban planners
are also key to improving operational efficiency while ensuring dignified and empowering assistance.

Fourth, reconciling urgent food access with sustainability goals requires justice‐oriented approaches beyond
surplus recovery. Food assistance programmes must transition from reliance on food surplus recovery to
justice‐oriented models prioritising sustainability. Using examples such as the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact,
EU cities can implement frameworks that tackle food insecurity and promote sustainable food systems
(Milan Urban Food Policy Pact, 2015). In this regard, EU cities can explore alternative procurement models
and establish public–community partnerships that reduce dependency on food donations. Prominent
examples include partnerships with agroecological producers or sustainable public food procurement
schemes, enabling greater control over food quality while ensuring that food aid does not compromise
sustainability goals (Barling et al., 2002).

Fifth, improving the design of food insecurity instruments, such as prepaid cards, can enhance sustainability,
utilisation, and agency. For instance, prepaid food assistance cards could be redesigned to encourage
sustainable consumption by offering fresh, local, and organic food incentives or creating municipal food
vouchers redeemable within short supply chains (Dimitri et al., 2015; Freedman et al., 2014; Karpyn et al.,
2022). Alternative food currencies could further support local producers and small retailers (Becot et al.,
2018). However, some innovative solutions, such as increasing supermarkets in food‐insecure areas to
increase fruit and vegetable consumption, have proven low efficacy (Cohen, 2018). Therefore, changes must
be co‐produced with food‐insecure groups to avoid increased stigmatisation and ensure feasibility. These
measures must align with broader urban food policies prioritising resilience, such as urban agriculture, school
meal reforms, and social dining spaces. This ensures that food aid is embedded in a long‐term vision rather
than treated as a short‐term fix.

Finally, strengthening multi‐level governance and participatory mechanisms is essential to integrate food aid
into broader food system transitions. Barcelona’s experience underscores the importance of governance
structures that facilitate coordination across different levels and sectors, from food policy councils to
creating different forms of partnership. For EU cities, this calls for the broadening and deepening of
multistakeholder governance mechanisms that connect municipal authorities, community organisations, and
private actors in the co‐development and management of urban food policies (Brunori et al., 2019). On the
one hand, participatory governance is essential, ensuring that vulnerable communities are directly involved
in co‐designing food policies to balance agency with sustainability while avoiding exclusionary or inefficient
interventions. This is particularly relevant in the context of increasing critiques over multistakeholderism
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(McKeon, 2018; Slater et al., 2024) and the importance of considering the needs of most‐affected actors,
such as food‐insecure groups, as primordial in front of other interests (Duncan & Claeys, 2018). For that
purpose, it is necessary to embed more critical perspectives on participation based on justice definitions that
ensure the inclusion of vulnerable groups in decision‐making processes (Moragues‐Faus, 2020). On the
other hand, activating other governance mechanisms beyond multi‐factor deliberation spaces, such as food
policy councils, is paramount to supporting territorialised and multidimensional undertakings of food
insecurity challenges. As seen in initiatives like Alimenta in Barcelona, public–community partnerships
demonstrate how municipal administrations can leverage grassroots initiatives to build a more integrated
and resilient food safety net (Sonnino & Spayde, 2014). Consequently, further exploration of what regulatory
frameworks and policy instruments can be mobilised to ensure synergistic collaboration across urban
communities and the city council is necessary to realise the right to food.

In summary, the transition towards sustainable and inclusive urban food systems in the EU hinges on six key
lessons: (a) balancing narrow and comprehensive approaches; (b) prioritising territorialisation; (c) fostering
synergies between grassroots and institutional actors; (d) aligning emergency food access with sustainability;
(e) improving the design of food insecurity interventions; and (f) investing in diverse and rights‐based
participatory, multi‐level governance structures. These insights highlight the need for holistic planning that
works through existing tensions and aligns emergency responses with long‐term strategies to build more
resilient, equitable, and environmentally sustainable food systems.

5. Conclusions

This study has contributed to further our understanding of urban food insecurity in the European context, as
where it often remains invisible in statistics, well as in, public and political discourses, and academic debates.
First, our research shows that many initiatives, individuals, and resources are engaged in alleviating food
insecurity. These initiatives highlight the ongoing challenges and gaps in effectively tackling food insecurity
in urban areas, underscoring a pressing need to integrate poverty and food insecurity into European urban
policy agendas.

Second, we have contributed to developing analytical tools that effectively capture the complex nature of
food insecurity and provide practical application pointers. Based on the six dimensions of food security and
the identification of specific criteria for evaluation, the proposed analytical framework applied to the
Barcelona case study effectively bridges new concepts with current practices. It emphasises the framework’s
practical implications, extending beyond theoretical discussions. Our findings demonstrate that these
dimensions should not be understood as abstract constructs but as fundamental components shaping the
daily operations of food insecurity initiatives and the lived experiences of those affected.

Third, the analysis has provided a typology of food insecurity initiatives relevant to Global North contexts,
expanding existing research (Llobet‐Estany, 2014; Loopstra, 2018; Moragues‐Faus et al., 2022). The analysis
of this typology and its diversity has revealed two key elements that define comprehensive initiatives: their
capacity to integrate all six dimensions of food security and their territorial component. Initiatives that tackle
the multidimensional nature of food security and work within specific geographic or community contexts
ensure that solutions are relevant and grounded locally. This notion is central to shaping effective responses
to food insecurity, indicating that strategies should align with the unique needs of the territories
(e.g., neighbourhoods or districts).
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The research results also surface key tensions in the so‐called integrated urban food policy world that must
be acknowledged and addressed to build a sustainable food system that delivers food security and nutrition
for all. Our analysis of food aid provision in Barcelona, particularly among initiatives employing a place‐based
and multidimensional approach, reveals tensions at the intersections of (a) agency (expressed through
initiatives’ goals of empowerment and dignified support) and initiatives’ organizational sustainability;
(b) individual agency (the ability of recipients to make autonomous, market‐based food choices) and
sustainability of monetized support models; and (c) rapid access to food and environmental sustainability
and utilisation goals. These tensions are fundamental to food system governance, yet remain inadequately
addressed in policy and practice. Future research should examine how integrated governance mechanisms
can move beyond pursuing win‐win solutions to confront trade‐offs and conflicts. Key questions include:
(a) How can community‐led food initiatives balance economic sustainability with their mission to foster
agency and empowerment? (b) What governance models best support the collaboration between grassroots
food initiatives and municipal policies while preserving their autonomy and community‐driven nature?
(c) What role can urban agriculture and short food supply chains play in reducing reliance on food banks and
donations while ensuring accessibility for vulnerable populations? A deeper examination of these
interconnections could help develop more comprehensive and actionable policy solutions and help
overcome integration challenges reported in European urban food policies.

Finally, the distinct strengths and limitations identified indicate that not all FSIs need to shift their focus
towards comprehensive solutions. However, it is essential that they critically reflect on the different
dimensions of food security and actively seek collaborations to ensure all six dimensions are addressed
collectively, and tensions navigated. The development of networks and collaborations across initiatives, the
inclusion of different types of actors, as well as strategic policies and plans anchored to a multidimensional
approach to food security are critical to building resilient and sustainable food systems that are inclusive,
equitable, and capable of addressing current and future challenges.
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1. Introduction

The agri‐food system contributes up to 30% of global greenhouse emissions (Crippa et al., 2021). Agricultural
land degradation, increasing rates of food waste, rising incidences of food poverty, and child obesity in
European countries underscore the need for a transition toward more sustainable and just food systems
(Kovacs et al., 2020; Scientific Advisory Board on Agricultural Policy, Food and Consumer Health Protection,
2023). Local municipalities are considered important actors in food system transitions (Baldy, 2019).
The “strategic role of cities” in developing sustainable and more inclusive food systems is also emphasized in
public policy statements such as the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact (2015, p. 1). The reorientation of school
food programs to “provide food that is healthy, local and regionally sourced, seasonal and sustainably
produced” is one of the main recommendations in this Pact (Milan Urban Food Policy Pact, 2015, p. 4). Thus,
due to its high purchasing power and influence on shaping young citizens’ food preferences, the sector of
public food procurement can be considered an important leverage point in transitions toward sustainable
food systems (Andhov et al., 2024, p. 203; Stein et al., 2022). For instance, in Germany, public catering
establishments serve 12.4 billion meals every year (Speck et al., 2022, p. 2288). However, in the research on
sustainable transitions, the issue of school food is rarely addressed. Sanz Sanz et al. (2022) perceive a
research need regarding the development of policy measures and the incorporation of local stakeholders in
decision‐making on school food policies. With our study, we aim to contribute to this research gap with a
comparative approach that analyzes different school food management models in two countries.

In a literature review with a global scope, Molin et al. (2021, p. 15) demonstrate that articles on sustainable
public food procurement in Europe focus mainly on ecological sustainability, whereas social sustainability is
addressed in studies developed in North and South America. The ecological dimension is mainly addressed
through the issues of organic food and foodwaste (Molin et al., 2021, p. 10), whereas the economic dimension
is mostly framed by the inclusion of local farmers in short food supply chains. In our analysis, we address
the lack of studies on social sustainability by developing a conceptual framework that integrates all three
dimensions of sustainability. For this purpose, we connect the social dimension of sustainability with the
concept of just transitions (Swilling, 2020) in order to explore approaches for just and sustainable food in
public school food procurement (PSFP). This brings us to our main research question: What are the potentials
and challenges of different school food management models and what key policy measures are needed to
overcome these challenges in order to promote just and sustainable school food procurement?

To address this question, we conduct a comparative analysis of school food management models in France
and Germany. These two countries were selected due to their contrasting procurement approaches.
In France, local authorities have a long history of providing school meals, with municipalities responsible for
primary school meals, departments for middle school (collège) meals, and regions for high school (lycée)
meals. In contrast, in Germany, school meals have long been considered a family affair and not a
responsibility of public authorities. In recent decades, school food provision has largely been outsourced to
private catering companies. In some schools, parents have formed non‐profit organizations to prepare meals
for students based on voluntary work.

Based on the existing scientific literature, our analysis focuses on three types of school food management:
(a) direct public management (DPM), (b) externalized private management (EPM), and (c) community
management (CM). Seventeen municipalities in the regions of Normandy and Brittany (in France) and
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Bavaria and Baden‐Württemberg (in Germany) were selected in order to compare management models for
promoting just and sustainable school food. Our methodology integrates literature analysis with qualitative
expert interviews. In the analysis, we focus on the ecological and economic dimensions of sustainability,
including organic share, food waste, and the involvement of regional networks with local farmers, as well
as the social dimensions of sustainability, such as accessibility, education, participation, and diversity.
Our research aims to identify potentials and challenges for sustainable PSFP and to formulate policy
recommendations based on empirical insights.

2. Conceptual Framework

Our conceptual framework combines the approach of just transition with the growing body of literature on
PSFP by emphasizing the social dimension of sustainability (see Figure 1).

2.1. Just Transitions

With the Sustainable Development Goals, the United Nations pronounced the need for a transformation
toward a more sustainable global development. A growing body of literature on sustainable transitions seeks
solutions for global challenges, such as biodiversity loss or increasing social inequalities (Fischer & Newig,
2016; Geels, 2019; Loorbach et al., 2017). However, many of these studies focus mainly on technical
solutions and environmental impacts, leaving out social justice aspects. Based on the work of environmental
justice scientists and activists (Martínez‐Alier et al., 2014), several authors have developed the concept of
just transitions in order to emphasize the often neglected social justice dimension within sustainable
transitions (Swilling, 2020). However, until now, studies on just transitions have mainly focused on the
energy sector (Tribaldos & Kortetmäki, 2022, p. 244). Nevertheless, recent contributions relate the concept
of just transitions with issues of food and dietary transitions (Kaljonen et al., 2021; Tschersich & Kok, 2022).

Just transition authors distinguish several dimensions of justice: distributive justice, recognition justice, and
procedural justice. Tribaldos and Kortetmäki (2022) have developed a scheme on how to apply just transition
principles to the agri‐food system. For instance, distributive justice includes the right to food in the sense
that the whole population should have access to “sufficient nutritious, adequate and safe food at all times”
(Tribaldos & Kortetmäki, 2022, p. 248). Recognition justice embraces the acknowledgment of traditional
food knowledge about local food, as well as the recognition of “diverse visions of producing, preparing, and
eating food” (Tribaldos & Kortetmäki, 2022, p. 248). Procedural justice involves access to information as a
precondition for participation in democratic decision‐making processes on the food system (Tribaldos &
Kortetmäki, 2022, p. 248). Whereas distributive justice addresses the outcome of just transitions,
recognition and procedural justice refer to the process of how social groups can influence decisions on the
food system. Thus, all justice dimensions are complementary. The graph in Figure 1 shows how the aspects
of just transition interconnect with the sustainability dimensions, especially the social dimension.

The interconnection of just transition with the sustainability dimensions provides a useful conceptual
framework for structuring the analysis of the case study.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of just transitions and sustainability dimensions (source: author’s own
elaboration).

2.2. Sustainable School Food Procurement and Management Models

Public food procurement has been recognized for its potential to contribute to more sustainable food
systems (Kujala et al., 2022, p. 3323; Stein et al., 2024). School food procurement, in particular, has been
highlighted as an important “driver for food security and nutrition” (Filippini et al., 2018, p. 1). Also, from a
public health perspective, schools are seen as an ideal setting to promote healthy eating habits among young
generations (Nordgård Vik, 2022, p. 112). Graça et al. (2022) emphasize that school meals have a
multi‐sectoral influence on society, impacting economic development, social protection, and environmental
sustainability (p. 324). In this sense, PSFP could act as a leverage point for transitions to sustainable
food systems.

PSFP is organized differently across Europe. For example, Nordic countries, such as Finland, have a statutory
free school meal service for all school students. Other countries, such as Italy, stand out through initiatives
like the Slow Food and Città del Bio movements, as well as “biodistricts,” which promote short food supply
chains between farmer cooperatives and canteens (Kraljevic & Zanasi, 2023). Parents participate in school
canteen committees, monitoring the service and contributing to decisions regarding school food procurement
(Pagliarino et al., 2021, pp. 4–5).

We undertook a qualitative literature analysis to uncover the state of key factors and barriers for more
sustainable school meals in recent European scientific publications. This analysis revealed that major barriers
are legal constraints and a lack of regional networks, while key factors for sustainable PSFP include
cooperation throughout the value chain and motivation of public authorities and kitchen staff. The four
most relevant key factors and barriers will be explained in the following paragraphs.
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Legal constraints were identified as one of the major barriers. The European competition law 2014/14 (EU,
2014) was introduced to promote free competition across the single European market and to secure equal
opportunities for all bidders (non‐discrimination norm). In public tenders issued by municipalities to find a
catering service for school meals, economic criteria are themost frequently prioritized. Several articles cite the
law on public procurement as a major “constraint” for local municipalities (Risku‐Norja & Løes, 2017, p. 117).
Whereas organic certification can be used as a purchasing criterion, specifying local origin is not permitted due
to EU regulations (Schäfer & Haack, 2023, p. 5). Although EU Green Public Procurement guidelines provide
some voluntary tools for integrating sustainability criteria, public authorities rarely include them in public
tenders due to legal uncertainties (Mengual et al., 2024; Schäfer &Haack, 2023, p. 5). As a result, municipalities
are discouraged from procuring food from small‐scale local providers. In spite of these restrictions, some
municipalities are exploring new procurement strategies to source food from local providers, such as dividing
orders into smaller batches or demanding certain local or seasonal varieties (Guillaume et al., 2022; Lassen
et al., 2023). However, the application of these strategies requires considerable purchasing expertise, active
engagement with potential suppliers, and familiarity with their products (Risku‐Norja & Løes, 2017, p. 115).

Another barrier is the absence of regional networks involving organic or small‐scale farmers (Hoinle &
Klosterkamp, 2023). The lack of processing infrastructure is a crucial constraint. Braun et al. (2018) highlight
the situation in the Brandenburg region, where no preprocessing facilities exist, yet school catering services
rely heavily on preprocessed food (p. 1). For example, school cooks need a high quantity of already
pre‐peeled potatoes.

Cooperation throughout the food value chain is a key factor for sustainable school food. To source school
meals from local providers, the creation of networks between producers, processors, and canteens is essential.
Kraljevic and Zanasi (2023) highlight that direct relationships based on mutual trust between farmers and
canteens—called “social proximity”—are crucial for the development of short food supply chains as they reduce
transaction costs and allowmore transparency about the origin of the products (p. 134). Sanz Sanz et al. (2022)
emphasize the possibilities for niche innovations by small and medium enterprises (SMEs) entering the market
when school food services were transferred to a central municipal kitchen in Avignon. The canteens formed
new partnerships with SMEs, which developed innovative solutions for processing local and fresh fruits and
vegetables for the school cooks (Sanz Sanz et al., 2022, p. 10).

A second key factor identified in the literature analysis is the motivation of key actors, namely public officers
and kitchen staff. As demand increases for more sustainable and less meat‐based dishes, new menu planning
strategies become necessary. Graça et al. (2022) describe the need to “improve the nutritional profile and
sensory appeal of plant‐based meals [and] increase the variety and diversity of plant‐based meal options”
(p. 329). However, many kitchens face time and economic constraints, with deteriorating working conditions
as an increasing number of cooks are employed on a flexible or voluntary basis only. Greater investment in
training and qualifications is needed to offer vegetarian dishes that go beyond processed meat substitutes.
This need for transformation is underscored by Lopez et al. (2020): “The transformation can only succeed if
employees in the out‐of‐home catering sector are able to prepare tasty, creative and nutritionally complete
low‐meat or plant‐based meals” (p. 12). All in all, decentralized school food provision systems with on‐site
kitchens in which cooks prepare meals at schools or central kitchens run by municipalities seem to have
more flexibility to integrate fresh and sustainable products and to involve staff than systems of externalized
provision (Magrini et al., 2021; Sanz Sanz et al., 2022; Smith et al., 2015).
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The comparison across Europe shows that management models play a critical role in promoting or hindering
sustainability outcomes. There is a clear distinction between municipalities that provide food service through
their own kitchens and those that work with an external provider. For this reason, our analysis focuses on
three different management models: DPM, EPM, and CM. CM refers to various forms of local non‐profit
organizations (often founded by parents) that prepare school meals in a self‐organized manner.

3. Material and Methods

3.1. Case Study Descriptions

Our methodological approach is based on a comparative analysis between two case studies in France and
Germany, chosen because of their contrasting school food procurement approaches; one pursues a more
nationally guided model with a strong public administration base, the other is a decentralized approach with
a higher level of outsourcing from private providers.

School catering in France was established as a public service before the Second World War (Perignon et al.,
2023). There is a long tradition of offering whole‐day childcare services, including lunch, at primary schools.
Currently, 60% of French students have lunch at school four times a week. Sixty percent of school meals
in France are provided by school catering services directly managed by local public authorities under the
DPM model (Ministère de l’Agriculture et de la Souveraineté Alimentaire, 2023). The survey report by the
Association of Mayors in France indicates that 48% of the local authorities are under the DPM model for
their school food management, whereas 35% follow a mixed model and 17% are externalizing school food
service to private catering companies (Association des Maires de France, 2024, p. 6). The school food system
is characterized by national standards for public canteens. In 2010, the Programme national pour l’alimentation
was introduced to encourage the use of local products in both public and private catering. In 2018, the newly
adopted national EGalim law on agriculture and food requires all catering services—both public and private—to
use at least 50% sustainable or high‐quality certified‐origin labeled food products, including 20% organic, by
2022 (Sanz Sanz et al., 2022, p. 5). Additionally, all catering services are now required to conduct a food loss
and waste (FLW) assessment and to implement a strategy to reduce FLW. The aim is that reducing FLW will
lower the volume of food purchased, thus creating financial leeway to procure more costly organic products.
This law has applied to schools, universities, public sector institutions, hospitals, and private enterprises since
January 2024. There are no penalties for non‐compliance, which explains why only 18% ofmunicipalities were
meeting the target in 2024 (Association des Maires de France, 2024, p. 4). However, an increasing amount of
subsidies is now conditional upon compliance with the law. Managers are required to keep their purchasing
data updated in a tracking table, whichmust be uploaded to a platformmanaged by theMinistry of Agriculture
and Food Sovereignty.

In contrast, 89% of school meals in Germany are provided by private catering companies (Jansen, 2019,
p. 70), indicating the prevalence of the EPM model. This is partly due to historical reasons, as food was
traditionally seen as a family matter, with children, particularly in Southern Germany, going home at midday
for lunch. This tradition has evolved, creating challenges for local municipalities in providing lunch at school,
which accounts for the widespread use of externalized services. In response to the lack of school lunch
options, several parental initiatives have been established in the past decades, making CM also a common
model in Germany. DPM, on the other hand, is relatively rare (with exemptions such as Darmstadt).
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National guidelines—such as those provided by the German Society for Nutrition (DGE)—remain voluntary.
Due to the federal structure of the education system, the DGE recommendations are only mandatory in five
of the 16 federal states (Kuharic & Zander, 2025, p. 127). Sustainability is promoted through various
incentives, such as certification or labels. For example, public canteens can obtain DGE certification or the
newly established public canteen organic certification. Cities joining the Organic Cities Network (OCN) can
demonstrate their commitment to the “Organic City” label, for which no minimum criteria is required (Böhm
et al., 2025). The German Food and Nutrition Strategy published in 2024 by the national government sets
ambitious goals for improving food quality in school canteens, such as increasing the share of organic and
plant‐based products, promoting regional networks, reducing food waste, and creating more sustainable
food environments. However, these targets are not binding (German Federal Ministry of Food and
Agriculture, 2024).

In order to compare the sustainability potentials of the three school food management models (DPM, EM,
CM), we selected two federal states in Southern Germany and two regions in Northern France to analyze
their advantages and shortcomings. Bavaria and Baden‐Württemberg were chosen due to both the
challenges posed by the long‐term neglect of food as a policy issue, and the growing regional engagement
with sustainability initiatives, such as the OCN. In France, the Brittany region was selected because of the
presence of a sustainable municipalities network (Bretagne rurale et urbaine pour un développement
durable, BRUDED). We also included the neighboring region of Normandy, where one of the authors is an
active board member of a municipality‐led catering syndicate. We selected municipalities that already show
a high level of engagement with increasing the organic and local share of food in schools, ranging from 25%
to 100% organic and from 50% to 100% local in the case of France. In Germany, there are no statistics about
the organic share in public procurement, only estimates for some cities.

3.2. Methodology

Our approach is based on a transdisciplinary perspective that, as described by Lang et al. (2012), involves
co‐creative processes with local stakeholders to co‐design solutions for real‐life sustainability problems.
In this study, we analyze the issue of school food from three perspectives: as scientists, as practitioners, and
as parents. This multifaceted role provides us with a range of insights into the topic, as well as direct contact
with local stakeholders. One of the authors is a municipal council member sitting on the board of an
intercommunal school food syndicate, while the other is a member of a Food Policy Council. These positions
provide deeper insights, as well as challenges and opportunities, for integrating findings into practical
policymaking, in accordance with the transdisciplinary approach.

Our study is based on empirical research in the regions of Brittany and Normandy, as well as the states of
Baden‐Württemberg and Bavaria. First, we conducted 17 semi‐structured interviews with school food
managers, including local government employees and municipal council members (see chart of interviewees
in the Supplementary Material). We sought interviewees from both rural and urban municipalities that were
already engaged in advancing sustainability in school meals. Additionally, we aimed to include
representatives from each of the three school food management models. In France, we conducted more
interviews (six) with participants from the DPM model, as this model is more prevalent there. Our analysis
includes only one interviewee from an EPM model (FR05), although three other French interviewees shared
their previous personal experiences with this model. Since the EPM and CM models are more common in
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Germany, we selected six interviewees from the EPM model and two from the CM model. In one of the two
CM cases, this approach was abandoned due to a lack of public support and the fact that the school
transitioned to the EPM model. Therefore, the interview focused on the experiences with both models.
In one case we included an interviewee from the region of Southern Hesse (a neighboring region to
Baden‐Württemberg) due to the difficulty in finding interviewees from a DPM case in Germany.
The questionnaire we used, translated into French and German, can be found in the Supplementary Material
in its English version.

The second step consisted of a comparative data analysis. We transcribed the interviews using sonix.ai and
developed a coding system that integrated the three sustainability dimensions (social, ecological, economic),
as well as the three school food management models, with subcodes for their potentials and challenges (see
codebook in the Supplementary Material). We specified each sustainability dimension with analytical criteria
(subcodes) to gain deeper insights for the comparison. For example, the ecological dimension was
subdivided into “food waste” and “organic share.” These sustainability criteria were defined according to the
system literature analysis of Molin et al. (2021) on sustainability in academic articles about public
procurement (see Introduction). Using the conceptual framework (Figure 1), we conducted a comparative
analysis of the school food management models to identify their potentials and challenges for promoting
more sustainable and just school meals.

4. Empirical Results

The interview results were analyzed across the three dimensions of sustainability. For each of these
dimensions, and for each of the school food management models, we present key potentials and challenges.
Our aim is to show how school food management models differ in their potential to achieve more
sustainable school meals.

4.1. Ecological Dimensions: Organic Share and FoodWaste

In France, the EGalim law provides a legal framework regarding two critical aspects of the ecological
dimension of sustainability: food waste strategy and the share of organic ingredients. In Germany, there are
no mandatory national guidelines. Instead, local authorities can set their own targets if they wish. As a result,
any engagement with food waste reduction or promotion of organic food depends on voluntary initiatives
led by motivated individuals.

For the DPM model, the primary challenge identified by the French interviewees is the danger of a backlash
against the legal framework: Municipalities feel pressured to improve without adequate support, and some
are starting to opt out of the EGalim objectives (FR06). Yet, in most of the interviews, the DPM model is
described as presenting the best potential in terms of the ecological dimension of sustainability. In this
configuration, elected members of the municipal council have direct control of the budget, which is crucial
for initiating the transition (FR02, FR04). A similar potential was observed in the only German case of this
model (DE01), where a target of achieving 50% organic share was established, following an official
resolution by the municipal council. With the involvement of the municipality‐owned enterprise EAD
(Eigenbetrieb für kommunale Aufgaben und Dienstleistungen), this target has been implemented gradually
with a current share of approximately 27.5% (Greiner & Ebert, 2024).
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Regarding the EPM model, a common issue is the difficulty in finding catering companies willing to apply
for public tenders (DE04, DE07, DE09). School food is not considered a profitable business. This hinders the
ability to set high organic standards. As explained by DE04, school head teachers are already busy with other
(pedagogical) issues and have very low time capacities to engage with public tender guidelines. Similarly, due
to the decentralized administrative structure, it depends on each single school headship, city administration,
or the catering company itself, whether food waste measurements are undertaken or not. Therefore, most
municipalities have no data at all either about food waste or about the current organic share. The interviews
conducted in the French context were consistent in this regard. In particular, the interviewees from a major
urban center revealed the contract with a private catering company will soon be broken (FR05 and FR05b).
This decision was due to a lack of transparency about product sourcing and repeated failures to implement
sustainability measures. In another interview, the emphasis was on the profit‐making pressure:

As a head cook who keeps a budget…what I’ve only experienced in catering companies is that they give
you a bonus if you stick to the budget. And so, to keep within budget, you have to buy at the lowest
price…you’re provided with a price list with higher‐end products, but you know that you’re going to
come out ahead in terms of costs, right? And so, at the end of the day, if you run out of costs, you get
a slap on the wrist, right? (FR08)

As for the potentials, cities involved in the OCN demonstrated efforts to establish higher organic standards
(DE02, DE03, DE06). The interviewees mentioned that it is crucial to have a municipal council’s decision with
concrete targets.

The CM model is challenging to compare, as each association is structured differently depending on local
conditions. In one case, a German university town, the kitchen transitioned to organic food some years ago.
In another case in a rural Bavarianmunicipality, according to the interviewee (DE09), parents are not interested
in organic food. As this is a very rural region, the interviewee highlighted the potential to source organic
ingredients from nearby farmers. In this case, the school moved to the EPM model eight years ago due to a
lack of municipal support. Similarly, in the French case, the main challenge for CM was the dependence on
municipal support to cover all the costs of going organic (FR07).

According to the interviewees, the CMmodel often serves small schools that fall below the financial threshold
for European‐wide public tenders. Therefore, this model has greater flexibility for ordering directly from local
producers. During an interview, a cook (DE08) showed their list of regional organic food providers. However,
she also noted the difficulty in obtaining processed organic products in large quantities. CM school canteens
can adopt creative methods to combat food waste, such as parents who collaborate with the cooking team
being allowed to take leftovers home. In one canteen, a “Bunny‐App” was developed to inform students about
leftovers for their pets (DE08).

4.2. Economic Dimensions: Regional Networks With Local Farmers

A key difference that came up during the interviews was the divergent nuances between the French local and
the German Regionalität. In the French context, the emphasis is on direct relationships with nearby small‐scale
producers. In Germany, the focus is more on assembling robust value chains in the broader region. There are
many conceptual discussions about what exactly Regionalitätmeans, whether it is about products coming from
the same federal state, from a 100‐kilometer radius, or from a small‐scale farmer unit (DE06).
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In the interviews conducted with actors engaged in a DPM model, the difficulty in complying with strict
procurement rules, from both the producers’ and the canteens’ perspectives, was identified as the major
challenge. In France particularly, the rules are considered even stricter for public entities than for private
businesses (FR01, FR03, FR04). According to one of the German interviewees, the municipal enterprise
allows for more possibilities to source from local producers, but one of the biggest challenges is to get
processed regional foods: “It always comes to the same conclusion: We need more processors in this area.
There are farmers all around us. The problem is always the intermediary stage” (DE01).

On the other hand, a major potential of the DPM model is the absence of any pressure to make a profit.
The financial aim is to achieve a balanced budget (FR01, FR03, FR04, FR08). This provides greater flexibility
in working with local and organic producers.

Within the framework of the EPM model, city administrations are responsible for conducting public tenders
to select catering companies. This process occurs approximately every five years and, in Bavaria, individual
schools manage the tendering themselves. When public tenders exceed a specific threshold, an EU‐wide
tender is required, in order to guarantee free competition. Interviewees working within the EPM model
complain that this makes it impossible to source products from regional suppliers or local farmers.

With outsourced service, there is reduced transparency regarding the origin of the products. Catering
companies typically state their commitment to regional and seasonal food on their website, but interviewees
report that no concrete information is available (DE07). According to one of the interviewees, this is a
structural problem:

The market is basically still organized on a supra‐regional basis. You can change things a bit through
small projects in individual product areas. But to change the market as a whole, you basically need a
completely different political framework at a different level. (DE03)

Three interviewees reported having been able to integrate “regionality” into public tenders by developing
workaround strategies (DE02, DE03, DE06): “We try indirect routes” (DE03). In one case, a public tender
description was developed that requires catering companies to offer pedagogical activities (e.g., farm tours
or canteen visits; DE02). This implies that the companies and farms should not be more than a one‐hour bus
ride away. In another case, a city council resolution set a target of 30% organic and regional food in public
entities by 2025 (DE06). The interviewee, who is also the OCN coordinator of that municipality, developed a
public tender template that includes CO2 emissions and a 100‐kilometer radius. However, additional efforts
are necessary: “We do a lot of networking, connecting farmers and canteens. It’s crucial to integrate
processing structures” (DE06). In this case, new value chains were created between organic potato
processors and canteens. Achieving this is only possible through strong personal engagement from public
administration employees.

Regarding the CM model, DE09 emphasized that the town has significant potential for developing regional
organic value chains. In her view, a DPM model with a municipal enterprise providing food for schools and
the local retirement home could strengthen these chains:
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We still have local farmers, dairy farmers…we still have a local butcher. You could strengthen this
structure and not leave it to the big farmers, big industry. However, this potential is not being utilized
in the current situation as the kitchen gets the food from a big retailer. (DE09)

However, up until now, this potential of integrating local farmers into school food value chains, which is specific
to rural areas, remains underexplored in this case.

The interviewees from CM models in both countries stressed the (potential) role of school canteens in
supporting local economies, especially in rural areas. The geographical proximity makes it easier for school
food managers to build strong long‐term connections with local suppliers. This is more challenging for urban
school canteens. One interviewee explained how direct relationships can be established for several product
groups, including vegetables, dairy products, meat from a local butcher, and corn from a regional mill (DE08).
The challenge lies in the logistics. There’s a need for digital matching platforms which make it easier to find
regional providers. The CM model has significant potential for the integration of seasonal products. For
example, one canteen introduced a campaign week focused on seasonal recipes: “It was only possible due to
the voluntary work of the parents. The cooking parents spent two hours washing the green cabbage” (DE08).
According to the French association’s president, whom we interviewed, the key potential of this model lies in
the freedom of action:

Nobody tells us what to do. I mean, of course we have to respect quality, we have controls and all
that….But we don’t have anyone to tell us who to buy from. So that’s really the big advantage in being
able to, you know, get carrots from such‐and‐such a market gardener, or whatever. (FR07)

4.3. Social Dimensions: Accessibility, Participation, Education, Diversity

A key aspect of the social dimension of sustainability is accessibility, which relates to the distributive justice
dimension of just transition. In the French cases, income‐based pricing models are prevalent, whereas in
Germany, families with a low income can apply to receive financial assistance through the national
Bildungs‐ und Teilhabepaket (a general education and inclusion package). If applicants comply with certain
social criteria, they receive meals for free or at a significantly reduced price. Generally, municipalities
provide subsidies for school catering, but the amount of the subsidy depends on decisions made by the
municipality council and on the economic capacities of each city. The just transition dimension of
recognition is analyzed by examining whether, and to what extent, the diverse food habits of children from
migrant backgrounds are considered in menu planning. The procedural justice dimension is assessed by
examining participation and education, such as whether students or parents can express their needs and
demands through a school board.

The DPM model appears to facilitate the implementation of a social pricing scheme for canteens, although
other models could also support such measures. All of the French DPM models in our sample use social
pricing based on parents’ incomes. In many cases, the lowest income households even have free access to
the canteen. In France, a legal mechanism, called “Cantine à 1 euro,” guarantees state support to compensate
rural municipalities by offering meals priced at just one euro. In return, the municipality must comply with
EGalim rules and, once a year, upload a financial database proving their achievements in a state‐managed
online platform.

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9569 11

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Another potential of the DPM model is the ability to implement various participation mechanisms. This
applies at both the school level and the local level. At the school level, for example, “children can efficiently
be involved in menu composition, which is a way to cut the distance between them and the central kitchen,
but also to educate them about sustainable, seasonal, healthy food” (FR01). At the local level, the elected
members of the municipal council are closely involved in governance. For example, the school food
management organization where FR01 is working is structured as an intermunicipal syndicate for school
food management, each member municipality is represented by two members of its own municipal council.
In small municipalities, this structure ensures strong representation for parents. It is noteworthy that this
syndicate was initially created as an association (a CM model), before transitioning into a DPM in order to
become more professional.

In the German context, there is only one EPM case with strong cooperation with the local Food Policy
Council. In this case, members of the city administration participate in the working groups of the Food Policy
Council and can seek advice from the Council when developing public tenders or for networking activities.
In some cases, schools have school boards (“quality circles”) as a means of enhancing participation, in
which representatives of pupils, teachers, and catering companies discuss together (DE02). However,
“participation” is limited to feedback systems, such as liking or disliking the daily menu with smiley faces,
meaning no substantive participation formats are encouraged.

In both the German and French contexts, interviewees in every municipality named at least one pedagogical
project about sustainable food. This observation holds true regardless of the management models. However,
a structural approach to integrate sustainable food education into the curricula of all schools, “just like maths
or German” (DE02), seems to be missing. Here, a crucial challenge expressed is the German multi‐level
system of political responsibilities. While education is the responsibility of federal entities, the coordination
of school social work (e.g., whole‐day childcare) and catering organization lie under municipal jurisdiction.
Thus, coordinating PSFP and education appears almost impossible within the current political framework.

One of theGerman schools is situated in a rural area and offers an example of how school food education could
be linked to a school garden (DE07). In this case, a teaching assistant leads a working group (“garden club”)
of students as they cultivate local vegetables and fruits in the garden. The teaching assistant highlights the
knowledge that some students with a migration background have from their grandmothers and grandfathers,
especially regarding the properties of medicinal herbs. Participants can use a school kitchen for processing
the harvest. One of the schools is leading a pedagogical approach aimed at making the farmers and the work
behind products more visible via portraits exposed in the canteens (DE06). However, as stated above, these
examples depend on the engagement of certain teachers or project managers in individual schools or cities,
rather than forming part of a broader, more comprehensive approach.

Regarding the aspect of diversity reflected in menu planning, all German EPM models offer pork‐free meal
options. For most interviewees, diversity was not seen as a big issue. In the French interviews, school food
managers expressed resistance from municipal personnel to adapt to different food habits, as well as a lack
of motivation to propose different options beyond the weekly vegetarian meal. Indeed, all the interviewees
wanted to set boundaries around the “surge of special diets” (FR01), such as vegetarian, vegan, or halal,
because they were concerned by the increased workload needed to plan, prepare, and serve a larger variety
of different meals. Others underlined that their cities feature a high percentage of immigrants, which could
drive innovative diversification in menu planning (DE03, DE04, FR02, FR06).
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Regarding accessibility, the EPM model makes it more difficult for municipalities to influence pricing. Part of
the interviewees see themselves as dependent on market dynamics:

The price trend is getting more and more expensive, where some families say: I have three children,
each at school. I have to put each of them in all‐day care because both [parents] have to work so that
we can afford the rent. And how are we supposed to pay five euros a day for food for three children?
It’s not possible. (DE04)

Despite existing subsidies, families with several children face a significant financial burden.

The CMmodel is the most appropriate one to strengthen the procedural justice dimension (participation), but
it is highly dependent on the voluntary work of parents. Due to increases in both parents working and after
school closures during Covid‐19, it has become challenging to find enough volunteers to help in the kitchen.
One interviewee reported that there is a slight gender gap in the volunteer workforce, with more mothers and
grandmothers involved in the cooking team. Also, the cook highlights that it is “a lot of work” (DE08) to guide
volunteers and integrate them into the cooking process. Although the CM model has significant potential for
involving students in menu planning and cooking, and integrating their feedback, the interviewees in both
countries stated that they abstained from it because it would imply too much work.

The German CM model displays the strongest efforts to integrate dishes from diverse cultural backgrounds
into the menu planning. As stated by one interviewee (DE08), a parent with aMoroccan background proposed
a recipe with couscous and vegetables from her home region. The cook also expressed openness to aligning
menu planningwith pedagogical activities about sustainable food. For example, one of the schools participated
in the pulse week organized by the Food Policy Council. Additionally, parents’ voluntary work helps to keep
meal prices very low. The cook emphasized that it was always an important goal of the association “to be able
to offer a warm lunch for everyone at a reasonable price. So that it remains affordable for families with several
children and more afternoon lessons” (DE08). This shows that the CMmodel has also strong potential for the
recognition and distributive justice aspects.

In Table 1, we summarize the challenges and potentials for each model and for each sustainability dimension.
The “+’’ shows the potentials, whereas “−“ stands for the challenges.

5. Discussion

5.1. Key Findings

Our research has highlighted a shared awareness, expressed by all interviewed school canteen managers, of
the social importance of common meals, emphasizing the social dimension of sustainability. The interviews
revealed a common understanding of all the three dimensions of sustainability. None of the interviewees
reduced sustainability to merely certified organic food. The local (in France) or regional (in Germany) aspect
of sustainability appears to be taking priority over the ecological dimension, a phenomenon previously
described by Morgane Esnault (2023). Additionally, the importance of the social accessibility of food has
been emphasized throughout the study, particularly in the current context of rising food prices. This
underlines the importance of the interplay between different sustainability dimensions in planning PSFP.
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Table 1.Overview of challenges and potentials for each foodmanagementmodel and sustainability dimension.

School Food
Management
Model

Dimensions of Sustainability

Environmental Economic (local Social (accessibility,
(organic share, FLW) producers, regional working conditions

value chains) participation, diversity)

+ − + − + −
DPM model Elected

decision‐
makers have
hands‐on
control of the
purchasing
power and
can set high
organic
standards

Risk of
backlash from
high standard

No need to
make profit:
more margin
for local and
organic

Challenge to
get processed
regional
organic food

Social pricing
is easy to
implement

Public
employees’
disinterest in
adapting to
diverse food
habits

EPM model Efficiency in
sourcing
organic
products
through
existing
platforms

Pressure to
make profit,
lack of
transparency.
Food waste
reduction
efforts are
voluntarily
and often
organized as
pedagogical
projects

Cheaper
products due
to economies
of scales

No
integration of
local food due
to
requirements
of EU
procurement
law

Several cases
with high
engagement
with
pedagogical
projects

Low
acceptance
rate by pupils

CM model More space of
action for
going more
organic than
required

Often
depending on
public support
to achieve
environmental
goals

Freedom to
use own
selection
criteria and
buy directly
from local
producers

Dependency
on volunteers,
non‐
professionals

Participation
and education
projects are
easier due to
the proximity

Limited
workforce,
voluntary help
is often
gendered

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

Regarding the just transition dimensions, our empirical insights reveal a great emphasis on “distributive
justice” (Tribaldos & Kortetmäki, 2022) in current efforts for sustainable school food procurement. The idea
of equal access for every child to healthy, sustainable food is implemented in France through social pricing
systems. In Germany, low‐income families can receive subsidies for school meals. However, it was shown
that municipalities within the EPM model are dependent on finding catering companies when they issue a
public tender. As a result, the catering company effectively defines the price, thus limiting accessibility.
The dimensions of “recognition justice” and “procedural justice” (Tribaldos & Kortetmäki, 2022) are not
pursued to the same extent. This is particularly true of recognition justice, as the food habits of minorities
are perceived as an additional burden for staff, rather than something to be valued. Only a few interviewees
saw the potential for innovative menu planning through integrating recipes from other cultural backgrounds
that, for example, contain pulses as plant‐based proteins (Graça et al., 2022; Magrini et al., 2021). Procedural
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justice, which involves participatory formats in school food management systems, is also not a high priority.
There are formats for participation in decision‐making at the local and school levels, but they have been
judged very laborious. Even when students do participate in designing meals, there is a general sense of a
lack of time, recognition, and energy to adequately address the issue of participation. Only small‐scale
participatory actions, as part of food education programs, have been successful. However, several studies
highlight the potential of involving students in meal preparation as part of a learning process about
sustainability and empowering them as active agents of change. As a case study in Finland shows, this
involvement requires cooperation between stakeholders to develop a “collaborative pedagogy” (Janhonen
et al., 2024). Our findings show that a major constraint is the distance between the kitchen and the schools
and the lack of direct connection between the cook and the children. This is a barrier found across the
different models, although the DPM and CM models are more often associated with on‐site kitchens. Thus,
up to this point, school kitchens seem to have limited potential to fulfill overall just transition ideals, but
major efforts in terms of the distributive justice dimension can be observed.

Table 2 summarizes the contributions of the three management models to the three dimensions of justice.

Table 2. Potentials and challenges regarding just transition dimensions.

Distributive Justice Procedural Justice Recognition Justice

DPM Transparency regarding the
origin of products and direct
partnerships with local
producers

Social pricing to ensure
accessibility of school meals for
low‐income households

Governance linked to
representative democracy:
Elected members of the
municipal council are the ones
making decisions

Lack of motivation by
municipality employees to
propose culturally diversified
meals

EPM Little or no integration of
regional value chains with local
farmers

Accessibility depends on market
dynamics and subsidies that not
all municipalities can provide

Limited possibilities regarding
participation and education

Usually, pork‐free meals offered
as minimum tender
requirements but no intention
to go beyond this

CM Cheaper meals due to parents’
voluntary work

High potential for direct
partnerships with local
producers

More room for maneuver
regarding participation and
active involvement of pupils and
parents

Potential for more cultural
diversity in meal composition

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

5.2. Strengths and Limits of the Study

This study contributes to the debate on PSFP due to its comparative perspective and the conceptual
development of three school food management models.

As the results show, the DPM model offers great potential for sustainability, especially regarding the
establishment of stable and direct partnerships with local producers. The CM model has a significant
potential for facilitating greater participation from students and parents and for integrating diversity.
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However, its potential is limited by the high level of voluntary engagement required from parents, which
often consists of a highly gendered division of labor. It is sometimes perceived as a temporary transition
phase from a dysfunctional situation to a more stable model. The EPM model has the potential to establish a
high organic share in public tenders, but this potential is limited due to the dependency on market dynamics
in a low‐paid sector and a lack of transparency about the origin of ingredients. Therefore, although the
interviewees recognize that the EPM model can be efficient and provide affordable food due to economies
of scale, there remains a tendency towards distrust.

Although the results provide an insightful overview of the potentials and challenges of the different
management models, we must acknowledge that the results of our study have limited generalizability:
The number of interviews carried out was limited, and the different models were only approximately
proportionally represented. Nevertheless, the fact that a significant proportion of the interviewees had
experience with more than one of the different models enriched their perspective and allowed them to
make well‐informed comparisons.

5.3. Possible Measures and Policy Implications

Based on the results of our study, several implications can be deduced in terms of policy measures at different
levels to improve sustainability outcomes in school catering. These recommendations are partly connected to
the organization models but also go beyond them.

In accordance with the literature analysis in which legal constraints were identified as a barrier (Risku‐Norja
& Løes, 2017), European procurement law can be considered as a factor inhibiting the integration of regional
value chains. One policy recommendationwould be a reformulation of procurement law so that food is exempt
from the free competition directive. Further, the EU should expand the focus from Green Public Procurement
to Sustainable Public Procurement as a more holistic approach to include the promotion of the social and
economic sustainability criteria in public procurement (Mengual et al., 2024).

At the national level, the comparison between the two countries indicated that national laws setting minimum
standards contribute to better outcomes in terms of ecological sustainability. Whereas in most German cases,
there is no data available about the actual amount of organic share and food waste, in France, public entities
are required to measure their efforts. Germany’s strategy of relying on voluntary initiatives has resulted in the
emergence of several local projects promoting organic food, but as they depend on temporary project funding,
their long‐term impact is very limited. In this sense, the EGalim law could serve as an interesting example for
setting binding quality standards instead of voluntary guidelines.

At the regional level, the lack of processing infrastructure and networks between farmers, processors, and
canteens was perceived by many interviewees as a crucial barrier. This finding aligns with the literature
analysis, which also identified this as a key constraint (Braun et al., 2018). Some municipalities, particularly
those that are members of the OCN, are already engaged in offering networking events. Another policy
recommendation emerging from the interviews is the installation of a digital matching platform by public
authorities in order to facilitate more cooperative networking between canteens, regional (organic) farmers,
and processors, such as mills or dairies. One example of such a platform is Agrilocal, provided by many
French départements (Agrilocal, 2024).
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At the local level, the findings show the need for binding political guidelines as a key factor for sustainability
improvements, particularly regarding the organic share. Several authors also highlight the key role of local
policymakers in fostering sustainable change through municipal decisions (Risku‐Norja & Løes, 2017). This
could be an official resolution by themunicipal council that sets specific targets and timelines. Our study shows
that municipalities with such a resolution demonstrate the best sustainability outcomes. Further, funding for
staff, measures for monitoring the set goals, and local stakeholder involvement are essential to putting the
resolution into practice (Quack & Teufel, 2020).

Education is a cross‐cutting issue for policy measures. Instead of a single project depending on engaged
individuals, sustainable school food education should be part of a comprehensive pedagogical approach in
the curricula. Further, in both countries, there is insufficient training for catering professionals on developing
more sustainable menu planning. Several municipalities are already engaged in providing coaching programs
for integrating more organic, local, and seasonal ingredients. However, a further policy recommendation
would be to expand cooking training programs for innovative menu planning with more plant‐based varieties
to more target groups, especially to cooks in vocational training and catering professionals. These
observations align with the key factor identified in the literature analysis (Lopez et al., 2020): the motivation
of cooking staff and corresponding efforts to scale up qualification and training programs. However, given
the current shortage of skilled labor in the gastronomy and catering sector (Schäfer & Haack, 2023), this key
factor is linked to improvements in working conditions and a greater appreciation of cooking as a profession
(Hoinle & Klosterkamp, 2023).

5.4. Unanswered Questions and Future Research

Interviewswere conductedwith individuals in city administration andmunicipal policy positions. It is important
to stress that all our interviewees were school food managers, whether elected municipal council members,
executive board members, or staff. Many of them saw themselves as “transition agents,” positioned between
the ecological transition policy level, with which they agree, and the grassroots personnel—cooks, kitchen
employees, and canteen service staff—who are often described as resistant and yet to be convinced of the
benefits of the transition. This underlying social division should not be ignored. Therefore, further research
could integrate the perspectives of those working “on the ground,” such as kitchen employees or students.
In this regard, another unanswered question is how to strengthen procedural justice by involving students
and all other stakeholders of the school food value chain in decision‐making processes.

Our study revealed some specific advantages and challenges of urban and rural areas regarding sustainability
outcomes. Rural communities have more potential to integrate smallholders into value chains (Kraljevic &
Zanasi, 2023), although this potential is not always realized as seen in the interview with DE07. Although we
included interviewees from rural and urban areas (see Supplementary Material), future studies could analyze
more deeply the specific potentials and challenges of urban and rural municipalities in transitions toward
sustainable school food.

An issue often raised by interviewees was the aspect of carbon footprint and plant‐based dishes in school
meals (see also Graça et al., 2022). Future studies could focus on analyzing measures to promote more
plant‐based school meals in the context of sustainability transitions in PSFP.

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9569 17

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Our study revealed a lack of awareness and lack of research regarding the recognition justice dimension.
We suggest future studies to deepen the analysis of the diversity aspects of school food, especially in
current times of increasing prejudices against migration. The issue of diversity has substantial potential for
fostering sustainable school meals. School canteens could integrate knowledge about diverse food habits
and recipes to develop innovative menu planning that enhances both procedural and recognition justice,
whilst including more sustainable and plant‐based dishes. This potential is still underexplored in current
research and practice (Hoinle & Klosterkamp, 2023).

6. Conclusion

Our study aimed to explore the potentials and challenges in three school food management models and to
identify key policy measures to promote just and sustainable school food procurement. Our analysis showed
that the DPM model has a greater scope for improving sustainability outcomes, particularly regarding
increasing the organic share, implementing food waste reduction measures, and integrating seasonal, fresh
food through direct partnerships with local food providers. Additionally, the DPM model demonstrated
greater potential for participation in terms of procedural justice. EPM models are highly dependent on
market dynamics and only a few municipalities, with very engaged staff in administration, achieved good
outcomes in terms of the organic share. CM models have significant potential for pedagogical approaches
involving pupils and integrating diversity in terms of “recognition justice.” Yet, they are dependent on parents’
voluntary work. The comparison between the two countries indicated that national guidelines defining
quality standards are more effective than voluntary incentives. Thus, our policy recommendations highlight,
on the one hand, the importance of having concrete guidelines at the national level—or at least at the local
level with a municipal council resolution—and, on the other hand, the role of educational approaches in
making sustainable food an important issue in school curricula and professional training for cooks.
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1. Introduction

When we think of our food system and today’s global sustainability challenges, we immediately associate the
effects of our food production with climate change, soil degradation, and water pollution (Aleksejeva, 2022).
However, the food on our plates also impacts biodiversity in agricultural landscapes, as agri‐food systems
contribute significantly to biodiversity loss (Andhov et al., 2024; Campbell et al., 2017). Campbell et al.
(2017) state that agriculture is responsible for 80% of the decline in biodiversity. Here, there are influences
on biodiversity loss such as farm management in the form of intensive agriculture, monocultures, pesticides,
or excessive fertilisation. Additionally, landscape or habitat diversity can also be affected by habitat
destruction, such as deforestation. Positive impacts can be enhanced through agroforestry, mixed cropping,
or intercropping approaches (Monetti et al., 2021).

Such beneficial practices can be found in organic agriculture. Organic agriculture is increasingly promoted as
a strategy for mitigating biodiversity loss in our food systems, due to its more sustainable farming methods
and, therefore, lower environmental impacts (Sanders & Heß, 2019; Schleiffer et al., 2022; Seufert &
Ramankutty, 2017). According to a review (Seufert & Ramankutty, 2017), organic agriculture, in accordance
with established organic certification guidelines, such as the avoidance of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides,
has been found to have a beneficial impact on local biodiversity. Seufert and Ramankutty (2017) conclude
that, despite the common uncertainties about the benefits of current organic practices and the
context‐dependency of the performance of organic agriculture, organic farming has positive effects,
particularly “for plant and pollinator biodiversity in arable systems and simple landscapes” (Seufert &
Ramankutty, 2017, p. 3). This is also confirmed by a meta‐analysis, which shows that organic farming in
general results in a greater diversity of flora and fauna on cultivated land (Sanders & Heß, 2019).
Consequently, organic farming plays a pivotal role in biodiversity conservation. In order to promote a more
sustainable food system, counteract climate change, protect the environment, and preserve biodiversity, the
EU is supporting organic farming with its Organic Action Plan, which aims to convert 25% of agricultural
land in Europe to organic farming by 2030 (European Commission, 2021).

The focus of this article will be on organic farming, where we see the promotion of biodiversity in the context
of local food systems as an integral aspect. In contrast to the organic standards, there is no definition of “local”
food (Hanke & Wunder, 2023; Joannides, 2012). Therefore, the following aspects can be distinguished in
order to conceptualize local food. One aspect is geography, such as being grown within 100 miles, or it may
be the administrative boundaries of a region or state. Another is the transparency of the number of involved
stakeholders between the final consumer and the producer through short food supply chains. It can also be
the connection to the place or person who grew or produced the food (Joannides, 2012). The EU registers
more than 3,400 products as “geographical indications.” These identify a product as “originating in the territory
of a particular country, region or locality where its quality, reputation or other characteristic is linked to its
geographical origin” (European Commission, 2017, p. 9). Thus, the category “local” provides no quality criteria.
However, it is often associatedwith small‐scale and family farming.We argue that the promotion of short food
supply chains can contribute to positive biodiversity outcomes in local landscapes. In contrast, globalized value
chains in the food system are cited as one of the causes of disappearing biodiversity in agricultural landscapes
(Teufel et al., 2020). Since the 1970s, agricultural production has increasingly focused on a limited number of
species and varieties, selected to meet the demands of a global market with no connection to the local region.
As a result, in terms of ecotypes and varieties, 75% of the agricultural crops present at the beginning of the
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20th century have since been lost (Barbeito et al., 2020). Furthermore, due to oligopolies within the global
food system, global competitive pressure and the design of the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy, intensive,
large‐scale farming practices have become established. This intensive use of the landscape increases the loss
of biodiversity by eliminating differentiated landscapes. The regionalization of food production, through public
catering, could help to strengthen and promote extensive land use and the use of local varieties, especially by
small farms through new sales channels (Hanke & Wunder, 2023). A literature review by Chaves et al. (2023)
indicates that school feeding programs which promote local food supplies from smallholder farmers result in
superior health outcomes due to the sourcing of fresher food, as well as more sustainable climate impacts
due to shorter transport distances and lower carbon emissions (Chaves et al., 2023). Therefore, by increasing
demand for local and organic products, especially regionally specific varieties, crop diversity is increased,which
contributes to higher local biodiversity (Hanke & Wunder, 2023).

In this study, we focus on public catering as a way to promote biodiversity‐friendly, organic, and local
products through public procurement. Public catering, i.e., food in public institutions, is seen as a lever for an
agroecological transition of the food system. Given that consumer demand for organic products is not yet
sufficient to persuade farmers to convert on a larger scale, several municipal governments are focusing on
public catering as a tool to increase demand for organic products (Daugbjerg, 2023; Lindström et al., 2022;
Schleiffer et al., 2022). Public catering is here understood as a subcategory of out‐of‐home catering.
Whereas out‐of‐home catering comprises also individual gastronomy (e.g., restaurants and food trucks),
public catering is reduced to the food in public entities, such as the education sector (day‐care centres and
school canteens), the care and welfare sector (hospitals, rehabilitation facilities, and elderly homes) and the
business catering sector (company canteens; Pfefferle et al., 2021). In this article, we will concentrate on the
sub‐category of public catering in education, care, and welfare entities.

The high purchasing power of public contracts, which represent approximately 12% of global GDP, enables
local governments to create demand and influence environmental and social impacts through their
procurement choices (Andhov et al., 2024; Cruz et al., 2023; Molin et al., 2024). With the EU’s Farm to Fork
Strategy and Green Public Procurement policy, the EU has created a regulatory framework that allows cities
and municipalities to adopt sustainable procurement practices with a lower environmental impact
(Commission recommendation of 15 December 2021, 2021). Thus, public catering policy is strongly
influenced by urban authorities, which play a central role in the promotion of sustainable nutrition (Schleiffer
et al., 2022). Given the purchasing power associated with public catering, cities can facilitate or accelerate
the shift towards biodiversity‐enhancing diets by providing a significant market for organic food (Cruz et al.,
2023; Scheerer et al., 2024; Spyridon & Mikkelsen, 2018). There is a remarkable increase in the number of
cities in Europe that have established targets regarding the use of organic foods in public catering facilities
(Vienna, Copenhagen, and Berlin; Schleiffer et al., 2022). Nevertheless, the growth of organic food use in
public catering remains relatively slow (Scheerer et al., 2024).

Previous studies have explored the potential of public catering as a lever for transforming the food system
toward sustainability. Whereas some studies focus on food waste or vegetarian meals, many studies
concentrate on integrating organic products into canteen kitchens or on promoting local value chains, with
the objective of enhancing the sustainability of local economies (Braun et al., 2018; Filippini et al., 2018;
Risku‐Norja & Løes, 2017). Only a few studies focus on biodiversity in out‐of‐home catering regarding menu
composition and eating habits (Crenna et al., 2019; Heinz et al., 2023; Monetti et al., 2021; Speck et al.,
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2022). Our approach builds on linking the existing research on local and organic food in public catering with
the issue of biodiversity. Our argument is that public catering can be used as a lever to strengthen local
organic farming and thereby promote local biodiversity, addressing one of the major challenges of current
agricultural production systems.

Therefore the research questions we follow in this article are: What are the barriers and drivers to fostering
biodiversity‐friendly, organic, and local food through public catering? What are the effective levers for a food
system transformation toward sustainability and biodiversity?

Based on a systemic literature review, the objective of this study is to identify the key drivers and barriers
influencing the uptake of biodiversity, organic, and local food in public catering. As a conceptual framework,
we use a food system lens and the leverage points (LPs) concept developed by Meadows (1999) and Abson
et al. (2017) to explore the potential points of intervention that could significantly increase the share of
biodiversity‐friendly, organic, and local products in the catering sector. We aim to provide strategies for local
authorities to facilitate the integration of more organic and local food into public catering, thereby
contributing to the conservation of biodiversity within the agri‐food system.

2. Conceptual Framework: Biodiversity and LPs

This section presents an understanding of biodiversity and contextualizes it within the framework of food
systems and public catering. It briefly outlines the LPs model, as proposed by Meadows (1999) and Abson
et al. (2017), as a tool for analyzing potential intervention points for change within the public catering food
system model.

2.1. Contextualizing Biodiversity in the Framework of Public Catering and the Food System

2.1.1. Biodiversity

In general, biodiversity is classified into three main categories: biodiversity of species, biodiversity of genetic
resources, and biodiversity of ecosystems. Swingland (2013) offers the following definition of biodiversity:
“Biodiversity/biological diversity: Species, genetic, and ecosystem diversity in an area, sometimes including
associated abiotic components such as landscape features, drainage systems, and climate” (Swingland, 2013,
p. 399). Species diversity describes the number of different biological species, which can be classified as
animals, plants, or fungi. Furthermore, the concept of species diversity can be extended to encompass the
diversity of varieties or breeds, particularly in the context of agrobiodiversity. Genetic diversity can be
defined as the amount of genetic information that exists among all organisms. Ecosystem diversity refers to
the number of distinct habitats, including forests, lakes, and agricultural areas. Various aspects of production
systems can impact biodiversity at different levels. For example, studies examine how seed selection affects
genetic diversity (Kliem & Sievers‐Glotzbach, 2022) or how diversification through the use of diverse plant
species influences species diversity (Azam‐Ali et al., 2024; De Falco et al., 2022; Mattas et al., 2023; Zhang &
Dannenberg, 2022). The type of cultivation also affects ecosystem diversity, for example, intercropping with
a maize‐bean mixture has positive effects (Hüber et al., 2022).
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Biosphere integrity is one of the nine planetary boundaries that has already been reached, with the global
decline in genetic diversity representing a significant transgression (Richardson et al., 2023). For several
decades, numerous policy documents, including the Rio 1992 Convention on Biological Diversity, the
EU Biodiversity Strategy 2020, and the UN Global Biodiversity Framework of Montreal 2022, have
emphasized the significance of conserving global biodiversity, highlighting its critical status and the necessity
for urgent action. The Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (Brondizio et al., 2020),
the annual Global Biodiversity Outlook, and several studies have documented a global decline in biodiversity
(Mantyka‐Pringle et al., 2015; Newbold et al., 2015; Rounsevell et al., 2020; Urban, 2015). Given the
variability of estimates of the extinction rate across studies and models, Urban’s (2015) meta‐study serves as
a reliable reference point. Utilising a 95% confidence interval (CI) across all studies, Urban (2015)
determined a value of 7.5% for the extinction rate, which increases exponentially with the gradient of global
warming. In addition, an examination of the landscape species‐area relationship model, as employed by
Chaudhary and Kastner (2016), determined that 83% of total species loss can be attributed to the
agricultural use of land for domestic consumption, with the remaining 17% resulting from export production
(Chaudhary & Kastner, 2016).

2.1.2. Agrobiodiversity

Agrobiodiversity is regarded as a critical subset of biodiversity (Divéky‐Ertsey et al., 2022). According to the
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (2004) definition, agrobiodiversity encompasses
crop varieties, livestock species, and non‐harvested species that support food provision, such as pollinators.
This definition highlights the importance of diverse local food production systems, which are currently facing
challenges. This, in turn, raises concerns about the loss of associated local knowledge, cultural practices, and
skills among food producers, particularly small‐scale farmers. In the context of the food system, the concept
of agrobiodiversity emphasizes the need to preserve local crop varieties, such as different bean varieties or
heirloom seeds, developed over centuries by local farmers. In line with the recommendations set forth by the
planetary health diet, these legume varieties, rich in plant‐based proteins, have the potential to contribute to
a more climate‐friendly diet (Willett et al., 2019). Although the aspect of preserving traditional varieties plays
a huge role in this study, we use the more general term biodiversity for the systemic literature review as it
provides a broader scope for analysis.

2.1.3. Biodiversity in the Context of Public Catering

Currently, there are no labels to help consumers identify products that are biodiversity‐friendly (Stampa &
Zander, 2022). Labels such as Planet Score have begun to address the issue of biodiversity, but they are still
in the process of being implemented (Commission recommendation of 15 December 2021, 2021). However,
some studies analyse the biodiversity impact of food specifically in the context of out‐of‐home catering.
Monetti et al. (2021) developed an assessment tool to measure the impact of individual nutrition on
biodiversity in out‐of‐home catering settings. The indicator set can be used to link biodiversity also to food
consumption in public catering. For instance, species diversity is measured in terms of key and crop species
richness, e.g., the diversity of crop species per farm or area and the proportion of high biodiversity areas in
the total farmland. Genetic biodiversity is measured using the number and proportion of cultivars, varieties,
and production from rare, traditional, locally adapted and other genetic line varieties, as well as the red‐list
crop varieties. Landscape/habitat diversity is measured using indicators such as landscape complexity, the
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number of land use types and heterogeneity of land use types. Farm management is measured using
indicators such as land use intensity, organic standards, biodiversity practices, and on‐farm agrobiodiversity,
e.g., agroforestry, mixed‐farming, intercropping, infrastructure, and agrobiodiversity conservation (Monetti
et al., 2021). Certain production methods and product groups have different potential to foster or endanger
biodiversity. In the context of out‐of‐home catering, recent studies have explored the influence of certain
food groups on biodiversity. Crenna et al. (2019) analyze the environmental impact of 32 representative
food products in the EU. Assessing biodiversity impacts is very complex, but they list the foods with the
highest impacts in the following order: beef (25%), pork (19%), poultry (8%), cheese (7%), sunflower oil (4%),
butter (4%), milk (4%), and eggs (4%), as well as 24 other products (<4% each with 25%; Crenna et al., 2019).
The findings for a more plant‐based nutrition to support biodiversity through eating habits are supported by
a recent study addressing the impact of food on biodiversity at the menu level in Germany (Heinz et al.,
2023). The article of Heinz et al. (2023) describes the development of an assessment framework based on a
systematic literature review and expert interviews. An indicator‐based approach focusing on land use was
developed and validated using recipes from out‐of‐home catering facilities (Heinz et al., 2023). The results
show that meat‐based meals are not recommended from a biodiversity perspective, whereas vegetarian
meals have better outcomes. Vegan meals were mostly recommended (Heinz et al., 2023).

These studies provide first insights into how the promotion of biodiversity can be integrated into public
catering and offer indicators for biodiversity‐friendly products. What remains open is the question of what
factors promote or hinder the use of biodiversity‐friendly products in public kitchens. Following up on those
studies we are investigating this question in this article. Considering the aforementioned biodiversity
framework, we argue that biodiversity is integrated into the public catering system through the utilization of
diverse food varieties in public kitchens. Given the interconnection between organic farming methods and
local short food supply chains as a way to promote biodiversity in local landscapes, our approach integrates
the existing literature on organic and local food in public catering with biodiversity aspects as pathways to
transforming the food system toward sustainability.

2.1.4. Actors and Interdependencies Within the Food System

Our systemic literature analysis takes a systemic approach to the food system and public catering. A schematic
overview of the elements and actors of the public catering food system under consideration is given in Figure 1
as an orientation for the following analysis.

The food system encompasses the interaction of all activities and actors that influence the production,
processing, distribution, consumption, and disposal of food (Andhov et al., 2024; Nguyen, 2018; von Braun
et al., 2023). On the level of local stakeholders, this interaction is characterized by three main elements: food
supply chains (from production systems to retail and markets), food environments (food availability,
economic access, advertising and information, food quality, and safety), and consumer behaviour (cultures
that shape dietary choices; High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition, 2017). In the context
of public catering, relevant actors in the food system include: farmers, who produce food; distributors, who
distribute food through suppliers and logistics companies; processors, who produce pre‐cut products
tailored to the needs of public catering; public purchasers, who procure food for public institutions; and
public kitchens, which prepare meals for their guests, mostly students, patients, or employees of public
institutions. The food system and its elements do not exist in isolation, but are integrated into other key
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Figure 1. Schematic overview of the public catering food system. Source: Adapted from Flörke et al. (2022)
and High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition (2017).

systems that influence each other, such as political, economic, health, and environmental systems (Andhov
et al., 2024; Nguyen, 2018). On the political level, policymakers shape the legal framework with guidelines
and standards. All of these actors contribute to the functioning of public catering and therefore influence
the procedures and processes of the system (Molin et al., 2024). Therefore, each stakeholder group is
relevant and must be taken into account in the implementation of measures to address the increase of
biodiversity in public catering.

2.2. LPs

In this article, we adopt an “LPs perspective” to identify effective levers to foster biodiversity through the
transition to organic and local food in public catering. The 12 LPs, which are based on Meadows’ (1999)
extensive research on human‐environment systems, provide a conceptual framework for the implementation
of effective interventions within a system. Meadows defines LP as “a place in the system where a small
change could lead to a large shift in behavior” (2008, p. 145). In her hierarchy of LP (see Table 1), Meadows
(1999) distinguished between “shallow” LPs, where interventions are relatively easy to implement but have
limited transformative potential, and “deep” LPs, where interventions are more challenging but have
significant potential for transformative change. Abson et al. (2017) developed a simplified approach, by
synthesizing Meadows’ 12 LPs into four system categories applicable to transformation research: parameters,
feedbacks, design, and intent. Each of the four categories encompasses three of Meadows’ 12 LPs (see
Figure 2). Abson et al. (2017, p. 32) also categorize the four groups based on the depth of their impact,
following the distinction between shallow and deep LPs:
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• Parameters include “the relatively mechanistic characteristics typically targeted by policy makers,” such
as mechanical characteristics (e.g., taxes and standards), as well as physical structure (e.g., buffers
and flows).

• Feedbacks focus on “the interactions between elements within a system of interest that drive internal
dynamics,” such as reinforcing (positive) or dampening (negative) feedback loops.

• Design refers to “the social structures and institutions that manage feedbacks and parameters,” including
information flows, rules, and power characteristics.

• Intent refers to “the underpinning values, goals, and world views of actors that shape the emergent
direction to which a system is oriented,” such as the mindsets from which goals emerge.

Leverage Points (Abson et al., 2017)
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Figure 2. LPs for a transformation towards a sustainable and biodiversity‐friendly food system. Source:
Adapted from Meadows (1999) and Abson et al. (2017).

This model provides a general overview of LPs for change in social systems, in this case, the food system.
In our discussion, wewill apply this model to our analysis to identify differences in the effectiveness of LPs and
develop strategies to overcome barriers identified in the literature review. It not only identifies the differences
between strong and weak levers, but also suggests strategies that researchers and policymakers can use to
build on the results.

3. Methodology

Our approach is based on a systemic literature reviewwith two strands integrating the existing broad literature
body on organic and local food in public catering with the more recent and very rare studies on biodiversity in
public catering. Accordingly, one strand analyses the broad literature on organic, local food in public catering in
order to identify key drivers and barriers to sustainable transitions in public catering. The second strand aims
to deepen the analysis of the specific challenges of promoting biodiversity on the plates in public canteens.

Our approach aimed to find the most relevant scientific articles published in the past 10 years in the European
context. For the bibliographic search, we focused on the well‐established database SCOPUS as it provides a
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large number of interdisciplinary articles. The search was then refined using the Agricola, AgEcon, and AGRIS
databases, which focus on agriculture, nutrition, and food production. We distinguished two strings one with
organic and local and one with a deeper focus on biodiversity.

The literature search strings were divided into thematic blocks, including terms identifying public catering,
biodiversity, organic products, local products, and value chains (see Table 1). We conducted multiple
searches using different combinations of keywords until a total of 16 searches yielded no new articles.
The literature review was carried out from March to July 2024. We restricted our search to journal articles
written in English and published in the last 10 years (2014–2024) within the EU, where the same legal
framework applies. The articles were reviewed based on titles, keywords, and abstracts. Only articles
specifically addressing biodiversity, organic food, and local food in public‐sector catering were selected,
while articles covering restaurants and company canteens (business sector) were excluded.

Table 1. Keywords used in the systematic literature search.

Themes Keywords Search Process 1 Keywords Search Process 2

Biodiversity — AND biodiversity

Organic products AND [organic food
OR sustainable food
OR increase of organic food]

—

Local products AND [local
OR local food
OR localized food systems
OR local sourcing]

—

Value chains AND [short supply chain
OR food supply chain
OR regional networks]

AND [supply chain
OR value chain]

Public catering AND [public procurement
OR public catering
OR school catering
OR school catering services
OR institutional kitchens
OR public school food procurement
OR food service
OR communal catering]

AND [public procurement
OR public catering]
OR school catering
OR school catering services
OR institutional kitchens
OR public school food procurement
OR food service
OR communal catering]

Promotional factors — OR success

Inhibitory factors — OR barrier

The search string 1, with a focus on organic and local food, yielded a total of 1,592 articles. After removing
duplicates, two researchers screened the full text of the remaining 76 articles to assess the relevance of the
literature. After full‐text screening and adding a further four articles through backward searching, 25 articles
were deemed eligible.

The search string 2, with a focus on biodiversity, was conducted to assess the current relevance of
biodiversity in public procurement literature. For this, a systematic analysis of the most up‐to‐date published
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research was conducted using the SCOPUS database, which was comprised of three stages. The same
selection criteria were employed as in the initial research, again excluding articles published prior to 2014
and those of non‐European origin.

The search string “biodiversity” yielded a total of 112,210 search results, the majority of which originated
from the disciplines of agricultural and biological sciences. A total of 69 articles were obtained when the
term “biodiversity” was combined with different keywords synonymous with public catering (see the first
line in Table 1). As mentioned, we focused on public catering as a subcategory of out‐of‐home catering. After
screening headlines and abstracts to assess their relevance to public catering, 68were deemed to be irrelevant.
This indicates a current lack of research examining the promotion of biodiversity through public catering.
An overview of the search processes is provided in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Depiction of the systematic literature review process.

In this article, we used qualitative content analysis to identify themost challenging barriers andmost successful
drivers for increasing biodiversity‐friendly, organic, and local products in public catering. This highly structured
evaluationmethod examines textmaterial step by step,making the procedure intersubjectively comprehensible
and verifiable by others through a clearly defined process (Mayring, 2022). The qualitative content analysis
softwareMAXQDAwas used to analyze the 26 selected articles. By developing a deductive‐inductive category
system, the scientific articles were analysed to identify key barriers and drivers to the incorporation of organic
and local food in public procurement with positive effects on biodiversity. The code system utilized represents
the public catering system from the perspective of the food system approach (see Figure 1) and includes the
policy framework, the food environment, and all stakeholders and kitchen processes. Biodiversity has been
included as its own code for analysis to discover the connection between biodiversity and public catering
more precisely. The main codes used were as follows:

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9676 10

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


• A: Barriers (all aspects that act as barriers to the purchase of organic and local products);
• B: Drivers (all aspects that promote organic and local products in public catering);
• C: Governance (all aspects relating to the regulatory system and the processes between politics,
administration, and civil society);

• D:Market and value chains (all aspects along the value chain including stakeholders, production, logistics,
and distribution);

• E: Economic factors (all aspects of the food environment related to budget and economic framework
conditions);

• F: Transformation in the kitchens (all aspects related to processes in the kitchen);
• G: Biodiversity (all aspects of biodiversity in the context of public catering).

To identify the main barriers to and drivers of the increased use of local organic products, we conducted a
frequency analysis using MAXQDA’s code relations browser. MAXQDA’s visual tool displays the relationship
between codes and the frequency of their overlap. We examined the overlap of the codes Barriers and
Drivers (A and B) with the other codes (D–G) in order to identify the most frequently mentioned codes,
which represent the most relevant barriers and drivers discussed in the scientific literature.

4. Results

This section presents the results of the literature analysis, focusing on the main barriers and drivers affecting
the use of organic and local food in public catering. Further specific potential and challenges for promoting
biodiversity‐friendly products are analysed in Section 4.3. An overview of the identified barriers and drivers,
organized by frequency, is presented in Table 2.

Table 2.Main barriers and drivers identified in the literature analysis.

Barriers Amount Drivers Amount

Availability of organic and local products 21 Networking and cooperation along the
value chain

13

Kitchen budget 17 Political will and motivation 10
Procurement policy 16 Well‐trained kitchen staff 10
Consumer demand 10 Participation 8

The numbers indicate the frequency of mentionings in the literature, which can lead to interpretations of how
relevant these factors are, i.e., the most mentioned factors can be interpreted as having more relevance for
promoting organic and local food in public catering.

4.1. Main Barriers

4.1.1. Availability of Organic and Local Products

The availability of organic and local products is one of the main barriers. Several articles highlight that
canteens face difficulties in securing a sufficient quantity of, especially pre‐processed, organic, and local
products for public kitchens. Limiting factors are the lack of local supply, underrepresentation in wholesale
markets, procurement procedures, and the degree of pre‐processing available.

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9676 11

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


The local supply of organic food often does not meet the specific demands of canteens (Risku‐Norja & Løes,
2017), especially when organic food is only produced by small farms and local businesses (Filippini et al.,
2018). Consequently, the required quantities of goods are unavailable or more difficult to obtain (Filippini
et al., 2018; Hoinle & Klosterkamp, 2023; Kraljevic & Zanasi, 2023; Kujala et al., 2022; Lassen et al., 2023).
Another significant factor affecting availability is the limited offer of organic products in the wholesale trade.
Organic local producers often struggle tomeet the volume and quality demands ofwholesalers, makingmarket
access challenging (Braun et al., 2018; Filippini et al., 2018). From a kitchen perspective, additional planning
efforts would be necessary to source certain organic products, such as organic meat or dairy products, that
are unavailable in retail or only available in limited quantities. In addition, public tenders are often formulated
in a way that further excludes small businesses through requirements on pricing, product range, and order
volumes (Aleksejeva, 2022; Braun et al., 2018; Kujala et al., 2022; von Braun et al., 2023).

A further crucial, frequently mentioned barrier is the lack of pre‐processing facilities which are the
connection point between farms and public kitchens. As public kitchens rely on peeled, pre‐cut, and
pre‐cooked products for their processes, the available range of organic local food is often unsuitable for
public catering. As mentioned in different European studies, there is a lack of pre‐processing infrastructure
for organic local products in several countries (Braun et al., 2018; Hoinle & Klosterkamp, 2023; Kujala et al.,
2022; Lassen et al., 2023; Risku‐Norja & Løes, 2017).

4.1.2. Kitchen Budget

Another significant barrier to the transition to organic food in public catering is the high cost of organic
produce, especially local organic food (Cruz et al., 2023; Filippini et al., 2018; Hauschildt & Schulze‐Ehlers,
2014; Kraljevic & Zanasi, 2023). While the higher costs of organic products do not prevent their
introduction, they do present a challenge to increasing the proportion of organic products used in kitchens
on a larger scale (Filippini et al., 2018).

A major barrier for public kitchens is, therefore, their limited budget. In the context of rising food prices,
outsourcing of the labour force, and just‐in‐time logistics, public catering is under such enormous efficiency
pressure that the introduction of high volumes of local organic products is a major difficulty (Filippini et al.,
2018; Risku‐Norja & Løes, 2017; Schäfer & Haack, 2023; Schleiffer et al., 2022; Simon et al., 2023).

4.1.3. Procurement Policy

The public procurement norms, defined by Directive 2014/24/EU, are widely regarded as an obstacle to the
promotion of local food. As public tenders for canteen food are issued at the EU level, and the principle of equal
opportunities applies to suppliers, smallholders, and local producers in particular are exposed to international
competition where they cannot compete on price alone (Kraljevic & Zanasi, 2023; Kujala et al., 2022; Sanz
Sanz et al., 2022). In addition, the formal requirements and the design of the tenders—such as minimum order
quantities and strict deadlines—often make it difficult for small producers and local suppliers to participate
(Schäfer & Haack, 2023).

With its Green Public Procurement policy, the EU is opening up the possibility of including sustainability
criteria in procurement processes, potentially favouring organic products. There is also the option to source
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local seasonal products on the basis of more climate‐friendly short transportation routes as criteria
(European Commission, 2019). However, especially when it comes to higher proportions of organic products,
local sourcing with higher logistics costs and smaller production volumes is more difficult to implement than
offering a high proportion of organic food from larger nationwide providers at a fixed price due to
differences in cost‐efficiency (Braun et al., 2018; Filippini et al., 2018). Additionally, procurement managers
often lack clarity on implementing sustainability criteria and face legal uncertainties regarding the correct
application at the administrative level (Risku‐Norja & Løes, 2017; Sanz Sanz et al., 2022; Schäfer & Haack,
2023). For these reasons, procurement guidelines often hinder the availability of organic local products
in practice.

4.1.4. Consumer Demand

Lastly, consumer demand can be a barrier to introducing more organic and local food in public canteens.
Procurement of organic and local food is hindered if consumers have little interest and are unwilling to bear
the necessary costs. The willingness to pay for food offered by public kitchen operators is relatively low in
Germany, especially in daycare and school catering settings (Hauschildt & Schulze‐Ehlers, 2014; Lopez et al.,
2020). Studies show that there is greater consumer interest in locally sourced, rather than organic food in
terms of improving sustainability. This suggests that offering more local dishes and highlighting local origins
can help to meet consumer demand (Braun et al., 2018; Scheerer et al., 2024).

Additionally, the literature identifies obstacles resulting from the intrinsic characteristics of the products
themselves or from consumer inertia factors, such as “neophobia”—the fear of adopting innovations,
including those related to food (Simon et al., 2023). A study about school catering in Portugal shows that
“meat‐centered” cultural perceptions of a “proper meal” can hinder the introduction of sustainable dishes
(Graça et al., 2022, p. 331). However, some studies show that there has been a rising interest towards vegan
and vegetarian meals in the past years (Lopez et al., 2020). Thus, addressing consumer demand is an
important factor in the transformation towards more local and organic products in public catering (Kujala
et al., 2022).

4.2. Main Drivers

4.2.1. Networking and Cooperation Along the Value Chain

Networking and cooperation between the various stakeholders along the value chain is a prerequisite and
therefore a key factor for organic food in public catering and the promotion of local value chains and food
networks (Aleksejeva, 2022; Cruz et al., 2023; Filippini et al., 2018; Hoinle & Klosterkamp, 2023; Kraljevic &
Zanasi, 2023; Lassen et al., 2023; Martin et al., 2022; Perignon et al., 2024; Risku‐Norja & Løes, 2017; Sanz
Sanz et al., 2022; Schäfer & Haack, 2023; Spyridon & Mikkelsen, 2018). Networking and cooperation can
take place in various forms along the value chain, for example between local farmers, processors, and
canteens. In France, new partnerships have been established between kitchens and local small and medium
enterprises that can process fresh local fruit and vegetables, filling the gap in pre‐processed products for
professional kitchens (Sanz Sanz et al., 2022). The exchange of experience and best practices between
different stakeholders in the value chain is seen as particularly beneficial (Martin et al., 2022; Schäfer &
Haack, 2023), as is the pooling of resources for shared logistics structures (Aleksejeva, 2022). In this way,
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cooperation and networking can counteract some of the barriers, such as the lack of availability of
pre‐processed organic local food.

4.2.2. Political Will and Stakeholder Motivation

The political will and motivation of key stakeholders, such as policymakers and kitchen management,
constitute a crucial enabling factor. Political support and commitment to the promotion of locally produced
food and organic products in public catering are identified as fundamental factors (Filippini et al., 2018;
Risku‐Norja & Løes, 2017; Smith et al., 2016). This support is vital, particularly during the initial stages of
implementing new strategies (Sanz Sanz et al., 2022; Spyridon & Mikkelsen, 2018).

The importance of motivation extends beyond policymakers to all stakeholders within the food system
(Filippini et al., 2018; Kraljevic & Zanasi, 2023; Sanz Sanz et al., 2022). Sanz Sanz et al. (2022) found that the
individual motivations of public officials are central to the implementation of the cities’ food policy.
The personal commitment of catering and procurement staff is crucial in overcoming barriers to preparing,
awarding, and managing more sustainable and healthier food procurement contracts. In this case, the
authors considered personal motivation to be more important than political will in overcoming barriers in the
implementation process (Sanz Sanz et al., 2022).

4.2.3. Well‐Trained Kitchen Staff

The inclusion of more organic local products often goes hand in hand with a reduction in meat portions or an
increase in plant‐based dishes. These dishes should be tasty and attractive to consumers. Staff training to
create and prepare appealing vegetarian dishes using local organic produce is one of the key drivers in the
shift to using more local organic products in the catering sector (Lopez et al., 2020). In practice, however,
there is a lack of qualified kitchen staff with the skills to prepare plant‐based dishes or use fresh produce
(Lopez et al., 2020; Martin et al., 2022). The preparation of vegetarian and vegan dishes is still barely
addressed in most vocational training programs. Recent staff shortages in the catering sector and the
widespread use of convenience products in kitchens present additional challenges (Lopez et al., 2020).
Schäfer and Haack (2023) argue that outsourcing and the flexibility of the labour force in the German
catering sector hinder the creation of tasty and creative dishes. Thus, improving working conditions in public
catering, together with enhancing further training options, is a key factor for improving sustainability
outcomes (Hoinle & Klosterkamp, 2023).

4.2.4. Participation of Stakeholders

Participatory processes involving public catering stakeholders are identified as an important lever in the
transition to more organic and local products (Cruz et al., 2023; Graça et al., 2022; Sanz Sanz et al., 2022;
Smith et al., 2016). The formation of new structures, such as delivery structures, distribution channels, or
procurement tenders, developed through participatory processes are more resilient and more responsive to
stakeholder needs (Cruz et al., 2023). Participation is particularly recommended for the following measures:
developing a food strategy (Risku‐Norja & Løes, 2017); awareness raising and education about sustainable
food (Hoinle & Klosterkamp, 2023); fostering acceptance of change; and mobilizing local communities and
society as a whole (Reinders et al., 2024). In Italy, for instance, parents participate in canteen committees to
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shape sustainable public school food procurement. This enables the consumer perspective to be considered,
thereby reducing transaction costs and facilitating the flow of information (Filippini et al., 2018).

4.3. Relevance of Biodiversity in Public Catering

The qualitative content analysis of the selected articles focusing on biodiversity with their own code
revealed that this concept was rarely mentioned in articles about public catering. Biodiversity was mostly
mentioned in introductions, highlighting the relationship between the global food system and biodiversity
loss as a sustainability challenge (Spyridon & Mikkelsen, 2018). In this context, several articles mentioned the
potential of organic farming methods to produce better biodiversity outcomes (Aleksejeva, 2022; Daugbjerg,
2023). Nevertheless, some close links have been identified between biodiversity and public catering.

Braun et al. (2018) discuss the example of newly founded organic farms in Brandenburg, which started with
a strong commitment to family farming and biodiversity. However, cultivating a wide diversity of vegetable
crops was difficult to maintain due to the high workload involved. Ultimately, they focused on fewer crops,
selling them at wholesale organic markets. This illustrates the practical challenges of implementing farming
methods to foster biodiversity.

Two articles demonstrated the potential for linking biodiversity with short value chains to public catering.
By emphasizing seasonality, local culinary traditions, and biodiversity, short food supply chains can be
developed (Filippini et al., 2018). In this example, biodiversity is promoted by growing different varieties of
the same product (e.g., tomatoes). Kraljevic and Zanasi (2023) presented a case study from the Italian
biodistrict of Cilento, where a municipality is working on a project to develop 100% organic school canteens.
The goal in this case is to almost rely on organic local production entirely, suggesting that an improvement in
the synchronization with producers is a very likely outcome. The authors emphasize that “this goal is
supported by the farmers’ focus on increasing biodiversity in organic production, consequently broadening
the range of organic products supplied by the Biodistrict” (Kraljevic & Zanasi, 2023, p. 13). This example
provides an initial insight into how biodiversity can be promoted through local value chains involving organic,
local farmers.

As shown in Section 2.1, there are also studies that assess the biodiversity impact of certain product groups
in the wider category of the out‐of‐home catering sector. They mainly focus on providing a tool to assess
biodiversity in different products that can be purchased by kitchen management as a way to promote
biodiversity in menu planning (Chaudhary & Kastner, 2016; Crenna et al., 2019; Heinz et al., 2023; Monetti
et al., 2021).

5. Discussion

To address the issue of promoting profound transitions in the food system toward more sustainability and
biodiversity, we identified four different barriers and four drivers that contribute to the integration of
biodiversity‐friendly, organic, and local food in public catering. In this section, we connect our findings with
the LP approach developed by Abson et al. (2017) to distinguish between deeper and shallower LPs (based
on Abson et al., 2017; Fischer & Riechers, 2019; Meadows, 1999). This enables us to analyze our results
from a novel perspective, in order to identify strategies for fostering effective interventions in the food
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system. As outlined in Section 2.2, the LPs can be classified into four main categories: parameters,
feedbacks, design, and intent. Figure 4 illustrates the alignment between these LPs and the barriers and
drivers identified in our study. Based on the assumption of leveraging change in the food system, we
formulate potential action strategies to facilitate transition processes and discuss the effectiveness of the
different measures to promote transitions. The four LPs differ in their effectiveness in transforming a
system—intent being the deepest and parameters the most shallow.

In what follows, we outline the rationale behind linking each LP to its corresponding barriers and drivers.
It should be noted, however, that the presented Figure 4 represents only an approximation of a more complex
reality, and that alternative interconnections are also possible.
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Figure 4. Overview of key barriers and drivers linked to different levels of LPs. Source: Adapted from Abson
et al. (2017).

We identified “kitchen budget” (parameter) as well as “availability of organic and local food” and “network and
cooperation along the value chain” (feedback) as shallow LPs that are easier to address but have less impact on
system‐wide change. Abson et al. (2017) define subsidies and payments to farmers as parameters. Therefore, it
could be argued that kitchen budget constraints could be addressed through programs that financially support
public kitchens in the process of increasing biodiversity‐friendly, organic, and local food offers in their menus.

We identified “networking and cooperation along the value chain” as a feedback mechanism that could
potentially produce positive, self‐perpetuating effects. As “lack of availability” was identified as one of the
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strongest barriers, effective mechanisms that strengthen cooperation between farmers, processors, and
kitchens could address this barrier and lead to positive feedback effects in the food system. Examples of
such strategies include the Biodistrict approach in Italy, which aims to strengthen networks between local
organic producers and public canteens (Kraljevic & Zanasi, 2023). The strengthening of such feedback and
network strategies can be regarded as having a high potential for fostering sustainable transitions in a region
and should be improved through specific programs.

In the “design” category of LP, Abson et al. (2017) emphasize the importance of information flows, rules, and
power relations. As shown in Section 2.1, eating habits and the choice of food product groups are decisive
for biodiversity‐friendly public catering. In particular, a plant‐based diet with local organic products is more
favourable. To achieve this, the results showed that kitchen staff need more training in creative menu
planning. Accordingly, we identified the driver “well‐trained kitchen staff” as LP that can be encouraged
through vocational training and additional continuing professional development training for kitchen staff.
This intervention point is more challenging to implement, as its outcomes are likely to only be seen in the
long term. Based on our literature analysis, we argue that these interventions should include training
programs and changes in vocational curricula that focus on generating creative menus with less meat and
more local, seasonal foods, thereby promoting local biodiversity. Power relations and system rules represent
deep LPs that are challenging to address. This particularly relates to procurement policy as a barrier, as the
legal framework operates at a Europe‐wide scale (European procurement policy), making it difficult for local
actors to influence it. “Participation” was identified as a key driver in our literature analysis, and we see it as
an opportunity to involve diverse food system actors in the transition process. This could take the form of
involving students in school menu planning processes or developing a food strategy through a broad
participatory process to shape the procurement policy of a local municipality.

System “intent” represents the most challenging area for intervention points in the food system. We linked
“political will” and “consumer demand” to this category. While consumer demand also has feedback effects,
it reflects underlying values that influence whether or not people choose biodiversity‐friendly, organic, and
local food. Similarly, political will is influenced by the values and goals of individual politicians and local
authorities, which may or may not align with sustainability principles. In both cases, these values and goals
are difficult to change and require long‐term awareness‐raising and advocacy campaigns, often developed
by civil society actors.

As noted by Abson et al. (2017), different LPs interact with each other and can be mutually reinforcing. Thus,
the LPs could be combined in a coherent way in order to create a holistic approach to transforming the food
system toward more sustainability and biodiversity. This could mean that policy subsidies for organic,
biodiversity‐friendly kitchens (parameters) are linked with strategic networking measures for connecting
actors along the food value chain (feedback) based on a participatory process (design). Further,
awareness‐raising campaigns about biodiversity and food address the underlying values and goals of the
actors in the long run (intent).

The suggested combination of these action strategies means that all actors involved in public catering (see
Figure 1)—farmers, distributors, processors, public purchasers, public kitchens, and policymakers—have a role
inmaking public cateringmore biodiversity‐friendly and sustainable. In particular, the decisionsmade by actors
along the value chain influence this process, including the cultivation method used for food production, the
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range of products available in the trade, the choice of products purchased in the public kitchens, the dishes
selected at the counter, and the conditions set at the political level to increase the use of biodiversity‐friendly,
organic, and local products in public catering.

By highlighting the relevance of biodiversity in public catering, this study contributes to the existing lack of
research in this field. However, our study has several limitations. As the existing literature focuses mainly on
organic and local products in public catering, we had to conduct two searches to specifically analyse the role of
biodiversity in public catering. Thus, the barriers and drivers identified mainly relate to the integration of local
and organic food in public catering. However, as explained in Section 1, the promotion of organic farming and
short food supply chains has synergies with the promotion of local biodiversity. Thus, the identified policies
and LPs can be interpreted as ways to promote biodiversity‐friendly dishes in public catering. Further research
is needed to deepen the analysis of biodiversity in public catering, especially on certification schemes to make
biodiversity‐friendly products transparent to consumers, as well as research on strategies to improve the ways
in which biodiversity, in particular, can be promoted in public catering.

6. Conclusion

The findings of our study indicate that biodiversity remains an undervalued and under‐researched topic in
the context of public catering. In this study, we have conceived biodiversity both in the sense of
“agrobiodiversity”—bringing diverse varieties of vegetables or legumes onto consumer’s plates and in the
sense of preserving areas for pollinators within the agroecosystem. As evidenced by the findings of previous
studies, organic agriculture represents the most promising approach for simultaneously enhancing food
production and biodiversity conservation (Sanders & Heß, 2019).

Our research aim was to identify the key barriers and drivers influencing the uptake of organic and local food
in public catering and to ascertain how biodiversity could be advanced through public catering. We undertook
a systematic literature review to identify the most relevant key barriers and drivers, which included analysing
studies in the European context thatwere published in the past 10 years. According to our systematic literature
review, the main barriers preventing public canteens from sourcing biodiversity‐friendly, organic, and local
food are: (a) lack of availability of organic or local food, especially pre‐processed products; (b) limited budgets
for kitchens in the public sector; (c) procurement policies; and (d) consumer demand. Our results show that the
most relevant drivers are: (a) cooperation and networking along the value chain; (b) political will andmotivation;
(c) well‐trained kitchen staff; and (d) participation. These key barriers and drivers should not be seen as isolated
but as interconnected factors. Thus, the barrier “lack of availability of organic and local food” can be addressed
by networking strategies that connect farmerswith processors and public kitchens. Further, the limited budget
of public kitchens is connected to the political will and motivation of powerful stakeholders to design better
policies for this sector. The literature review revealed a lack of research regarding biodiversity in the context
of public procurement. Biodiversity was mentioned in only a few studies related to public catering which
highlighted challenges, such as implementing diverse cropping systems in the context of economic constraints.
As shown in Section 4.3, there are examples of the promotion of biodiversity through the implementation of
short food supply chains with school canteens in Biodistricts in the case of Italy (Kraljevic & Zanasi, 2023).

In order to identify effective LPs for promoting food system change towards a more biodiversity‐friendly
public catering system, we analyzed our results using the LP theory developed by Abson et al. (2017) based
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on Meadows (1999). This analysis enabled us to deduce several action strategies and policy measures.
As demonstrated, shallow LPs are easier to implement but have less impact. However, these strategies can
serve as a starting point for transitioning to more biodiversity‐friendly canteens. These measures include
subsidies for public canteens to transition to organic and biodiversity‐friendly menus. Deeper and more
challenging LPs involve changes in procurement policies, political will, and consumer demand. This would
require long‐term campaigns and awareness‐raising programs as well as participatory approaches that
connect all actors in the food system. Meanwhile, “medium‐scale” interventions such as cooperative
platforms that link farmers, processors, and kitchens, and training programs for kitchen staff to integrate
more local, seasonal foods into diverse recipes are also recommended to improve sustainability and
biodiversity outcomes in public catering. In effect, there is a need for holistic approaches that combine
different intervention points in a coherent way as part of a long‐term strategy with short‐term measures.
Further research is necessary to analyze and develop such strategies for promoting biodiversity through the
creation of local value chains that supply public canteens.
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Abstract
Developing pragmatic possibilities for advancing food sovereignty to address challenges of justice and
sustainability within food systems is an essential project for human survival. A practical starting point is to
identify existing challenges along with comprehensive strategies that avoid isolated fixes. Community food
systems report cards are a tool to inform and influence city‐region food systems governance by providing a
connected and comprehensive snapshot of these systems, connecting people, places, and processes, and
informing research, decision‐making, and program planning. This article explores and reflects on the
experiences of developing community food systems report cards in Thunder Bay and Durham Region in
Ontario, Canada. Through sharing lessons learned, cautions, and limitations, we explore the report cards’
origins, development processes, findings, distribution, and impacts. We argue that community food systems
report cards can be a valuable tool for understanding a city‐region food systems, monitoring progress,
identifying gaps, and comparing and communicating experiences to communities, food system stakeholders,
and decision‐makers. However, community food systems report cards are only the starting point for
advancing food sovereignty in city‐region food systems.
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1. Introduction

Advancing food sovereignty to address the critical challenges of justice and sustainability requires pragmatic,
local‐level approaches to systems change. However, dominant approaches to policy and programming in the
minority world tend to address food‐related issues in sector‐specific and reactiveways rather than considering
the complexities of food systems and the structures underlying contemporary problems (Lang et al., 2009;
MacRae, 2011). An important starting point is to identify existing challenges through a joined‐up approach
to develop integrated strategies. Community food systems report cards are a prominent tool to inform and
influence city‐regional food systems governance by providing a comprehensive snapshot of these systems.

Food systems report cards reflect particular geographies, bringing together a wide range of information to
support several practical, reflective, and visionary functions. Levkoe and Blay‐Palmer (2018) write, food
systems report cards “can provide a lay of the land, act as a benchmark to inform a historical and contextual
analysis as well as identify patterns that point towards future developments” (p. 50). They can serve as an
essential part of civil society and municipal decision‐making by providing a more complete and
interconnected picture of a food system (Bell & Morse, 2011; Hezri & Dovers, 2006). One example of a food
systems report card is the Conference Board of Canada’s national report card that compared Canada’s food
sector performance to 16 other countries, giving Canada an “‘A’ in food safety” and a “‘C+’ in environmental
sustainability” (Le Vallée & Grant, 2016). Another example is Meal Exchange’s campus report card that
evaluated sustainable and healthy food on Ontario university campuses and found a stark discrepancy
between students’ and food service management’s perceptions regarding the provision of such foods
(Maynard et al., 2018). The Report Card on Healthy Food Environments and Nutrition for Children examined
the impact of policies supporting and preventing improvement of children’s food behaviours (Olstad et al.,
2014), while the Food Counts Pan‐Canadian Sustainable Food Systems Report Card tracked existing metrics
and information gaps across the food system (Levkoe & Blay‐Palmer, 2018).

Food policy councils (FPCs) are increasingly using report cards to promote food sovereignty in their work
(Harper et al., 2009). Food sovereignty is described as “the right of peoples to healthy and culturally
appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define
their own food and agriculture systems” (European Coordination Via Campesina, 2024). Schiff et al. (2022)
describe FPCs as follows:

FPCs can be defined as collaborative, membership‐driven organizations that bring together
stakeholders across private (e.g., small businesses, industry associations), public (e.g., government,
public health, postsecondary institutions), and community (e.g., non‐profits and charitable
organizations) sectors to examine opportunities to implement integrated strategies for improving
local and regional food systems. (p. 1)

While diverse in structure, FPCs have emerged across North America, Australia, and parts of Europe to
address food systems issues and provide a platform for coordinated action across sectors. FPCs have played
a role in developing food systems assessments in several municipalities and regions (see for example
Beatrice et al., 2017; Ellsworth & Feenstra, 2010; Freudenberg et al., 2018; Los Angeles Food Policy Council,
2020; NYC Food Policy, n.d.; Sudbury‐Manitoulin Food Security Network, 2005). These assessments have
been a valuable tool for understanding present challenges but also for providing direction for building
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more equitable and sustainable food systems by developing democratic and inclusive processes for food
systems governance.

In this article, we explore the experiences of two FPCs with developing community food systems report
cards, in the Thunder Bay (Thunder Bay and Area Food Strategy [TBAFS], 2023) and Durham regions
(Durham Food Policy Council [DFPC], 2024) of Ontario, Canada. This article was co‐developed and
co‐written by the primary creators of the report cards through a collaborative reflection process that
involved several discussions, autoethnographic writing, and collective analysis. We explore how the report
cards were developed and distributed as well as their findings and impacts. We argue that FPC‐led report
card projects can help to identify a city‐region food system’s dynamics while tracking progress and gaps and
acting as a communication tool for decision‐makers, food systems stakeholders, and the community in
general. However, report cards are only the starting point for advancing food sovereignty in city‐regional
food systems.

2. Context

To set the context for our exploration of community food systems report cards, this section provides an
overview of food systems thinking, assessments and indicators, and FPCs as key actors related to this work.

2.1. Food Systems

Pervasive, yet simple food system definitions focused primarily on supply chains tend to obscure the actors,
values, and power dynamics that impact and are impacted by food. Food spans multiple sectors (e.g., social
relations, health, economic development, sustainability of farmland, forests, waterways, labour relations,
etc.), making it difficult for it to fit comfortably in one government department or academic discipline
(Barling et al., 2002; MacRae, 2011). However, lack of a comprehensive food systems approach contributes
to fractured policy frameworks and an inability to address underlying challenges (e.g., social inequities,
environmental exploitation). Conversely, MacRae and Donahue (2013) recommend a relational approach to
food systems thinking, one that involves feedback loops connecting sectors, scales, and places through
food‐related activities. They write, “Food systems thinking reflects an awareness of how actions by one
group in the system affect other groups, as well as affecting the environment, the economy, the fabric of
society, and the health of the population, and ultimately consumers” (p. 2).

A city‐region food systems approach grounds such relationality in place, emphasizing the links and
dependencies between the urban, peri‐urban, and rural (Blay‐Palmer et al., 2018). City‐region food systems
represent “all the actors, processes and relationships that are involved in food production, processing,
distribution, and consumption in a given city region” (FAO, 2025). In addition, FAO (2025) adds:

City region food systems are connected to many other rural and urban sectors (e.g., food security,
economic development, water and waste management, energy, transport, health, climate change,
governance and spatial planning, etc.). By taking this into account, economic, social, and
environmental sustainability linkages can be acknowledged.
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Urban food systems are inextricable from their surrounding regions (especially places where food is produced
and harvested), and the city‐region food systems concept emphasizes this connection.

Food systems definitions centring complexity and interdependence enable joined‐up processes for
advancing more equitable and sustainable food systems, those which provide the economic, social, and
environmental foundations for all people now and in the future (Ericksen et al., 2010; FAO, 2018). They can
also demarcate what is possible and point to the actions necessary for realizing such possibilities. In doing so,
they call attention to the possibility of building more equitable and sustainable relationships among human
and more‐than‐human worlds through supporting and sustaining food systems.

2.2. Assessments and Indicators

Understanding the realities of food systems in a particular region is essential for decision‐making. Food
systems assessments use a set of indicators as evidence to document the state of the system and to
evaluate change over time. Blay‐Palmer et al. (2020) note that indicators are gaining “importance at all scales
for policymakers, researchers, and funders, with metrics seen as the way to benchmark, assess, and track
food system sustainability from cities to the global scale” (p. 4). However, simply determining a set of
relevant indicators and data sources can be a challenging process for FPCs and other groups trying to
provide a comprehensive picture of their food systems (Atoloye et al., 2023). In other words, the complex
nature of food systems can frustrate efforts to capture them through a set of indicators. When done well,
assessments can provide a comprehensive overview of a food system at a given time in a particular place,
enhance understanding of relevant issues, and enable comparisons over time and with other regions.
As such, they can contribute to civil society action and informed decision‐making related to policies and
programs. In a discussion of the use of environmental assessments in the policy context, Bauler (2012)
argues that indicators are valuable for evidence‐based decision‐making. He points to contributions of both
an instrumental and conceptual use of information.

However, Bauler (2012) also argues that indicators are subject to the politics of their creators and users.
Despite their potential, the development and use of food systems assessments runs the risk of reinforcing
existing power dynamics. Assessments are not neutral and must be viewed within the context of the people,
groups, and interests that created them along with how they are used and interpreted. For example, many
assessments take an economic‐centered approach that privileges profit‐oriented values, regardless of the
community and/or place (Levkoe & Blay‐Palmer, 2018).

For many practitioners and decision‐makers, accessing relevant, up‐to‐date data can be challenging. While
some data are publicly accessible, others are more difficult to locate and acquire and may require specific
training and resources to access and interpret. Thus, the identification of indicators may be shaped, in part,
by limitations of the data availability (Atoloye et al., 2023; Olstad et al., 2014). For example, Battersby (2020)
demonstrates the limited availability of appropriate municipal‐level data in the development of a food
systems study in South Africa. She argues that more scale‐appropriate data are needed. Similarly, Levkoe
and Blay‐Palmer (2018) found that national level economic‐related agricultural data about production and
trade were abundant and widely available, yet information about community‐based and Indigenous food
systems was virtually absent. This incomplete information can mislead decision‐makers and practitioners to
focus on economic issues as opposed to social and environmental realities. Further, taking indicators in
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isolation and out of context can lead to erroneous conclusions (Bauler, 2012; Tanguay et al., 2010). Spring
et al. (2020) argue that more place‐based comprehensive food systems measurements are required.

2.3. FPCs

The first FPC was set up in 1982 in Knoxville, Tennessee, and by 2023, over 300 operated across North
America (Centre for a Livable Future, n.d.; Schiff et al., 2022). FPCs aim to support food systems through
establishing connections across sectors within a particular community while advocating for policy change
(Calancie et al., 2018; Schiff, 2008). Schiff et al. (2022) identify two characteristics that make FPCs different
from other food‐related organizations: “(1) their use of a cross‐sectoral committee to guide decisions and
activities; and (2) their use of a food systems approach” (p. 1). FPCs have increasingly adopted broad goals
of food sovereignty that not only aim to make healthy and culturally appropriate food more available and
accessible but also ensure that food is produced and harvested in sustainable and equitable ways (Bassarab
et al., 2019; Harper et al., 2009; Levkoe & Sheedy, 2017; Moragues‐Faus, 2017). A food sovereignty approach
is particularly appropriate for FPCs because it focuses on peoples’ right to define and control their own food
systems (La Via Campesina, n.d.; Wittman et al., 2010).

The expansion of FPCs constitutes an important approach to city‐regional food systems governance.
In general, FPCs draw on diverse, local expertise in facilitating the coordination of actions across food
systems (Harper et al., 2009). In doing so, they take a food systems approach and respond to uneven power
relations across issue areas. Their main roles are typically to offer a forum for actors across sectors to engage
in dialogue, identify and advocate for changes in policy, and contribute to the development of programs and
services (Harper et al., 2009; Schiff et al., 2022). Several studies have documented FPCs’ focus on
policy‐related work such as community consultations and advocating for progress on food‐related issues
(Blay‐Palmer, 2009; Clark, 2018; Koski et al., 2018; Scherb et al., 2012). While FPCs can face challenges in
securing representation from groups who are traditionally under‐represented, their efforts to do so help to
promote a more inclusive democratic approach to regional governance (Porter & Ashcraft, 2020), an
essential element of food sovereignty.

In the following section, we explore the experiences of two communities in their development of community
food systems report cards.

3. Thunder Bay and Durham Region

The province of Ontario, located in central Canada, is home to almost 40% of the country’s population
(Statistics Canada, 2024), along with 133 First Nations with unique cultures and languages, representing
23% of the Indigenous population in Canada (Indigenous Services Canada, 2021).

Thunder Bay is a mid‐sized city in Northwestern Ontario, situated on the north shore of Lake Superior on
the traditional lands of Fort William First Nation, and is signatory to the Robinson Superior Treaty of 1850.
It has a population of approximately 109,000 and serves as a regional hub for several rural municipalities and
First Nations accessible by road as well as remote communities (Statistics Canada, 2023). The city is located
within the census metropolitan area of Thunder Bay along with the municipalities of Oliver Paipoonge and
Neebing, the townships of Shuniah, Conmee, O’Connor, and Gillies, and Fort William First Nation. Thunder
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Bay’s city‐region food system faces significant challenges, including a short growing season with cold
winters, moderate soil quality that limits agricultural opportunities, few markets for locally produced and
harvested foods, and limited distribution lines leading to high transportation costs (Levkoe & Strutt, 2024).
According to the most recent data from Public Health Ontario (2024), Thunder Bay’s household food
insecurity rate has remained consistent from 2019–2020 to 2021–2022 at 16.7%, a level in keeping with
Ontario rates of 17.1% and 17.4% over this time. However, it is widely known that food insecurity numbers
are significantly underreported (Livings et al., 2023). Moreover, Indigenous populations and other racialized
people face significantly higher rates of food insecurity and have limited access to their traditional foodways
(Dhunna & Tarasuk, 2021).

The Regional Municipality of Durham occupies the greatest area of any municipality in the Greater Toronto
Area with 80% of it sitting within the provincially designated Greenbelt (Durham Region Planning and
Economic Development Department, 2019). The region is situated on the territory of the Michi Saagiig
Anishinaabeg, occupies a portion of the territory covered by the Williams Treaty, and is the home of the
Mississaugas of Scugog Island First Nation. Services and responsibilities across the region are divided
between the regional government and Durham’s eight lower‐tier municipalities (the Cities of Oshawa and
Pickering, Towns of Ajax and Whitby, Townships of Brock, Scugog, and Uxbridge, and Municipality of
Clarington). Durham constitutes a variety of natural, rural, peri‐urban, and urban spaces, with most of its
population residing in the south of the region near the north shore of Lake Ontario. Although 84% of the
region’s land is rural, 92% of its residents live in urban areas (Statistics Canada, 2022). Durham is a growing
region, with the current population of 700,000 projected to reach approximately one million by 2041 (Invest
Durham, n.d.). Durham contains the greatest total area of land in crops across the Greater Golden Horseshoe
(31.2%), and the second‐highest proportion of the total number of farms (23.6%; Durham Region Planning
and Economic Development Department, 2019). Between 2018 and 2020, 15.5% of Durham residents
experienced food insecurity (Durham Region Health Department, 2022). Today one‐quarter of Durham
households experience food insecurity (Durham Region Health Department, 2025).

Both regions have active FPCs that evolved to address opportunities and challenges in their respective food
systems. The TBAFS is a FPC that was established in 2007 and played a central role in developing the
Thunder Bay Food Charter that was endorsed by the City Council, the District Social Services Board, and 33
other governments, organizations, and businesses in 2008. TBAFS was officially endorsed by the City of
Thunder Bay and five rural municipalities in 2014 (Levkoe et al., 2021). TBAFS receives core funding from
the City of Thunder Bay. It is governed by an executive committee and employs a paid coordinator. TBAFS’
executive committee is made up of individuals that represent organizations and institutions across the
region’s food system including representatives from the City of Thunder Bay, an Indigenous organization, a
councillor from Fort William First Nation and one from the surrounding municipalities and townships.
In addition, the executive committee includes representatives from key sectors including agriculture, health,
education, research, business, and the social service sector. In early 2025, the TBAFS incorporated as an
independent non‐profit organization, renamed the Food Action Network of Northwestern Ontario. TBAFS
created its first Community Food Security Report Card in 2015 and an updated version in 2023.

The DFPC was founded in 2010 with a mandate to advance the Durham Food Charter, a
community‐produced vision which was endorsed by the Durham Regional Council in 2009. DFPC is
governed by a small stewardship committee that is comprised of volunteers who have put themselves
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forward. It does not have seats designated for representatives of specific communities or sectors, and so,
makes efforts to actively seek out input from those who are not represented on the committee, such as
municipal and community organization advisors. DFPC receives no regular funding for its operations and has
no paid staff. While DFPC invited input from Indigenous groups, the FPC’s stewardship committee
throughout the report card development process was composed of non‐Indigenous women. Its inaugural
report card was released in 2024.

4. Two Community Food Systems Report Cards

In this section, we bring Thunder Bay and Durham Region’s experiences developing community food systems
report cards into conversation by drawing out key themes from our collective reflections (see Table 1) that
emerged from a series of discussions between representatives of the two FPCs.

Table 1. Comparing key themes among the Thunder Bay and Durham Region report cards.

Key Theme Thunder Bay Durham Region

Funded by federal and provincial
government grants.

Funded by federal and regional government
and a regional community organization.

Coordinated by TBAFS staff and executive
members; support from postsecondary
student.

Coordinated by DFPC members; support
from a paid researcher and postsecondary
students; guidance from regional municipal
staff and community organization advisors.

Development
Process

Information collected from online
databases and sector‐specific outreach.

Information collected from key informant
interviews and publicly available databases
and reports.

Structured around seven pillars identified
through community consultation.

Structured around the seven food
sovereignty pillars.

Includes food system indicators, summaries,
community stories, and digital vignettes.

Includes food system indicators, summaries,
and recommendations for action.

Distribution Hosted on an interactive virtual platform
and shared digitally as a 76‐page document.

Shared digitally as a 90‐page
comprehensive report and 18‐page
summary document.

Impact Serves as a tool for internal prioritizing and
external programming, advocacy, and
communication.

Serves as a tool for community awareness
raising and in discussions with government
and postsecondary administration to
advance the development of a regional
food system strategy.

Origins and
Purpose

Developed as an assessment tool to make the food system visible
and catalyze engagement in food system planning.

4.1. Origins and Purpose

For both Thunder Bay and Durham Region, the idea of a food systems report card was envisioned as an
assessment tool that would present an accessible and concise overview of the city‐region food systems using
data‐based indicators. TBAFS created its first report card in 2015 and a second version in 2023 that included
updated statistics and analysis, digital vignettes, and an interactive virtual platform. As part of its work to
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actuate the Durham Region Food Charter, DFPC first recommended the development of a report card in a
2013 regional food system environmental scan report. The report card eventually developed out of a second
environmental scan in 2021–2022 and was released in 2024. The overall purpose of both report cards was to
make the food system visible and catalyze broader engagement and collaboration on city‐region food system
programming, planning, and advocacy.

To establish its first report card in 2015, TBAFS received funding from a provincial government grant.
The process was managed internally by the paid coordinator, with support from the volunteer executive
committee. The updated 2023 report card was funded by a federal government research grant and overseen
by the TBAFS coordinator, and an advisory committee made up of volunteer executive members.
A partnership with faculty and graduate students at Lakehead University played an important role in
securing funding and research capacity. A community researcher was also hired to support the work.
Dedicated funds for staff and resources made the project viable, though additional resources could have
enhanced knowledge mobilization efforts.

To develop the Durham report card, DFPC members provided oversight and assistance to four graduate
students from three universities who were key to researching report card models, planning consultations,
conducting interviews, proposing indicators, collecting metrics, and designing the report card’s structure.
Two of these students were hired through a federal government grant, and Mitacs, with matching funding
from the regional government. The other two students worked with DFPC to complete a project for
academic credit. In addition, Feed the Need in Durham, a regional charity organization, contracted a DFPC
member as a researcher to update the food system environmental scan. Though initially conceived as a
separate project, this research yielded the information that populated the report card. DFPC members
contributed much of the effort to advance the project.

4.2. Development Processes

The development of the Thunder Bay report card drew on statistical data from online databases (e.g., the
regional public health unit, provincial government departments, Statistics Canada) complemented by
sector‐specific outreach to organizations and institutions. Indicators were collected and synthesized from
reputable, publicly accessible sources specific to the region. TBAFS had built extensive networks across the
region, facilitating data verification, additional data access, and qualitative insights.

In comparison to TBAFS, DFPC had less access to data and data verification due to having fewer direct
contacts capable of providing these services. At the outset of the development of the Durham report card,
the DFPC team invested significant effort into updating and expanding its contact list so that a wide range
of food systems stakeholders could be consulted through online events, a consultation form, and a resident
survey followed by key informant interviews. Much of the data for the report card was sourced from publicly
available databases and reports (e.g., regional departments, provincial ministries, Statistics Canada, and
non‐profit organizations such as Food Secure Canada).

Both report cards were designed to provide a baseline for indicators that were structured around a set of
key pillars. For Thunder Bay, seven pillars were developed through community consultations; and in Durham
Region, the seven pillars of food sovereignty (Food Secure Canada, n.d.) were adopted, and community
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consultations were held to determine the report card’s design (see Table 2). Both report cards included food
systems indicators, measurements, and a summary of observations on what these indicators revealed.
DFPC’s report card included recommendations for strengthening the data landscape and for action. The
TBAFS report card also featured community stories and digital vignettes highlighting local case studies.

Thunder Bay’s report card used 119 indicators that were determined by the project team to be reflective of
the regional food system, reliable and accessible to the public, replicable over time, and easily understood.
Divided into seven chapters that reflect the pillars, the report card was designed to present information that
paints a picture of Thunder Bay’s progress towards food sovereignty. Each chapter begins with an
introductory section that provides context for the indicators, reflections and comments on what the
indicators mean, and highlights of initiatives taking place in the community. Durham’s indicators act as the
report’s sub‐sections organized around the seven pillars. Indicators were chosen to identify progress on each
of the pillars rather than specific data points. This process drew on regionally representative data found in
databases, existing research reports, and records that were free and available to the public and collected
using sound research methods. This approach facilitated the incorporation of quantitative and qualitative
information along with discussion of the region’s overall information environment, including gaps in data.
Data relevant to each indicator were presented as metrics, with each section including data that were
desired but not available. The TBAFS report card did not make explicit recommendations or issue specific
calls to action while the DFPC report card includes recommendations for actions that would improve the
informational environment and initiatives to advance food sovereignty. These recommendations reflect the
opinions that DFPC members themselves developed while compiling the report card. DFPC had conducted a
survey and gathered other community input to ground its findings in the broader community’s experience,
but ultimately it was DFPC itself who decided what to single out as recommendations.

Both FPCs found gaps in available data as well as gaps in representation from specific food systems sectors.
For both TBAFS and DFPC, resource and capacity constraints also led to gaps in data collection. Many of the
findings that emerged from the DFPC report card pertained to the landscape of available data, such as a lack
of information regarding land trusts, environmental impacts of food production, the location of all direct‐sale
food producers, and the demographics and welfare of food systems workers. Some other marked findings
concerned the growing size but diminishing number of farms, the lack of succession planning by most
Durham farms, and sharp increases in food bank and emergency meal program usage. The findings from the
TBAFS report card presented a picture of growing inflation and the rising costs of food, housing, and
transportation, leading to more people struggling to put enough food on the table, the integral nature of
forest and freshwater foods to the city‐region’s food system, institutional procurement of local food driven

Table 2. Report card pillars.

Thunder Bay Durham Region

Food Access
Forest and Freshwater Foods
Food Infrastructure
Food Procurement
Food Production
School Food Environments
Urban Agriculture

Food for People
Values Food Providers
Works with Nature
Localizes Food Systems
Puts Control Locally
Builds Knowledge and Skills
Food Is Sacred

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9413 9

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


by the City of Thunder Bay, and the development of culinary programs to build student food literacy skills.
The report card also highlighted promising initiatives like the creation and implementation of a dignified food
access guide by a non‐profit organization, the expansion of student nutrition programs, growth of the
Thunder Bay Good Food Box, collaboration among seed producers to provide locally adapted,
open‐pollinated seeds, the development of an online local food directory, and accessible resources for
learning about Indigenous food systems.

4.3. Distribution

Thunder Bay’s 2023 report card was housed on its own website as an interactive online platform that
enabled users to navigate through the different indicators or read one chapter at a time. The report card also
included digital vignettes of community projects in each chapter and several infographics. A 76‐page version
of the report card along with the original 2015 version are both available digitally for download. In January
of 2023, a press conference was held at Thunder Bay City Hall to announce its release and it was reported
by several regional media outlets. Announcements and links to the report card were also sent to all members
of TBAFS to use and share within their networks. Hiring a community researcher with graphic and website
design experience was instrumental in creating an interactive report card. DFPC produced two digital
downloadable versions of its report card. The first was a 90‐page comprehensive document that included
background, context, and analysis. The second was an 18‐page condensed version focusing on key data for
each pillar. Both documents were posted on DFPC’s website, circulated to its stakeholder list, and provided
in hard copy to key employees of the regional municipality. Funding initially intended for a launch event was
diverted to increase the compensation offered to the graphic designer whose scope of work had exceeded
DFPC’s initial expectations.

4.4. Impacts

Both report cards serve as essential tools to raise awareness about critical food systems issues. TBAFS used
its data as the basis for programming, advocacy, and communication to encourage and support food systems
stakeholders to get involved in shaping regional food systems priorities and driving actionable initiatives.
Feedback from users was very positive and the resulting data have been used as a reference point for the
city, researchers, practitioners, surrounding municipalities, and First Nations in their efforts to build a more
equitable and sustainable food system (Ghorbankhani, 2023). The report card has also played a crucial role in
determining TBAFS’ strategic priorities and guiding implementation activities.

Durham Region’s report card has also been praised by food systems stakeholders, but it remains to be seen
whether its recommendations will be taken up and how actors beyond DFPC will make use of it. DFPC has
used the report card as the basis for presentations in meetings with government advisory committees and
government representatives and as a key strategic tool to coordinate the development of a regional food
system strategy with clear actions.

Moving forward, TBAFS is focused on knowledge mobilization and developing collaborative actionable steps
based on insights from its report card and input from community members in the region. There are also plans
to develop calls to action and update the report card every five years. DFPC hopes to create updated
iterations of its report card, a process that will necessitate increased engagement and cross‐sector
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collaboration. At this point, DFPC is actively exploring support to develop a comprehensive food systems
strategy based on information from the report card.

5. Discussion

As place‐based, intersectoral organizations, FPCs are well‐positioned to coordinate the development of
regional food systems report cards. The experiences of Thunder Bay and Durham Region show that these
report cards can serve as a useful starting point for FPCs to provide: baseline information to document the
state of a food systems with regionally specific indicators; visibility of multiple dimensions of the food
system; indications of progress over time; and a catalyst for action. They can be of value to community
members, food systems stakeholders, and decision‐makers to understand the dynamics of the city‐region
food system, acting as a living document and basis for ongoing engagement and understanding. The process
of developing report cards can also connect people and establish more democratic governance processes. In
addition, they can inform research, advocacy, decision‐making, and program planning, and can be used as the
basis for shaping regional food strategies. In this way, report cards are not only a valuable knowledge product
but are also part of a broader process that can build more equitable, healthy, and sustainable food systems.

Report card products and processes have the potential to contribute to advancing food sovereignty.
By applying a systems approach to considering regional food landscapes, FPCs help ensure that diverse
issues, actors, and perspectives are brought into conversation, thus strengthening conditions for collective,
evidence‐based, and democratic goal‐setting and problem‐solving. Consistent with the literature, our
findings demonstrate that FPCs can use report cards to present a more complex picture of what a
city‐region food system looks like and opportunities for action, thereby avoiding fractured policy
frameworks and an inability to address underlying challenges. This is particularly relevant for food
sovereignty efforts that aim to put decision‐making control in the hands of food producers, harvesters,
workers across the food chain and eaters (La Via Campesina, n.d.; Wittman et al., 2010). However, as Porter
and Ashcraft (2020) determined, attaining broad representation can pose challenges for FPCs. Both TBAFS
and DFPC discovered this challenge to be partly rooted in a lack of available data. For example, DFPC was
not able to speak broadly to the presence or experiences of racialized, immigrant, or queer farmers because
its sole source for farmer demographics, Statistics Canada’s Census of Agriculture, only reported on age and
sex of farm operators. However, by structuring their work around the goals of food sovereignty, DFPC and
TBAFS specifically, and FPCs more generally, centre their communities’ right to determine and control their
own food systems, thus maintaining the aspiration of broad‐based transformation.

Although it can be difficult to adequately resource the development of report cards, the experiences of
Thunder Bay and Durham Region show that it is possible for relatively small, grassroots FPCs to mobilize the
necessary resources to complete this type of project with few funds. Beyond capacity challenges, there may
also be limitations on data availability and potential impact. Not only are there challenges to gathering
accessible, reliable, and relevant data, but the data themselves may only represent a point in time and cannot
speak to the full complexity of a food system. Even a comprehensive report card can be difficult to engage
with and interpret (e.g., too much information and data), may have limited impact on policy and
decision‐making, or be challenging to replicate in the future. These findings are consistent with the literature
that suggests assessments and indicators can be valuable but have limitations due to what data are available
and the ability to present them in a complex way (Atoloye et al., 2023).
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Reflections on developing report cards in Thunder Bay and Durham elicited several insights about the process.
First, the development of a food systems report card should begin with a strong foundation. This includes
meaningful cross‐sectoral relationships which are often key to accessing, validating, and contextualizing the
data. Although network development will likely continue throughout the project, it should also be seen as
a precursor to data collection. As such, it is well worth the energy to pull together contributors and users
early on in the process. In addition, it is important to consider the structure and dissemination of the report
card early in the development process through consultations with community members, decision‐makers, and
other stakeholders.

Because embarking on the development of a food systems report card is a significant investment of time and
energy, it is beneficial to secure funding, community support, and paid staff (e.g., coordinators and researchers).
This can reduce having tomake compromises and relying on volunteer labour. Being realistic about the amount
of time the team is able to dedicate to the project is worthwhile. In retrospect, the research planning could have
made more deliberate decisions about determining phases for deciding what to measure and how data will be
collected. It is important to be prepared for the challenges of collecting a comprehensive dataset. Even when
data are available, it is valuable not to overwhelm users. Report cards need to prioritize what they include and
consider how it is presented. Determining a set of relevant indicators and data sources can be a challenging
process for FPCs and other groups trying to provide a comprehensive picture of their food systems (Atoloye
et al., 2023).

Having a clear vision of the report card’s purpose, how it would be used, and therefore its scope was an
essential starting point. Consistent with Atoloye et al. (2023), TBAFS and DFPC both found that finalizing a
comprehensive but not overwhelming set of indicators, especially given the limits of available data, can be a
challenging process. Nonetheless, both FPCs agreed that it is better to be missing some desired information
or to add in some unexpected information than to do the data collection without having a solid plan. Report
cards should be understood as part of a process of increasing participation in FPCs by bringing in new
people and groups that may not initially see themselves as part of a food system. This finding is consistent
with literature that proposes that a city‐region food systems approach can delineate the interdependencies
of already interconnected geographies (Blay‐Palmer et al., 2018) and a relational approach to food systems
thinking that makes explicit connections among sectors, scales, and places through food‐related activities
(MacRae & Donahue, 2013).

Finally, since numbers are not neutral, it is important to present the data in context.Moreover, additional effort
could have been made to consider framing or subsequent action items and political advocacy (e.g., assigning
evaluative grades, providing commentary, including calls to action, etc.). The constitution of the research team
alongwith themotivations, approach, structure, and ideology of the FPC inevitably shaped how the report card
was constructed, organized, and disseminated. To advance food sovereignty, report cards can be a valuable
tool but are only a starting point that must be followed with action.

6. Conclusion

Community food systems report cards are a valuable tool that provide a snapshot of a regional food system,
establish benchmarks, and show the extent of change over time. Moreover, the process of developing a report
card can be a valuable community‐building initiative to expand networks and impact city‐region food systems.
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However, report cards are limited by the data available and the ability to pull information together, represent
it in an accessible way, and disseminate it to users. Despite the effort to provide a comprehensive picture of
a food system, it is challenging to capture the complexity, and report cards can only represent a point in time.
While community food systems report cards are important, they are highly influenced by the individuals and
organizations that develop them and the context under which they are created. Overall, through sharing the
experiences of Thunder Bay and Durham Region, we suggest that developing community food systems report
cards is an important step for advancing food sovereignty in city‐region food systems.
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Abstract
Urban food systems are crucial for addressing sustainability, equity, and resilience, especially in rapidly
growing cities of the Global South. Yet, urban planners have long neglected them. In Nairobi, where up to
60% of residents live in informal settlements and many spend over half their income on food, the food
system remains fragmented despite extensive interventions. Drawing on research in Kasarani, a constituency
of Nairobi, this article explores how residents navigate and use the social, economic, and infrastructural
dynamics of their neighborhoods to secure food and their livelihoods. We show that policy approaches
centered on formalization and large‐scale projects often ignore the value of everyday practices and local
networks. Informal actors, such as mama mbogas (fresh produce traders), are vital for food security and
community resilience. We advocate for urban food governance that embraces the coexistence of on‐ and
off‐grid systems and recognizes informal economies as central to urban resilience. By emphasizing residents’
lived experiences, we highlight pathways for more inclusive and transformative urban food planning.

Keywords
governance; local context; peri‐urban development; sustainable transformation; urban food systems

1. Introduction

Urban development is intrinsically linked to food systems, which shape consumption, waste management,
and interactions with other infrastructures such as energy and housing (Steel, 2013). Despite widespread
recognition of the importance of urban food systems research, these systems are generally considered to be
unsustainable, leading to urgent calls for their transformation. Furthermore, recent crises have raised political
interest in transforming food systems, with sustainability and resilience as key objectives (von Braun et al.,

© 2025 by the author(s), licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY). 1

https://www.cogitatiopress.com/urbanplanning
https://doi.org/10.17645/up.9458
https://www.cogitatiopress.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9477-4693
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-8997-1986
https://doi.org/10.17645/up.i395


2023). Ideally, sustainable food systems take into account social equity, environmental integrity, and economic
justice (Blay‐Palmer, 2010). A definition of sustainable food systems is provided byHendriks et al. (2023, p. 38):

Productive and prosperous (to ensure the availability of sufficient food); equitable and inclusive
(to ensure access for all people to food and to livelihoods within that system); empowering and
respectful (to ensure agency for all people and groups, including those who are most vulnerable and
marginalized to make choices and exercise voice in shaping that system); resilient (to ensure stability
in the face of shocks and crises); regenerative (to ensure sustainability in all its dimensions); and
healthy and nutritious (to ensure nutrient uptake and utilization).

This broad definition extends beyond food security to include regenerative capacity and the agency of all
actors involved.

In sub‐Saharan Africa (SSA), urban food systems are crucial not only for food security—defined by
availability, access, utilization, and stability—but also as major sources of employment and income (Resnick &
Swinnen, 2024). In Nairobi, over half the population faces food insecurity, with two million residents
spending more than half their income on food (Owuor, 2019). Vulnerable groups such as women, children,
the elderly, and people with disabilities are particularly affected. Colonial legacies still shape Nairobi’s urban
landscape through segregation and gating practices, leaving the city materially, socially, and politically
fragmented (Owuor & Mbatia, 2012). Though semi‐autonomous, these fragments result in uneven
development across the city. Structural issues, such as low incomes, food losses from technological gaps,
and middleman‐driven price increases, exacerbate the situation (Owuor et al., 2017). Rapid urbanization
intensifies challenges related to soil sealing, the loss of agricultural land, river pollution, and waste crises
(Nairobi City County, 2022), with peripheral areas suffering most due to inadequate infrastructure and
mounting settlement pressure. Transforming Nairobi’s food system to ensure greater effectiveness, equity,
and environmental sustainability is essential.

Unlike gradual change, transformation is driven by specific intentions and goals. Sonnino (2023, p. 1) defines
food system transformation as a “fundamental change in the structural, functional, and relational aspects of
the food system that leads to new patterns of interactions and outcomes.” Such transformation requires the
comprehensive restructuring of the food system and its interdependencies with other urban systems.
However, conflicting priorities among stakeholders—NGOs, multinational corporations, traditional leaders,
and civil society organizations—often result in power struggles (Pfister et al., 2016; Smit, 2016). Central
debates revolve around whether environmental sustainability, social equity, or economic growth should take
precedence, underscoring the need for policymaking informed by research, grassroots perspectives, and
inclusive stakeholder engagement. Moreover, top‐down urban development projects, such as large‐scale
infrastructure projects (K’Akumu & Gateri, 2022), often pursue different logics, prioritizing connectivity for
goods, people, and services over environmental protection or community welfare.

In response, new theoretical perspectives have emerged that highlight the interdependencies between
infrastructure, urban governance, and food systems. These approaches stress that:

Urban food systems cannot…be theorised and studied as separate from urban systems because a lack
of understanding of the realities facing urban dwellers and urban systems will only lead to
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maladaptive policies, including those that criminalise existing coping strategies and ways of living
which do not conform to a planned ideal. (Living Off‐Grid Food and Infrastructure Collaboration
[LOGIC] et al., 2024, p. 438)

Drawing on urban studies, the LOGIC introduces the concept of infrastructure assemblage—socio‐material
configurations linking people, ideas, and objects (LOGIC et al., 2024, p. 441)—to analyze urban food systems.
This perspective shows how urban populations rely on both on‐ and off‐grid infrastructures, offering insights
for local authorities to move beyond rigid planning and engage more effectively with community‐driven
practices (LOGIC et al., 2024, pp. 443–444). Inspired by assemblage theory, we adopt McFarlane’s (2021)
view of urban contexts as compositions of fragments—“bits and pieces” (p. 4) that shape cities materially,
socially, and spatially. Our focus lies on locally specific socio‐material arrangements shaped by social,
economic, and infrastructural conditions that enable food trade and consumption. Building on these
theoretical insights and our empirical data, we advocate recognizing local specificities, particularly social,
economic, and infrastructural characteristics, as key factors in shaping urban food systems. This raises two
guiding questions: How are these characteristics formed, and how can they support sustainable food system
transformation? To address these questions, this article is structured as follows: (a) We begin with an
overview of existing research on urban food system governance and transformation, particularly in SSA;
(b) we then examine our own empirical data on the everyday practices of residents living, working, and
eating in Kasarani, a northeastern Nairobi neighborhood, to illustrate the locally specific interplay of social,
economic, and infrastructural factors—highlighting the crucial role of informality in enabling sustainable
transformation; and (c) finally, we apply our analytical framework to show how a deeper understanding of
local contexts can guide more inclusive policy interventions, beyond formalization efforts.

2. Navigating Sustainability, Governance, and Informality in Urban Food Systems of SSA

From a policy perspective, designing, implementing, andmonitoring sustainability policies and strategies poses
a major challenge, especially given the unequal power relations both at the global level and within nations
(Lawrence et al., 2015). To date, academic and policy discussions on the transformation of urban food systems
have been primarily restricted to the macro level, supported by limited empirical evidence (Sonnino, 2023).
A review of the literature highlights structural differences between urban spaces that we believe are essential
to consider when implementing sustainable characteristics (LOGIC et al., 2024; Owuor et al., 2017).

2.1. Contested Dimensions of Sustainability in Urban Food Systems

Sustainability rests on three key dimensions: social, environmental, and economic. Sustainable economic
development meets present needs without compromising those of future generations; social equity
safeguards rights, health, culture, and social norms; and environmental sustainability protects natural
resources to ensure long‐term productivity (Magidi, 2022). In the context of food and nutrition, social justice
is critical as food insecurity is closely linked to income levels (Resnick & Swinnen, 2024). Economic
sustainability in SSA requires recognizing informal work as essential, while environmental sustainability must
respond to the effects of fragmented urban development, including informal settlements, inadequate
infrastructure, and environmental degradation.
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These dimensions are often contested among stakeholders operating at different action levels, and
sustainability in one area can lead to unintended, unsustainable consequences in another (Pfister et al.,
2016). Critics argue that contemporary food systems harm both human and planetary health (Sonnino,
2023) and that ecological sustainability efforts, shaped by modern capitalist agendas, can exacerbate social
inequalities (Neckel, 2017). However, especially in studies from the Global North, there is evidence that local
food movements operate at the local level in response to government inaction, which is often attributed to
the influence of neoliberal urban regimes (Birnbaum & Lütke, 2023).

Urban food systems are increasingly shaped by translocal dynamics. Initiatives like the Milan Urban Food
Policy Pact promote global cooperation and local action through knowledge sharing and multi‐level
governance (Moragues‐Faus & Sonnino, 2018). As a signatory, Nairobi launched its Urban Food System
Strategy (NUFSS) in 2022 (Nairobi City County, 2022). While successes in one city can inspire others, limited
network capacities (e.g., in redistributing resources between members; Moragues‐Faus & Sonnino, 2018)
and ongoing conflicts over land, infrastructure, and economic structures often deepen socio‐economic
disparities. Best‐practice models frequently overlook informal economies and local inequalities, challenges
especially pronounced in rapidly growing cities like Nairobi (Nairobi City County, 2022; Watson, 2016). This
underscores the need for context‐sensitive strategies that build on local capacities and address unequal
access to land, resources, and decision‐making (Birnbaum & Lütke, 2023; Resnick, 2024). Addressing these
issues requires a mix of top‐down policies, such as subsidies and food safety regulations (Resnick, 2024), and
bottom‐up initiatives led by NGOs and local producers. Though small‐scale innovations can foster
sustainability, community resilience, and ecological regeneration (Sage et al., 2021), they often remain
marginalized in research and policy. Sustainable transformation, therefore, is not only complex and
contested but must be grounded in local realities.

2.2. Urban Food Governance and Peri‐Urban Development

Ensuring food security has long been a core responsibility of urban administrations (Steel, 2013), but in
recent decades, other priorities have taken precedence (Wiskerke, 2015). Rapid urban population growth
has shifted the focus toward housing, education, and the expansion of infrastructure such as roads,
electricity, and digital connectivity. In countries grappling with widespread food poverty, officials must
nonetheless constantly address food insecurity (Battersby & Watson, 2018b). Urban infrastructure and food
systems are closely interconnected: Food systems influence the layout of a city and how its infrastructure is
utilized, while access to infrastructure shapes food choices (LOGIC et al., 2024). A sustainable food supply
relies not only on access to resources like energy, water, and land (Wiskerke, 2015) but also on the social
and political relationships, ideas, and visions that govern and influence this access (LOGIC et al., 2024).

Yet, urban expansion often converts fertile land, creating trade‐offs between development and agriculture.
Peri‐urban areas, common on the outskirts of large cities in SSA, can be theorized in different ways
(Follmann, 2022): as territories to be planned and controlled; as functional spaces defined by flows and
interactions; or as transitional zones, “cities‐in‐the‐making,” serving as basic resources for urban growth
(Brenner & Schmid, 2017). The latter highlights how urban demands drive resource extraction and
appropriation, exposing contradictions within capitalist urbanization (Brenner, 2019). Understanding the
social, economic, and infrastructural characteristics of these spaces could help authorities better integrate
them into urban planning and move beyond a traditional state or market‐driven approach, opening up space
for community‐led development (LOGIC et al., 2024).
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2.3. The Informal (Food) Economy

The evolution and development of the informal economy, which is prevalent in both rural and urban SSA
(Skinner & Watson, 2020), is influenced by historical processes, global power dynamics, and hegemonic
knowledge production:

The informal economy or informal sector is a broad term that refers to the many aspects of a country’s
economy that are not taxed or monitored tightly by any form of government and are not included in
the GNP of that country. (Ruzek, 2015, p. 6)

Informal economic activities are largely unregistered, labor‐intensive, and operate with minimal capital input
(Komollo, 2010). They typically occur in unregulated markets without government support, often in poorly
serviced and environmentally vulnerable urban spaces, which limits their economic potential. The sector is
characterized by small‐scale enterprises that use local resources and low technology and is heavily reliant on
women and children as labor (Resnick, 2020). We will show that Nairobi’s food retail sector is broadly divided
into formal and informal markets, although the distinction is fluid. Informality exists on a continuum shaped by
taxation, regulation, and working conditions (Etzold et al., 2009). Unlike supermarkets, which rely on modern
infrastructure and formal supply chains, informal vendors often operate with flexible business models that
adapt to local economic conditions and consumer needs.

City governments need to assess food systems and identify intervention points for food security, but the
informal food sector is often overlooked in policy (Crush&Young, 2019).When it is included, regulations based
on Western models (Kinyanjui, 2019) can exacerbate inequalities and food insecurity. Effective integration
of informality into local policy is critical for sustainable urban food systems in SSA. Policy approaches to
informality vary (Crush & Young, 2019): Dualist views see it as a sign of underdevelopment and therefore
an obstacle to development, structuralists see it as exploitation, and neoliberals see it as entrepreneurship in
need of regulatory support. We explore the interplay between formal and informal markets, emphasizing their
interconnectedness rather than treating them as separate entities. The potential to support the local informal
structures that are already working could therefore provide new opportunities to transform food systems in
a locally specific way.

3. Case Study and Methodology

Kasarani was selected as the research site based on theoretical and methodological considerations. Since the
1990s, the area has undergone significant transformation, increasingly being integrated into Nairobi’s urban
fabric. Located about 17 kilometers northeast of the central business district, Kasarani typifies a peri‐urban
zone characterized by rapid spatial and socioeconomic change.

Fieldwork was conducted over three periods between November 2022 and March 2024, totaling 12 weeks,
in collaboration with local field assistants with long‐standing ties to the area. This allowed for an in‐depth
understanding of the heterogeneous population’s experiences, focusing on the social ties, economic
structures, and infrastructural elements supporting the local food system. To understand the spatial
dynamics of food access, we used a mixed‐methods approach (Fülling et al., 2024), combining quantitative
mapping of 296 food outlets with qualitative observations and interviews. Mapping data included shop
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location, type, product range, number and gender of employees, special features, and pricing. We also
conducted 40 qualitative interviews (indicated in the text as I and the number, e.g., I1, I2, etc.), including
three group interviews (4–6 participants), with traders, customers, and food system experts, each lasting
30 minutes to two hours. To address the lack of literature on area development, some interviews were
conducted as narrative historical interviews with long‐term residents.

While the primary focus was on the evolution of food retail and consumer behavior, additional insights
emerged that are critical for conceptualizing sustainable urban food systems. Interview analysis followed a
two‐step coding process: first, inductive coding to capture perspectives on local food trade and consumption;
second, clustering findings into social, economic, and infrastructural dimensions according to our framework.
The analysis begins with Nairobi’s broader urban development, narrows to its food system, and then focuses
on Kasarani’s food landscape. Emphasizing the informal sector’s crucial role in food provision, employment,
and social support, the study argues for policies grounded in a nuanced understanding of local dynamics,
recognizing spatial diversity and the enduring significance of informality in Nairobi’s food system.

4. Results: Recognizing the Locale

4.1. Nairobi’s Growth Trajectory: Colonial Roots, Neoliberal Shifts, and Future Visions

Over the past 120 years, Nairobi has evolved from a simple railway station into Kenya’s capital and a major
East African megacity (Owuor &Mbatia, 2012). Selected for its access to water, flat terrain, and cooler climate,
the city soon developed into an administrative and commercial center under British colonial rule. Early colonial
planning established a segregated urban structure, with distinct zones for Europeans, Asians, and Africans—a
spatial division that continues to shape the city’s development today (Kinyanjui, 2019; Ogot & Ogot, 2020).

Following independence, Kenyan policymakers pursued growth and welfare strategies aimed at integrating
African urban areas, including investments in public housing, social infrastructure, and essential services.
However, the dominant “catch‐up” development approach also promoted slum clearance and the regulation
of informal activities (Kinyanjui, 2019). Particularly during the late 1970s and early 1980s, it became
apparent that state institutions were unable to manage Nairobi’s rapid population growth. Top‐down
planning approaches contributed to the expansion of informal settlements and increased urban
fragmentation (Owuor & Mbatia, 2012).

The 1980s and 1990s marked a discursive and political shift toward neoliberalism in Nairobi’s urban
governance (Carmody & Owusu, 2016; Morange, 2015). Local authorities struggled with unresolved debts,
growing dependence on the central government for capital investments, weak leadership, and deteriorating
service delivery (Owuor & Mbatia, 2012, pp. 123–124). Structural adjustment programs imposed by
international lenders reshaped the city’s development (Rono, 2002), drastically reducing public housing
previously managed by the National Housing Corporation and opening the sector to private developers
(Mwau et al., 2020). Public utilities such as the Nairobi City Water and Sewerage Company and Kenya Power
were also partially privatized. These austerity measures fueled a surge in informal sector employment, which
has dominated Nairobi’s labor market since the 1990s. The informal housing market likewise expanded,
particularly in the city’s peripheral areas, reinforcing broader trends toward informality. Today, approximately
70% of Nairobi’s population lives in informal settlements (Fodde, 2022). Many residents rent from
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unregulated landlords and are often compelled to spend a substantial share of their income on poor‐quality
housing, leaving little for other essentials. Rising rents within informal settlements, compounded by nearby
housing projects targeting the small middle class, have further exacerbated social inequalities and placed
additional strain on already fragile infrastructure. Moreover, informal settlements, often characterized by
insecure tenure, are typically located on unsuitable land, frequently contaminated and thus poorly suited for
food production or livestock keeping (Fodde, 2022).

In 1999, Nairobi’s fiscal situation began to improve with the introduction of the Local Authorities Transfer
Fund (Owuor & Mbatia, 2012), which aimed to strengthen municipal finances and expand planning
capacities. From the mid‐2000s onward, urban policy increasingly focused on transforming Nairobi into a
“World Class City” (Myers, 2015; Owuor & Mbatia, 2012). This shift marked a renewed interest in master
planning, alongside continued decentralized planning efforts by NGOs dating back to the 1990s. These
developments were driven by factors such as record resource export revenues, China’s growing role as a
lender and infrastructure partner, and revived international support for infrastructure‐led development
(Gillespie & Schindler, 2022). The construction of the Thika Road highway exemplifies this new phase,
connecting Nairobi with its peripheries and beyond and aiming to attract investments in industry, logistics,
housing, and infrastructure. Such projects are expected to stimulate private sector growth but also have
profound implications for urban spatial structures, food systems, and social equity.

4.2. Nairobi’s Urban Food System

Today,Nairobi exemplifies typical food security challenges facedby cities in SSA.According to the Food Insecurity
Experience Scale, 60% of residents have experienced some form of food insecurity (Nairobi City County, 2022),
and one‐third cannot afford a balanced, healthy diet due to high prices (Owuor, 2019). Although 20% of Nairobi
County’s food is produced locally (Fodde, 2022), scholars largely agree that affordability, not availability, is the
core issue (Battersby & Watson, 2018a; Smit, 2016). This is especially evident in informal settlements, where
staples are sold at small kiosks and by mobile vendors (Downs et al., 2022).

Over the past two decades, supermarkets have expanded across Kenya. Nairobi hosts large international
chains (e.g., Carrefour), national chains (e.g., Tusky, Naivas), and smaller local chains (Sonntag & Kulke, 2021).
Yet, informal vendors still dominate the market. Their importance is partly explained by the inclusion of
subsistence and care work, accounting for 20–60% of urban labor output (Komollo, 2010), often carried out
near or within households (Skinner &Watson, 2020). Research highlights that informal food trade is essential
for the food security of the urban poor and shifting employment patterns (Battersby & Watson, 2018b).
Unlike supermarkets, mainly located in wealthier areas, kiosks are more accessible, offering lower prices,
small quantities, and credit options, supporting what is termed the kadogo (small) economy (Fodde, 2022).

State‐designated markets, such as Nairobi’s Wakulima Wholesale Market, are crucial for urban food security.
However, despite rapid population growth since the country’s independence in 1963, public market
development has been neglected (Gründler et al., 2024). Plans for 55 new markets since the 1970s never
materialized, leading to the rise of informal markets on precarious or disputed land. Political interference and
forced evictions have further destabilized these spaces. Traditional markets, while still the main source for
fresh produce, suffer from poor sanitation, congestion, and infrastructure deficits. Informal economic
activities dominate, and governance remains a challenge.
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Recently, Nairobi’s county government has begun formalizing trade by building and upgrading markets to
improve infrastructure, security, and food safety. These efforts are part of the NUFSS, focusing on six pillars:
sustainable diets, social and economic equity, food production, supply and distribution, and food waste
(Nairobi City County, 2022).

Given that Kenya has the highest rate of informal sector employment in East Africa, absorbing around 77% of
workers, Brown (2019) argues against formalizing the informal sector. Instead, he advocates for food‐focused
social programs such as microcredit, food banks, school feeding programs, education initiatives, employment
programs, and cash transfers. While urban agriculture has shown largely positive effects, Brown notes that
spending remains inadequate, particularly in cash‐driven urban economies where land for farming is limited.

The analysis of our own data from Kasarani will shed light on the specific challenges and potential in this area
for sustainable urban food system transformation.

4.3. Kasarani: A Diverse and Fragmented Part of Urban Nairobi

A specific catalyst for the rapid urbanization in northeastern Nairobi was the construction of the Thika Road
highway between 2009 and 2012 (K’Akumu & Gateri, 2022). This not only improved connectivity for
Kasarani with the rest of the city but also facilitated the relocation and establishment of important urban
institutions, such as Kenyatta University, as well as the generally uneven growth in various middle‐ and
low‐income neighborhoods. Our field research in Kasarani highlights it as a typical peri‐urban settlement.
While Kasarani designates an entire sub‐county, our research specifically focuses on the Kasarani Location, a
smaller administrative unit within this sub‐county. This location extends from the Thika Road highway to the
Mwiki Location, encompassing a variety of neighborhoods. As of 2019, the Kasarani Location was home to
approximately 138,000 inhabitants (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, 2019), with an estimated half
residing in the neighborhoods under review. The specific areas of our research include Clay City, City
Chicken Estate, Sunton, and Gituamba, all depicted in Figure 1.

While some areas, like Clay City, have historical roots from the colonial period as small villages near the
Nairobi‐Nanyuki railway line (Kinuthia et al., 2021), significant urbanization did not occur until the 1990s.
Therefore, the oldest information about the other three neighborhoods under review—City Chicken Estate,
Sunton, and Gituamba—can be traced back to the late 1980s. The chosen neighborhoods exhibit significant
diversity in terms of their socio‐economic composition, building structures, and access to public and private
infrastructure, including schools, water supply, and paved roads. Clay City, City Chicken Estate, and Sunton
represent typical middle‐class areas, each with distinct characteristics with regard to their construction,
demographics, and historical development.

Since the early 2000s, Clay City, along Thika Road, has seen significant investment in mid‐rise (five to
seven‐story) residential complexes, largely occupied by middle‐class residents. Its strategic location ensures
easy access to the central business district and western employment centers. Originally developed around a
brick factory in the 1960s, the area did not experience significant population growth until the late 1980s.
The area is now home to several supermarkets and a mix of formal and informal food retailers.
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Figure 1. Overview of the distribution of food retailers based on type of business.

City Chicken Estate, developed from the 1980s, was established by a poultry farming cooperative that sold
large plots of land to high‐level employees and middle‐class buyers, including civil servants (I24; Mwau et al.,
2020, p. 40). The area consists mostly of upscale single‐family homes with large gardens, although recent
developments along Kasarani‐Mwiki Road show a shift toward multi‐story apartments. The neighborhood
maintains a low population density due to the prevalence of large residential plots and the relative absence
of commercial street activity.

Established in the late 1980s, Sunton serves middle‐ and lower‐middle‐income groups. It features dense
apartment blocks alongside older single‐story houses and has a vibrant informal economy, especially along
Kasarani‐Mwiki Road, with stalls and small vendors fueling a dynamic local food market that reflects the
ongoing infrastructural transformation.

Gituamba, an informal settlement dating back to the early 1990s, is home to over 10,000 people in dense,
self‐built stone houses on the hillside. It operates on a micro scale, mainly through small kiosks, street vendors
(mama mbogas), and mobile traders: a kadogo economy of small transactions. Despite the robust housing, the
area faces food insecurity, low income, and socio‐economic marginalization.

Kasarani Location emerges as a highly fragmented urban space, encompassing peri‐urban zones and exhibiting
staunch variations in social, economic, and infrastructural characteristics at a micro‐spatial level.
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5. Taking the Local Context Seriously: Kasarani’s Diverse Food Landscape

As outlined above, Kasarani is made up of diverse and fragmented neighborhoods characterized by different
social relations, economic structures, and access to infrastructure, including the availability of roads, water,
sewerage, electricity, and food vending, which can vary significantly even within the same street (see
Figure 1). These urban structures significantly shape the local food system, affecting mobility, food access,
storage possibilities, and preparation techniques. Furthermore, food retailing serves both as an important
source of income for local vendors and as a means of food redistribution, affecting social relations and
possible futures. The following section briefly explores these dynamics.

5.1. Supermarkets and Street Vendors: Parallel Urban Food Systems

On the retail side, several supermarket chains have strategically positioned themselves along the key
north‐south Thika Road highway. Close to the highway’s access point, the Thika Road mall hosts a high‐end
Carrefour supermarket. Supermarkets like Naivas, along with smaller chains such as PowerStar and Kassmatt,
are located about one kilometer further into Kasarani Sub County. These supermarkets offer a wide range of
products, from staples such as unga, rice, beans, and cooking oil to indulgent items such as cakes, meat, and
fresh produce, often with special offers. A key feature of these retail systems is their proximity to central
urban nodes, providing convenient access for wealthier, more mobile customers. They also utilize modern
infrastructure, including refrigerators, uniform shelving, and advertising, selling goods of national and
international value.

In more peripheral urban areas, such as Kasarani Location, which is farther from central infrastructure and
mainly inhabited by middle‐ and lower‐income groups, these supermarkets do not adequately serve all
customers. While our data shows that nearly all interviewees shop at supermarkets, the frequency of visits
and the types of goods purchased differ significantly. For example, middle‐class interviewees typically visit
supermarkets once a week to buy processed everyday items like unga, rice, and beans, along with other
products. In contrast, the supermarket plays a subordinate role for lower‐income interviewees, who face
challenges in accessing supermarkets due to distance and financial constraints. They also struggle to
purchase large packages of goods, which they cannot afford or store properly.

Regardless of income, all respondents confirmed that they rely on street vendors, particularly for fresh produce
(mama mbogas). Informal vendors in kiosks and small stalls are crucial to neighborhood resilience, especially
in times of crisis. Even in middle‐class areas like Sunton, residents maintain personal relationships with one
to three preferred vendors. This fosters loyalty and mutual expectations: Customers expect fair prices, and
vendors may extend credit through tab systems, ensuring continued food access during economic hardships.
It is not surprising that two vendors from the informal settlement of Gituamba explained:

You cannot say that you will not give products on credit. I might have 10 shillings and I want greens,
but I don’t have enough for tomatoes and onions. I will tell you to give me, and tomorrow or the day
after, I will give you, you, see? (Group Discussion Participant 1, I12)

But you cannot let someone sleep hungry when you have food there. (Group Discussion
Participant 2, I12)
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These informal practices go even further. For instance, one vendor provides free water to the neighborhood
during supply shortages as she is the only onewith access to a privately installed pumpedwater storage system
for her shop (I19).While such practices are not uniform and depend on individual circumstances, it is clear that
reducing informal stalls would make it especially difficult for marginalized residents to access affordable food.
This is particularly critical in times of economic instability when affordable food is essential for maintaining
a nutritious diet. Rising and fluctuating food prices often force households to reduce consumption or skip
meals entirely. As one respondent explained, he stopped buying tomatoes and onions because the prices had
doubled, saying: “As long as I have salt, vegetables, and cooking oil, let’s call it supper” (I19).

In general, these examples show that in Nairobi’s urban food system, formal, grid‐connected infrastructure
overlaps with informal infrastructure. However, it is the latter that plays a crucial role for the urban poor in
terms of food security. Even better‐off residents report relying on their mama mboga. Informal infrastructure,
therefore, not only benefits the urban poor by providing access to food but also serves as an essential aspect
of the local food environment in general. Consequently, formalization, which typically involves strict rules,
regulations, and regular inspections, is not a viable approach unless it includesmama mbogas and allows them
to operate within the spaces where their social networks are situated.

5.2. Social Relations to Support Individual Benefits

The significance of the social dimension in sustainable urban food systems is clear. A key element of this is
the considerable impact that mama mbogas and other informal food market actors have on the local
communities within their areas of operation. Their role goes beyond food distribution; they are vital social
and economic actors, fostering local networks, enhancing food security, and contributing to the resilience of
urban communities. As one interviewee explained:

So you just struggle yourself because sometimes life is very hard. But you still survive. When you
have that mama mboga of yours, you go and tell her today, each and every person has that worst day.
So that mama mboga you used to buy for her, she will give you. Because that is why, you see, you
won’t go Githurai [a big wet market] all the time. I must go to thatmama mboga, I must go to that kiosk.
The moment I don’t have anything they give me, so that when I have money I give them. (I15)

Informal practices bymama mbogas and other small traders are crucial for the daily survival of the urban poor.
Even though some items may cost slightly more than at larger markets like Githurai, there are compelling
reasons for customers to visit their mama mboga regularly. In times of crisis, these traders offer immediate
support, such as access to food and water, sometimes without direct payment. This creates a codependency,
where vendors rely on their regular customers to return. During tough times, such as the 2023 economic crisis
in Kenya, small vendors reduced package sizes and, consequently, profits due to decreased demand.

Furthermore, mama mbogas serve as role models in the community, demonstrating that running a small
business can lead to economic success, which enhances their social status and offers the possibility of a
more diverse diet (by consuming their own products). We found many examples of mutual aid, such as
merry‐go‐round savings groups in Kasarani, where members can borrow money (with interest) and share
savings at the end of the year (I19, I29). Several traders also viewed their stalls as platforms for gaining
business knowledge, as well as life lessons:
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Yeah, I can say I get profits. Since I started there, I used to have life stress. But now I don’t have because
I get many people, we talk. They can share their problems there. I also get business ideas there. (I9)

Regular interactions strengthen solidarity, even amid competition, which is crucial for improving social
sustainability. Like other alternative food systems, the informal trade of mama mbogas at the local level plays
an important role and needs sustained support, particularly during periods of transition. Our interviewees
(I23, I34), especially those with fewer financial resources, noted that informal structures helped them
survive, especially in crises when a steady income was uncertain (e.g., buying on credit or in smaller
packages). The evidence shows that routine interactions based on trust and empathy can foster personal
growth and benefit society, including the development of sustainable behaviors and initiatives through a
bottom‐up approach.

5.3. Vulnerabilities of Informal Traders

The urban reality of Nairobi cannot be understood without informality, in the economy but also in terms of
access to infrastructure and the housing market as described above. In general, policymakers in Nairobi have
adopted an antagonistic approach to the informal sector, in line with a Western understanding of
development (Berger & van Helvoirt, 2018; Kinyanjui, 2019), sometimes even involving the eviction of street
vendors (Smit, 2016).

In line with ambitions to formalize street vending with by‐laws and regulations, and to upgrade facilities, new
marketplaces were constructed as part of a wider plan by Nairobi Metropolitan Services and the Nairobi City
County government to improve food safety, ensure hygiene standards, and implement a functioning taxation
system (Berger & van Helvoirt, 2018). However, alongside the positive effects (e.g., access to proper
infrastructures), traders also experienced alienation and the disruption of pre‐established links with their
local neighborhoods. As a result, the implementation of government policies aimed at relocating and
regulating trade has led to conflicts between the government and local informal traders, and even roads are
being built without warning, destroying workplaces (I12) and sometimes the homes of our interviewees (I22).
These conflicts have the potential to impact the food security of individuals who rely on informal trade as a
source of subsistence (Crush & Young, 2019) and ignore the potential for sustainable behavior that is already
in the hands of informal traders.

5.4. Strengthening Urban Food Access Through Infrastructure and Social Policy

As shown in Figure 1, areas near the Thika Road highway and other major roads feature a mix of formal and
informal vendors. Some benefit from amenities like parking spaces next to their stalls (I9). However, as we
move further away, especially toward the outskirts of the informal settlement in Gituamba, the diversity and
number of stalls decrease. Infrastructure issues, such as regular power outages (I21) and poor road conditions,
are prevalent throughout these areas. Roads, in particular, are either congested with traffic or difficult to
access (I13). Our interviewees expressed a desire for better roads to improve, for example, food delivery to
their stalls (I12). In addition, the local workforce often lacks proper training, leading to a high proportion of
unskilled workers (I38).
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A significant portion of Nairobi’s population, especially in low‐income areas, faces food insecurity. Initial steps
toward social protection, such as identifying vulnerable groups, providing food aid, establishing early warning
systems for price shocks, and creating subsidized food markets, are essential for meaningful change (Nairobi
City County, 2022). A promising solution could be the introduction of a free, universal school meal program,
particularly in disadvantaged neighborhoods. While initiatives like the 4K clubs have had a limited impact,
they offer valuable platforms for promoting urban agriculture and nutrition education. However, none of our
respondents could identify examples of free meals provided through schools, NGOs, churches, or other public
institutions. In peri‐urban areas, off‐grid infrastructures are crucial in supporting daily activities and have the
potential to drive sustainable social transformation within the community.

5.5. Undeveloped Land for Urban Agriculture

While fertile land is a scarce resource, it is utilized wherever possible to support subsistence or, in optimal
circumstances, to generate income. Informal settlements, often located on the city’s periphery, have the
potential for urban agriculture. In the 1990s, the first residents of Gituamba benefited from access to large
plots of land near rivers, enabling them to engage in subsistence farming (I25). This not only supported
household livelihoods but also contributed to the settlement’s growth. However, farming was never the
sole means of livelihood as residents also sought additional income through small‐scale trade and casual
labor (I22, I25).

TheMoi International Sports Complex, Kasarani, built for the Pan‐African (Olympic) Games in 1987, exemplifies
early urbanization through mega‐events (I39; K’Akumu & Gateri, 2022). However, like many such projects, it
was not completed, leaving behind publicwastelands and open spaces. A significant portion of this land, located
near a minor river, is used for urban agriculture. The plots are informally divided and can be cleared at any time
(I25). One major challenge is the use of contaminated water for irrigation, leading to negative perceptions of
the crops grown there. These vegetables, often considered watery and even smelly, have become stigmatized,
and the farmers are also marginalized. One interviewee described how the greens grown in this area were
of poor quality, with reported stomach issues attributed to the contaminated water being used (I13). Urban
agriculture has significant potential to transform urban food systems beyond food provision.

6. Discussion: Connecting Urban Food Systems and Local Realities

Urban food systems are deeply embedded in urban spaces and their corresponding infrastructure. Building
on this, we advocate for an integrated perspective that connects transformation projects more explicitly
with urban development processes. In this section, we discuss our findings through the lens of our analytical
framework, focusing on the social, economic, and infrastructural dimensions at the local level. This
integrated approach is crucial for addressing issues of sustainability and resilience, and we suggest this
perspective to policymakers and scientists as a way forward in shaping more effective and context‐sensitive
urban food systems.

6.1. The Infrastructure Dimension: On/Off‐Grid Access and Equity

Our own findings confirm that access to both formal and informal food sources varies significantly across
different parts of the city, shaped by economic disparities and differences in access to on‐ and off‐grid

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9458 13

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


infrastructure. A study by Downs et al. (2022) in Nairobi highlights how the food environment plays a
significant role in shaping decisions about what to eat and where to buy food. Beyond personal preferences,
factors such as income, convenience, and time constraints are critical. Local governments could play a
pivotal role by regulating the placement of supermarkets and their integration into urban landscapes (Smit,
2016). Currently, supermarket distribution tends to favor middle‐ and high‐income areas (Sonntag & Kulke,
2021). In addition, potential employers should be persuaded to settle in the peri‐urban areas of the city by
means of attractive offers, as was the case with the local slaughterhouse. This creates jobs and increases
food security (I38) and is even linked to the construction of a paved road, which is already benefiting the
entire Gituamba area (I29).

In informal settlements, however, residents rely on small‐scale traders likemamambogas and kiosks, especially
when limited financial resources or the need to buy on credit restrict their options. Rather than pushing for
formalization, as suggested by the NUFSS, policies could be designed to support traditional and small‐scale
traders (Berger & van Helvoirt, 2018) in the areas where they operate. This could include helping them access
public infrastructure or legalizing self‐constructed ones. Such a shift would help maintain accessibility and
ensure food security for marginalized communities.

Addressing environmental challenges, such as the pollution of the Ngong, Nairobi, and Kibuthi rivers, is
crucial as their current water quality renders them unsafe for both domestic and agricultural use (Nairobi
City County, 2022). Restoring these waterways and improving wastewater treatment would significantly
boost the potential for urban subsistence agriculture.

Moreover, integrating circular economy principles, such as using treated wastewater for fertilizer production,
could further strengthen sustainable urban food systems while minimizing ecological impacts. As Wiskerke
(2015) highlights, such measures not only help regulate urban temperatures, support climate change
mitigation, and enhance rainwater storage but also reduce the need for long food transport routes, enable
the productive reuse of waste, and foster community development and sustainable livelihoods, especially in
peri‐urban areas.

6.2. The Economic Dimension: Empowering Local Economies

Our findings show that while informality is often viewed as a marker of vulnerability, it can, in fact,
contribute significantly to resilience and sustainability by offering opportunities for skill‐building and income
generation, particularly for underemployed and unemployed individuals (Magidi, 2022; Ruzek, 2015).
Especially during times of crisis, when formal systems are strained or fail, informal economies play a crucial
role in maintaining food access and supporting livelihoods (Ruzek, 2015). While our research does not focus
on this aspect, we acknowledge that the expansion of informality can also lead to challenges, such as the
proliferation of unregulated markets or the emergence of social tensions. These ambivalences underscore
the need to strengthen the positive aspects of informality while mitigating its potential risks. To fully realize
this potential, we suggest that informal skills and practices be formally recognized, supported, and fairly
regulated—both to enhance their legitimacy and to prevent negative effects like cartel formation or the
deterioration of social cohesion.
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Building on these insights, we caution that the push for formalization and efficiency improvements in food
logistics and trade, as envisioned in theNUFSS, could unintentionally excludemany small vendorswho lack the
resources to meet stricter standards, such as investment in refrigerated transport or compliance with hygiene
regulations. Recognizing the critical role these small‐scale traders play, not only for their own livelihoods but
also for the overall resilience of urban food systems, is essential. Therefore, we recommend supporting them
through access to financial resources, targeted training, and infrastructural improvements, rather than simply
enforcing formalization.

Finally, aligning such support strategies with the Sustainable Development Goals—particularly SDG 1
(“No Poverty”) and SDG 8 (“Decent Work and Economic Growth”)—offers a path toward more inclusive and
sustainable urban development. By actively strengthening small‐scale and informal traders within this
framework, local governments can foster broader economic participation, reduce inequality, and lay the
groundwork for the resilient and sustainable transformation of urban food systems.

6.3. The Social Dimension: Mobilization of All Social Groups

Supporting small traders aligns with broader efforts to strengthen local economies and meet the needs of
urban populations living in informal settlements (Fodde, 2022). Recognizing the potential of the informal
sector, it can be understood as a platform for collective action against perceived injustices and economic
exclusion. In line with our findings, Magidi (2022) highlights how informal practices significantly contribute
to social cohesion and the development of social capital, which is particularly important for individuals in
disadvantaged circumstances as they promote both economic and social well‐being. Drawing on the African
Ubuntu philosophy (Magidi, 2022) and the Kenyan principle of Harambee, which emphasizes mutual support
and collective resilience, informal networks help foster a sense of community and shared responsibility in
times of adversity.

While Nairobi’s urban agriculture initiatives (Nairobi City County, 2022) demonstrate potential, they have
primarily benefited wealthier neighborhoods so far. Persistent challenges such as land access and peri‐urban
governance continue to limit broader participation (Smit, 2016). Other examples from Nairobi reveal that
urban farmers frequently face displacement, threats, deliberate destruction, extortion, and corruption (Kituku
& Kitata, 2023). To promote greater inclusivity, local governments should support bottom‐up, participatory
approaches such as community‐driven urban gardening, which can also serve as valuable educational tools
for both children and adults. However, achieving this requires adapting land use rights to secure long‐term
access for marginalized groups.

7. Transforming Urban Food Systems: Considering Local Realities for Inclusive and
Sustainable Change

Our findings demonstrate that social, economic, and physical infrastructure elements combine in fragmented,
locally specific ways to create socio‐material arrangements that present both opportunities and challenges
for sustainable food system transformation. In Nairobi, historical and spatial analysis reveal a fragmented city,
where unique, place‐based food system processes and infrastructure have emerged. Yet the transformative
potential embedded in peri‐urban areas and informal economic structures remains neglected.
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Nairobi’s fragmented infrastructures, economic constraints, and complex social geographies reveal the
critical role of informal markets in ensuring food supply, social cohesion, and economic resilience.
Yet, current strategies—often guided by global frameworks like the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact—prioritize
productivity over equity and sustainability, risking further exclusion.

Our findings highlight the importance of acknowledging the lived realities and coping strategies of
low‐income urban residents. A locally grounded framework revealed how self‐constructed, alternative
practices already support transformation in more adaptive and less conflict‐prone ways. Limiting the
operating space of small‐scale traders and farmers undermines both livelihoods and access to affordable,
nutritious food. Recognizing the informal food economy is vital for equitable access and income generation
in marginalized communities. Decentralized, self‐organized practices are essential for building resilient food
systems, especially in unplanned peri‐urban areas.

To enable inclusive and sustainable transformation, urban food policies must better address local conditions,
foster coexistence between formal and informal systems, and integrate locally grounded strategies into
broader development frameworks. This includes securing land rights, improving on‐ and off‐grid
infrastructure, providing targeted subsidies, and investing in youth education.

Ultimately, meaningful transformation starts with a deeper understanding of local contexts. A historical
perspective on national development pathways can further inform future research by helping to explain why
certain socio‐material arrangements persist—and how they might be reshaped to create a more just and
sustainable future.
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Abstract
Food gentrification is a key driver of socio‐economic and socio‐cultural change in urban spaces. The influx of
affluent populations into marginalized neighborhoods often leads to the rise of new food outlets—upscale
restaurants, artisan cafés, and boutique‐style food shops—that may initially complement but eventually
displace local food cultures. This study examines Javastraat in Amsterdam as a prominent example of urban
(food) gentrification in Europe, focusing in particular on the long‐term effects of gentrification on restaurants
and food shops who identify as non‐European in their menus and food marketing. State‐led redevelopment
in Javastraat has displaced local shops and eateries while imposing cosmopolitan ideals of diversity and
sustainability. As a result, long‐established immigrant food establishments have been pressured to align their
menus to the tastes of the incoming affluent residents and elite workers. This shift has generated insecurity
and alienation among the owners and employees of these vital social gathering spaces. By framing Javastraat
as a space in flux, we analyze the experiences of these stakeholders through the lens of social navigation and
explore how these gastronomic professionals are navigating shifting food cultures and urban environments.

Keywords
Amsterdam; food gentrification; foodscape; gastronomic professionals; migration; social navigation

1. Introduction

Scholars from various disciplines, including sociology (Steigemann, 2020; Zukin, 2008, 2009), anthropology
(Klein & Murcott, 2014), the life sciences (Barnhill & Bonotti, 2022; Bonotti & Barnhill, 2022), and human
geography (Alkon et al., 2020; Lütke & Jäger, 2021), have, increasingly, been exploring the connection
between food and urban spaces and examining how food influences and shapes urban experiences.
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Research in urban food studies spans a wide range of topics from food access and security to questions of
identity and belonging (Sbicca, 2018). Food is often also central to discussions of culture, ethnicity, and race,
and research that critically addresses structural inequalities (Skinner et al., 2016), such as “food apartheid”
(Gripper et al., 2022). It has even been studied as a means of establishing encounters (Low & Lynn‐Ee Ho,
2018), building community, and signaling distinction (Zukin, 2008). More recent work has expanded on these
discussions to include the sensory aspects of food, exploring how food practices engage the body and
influence perceptions of urban space (Degen, 2008; Fiore, 2021).

This article builds upon these critical discussions by analyzing motion within the gastronomic sector in urban
Europe, offering a focused contribution to the evolving understanding of food gentrification. Though still an
emerging subfield that is predominantly US‐oriented, food gentrification has proven to be a compelling lens
for examining the active role of food in urban transformation. Drawing on the foundational pillars of
gentrification—capital, culture, and policy (Lees et al., 2016)—scholars have shown that food is not merely
entangled with urban change but frequently serves as a key catalyst (Sbicca et al., 2020; Zukin, 2008).
Research also highlights how the vibrancy and appeal of urban spaces are closely tied to the cultural and
social significance of food, the blending of local and global culinary practices, and the place‐specific
dynamics of food production, distribution, and consumption (Bonotti & Barnhill, 2022). Informed by
interdisciplinary approaches, food gentrification scholarship is continuing to reveal how food shapes urban
restructuring and opens new avenues for understanding contemporary forms of gentrification that extend
beyond housing.

Research on food gentrification has underscored the central role of class, particularly through the figure of
the “foodie,” a middle‐class consumer in search of “exotic” and “authentic” culinary experiences (Lütke &
Jäger, 2021). Often associated with the “creative class” (Florida, 2002), these food enthusiasts leverage
food’s cultural capital to distinguish themselves from mainstream consumer culture (Johnston & Baumann,
2015). While such pursuits may enhance the vibrancy and perceived diversity of urban foodscapes, they also
contribute to cultural alienation, social exclusion, and—as numerous studies have shown—physical
displacement (Polat, 2020; Zukin, 2009). Beyond individual consumer practices, scholars have examined how
food is instrumentalized within broader urban development strategies aimed at global competitiveness.
Particularly in the US context, municipal actors have been shown to capitalize on food’s cultural appeal to
increase property values and rebrand local food cultures. These strategies frequently target affluent groups,
such as global elites, tech workers, expatriates, and foodies themselves, who serve as key agents in
the consumer‐driven processes of food gentrification (Alkon & Cadji, 2020; Joassart‐Marcelli, 2021;
Martin, 2020).

Moreover, scholarship on food gentrification has increasingly engaged with the intersections of race,
ethnicity, and food in order to address a critical gap in the literature that is also the central concern of this
article. A growing body of research has documented the proliferation of upscale restaurants, artisanal cafés,
and boutique‐style food shops in historically marginalized neighborhoods—a trend frequently linked to the
influx of more affluent and culturally capital‐rich populations (Polat, 2020; Steigemann, 2020; Zukin, 2009).
Attuned to the cultural and emotional significance of food, this scholarship explores how such
establishments reframe and reappropriate local and immigrant culinary traditions, reshaping both the
material landscape and the social fabric of place (Fiore, 2021; Sbicca et al., 2020; Schrobenhauser & Lütke,
2025). Amid the notable rise of food gentrification in immigrant‐dense neighborhoods, Joassart‐Marcelli
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(2021), a leading scholar in the subfield, has gone so far as to claim that food gentrification marks the urban
transformation from ethnic (though this term has been critiqued, see Steigemann, 2020) to cosmopolitan
food and tastes. As noted by Phillips et al. (2014) and others (Fiore & Plate, 2021; Zukin, 2009), food
gentrification often follows patterns of racial and class reconfigurations and profoundly alters the sense of
place for working‐class communities and communities of color: two social groups that typically possess less
agency to resist the manifold pressures of food gentrification.

This article investigates food gentrification through the case study of Javastraat, a vibrant, food‐centric high
street in Amsterdam’s historically immigrant‐rich Indische Buurt neighborhood. Widely recognized as a key
example of state‐led gentrification in Europe, Javastraat has undergone profound changes over the past
15 years that are reflected in both its shifting demographic and the transformation of its food landscape.
Once characterized by a strong presence of Turkish and Moroccan eateries, this well‐documented foodscape
(Fiore, 2021; Fiore & Plate, 2021; Sakızlıoğlu & Lees, 2020) has been gradually transformed into a
cosmopolitan ideal of “world shops” (Eigen Haard et al., 2008). This state‐led redevelopment has displaced
many Turkish and Moroccan businesses, and there is mounting pressure on the remaining immigrant/ethnic
and working‐class restaurants and food shops to adapt their menus to meet the preferences of the
increasingly dominant gentrifying class, which includes the incoming middle‐class residents, affluent visitors,
elite workers, and, of course, the foodies (Dziduch, 2023; Fiore, 2021). While this shift is often framed as an
entrepreneurial success, it has severely affected the local food scene and caused widespread insecurity and
alienation among non‐European gastronomic professionals.

Recent developments along Javastraat further support this argument. As the municipality, media, affluent
residents, and business owners push for a “more sustainable” and “queerer” vision of Javastraat, the area is
currently being shaped into an emblem of elusive cosmopolitanism (Joassart‐Marcelli, 2021). This
transformation is partially evidenced by the planning documents, university proposals (“Making Indische
Buurt healthier, greener and safer”; Hanze University of Applied Sciences, 2023; van Malsen & de Vreeze,
2020), and urban gardening initiatives (Urban Nature Atlas, 2021), all of which position Javastraat as a
testing ground for “sustainability.” It is also reflected in the prominent display of LGBTQ+ flags, which
symbolize inclusivity and queerness, throughout the area (Dziduch, 2023). While these gestures, installed by
landlords and local restaurant associations, may reflect progressive values and urban openness (Wenzel et al.,
2024), they also represent a confusing and, at times, unsettling shift for immigrant business owners and
employees. For many, the push for sustainability and LGBTQ+ friendliness introduces changes that are
difficult to comprehend and navigate. Indeed, the spatial dimensions of queerness and their entanglements
with processes of (food) gentrification have also emerged as an increasingly important focus in critical urban
scholarship that documents these intersections across various urban contexts (Cofield, 2021; Hess, 2019).

This sense of flux and unease among the immigrant business owners and employees has been further
intensified by ongoing crises and shifting political conditions including the aftermath of the Covid‐19
pandemic, rising inflation, increasing political hostility toward migration, and mounting concerns about urban
decay (e.g., drug abuse and homelessness). Within these overlapping dynamics, gastronomic work in
Amsterdam’s Javastraat remains fraught with challenges, especially for people who are already grappling
with the pressure of food gentrification. In this context, Javastraat emerges as a contested site of
negotiation, where competing imaginaries of identity, belonging, and progress intersect with the everyday
realities of entrepreneurial survival amid an evolving foodscape.
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By framing Javastraat as a space in flux and examining the experiences of restaurant/food shop owners and
employees in non‐European‐identifying gastronomy through the lens of “social navigation” (Vigh, 2006,
2009), this study illuminates how contemporary expressions of food gentrification are experienced, lived,
and negotiated in daily practice. It argues, and seeks to demonstrate, that social navigation provides a timely
and generative framework for understanding the lived realities of Javastraat. Grounded in the concept of
“motion within motion” (Vigh, 2009, p. 420), it emphasizes the fluidity and instability of contemporary urban
(food) spaces, and the real and imagined movements that shape how individuals live, work, and, most
importantly, navigate within them.

Social navigation transcends conventional understandings of agency by emphasizing the dynamic interplay
of social, cultural, material, and spatial forces (see Chouinard, 1997; Gregory, 1994). As such, it offers a
broader analytical framework for examining food gentrification, revealing its entanglements with other
transformative forces in the urban landscape, including crisis‐driven redevelopment, shifting cosmopolitan
ideals, and evolving urban imaginaries. Focusing on social navigation not only underscores the precarity of
gentrifying urban environments but also exposes the mechanisms by which these transformations are
sustained and, in cases like Javastraat, intensified. At the same time, it foregrounds the everyday strategies
employed by those with constrained agency—particularly immigrant restaurant and food shop owners—as
they adapt to unstable and exclusionary urban conditions. In this way, social navigation contributes
meaningfully to the growing literature at the intersection of food gentrification, race, and ethnicity, offering
a valuable conceptual toolkit for understanding how actors negotiate the shift from “ethnic” to
“cosmopolitan” tastes (Joassart‐Marcelli, 2021).

This leads to two central questions guiding this exploratory study: How are the owners and employees of
non‐European‐identifying gastronomic businesses on Amsterdam’s Javastraat navigating processes of food
gentrification, and in what ways are their navigational pursuits responding and to aligning with the street’s
evolving socio‐spatial dynamics?

In the following sections, we outline the conceptual framework and methodology for the empirical study of
Javastraat in Amsterdam. The article’s core is based on navigational accounts from gastronomic professionals
from non‐European restaurants and food shops on Javastraat.

2. Navigating Food Gentrification

2.1. Urban Foodscapes and Food Gentrification

This study contributes to critical urban food studies by engaging with recent scholarship on urban
foodscapes (Joassart‐Marcelli, 2021; Steigemann, 2020). The concept of urban foodscapes emphasizes the
implications of “cultural landscapes” and, in so doing, goes beyond mere physical descriptions of space
(Joassart‐Marcelli, 2021). Research on foodscapes and urban transformation highlights the symbolic,
political, and ideological dimensions that emerge at the intersection of food and space, illustrating how
foodscapes are deeply interwoven with the complexities of everyday life and its ongoing transformation
(Low & Lynn‐Ee Ho, 2018). The interconnections among food, culture (as identity), the body (as sustenance
and emotional expression), and place (as a site of community and power) make the urban foodscape a
powerful lens through which to analyze lived experience (Bonotti & Barnhill, 2022). As Johnston and
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Baumann (2015), assert, urban foodscapes are “a dynamic social construction that relates food to places,
people, meanings, and material processes [emphasis in original]” (p. 3). Joassart‐Marcelli (2021) further
elaborates that foodscapes encompass the “social, political, economic, and cultural setting in which food
acquires meaning and value” (p. 6), including “lived and imagined places in which inhabitants…relate to each
other through food in material and sensory ways” (p. 23). In short, urban foodscapes reflect the fluidity of
contemporary urban space, shaped by shifting power relations, cultural identities, and everyday practices.

The connection between urban foodscapes and food gentrification is a compelling, if yet underexplored,
aspect of the foodscape literature and a growing subcategory of gentrification research (Alkon et al., 2020;
Sbicca, 2018). Work in this area also intersects with the subfield of retail gentrification, a dynamic but less
food‐centered strand of scholarship (Hubbard, 2017; Kasinitz & Zukin, 2015). The foodscape perspective is
particularly useful for examining locally felt power shifts, that is, dynamics that become especially clear
when municipal agendas are actively driving the food gentrification process, as in Amsterdam’s Javastraat.
Thus, an approach that combines foodscapes and food gentrification offers a unique, place‐based view
into the intricate interplay between urban policy, cultural transformation, and the lived realities of the
people navigating these shifts. It foregrounds the local dimension of the neoliberal urban agenda, including
the “creative city” paradigm (Florida, 2002) and global urban competition: developments that resist
straightforward classification as wholly positive or negative.

Research into food gentrification has demonstrated that “food is often a central way that cities brand
themselves as ripe for redevelopment” (Alkon & Cadji, 2020, p. 119). This branding logic, coupled with the
real estate market’s pursuit of profit, has spurred the proliferation of exclusive food halls (Bourlessas et al.,
2021), upscale food markets (Polat, 2020), and trendy food truck gatherings (Lütke & Lemon, 2021), all
activities designed to revitalize neighborhoods and boost property values (Joassart‐Marcelli, 2021). In this
competitive landscape, cities are now marketing themselves through food and related buzzwords like
“authentic,” “diverse,” and “sustainable” to attract upscale businesses, culturally savvy consumers, and elite
workers (Alkon & Cadji, 2020). However, the quest for cosmopolitan foodscapes, which Alkon and Cadji
(2020) define as “middle‐class consumer destinations…reliant on new residents’ higher levels of disposable
income” (p. 110), often results in alienation and displacement. As Zukin (2008) observes, the gentrifiers’
“desire for alternative foods, both gourmet and organic, and for ‘middle class’ shopping areas encourages a
dynamic of urban redevelopment that displaces working‐class and ethnic minority consumers” (p. 724).

Studies linking foodscapes to food gentrification examine how the material, symbolic, and cultural aspects of
space evolve, highlighting both social and physical shifts. Emerging literature indicates that food
gentrification becomes most visible in spaces where diverse socialization patterns converge (Degen, 2008;
Fiore, 2021; Joassart‐Marcelli, 2021). In Europe, this is particularly evident in urban areas with significant
immigrant populations or prominent “ethnic” food cultures, such as Amsterdam’s Indische Buurt, which have
become increasingly affected by gentrification (Sakızlıoğlu & Lees, 2020). However, the impact of food
gentrification on urban residents, especially displacement, remains largely unexplored. Much of the existing
research focuses on the desires of foodies and other affluent groups, leaving a gap in our understanding of
the experiences of the original residents, workers, and small‐scale entrepreneurs. As Joassart‐Marcelli (2021)
points out, “few researchers have focused on the geographic encounters between the producers and
consumers of ethnic food and how the symbolic nature of ethnic food and its everyday material reality are
interwoven” (p. 30). This study addresses this gap by linking foodscapes to the concept of social navigation:
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a creative lens that illuminates how individuals with limited economic and political power navigate shifting
and unstable social environments, such as that emerging from the gentrifying foodscape of Javastraat.

2.2. Social Navigation

As the 21st century progressed, the concept of “navigation” gradually gained traction in the fields of
anthropology (Johnson‐Hanks, 2002), migrant studies (Schapendonk, 2018; Triandafyllidou, 2019), and
human geography (McQuaid et al., 2021; November et al., 2010). Despite its increased use, the term remains
largely under‐theorized. However, one notable study on the topic is Vigh’s (2006, 2009) anthropological
work on “social navigation,” which presents a compelling case for the concept. Drawing on extensive
fieldwork with marginalized populations in Bissau (the conflict‐stricken capital of Guinea‐Bissau, West
Africa) and sans‐papier migrants in Lisbon (the vibrant capital of Portugal, Europe), Vigh conceives of social
navigation as a response to the fluidity and perceived instability of urban social environments. Using the
analogy of navigation (from the Latin word navigare, meaning “to sail”), he introduces the term “seascape” to
capture how urban environments, especially those outside dominant power structures, are in a constant
state of flux (Vigh, 2009, p. 429). In Vigh’s view, urban social environments are never static but always
emergent, requiring continuous movement, adaptation, and recalibration from those living and working
within them.

What makes Vigh’s concept of social navigation particularly powerful is its emphasis on the dynamic
interaction between agents and the environments they navigate. For Vigh (2009), urban life is best
understood as “motion within motion” (p. 420), that is, as a continuous, reciprocal process in which both
agents and social environments are in a constant state of transformation (Nunn et al., 2017). From this
perspective, social navigation expands the concept of agency beyond a static, individual act, presenting it as
an ongoing practice of adaptation, anticipation, and recalibration within ever‐changing social landscapes.
Vigh (2009) highlights how agents, attuned to the surrounding flux, engage in “tentative mappings” (p. 428),
constantly negotiating the shifting forces that influence their actions. In this way, Vigh’s (2009) concept of
social navigation is not only attuned to the “socially immediate [emphasis in original]” (p. 425) but also to “the
socially imagined [emphasis in original]” (p. 425). Furthermore, social navigation is responsive to both the
lived present and the uncertainties of the future (Jevtic & Park, 2021). This dual perspective on change and
motion is not merely about physical movement through space. It is also about how agents chart their futures
in environments that are often beyond their control. It involves moving through spaces governed and shaped
by larger, often invisible, forces (Schapendonk, 2018; Triandafyllidou, 2019; Vigh, 2009).

In addition, the concept of social navigation provides a human‐centered, motion‐focused framework for
understanding urban spaces in flux. As Vigh (2009) conceptualized it, social navigation is intricately attuned
to power dynamics and the struggles of those with limited control over their environments, especially when
they are confronted with larger forces such as urban renewal. This framework proves valuable for analyzing
the experiences of immigrant restaurant/food shop owners and employees working in gentrifying urban
foodscapes. While their challenges may not mirror the extreme upheaval faced by Vigh’s informants in
Bissau and Lisbon, these individuals are still navigating precarious, fluid, and unpredictable urban
environments. This is evident in neighborhoods like Amsterdam’s Indische Buurt, where gastronomic work is
marked by constant movement, fluctuating between opportunity and threat, change and resistance.
The concept of social navigation sheds light on how these gastronomic professionals are maneuvering

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9706 6

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


through a landscape that is both mutable and yielding. When applied to urban foodscapes, this framework
reveals how gastronomic professionals are embedded in multiple layers of power, food desires, and urban
imaginaries and have to continuously adjust to the shifting conditions. As Vigh (2009) notes, social
navigation is particularly valuable for understanding how individuals in liminal positions, those in constant
motion, engage with the forces attempting to shape their lives (Çağlar & Glick Schiller, 2018).

2.3. Making Amsterdam’s Javastraat

The Javastraat in Amsterdam’s Indische Buurt (see Figure 1) vividly illustrates the transformative effects of
(food) gentrification and has garnered significant attention from urban scholars (Bronsvoort & Uitermark,
2022; Fiore & Plate, 2021; Hagemans et al., 2015; Sakızlıoğlu & Lees, 2020) and social advocacy groups
(Dziduch, 2023). Over the past 15 years, particularly after two waves of gentrification in 2009 and 2016, the
once gritty and immigrant‐dominated neighborhood has been repositioned as a symbol of globalized urban
chic. Formerly described as the neighborhood’s “commercial artery” (Fiore & Plate, 2021, p. 392), Javastraat
is now lined with upscale boutiques, artisanal cafés, and pricy restaurants, which have replaced the
working‐class shops and eateries that once defined the area. While local authorities and newer residents
often frame this transformation as a success, the narrative of revitalization masks a more complex reality of
displacement and alienation. Many businesses owned by Turkish and Moroccan immigrants have
disappeared (Fiore, 2021; Sezer & Maldonado, 2017) and since been replaced by establishments that
primarily cater to middle‐class locals, tourists, and expatriates. Long stigmatized as an “immigrant ghetto”
(Fiore & Plate, 2021, p. 393), the area is now promoted as a model of “multiculturalism,” albeit a sanitized,
gentrified version designed to appeal to a Whiter, wealthier demographic. As Dziduch (2023) notes, “People
who are so present on Javastraat—immigrants, mostly Turkish and Moroccan—do not actually live on the
street anymore.” During gentrification, although businesses may remain, “the residents leave for poorer
areas,” with the result that “[t]he neighborhood can become false” (quote from Noam, an Israeli student
living on Javastraat, interviewed by Dziduch, 2023).

built environment

water ways

Figure 1.Map of the Indische Buurt neighborhood and the Javastraat. Source: ArcGIS Online, own adaptation.
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This gentrification, on both the residential and commercial levels, was driven by the institutional idea that
the Javastraat should be a space of “world shops” (Eigen Haard et al., 2008), a marketplace where
difference was commodified for both capitalist and symbolic purposes (Fiore & Plate, 2021). Diversity, in this
context, was not an honest reflection of the area’s demographic composition, but rather an intentional
“corrective” to a perceived undesirable, low‐income, “non‐native” population that was viewed as an obstacle
to urban development and rent‐gap capitalism (Fiore & Plate, 2021, p. 393; see also van Eck et al., 2020).
The city’s intervention kicked off with the restructuring of housing and tenure, followed by a second phase
focused on the regeneration of Javastraat’s commercial spaces, particularly those with Turkish and
Moroccan appearance (Fiore, 2021; Sezer & Maldonado, 2017). This commercial rebranding, which is the
focus of this article, was based on an ethnocentric, middle‐class, and White narrative of otherness. The goal
was to align the neighborhood with the tastes of the Dutch middle class and visitors and create a curated
aesthetic of diversity and exoticism that was heavily rooted in stereotypes. As a result, Javastraat became a
“controlled and aestheticized ‘collection of otherness’” (Fiore & Plate, 2021, p. 397), a form of
governmentality that positioned the domestication of ethnic communities as a prerequisite for their
inclusion in a cosmopolitan society.

Recently, new initiatives and planning documents have emerged that position Indische Buurt as a potential
hub for sustainability and urban greening (Hanze University of Applied Sciences, 2023). In addition,
Javastraat has undergone another transformation, this time under the banner of queer friendliness.
Following an incident in April 2020, where a gay couple was insulted in Indische Buurt and its surroundings
(Dziduch, 2023), residents and gastronomic organizations began to display rainbow flags and then
commissioned a mural to signal solidarity with the LGBTQ+ community (Wenzel et al., 2024). While these
symbols were intended to express openness and pluralism, for many original residents, shopkeepers, and
workers who had already weathered earlier waves of gentrification, they represented yet another sign of a
top‐down change that was unmediated and imposed from “above.”

3. Methods: Focused Ethnography

This exploratory study employs a mixed‐methods approach based on qualitative fieldwork conducted on
Amsterdam’s Javastraat in January and February 2023. The research includes observational walks,
interviews with immigrant restaurant and food shop owners and employees, photographic documentation,
and an initial mapping of shop fronts along the high street. These methods were complemented by a guided
tour with a local expert on the area’s gentrification history. Grounded in focused ethnography, the empirical
material is further enriched by autoethnographic reflections and a group discussion with the local expert
that offered deeper insight into the dynamics at play.

Focused ethnography provides a flexible and pragmatic approach to ethnographic research that contributes
to the expanding body of “experimental, values‐based, and critical forms of ethnography” (Wall, 2015).
By challenging traditional anthropological boundaries, it departs from the assumption that ethnography
must be inherently holistic, descriptive, and resource‐intensive (Trundle & Phillips, 2023). Grounded in the
belief that “we no longer need to travel to far‐away places to study culture” (Mayan, 2009, p. 37), focused
ethnography promotes a more targeted methodology that addresses specific, pre‐defined issues within
clearly delineated contexts and often concentrates on subcultural groups. More narrowly defined and
manageable in scope than conventional ethnography (Knoblauch, 2005), it has proven particularly effective
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for studying fragmented, specialized, and fast‐paced social environments, such as nurseries (Trundle &
Phillips, 2023), and gentrifying urban foodscapes (Polat, 2020).

Focused ethnography emphasizes shared cultural understandings within specific social contexts (Knoblauch,
2005). It is typically characterized by short‐term or intermittent field visits, a clearly defined research
question, and a researcher who possesses insider knowledge of the cultural group under study
(Higginbottom et al., 2013). This approach often incorporates intensive data collection methods, such as
video, photography, or audio recordings (Knoblauch, 2005), and tends to concentrate on small, well‐defined
sub‐populations, frequently in collaboration with local field experts. While its brief and concentrated nature
has attracted critique, in particular concerning potential data limitations and questions of trustworthiness
(Wall, 2015), this study argues, in line with a substantial body of focused ethnography literature (see Trundle
& Phillips, 2023), that it remains a valuable and generative method for producing exploratory insights into
food gentrification. As both Wall (2015) and Knoblauch (2005) contend, ethnography is defined not by the
quantity of data collected but by the depth of cultural understanding it yields.

Building on the central research questions and the extensive body of prior studies on Indische Buurt (see
Section 2.3), this study employs focused ethnography to investigate the lived experiences of immigrant
restaurant and food shop owners and employees on Javastraat, our primary case study. To engage with
these gastronomic professionals, the local foodscape was surveyed with particular attention paid to national
and/or regional self‐representations, as expressed through cuisines, food advertisements, and devotional
objects such as national flags, religious symbols, and other culturally significant imagery (see Metzger, 2017;
Table 1). This approach acknowledges the strategic self‐positioning of restaurants and food shops on
Javastraat and has also proven effective in initiating conversations. Given the small‐scale and exploratory
nature of this study, the selection was further narrowed to food establishments exhibiting non‐European
cultural affiliations and, therefore, presumed to be particularly vulnerable to the negative impacts of food
gentrification in Europe (Polat, 2020; Steigemann, 2020; Stock, 2014).

Following this initial pre‐selection, all restaurants and food shops along Javastraat exhibiting non‐European
aesthetic codes were systematically mapped and approached by the researchers in situ during working
hours. This “visceral” and sequential approach enabled the identification and engagement of potential
interview partners, ultimately resulting in six semi‐structured narrative interviews with immigrant
gastronomic professionals (see Table 1). These interviews were crucial for capturing local perceptions and
adaptation strategies that, reflecting Vigh’s (2009) notion of “motion within motion” (p. 420), take center
stage in the following sections. The relatively small number of interviews, as well as the inclusion of
restaurant/food shop employees, reflects several refusals from restaurant/food shop owners, largely due to
time constraints, as they were often absent or occupied with competing service or managerial duties.
Nonetheless, including employees, who remain deeply attuned to local transformations despite often lacking
formal decision‐making power, proved highly insightful and enriching. Their participation introduced an
important interpretive layer to the adapted framework of social navigation, expanding and deepening our
analytical understanding of the diverse ways in which (immigrant) gastronomic professionals socially
navigate the shifting realities of culinary work along Amsterdam’s Javastraat.

The Interviews, conducted in English, were transcribed verbatim and then lightly edited for readability and
clarity. Their lengths varied, reflecting the rhythms and constraints of gastronomic work within the context
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of food gentrification. As a result, some conversations allowed for deeper reflections on ongoing changes
and adaptive strategies, while others were more constrained in scope. To interpret the interviews, we used
thematic analysis, the well‐established method for identifying, organizing, and interpreting patterns or
“themes” within qualitative data (Nowell et al., 2017). Valued for its flexibility, thematic analysis enables
topics and codes to emerge organically, allowing room for diverse perspectives and unexpected insights.
It provides an open and responsive approach to qualitative inquiry, an approach that is particularly attuned

Table 1. Overview of the interviewed gastronomic professionals and their businesses. To protect the
anonymity of participants, all interviewees have been assigned pseudonyms that reflect their uniquemigration
histories.

Cultural
Affiliation

Business Description
+ Staff and Special
Features

Interviewee
+ Length

Demographics Professional
Role +
Qualifications

Motivation (Personal
and Professional
Drivers)

Turkish Low‐cost baklava
shop catering to
Turkish and Arab
diaspora (est. 2012)
One employee; owner
and son also assist

Adama (M)
50 min

Born 2004
2nd generation
Turkish descent,
born in
Amsterdam

Employee
High school
student

To cover living costs,
feels emotionally
obliged to help in the
family business

Moroccan Traditional couscous
restaurant (est. 2016)
17 employees, mostly
women; two female
co‐owners; one of two
locations

Averde (F)
27 min

Born 1995
Moroccan descent

Employee
Trained chef,
aspiring barber

To cover living costs,
feels emotionally
attached to
supporting the
restaurant

Pakistani Niche supermarket
with trendy Asian
street food bar
(est. 1997)
Run by owner with
help from brother and
brother‐in‐law

Bilal (M)
35 min

Born 1975
1st generation
Pakistani descent

Owner
Experienced
shopkeeper,
high school
graduate

Inherited and
continues the family
business

Syrian Baklava and clothing
shop (est. 2023)
All employees are of
Syrian descent

Firas (M)
8 min

Born ∼1990
1st generation
Syrian descent

Owner Driven by diaspora
support, feels a
moral obligation to
the Syrian
community

Indonesian Upscale fusion
restaurant (est. 2021)
15 employees (six
full‐time); one of
two locations

Eka (F)
12 min

Born 1985
1st generation
Indonesian
descent

Employee
Spokesperson,
law degree

Advocacy for the
Indonesian diaspora
in Amsterdam

Indonesian Mid‐range restaurant
with popular dishes
(est. 2020)
One of four branches

Sahil (M)
32 min

Born 2001
1st generation
Born in
Amsterdam, raised
in Indonesia

Employee
Accounting
student

To cover living costs,
seeks integration
into Dutch society

Note: To protect the anonymity of participants, all interviewees have been assigned pseudonyms that reflect their unique
migration histories.
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to participants’ lived experiences, as well as their varied views, behaviors, and practices (Clarke & Braun,
2017). This adaptability makes thematic analysis especially well‐suited to exploratory research and iterative
methods of data collection and interpretation, as employed in this study. In our case, it proved a productive
complement to focused ethnography that facilitated the inductive development of thematic codes related to
social navigation (Vigh, 2009), food gentrification, and the everyday vibrancy of gastronomic life on
Javastraat. Given the relatively small number of interviews and the emergent character of the categories, we
opted for manual coding rather than using specialized software such as MAXQDA.

4. Moving and Working Through the Foodscape of Amsterdam’s Javastraat

Guided by scholarship from the fields of food gentrification and urban foodscape research, the following
three subsections, which comprise the empirical core of this article, investigate gastronomic life on
Javastraat through the lens of social navigation. In Section 4.1, we demonstrate how food gentrification
generates uncertainty and a persistent sense of motion among immigrant gastronomic professionals.
In Section 4.2, we consider how this uncertainty prompts strategic, finely tuned adjustments to menus and
marketing practices. Then, in Section 4.3, we explore how the notion of motion itself is reappropriated by
the interviewees as a guiding principle and ultimately becomes their modus operandi.

4.1. “TheyWill Make It Center”: Inflicting Uncertainty, Installing Motion

The interviews reflect media and planning discourses about Indische Buurt and Javastraat, highlighting
significant material and social changes in the area. However, they diverge from official urban renewal reports
in that they offer a bleaker, more nuanced view of the effects of food gentrification. Unlike the official
narrative, the immigrant restaurant/food shop owners and employees interviewed present a complex and
often ambiguous picture of the change (van Eck et al., 2020). They emphasize how the atmosphere (or sense
of place) in Javastraat and its surroundings has shifted under the influence of the Dutch middle class,
affluent expats, and visitors. While these shifts have brought new opportunities and encounters, they have
also led to losses, including the dissolution of social networks, the erosion of a familiar social environment,
and deep feelings of alienation. This sense of displacement, a regular feature of (food) gentrification, is most
acutely felt by minority groups and those already marginalized by discrimination or racism. This has been
consistently demonstrated in research from both the US (Alkon et al., 2020) and Europe (Fiore, 2021;
Polat, 2020).

Building on existing literature regarding these negative effects of (food) gentrification, an issue that remains
critically relevant, especially in the face of rising right‐wing sentiment in the US and Europe, this study
deepens our understanding of food gentrification by focusing on the lived life during urban motion and
subsequent individual countermotion situations. As previously mentioned, rather than reinforcing the
conventional narrative of social disenfranchisement and marginalization, the interviews resonate more
closely with Vigh’s (2006, 2009) concept of “social navigation.” The immigrant restaurant/food shop owners
and employees interviewed did not consider gentrification a fixed endpoint or as heralding an inevitable
conclusion for their businesses or livelihoods, despite the visible disappearance of many Turkish and
Moroccan eateries. Instead, they described experiencing food gentrification as an ongoing, dynamic force
that demands constant adjustment and repositioning. As Vigh (2009) compellingly illustrates, the process of
“social navigation” requires that individuals remain attuned to shifting environments, reading and responding
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to the signals of power, resources, and changing identities around them. For the gastronomic professionals
on Javastraat, the high street is not a stable, predictable space but a site of continuous transformation and
flux: a space where survival and success hinge on their ability to “navigate” the ever‐changing social,
economic, and cultural urban foodscape.

This sense of unrest and motion, evident in the interviews and palpable in the observed rhythms of the
street (see Section 3), is particularly pronounced in the accounts of long‐time restaurant employees like
Adama and Averde, who live in or near Indische Buurt and have been embedded in Javastraat for years.
Their lived experiences offer intimate insight into the intersection of food gentrification and social
navigation that is the central theme of this study. Adama, a baker at a Turkish baklava shop, and Averde, an
employee at a Moroccan couscous restaurant, reflect on the social and material transformations of the
Javastraat, highlighting the challenges of operating in such a shifting and fluctuating environment. They
emphasize how the simultaneous influx of capital and new sensibilities brought by newcomers is reshaping
the street. Averde referred to these individuals as “young and rich people” (p. 5), while Adama spoke of
affluent “Holland people” (pp. 7, 8). Both noted how the arrival of the Dutch middle class, particularly real
estate investors, has altered the neighborhood’s social and aesthetic topography. These shifts introduce new
“place gestures” (Degen, 2008, p. 49) that contrast starkly with the area’s previous social atmosphere and
generate feelings of uncertainty, disbelief, and most notably, a profound sense of motion. For Averde,
motion primarily originates from a change in dining habits, noting that “Dutch people only eat warm in the
evenings” (p. 9). For Adama, uncertainty, motion, mobility, and the need to adapt to new social and spatial
realities arise from the increasing visibility of LGBTQ+ flags on the street, as well as their presence in online
maps and news outlets:

The areawasmore like…howcan I put it? A ghetto? It has really developed since then. And now there are
a lot of Holland people. More than Turkish or Moroccan people. People never expected, like the flags,
the LGBTQ+ flags, and so on. Nobody thought that this was even possible in this area. (Adama, p. 7)

What stands out in this context is not only that both interviewees seem to adopt and incorporate
stigmatizing attitudes and discourses, such as the overly problematic notion of the “ghetto” (for further
critical reflections on the term and the adoption of stigmatizing attitudes, see Göle, 2003; Wacquant, 2012),
but also the way Adama and Averde make sense of gentrification, particularly in terms of the nature of local
food gentrification. Contrary to expectations, they don’t describe gentrification as a phenomenon of the
past, despite the two waves of gentrification already experienced in the neighborhood. For them, food
gentrification is very much a present reality, one that will continue to escalate and intensify in the near
future. This sentiment, shared by most of the interviewees, is encapsulated in Averde’s forecast. As quoted
in the title of this article, she predicted that “I think that actually this part is not center yet, but they got to
make it….So yeah, I think this street is really going to be a central street with more shops and will just
explode even more” (Averde, p. 5). What is striking about this statement is both the anticipated change and
the way Averde describes the drivers and potential developments of food gentrification. For both Averde
and the other interview participants, these forces remain a distant, almost shadowy “them,” a powerful but
elusive presence that must be adapted to (Vigh, 2009). In this context, “them” refers to the Amsterdam
municipality, the local planning council, and the new affluent residents (the gentrifying class) who now
dominate the street. These institutions and individuals have become increasingly prominent in the
assessments of immigrant restaurant/food shop owners and employees, yet they remain opaque and
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undefined, amplifying the climate of uncertainty. Yet, as the theory of social navigation predicts, Averde,
Adama, and the other gastronomic professionals on Javastraat do not stand still in the face of this
uncertainty and perceived socio‐material motion. They move and adapt in dynamic environments, reading
and responding to the bodies and people they encounter—the White Dutch middle‐class residents, expats,
affluent visitors, and, of course, the foodies.

4.2. Dialing Up and Dialing Down Sweetness: Anticipating Food Gentrification

The influx of White Dutch middle‐class residents, expats, and affluent visitors has dramatically transformed
housing prices, infrastructure, and the overall atmosphere of Javastraat and Indische Buurt, introducing new
demographics, aesthetics, and shifting food demands. In turn, this demographic shift has reshaped the local
food scene, compelling gastronomic professionals to continuously adapt their offerings. Our interviews
indicate how the local immigrant food scene navigates the fluctuating “seascape” of food and taste (Vigh,
2009, p. 429) by becoming more attuned to the flavors, textures, and culinary practices favored by wealthier,
health‐conscious (foodie) patrons. In this context, food becomes a tool of negotiation that is constantly
being redefined to meet evolving desires. These negotiations are particularly evident in how “ethnic” and
“immigrant” foods are altered to meet the expectations of more affluent customers in a process that often
generates tension with the cultural norms and practices of the professionals who prepare them.
The interviews reveal the complexities of navigating shifting tastes and cultural identities, highlighting how
the “gentrification of food” (Sbicca, 2018, p. 6) sets the local food scene in motion. This sense of flux is
expressed through feelings of alienation and was especially evident in the experiences of Sahil and Firas, two
immigrant employees with pragmatic perspectives on Indische Buurt who are enacting social navigation
through differing interpretations of “sweetness.”

Sahil, a young Indonesian employee at an Indonesian restaurant, explains that he and his colleagues
intentionally sweeten the Indonesian dishes they serve, despite their personal dislike for the sweetness and
its alienating effect on their Indonesian peers. They have made this adjustment because Dutch middle‐class
patrons—now their primary audience—are accustomed to the sweeter version of Indonesian food that is found
in supermarkets like Albert Heijn. However, this process also carries both economic and cultural implications.
Sahil points out that sugar is scarce and expensive in Indonesia, making it less common in traditional cooking,
while in the Netherlands, sugar is cheap, making it a viable option for adaptation. He explains:

In Indonesia, we prefer spicy food, and sugar is expensive, so we don’t use much. But here, sugar is
cheap, and Dutch people like it sweet. When I first came, I thought, “This food is too sweet and not
spicy!” (Sahil, p. 3)

For Sahil, sweetening the dishes is notmerely about catering toDutch tastes; it is also aboutmaking Indonesian
cuisine legible within a Dutch culinary context—an act of cultural assimilation mediated through food. This
process of adaptation involves linguistic and cultural domestication, where terms like “spicy rice” or “curry rice”
are used to simplify and align Indonesian dishes with Dutch expectations, reducing the original complexity of
the cuisine to fit a more familiar and consumable framework. In relation to the social navigation concept,
one could argue that the strategy of sweetening, adopted by Sahil and his colleagues, represents a pragmatic
attunement to the socially and economically dominant tastes of the gentrifying class and, thus, a means to
stay afloat in the ever‐changing sea of desires shaped by food gentrification.
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While Sahil’s strategy of sweetening dishes to suit the Dutch palate is adaptive and utilitarian, other
gastronomic professionals, such as Firas, a Syrian entrepreneur who operates both a clothing store and a
shop selling Syrian sweets, have taken the opposite approach. Instead of sweetening his products, Firas
promotes a less sugary version of traditional Syrian sweets, particularly baklava, setting it apart from the
sweeter Turkish varieties sold elsewhere. He intentionally reduces the sugar content to challenge the
perception of baklava as overly sugary and unhealthy and, thus, tap into the urban middle class’s growing
interest in healthier, more “authentic” food options (Zukin, 2008). He explains:

Syrian people love pistachios. We try to make it less sweet because the original food is too sweet—
people from Syria like a lot of sugar. So here, we reduce the sweetness as much as possible so other
people can enjoy it too. (Firas, p. 2)

Firas’s approach is not just market‐driven; it is also a cultural assertion. He is attempting to introduce
something unique to the neighborhood, to represent Syrian culture while challenging common negative
stereotypes about non‐European foods and culture in Dutch society, such as “the perceived uniformity of
[the] ethnic businesses in terms of their physical appeal and offer of products” (van Eck et al., 2020, p. 3308).
Like Sahil’s strategy, Firas’s food reflects a deeper cultural negotiation and serves as both a symbol of pride
and resistance. Firas describes his strategy as follows:

I don’t want to be the best. It’s about complementing each other. Before I started, I noticed there was
no place in the area serving Syrian food or sweets in a good way….It’s something different, something
no one else is doing. (Firas, p. 2)

In this, Firas illustrates the manifold ways in which immigrant restaurant/food shop owners and employees
draw on their social and cultural understandings and capital to navigate the fluctuating environment of
Javastraat. Thus, these accounts of gastronomic work highlight how food gentrification is met with a variety
of nuanced, often emotionally charged responses and adaptive strategies of “survival.” Social navigation
theory sheds light on the reciprocal and often finely tuned adjustments individuals make in response to
changing social environments. Yet the concept reveals even more: it highlights how social and spatial
motions both arise from and are carried out by agents compelled to act amid movement and uncertainty.

4.3. Sourcing Freshness: Utilizing Motion

At the time of the interviews, the lingering effects of the Covid‐19 pandemic and the emerging impact of the
war in Ukraine were palpable in Javastraat. Inflation had become a major concern, exacerbated by rising
prices for food ingredients and supply shortages affecting eateries, shops, and restaurants. These shifts not
only increased the cost of food but also heightened the need for stability. In response, the gastronomic
professionals we interviewed had developed strategies to weatherproof their businesses against these
challenges that commonly involved two main approaches, sometimes used independently but often
interwoven. The first strategy focused on culinary and aesthetic experimentation with a view to adapting
dishes to the tastes of the new, affluent, predominantly “White clientele.” This “see what sticks” approach
involved trial and error to gauge current demand and future trends. The second strategy involved building
alliances with more powerful local actors, such as food bloggers, planning officials, and influential food
suppliers, who could provide resources and insight into future developments on the street and, thus,
strengthen the restaurant’s competitive edge.

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9706 14

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


In this regard, the accounts provided by Eka and Bilal stand out. Eka, a senior employee at an upscale
Indonesian restaurant, also oversees two other eateries owned by a fellow Indonesian immigrant, reflecting
a growing entrepreneurial network within the community. Bilal, who has had a presence on Javastraat for a
long time, since 1997, initially sold exotic fruits and ingredients but recently revamped his shop, prompted
by a local planning initiative, to include street food and especially curries. Despite their different
backgrounds, both Eka and Bilal are experimenting with new menus, food offerings, and store layouts in an
attempt to stay relevant, particularly to the dominant White, middle‐class consumer base. These changes
can be understood as tactical tests designed to determine what works in an increasingly competitive market.
This is illustrated in Bilal’s statement:

A lot of young guys came in and bought up almost all the street. The area became very expensive.
So you had to catch up with your ideas. A lot of things weren’t running then. And now I have to figure
out, “Hey, what do they like? Yeah, they like herbal things. They like small, small items, not big bags.”
So a lot of things changed. You have to go with the flow, basically. (Bilal, p. 2)

This focus on aesthetics, tastes, and atmospheres is driven by the need to create unique selling points, distinct
offerings that set one shop apart from the others on Javastraat and in the surrounding areas. This strategy of
differentiation helps businesses carve out a niche in a competitive market, often through specialized products,
the activation of “authenticity,” or alignment with emerging food trends popular among middle‐class Whites
and their foodie outposts, as well as affluent, culture‐leaning expats. Trends like “clean eating” or “healthy
hedonism” seem particularly appealing. As Bilal explains, “I am trying to focus on healthy foods, non‐allergic
foods. Not the regular foods that every shop is selling….There was not a big market for this, but we are still
managing, we’re changing” (p. 2). For Bilal, his competitive edge primarily comes from importing “exotic fruits,”
especially Pakistani mangos, which he promotes through social media and local food bloggers, positioning
his products as healthy, special, and fresh. The true backbone of his business, however, lies in his carefully
cultivated network of suppliers, a network his brother works on strengthening daily. This supply chain enables
Bilal to offer “exotic freshness” all year‐round while staying up‐to‐date on the shifting landscape of aesthetic
and food trends.

Eka is using a similar strategy but with a different focus. While Sahil adapts Indonesian food to Dutch tastes,
Eka promotes “authentic” Indonesian dishes, though she admits that she and her team do not use the spicier
ingredients typical of traditional recipes. What sets the restaurant Eka is working for apart is the focus on
seasonality. Eka explained that her team is developing summer‐specific menu options to enhance the
seasonal food experience for Javastraat customers. Unlike Bilal’s year‐round offerings, Eka is embracing
seasonal changes by introducing fresh ingredients: “Because we try to refresh our menu every season, we
also want to make a new menu for the summer. So, we want to make more fresh food, comfort food for
summer, more like dessert, icy, something like that” (Eka, p. 4). Both Eka and Bilal are leveraging the
changing dynamics of Javastraat and food gentrification to strengthen their positioning. Their constant
menu adjustments have not only become a selling point; they have become a core survival strategy in an
ever‐evolving market through which these proprietors harness motion in the face of motion.
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5. Discussion: Making Motion on Amsterdam’s Javastraat

This study offers exploratory insight into the intersection of food gentrification and social navigation theory.
By focusing on the voices and experiences of immigrant gastronomic professionals, it sheds light on the
complex dynamics of food gentrification on Javastraat. Drawing on focused ethnographic research, the
findings challenge the prevailing notion of “immobility”: the idea of slow, stagnant processes of change that
have long shaped Western understandings of social formations and urban life. Instead, they align with Vigh’s
(2006, 2009) concept of social navigation, which provides the article’s central theoretical framework.

Through the metaphor of “motion within motion,” social navigation rejects conventional assumptions of
stability, durability, and predictability, offering an alternative vision of life as inherently fluid, unstable, and
precarious. From this perspective, social environments—even in historically stable regions such as Europe
and the US—are neither fixed nor foreseeable and are becoming increasingly less so. On Javastraat, the
rhythms of gastronomic life mirror what Vigh (2009, p. 429) describes as a “seascape,” echoing Lefebvre’s
(1991) metaphor of the “convergence of waves and currents” (pp. 91–92), according to which continual
adaptation to shifting realities and uncertain futures becomes not the exception but the norm.

The application of social navigation theory to the study of food gentrification as explored in this article offers
a valuable framework for reconceptualizing both food gentrification and the urban landscapes it reshapes.
Through the lens of social navigation, food gentrification does not emerge as a linear or static process but as
a force that generates movement “of figure and ground” (Vigh, 2009, p. 433). This perspective reframes food
gentrification as a dynamic, co‐creative process, highlighting the complex interaction between mobile social
actors and the ever‐changing environments they inhabit. Rather than viewing transformation as a one‐way
imposition on space, it emphasizes the reciprocal, ongoing relationship between people in motion and the
urban spaces that shift both with and because of them.

In this context, the experiences, practices, and strategies of immigrant gastronomic professionals on
Javastraat offer a compelling illustration of social navigation in action. Situated within a classed and
racialized process of urban restructuring—and possessing limited power to shape the trajectory of food
gentrification—these individuals are continually compelled to adapt, anticipate, and respond to changing
dynamics within the urban foodscape. They engage in the complex, embodied practice of navigation:
forecasting potential outcomes, negotiating present constraints, and striving to stay afloat in an increasingly
volatile urban environment. Against this backdrop, the interviews analyzed in this study yield concrete—at
times unexpected—insight into the guiding research questions: how immigrant gastronomic professionals
perceive, move through, and adapt to the experience of food gentrification along Amsterdam’s Javastraat.

Social navigation, as revealed through the focused and limited empirical material, first becomes apparent in
the persistent need to act within a shifting and seemingly unpredictable urban landscape. Despite the
narrow scope, the six interviews convey a vivid sense of unrest among restaurant/food shop owners and
employees. These accounts highlight how food gentrification fosters a heightened awareness of social and
physical transformations within the urban foodscape and deep concerns about their potentially harmful
consequences. This prevailing sense of instability and change, an insight that was not anticipated at the
outset of this research, is most powerfully expressed through the recurring references to “they”: a powerful
yet ambiguous external force perceived as poised to transform Javastraat into a central hub meeting the
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demand for cosmopolitan food (see Section 4.1). This anticipation of externally driven change can be
interpreted as a lived sensitivity to displacement and adaptation that positions navigation as both a practical
strategy and a sensory‐perceptive and experiential mode of survival.

The interviews suggest that the immigrant gastronomic professionals at the center of this exploratory study
closely monitor social and material shifts both within and around their professional environments, while
remaining attentive to potential future changes. This navigational practice—marked by the continuous
anticipation of and response to change—is not an end in itself; rather, as the theory of social navigation
predicts, it prompts deliberate, concrete, and tangible actions. Highly attuned to present developments and
adept at projecting potential “food futures,” the interviewed immigrant restaurant/food shop owners and
employees demonstrate a capacity to devise strategies—or motions—designed to cope with, counter, or
capitalize on the evolving dynamics of Javastraat. The gastronomic professionals featured in this study have
actively and astutely interpreted and anticipated the preferences of incoming—and increasingly
dominant—gentrifying clientele. One clear example of this navigational practice is the strategic adjustment
of flavor profiles, such as modifying the sweetness of dishes, to align with shifting taste expectations (see
Section 4.2). These micro‐level adaptations reflect a sharp awareness of the interconnected cultural and
economic forces at play, illustrating how everyday culinary decisions become part of a broader, embodied
response to urban transformation.

Yet, the employed framework of focused ethnography reveals even more. Strikingly, the interviewees seem
to harness motion itself as a tactic. Rather than resisting change, they actively engage with and capitalize on
the dynamic flows of the urban foodscape, as marked by the shifting food trends and evolving cosmopolitan
ideals surrounding sustainability, queerness, and ethical consumption, in order to remain relevant and
competitive. This is exemplified by the continual revision of food offerings and menus to align with the
changing desires of urban elites, expats, and foodies. The immigrant gastronomic professionals interviewed
seem to have structured their businesses around this logic of motion, offering seasonally adaptive menus and
forging flexible alliances with suppliers to curate novel and responsive food experiences (see Section 4.3).
These strategies do more than provide a competitive edge in Javastraat’s fast‐paced gastronomic
environment; they illustrate how these actors are not merely reacting to change but actively contributing to
the high‐velocity urban foodscape. In this sense, social navigation is not confined to perceiving and adapting
to external pressures. Rather, it emerges as a generative force in its own right. Social navigation itself
produces new forms of motion, and, with them, additional layers of complexity and uncertainty.

By bringing the experiences of immigrant gastronomic professionals to the fore, this study contributes to a
more nuanced understanding of food gentrification as a site of both constraint and agency, transformation
and resistance. In addition, these findings open up promising avenues for future research. For example,
subsequent studies could examine how social navigation can more effectively capture the various
experiences and historical contexts of immigrant communities affected by food gentrification. Furthermore,
researchers might explore what we, as a society, can learn from individuals skilled in the art of social
navigation in terms of ways to cope with the shifting and often uncertain boundaries of our turbulent times.
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Abstract
This study explores strategic opportunities for improving access to and distribution of locally produced food.
Food consumption in urban areas often depends on long and distant supply chains and corporate
distribution points such as supermarkets. Poor integration of local urban food production is a source of food
insecurity as much as an ecological, social, and infrastructural problem. It creates pressures on the supply
and logistics of food distribution, challenging the resilience of the entire system, particularly in the context
of sudden (e.g., earthquakes, floods, bushfires) and slow‐onset disasters, such as climate change. This article
explores how strategic spatial opportunities for community‐oriented, urban food production sites could
make cities more resilient from a food security and social accessibility perspective. With the help of a case
study—urban community gardens in Christchurch, Aotearoa New Zealand—and geographic information
system (GIS) analysis, the article proposes a method to examine spatial accessibility to urban community
gardens and examines associated socio‐demographic factors, in comparison to commercial food outlets
(supermarkets). The results suggest that the applied method is useful in examining the spatial accessibility of
gardens within their specific demographic context. They reveal that urban community gardens in
Christchurch are mainly located in more deprived areas and that walkable access to gardens is provided to
about one‐fifth of the city’s total population. The article discusses the results within the context of specific
spatial and demographic urban characteristics, including low density, car dependency, and disaster
susceptibility, and provides suggestions for further research and urban planning policy.
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1. Introduction

Community gardens (CGs) have been broadly defined as community‐managed, shared, green open spaces
for mainly horticultural uses that may comprise allotment‐style and collectively operated gardens providing
a broad variety of social, economic, environmental, and cultural benefits (American Community Garden
Association, 2024; Guitart et al., 2012; Zheng & Chou, 2023). The many benefits of CGs have been widely
discussed, and it goes beyond the scope of this study to reiterate them in detail. They range from physical
and mental health to economic, food security, agrobiodiversity, and social interaction benefits (American
Community Garden Association, 2024; Raneng et al., 2023). Several authors have highlighted the role of
urban CGs in the context of disasters and disaster resilience (Chan et al., 2015; Kato et al., 2014; Okvat &
Zautra, 2014; Shimpo et al., 2019; Sims‐Muhammad, 2012; Wesener, 2020). The National Research Council
(2011, pp. 13–14) defines resilience as “the continued ability of a person, group, or system to adapt to
stress—such as any sort of disturbance—so that it may continue to function, or quickly recover its ability to
function, during and after stress.” CGs offer many resilience‐related benefits, including the mitigation of food
shortages following the disruption of supply chains, social and mental health services, post‐trauma therapy,
positive emotions, and the provision of safe spatial settings. Benefits are often created incrementally,
e.g., through daily routines and social interactions that may help people prepare better for future crises
and thus increase the overall resilience of (urban) systems (Wesener, 2020). Benefits can often be
enjoyed by community gardeners and local communities alike (Anderson et al., 2019; Dubová & Macháč,
2019). The “spatial spread” of CG benefits beyond the immediate boundaries of a garden is also the focus
of this study through investigating the spatial accessibility of CGs to neighbouring urban areas and
associated communities.

Food consumption in urban areas depends often on long and distant supply chains and corporate
distribution points such as supermarkets. Poor integration of urban food production with the built
environment and associated problems with spatial accessibility are sources of food insecurity (Jensen &
Orfila, 2021) as much as an ecological and a social problem (Oscilowicz et al., 2022). While urban CGs are
often not able to produce enough food to supply even their immediate neighbouring communities, they
provide spatial potential as alternative food distribution points. This study does not assess the production
capacities of CGs, rather, we undertake a spatial analysis of urban CGs to investigate their potential as
alternative urban food production and distribution locations. The study follows the hypothesis that urban
CGs could provide accessible, community‐oriented food production and distribution points based on local
supply chains as part of a wider strategic vision that may include collaborations with peri‐urban food
producers. Creating an alternative food distribution network could make cities more resilient from a food
security perspective, more specifically, moving towards the direction of “all people at all times have access
to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food to maintain a healthy and active life” as defined by the World Health
Organisation, as cited in Toi te ora (2023).

Access to food sources has been examined by past studies showing that access to healthy and affordable
food, such as fresh fruits and vegetables, is influenced by residential distribution, including disparities between
neighbourhoods based on race and income (Block & Kouba, 2006; Chen, 2017; Giang et al., 2008; Glanz et
al., 2007; Hendrickson et al., 2006; Larson et al., 2009; Powell et al., 2007; Raja et al., 2008; Walker et al.,
2010; Zenk et al., 2006). Many urban areas do not have reasonable access to food sources, limiting access
to healthy food and food choice (Walker et al., 2010). Limited access to healthy food was found to correlate
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with poorer health outcomes—in areas with the poorest access to food, residents experience greater health
challenges with diet as a risk factor (Giang et al., 2008; Hendrickson et al., 2006; Schafft et al., 2009; Walker
et al., 2010). For the residents who lack access to a personal vehicle for travelling to food sources beyond
their immediate neighbourhood, living in a “food desert” can be even more detrimental (Lake & Townshend,
2006; Walker et al., 2010).

In addition to studies investigating spatial access to grocery stores, recent studies have also examined the
spatial and social access to alternative food sources such as CGs. Limerick et al. (2023), for example, examined
the percentage of the population who have 15‐minute walking access to a CG in New York City, and how
demographical characteristics were related to the geographical distribution of the gardens. The results show
that over half of NewYorkers have 15‐minute walking access to a CG. Neighbourhoods characterised by lower
income, a smaller proportion of white residents and homeowners, and higher rates of educational attainment
have even better access to a CG (Limerick et al., 2023).

While the literature on spatial and social access to food sources is extensive (Chen, 2017; Hendrickson et al.,
2006; Larson et al., 2009; Li, 2022; Limerick et al., 2023; Powell et al., 2007; Raja et al., 2008; Schafft et al.,
2009; Walker et al., 2010), much responds to the North American context, where the social and
infrastructural context is significantly different from Aotearoa New Zealand—the context in which this study
is conducted. Most Aotearoa New Zealand urban settlements have a much lower population density than
major urban settlements in North America and, indeed, many other countries in the world (World Bank,
2020). In 2018, Christchurch, the study area of this research, had 369,006 residents at a density of
260 people/km² compared to New York City’s 10,772 people/km² (Environmental Health Intelligence
New Zealand, n.d.; Open Data Network, 2018). Aotearoa New Zealand also has one of the highest rates of
car ownership in the world, with 818 light vehicles per 1,000 people in 2019 (Hipgrave, 2021). And among
Aotearoa New Zealand cities, the Greater Christchurch area has the highest rate of car ownership nationally,
with only 7% of households not owning a motor vehicle (Christchurch City Council, n.d.; Greater
Christchurch Partnership, n.d.). In comparison, more than half of New York households do not own a car
(United States Census Bureau, 2023b). However, in comparison to Christchurch, New York City has a highly
developed public transportation system, with a high proportion of residents relying on it for their daily
commute: 1.87 million New Yorkers use public transportation to commute to work, while only 1.06 million
travel by car, either driving alone or in a carpool (United States Census Bureau, 2023a). While Aotearoa
New Zealand’s cities and towns were built around cars following World War II, car ownership in Aotearoa
New Zealand is not universal (Pawson, 2014). In a society where cars and driving are the norm, individuals
without access to a car may experience inequities, particularly when it comes to accessing essential living
resources. From an environmental, social, and health perspective, active forms of urban transport in
Christchurch—particularly walking and cycling—have been recommended and promoted (Christchurch City
Council, 2012; Wesener et al., 2022).

In addition to promoting walking and cycling, the Christchurch City Council has also been promoting CGs as
a part of the city development through its Food Resilience Policy with a vision “for Christchurch to become
the ‘best edible garden city in the world’” (Christchurch City Council, 2016, p. 1). One of the goals of the
Food Resilience Policy is to have “physical and economic access, by all people, at all times, to enough food to
maintain an active and healthy life” (Christchurch City Council, 2014). According to Hanna and Wallace
(2022), among the major cities in Aotearoa New Zealand, Christchurch offers the most supportive regulatory
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framework for urban agriculture. The urban agriculture practices in Christchurch are facilitated by a
collaborative food resilience network and food resilience policy, CG guidelines, an action plan, and tools
such as a food foraging map and the Edible Canterbury web portal, demonstrating strong community and
institutional leadership and advocacy for urban food cultivation (Hanna & Wallace, 2022). These policies and
initiatives reflect Christchurch’s reforming identity of “garden city”—a legacy rooted in its abundance of
public parks and gardens, historically low‐density living, early 20th‐century ties to the Garden City
movement, as well as the long traditions of the communal gardening history of Indigenous Māori before
European settlement, which, while may not directly link to the “garden city” concept, resonate in its
contemporary practices (Hanna & Wallace, 2022; Morris, 2006, 2020).

Likemany countries in theworld, AotearoaNewZealand is largely urbanised, with 87% of the population living
in urban areas (World Bank, 2023). The current zoning policies manage food production and urban housing
in a dichotomic way, with habitable land largely classified as either rural or urban (Davis et al., 2023, 2024).
This zoning approach deepens the urban–rural divide and thereby poses challenges to the management of
food flows from rural commercial agriculture to urban areas (Davis et al., 2023). Aotearoa New Zealand cities,
like most modern cities worldwide, rely almost solely on profit‐driven commercial food distribution, which
provides efficiency but raises concerns about resilience and equity (Chan et al., 2015; Kato et al., 2014; Kharel
et al., 2024; Okvat & Zautra, 2014; Shimpo et al., 2019; Sims‐Muhammad, 2012; Wesener, 2020).

The distinctive social, infrastructural, political, and historical context of Christchurch provides a unique lens
for studying the “physical and economic access” to food sources, as outlined in the aforementioned Food
Resilience Policy (Christchurch City Council, 2014). This study, therefore, takes a similar methodological
approach as Limerick et al.’s (2023) study in New York City to examine how well sites of urban food access
are connected to people in Christchurch and how the connection is influenced by demographic factors.
By addressing these questions, we aim to gain a deeper understanding of the spatial distribution and
resulting accessibility of urban CGs and their potential as alternative urban food distribution spaces.
Additionally, we also seek to better understand how the existing spatial arrangement relates to various
socio‐demographic groups, with a particular focus on deprived communities. Based on geographic
information system (GIS) analysis, the article proposes a method to examine spatial access to urban CGs and
associated socio‐demographic factors in comparison to commercial food outlets (supermarkets). Based on
the 15‐minute city concept (Moreno et al., 2021), the method has been developed with the help of a pilot
case study. The choice of Christchurch as a case study is meaningful to acquire a better understanding of
(walkable) food accessibility patterns in a low‐density, car‐dependent city.

2. Methods

Christchurch is the largest urban settlement in the South Island of Aotearoa New Zealand. It is home to a
population of approximately 396,200 (Christchurch City Council, n.d.). For the purpose of this study, the
boundary of the case study has been defined by Stats NZ’s definition of the major urban area of
Christchurch (Urban Accessibility Indicator), as shown in Figure 1.

The first step of this study involved mapping urban CGs and major commercial food outlets—supermarkets.
A list of CGs in Christchurchwas obtained through the Canterbury Community Gardens Association, a regional
support network for CGs. Street addresses of gardens were verified via satellite maps and mapped in ArcGIS
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Figure 1. The urban boundary of Christchurch, defined by Stats NZ’s Urban Access Indicator. Source: Adapted
from Stats NZ Geographic Data Service (2020) and Land Information New Zealand (2024), licensed under
CC Attribution 4.0 International.

Pro using the “Geocode addresses” tool. Thirty‐four CGs were included in the analysis. In order to determine
how well these gardens can serve as food sources and potential food distribution points, we mapped the
catchment area of their 15‐minute walking access. The “Network analysis” tool was employed to map the
“service areas” of the “facilities”—the CGs. The 15‐minute walking access is defined as 800 meters on the
network, as an accepted standard (Limerick et al., 2023).

We overlaid the latest Stats NZ census data onto the service areas to link them with population and
demographic information. The dataset was based on Statistical Area 1 (SA1) units—the finest‐grained census
zoning of the New Zealand census output geography. SA1s normally encompass populations of 100–200
residents, with a maximum of approximately 500 residents (Stats NZ, 2021). This fine‐grained zoning
provides more detailed information about population characteristics than at the mesh block level. In total,
there were 2,290 tracts within the urban boundary of Christchurch City at the New Zealand census SA1
level. We estimated the number of residents who were covered by 15‐minute service areas in each SA1 tract
according to the percentage of areas with the service area. The “Tabulate intersection” tool was employed to
determine the percentage of each SA1 tract covered by the service area. The resulting number of residents
who have or do not have 15‐minute access to a CG at the SA1 level was then summed to determine the
accessibility status at the city level. The percentage of the population serviced by 15‐minute supermarket
access was determined following a similar procedure as for CGs. As all the large supermarkets in
Christchurch are owned by two corporations and are running under four brands, they can be easily identified
using Google Maps. In total, 35 supermarkets were included in our analysis.
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In order to explore the connections between food accessibility and demographics, we tested the correlations
between the accessibility to the two types of food sources (i.e., CG and supermarket) and a range of relevant
demographic variables of the SA1 tracts, including population density, the percentage of European
descendants, the percentage of the population with tertiary education degrees (bachelor’s degree and
above), the percentage of New Zealand‐born and overseas‐born residents, the percentage of unemployed
residents, and median personal income. These demographic characteristics have been considered relevant to
CGs in previous research (Hawes et al., 2022; Limerick et al., 2023). The Euclidean distance between the
centroids of each SA1 tract and their nearest gardens and supermarkets was calculated using the “Near” tool
in ArcGIS Pro to indicate the typical accessibility of the residents in each tract to these facilities.

The percentages of the SA1 population for categorial variables such as ethnical groups, unemployment, and
education level were calculated using the census data. Some of the census categories were grouped to create
a single variable of correlation testing. For example, the categories for “bachelor’s degree,” “post‐graduate
and honours degree,” “master’s degree,” and “doctorate degree” were grouped into “bachelor’s degree and
above.” The population density was calculated by dividing the population in each tract by the total area of
each SA1 tract.

We tested all the variables for the assumptions of Pearson’s correlation (Table 1). While the scores of most
of the variables were approximately normally distributed, as assessed by visual inspection of Normal Q‐Q
Plots, the distribution of the scores of distances to the nearest supermarket, distance to the nearest CG,
population density, the percentage of unemployed residents, and the percentage of overseas‐born residents
were found positively skewed. To normalise these skewed data, a square root transformation was applied to
each of these variables. The transformed variables were then retested for their normality and found to meet
the normality assumption. Also, all demographic variables exhibited a monotonic linear relationship to the
accessibility variables and therewere no significant outliers.Meeting all the assumptions, Pearson’s correlation
tests were run to assess the relationship between the proximity to CGs/supermarkets and the demographical
characteristics of each SA1 tract.

3. Results

About 20% of Christchurch’s population have 15‐minute walkable access to a CG, while approximately 22%
have walkable access to a supermarket. The walkable service areas of both CGs and supermarkets together
serve about 35% of the overall population. However, only about 7.7% of Christchurch’s population have
access to both CGs and supermarkets within a 15‐minute walking distance. The spatial distribution of CGs
and supermarkets are shown in Figures 2 and 3 respectively. While the percentages of the population
served by their 15‐minute catchments are about the same, their spatial distribution patterns are different.
While the supermarkets are spread around the city relatively evenly, the CGs exhibit a more clustered spatial
pattern (as shown in Figures 2 and 3). Figures 2 and 3 also show that densely populated areas are more likely
to fall within the 15‐minute catchment zones of CGs, whereas the spatial distribution of supermarkets
appears to be less relevant to population density. Also, most gardens are situated in areas with poorer
socioeconomic status and higher levels of deprivation, as shown in Figure 4. This pattern is echoed by
statistical correlations. The level of deprivation is defined by the NZDep 2018 index of deprivation, an index
developed to measure socioeconomic deprivation in Aotearoa New Zealand (Atkinson et al., 2019). A range
of sociodemographic factors were taken into account to determine the deprivation score, including lack of
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access to the internet, receiving a means‐tested benefit, unemployment, lack of educational qualification,
etc. (Atkinson et al., 2019).

Community gardens

Legend

15-minute service area

Low popula on density

High popula on density
0 2.5 10

Kilometers

N

5

Figure 2. CGs and their 15‐minute walk service areas. Source: Stats NZ (2020), licensed under CC Attribution
4.0 International.

Supermarkets
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15-minute service area

Low popula on density
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Figure 3. Supermarkets and their 15‐minute walk service areas. Source: Stats NZ (2020), licensed under CC
Attribution 4.0 International.

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9566 7

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Community gardens

Legend

15-minute service area

Least deprived (NZDep 2018)

Most deprived (NZDep 2018)
0 2.5 10

Kilometers

N

5

Figure 4. Deprivation score and the service areas of CGs. Source: Stats NZ (2020) and University of Otago
(n.d.), licensed under CC Attribution 4.0 International.

Figure 5 illustrates the spatial distribution of the CGs and supermarkets, as well as their 15‐minute walking
service areas. While the overlapped service areas (CG and supermarket) cover 7.72% of the Christchurch
population, the population covered only by the supermarket catchment and only by CGs account for 14.39%
and 12.91%, respectively, of the total population.

As for the statistical correlations, the results of the Person’s correlation tests reveal that there were statistically
significant, small correlations between proximity to CGs and all the factors outlined in Table 1. It is worth
noting that some of the correlations involve square root‐transformed variables, including the percentage of
unemployed, the percentage of residents born overseas, and the population density.

Communities with a lower percentage of European descendants and New Zealand‐born residents, as much
as a higher percentage of tertiary education (bachelor’s degree and above), unemployment, overseas‐born
residents, lower median age, lower median personal income, and higher population density can be expected
to have better access to CGs.

The results for supermarkets reveal a pattern similar to the correlations between demographical variables
and access to CGs. All variables, except for education level, show statistically significant correlations with
supermarket access. These correlations exhibit the same correlation directions and similar correlation strength
(correlation coefficient between .1 and .4) to those observed for CG access. The correlation between proximity
to supermarkets and the percentage of residents who have a bachelor’s degree or above is negligible and not
statistically significant.

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9566 8

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Overlapped service area

Supermarkets

Community gardens

Legend

15-min service area of supermarkets

15-min service area of community gardens

Low popula on density

High popula on density
0 2.5 10

Kilometers

N

5

Figure 5. Spatial relationships between the service areas of CGs and supermarkets. Source: Stats NZ (2020),
licensed under CC Attribution 4.0 International.

This means that the communities with a lower percentage of European descendants, New Zealand‐born
residents, as well as a higher percentage of unemployment, overseas‐born residents, lower median personal
income, and higher population density can be expected to have better access to supermarkets.

4. Discussion

The study explored the question if urban CGs are accessible (walkable) distribution points for local food
production and potentially peri‐urban production. The article developed a GIS‐based research method to
examine and compare spatial access to urban CGs and supermarkets and analysed associated
socio‐demographic factors. The selected case study (Christchurch) is an example of a low‐density,
car‐dependent city. The applied method provided detailed information on the spatial accessibility of
urban CG sites in Christchurch, as well as demographic details of the population catchment of 15‐minute
walking proximity.

Only about 35% of Christchurch’s urban population have walkable access to supermarkets or CGs. This
relates to the city’s low population density and high car dependency. However, spatial distribution patterns
for CGs and supermarkets vary across Christchurch. Our spatial analyses revealed that the majority of CGs
are located in areas with higher levels of deprivation. CGs have often been observed in lower‐income
neighbourhoods (Butterfield, 2020; Limerick et al., 2023; Opitz et al., 2016; Voicu & Been, 2008). However,
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Table 1. Pearson correlations between distance variables and demographical variables.

Distance to Distance to
supermarket community garden

(sqrt) (sqrt)

% European descendant Pearson correlation .211** .112**
Sig. (2‐tailed) < .001 < .001
𝑁 2,289 2,289

% Bachelor's degree and above Pearson correlation −.037 −.169∗∗
Sig. (2‐tailed) .075 < .001
𝑁 2,282 2,282

% Unemployed (sqrt) Pearson correlation −.126** −.117**
Sig. (2‐tailed) < .001 <;.001
𝑁 2,285 2,285

% New Zealand born Pearson correlation .214** .212**
Sig. (2‐tailed) < .001 < .001
𝑁 2,289 2,289

% Overseas born (sqrt) Pearson correlation −.201** −.190**
Sig. (2‐tailed) < .001 < .001
𝑁 2,289 2,289

Median personal income Pearson correlation .204** .135**
Sig. (2‐tailed) < .001 < .001
𝑁 2,289 2,289

Population density (sqrt) Pearson correlation −.262** −.221**
Sig. (2‐tailed) < .001 < .001
𝑁 2,289 2,289

Notes: * 𝑝 < .05, ** 𝑝 < .01 (2‐tailed).

Hawes et al. (2022), differently, found that CGs in Detroit tend to cluster in affluent neighbourhoods. This
different pattern may relate to the geographical context such as low‐density living and high vacancy rates of
shrinking post‐industrial cities. In the case of Christchurch, we found lower median personal income to be
correlated with accessibility to CGs. The reasons may be twofold: Firstly, CGs, unlike other channels for
acquiring food (e.g., supermarkets), are often established and managed following a bottom‐up approach
(Fox‐Kämper et al., 2018). They serve as a means of self‐sufficiency in response to urban disinvestment,
economic challenges, or limited food access (Limerick et al., 2023; Reynolds & Cohen, 2016; Taylor & Lovell,
2012). CGs often function as an economic opportunity for vulnerable communities to acquire cheap and
healthy food. Secondly, many socioeconomically deprived areas have more vacant land available for the
development of urban agriculture, which may contribute to the observed correlation.

However, our statistical analysis revealed also correlations between deprivation indicators and supermarket
access. In Christchurch, communities with a higher percentage of unemployed residents and lower median
personal income have better access to supermarkets than less deprived communities. Thus, our
supermarket‐related analysis exhibits a different pattern from what was observed in previous studies,
particularly in the North American context, and associated discussions around food deserts (e.g., Walker
et al., 2010). This seems like an oddity—supermarkets are usually driven by higher profit margins, which can
be achieved more easily in wealthy communities. Possible explanations include the low‐density,
car‐dependent characteristics of Christchurch. Both supermarkets and CGs in Christchurch are located in
areas with higher population densities. However, wealthy areas in Christchurch tend to be located in
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low‐density areas with predominantly residential land uses. In these areas, access to amenities is highly
car‐dependent; most residents do their shopping by car. In a city where an overwhelming majority of the
population travels by car (Christchurch City Council, 2023), people base their locational choices more often
on factors such as land prices and school zones. Outside rush‐hour traffic, many amenities in Christchurch
can be reached within a 5 to 10‐minute car ride; driving is easy, and parking is often free.

CGs in Christchurch tend to be located in areas of a higher density, less affluent population, and higher
education degrees. Education attainment is another key but contradictory factor that often exhibits a
correlation to urban food accessibility. While higher education attainment is often associated with higher
median income, there are also correlations between lower‐income, higher‐education neighbourhoods and
CG accessibility (Butterfield, 2020; Li, 2022; Limerick et al., 2023). Two studies conducted in New York
observed that the communities of low income and the ones of higher education attainment tend to have
better access to CGs (Butterfield, 2020; Limerick et al., 2023). However, the interpretation of this interesting
observation varies. Li (2022) argued that while both groups exhibit the same food acquisition pattern, the
reasons behind the pattern are likely different. For example, Butterfield (2020) argued that in low‐income
communities, CGs are often developed as a means of resisting disinvestment and improving access to
healthy food. In contrast, communities of higher education attainment are more likely to develop CGs for
addressing local sustainability concerns. Butterfield (2020) further suggested that the presence of CGs
nearby may indicate early signs of gentrification in these neighbourhoods, a trend also observed in Denver,
Colorado (Sbicca, 2019). Neighbourhoods that undergo gentrification show often—at least to a certain
point—low‐income and high‐education patterns. While our study observed similar patterns, we did not
analyse gentrification and related demographics for Christchurch. Further research would be needed to
better understand the mechanisms of gentrification and how related factors contribute to the formation
of CGs.

Ethnic groups are another key demographical factor often considered relevant to the accessibility of CGs.
Evidence shows that the CGs in Detroit and Portland tend to be located closer to white populations (Hawes et
al., 2022), while studies conducted in Philadelphia (Meenar & Hoover, 2012), Toledo (Burdine & Taylor, 2018),
and New York (Butterfield, 2020; Limerick et al., 2023) found that CGs tend to be located in communities with
a higher proportion of non‐white population. Our results reiterate the latter and find that the communities
with a higher percentage of non‐European descendants tend to live closer to urban CGs.

In 2010 and 2011, the Canterbury region experienced two major earthquakes and a series of devastating
aftershocks. CGs provided a range of benefits including becoming places for social exchange, sources of
food when supply chains were disrupted, and post‐disaster learning spaces (Shimpo et al., 2019; Wesener,
2020). Following the earthquakes, various bottom‐up garden projects sprung up (e.g., Montgomery et al.,
2016; Wesener, 2015), and new policy frameworks such as the Food Resilience Policy (Christchurch City
Council, 2014) and related network organisations such as the Food Resilience Network were created. While
the Canterbury earthquakes accelerated community action around urban gardening, Christchurch remains
prone to slow‐onset disasters related to climate change including floods, extreme weather events, and
sea‐level rise. Such events do disproportionally affect urban populations that suffer already from
socioeconomic deprivation. Vulnerable communities would benefit from walkable access to affordable food
access points. For about 13% of Christchurch’s population, CGs are the only accessible food distribution
point within a 15‐minute walk. This strengthens the argument that CGs could potentially become more
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relevant in providing alternative facilities for urban food distribution. Promoting local systems and food
distribution infrastructure that are not as prone to supply chain interruptions and related price hikes as, for
example, supermarkets, would make local food supplies in Christchurch less susceptible to disasters and
(economic) crises. Local, walkable food distribution points would remain more accessible in the case of major
disasters and global crises. In addition, urban gardens help mitigate climate change effects, e.g., by reducing
and sequestering carbon emissions (Edmondson et al., 2020; Okvat & Zautra, 2011; Richter et al., 2020),
reducing urban heat effects (Rost et al., 2020), or supporting stormwater retention and filtration (Pauleit &
Duhme, 2000). CGs could play a pivotal role in increasing disaster resilience and mitigating the effects of
climate change if their role as accessible distribution points for locally grown food were enhanced and
strategically promoted. Our analysis shows that, currently, only a minority of Christchurch’s population has
walkable access to urban CGs.

It would be advisable to not only support new gardens but also improve their potential benefits in terms of
accessibility and offer. This has potential implications for urban planning and design. For example,
establishing and promoting collaboration between urban CGs and peri‐urban farms could increase the
availability of locally grown food distributed through CGs, particularly for vulnerable communities.
In Aotearoa New Zealand, peri‐urban farms (food production landscapes that sit within the urban
hinterland), have greater production capacities, but due to their peripheral location and disconnection with
local distribution opportunities they often export their produce instead of selling it locally (Davis et al., 2023).
While production capacity and urban–peri‐urban collaboration are important topics for future research, this
study focussed on the spatial potential of CGs to increase urban food resilience. Compared to supermarkets,
CGs in Christchurch are spatially as well as socially well‐connected to act as local food production
distribution centres, even if walkability could be further improved to serve larger parts of the community.

5. Conclusion

The method developed within this research allowed for the spatial exploration of food access sites within our
case study site of Christchurch, and how their spatial location correlated to demographic and social conditions.
It is envisioned that this method could be applied to other cities and settlementswithin AotearoaNewZealand,
and internationally, to better understand the distribution and catchment population of food access sites.

Returning to the topic of urban food security, our research has shown that through analysing the spatial
configuration of food access sites, urban authorities and decision‐makers will be better equipped to respond
to issues such as addressing urban food resilience through both urban policy and design. Like many
countries globally, the majority of Aotearoa New Zealand’s population lives in urban areas today. Over the
past few decades, the urban–rural dichotomy has been exacerbated by zoning policies segregating
agricultural‐oriented and urban living‐oriented land uses. This creates challenges in managing and organising
food inflows from rural areas—where large‐scale, commercially driven agricultural production is possible—to
urban areas—where urban agriculture is emerging but will remain limited in scale of production and quantity
of produce. Food security in Aotearoa New Zealand, in essence, is not driven by a lack of food production,
but rather a lack of access (defined by low disposable household income and material deprivation).
A common solution in most major cities is to rely on profit‐driven commercial facilities for food distribution.
While these market‐driven approaches facilitate efficient distribution services, they also present challenges
related to resilience and equity. Our study examined the spatial opportunity of using CGs as alternative
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distribution points for food produced in nearby peri‐urban or rural zones, where large‐scale production
aligns with current legislative frameworks. The findings highlight that CGs are not only physically and socially
well‐connected to a considerable proportion of urban residents but are particularly accessible to vulnerable
communities. This underscores the potential of CGs to contribute to addressing food security and equity
challenges. By integrating food infrastructure into a walkable urban form, cities and settlements would have
the opportunity to create a more food‐secure urban population. Urban planning and design policies need to
support the development of new urban gardens in strategic locations to establish accessible, walkable food
distribution points. Including urban gardening as a strategic urban intervention into a more holistic urban
resilience policy framework could provide new opportunities for public funding and private investment
benefitting both gardens and local communities.

Limited by the availability of current and accurate data relating to the number and location of CGs, this
project sought to develop a method for understanding the spatial relationship of CGs and supermarkets, and
their social catchments. Results indicated that the method provides relevant spatial analysis, that when
inputted with up‐to‐date data, will have value in informing future urban planning. Although part of the
required dataset has limited temporal relevance in our case, this approach for analysing spatial catchments
and accessibility of urban food distribution infrastructure remains generalisable and applicable to similar
contexts where spatial data on food distribution points are available. Moreover, this approach enables the
investigation of correlations between the spatial patterns of food networks and geographical demographics
in contexts where census data are accessible and geospatially archived. Further research focused on
applying this method to other urban settlements or other types of food distribution facilities, such as
farmers’ markets, for example, will allow for a greater understanding of the spatial impact that location and
walkability of food distribution sites have on urban food security and resilience. Surveying urban populations
around their food access habits and strategies would allow for the testing and ground‐truthing of our
hypothesis that spatial proximity to places of food distribution positively impacts food security. While we
interpreted the correlations between the spatial distribution patterns of food sources and the relevant
demographic factors through a review of existing literature, we acknowledge the need for a deeper
exploration of the mechanisms by which these demographic factors influence the distribution patterns,
particularly in the case of CGs. A more comprehensive understanding could be achieved by conducting
interviews with stakeholders of the CGs and supermarkets to gain firsthand and context‐specific insights
into the correlations. Such interviews could also offer valuable perspectives on the feasibility of utilising CGs
as distribution points for food produced in urban peripheries, as viewed by the stakeholders themselves.
Additionally, a comparative study examining the differences and commonalities between supermarkets
(as an example of commercial food distribution places) and CGs (as an example of community not‐for‐profit
distribution places) would also be instrumental in better understanding the range of opportunities and
limitations of different urban food distribution places, in terms of their contribution to urban food security.
Further research into the social “ground‐up” and policy “top‐down” contexts of CGs will further expand our
understanding of the determinants impacting spatial distribution. Finally, future research into the potential
mutual benefit of peri‐urban growers distributing their produce through a local network of urban CGs will
further allow for a better understanding of the opportunities of local food networks to positively impact
urban food security and resilience.
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Abstract
The current shape of the world’s food system has promoted increasingly globalized food models, putting
people’s food sovereignty and security at risk. Community‐supported agriculture (CSA), a movement
grounded on ecologically‐based agriculture and an alternative model for marketing and distributing food
produced on small farms, was proposed as a means of improving consumers’ eating habits, strengthening
local food production, and promoting food sovereignty. This study aimed to identify the potential of CSA as
a promoter of food security in Brazil. Based on an integrative literature review, results showed that CSA can
guarantee a decent income for family farmers, reducing social vulnerability. Farmers see CSA as an
opportunity for income security; consumers engaged with this initiative have perspectives on personal
health interests, social justice, and solidarity with farmers. An essential potential for promoting food
sustainability was observed, as CSA is strongly influenced by agroecology, and local food production and
consumption have a lower impact on carbon dioxide emissions as they require less transportation. However,
despite these positive aspects, CSA has suffered a significant limitation in the elitization of this movement,
reflecting historical social inequalities in which only a relatively small portion of the population has the
privilege of being able to pay for healthier food. It is necessary to think about strategies for getting people
who are more socially vulnerable and food insecure to join the movement. In conclusion, CSA has significant
potential to promote agroecology, but it needs to rethink better ways of promoting food security.
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1. Introduction

The current agro‐industrial model of food production has led the world’s food supply to display some
concerning patterns (Khoury et al., 2014). The Green Revolution and agribusiness emerged with the promise
of eradicating hunger by increasing food production. However, although more and more food is being
produced, most of this is for animal consumption and is not sustainable (Esteve, 2017; Wojcichoski et al.,
2021). A great amount of food produced is wasted, and food insecurity and hunger have not been
eradicated (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations [FAO], 2019).

The excessive use of pesticides and transgenic seeds (Ramos et al., 2018) has sustained large‐scale food
production. In addition to the negative implications for food security and sovereignty, consuming food with
a high presence of pesticides harms the environment and the population’s health (Carneiro et al., 2015;
Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística, 2015).

Despite so many chemical and technological resources, the agro‐industrial production model has not only
failed to solve the problem of food insecurity but has also proved fragile in the face of exceptional
circumstances, such as the coronavirus pandemic, when several populations ran out of food (Lal, 2020;
Lopes et al., 2020). This has called into question the market character that agribusiness imposes on food,
where the priority is to produce commodities for profit. This scenario leads to an urgent need for healthier
and more sustainable food production alternatives.

In that way, agroecology has been gaining prominence worldwide, with guidelines that respect and promote
peoples’ sovereignty and food security. Agroecology is a science that studies sustainable and ecologically
based agro‐production systems based on rural development from a social, local, and peasant perspective
(Esteve, 2017; Souza et al., 2012).

In the specific case of Brazil, food and nutrition security is understood as the right of everyone to regular
and permanent access to quality food, in sufficient quantity, without compromising access to other essential
needs, based on health‐promoting dietary practices that respect cultural diversity and are socially,
economically, and environmentally sustainable. Closely related to this concept are the concepts of the
human right to adequate food, which is part of the fundamental rights of humanity defined by a global pact
to which Brazil is a signatory, and food sovereignty, which refers to the right of each country to determine
its policies and sustainable strategies for the production, distribution, and consumption of food for the entire
population, respecting the culture of its peoples (Presidência da República, 2006).

Community‐supported agriculture (CSA) is a social movement based on agroecology. It is based on an
alternative model for producing, marketing, and distributing locally grown food on small, agroecologically
based farms, respecting seasonality (Bîrhală & Möllers, 2014; Cone & Myhre, 2000; Perez et al., 2005;
Vasquez et al., 2017). It is committed to establishing direct communication between farmers and consumers,
with a contractual co‐responsibility agreement in which the consumer provides capital to the producer
before food production. This proposal allows farmers to plan production according to an already guaranteed
market, ensuring the flow of their production and providing more security and less waste (Cone & Myhre,
2000; Florisbelo et al., 2020; Soil Association, 2012).
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It’s important to investigate the feasibility of establishing CSA in urban areas. CSA can bring sustainable and
agroecological food production to cities, with consumers having easier access to food producers and getting
more knowledge about the production process. CSA can be a space for coexistence and rapprochement
between those involved (Florisbelo et al., 2020).

CSA emerged in Japan, where a group of womenwas alarmed by news of the growing pesticide poisoning, and
in parallel, in Europe in the 1970s, when concerns about food safety and sustainable organic food production
began. Initially, the systemwas called “Teikei,” and it proposed reconnecting producers and consumers through
direct marketing supplies (Vasquez et al., 2017). Only later, in the 1980s, did this movement, CSA, grow in the
United States, gaining significant momentumworldwide and establishing itself on five continents (Lopes et al.,
2020; Vasquez et al., 2017). A growing number of people interested in healthy eating and concerned about
the environment has contributed to the expansion of CSAs worldwide (Dong et al., 2019). There is currently a
network of around 2 million families who are part of CSA initiatives around the world under different names,
such as Associations pour le maintien d’une agriculture paysanne (AMAP) in France and Relação de Cidadania
entre Produtores e Consumidores (Re.Ci.Pro.Co) in Portugal (URGENCI, 2020).

In Brazil, the first CSA was established in São Paulo in 2011, and since then, the movement has been
growing throughout the country (Abrandh, 2013; CSA Brasil, 2022; Trivellato et al., 2019). Currently, there
are 284 CSAs in operation and 34 CSAs in the process of being created (CSA Brasil, 2022), with a greater
concentration in the Southeast and South regions.

The number of studies examining the emergence of CSA initiatives and their impact on food security is still
limited. Considering the importance and need to disseminate this topic, both because of the high prevalence
of food insecurity and the need to rethink the agro‐industrial production model, this study aimed to identify
the potential of CSA as a promoter of food security, reflecting on the Brazilian context.

2. Methodology

This is an exploratory analytical study, through a scoping review of the literature, on CSA. The cut‐off point
for this research was the potential of CSA to promote food security. The literature review was carried out
between August 2019 and July 2021 using the Scientific Electronic Library Online (SciELO), National Library
of Medicine (PubMed), Web of Science (WoS), and Virtual Health Library (VHL) databases. The descriptors
used were: “community‐supported agriculture,” “CSA,” “food security,” and “sustainable agriculture,” in English
and Portuguese. Complementary searches were also carried out on official CSA websites around the world.

Articles, books, and reports on CSA, its history, application techniques, and experience reports were
considered eligible. The year of publication was not an exclusion criterion. Articles that did not present CSA
as the object of research but only as a mention were excluded. Initially, the articles’ titles and abstracts that
met the aforementioned eligibility criteria were read. In addition, the references of the eligible studies were
also analyzed, as these could broaden the scope of the search. Once selected, an exploratory and analytical
reading of the articles was carried out, and the wording was interpreted according to the defined cut‐off
point. Information was sought on CSA and its potential for promoting food security.
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A total of 204 articles were identified by correlating the descriptors shown in Table 1, based on the
combination of at least two descriptors during the search. After reading the titles and abstracts, 73 articles
of interest were selected, and 40 were considered eligible as they met the objectives of this review—analysis
of the relationship between CSA and food security. The publication period ranged from 2000 to 2021, with
the most significant volume of publications concentrated between 2015 and 2021.

Table 1. Descriptors underlying the search for scientific articles.

Theme Number of references found*

CSA 1,421
Food security 7,526
Agroecology 398
Small farms 3,284
Solidarity economy 22,381

Note: * number of references found with independent and uncorrelated variables.

The data from the articles were assessed in terms of the type of study (quantitative, qualitative, or mixed),
the year of publication, location, and relevance to the topic, selecting the publications most aligned with the
research question. The data were extracted using an Excel table to systematize the information with thematic
analysis, calculating the frequency of trends in the findings without using specific software. The discussion
below considered the similarities and differences between the studies analyzed. Themethodological parameter
adopted was the approach proposed by the Joanna Briggs Institute for scoping reviews.

The concept of food security has been debated formany years, and, initially, it was defined only as ensuring the
production of enough food to meet the population’s needs (Abrandh, 2013; Trivellato et al., 2019). After the
Second World War, its definition was gradually broadened, and it currently incorporates the notion of access
to safe, quality food in sufficient quantity from sustainable, balanced production with respect for culture to
guarantee the human right to adequate food. In line with the concept of food security, food sovereignty is
the right of people to decide their own policies and sustainable strategies for the production, distribution, and
consumption of food, respecting culture and food diversity (Asociación Nacional de Agricultores Pequeños,
2001). In this context, it can be considered an important strategy to promote the sustainable eradication of
hunger and malnutrition (Maluf, 2022; Maluf & da Luz, 2016).

Although food is a human right, FAO reveals that hunger is rising. The report The State of Food Security and
Nutrition in the World, published in 2023 jointly by five specialized agencies of the United Nations, revealed
that 122 million more people have slid into hunger since 2019 due to various crises (pandemic, repeated
climate shocks, and conflicts, such as the war in Ukraine). According to this data, around 735 million people
will face hunger in 2023, compared to 613 million in 2019 (FAO et al., 2024).

Creating supply chains that are fairer and more responsible towards farmers and the environment, and
facilitating access to regional, fresh, and healthy food, has been proposed to promote food security and help
overcome a large part of this problem (High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition, 2017;
Pedrosa, 2019). From this perspective, CSA has the potential to contribute to these demands, mainly due to
the close proximity between consumers and the food growing process, which differs from the conventional
food marketing model (Bîrhală & Möllers, 2014; Cone & Myhre, 2000; Perez et al., 2005; Vasquez et al., 2017).
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3. Results and Discussion

3.1. CSA

Essentially, CSA takes place based on a contractual agreement of financial co‐responsibility in which the
consumer shares the production risks with the farmer in abundance and scarcity. In this way, farmers make
production finances transparent, allowing consumers to cover the actual cost of food production and the
producer’s income (Perez et al., 2005; Santos‐Neta et al., 2021). Consumers, in turn, participate in the
budget planning required for the entire cultivation process over a period previously determined by the group
(Amorim, 2018). Producers obtain a fixed income, without bank loans and debts, and consumers receive
organic products, with quality and sound provenance (Lal, 2020).

With the movement’s evolution, there are currently different CSA subscription models in which consumers
receive food boxes weekly, monthly, or quarterly. Contracts are often made online, especially in large urban
centers (Perez et al., 2005; Soil Association, 2012). This generates criticism because this virtual format
maintains the distance between consumers and the production process, in opposition to what the proposal
advocates (Bîrhală & Möllers, 2014).

Thus, CSAmodels reflect the culture of the communities they serve, the capacity of the farms, and the farmers
(Soil Association, 2012). Table 2 shows the possible CSA models.

White et al. (2018), who conducted a study in the United States, noted that CSA initiatives can facilitate access
to fruit and vegetables for low‐income families. In agreement with this finding, a review of 12 studies, also
from the United States, observed that consumers associated with CSA showed increased consumption of a
greater variety of fruits and vegetables, contributing to positive changes in their eating patterns (Vasquez
et al., 2017).

Table 2.Models of CSA that can be implemented.

CSA Models Description

Managed by farmers Organized and managed by the farmers themselves. The consumer
provides the capital and has little involvement in the production
process. The producer assembles a box of vegetables and the
consumer goes to the farm to pick it up.

Managed by co‐farmers (consumers) Consumers participate in the production process by collaborating
with the farmer. This involvement can vary according to the
agreement between the parties.

Farmers’ cooperative Two or more farms cooperate to provide consumers with a greater
variety of products.

Cooperative of farmers and co‐farmers A similar model to the farmers’ cooperative, but with greater
consumer involvement. In this case, consumers can share private
properties and/or other resources with farmers, as well as work
together in the production and distribution of food.

Source: Soil Association (2012).
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A study carried out with CSA initiatives in São Paulo had similar results: Being part of a CSA provides
healthier food, brings consumers closer to agriculture, and empowers farmers, as they receive support from
the community to face the risks inherent in the food production process (Amorim, 2018).

In addition to the potential to improve eating habits, in a co‐responsibility agreement, the consumer, in some
cases, can also play the role of co‐farmer since, ideally, they are not restricted to purely financial support.
Closer relationships, as the basis of CSA principles, allow consumers (co‐farmers) to participate in and
accompany the process of growing food, and with more significant contact with the field there is an increase
in learning and awareness of seasonal, climatic, and regional issues (Florisbelo et al., 2020).

CSA has significant economic potential and can help reduce poverty and inequality in rural areas. The high
social vulnerability of family farmers (Altieri, 2013; Cechin et al., 2020; Santos‐Neta et al., 2021) makes them
deserving beneficiaries of a solidarity economy model capable of increasing and strengthening the expansion
of organic food marketing (Bîrhală & Möllers, 2014; Santos‐Neta et al., 2021). In his study of CSA initiatives
in São Paulo, Amorim (2018) considered that this model could increase the earnings of organic farmers by
eliminating middlemen, who make farmers invisible in the conventional marketing of their products.

Using ecologically responsible agriculture, CSA benefits consumers, farmers, and the environment.
It encourages local food consumption, reduces the impact of carbon dioxide emissions from transportation,
and reduces the use of plastic packaging (Henderson, 2010). This marketing system has had repercussions in
several developing countries due to promoting more sustainable food production, conscious consumption,
and the valorization of family, rural, and urban agriculture (Melo et al., 2020). In addition to several aspects
that CSA and urban agriculture have in common, such as encouraging local food production, bringing
consumers and farmers closer together, reducing the food route and, consequently, the carbon footprint,
providing healthy food at fair prices, and improving people’s socio‐economic conditions, CSA can be carried
out in urban spaces, creating green and biodiverse spaces in cities (Florisbelo et al., 2020).

Therefore, agroecology can significantly positively impact local income, the environment, and food
sovereignty since family farmers produce on an agroecological basis and understand the value of their work
and its importance in making healthy food that respects nature, consumers, and local culture (Nascimento
et al., 2019). It also contributes to species biodiversity through sustainable, ecologically based agriculture
(Haby et al., 2016; Reiniger et al., 2017).

These characteristics of CSA are reinforced by its solidarity economy model, which meets the demand to
respect nature and value human labor without promoting wealth accumulation and, consequently, social
inequality. It is based on a democratic alternative, in which it is possible to observe diversity among the
actors in the production unit or the different areas and processes related to the community (Mira et al.,
2018). In Amorim’s study (2018), CSA initiatives included both traditional family farmers and people who
decided to migrate to agriculture because they saw an opportunity for fair working conditions, which aligns
with the principles of agroecology.

An important aspect to highlight is that consumers’ motivation for participating in CSA is, in addition to issues
related to health, the preservation of the environment. Most consumers participating in CSAs report concern
for the environment and desire organic, high‐quality, locally grown products (Ribeiro et al., 2023; Rotoli, 2016).
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In this scenario, CSA can be considered a means of strengthening agroecology because it goes against the
conventional and hegemonic model (Pedrosa, 2019; Santos‐Neta et al., 2021). This brings consumers and local
farmers closer through bonds based on ethical and trustworthy economic relationships (Ertmańska, 2015),
favoring organic, agroecological, or biodynamic food production (Pedrosa, 2019).

In 2020, the Covid‐19 pandemic changed the world in several areas, including food. The crisis caused by the
pandemic exposed the fragility of the conventional model of food production and distribution in the face of
adverse situations, highlighting the results of some studies that showed that alternative food networks, such
as CSA, managed to be resilient in the process of readapting to the conditions imposed by the pandemic (Lal,
2020; Lopes et al., 2020). This is because the conventional model is characterized by transporting food over
long distances, demanding energy/fuel and, consequently, being more vulnerable to unexpected interruptions
(Lal, 2020).

The Covid‐19 pandemic has had multidimensional impacts on small farmers in terms of production, marketing,
income, and health. For example, the closure of schools during the pandemic significantly reduced theNational
School Feeding Program’s food supply from small producers. However, collective movements such as CSA
have also contributed positively to overcoming these difficulties (Futemma et al., 2020), fulfilling the proposal
to respond to the social demands of small farmers, even in adverse situations such as the pandemic (Amorim,
2018; Torres, 2017).

When considering the Covid‐19 pandemic context, it is essential to highlight the difficulty of accessing food
due to the global economic crisis, the increase in mass unemployment, and the risks of contamination
inherent in the long‐chain industrial food system. That situation demonstrated the possibility of
guaranteeing food for families through a sovereign system of local food distribution with short‐chain
agro‐sustainable models such as CSA. Such strategy avoided increasing the risk of spreading the
contamination from the virus (URGENCI, 2020).

Financial vulnerability is a significant problem that small farmers face in the countryside due to the historical
unfair competition with the agro‐industrial model. This has also led to the complete alienation of consumers
from the food production process (Bîrhală & Möllers, 2014; van Nieuwkoop, 2024). In the opposite direction,
local production offers potential strategies to overcome these difficulties. By removing intermediaries from
the production network, food prices become fairer, and farmers are guaranteed income and autonomy, not
least because of the security of the sale, which is contracted in advance. In addition, CSA also removes the
farmer from the position of anonymity, meeting the actual demands of consumers and establishing a link
between producer and consumer (Mira et al., 2018).

CSA presents itself as an essential model of solidarity economy, capable of increasing the supply of jobs in rural
areas and strengthening the expansion of organic food production and consumption (Bîrhală &Möllers, 2014).
It challenges the agro‐industrial model through shortening food supply chains so that the capital invested in
food production remains at the local level, strengthening family farming (Allen et al., 2017).

The CSA model, however, has also shown some limitations. Some studies, for example, have pointed out
a fluctuation in the number of consumers from one year to the next, undermining the security the model
promises farmers. Some of the reasons pointed out for such fluctuation have included the waste of food,
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which is often provided in large quantities, and the lack of variety and/or freedom of choice of the items that
would be consumed by families (Curtis et al., 2013; Pedrosa, 2019), reflecting the commodity value that the
agro‐industrial model has attributed to food.

Another significant limitation of CSA concerns the “elitization” of the movement, reflecting social inequality,
in which a small group of society has the privilege of being able to afford healthier food, while the rest have
no choice. Although CSA is proposed as an alternative model to promote food and social justice (hence, food
security), studies show that its growth has not occurred in a socially equalitarian way. The greater adherence
has come from people (consumers) with higher purchasing power, who can afford higher food prices for higher
quality food, and who have the financial security to share production risks with farmers. Because of this, CSA
is often criticized as an elitist movement (Bîrhală & Möllers, 2014; Galt, 2011). Elitization is a key criticism
because those most in need continue to be unable to benefit from CSA programs.

Some strategies can potentially reduce the elitist nature of the CSA movement. The implementation of
public programs and policies can have a very positive impact on reducing social inequalities, making the
model more inclusive and accessible to vulnerable populations. To encourage the development of CSA
initiatives, more investment by the public sector is needed (Altieri, 2013; van Nieuwkoop, 2024). This could
include programs for infrastructure (improvement of roads in rural areas, internet access to facilitate the flow
of production and communication, construction of irrigation systems); credit programs to strengthen family
farming among small and medium‐sized producers and cooperatives; training in assistance and technical
support for sustainable practices, as well as the expansion of the National Program for Strengthening Family
Farming; incentives for marketing and selling products (creation of fairs, local markets, and government
purchase programs for rural producers); programs to encourage and value sustainability and environmental
conservation (subsidies for farmers for ecological services that preserve forests and water resources,
incentives for sustainable management practices and recovery of degraded areas); and programs for social
inclusion and strengthening cooperatives (support for farmers’ associations and cooperatives, programs to
encourage rural succession).

Although CSA initiatives do not have the power to bring about more significant changes in the food system
because they operate on a small scale, this alternative model of the relationship between consumers and
producers is an excellent seed for this transformation (Santos‐Neta et al., 2021). With the right public policies,
CSA can move from diversifying food availability to strengthening food production, encouraging people to
stay in rural areas and grow food.

3.2. Food Insecurity and CSA in Brazil

In Brazil, food sovereignty is proposed as necessary to contemplate the human right to adequate food
(Abrandh, 2013). The Brazilian state has carried out essential actions to meet this right, such as popular
restaurants, food banks, direct income transfer programs, the Food Acquisition Program (PAA), and the
National School Feeding Program (PNAE). These programs recommend that respect for diversity, tradition,
food culture, citizen autonomy, food sovereignty, and the principles of food security are considered
(Fagundes et al., 2022).
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Despite various policies, Brazil still suffers from a high prevalence of food insecurity (Instituto Brasileiro de
Geografia e Estatística, 2015, 2020; Osanes, 2018), mainly due to the difficulty in accessing quality, safe
food that respects food sovereignty. Between 2014 and 2016, around 4 million people lived in a situation of
food vulnerability in Brazil, corresponding to 1.9% of the population. Aggravating the problem, the
Household Budget Survey (Pesquisa de Orçamento Familiar) showed that, in 2018, around 36.7% of the
population had some level of food insecurity (84.9 million), with 24.0% suffering from mild food insecurity,
8.1% from moderate food insecurity, and 4.6% from severe food insecurity (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia
e Estatística, 2020).

During the Covid‐19 pandemic, the food insecurity scenario got even worse, reaching 55.2% food insecurity
at the end of 2020. Of this total, around 9% of the population, 19.1 million Brazilians, lived in severe food
insecurity, suffering from hunger. In 2022, this figure reached 33.1 million, more concentrated in the North
and Northeast regions of the country (PenSSAN, 2022). To aggravate the debate, these results were measured
using the Brazilian Food Security Scale, which only measures access to food, regardless of quality (Almeida
et al., 2017). Food insecurity in the country may be even more critical from a perspective that considers food
quality, respect for culture, and the environment.

Regarding CSA initiatives in Brazil, a country with a sizeable territorial extension, there is a very uneven
distribution between its regions. There are around 22 CSA initiatives in operation or in the process of being
created in the Northeast (poorer region), while the Southeast (more affluent region) has more than 120 CSA
examples (Figure 1; CSA Brasil, 2024). The Northeast has the highest concentration of family farming
establishments (Landau, 2013), with the states of Pernambuco, Sergipe, and Alagoas leading the highest

Figure 1. Distribution of CSA initiatives in Brazil, 2024. Source: CSA Brasil (2024).
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densities of these establishments. It is also the region with the highest concentration of households
presenting some level of food insecurity—50.3% of the population (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e
Estatística, 2020). These numbers may indicate an inverse association between the number of CSA
initiatives and the Human Development Index in those regions (Bezerra et al., 2020).

In addition to food insecurity due to lack of access to food, changes in eating habits due to increasingly
globalized food markets put people’s food sovereignty at risk because, in most cases, people don’t even
know what they are eating, where the food came from, or how it was produced (Paiva, 2014).
The globalization of food is resulting in a loss of food heritage and diversity (Esteve, 2017). The current
globalized production model consequently leads to the standardization of people’s palates, overshadowing
the understanding of food as a historical, cultural, and sovereign heritage (Paiva, 2014; Stedile, 2013).

4. Conclusion

The CSA movement has grown worldwide due to its proposal for a sustainable food system and its
economic, cultural, and political advantages. Despite the limitations of unequal territorial expansion and
elitization reflecting social inequality in many places, CSA has promoted an increase in the consumption of
healthier food based on a model that contributes to respecting seasonal, climatic, and regional issues, as well
as strengthening local production of food supplies. It is a community solidarity initiative that supports local
production, connecting the countryside and the city.

Moments of global crisis, such as the Covid‐19 pandemic, highlight the need for food models with
ever‐smaller production networks. These networks should meet local demands, as with CSA, and be based
on local production and reducing the long distances traveled by food, causing less impact through carbon
dioxide emissions. In this way, it is possible to promote the economic sustainability of farmers, access to safe
food for the population, and a better synergy between the food production process and the environment.
Unfortunately, choosing a better quality and environmentally sustainable food is still not everyone’s right.
It is the privilege of a few, especially given the social inequality that exists in some places. There is a need to
think about more democratized production formats that can also attract a low‐income public.

Despite all its potential, studies so far have not shown a significant impact of CSA in reducing food insecurity
– neither among farmers nor among consumers. The elitization associated with CSA results from the type of
producers and consumers who can better afford to participate in it. The consumers who access CSA are in a
relative privileged situation under which they can finance the products in advance. Thus, while many studies
have demonstrated the benefits of CSA, such as healthy eating and a more sustainable environment, a more
detailed assessment on how it can impact social justice would be desirable. It would be interesting to conduct
longitudinal and cost studies of CSA baskets and determine to what extent they reach small farmers and the
poorest populations. It is necessary to think about strategies to increase the uptake of CSA among the most
socially vulnerable and food insecure people, who, along with family farmers, are the ones most in need of
movements like this.
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Abstract
In Iran, despite the limited development and enforcement of certification systems, consumers’ interest in
organic food is growing. However, the organic market is still emerging. Therefore, the current study
investigates the factors influencing consumers’ willingness to pay for organic fresh products (fruits and
vegetables), while also exploring key consumer‐driven priorities for strengthening the sector. The study
employed a sequential qualitative‐quantitative approach. First, 16 Iranian experts were consulted in two
rounds to identify the influencing variables, using the Delphi method. Subsequently, a mixed‐methods
approach was used for data collection and analysis. This survey was conducted in 2024 among
214 consumers at vegetable markets across 22 regions of Tehran. The data was analyzed using multiple
regression to determine the main influencing factors. The results showed that consumers’ willingness to pay
for organic food is positively influenced by their perceptions of organic products and higher income levels.
Furthermore, factors such as age, attitudes toward agrochemicals, and the perception of higher costs
significantly impact consumers’ willingness to pay for organic products in Tehran. This study also highlights
the role of the certification system in building consumer trust, noting that while organic production
organizations exist in Iran, the certification framework remains fractured and lacks broad consumer
recognition. A key contribution of this study relates to its mixed approach, providing in‐depth perspectives
on consumer preferences in an expanding organic market. The qualitative findings further underscore the
importance of establishing designated organic markets, reinforcing certification and labeling systems, and
targeting consumer education to increase awareness and trust in organic products.
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1. Introduction

Organic production refers to a method of farming that does not utilize synthetic chemicals, pesticides, or
genetically modified organisms. Global trade in organic products reached $220 billion in 2018 and is projected
to grow to $620 billion by 2026 (Khangan, 2020;Willer et al., 2020). This growth reflects increasing consumer
demand for health‐conscious, sustainable, and environmentally friendly food.

According to global statistics, the total area under organic cultivation reached 71.5 million hectares in 2018
(Willer et al., 2020). The geographical distribution of organic farming shows that many high‐income regions
allocate a greater share of their agricultural land to organic production. A total of 16 countries dedicate more
than 10% of their agricultural land to organic farming, whereas in many low‐ and middle‐income countries,
including Iran, this figure remains low. In Iran, less than 0.01% of farmland is organic, despite modest growth
since 2016 (Khangan, 2020).

Although organic agriculture in Iran is expanding slowly, consumer attitudes are increasingly favorable. Studies
indicate growing public expectations for farmers to adopt environmentally responsible practices (Yazdanpanah
et al., 2022a, 2022b). Nevertheless, aligning this consumer demand with actual organic production remains a
significant challenge.

Iranian consumers are increasingly associating organic food with health and environmental benefits,
influenced by education and rising awareness (Baba Akbari Sari et al., 2009; Bazhan et al., 2023). Willingness
to pay (WTP) is influenced by income, education, health consciousness, and trust in organic labels
(Khaerolahi et al., 2021). Global studies have explored organic food purchasing behavior through
demographic, attitudinal, and socio‐cultural lenses (Ahmad et al., 2010; Aschemann‐Witzel & Zielke, 2017;
Paul & Rana, 2012; Yilmaz, 2023). In Iran, despite growing interest, the organic market faces significant
structural challenges, including high prices, inadequate infrastructure, and limited government support
(Mahdavi et al., 2020). Although consumers are placing higher value on health and sustainability (White et al.,
2019), adoption is constrained by affordability and limited trust. The extant literature provides a foundation
for organic development (Babajani et al., 2015; Koocheki & Ghorbani, 2005; Veisi et al., 2017), and
awareness of organic vegetables is relatively high (Alizadeh et al., 2008). Nevertheless, substantial obstacles
persist, including price sensitivity, limited certification, inadequate labeling, and minimal advertising
(Ghazanfari et al., 2024; Ghofrani et al., 2017; Haghjou et al., 2013). Trust remains a critical factor in this
context (Canova et al., 2020). The concept of affordability is inherently linked to factors such as income,
accessibility, and market scale. As global demand has been demonstrated to facilitate cost reductions (see
Jánská et al., 2020; Pandey et al., 2019), it is imperative to understand consumer preferences and the
willingness to pay to achieve market expansion (see Nandi et al., 2017). While awareness is increasing in Iran,
particularly in urban centers such as Tehran, the factors influencing WTP remain under‐explored.
The objective of this study is to address this knowledge gap by identifying the key influences on WTP and
consumer strategies to support organic market development. The city’s substantial population, significant
income inequality, and concentrated organic markets make it a noteworthy case for studying WTP.
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The city’s socioeconomic diversity helps explore how affordability and access influence consumer behavior.
As urban areas lead in changing consumption patterns, understanding urban WTP for organic food is crucial.
This study employs a mixed‐methods approach to explore Iranian consumers’ WTP and propose measures to
promote organic markets, particularly in Tehran. For this study, “organic” refers specifically to products that
meet certified organic standards, distinguishing them from “natural” products that lack formal certification.

2. Literature Review

To provide a structured overview of existing literature, this section is divided into three main areas. First, we
examine the primary drivers of WTP for organic food, focusing on factors such as health concerns,
environmental responsibility, and income. Second, we investigate barriers to organic food consumption,
including price sensitivity, limited availability, and lack of trust in organic certification. Finally, we discuss
theoretical models, with an emphasis on the theory of planned behavior, which explains organic
purchasing decisions.

2.1. Drivers of WTP

The global growth in organic production has been attributed in the literature to increased consumer
environmental awareness, as reflected in consumer knowledge and attitudes (Fraj & Martinez, 2006;
Thøgersen, 2016). The gradual rise in environmental concerns has brought this issue into mainstream public
discourse (Paul & Rana, 2012), along with the belief that food choices can contribute to addressing
environmental challenges (Ghali‐Zinoubi & Toukabri, 2019; Grunert et al., 2014).

Health concerns and perceptions of product quality also play a central role in motivating organic food
consumption (Hansen et al., 2018). In Iran, several studies have shown that consumers are willing to pay
more for organic products (Kargar Dehbidi & Ansari Samani, 2020; Pouralijan et al., 2021; Pourmozafar et al.,
2015). However, factors such as environmental awareness, income, and education significantly influence
WTP for organic food (Shokoohi & Erfanifar, 2024; Zandi Nasab et al., 2020). Trust in organic labels and ease
of access are also important determinants of WTP (Pouralijan et al., 2021). International findings suggest
that developing the organic market requires promotional and educational initiatives, improved distribution
and access, and strengthening consumer trust (Babajani et al., 2023).

A study was conducted to examine the factors influencing organic product consumption among Tehran
consumers, with a particular focus on those who shopped at certified organic stores. The study found that
income, perceived community identification, product quality perception, and environmental attitudes were
the most significant factors affecting purchasing decisions (Zandi Nasab et al., 2020).

A similar finding was reported by Pouralijan et al. (2021) in a study on consumer behavior toward organic
oranges. The researchers found that perceived organic attributes had a stronger influence on consumer
choices than environmental benefits. These perceptions had a positive and significant impact on consumers’
propensity to purchase organic oranges. Rajabi et al. (2013), in their study on consumer acceptance of
organic products in Karaj, concluded that overall knowledge and awareness of organic products were
moderate, and attitudes were generally favorable. Four key factors were identified as influencing product
acceptance: information and education, improved access, product characteristics, and support facilities.
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Razeghi et al. (2018) conducted a study among Tehran residents, finding that while knowledge exhibited an
inverse relationship with accessibility, variables such as trust, marital status, and gender were positively
associated with organic food consumption. However, a notable absence of a substantial correlation was
observed between price and the aforementioned outcomes. The study underscored the significance of
cultivating consumer trust, fostering distinct brand identities, and enhancing traceability to promote
increased consumption of organic products. Lack of effective promotion and the absence of a unique,
standardized label in the Iranian market also remain major obstacles that hinder sales potential.

Socioeconomic variables, such as income, education, age, and household size, consistently influence WTP
across contexts (Muhammad et al., 2015; Vapa‐Tankosić et al., 2018). The impact of family size on WTP is
mixed; some studies cite financial constraints (Adekunle et al., 2019; Ahlheim & Schneider, 2013;
Muhammad et al., 2015), while others find higher WTP among larger households with a greater focus on
food quality (Vapa‐Tankosić et al., 2018). Similarly, the presence of children in a household has shown varied
effects. Some studies suggest that health‐ and environment‐conscious parents are more willing to pay a
premium for eco‐labeled products (Freyer & Haberkorn, 2008; Loureiro et al., 2002), while others indicate
that financial limitations reduce WTP (Sriwaranun et al., 2015).

Other influential factors include prior organic purchasing behavior, environmental concerns, and
socio‐attitudinal variables (Baiyegunhi et al., 2018; Sriwaranun et al., 2015). Awareness of health and safety
benefits (Çakmakçı & Çakmakçı, 2023), also boosts WTP beyond what demographics alone can explain
(Adekunle et al., 2019). However, despite these positive influences, high price premiums continue to be a
significant deterrent to broader adoption (Adekunle et al., 2019).

2.2. Barriers to Organic Food Consumption

The higher price of organic products is largely due to lower yields and the absence of synthetic inputs
(Gschwandtner, 2018). Many studies have identified high prices, limited availability, and poor label
perception as major barriers to organic food consumption (Johnstone & Tan, 2015; Rödiger & Hamm, 2015).
Nevertheless, in certain contexts, consumers may still prefer organic food despite these disadvantages
(Suciu et al., 2019).

Income level has also been shown to influence organic food expenditure (Carmona et al., 2021; Chowdhury
et al., 2021; Pawlewicz, 2020), as have broader socio‐demographic variables (Diagourtas et al., 2023; Huo
et al., 2023).

In Iran, regional studies have consistently found that consumer attitudes, socioeconomic characteristics, and
product attributes, such as branding and pricing, affect purchasing behavior (Andervazh, 2020; Asgharnezhad
et al., 2018; Bazhan et al., 2024; Kavoosi Kalashami et al., 2017; Pishbahar et al., 2020; Sharifi et al., 2021;
Tohidi et al., 2023). These findings are consistent with global research trends. Lack of certification and labeling
undermines consumer trust and reduces WTP, as confirmed by several Iranian studies (Baba Akbari Sari et al.,
2009; Haghjou et al., 2013; Khaerolahi et al., 2021; Sayed Saleki et al., 2012). In a survey conducted inMashhad,
inadequate advertising and distrust in certification labels were cited as key challenges in purchasing healthy
products (Firoozzare et al., 2024). In this context, government policies and planning could play a pivotal role in
overcoming these obstacles (Babajani et al., 2015; Edalati et al., 2020; Shahabi Ahangarkolaee & Gorton, 2021).
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2.3. Relevant Theoretical Models

Ajzen’s theory of planned behavior is widely used to predict consumer intentions in food‐related
decision‐making, including WTP for organic food (Ajzen, 1991; Caliskan et al., 2021; Chiew et al., 2023).
According to the theory of planned behavior, behavioral intentions are shaped by attitudes, perceived norms,
and perceived behavioral control. Several studies have applied these concepts to consumer WTP for organic
products (Pang et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020).

Positive attitudes toward organic products have been found to predict higher WTP (Bernabéu et al., 2022).
Key influencing factors include health concerns, attitudes, subjective norms, knowledge about organic foods,
availability, and labeling (Sana et al., 2018). Socioeconomic characteristics, including gender, education
level, age, and occupation, have been identified as factors that influence WTP (Tsakiridou et al., 2006; Tung
et al., 2012).

However, positive perceptions do not always translate into actual purchases (Bernabéu et al., 2022). For example,
even when consumers express concern about pesticide use, inconsistencies in attitudes may still limit buying
behavior (Tung et al., 2012). In certain instances, the geographic origin of a product may have a greater influence
on consumer preferences than the methods employed during production (Bernabéu et al., 2022).

Food safety, health, and environmental concerns are the main motivations behind interest in organic food
(Asioli et al., 2017; Shahabi Ahangarkolaee & Gorton, 2021). Other factors, such as taste, production methods,
and the absence of artificial additives, also play significant roles in shaping preferences (Asioli et al., 2017).

Although WTP is often used as a proxy for purchasing intent, it does not always lead to actual purchasing
behavior. External barriers, such as budget constraints, limited product availability, and competing consumer
priorities, contribute to this gap. Research shows that while attitudes, marketing efforts, and peer influence
can increaseWTP, real purchases depend on additional factors beyond initial willingness (Caliskan et al., 2021;
Pang et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020). Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual framework of the study based on the
influencing factors explained in the literature review.

3. Methodological Approach

The present study employed a combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches. Figure 2 illustrates the
research design. Initially, the research group administered two rounds of Delphi questionnaires with Iranian
experts to ascertain the primary factors that influence the WTP for organic foods in Iran. In addition, they
reviewed the literature to complete the variable list and design the conceptual framework.

An exploratory mixed‐methods design was used, integrating literature findings and expert insights through
a Delphi process and consumer surveys. In the survey part of this study, we used triangulation to validate
our results by combining qualitative and quantitative phases. The qualitative insights on consumer points
of view and attitudes toward organic foods in different districts of Tehran complemented the quantitative
evidence and increased the credibility and consistency of the conclusions. This alignment serves to enhance
our comprehension of the factors that influence consumer behavior, thereby supporting the overall credibility
of this research.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of factors influencing willingness to pay for organic foods.
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Figure 2. Study design and relations between different parts of the study.
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3.1. The Qualitative Delphi Phase

This phase contained two rounds of the Delphi through interviews with 16 experts and scholars from
different organizations and universities, as well as relevant ministries, and all of them possess expertise in
organic farming development in Iran. The sampling method in this phase of the study was snowball sampling,
and the data gathering method was conducted through online interviews using questionnaires. The Delphi
panel included 16 experts from academia, government, certification bodies, and organic farming, selected
via snowball sampling for their sectoral expertise. The snowball sampling method helped us to identify
people with profound knowledge of the organic food sector. Though the number of participants was
restricted, the Delphi studies prioritize expert knowledge over sample size, as the main goal is to achieve
consensus among specialists. Considering the relatively small organic food sector in Iran, the selected panel
effectively represented the main actors involved in the development of organic food in the country.

Experts evaluated the factors derived from existing literature and proposed new factors that influence the
development of organic food products. Round 2 utilized a 1–10 scale to finalize these ratings. Participant
details are summarized in Appendix 1 (see the Supplementary File).

Based on the literature review and the outcomes of the Delphi interviews, variables used in the survey phase
are listed in Appendix 2. See the Supplementary File.

3.2. The Survey Phase of the Research

This phase was addressed by applying a semi‐structured questionnaire provided for survey interviews
regarding the research questions. The questionnaire was divided into two sections. In the initial section, we
presented a series of open‐ended inquiries to encourage respondents to provide concise and direct
responses. The data from this section was analyzed using SPSS 27. The second part of the questionnaire
contained open‐ended questions designed to elicit the participants’ views on the challenges and solutions to
developing organic food in Iran. The present study utilizes the MAXQDA software to systematically analyze
the qualitative survey data, with a focus on identifying recurrent themes and categories pertaining to the
challenges and solutions associated with organic agriculture in Tehran. Thematic coding was employed to
categorize the responses, which were grouped into the following major categories: awareness and
education, production and distribution, government and institutional support, economic barriers, and
cultural attitudes. Within each category, sub‐themes were developed to capture the nuances of the data.

3.2.1. The Sampling Method and Data Gathering of the Second Section

A convenience sampling method was employed to recruit consumers in Tehran’s fruit and vegetable markets,
an approach deemed suitable for the study’s mixed‐methods design (Etikan et al., 2016). Convenience
sampling, as defined by Etikan et al. (2016), guided the sampling method in the present study. This approach
entailed the recruitment of respondents on a voluntary basis from fruit and vegetable markets in Tehran,
who then participated in the survey during designated data collection periods. Consumer survey data have
been collected in September and October 2024, thereby ensuring that the results reflect the most current
consumer attitudes and market conditions at the time of the study. To capture socioeconomic diversity, we
used a stratified convenience sampling across Tehran’s districts, grouped into five welfare levels adapted
from Kamal et al. (2019). See Appendix 3 in the Supplementary File.
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The geographical location of Tehran and its municipal districts is illustrated in Figure 3. As illustrated in this
figure, most of the population is concentrated in the eastern and southern regions of Tehran, where a greater
proportion of interviews were conducted for our survey.
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Figure 3. (a) Tehran province location in Iran; (b) Tehran city location; and (c) population density. Note: This
figure was adapted from Alavi et al. (2024) and has undergone slight alterations.

4. Results and Discussion

The objective of this section is to provide a comprehensive description of the demographic and attitudinal
characteristics of the sample regarding organic food, along with the prediction model of WTP. To this end,
stepwise regression analysis will be employed in SPSS 27, leveraging a range of personal, perceptual, and
attitudinal variables.

4.1. Descriptive Statistics

4.1.1. The Socio‐Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

The sample (N = 214) consisted predominantly of males (60.6%), with a significant majority of respondents
under the age of 35 and possessing a high school diploma or a bachelor’s degree. The distribution of income
levels exhibited a bias towards the Median, with most households comprising four to six individuals (see
Appendix 4 in the Supplementary File for further details).

4.1.2. Importance of Food Characteristics From the Respondents' Views

According to the respondents (Table 1), the attribute of food appearance was identified as the most important,
with a mean value of 3.27 on a scale of 0 to 4. In contrast, the attribute of production location was identified
as the least important, with a mean value of 2.54 on the same scale.
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Table 1. Importance of food characteristics (Likert spectrum 0 = No importance to 4 = Very Important).
Food characteristics N M Standard deviation

Appearance of food (taste, smell, color, and freshness) 214 3.27 1.114
Place of production 212 2.54 1.432
Price 214 2.71 1.253
Easy access 213 2.72 1.188
Ingredients (Fat, Sugar, Salt, etc.) 214 2.70 1.379
Artificial colors, preservatives, and residual chemicals 214 2.84 1.376

4.1.3. The Respondents' Understanding and Attitudes Toward Organic Fruits and Vegetables

As demonstrated in the literature review, studies have shown that individuals with a deeper understanding
of the environmental and health benefits of organic products are more likely to recognize their value and
justify the higher cost (Etuah et al., 2022; Haghjou et al., 2013). Approximately 50% of the sample exhibited
a low level of familiarity with organic production, with a minority of 3.7% demonstrating a high degree of
understanding. (Table 2).

Table 2. The understanding of organic fruits and vegetables among respondents.

Frequency Valid percentage Cumulative percentage

No knowledge 6 2.8% 2.8%
Low knowledge 98 45.8% 48.6%
Moderate knowledge 102 47.7% 96.3%
High knowledge 8 3.7% 100%

Total 214 100%

Table 3 shows that most respondents (52.8%) held negative views toward pesticides, while only 16.8% viewed
them favorably.

Table 3. The attitudes of respondents toward pesticides and agrochemicals.

Attitudes Frequency Valid percentage Cumulative percentage

Positive attitude 36 16.8% 16.8%
Moderate attitude 65 30.4% 47.2%
Negative attitude 113 52.8% 100%

Total 214 100%

Attitudes toward organic products were predominantly favorable, with 75.7% of respondents expressing
positive sentiments (see Table 4). The survey results indicate a notable level of support for organic products
among the surveyed population.

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9720 9

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Table 4. Attitudes toward organic fruits and vegetables.

Attitude Frequency Valid percentage Cumulative percentage

Negative 14 6.5% 6.5%
Moderate 38 17.8% 24.3%
Positive 162 75.7% 100%

Total 214 100

4.1.4. WTP for Organic Fruits and Vegetables

The results of the quantitative part of the survey on respondents’WTP for organic fruit and vegetables (Table 5)
show a wide range of responses. Respondents were generally willing to pay modest premiums: 60% were
willing to pay 1–20% more. Only 3.3% were unwilling to pay any premium. The findings of this study indicate
that while a considerable number of consumers exhibit a propensity to procure organic products at a premium
price, their inclination to do so is, in general, within a moderate range.

Table 5. Respondents’ WTP for a higher price for organic food.

Higher cost percentage Frequency Percentage Valid percentage Cumulative
percentage

0% 7 3.3% 3.3% 3.3%
1–10% 63 29.4% 29.4% 32.7%
11–20% 64 29.9% 29.9% 62.6%
21–50% 41 19.2% 19.2% 81.8%
51–70% 12 5.6% 5.6% 87.4%
71–100% 17 7.9% 7.9% 95.3%
More than 100% 10 4.7% 4.7% 100%

Total 214 100% 100%

4.2. Quantitative Analysis: Regression Model

Multiple regression is a statistical method that involves the use of a group of independent variables to
predict a dependent variable within a statistical model. In this study, a stepwise multiple regression analysis
was performed in SPSS 27 to predict respondents’ willingness to pay (WTP) for organic products based on
several variables (predictors). The dependent variable in this study was WTP for organic fruit and vegetables,
as determined by the survey results. In the final stage of the analysis, seven predictor variables were entered
into forward steps, including attitude towards pesticides, belief that organic food is expensive, trust in
authorities and conventional farmers, attitude towards organic fruit and vegetables, availability of organic
food, household income, and age. In regard to the method of entering the variables, the regression analysis
was executed in seven steps. The final regression model (Model 7) explained 61.1% of the variance in
WTP (Table 6).
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Table 6. The regression model summary.

Model R R square Adjusted R
square

Standard error
of the estimate

Durbin‐Watson

1 0.640 0.410 0.405 1.193
2 0.686 0.471 0.462 1.134
3 0.717 0.513 0.501 1.092
4 0.737 0.543 0.528 1.062
5 0.755 0.570 0.552 1.035
6 0.771 0.594 0.573 1.010
7 0.781 0.611 0.587 0.994 2.200

This finding suggests that the variables entered the model, or, in other words, the predictors, collectively
exerted a significant influence on the WTP of the respondents in the present study. While the previous
analysis focused on the value and direction of the coefficients, the statistical significance of each
independent variable in the final regression model is critical and determines the final regression model
(Model 7; Table 7). The 𝑝‐values of each coefficient provide evidence that the observed relationships
between the independent variables and the dependent variable, in this case, WTP, are real effects or due to
chance. In this model, statistical significance was assessed using an alpha level of 0.05.

Table 7. Regression coefficients and significance for the final model (Model 7).

Variable Coefficient (B) Standard t‐statistic p‐value
error (Significance)

Constant −1.860 0.987 −1.884 0.062

Attitude towards pesticides and agrochemicals (X1) 0.521 0.065 7.987 <0.001
Perception that organic products are too
expensive (X2)

−0.658 0.154 −4.267 <0.001

Trust in authorities and conventional farmers
regarding food safety (X3)

−0.402 0.090 −4.450 <0.001

Attitude towards organic fruit and vegetables (X4) 0.211 0.055 3.838 <0.001
Availability of organic produce (X5) 0.338 0.113 2.991 0.003
Household’s income (X6) 0.179 0.068 2.650 0.009
Age (X7) −0.014 0.007 −2.187 0.031

As shown in Table 7, the following seven independent variables were statistically significant (𝑝 < 0.05) in the
final regression model:

1. Attitude towards pesticides: Negative attitudes towards pesticides were strongly related to higher WTP
for organic products.

2. Belief that organic food is too expensive: This negative relationship suggests that respondents who
considered organic food too expensive were less willing to pay a premium.

3. Trust in authorities and conventional farmers: Higher trust in conventional production systems was
negatively related to WTP.

4. Attitudes towards organic produce: Positive attitudes towards organic produce significantly predicted
higher WTP.
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5. Availability of organic food: The perception that organic food is available in sufficient quantities positively
affected WTP.

6. Household income: Higher household income was positively associated with WTP.
7 Age: Older respondents were less willing to pay a premium for organic products.

Based on the regression results, the regression equation model can be written as follows:

Y = −1.860 + (0.521) X1 − (0.658) X2 − (0.402) X3 + (0.211) X4 + (0.338) X5 + (0.179) X6 − (0.014) X7

In which: Y = WTP; X1 = attitude towards pesticides and agrochemicals; X2 = perception that organic
products are too expensive; X3 = trust in authorities and conventional farmers regarding food safety;
X4 = attitude towards organic fruit and vegetables; X5 = availability of organic produce; X6 = household
income; and X7 = age.

Table 6 shows that the final model explained 61.1% of WTP variance (Adjusted 𝑅2 = 0.587), with no
multicollinearity or autocorrelation concerns (Durbin‐Watson = 2.2). The residuals, with an 𝑀 near zero,
were normally distributed.

WTP increased with negative attitudes toward pesticides, higher trust in organic produce, better availability,
and higher income; and decreased with stronger trust in conventional systems and older age.

4.3. Qualitative Analysis

As outlined in the methodology (Section 3.2), the consumer survey included open‐ended questions designed
to explore the issues and possible ways forward in the development of organic food in Tehran from the
consumer’s perspective. A thematic analysis of the qualitative responses was conducted using MAXQDA,
resulting in five overarching themes. These qualitative findings enrich and contextualize the research and
serve to complement, confirm, and triangulate with the quantitative findings in Sections 4.1 and 4.2. In this
section, the responses from participants are presented with their unique respondent identifiers (e.g., R23,
indicating Respondent 23) to maintain anonymity while allowing for traceability.

4.3.1. Need for More Public Education and Knowledge

A key qualitative finding was a lack of public awareness and understanding of organic products. The
respondents (e.g., R20, R36, R200, R91, and R180) expressed a desire for targeted educational campaigns
via television and social media. These campaigns would aim to address the confusion surrounding the
differences between organic and conventional products. This aligns with quantitative results that show
nearly half of the respondents had “low” or “moderate” knowledge (Table 2). Suggestions included
integrating organic farming education into schools and agricultural programs (e.g., R38 and R44) to foster
long‐term cultural change. This knowledge gap helps explain generally positive attitudes toward organic
products (Table 4) that do not always translate into higher WTP (Table 5), as consumers often lack specific
information to fully value the premium.

Urban Planning • 2025 • Volume 10 • Article 9720 12

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


4.3.2. Major Challenges Related to Supply, Distribution, and Access

A major concern among participants was the limited supply and access to organic produce, validating its
significant positive prediction of WTP (X5; Table 7, 𝑝 = 0.003). Consumers desired increased organic
production, noting farmer challenges like high input costs (e.g., R32, R49, R50, R159, and R161). Finding
organic options was difficult, especially for urban shoppers, correlating with “ease of access” (Table 1,
𝑀 = 2.72). Suggestions for improvement included increased retailing in various markets (e.g., R6, R26, R39,
and R131) and farmer‐to‐consumer delivery to reduce costs and build trust (e.g., R59, R98, and R164).

4.3.3. Expectations for the Role of Government and Institutional Support

Respondents expressed a strong desire for increased government involvement in the organic sector,
particularly in regulating and monitoring organic practices. This finding provides support for the hypothesis
that there is a significant negative relationship between trust in government and conventional farmers, and
WTP (see Table 7, 𝑝 < 0.001). The results of this study indicate that consumers may select organic options
due to their mistrust of conventional food oversight. Participants specifically called for stricter regulation of
organic labels, pesticide use, and clearer definitions of organic farming (e.g., R9, R88, and R172). As R89
noted: “The government…should regulate the chemicals and pesticides…and organic products should be
registered.” This aligns with the broader negative perception of pesticides (Table 3, 52.8% negative attitude).
Additional suggestions included subsidies for organic conversion (e.g., R113, R170, and R202) and funding
for organic research, with support for agencies like the Ministry of Health and Agricultural Jihad indicating a
demand for a credible national organic system.

4.3.4. Widespread Economic Constraints to Consumption

The high cost of organic food emerged as a predominant concern in the qualitative responses, corroborating
the regression findings where the statement “organic food is too expensive” (X2) exhibited a negative
predictive value on WTP (Table 7, 𝑝 < 0.001). Conversely, higher household income (X6) was identified as a
positive predictor (𝑝 = 0.009). Respondents frequently cited cost as the primary factor influencing their
preferences for organic food (e.g., R12, R18, and R165). They proposed strategies to reduce prices, such as
price reductions or subsidies for consumers. This economic barrier aligns with WTP patterns in Table 5,
where the majority of respondents indicated a willingness to pay only moderate or low premiums (1–20%),
and with the moderate importance of price in Table 1 (𝑀 = 2.71). While many consumers were motivated by
concerns regarding their health and the environment, premium prices resulted in limited purchasing power,
particularly among lower‐income groups.

4.3.5. Lack of Consumer Confidence in Authenticity

A key concern in the qualitative data was trust in the legitimacy of organic labels. Respondents questioned
whether labeled products truly met organic standards, often citing doubts about producers or the label itself
(e.g., R27, R58, and R117). This skepticism may explain why, despite generally favorable attitudes toward
organic produce (X4; Table 4, 75.7%) and its significant predictive value for WTP (Table 7, 𝑝 < 0.001),
uncertainty about authenticity limits purchase intent. Mistrust may also contribute to the lower importance
of “place of production” (Table 1, 𝑀 = 2.54), as original labels are not always trusted. Some favored locally
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grown organics, possibly due to greater transparency or shorter supply chains (e.g., R35 and R121). These
findings underscore the need for credible, verifiable certification and labeling systems to build trust and
support market growth.

5. Discussion

The findings of this study highlight the complex interplay of perceptual, structural, and contextual factors
influencing Iranian consumers’ WTP for organic fruit and vegetables. Appearance and food safety emerged
as top priorities in consumer decision‐making, consistent with previous studies (Paul & Rana, 2012; Rödiger
& Hamm, 2015). The emphasis on visual cues and sensory appeal indicates that immediate quality
assessments remain central to purchasing behavior. Conversely, the relatively low importance attributed to
the concept of “place of production” may be indicative of limited awareness or skepticism towards local or
regional sourcing, a pattern that has been previously documented in the research conducted by Khaerolahi
et al. (2021). Marketing efforts aimed at promoting organic and local food would benefit from aligning with
these dominant consumer heuristics. A substantial knowledge gap regarding organic food remains,
particularly among lower‐income consumers, thereby corroborating the findings of Rajabi et al. (2013) and
Razeghi et al. (2018). The stratified sampling design employed in this study enabled the identification of
socioeconomic disparities. This pervasive dearth of knowledge hinders the expansion of the organic market
and underscores the necessity for more precise labeling and targeted educational initiatives. The present
study draws on the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Wang et al., 2020) to argue that enhancing
consumer understanding can shape attitudes and increase WTP. The study confirms that public concern
about chemical inputs, especially pesticides, drives interest in organic alternatives, echoing prior research
(Ghali‐Zinoubi & Toukabri, 2019; Paul & Rana, 2012). Strong negative attitudes toward conventional farming
were evident, but not universal—some consumers still prioritize cost or consider agrochemicals a necessary
part of food production. This variability suggests targeted messaging is needed to emphasize health and
environmental risks and to encourage organic consumption through mass media and public outreach.

While positive attitudes toward organic food were pervasive, aligning with literature on health and
environmental motivations (Ghali‐Zinoubi & Toukabri, 2019; Thøgersen, 2016), structural barriers such as
high prices and limited access constrained behavior. While a considerable proportion of respondents
indicated a willingness to pay (WTP) a 1–20% premium, aligning with the findings reported by Hansen et al.
(2018), only a limited number were willing to incur costs beyond 50%, a finding consistent with the
observations made by Johnstone and Tan (2015). The cost of the technology is a significant impediment to
its more widespread use. These findings underscore the necessity for economic policies such as consumer
subsidies, producer incentives, or price stabilization to foster market development (Gschwandtner, 2018).
The quantitative predictors of WTP—namely, pesticide concerns (X1), perceived cost (X2), trust in
conventional systems (X3), organic attitudes (X4), availability (X5), income (X6), and age (X7)—were all
statistically significant and reinforced by qualitative findings. Consumer interviews yielded substantial
contextual information. A recurring theme in these interviews was deep‐seated mistrust in labeling and
certification (X3 and X4). This mistrust was observed even among consumers who held favorable views of
organic products. This mistrust has the potential to compromise the efficacy of organic labeling, a factor that
may contribute to the observed lack of significance of the “place of production” attribute in consumer
purchasing decisions. A subset of respondents expressed a preference for locally sourced organic products,
indicating that shorter supply chains may contribute to enhanced trust. Perceived affordability and limited
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availability emerged as real‐world constraints on organic purchasing. These qualitative insights explain the
negative effect of cost perceptions (X2) and the positive impact of availability (X5) on WTP. Similarly, age
and income trends—higher WTP among younger and wealthier respondents—mirrors previous research
(Aschemann‐Witzel & Zielke, 2017; Gracia & de Magistris, 2008). Importantly, trust in conventional systems
reduced WTP for organic products (Vermeir & Verbeke, 2008), suggesting that consumers who trust
mainstream oversight see less need for organic alternatives.

Blending qualitative and quantitative approaches not only validated the key statistical predictors but also
illuminated the nuanced mechanisms behind them. For example, concerns about pesticide residues (X1)
were more than a preference—they were often described as deeply rooted fears shaped by health anxieties
and limited regulatory trust. Similarly, the influence of trust (X3 and X4) on WTP became clearer through
narratives expressing skepticism about certification, governance, and transparency. The qualitative data also
highlighted strong consumer demand for improved regulation, credible certification, and education,
indicating where policy interventions might be most effective.

In addition to confirming quantitative patterns, the interviews revealed systemic barriers and actionable
entry points for policy. Calls for better labeling, more visible certification, and expanded consumer education
were frequent. Economic concerns remained dominant, reinforcing the need for retail expansion and
government‐supported affordability measures. Increasing transparency in production, shortening supply
chains, and promoting local organic farming could improve both consumer trust and market penetration.

In sum, the integration of qualitative insights strengthened the interpretive validity of this study. It
demonstrated how structural conditions (e.g., cost and access), perceptual variables (e.g., trust and
knowledge), and demographic factors interact to shape organic food consumption. Future efforts to grow
Iran’s organic market must address affordability, labeling credibility, and education simultaneously.
Additionally, community‐based models like urban gardening and cooperative farming offer promising
avenues to enhance access and rebuild trust from the ground up.

6. Conclusion

This study examined the demand‐side dynamics of organic fruit and vegetable consumption in Tehran,
offering empirical insights into consumer behavior within the context of sustainable urban food systems.
A mixed‐methods approach was employed to identify the key determinants of WTP, including pesticide
concerns, perceived costs, trust in conventional systems, attitudes toward organic food, availability, income,
and age. The qualitative findings corroborated these results, unveiling structural barriers—including limited
affordability, access, and consumer trust—alongside potential interventions related to education,
infrastructure, and regulatory transparency. These findings are directly relevant to urban planning,
particularly as cities seek to develop more sustainable and equitable food environments. Spatial access
emerged as a critical factor, underscoring the necessity for planners to address geographic disparities in food
availability through zoning, networked distribution systems, and proximity‐based retail interventions.
The practice of urban agriculture, both within and surrounding city boundaries, ought to be endorsed
through the implementation of land‐use protections and the incorporation into broader food logistics
frameworks. The incorporation of organic food systems into spatial planning and infrastructure investment
has the potential to enhance both environmental sustainability and public health outcomes. Achieving
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alignment between consumer behavior and sustainability objectives necessitates a concerted effort across
the domains of planning, policy, and market. The barriers identified—cost, access, awareness, and
trust—represent key leverage points for planners and policymakers to influence food system transitions. This
study underscores the necessity for cross‐sectoral planning that considers food not only as a health or
agricultural issue, but also as a spatial and infrastructural one, central to sustainable urban development.
The following planning strategies are recommended:

• Implementing spatially equitable subsidies or pricing mechanisms to improve affordability across
income groups.

• Supporting local food networks—such as farmers’ markets, community‐supported agriculture, and
neighborhood food hubs—to reduce food miles and increase trust.

• Enhancing regulatory systems with transparent organic certification to rebuild consumer confidence.
• Investing in infrastructure for low‐carbon, efficient food logistics, and last‐mile delivery.
• Embedding sustainable food systems within urban planning curricula, master plans, and resilience
strategies.

• Fostering cross‐sector partnerships that address spatial and economic exclusion in urban food access.

While the study provides important insights, its findings are limited to Tehran and rely on self‐reported data.
Future research should incorporate spatially explicit analyses of WTP and food accessibility across urban
sub‐regions to guide geographically targeted interventions. Longitudinal studies tracking the effects of
planning or policy changes on consumer behavior would further strengthen this emerging field. Comparative
research across diverse urban contexts could also yield transferable lessons for sustainable food
planning globally.

Ultimately, cultivating a robust organic food market in Tehran is not merely a matter of individual choice; it is a
complex urban planning challenge. Addressing the intertwined economic, spatial, and informational barriers to
sustainable consumption requires integrated strategies. By leveraging planning tools to make sustainable food
more accessible, affordable, and trusted, cities can align food policy with broader goals of equity, resilience,
and environmental sustainability.
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Abstract
The growing challenge of food waste is a frequent topic in international debate, as significant amounts of
food remain unrecovered despite being a basic need. Digital platforms and mobile applications now play a
key role in redistributing surplus food by connecting local entrepreneurs and catering services with
consumers. While existing research has focused primarily on food‐sharing applications’ (FSAs’) business
models and user behaviour, the spatial dimension of these platforms remains understudied. Our research
examines FSAs as business‐to‐customer (B2C) solutions that directly connect catering facilities with
consumers, analysing their role in supporting food waste mitigation across diverse urban contexts in Poland
(Warsaw, Krakow) and Czechia (Prague, Brno). Through spatial analysis of FSA‐participating establishments’
locations and the types of food saved, we investigate how the B2C model operates within different urban
functional zones, from tourist‐heavy city centres to residential districts. Our findings reveal distinct patterns
in how FSA adoption aligns with cities’ functional characteristics, with higher concentrations in
multifunctional urban cores and emerging presence in revitalized residential areas. This spatial distribution
reflects both the business opportunities within the B2C model and the cities’ varied functional roles, from
tourist destinations to administrative centres. Our findings highlight how FSAs align with urban functions,
offering insights for expanding coverage to underserved areas while adapting to local characteristics.
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1. Introduction

The growing issue of food waste is a frequent topic in international debates (FAO et al., 2022), as much of it
remains unrecoverable (FAO, 2015). Despite being a basic need, large amounts of food are wasted across the
supply chain. Food‐sharing initiatives help mitigate this by redistributing surplus food (Davies, 2020). Local
efforts—like food banks and charities—are increasingly effective through digital tools (Ciaghi & Villafiorita,
2016) such as online platforms and food‐sharing applications (FSAs).

With modern information and communication technologies (ICTs), online platforms and mobile applications
facilitate food redistribution by connecting local entrepreneurs and the catering sector directly with their
customers (Ciaghi & Villafiorita, 2016; Farr‐Wharton et al., 2014). Examples include Too Good To Go (UK,
Denmark, Germany, Poland), Foodsi (Poland), Karma (UK), Nesnězeno (Czechia), as well as platforms
connecting donors with charities (Italy: BringTheFood; UK: OLIO). These applications operationalize
redistribution by forming partnerships with local businesses and using real‐time matching algorithms to
connect surplus food with consumer demand efficiently. This food redistribution, whether profit‐ or
non‐profit oriented (Harvey et al., 2014), transforms food distribution from linear‐based (production to
supermarket, restaurant to consumer) to network‐based models (e.g., customer to producer; Harvey et al.,
2019). For instance, in the linear model, surplus food from restaurants often goes to waste, whereas
network‐based platforms enable real‐time connections between businesses with surplus food and
customers seeking discounted meals (Harvey et al., 2019). Currently, various digital platforms exist for
reducing food waste (Rýparová, 2021), with FSAs providing tools for businesses to list surplus and for
consumers to browse and claim food, creating a more dynamic food redistribution system.

Although FSAs showpotential for improving food systems (Harvey et al., 2019;Michelini et al., 2018), empirical
research remains limited. Researchers have explored business participation motivations (Mazzucchelli et al.,
2021; Rýparová, 2021), noting that food waste reduction requires consumer–retailer coordination (Bravi et al.,
2019). Mobile applications offer valuable contributions (Hanson & Ahmadi, 2022), yet spatial aspects remain
neglected in comparative studies. Our research addresses this gap by examining spatial distribution patterns
of FSA‐using catering facilities across urban contexts in Poland (Warsaw, Krakow) and Czechia (Prague, Brno),
analyzing geographic accessibility, food‐sharing patterns, and relationships to cities’ functional characteristics.

In our analysis of the FSAs used by gastronomic facilities (e.g., restaurants, cafes) and food stores located in
selected cities of Poland (Warsaw, Krakow) and Czechia (Prague, Brno), the following research questions were
formulated prior to data collection to guide our investigation:

RQ1: How accessible is food through FSAs in the selected cities of Poland (Warsaw, Krakow) and
Czechia (Pragie, Brno)?

RQ2: What types of food are being saved in these cities?

RQ3: What are the spatial distribution patterns of gastronomic facilities, and how do they relate to
the cities’ functional roles?

RQ4: How do the spatial distribution patterns of FSA‐using facilities shape food‐saving opportunities,
and are there specific districts where food waste cannot be mitigated through these apps?
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To address these questions, we analyze data from three FSAs (Foodsi, Too Good To Go, and Nesnězeno)
operating in selected cities (2022–2023), covering 811 participating facilities and food types shared. Using
GIS, we examine spatial patterns in relation to urban functions, comparing FSAs participating facilities with
5,726 catering establishments from OpenStreetMap (OSM).

We chose Warsaw, Krakow, Prague, and Brno for several reasons. First, they are significant metropolitan
urban centres in Poland and Czechia (Frantál et al., 2015; Kuć‐Czajkowska, 2009; Romańczyk, 2018; Sýkora
& Ouředníček, 2007; Tonev et al., 2017) that are essential for understanding FSAs within the broader
context of European and global efforts to create sustainable food systems. These cities are prominent
national capitals, cultural hubs, and key players in the European urban landscape (Kuć‐Czajkowska, 2009;
Romańczyk, 2018; Tonev et al., 2017). They exhibit a high degree of cosmopolitanism and attract a diverse
population, including students, professionals, and expatriates, contributing to dynamic labour markets and
diverse food cultures (Kunc et al., 2023; Pawlusiński & Kubal, 2017; Vaníček, 2019). Second, their status as
major tourist destinations (Derek, 2018; Kunc et al., 2023; Vaníček, 2019) amplifies the significance of food
consumption and waste. Third, from a European perspective, these cities increasingly represent growing
awareness of food systems issues, particularly through evolving cultural approaches to food waste. Warsaw
and Krakow actively engage in food system transformation through initiatives like Warsaw’s Food Policy and
Krakow’s 2024 signing of the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact. Prague and Brno participate indirectly (Gregor
et al., 2018; Nováková et al., 2021), making all four cities relevant to urban food sustainability efforts. Poland
demonstrates this shift through active civil society involvement, with faith‐based organizations like the
Caritas Foundation connecting religious institutions with food donation initiatives—a connection where
traditional values and community‐driven initiatives guide food‐sharing practices (Filimonau et al., 2022,
2024). Notably, a generational transformation is occurring, with younger generations showing increased
support for modern food‐sharing technologies (Balińska et al., 2021, 2024; Jaska et al., 2022) and food
waste reduction efforts (Jaska et al., 2024; Kubal‐Czerwińska, 2025) compared to their parents and
grandparents (Auer & Rogers, 2022). This evolving approach to food systems has positioned these cities at
the forefront of food geographies—an emerging field examining urban food production, preparation, and
consumption—and discussions on transitioning toward more sustainable and just urban food systems (Abbt,
2024; Pixová & Plank, 2024; Ratinger et al., 2014). Fourth, by studying FSAs in these cities, the research
aligns with global and European objectives of fostering sustainable food chains that extend beyond urban
centres into surrounding regions (Preiss et al., 2017; Stahlbrand, 2018). Additionally, civil society initiatives
like food policy councils and movements for food justice in these cities demand greater democratic
participation in food system decision‐making and the rectification of social inequalities, particularly those
tied to post‐Soviet power dynamics in Central and Eastern Europe (Gregor et al., 2018; Nováková et al.,
2021; Urząd miasta stołecznego Warszawy, 2020). The regional focus on Central and Eastern Europe fills a
gap in the literature predominantly centred on Western Europe or North America (Ciaghi & Villafiorita, 2016;
Farr‐Wharton et al., 2014). The GIS methodology offers a quantitative approach to understanding
sustainable urban systems and digital innovation in food systems (Baumann, 2020).

Foodwaste research in urban settings lacks spatial focus, particularly regarding ICTs’ role. This study addresses
this gap by examining FSAs in Poland and Czechia, connecting digital innovation, spatiality, and sustainability.
While existing literature covers technological, social, and economic aspects, it neglects urban spatial dynamics
in food waste patterns. Our GIS‐based analysis examines food‐sharing opportunities as a spatial challenge—
especially relevant in Central and Eastern Europe where planning disparities affect sustainability. By analyzing
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gastronomic clusters and underserved districts, we reveal how digital and spatial factors influence food waste
reduction, contributing to equitable urban food‐sharing practices.

This study contributes theoretically by advancing food waste management through network‐based models
and GIS‐driven urban sustainability insights. It integrates geographical, sociological, and technological
perspectives for more effective interventions. Practically, FSAs offer scalable tools to connect surplus food
with consumers, especially in underserved areas. Managerially, FSAs act as a corporate social responsibility
(CSR) instrument that help businesses reduce waste, boost revenue, and provide policymakers with
data‐driven strategies for equitable food‐sharing practices. The article covers FSA literature, methods,
spatial distribution, saved food types, and areas for expansion, concluding with key findings, future research,
and policy recommendations.

2. Research on FSAs

Food waste has prompted online food‐sharing initiatives (Ganglbauer et al., 2014) that evolved into apps like
TooGood ToGo andNoFoodWasted. These platforms connect surplus foodwith consumers through real‐time
matching algorithms (Apostolidis et al., 2021). By partneringwith restaurants, bakeries, and supermarkets, they
allow users to browse available food, purchase at discounted rates, and collect items directly from vendors.

2.1. Emergence and Development of FSAs

Research on FSAs is relatively new; however, it is becoming increasingly relevant. Initial emerging research in
the field of FSAs mainly focused on presenting the tool of FSAs as a mechanism to reduce food waste, while
exploring its potential for further development and improvement (Ciaghi & Villafiorita, 2016; Farr‐Wharton
et al., 2014; Fraccascia & Nastasi, 2023). FSAs align with the global goal of urban sustainability by addressing
food waste challenges in densely populated areas where waste generation and food insecurity coexist.
In response to the food waste problem, FSAs have become an increasingly popular initiative among users
and as a business model (Hong, Kafa, & Jaegler, 2024). Michelini et al. (2018) addressed FSAs in classifying
food‐sharing models in the context of motivation and sustainability. The study presents three main models:
(a) the “sharing for money” model, which is primarily a business‐to‐customer (B2C) for‐profit model to
reduce waste and, at the same time, generate revenue (e.g., Too Good To Go); (b) the “sharing for charity”
model in which food is collected and given to non‐profit organizations (e.g., Food Rescue US); and (c) the
“sharing for the community” model which is a peer‐to‐peer model where food is shared amongst consumers
(e.g., OLIO, The Food Rescue Hero; p. 205, Michelini et al., 2018); with FSAs being included in the “sharing
for money” model—this does not mean that FSAs cannot be effective in other sectors.

2.2. FSAs as Business and Social Innovation

FSAs have been studied from business and social perspectives, highlighting their effectiveness. From a
business standpoint, FSAs have been identified as catalysts for growth in social businesses (Vo‐Thanh et al.,
2021), particularly in the context of sustainable entrepreneurship. For instance, mathematical analyses of
the business model of the Too Good To Go application have highlighted its profitability while significantly
reducing food waste (Yang & Yu, in press). Similarly, Vo‐Thanh et al. (2021) emphasized how FSAs contribute
to social business growth by fostering innovative solutions to urban sustainability challenges. From a social
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innovation perspective, FSAs play a critical role in addressing societal problems through innovative,
community‐driven solutions. Too Good To Go, for example, operates based on social, functional, and
emotional values, which are critical to its success in achieving its social mission. The platform’s ability to
engage users by offering an affordable, impactful way to reduce food waste aligns with key social innovation
principles, such as addressing social problems through innovative, community‐driven solutions (Vo‐Thanh
et al., 2021). The Food Rescue Hero app, for example, connects volunteers with nonprofits to deliver surplus
food to individuals facing food insecurity, reducing waste and aiding vulnerable populations (Bozhinova,
2018). Likewise, the Abundance app facilitates access to free or low‐cost food, promoting inclusivity and
reducing stigma (Etingoff, 2019). Barboza and Filho (2019) highlight that mobile eco‐applications provide
society with innovative opportunities and alternatives for promoting green consumption, including fostering
lifestyle changes. Emerging research highlights both the benefits and risks of FSAs. While they promote
sustainable consumption, they may also contribute to food waste. Yang et al. (2024) found that convenience
and enjoyment can unintentionally encourage wasteful behaviours. FSAs raise awareness of food waste
across production and consumption levels, including among children (Carulli et al., 2022; Mathisen &
Johansen, 2022). Unlike food banks, which may evoke stigma, FSAs offer a dignified alternative (Ayala et al.,
2022; Ntsondé & Aggeri, 2017; Zaman et al., 2025), positioning them as tools for both economic and social
empowerment. Rooted in social innovation theory, FSAs balance functional and emotional values to drive
user engagement (Lewandowski, 2023). This current study suggests that FSAs like Too Good To Go and
Nesnězeno can mitigate urban food waste by fostering collaboration among businesses, consumers, and
local authorities. Integrating social innovation frameworks, FSAs emerge as key drivers of urban
sustainability, advancing food‐sharing practices while promoting social and economic benefits.

2.3. Motivations for Using FSAs: Perspective of Consumers and Businesses

Motivations for using FSAs from the perspective of consumers and businesses are multifaceted as
demonstrated in Table 1. While financial benefits are a primary driver, research indicates that a sense of
environmental responsibility (Aschemann‐Witzel et al., 2018) and the perceived usefulness of these apps
(Bolton & Alba, 2012) also play a role. One of the central arguments for FSAs is their ability to economically
incentivize consumers to adopt sustainable practices. Economic motivations, including cost optimization,
stand out as compelling drivers for engagement, both for consumers and businesses. Balińska et al. (2024)
emphasize that affordability and payment security are pivotal factors in user adoption. These apps offer
practical solutions to reduce operational costs related to surplus food management (Hong, Jaegler, &
Gergaud, 2024). However, focusing predominantly on economic incentives risks undermining the broader
goal of fostering intrinsic motivations for sustainable behaviour. Without addressing the “value–action gap”
(Essiz et al., 2023)—where individuals fail to act on pro‐environmental intentions due to barriers such as
convenience or lack of knowledge—the long‐term impact of these apps may remain limited. Studies by Clark
and Manning (2018) and Viccaro et al. (2023) have overlooked the interplay between financial incentives
and other motivations, leaving a gap in understanding the broader drivers of food‐saving behaviours.

Determination and motivation to use FSAs may vary depending on the side of the transaction. Apostolidis
et al. (2021) identified key features and functions relative to the FSA functionality of two transactional sides—
business representatives and consumers (Table 1). This allowed the identification of the divergent motivations
of each party in using FSAs. Relationships between donors and recipients were also indicated by Harvey et al.
(2019) for application functionality based on analysis of user data. The analysis carried out using analytical and
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Table 1. FSAs stakeholder perspectives.

Aspect Business Representatives Consumers

Motivations Reduce food waste while gaining revenue;
Enhance brand image; Comply with
sustainability goals

Save money; Access affordable food;
Support sustainability and
community efforts

Key features of FSA
functionality

Tools to manage surplus efficiently;
Integration with existing supply chains

User‐friendly interface; Perceived
usefulness and ease of use

Challenges Fragmented supply chains; Need for
operational adjustments

Perceived risks (e.g., food safety
concerns); Trust in app functionality

Findings Most transactions lack reciprocity;
Third‐party involvement fragments
supply chains

Willingness to use FSAs boosted by
perceived benefits, but reduced by
perceived risks

Opportunities for
improvement

Streamline supply chains; Tailor app
features to business needs

Increase transparency; Enhance perceived
safety and ease of use

graphical tools led to the conclusions that (a) the majority of transactions are not based on reciprocity, (b) the
participation of third parties increasingly fragments supply chains, and (c) the structure of the FSA network is
a determinant of sharing. Motivation and feelings about FSA functionality among users and product recipients
were also addressed as part of learning about potential changes proposed by users (Fraccascia &Nastasi, 2023;
Sienicka & Kozłowska, 2022; van der Haar & Zeinstra, 2019). For example, perceived usefulness and ease of
use significantly boost consumers’ willingness to use mobile apps aimed at reducing food waste, whereas
perceived risks lower this willingness (Fraccascia & Nastasi, 2023). These insights underscore the importance
of tailoring FSA functionality to address business representatives’ and consumers’ unique motivations and
perceived challenges.

2.4. FSA Adoption: Opportunities and Challenges

FSAs present numerous opportunities for promoting sustainable consumption and reducing food waste.
Research suggests that these apps act as “green default options” (Thaler & Sunstein, 2023), simplifying
decision‐making for users by embedding sustainability into everyday habits. They contribute to measurable
economic and environmental benefits, offering users convenience, cost savings, and access to diverse food
options (Dirsehan & Cankat, 2021). Market incentives such as public recognition or rewards for waste
reduction milestones have the potential to enhance user engagement and align individual behaviour with
broader sustainability goals (Mathisen & Johansen, 2022). For businesses, FSAs align with CSR objectives
and deliver financial benefits by reducing surplus food volumes (Ntsondé & Aggeri, 2017), while legal
incentives, such as tax breaks in Italy and France, encourage participation (Cane & Parra, 2020). Advanced
technologies, including AI and smart contracts, enhance redistribution efficiency and align environmental
and social objectives (Maleki Vishkaei & De Giovanni, 2024), improving business reputation and fostering
customer loyalty.

From a systemic perspective, FSAs have the potential to foster collaboration across the food supply chain.
With strong policy support and public education, they can tackle food waste at its source (Schanes et al.,
2018) and scale from niche solutions to transformative tools for sustainable food systems (Baragwanath,
2021). The effectiveness of FSA adoption also depends on the digital readiness of the countries where these
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applications operate. According to the Digital Economy and Society Index (European Commission, 2022),
Czechia demonstrates moderate digital performance with 54% of its population possessing basic digital
skills, aligning with the EU average. In contrast, Poland shows lower digital skill levels at 43%, positioning it
among the EU’s lower‐performing countries in this aspect (European Commission, 2022). Unfortunately, FSA
research is limited to investigating motivation and willingness to use FSAs from the user perspective
(Fraccascia & Nastasi, 2023; Sienicka & Kozłowska, 2022; van der Haar & Zeinstra, 2019) without providing
(inter)national comparisons.

Despite their promise, FSAs face several challenges that limit their effectiveness and scalability. A lack of
trust in AI‐driven technologies and concerns over data privacy can deter user engagement, as noted by
Zarifis and Fu (2023) and Wang et al. (2023). Ethical challenges related to data collection must also be
addressed to maintain consumer trust (Sapienza, 2018). Furthermore, younger users often prioritize
convenience and brand reputation over sustainability, creating a misalignment between app design and user
expectations (Calafell et al., 2019). To address this, app developers need to reevaluate their platforms to
balance ease of use with meaningful educational content that fosters long‐term behavioural change.
The usability and perceived quality of food offered through FSAs also play a crucial role in user satisfaction
and loyalty (Ng et al., 2023). While young users often appreciate convenience and time‐saving benefits
(Balińska et al., 2024), inconsistent product offerings and limited options can undermine their experience
(Dirsehan & Cankat, 2021; Hong, Jaegler, & Gergaud, 2024). Additionally, structural inequalities within the
food supply chain and inconsistent engagement from suppliers pose significant barriers to the broader
adoption of FSAs (Ciulli et al., 2020).

Businesses also face notable challenges in FSA implementation and sustainability. Balancing surplus food
allocation between donations and sales highlights the profit‐driven nature of B2C FSAs (Rýparová, 2021).
Supply–demand mismatches and fluctuating supplier participation further complicate the scalability of these
platforms. Moreover, much of the existing literature focuses on consumer behaviour, leaving gaps in
understanding the factors that drive or inhibit business participation in food waste management initiatives
(Schanes & Stagl, 2019). Without addressing these challenges and fostering systemic collaboration, FSAs risk
being relegated to incremental rather than transformative solutions for food waste reduction.

2.5. Spatial and Urban Considerations of FSA Adoption

Despite growing research, FSAs remain underexplored from a spatial perspective, particularly in urban
systems. Cities, as complex socio‐technical systems, face ecological and social sustainability challenges,
especially in their food systems (Davies & Evans, 2019). Geographical location shapes food service
operations and strategies (Lee et al., 2019). In Hangzhou, China, Zhai et al. (2015) found that food
establishments are most visited in historic centres, with appeal decreasing in newer areas. Studies highlight
how economic, technological, and social shifts influence the spatial distribution of gastronomy, creating
concentration models in city centres and suburbs with residential areas of various density and small
businesses, and tourist hubs (Kowalczyk, 2020; Kowalczyk & Derek, 2020). Thus, location likely impacts
where and how FSAs might emerge in urban environments.

There are various forms of resisting food waste in urban spaces, ranging from worldview changes, community
initiatives, and the use of ICTs, including FSAs. Global research has produced a classification, typology, map,
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and database of foodwaste initiatives (Davies et al., 2017a; Davies & Legg, 2018) with a focus on ICTs in urban
areas (Davies et al., 2017b). For example, Morrow (2019) compared digital food‐sharing initiatives in Berlin
and New York, assessing their effectiveness in promoting urban sustainability. Rýparová (2021) identified
food‐sharing platforms in Czechia, while Pączek et al. (2023) explored the services used in Czechia and Poland.

3. Socio‐Economic Characteristics of Selected Cities for Urban FoodWaste Research

Warsaw, Krakow, Prague, and Brno serve as compelling case studies for this research due to their shared
histories as post‐socialist cities that have undergone significant political and economic transformations since
the end of communist rule. Each city has navigated the complex transition from centrally planned economies
to market‐oriented systems, leading to unique urban development patterns and socio‐economic dynamics
(Neduči & Krklješ, 2017). Detailed socio‐economic characteristics are in Appendix 3 in the Supplementary File.

Warsaw, Poland’s capital and largest city, has around 1.8 million residents (National Statistical Office in
Warszawa, 2023). Population distribution varies across districts, with central areas like Śródmieście and
Praga‐Północ declining since 2021, while peripheral districts such as Białołęka and Wilanów grow due to
suburbanization (National Statistical Office in Warszawa, 2023). In 2022, Białołęka gained 1,263 residents,
Ursus 622, Wawer 441, Wilanów 331, and Włochy 330, while Śródmieście (−725), Bielany (−534),
Mokotów (−452), and Ochota (−406) saw declines (National Statistical Office in Warszawa, 2023). These
demographic disparities between central and peripheral districts of Warsaw highlight the diverse challenges
and opportunities for initiatives such as FSAs, indicating the need to tailor strategies to the specific
characteristics of each urban area (Urząd miasta stołecznego Warszawy, 2023; National Statistical Office in
Warszawa, 2023). Warsaw’s diverse population is reflected in its socio‐economic structure, with younger,
economically active residents concentrated in developing districts like Ursynów and Wilanów, while central
areas have a higher proportion of elderly residents (National Statistical Office in Warszawa, 2023). As Poland’s
political, financial, and cultural hub (Raport o stanie miasta Warszawa, 2023), Warsaw has a strong
service‐based economy, with a GDP per capita of $47,430 (2022), low unemployment (1.5%), and over
900,000 people employed, mainly in business services, finance, IT, and retail (NSP, 2024; Śleszyński, 2015).
Key business districts, including Śródmieście (98,000 residents) and Mokotów (226,000 residents), serve as
major employment hubs, attracting high‐skilled professionals and international investments (National
Statistical Office in Warszawa, 2023). Despite this, disparities exist, with districts like Praga‐Północ
(60,000 residents) and Targówek (123,000 residents) having higher unemployment and lower income levels
(National Statistical Office in Warszawa, 2023). Housing development reflects Warsaw’s socio‐economic
divide (Mendel, 2013): The majority of new housing investments occur in Białołęka (159,000 residents), Wola
(150,000 residents), and Włochy (50,000 residents), where large‐scale residential projects cater to the
growing demand for housing (Żylski, 2019). In contrast, older districts like Praga‐Północ and Wola still face
deteriorating housing, despite ongoing revitalization (Żylski, 2019). Such spatial and economic patterns
impact food accessibility and waste management, especially in high‐density, commercial areas where food
services—and FSA adoption—are concentrated. Ochota, known for its young population, and Białołęka, a
rapidly expanding district attracting young families, reflect Warsaw’s shifting demographics (National
Statistical Office in Warszawa, 2023). While Śródmieście and Mokotów remain business and gastronomy hubs,
peripheral districts like Białołęka and Ursynów rely more on supermarkets than small‐scale food services.
Wola and Praga‐Południe act as key food service centres outside the core. Warsaw’s strong entrepreneurial
and start‐up scene, particularly in Wola and Ochota, contrasts with lower business density in Białołęka and
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Ursus (National Statistical Office in Warszawa, 2023; Urząd miasta stołecznego Warszawy, 2023). These
spatial‐economic dynamics shape where FSAs thrive and guide food waste management strategies.

Kraków, Poland’s second‐largest city with around 800,000 residents (National Statistical Office in Warszawa,
2023), is a cultural, academic, and tourism hub shaped by its history, tourism, and universities (Pawlusiński &
Kubal, 2017). The city shows clear socio‐economic divisions between the dense, tourist‐driven Old Town, a
UNESCO World Heritage Site and major commercial hub with 29,000 residents and a population density of
7,357 people/km², which serves as a key area for FSAs due to surplus food from restaurants (Kruczek &
Mazanek, 2019; Yang & Yu, in press), and peripheral districts like Prądnik Biały (72,000 residents,
2,876 people/km²), Podgórze Duchackie (54,000 residents, 5,879 people/km²), and Bieżanów‐Prokocim
(63,000 residents, 3,874 people/km²), where housing is more affordable (14,000 to 12,000 PLN/m²;
(PrimeTimePr, 2024). These outer districts have stable populations and rely more on supermarkets and
local markets for food access (PrimeTimePr, 2024). Nowa Huta, a district originally built in the 1950s as a
socialist city for steelworks workers (Hołuj, 2017), remains less densely populated (49,260 residents,
816 people/km²; BUP Kraków, 2023) and has a lower‐income profile compared to central Kraków. While
heavy industry has declined, Nowa Huta is still home to large residential blocks and affordable housing,
attracting young, well‐educated individuals (Pawlusiński & Kubal, 2017). The district’s food services are more
localized, with grocery stores, traditional markets, and small eateries (Hołuj, 2017), unlike the
restaurant‐dominated Old Town. This creates different challenges and opportunities for FSAs. On one hand,
food waste may be lower due to a more localized food economy; on the other, there may be fewer surplus
food sources compared to the restaurant‐heavy city centre. Additionally, lower digital engagement among
older residents in Nowa Huta may pose adoption barriers for app‐based food‐sharing initiatives (Calafell
et al., 2019).

Prague’s socio‐spatial structure contrasts between its historic centre, listed as a UNESCO World Heritage
Site, and its suburban fringes (Zděradička, 2023). Its districts vary in urbanization, population density, and
socio‐economic composition (Ouředníček et al., 2015). Some districts, such as Praha 1 (22,967 residents,
4,200 people/km²), embody the essence of an urban centre, while others, like Praha 12 (56,591 residents,
2,400 people/km²), are distinctly suburban (Czech Statistical Office, 2023). Central districts like Praha 1 and
Praha 2 have high population density, driving economic activity and digital engagement, making them prime
locations for FSAs. In contrast, suburban areas housing fewer than 500 residents (e.g., Praha‐Nedvězí and
Praha‐Královice; Czech Statistical Office, 2023) have lower population densities (1,500–3,000 people/km²)
and less digital infrastructure, which can limit FSA scalability (Czech Statistical Office, 2023). Central Prague
contributes about 70% of the city’s economic activity (Czech Statistical Office, 2023), with significant
cultural, administrative, and tourism‐related establishments, fostering a dynamic and digitally connected
population ideal for adopting FSAs. Prague’s economy is mainly driven by the service sector, including
finance (44,800 employees in 2022), IT (71,300 employees), education (45,900 employees), and public
administration (39,700 employees; Czech Statistical Office, 2023). For example, central Prague, with its
concentration of multinational companies, government agencies, and cultural institutions, fosters a dynamic,
digitally savvy consumer base (Ouředníček et al., 2015; Sýkora & Šimoníčková, 1994). This economic and
demographic vibrancy, supported by 95,000 high‐skilled professionals (Czech Statistical Office, 2023),
makes it an ideal hub for food services and digital innovations like FSAs. High foot traffic and strong
gastronomy further drive demand for efficient food waste management, positioning FSAs as effective tools
for both environmental and consumer needs (Lochman, 2021).
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Brno, the second‐largest city in Czechia, presents a somewhat more homogeneous urban landscape yet still
exhibits a clear central‐to‐peripheral gradient (Kunc & Tonev, 2022). The central district, known as Brno‐střed
(4,617 people/km²) serves as the city’s primary commercial and cultural nucleus (Czech Statistical Office, 2023;
Mulíček et al., 2016). Surrounding districts Brno‐sever (4,089 people/km²), Brno‐Židenice (4,562 people/km²),
Brno‐Žabovřesky (4,944 people/km²), andBrno‐Vinohrady (6,297 people/km²), although of smaller area, feature
a high population density of approximately 4,000 to 6,000 inhabitants per km² (Czech Statistical Office, 2023).
In these districts, a high concentration of economic activity and a tech‐savvy consumer base (Kunc et al., 2023)
support higher adoption rates of digital tools, including FSAs. Conversely, peripheral districts in Brno generally
report lower population densities—typically between 1,000 and 2,000 inhabitants per km² (e.g., Brno‐Chrlice,
Brno‐Černovice, Brno‐Bystrc)—and face challenges related to commuting to the central area, reduced digital
readiness, and low economic activity (Frantál et al., 2015), which can hinder the broader implementation of
FSAs. Unlike Prague, Brno’s economy is driven by high‐tech industries, research institutions, and manufacturing
(Kunc et al., 2023). Major employers like AVG Technologies, Kiwi.com, and leading universities foster innovation
and digital engagement. These socio‐demographic factors highlight the importance of considering urban‐scale
dynamics when assessing FSA effectiveness.

Poland shows more advanced FSA adoption than Czechia (698 vs. 113 facilities, see Table 2). While further
research is needed to identify precise reasons, potential explanations include market maturity, policy
incentives (Schanes et al., 2018), food prices (Balińska et al., 2024), and promotional strategies. The success
of early Polish adopters likely created competitive pressure, motivating others to join (Balińska et al., 2024).
This pattern appears in city heatmaps comparing all catering facilities versus those using FSAs (Appendix 1 in
the Supplementary File). Warsaw leads with 431 facilities (22.7% adoption), followed by Krakow with
267 facilities (32% adoption), while Czech cities show lower rates: Prague has 57 facilities (2.4% adoption)
and Brno has 56 facilities (9.6% adoption). Poland’s advanced adoption is evidenced by FSAs spreading
beyond central districts to peripheral areas, suggesting successful early adoption created new market
opportunities. Further research is needed to verify these patterns.

4. Methodology

It is important to acknowledge that FSAs represent just one of many approaches to addressing food waste in
urban environments. Both Poland and Czechia have diverse ecosystems of food waste reduction initiatives,
including grassroots movements, non‐governmental organizations, institutional programs, and informal
community networks that operate independently of digital platforms (Brunclíková & Kliková, 2018;
Filimonau et al., 2022; Rýparová, 2021; Veselá et al., 2023). Our study specifically focuses on the spatial
distribution and impact of FSAs as an emerging technological solution.

Three FSAs—Foodsi, Too Good To Go, and Nesnězeno—were examined. During this study, Foodsi and Too
Good To Go operated in Poland, where Foodsi is a Polish‐based company focusing on food sharing (Foodsi,
2024) and TooGood ToGo is an international company based in Denmark (Too Good ToGo, 2024). Nesnězeno
is a Czech‐based company that was the only FSA during our research present in Czechia (Nesnězeno, 2024;
Too Good To Go entered the Czech market in 2024). Following Michelini et al. (2018), all selected apps belong
to the “sharing for money” type, where catering facilities generate income by selling discounted food, reducing
waste, and recouping potential losses. This underscores the diverse motivations and functionalities of FSAs in
addressing food waste, optimizing supply chains, and contributing to sustainability.
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Our data collection directly addressed our research questions. To examine food access through apps (RQ1),
we documented the locations of all participating facilities. Information about food offerings addressed our
second question about the types of food saved (RQ2). To investigate spatial distribution patterns and their
relationship to cities’ functional roles (RQ3), we combined FSA facility data with OSM data on all catering
establishments and relevant urban research. Finally, kernel density maps highlighted areas of high and low
FSA participation to identify gaps in coverage (RQ4).

We implemented a two‐step data collection process. First, we collected data through direct observation of
FSAs from the user perspective, without app provider collaboration. After developing a standardized manual,
investigators created user accounts and systematically collected information about available offerings
between September 2022 and January 2023. We gathered 811 records from catering and food trade
establishments across Warsaw, Krakow, Prague, and Brno, merging them into one database with
duplicates removed.

Additionally, we collected data on all catering facilities to understand FSA adoption rates. We extracted data
from OSM using Overpass Turbo, a web‐based data filtering tool for OSM. OSM was selected for its
comprehensive coverage, standardized categorization, and open accessibility (Arsanjani et al., 2015; Barron
et al., 2013; Long & Liu, 2016). Overpass Turbo was chosen for its ability to effectively extract specific
geographic features (Arsanjani et al., 2015; Dewedar & Pepe, 2024). In total, 5,726 catering facilities were
obtained as shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Catering facilities: FSAs and OSM.

City Catering facilities: FSAs* Catering facilities: All

n % n

Poland 698 25.5% 2,736
Czechia 113 3.8% 2,990
Prague 57 2.4% 2,407
Brno 56 9.6% 583
Warsaw 431 22.7% 1,902
Krakow 267 32% 834

Note: * no duplicates.

Using QGIS, we determined spatial distribution patterns based on location data and food types. Kernel
density estimation generated heatmaps visualizing concentration patterns of FSA‐participating facilities,
allowing comparison with all catering facilities and between cities.

Despite our methodological approach, limitations exist. Data accuracy depends on information from FSAs or
OSM, which may not always be current. By focusing on specific FSAs, we may overlook other innovative food
waste reduction strategies employed by non‐participating restaurants, potentially providing an incomplete
picture of industry‐wide food waste reduction efforts.
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5. Results

5.1. How Accessible Is Food Through FSAs in the Selected Cities of Poland and Czechia?

In the cities of Warsaw, Krakow, Brno, and Prague, access to food through FSAs is primarily determined by
the spatial presence of participating gastronomic facilities in the cities’ central multifunctional districts,
which are primarily concentrated in the central areas of the above cities (Appendix 2 in the Supplementary
File; Kuć‐Czajkowska, 2009; Romańczyk, 2018; Tonev et al., 2017). These areas typically host diverse
functions, such as tourism, administrative offices, and entertainment hubs (Górka, 2004; Kunc & Tonev,
2022; Płaziak, 2019), leading to high accessibility for FSAs among residents, office workers, and tourists
alike, making food saved through these apps highly accessible to individuals in central urban zones.
For instance, in Krakow, Warsaw, Prague, and Brno, the highest concentration of FSA‐using establishments
is found in vibrant, well‐trafficked parts of the cities, where a blend of residents, office workers, and tourists
regularly visit well‐trafficked parts of the cities (Kunc et al., 2023; Płaziak, 2019; Vaníček, 2019). In Krakow,
the primary access points for FSA‐using establishments are the Old Town and the Krowodrza (particularly in
parts bridging with the Old Town on the northeast side). In Warsaw, the Śródmieście (city centre), Wola,
Ochota, and both Praga‐Północ and Praga‐Południe exhibit the highest concentration of FSA‐participating
establishments, enhancing access for a wide urban demographic (Chrzanowski & Strzebońska, 2016).
In Prague, central access is primarily in Praha 1 (Nove Mesto, Stare Mesto, Visechrad, Josefov), Praha 2,
Praha 3, and Praha 7, these areas are representing significant food access establishments through FSAs.
Catering facilities that use FSA centres in Brno are concentrated around the Brno‐Stred district, making
food‐sharing opportunities accessible within the city’s multifunctional centre.

Catering facilities using FSAs are increasingly found in revitalized residential neighbourhoods in cities like
Warsaw, Krakow, and Brno (Appendix 2 in the Supplementary File). These areas, transformed from neglected
urban zones into housing and office spaces, now serve as hubs for FSAs, providing residents easier access to
surplus food without travelling to the city centre. Examples include Grzegórzki, Czyżyny, Prądnik Biały, and
Borek Fałęcki in Krakow, and Białołęka in Warsaw. This trend shows FSAs’ adaptability across urban spaces
and growing acceptance beyond traditional city centres.

However, the limited presence of FSAs in suburban and industrial areas highlights gaps in food‐sharing
accessibility. This is evident when comparing maps of catering facilities and FSAs in Warsaw, Krakow, and
Prague (Appendix 1 in the Supplementary File). Peripheral districts like Brno’s western regions, Warsaw’s
Rembertów, Ursynów, and Wesoła, and Krakow’s Wzgórza Krzesławickie and Nowa Huta show low or no
participation in FSAa. Areas characterized by extensive green spaces, low population density, and a high
level of functional diversity—combining residential, commercial, and recreational functions (Raman & Roy,
2019)—pose challenges for the implementation of FSAs due to dispersed demand and logistical complexities
for food service businesses (Chrzanowski & Strzebońska, 2016; Kunc & Tonev, 2022; Murawska, 2013;
Temelová & Ouředníček, 2009). For example, the complexity of managing diverse functions in mixed‐use
developments can lead to logistical difficulties in coordinating food waste collection and redistribution, while
also causing inconsistent participation among residents and businesses, complicating uniform waste
management practices. Furthermore, the increased foot traffic and density associated with mixed‐use areas
can strain existing waste management infrastructure, potentially hindering the efficient processing of food
waste (Hong, Kafa, & Jaegler, 2024).
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5.2. What Types of Food Are Being Saved in These Cities?

The gathered data provide a picture of commonly shared food via FSAs (Figure 1; see also Appendix 2 in the
Supplementary File). The most shared food items across all locations are pastries (29%), with desserts (28%),
already‐made meals (18%), and food products with a short life (16%) as the second most common group of
shared food, and food items like pizza, vegan meals, sushi, or drinks as the less commonly shared food (3%
or less). The dominance of pastries and desserts can be attributed to bakeries’ daily production patterns and
demand estimation practices, where surplus items remain safe for consumption and are logistically simpler
to handle through FSAs. In contrast, items like pizza and sushi appear less frequently as they are typically
prepared to order rather than in advance.

Country‐level comparisons show different levels of FSA adoption where not only in Poland are there more
catering facilities involved in food sharing via apps (Table 2), but the type of food is more diversified in
Poland as well. These differences reflect combinations of different market maturity, local food business
participation levels, and stages of FSA adoption, as mentioned above in 5.1. Similarities across countries can
be observed in the high share of pastries and bakeries involved in FSAs, both at the national level and within
individual cities. Observing the city level, Prague shows a higher diversity in food types than Brno, while
Warsaw and Krakow have similar patterns. Knowing what food is saved reveals what may still be wasted.
While desserts and pastries are well‐covered, FSAs could expand to include more prepared meals from
restaurants and short‐shelf‐life products.
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Figure 1. Type of food shared via FSAs.
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5.3. How Does the Spatial Distribution of Gastronomic Facilities Reflect Urban Functions?

The spatial distribution of FSA‐affiliated gastronomic facilities in Warsaw, Krakow, Brno, and Prague
demonstrates regular patterns related to urban functions. Central districts serve as hotspots for FSA
facilities, aligning with high social and economic activity areas, such as tourist attractions, administrative
centres, and entertainment venues. Krakow, Warsaw, Prague, and Brno are distinguished as vibrant tourist
destinations, administrative hubs, and centres of entertainment, each with unique landmarks and attractions
that highlight these roles (Kunc et al., 2023; Pawlusiński & Kubal, 2017; Vaníček, 2019).

Krakow, Warsaw, Prague, and Brno reflect a typical urban structure where FSA adoption correlates with
areas of high foot traffic and mixed‐use functionality. Each city’s core districts (e.g., Old Town and
Krowodrza in Krakow, Śródmieście in Warsaw, Praha 1 in Prague, and Brno‐Stred in Brno) concentrate
FSA‐affiliated facilities due to districts multifunctional roles. What is more, FSAs are spreading into
revitalized residential areas with new housing, commercial spaces, and offices, creating hotspots outside
central districts, particularly in Warsaw, Krakow, and Brno. In Krakow, there are nine of those hotspots, in
Warsaw 11, and in Brno 10. For example, Warsaw’s Białołęka (National Statistical Office in Warszawa, 2023)
and Krakow’s Zabłocie (Płaziak, 2019) demonstrate this trend. In these districts, new housing estates appear
(in Białołęka: Osiedle Głębocka and Nowodwory; in Zabłocie: Riverside and Craft Zabłocie), which are key
destinations for well‐educated young people and students beginning their careers and starting families
(Murawska, 2013; Płaziak, 2019). The expansion of catering facilities adopting FSAs in these districts
highlights the facilities’ responsiveness to growing residential demand and urban regeneration efforts,
bringing food‐saving opportunities closer to suburban populations. Unlike in other cities, in Prague, FSA
facilities are primarily concentrated in central tourist districts (Praha 1–3 and 7), with availability decreasing
in suburban areas. This pattern suggests a link between FSA distribution and tourism, as well as potential
socio‐economic disparities in food‐sharing access outside central zones. Across the cities, FSA distribution
aligns with urban functions and demographics, providing greater access in densely populated and
economically active areas, while expanding into some residential areas.

5.4. How Does FSA Distribution Affect Food‐Saving, andWhich Areas Are Underserved?

It is mentioned above that the highest density of catering facilities that use FSAs is in centre and inner cities.
With growing distances from the centre and inner city, access to FSAs decreases. The city districts with
food‐saving opportunities are absent in the majority of Prague. This is the case of industrial and commercial
zones on the outskirts of the city (shopping centres, offices), for example Praha 10 (Malešice, Štěrboholy),
Praha 15, Praha 20, Praha 18 (Letňany), Praha 6 (Ruzyně), and Praha 14 (Hloubětín), mixed with typical
housing estates (blocks of flats) built in the afterwar period (WWII), for example Praha 4 (Chodov, Háje),
Praha 12 (Modřany), Praha 13 (Stodůlky), Praha 8 (Kobylisy, Střížkov), Praha 18 (Letňany), and Praha 14
(Černý most), where new housing and commercial development is taking place nowadays (Ouředníček &
Kopecká, 2023). These findings confirm our claims that the adoption of FSAs in Prague is in the early stages
with potential growth, especially in the localities Praha 4, Praha 10, Praha 11, Praha 3, Praha 7, and Praha 17,
with a population density similar to the centre and inner city (Czech Statistical Office, 2022).

While Brno, Krakow, and Warsaw share with Prague the characteristic that most catering facilities are in the
city centre and inner areas, the outskirts show a different picture, featuring zones with mixed functions
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(including residential, commercial, and industrial estates). In Brno, we could see that northern, western, and
southern districts can access FSAs. This is the case of districts with single‐family detached homes
(Brno‐Tuřany) mixed with industrial function (Brno‐Černovice) or residential districts in the outskirts with a
mix of single‐family detached homes and large housing estates (Brno‐Slatina, Brno‐Líšeň; Frantál et al., 2015;
Sýkora & Ouředníček, 2007). Although it is true that northern, western, and southern districts on the
outskirts of Brno have access to catering facilities with FSAs, in absolute numbers these catering facilities
represent nearly 20% of all identified catering facilities with FSAs. Districts like Brno‐Komín and
Brno‐Medlánky with residential and commercial functions, or Brno‐Ivanovice, Brno‐Jehnice, Brno‐Ořešín,
Brno‐Útěchov, Brno‐Bytrc, and Brno‐Kníčky with a mix of single‐family detached homes (Frantál et al., 2015;
Sýkora & Ouředníček, 2007) are also without any access to FSAs. Thus, in Brno as well, one can conclude
that FSAs’ potential is not fully exploited.

In Krakow, catering facilities with FSAs extend beyond the city centre into residential districts, bringing
food‐saving opportunities closer to people’s homes. However, they have yet to reach the outer districts,
such as Wzgórza Krzesławickie and Nowa Huta. Although these areas have large residential populations,
they are less well‐equipped with gastronomic facilities. For example, it has been observed that the central
area of the Nowa Huta district was undergoing a decline in local commercial and service functions
(Brzosko‐Sermak et al., 2017), limiting the reach of entities using FSAs there.

In Warsaw, catering facilities with FSAs are not yet available in Rembertów, Wesoła, Wawer, Wilanów, and
Ursynów—suburban districts known as “Warsaw’s bedrooms” due to their residential nature (Murawska,
2013). Rembertów, for instance, has low population density and dispersed housing, with ample green
space—over 30% of its area is forested (Maciejewska et al., 2024; Murawska, 2013). These districts are less
densely populated than central districts (National Statistical Office in Warszawa, 2023), suggesting that
current demand and logistical considerations may influence FSA expansion in these areas. Expanding FSAs
into these areas could improve food access and contribute to food waste reduction for residents of
these districts.

6. Discussion

The findings reveal that the spatial distribution of FSAs in Warsaw, Krakow, Brno, and Prague predominantly
follows a central‐to‐peripheral gradient, with food‐sharing via FSA activity primarily concentrated in central
urban zones. This pattern is particularly evident when examining specific districts across our study cities,
where each city’s central zone demonstrates distinct characteristics that support FSA adoption. These
central areas, which include high‐density districts with multifunctional spaces—such as Śródmieście in
Warsaw, Old Town in Krakow, and Praha 1–3 and 7 in Prague (Górka, 2004; Murawska, 2013; Ouředníček &
Kopecká, 2023; Płaziak, 2019)—serve as crucial FSA hubs due to their unique combination of urban
functions. These districts typically host diverse functions, such as tourism, administrative offices,
entertainment hubs, and residential areas (Górka, 2004; Kunc & Tonev, 2022; Płaziak, 2019), leading to a
higher concentration of catering facilities involved in food sharing. Consequently, the strong presence of
FSAs in these areas aligns with the broader socio‐economic landscape of these cities, where central districts
function as primary hubs for food consumption and redistribution. This concentration aligns with city
socio‐economic structures, where central areas serve as key food consumption and redistribution hubs
(Derek et al., 2020; Kowalczyk, 2020; Motycka, 2021). Catering facilities willing to use FSAs are gradually
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expanding beyond city centres into revitalized residential areas like Warsaw’s Białołęka and Krakow’s
Prądnik Biały, Czyżyny, and Zabłocie (Chrzanowski & Strzebońska, 2016; Maciejewska et al., 2024;
Murawska, 2013). These regenerated districts serve as emerging secondary hubs, improving local food
access without necessitating travel to central zones. This trend reflects an adaptive strategy by catering
businesses using FSAs, acknowledging growing demand in diverse urban spaces beyond traditional core
areas (Ciaghi & Villafiorita, 2016; Farr‐Wharton et al., 2014).

Differences in population density, economic concentration, and digital infrastructure across Prague, Warsaw,
Krakow, and Brno shape both opportunities and challenges for FSA adoption. In Prague, a service‐driven
economy—centred on finance, IT, tourism, and public administration—fosters a digitally savvy consumer
base (Ouředníček et al., 2015). The presence of multinational firms, government agencies, and cultural
institutions in central districts enhances digital readiness, supporting FSA adoption. High foot traffic and
economic activity further drive demand for efficient food waste management, making FSAs a practical
solution for both environmental and consumer needs. In contrast, Brno’s economy, driven by high‐tech
industries, research institutions, and manufacturing, fosters digital engagement but remains more
decentralized than Prague, leading to regional disparities in FSA adoption (Sýkora et al., 2000). While central
areas show higher FSA participation, peripheral districts with lower economic density face challenges in
digital integration. This technological orientation creates a favourable environment for digital applications;
however, the more decentralized nature of Brno’s employment and the lower concentration of
service‐oriented jobs compared to Prague may lead to regional disparities in FSA adoption. In Brno, central
areas tend to show higher engagement with FSAs, while peripheral districts—characterized by less dense
economic activity—might face challenges in digital integration and consumer participation. In Krakow, the
Old Town’s dense food scene supports FSAs primarily for commercial gain, whereas districts like Nowa Huta
and Prądnik Biały rely on strong local food networks but need policy support for FSA integration. Digital
readiness also varies—young professionals in central areas adopt FSAs readily, while older residents in
districts like Nowa Huta and Bieżanów‐Prokocim may require targeted engagement. Krakow’s economy, like
Warsaw’s, benefits from a strong service sector, but tourism plays a larger role in shaping consumer habits
(Sobala‐Gwosdz et al., 2024). The presence of universities influences food consumption trends, as students
represent a key demographic for FSAs. However, economic disparities between districts impact the
availability and adoption of food‐sharing solutions.

In Warsaw, Krakow, and Brno, we observe the emergence of hotspots for FSA outside central districts.
Zabłocie in Krakow, once an industrial area, has undergone significant transformation and is now a part of
the city’s innovation‐driven urban regeneration, contributing to its development as a “naturally occurring
innovation district” (Morawska et al., 2021). Zabłocie is home to new residential complexes such as
Riverside, Tarasy Wiślane, and Cordia, attracting a dynamic population, including young, well‐educated
professionals who are beginning their careers and establishing families (Płaziak, 2019). The influx of
residents into Zabłocie mirrors the urban shift toward knowledge‐based industries and innovation
ecosystems, driven by the growing demand for sustainable, modern living spaces. This trend is not only a
response to residential needs but also aligns with broader socio‐economic changes, such as the rise of higher
education and the flourishing of creative and high‐tech industries (Sałański, 2009). As these young,
well‐educated individuals settle in Zabłocie, they increasingly seek modern amenities, such as FSAs, to
reduce food waste and support sustainability. Białołęka in Warsaw, like Zabłocie in Krakow, is undergoing
significant urban regeneration and development, with new housing estates such as Osiedle Głębocka and
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Tarasy Dionizosa attracting young, well‐educated residents (National Statistical Office in Warszawa, 2023).
The growth of FSAs in these areas highlights how catering facilities are adapting to both residential demand
and urban regeneration initiatives, facilitating more sustainable consumption practices. This pattern of
innovation and sustainability is closely tied to the shift in lifestyles and social behaviour seen among
educated young people (Jaska et al., 2024), whose preferences for cutting‐edge, socially responsible
solutions like FSAs might reshape urban development.

Several districts lack FSA coverage, suggesting local catering facilities are not utilizing this technology to
mitigate food waste, though it remains unclear whether these establishments employ alternative food waste
reduction strategies not captured in our analysis. While reasons remain unclear, FSAs may not align with
business models or operational needs, similar to concerns about delivery apps reducing profits (Dunn, 2018).
Barriers include low demand, food safety concerns, and lack of integration knowledge (Too Good To Go,
2020). Limited FSA presence occurs mainly in peripheral areas with fewer catering facilities. Consumer
adoption depends on perceived usefulness and ease of use, while risk concerns reduce engagement
(Fraccascia & Nastasi, 2023). Further research is needed to identify barriers to wider FSA adoption, which
could improve food access equity and expand waste reduction efforts.

To enhance suburban FSA access, effective strategies include business partnerships with community centres
and logistical innovations. These approaches can streamline distribution while addressing challenges of
lower population densities. Too Good To Go has successfully partnered with FoodCycle Los Angeles and
Shell in Poland (Too Good To Go, 2024), demonstrating how such collaborations can improve food
availability in suburban areas.

FSA‐shared food reflects urban waste patterns, with pastries and desserts dominating, followed by
ready‐to‐eat meals and short‐shelf‐life items. Bakeries often produce in excess to meet unpredictable
demand, creating a surplus suitable for FSA distribution. Restaurants similarly share forecast‐based surplus
meals at discounts to reduce loss. Short‐shelf‐life products are shared near “best before” dates, while
made‐to‐order items like pizza and sushi appear less frequently.

Analysis of FSA data reveals establishments using these apps exist in both central metropolitan districts and
residential peripheries, providing food waste reduction tools to diverse urban residents. This suggests
pro‐environmental attitudes among business owners, with younger generations (Millennials and Gen Y) likely
being primary users. The rapid uptake indicates strong demand, consistent with findings from Choi et al.
(2019), Ganglbauer et al. (2014), Mazzucchelli et al. (2021), and Schanes and Stagl (2019).

7. Conclusions

The analysis of FSAs in Warsaw, Krakow, Prague, and Brno highlights key patterns in spatial distribution and
adoption. FSA usage is highest in multifunctional city centres with dense food service activity, showing a clear
central‐to‐peripheral gradient. Expansion into peripheral areas could further enhance food waste reduction
and access to discounted food. Polish cities show higher adoption rates (Warsaw 22.7%, Krakow 32%) than
Czech cities (Prague 2.4%, Brno 9.6%), reflecting different market maturity levels. Pastries (29%) and desserts
(28%) dominate shared food types, with opportunities to expand prepared meals (18%) and short‐shelf‐life
products (16%). FSAs are also emerging in revitalized residential areas, especially in Warsaw and Krakow,
indicating growth potential beyond city centres.
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The topic of FSAs’ role in mitigating food waste, with examples from Poland and Czechia, presents several
potential theoretical, practical, and managerial implications. FSAs play a transformative role in mitigating
food waste, shifting from linear food supply models to network‐based redistribution systems (Harvey et al.,
2019). This challenges traditional food supply chain theories by emphasizing decentralized, tech‐mediated
interactions and innovation in food waste management (Harvey et al., 2014, 2019; Mazzucchelli et al., 2021).
Additionally, using GIS tools to analyze spatial food waste distribution offers new insights into the impact of
urban socio‐demographic factors, adding complexity to urban sustainability theories.

FSAs provide practical, scalable solutions for reducing urban food waste by connecting surplus food with
consumers, adaptable to cities with similar socio‐demographic profiles. Optimizing their deployment through
spatial and consumer behaviour analysis can enhance effectiveness, especially in underserved areas.
Consumer attitudes should guide app design and engagement strategies to expand reach. By tailoring
interventions based on spatial and behavioural data, FSAs can more effectively address food waste
challenges in urban environments. For policymakers, promoting FSA adoption involves business incentives,
grants, designated food‐sharing spaces (as in Warsaw), educational campaigns, and integrating FSAs into
urban food policies. Additionally, educational campaigns and integrating FSAs into urban food policies can
raise awareness and ensure equitable distribution across city districts. Creators of the FSA should expand
beyond bakeries and cafes, target suburban areas with tailored marketing, offer features like longer pickup
windows, and partner with local business associations to address low‐participation zones. Managerially,
FSAs help businesses reduce waste, generate revenue, and enhance CSR efforts, strengthening their brand
image and aligning with sustainability goals. For urban planners, understanding spatial food waste dynamics
supports targeted interventions. Overall, FSAs play a key role in advancing urban food waste reduction and
sustainable food systems.

A limitation of this study is the lack of a deeper analysis of the benefits, drawbacks, and motivations behind
FSA participation. While we examine spatial distribution patterns, understanding varied motivations remains
crucial, as some businesses join FSAs for ethical reasons while others pursue financial gain, potentially
creating tensions and mismatched expectations. Future research should explore common drivers
encouraging businesses to support food waste reduction while balancing ethical and economic goals.

Open questions remain about FSAs’ role in food sharing and what motivates catering entrepreneurs to join,
especially those valuing pro‐environmental responsibility. Future research should explore evolving
motivations and the impact of cultural and regulatory contexts. The clustering of gastronomic facilities
suggests policy diffusion, warranting comparative studies. Insights could highlight shared motives balancing
ethical and economic goals, encouraging wider adoption by businesses and consumers in reducing
food waste.
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