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1. INTRODUCTION  
In past years, it has become clear that we are dealing with sustainability challenges that need to be 

addressed in order to meet future needs. In this, it is increasingly argued that incremental changes are 

insufficient. Instead, systemic changes are indispensable to meet the needs of the future. Yet, no 

consensus exists on how this systemic change should be fostered, and both individualistic as well as 

systemic approaches have been put to the fore to induce these changes. In this report, we argue that it is 

insufficient to take either an individualistic or a systemic approach. Instead, the problems we are dealing 

with are of a high complexity, finding their roots both in the individual and systemic level. Next to this, it 

should be recognized that these levels are strongly intertwined with each other.  

Within the field of sustainability innovation studies, there has been an increasing attention to two 

theoretical approaches. Even though both are concerned with systemic changes to sustainability, it has 

been argued that they are fundamentally different, especially in the ways in which they understand how 

transitions towards sustainability come about. First, the Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) theory deals with 

the vertical levels of society and can provide us with clarity on the way in which our food system is 

organized. In particular, it shows us how different levels (landscape, socio-technical regimes and niches) 

interact, and how niches and novelties come about as reactions to ruptures and unsustainabilities in the 

other two levels. In a later stage, these niches might contribute to a transition in socio-technical regimes 

and possibly at a landscape level (Geels, 2004; Geels, 2013). 

Even though it has been widely used, it has also been argued that this framework is too narrow to look at 

transitions towards sustainability. Therefore, within this research the MLP will be used in combination with 

Social Practice Theory (SPT), that instead of dealing with the notion of novelty provides insight into how 

agency is both enabled and constrained by habits of practices (Hoffman & Loeber, 2015). We argue that 

the negative implications of the agro-food regime both globally and in Belgium have led to the emergence 

of Alternative Food Networks (AFNs). AFNs can be seen as:  

“food systems that differ from the dominant agro-food system and are created as a reaction to the 

conventional productivist paradigm. AFNs can designate a wide variety of practices, organizations and 

institutions. The only common characteristic they have is that they take distance with respect to the dominant 

market-oriented channels of food. (….) All AFNs share the characteristic that they de-commoditize food 

provisioning, so that the products offered through these networks are not solely brought on the market in order 

to fulfil consumers’ needs, but also because other characteristics or values they might fulfil (social, cultural, 

etc) (Bauler et al., 2011, p. 45). 

One particular category of AFNs are Local Food Systems (LFS), which position themselves conceptually 

and paradigmatically far away from dominant, market oriented, industrial channels of production and 

distribution of food. They are characterized by close or direct contact between consumers and producers 

and a limited distance between actors. Furthermore, relations in LFS often stretch over long periods of 

time (Bauler et al., 2011). In Belgium, many of these initiatives have come up (van Gameren et al., 2015). 

Examples of these upcoming AFNs in Flanders are Voedselteams, Community Supported Agriculture 

(CSA) and Boeren en Buren (Farmers and Neighbours). Each of these initiatives has a different model, 

and each of them have specific goals to contribute to a more sustainable food system (IPO, 2015).  At the 

focus of this report are two initiatives that can be seen as LFS: Voedselteams (Food Teams) – a specific 

type of food buying groups - and as a satellite case CSA. Collective food buying groups together with 

CSA are seen as the most promising social innovations in current attempts to transition to sustainable 

food systems. This is because of two reasons. First, they provide an economic niche that is attractive to a 

growing number of consumers. Second, they still allow for experimentation and learning from new ways 

of producing, consuming and distributing (Dedeurwaedere et al., 2015).   

Food buying groups in general as well as Voedselteams in particular have been researched extensively. 

Nevertheless, it has become clear that Voedselteams have mainly been looked at from a consumption 

perspective. This seems like an important omission. In this report, we will therefore analyse the nine 

marketing functions and how they are performed by Voedselteams as well as its advocacy practice. By 
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using such a framework and placing it in the light of both current and future developments, the 

transformative capacity of the initiative can be analysed.  

2. MAIN CASE STUDY REPORT: VOEDSELTEAMS 

2.1 Research questions   

The following questions are at the centre of this report:  

 How does Voedselteams organize the nine marketing functions and its advocacy practice? 

o What shape do these ten practices take?  

 What assemblages of agency, material-functional and socio-cultural structures 

make up these practices? 

 How are these practices attuned to each other? 

 To what extent, and how, do the practices reflect novel responses to food and 

nutrition security (FNS) concerns in specific settings? 

 In what ways does the dominant agro-food regime inhibit or enable Voedselteams’ practices? 

 To what extent do these practices have a transformative capacity towards creating a 

sustainable and resilient food system? 

o Which elements are transformative and which not? 

o To what extent are these practices promising and successful? 

o To what extent are involved stakeholders searching for up- and out-scaling potentials? 

2.2. Methods 

2.2.1 Marketing functions  

The Multi-Level Perspective and Social Practice Theory provide tools to answer these questions. Yet, 

they do not provide a framework for which practices to research. Therefore, we look at the functions of 

the marketing system as practices. The marketing system aims to bridge producers and consumers and 

can be divided in nine different functions that are classified in three groups: exchange functions, physical 

functions and facilitating functions. Each of these functions is meant to overcome a particular barrier 

towards consumer satisfaction and adds value to the end-product. (Crawford, 2006; Beierlein et al., 

2008). The functions are explained in Table 1.   

 

TABLE 1: THE MARKETING FUNCTIONS EXPLAINED (BEIERLEIN, SCHNEEBERGER, & OSBURN, 2008; CRAWFORD, 

2006) 

 Function Explanation 

Exchange 
functions 

1. Buying Overcome separation of ownership. The seller offers a product that 
is wanted by the buyer, and exchanges something in return. In this 
way, the legal title of the product is transferred from buyer to seller. 

2. Selling 

Physical 
functions 

3. Storing Overcomes separation of time. As agricultural products are 
seasonal, storage can balance supply and demand by smoothening 
supply throughout the year and keeping the produce in good 
condition between production and final sale. 

4. Transportation Overcomes separation of space. Makes the product available where 
it is needed.   

5. Processing Overcomes value separation. Processing is a form changing activity 
meant to increase the utility for the consumer and thereby 
increasing the value.   

Facilitating 
Functions 

6. Standardization Overcomes information separation. Establishes and maintains 
uniform measurements for quality and quantity. It simplifies buying 
and selling and reduces marketing costs.   
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Moreover, Voedselteams has both a social enterprise and a social movement component. To also 

address this component a tenth function, advocacy, was added.  

2.2.2 Research methods 

Three different methods were used: semi-structured interviews, participatory workshops and participatory 

observation.  

2.2.2.1 Interviews & choice of interviewees 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight key actors internal and external to Voedselteams 

(coordinators, logistical planner, farmer and external experts). The interviews took between 45 minutes to 

three hours. All the questions were open-ended. The basis for the questionnaire can be found in Annex 1, 

however, no interview was the same, as each interview built forth on the previous one. As much 

knowledge was available, the interviews were held in order to satiate our knowledge. Therefore, not a 

large number of interviewees was needed. 

A mix of snowball sampling and expert sampling was used. To select the interviewees internal to 

Voedselteams, we started with two interviewees. From there we identified further possible interviewees 

together with our interviewees. For the expert sampling we identified those interviewees with specific 

knowledge on particular topics. For each of the interviewees anonymity was guarded, therefore, each 

interview is referred to with a code. A list with the codes can be found in Annex 2.   

Next to this, interviews with team and depot coordinators were held in the context of another project, 

Food4Sustainability. Some of these interviews were also coded and incorporated in the results of this 

report.  

2.2.2.2 Workshops 

Two participatory workshops were organized, to develop sets of actions that could be taken by 

Voedselteams to contribute to systemic transition towards a sustainable food system in Flanders. These 

actions were tested in the light of different future scenarios. The elaborate description of both workshops 

can be found in the workshop report. 

  

7. Financing Overcomes value, time and space separation. It is meant to bridge 
the time between the buying of the raw material, producing, 
processing, storing and transportation and receiving the payment for 
selling by providing the funds needed for these actions. 

8. Risk bearing Overcomes time separation. Risk bearing assumes physical (e.g. 
fire, pests and floods) and market risks (e.g. changes in values or 
consumer tastes) between purchase and sale. Perhaps the most 
important risk is that of price fluctuation. This risk can be overcome 
by creating surplus in earlier stages, or it can be borne by 
organizations and companies.  

9. Marketing 
intelligence 

Overcomes information separation. Reduces the level of risk in 
decision making by collecting, interpreting and disseminating 
information on prices, inventory levels, embargoes and other 
incidents that may influence the buying and selling of products. This 
then concerns both exogenous market factors that have an 
influence on the needs and preferences of consumers, as well as 
the current and future needs of consumers (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990) 
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Workshop 1 

The first workshop was attended by 19 people from diverse backgrounds, (e.g., Voedselteams members, 

researchers, policy makers, etc.). The goal was to develop challenging and diverse future scenarios that 

would enable Voedselteams to look in new ways at the strong and weak elements of its strategy.  

The development of the local scenarios was based on European scenarios that were developed during 

the European TRANSMANGO workshop. Participants were asked to re-create these scenarios so that 

they would be relevant for the Flemish context.  

The main deliverable of this first workshop were three different, localized future scenarios for Flanders 

and the causal maps describing important elements and the causal relationships between them.  

Workshop 2  

The second workshop was attended by 25 individuals. They consisted of a mix of Food Teamers, policy 

makers, scientists, producers and high school adolescents. The main goal of this workshop was to test 

the strategic plan of 2016-2020 of Voedselteams according to the local scenarios that were developed in 

the first workshop. Moreover, based on this, main points and priorities for the activities of Voedselteams 

were identified. Suggestions were then produced for Voedselteams to integrate these points in their post-

2016 priorities.  

2.2.2.3 Participatory observation  

Participatory observation was also used. First, we attended the general assembly on the 12
th
 of March, 

2016. Attending this event allowed us to grasp more broadly the issues that Voedselteams is coping with. 

We presented the preliminary results of the research. This allowed members, farmers and coordinators to 

directly react to the outcomes found until that moment. Moreover, a list was handed out that allowed the 

attendants to give anonymous and written feedback, providing us with further input for the research.  

Second, we became a member of a local food team in order to experience the practical reality of being a 

Voedselteam member. This experience allowed us to understand more thoroughly the way in which a 

team works.  

2.3 Research findings  

2.3.1 Voedselteams: a short history 

Voedselteams was started in 1996 in Leuven, by several individuals working in three non-profit 

organizations: an educational organization (Elcker-Ick), an NGO (Non-Governmental Organization) 

focusing on food security (Wervel) and an NGO that was concerned with sustainable agriculture in the 

South (Vredeseilanden). They were concerned about the effects of globalization on agriculture (Hubeau 

et al. 2015; Crivits & Paredis, 2013). Voedselteams found the inspiration for its model in the Japanese 

Seikatsu, a group in which consumer teams are central in the organization of food purchase and storage.  

In 1996, Voedselteams started a one-year trial period during which consumers sought contact with local 

farmers and spaces to set up depots, the space where the produce for each of the teams is delivered. 

The model turned out to be a success. The Belgian food safety crises in 1999 and 2003 led to an 

increased participation. Nowadays, the organization consists of around 175 teams over five regions. 
1
 

A team consists of at least twelve households. They organize their food purchase and delivery together. 

Generally, tasks are performed by volunteers. Each team has a general coordinator, a depot coordinator 

and a financial coordinator (Voedselteams, 2015; Crivits & Paredis, 2013).  

                                                      
1
 The regions have however been not decided according to the borders of the provinces. Instead, they are based on 

geographical and practical reasons. The five regions are: 1) Antwerpen 2) Ieper, Kortrijk, Vlaamse Ardennen en 

Pajottenland 3) Gent, Waasland, Meetjesland en de Kust 4) Limburg 5) Vlaams-Brabant 
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In 2001, the organization was formalized as a Not for Profit Organization (NPO). The NPO hires five full-

time equivalent (FTE) staff. Furthermore, each of the five Flemish provinces has a regional coordinator(s). 

Employees are mainly paid with subsidies. These grants are obtained because of the official status of 

Voedselteams as a social-cultural movement, that the organization has since 2005. This element means 

that Voedselteams is now also deemed to reach a larger diversity of people and to increase awareness of 

agricultural and short food chain issues in society. Moreover, the organization has to define their goals 

and strategies every five years in a separate document. The goals for the period of 2016-2020 can be 

found in Annex 3 (Voedselteams-1, 2016). 

2.3.2 Voedselteams as a social movement and a social enterprise 

Voedselteams can on the one hand be characterized as a social enterprise. Social enterprises can be 

defined as:  

“Organisations involved at least to some extent in the market, with a clear social, cultural and/or 

environmental purpose. Rooted in and serving primarily a community or its members and ideally having 

a democratic ownership structure (Dedeurwaedere et al., 2015, p. 7).” 

Indeed, Voedselteams clearly is a combination of not-for-profit and for-profit activities, offering services on 

the one hand, while on the other it has an explicit objective to contribute to societal benefits. 

Nevertheless, it would be wrong to solely look at the organization as a social enterprise. Instead “in the 

current situation there is (..) a corpus of routines which are on another level than the strict functional 

reproduction of the consumer routines. This more „ideological” level (…) binds the different routines within 

the practice (Bauler et al., 2011, p. 67).” 

Dedeurwaerdere et al. (2015) argue that the ideological level can be defined as the social movement 

component of Voedselteams. This social movement aspect, then, transcends the local level at which 

Voedselteams operates. Instead, it functions on a regional or national scale where it strives to promote a 

transition towards sustainable agro-food systems. They do this not only by interest-based lobbying, but 

also by offering non-profit services that are an alternative to mainstream marketing channels. In this way, 

Voedselteams might either contribute to regime change through a combined impact on the agro-food 

regime together with other similar initiatives. Moreover, they can impact the regime directly through rather 

political activities.  

2.3.3 FNS practices 

In this chapter, we discuss Voedselteams’ general practices, the marketing functions and the advocacy 

practice. A summarizing table of the practices can be found in annex 4. The descriptions below are as 

generic as possible. Regional, team or individual differences are named for each of the practices. The 

descriptions in this section are written in the order of the relative importance of each of the elements of 

the practice framework. The order in which the different elements are discussed may thus differ for each 

of the practices.  

2.2.3.1 Voedselteams practice: a general overview  

Agency 

Startup of a team and entering as a consumer  

If one is interested to start a new team, it is the new member’s responsibility to find other households that 

are also interested. This group then organizes a meeting with the regional coordinator, in which the 

functioning of Voedselteams is explained. Then, if the group is still interested, a second meeting is 

organized to fulfil the formal aspects of a start-up, like finding the volunteers for the different tasks and 

choosing the producers. 

The way in which a new member joins a team may be either through personal contact with a volunteer or 

employee, or by sending a message through the website. After this, one is contacted by the regional 

coordinator, who suggests different teams. On the basis of the location, functioning and availability of free 
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places of each team, one can make a choice. This is followed by a take-in, during which the way in which 

the team functions is explained and the final registration is taken care of. The new member then receives 

a user name and a password to access the web shop and place orders (Voedselteams-1, 2016; 

Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-5, 2016; Participatory observation, 2016).  

Entering as a seller  

Different types of farmers and processors are involved in the selling practice. First, producers can be 

differentiated according to the products they sell. Second, there are on the one hand small-scale farmers 

and processors, that sell everything through short food supply chains, and large farmers on the other. 

Third, Voedselteams is of a different importance for each of its producers. One of the interviewees 

mentioned that for most farmers, Voedselteams means around 5% of their income. However, some of the 

farmers earn more than 50% of their income through Voedselteams. Unfortunately, no registered data 

exist on these figures (Voedselteams-2, 2016).  

Depending on whether Voedselteams is well established in a region or not, there is a difference in the 

way new producers enter into the organization. In a region where Voedselteams is not well established 

the regional coordinators contact new farmers followed by a farm visit and a screening. Based on this it is 

decided whether a producer is suitable or not. In regions where Voedselteams is well-established, it is 

mostly farmers that are looking for marketing alternatives themselves who contact Voedselteams. In this 

case, a farmer will ask the regional coordinator for permission to sell his produce through Voedselteams. 

The regional coordinator then consults the other producers from the region. If the producers and regional 

coordinator agree, the new farmer will go through the procedure of the Participatory Guarantee System 

(PGS, see standardization). If the farm is approved, it will be fit into the logistical system of the region 

(Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-5, 2016).  

The reasons why farmers or processors start selling their produce through Voedselteams are diverse. For 

example, a producer might already be engaged in different short food chain initiatives, and Voedselteams 

is an extension of this. Voedselteams may also mean a first step into short food chain initiatives. This 

might be because farmers really believe in the local character of Voedselteams, to establish a direct 

contact with consumers, as an attempt to increase income, to gain control over prices or because of a 

combination of these reasons. At the moment this can be noticed especially in the pig sector as many of 

the farmers are trying to find their way out of a system that is increasingly squeezing their income 

(Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-3, 2016; Farmer-1, 2016).  

Material structure  

Voedselteams’ most important tools are its website and web shop. The website is its tool towards the 

outside world to show the news of the organization and its activities. The web shop is only accessible for 

members and is used to make weekly orders. Next to this, members receive a weekly newsletter both 

from the umbrella organization about general issues, as well as from the regional coordinator about 

regional issues. Moreover, since 2015 the organization has started producing a Voedselteams magazine 

for its members.   

Overarching sociocultural structure  

During the field work, it seemed that there was a shared Voedselteams socio-cultural structure. Elements 

that were often mentioned were:  

1. Establishing direct contact between producers and consumers; 

2. Supporting local farmers and economies; 

3. Increasing transparency in the food chain;  

4. Creating social cohesion around food production and consumption; 

5. Gaining access to healthy, local and fair food. 

This is combined with the acceptance of higher prices that are being asked than those in the conventional 

system. Additionally, there is an underlying consent that food does not have to be available everywhere 
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and all year round. Actually, the limited and seasonal availability of food is argued to be of an advantage, 

as it reconnects members to the seasons, and it induces innovation and creativity in cooking practices 

(Crivits & Paredis, 2013).
2
 

For consumers, generally the most important reason to join a food team is to gain access to healthy and 

local food while the coordinators often emphasized the importance of the social aspect of the teams:  

“We decided in our policy plan that we really want to put more emphasis on that, that teamwork (…) 

And that it is not just ‘I order my stuff and come and pick them up’, because then we should come up 

with a completely different system (…) (Voedselteams-1, 2016)” 

Nevertheless, it was found that in practice, the social cohesion of the teams is not as strong as the 

organization would like it to be.  

Boundary constraints 

One of the constraining factors that was often mentioned was the fact that Voedselteams lacks man 

power. Currently the organization has 5 full-time equivalents, but the work load is high and ever 

increasing. Therefore, there is a strong reliance on voluntary work.  

Critical points of intersection 

Tensions could be found on an individual level between being an agent of change and the need to comply 

with existing cultural norms. Bauler et al. (2011) call this the commercialist-movement tension. This issue 

is connected to the image that the outside world has of Voedselteams. This is illustrated by the following 

quote: “For most people in town, we are still 'strange', they prefer to stay 'normal' (Voedselteams-6, 

2015)”.  

2.2.3.2 Voedselteams as a social enterprise  

Exchange functions 

Buying & Selling  

Within Voedselteams, the processes of buying and selling are strongly entangled. We have therefore 

taken the two practices together.  

AGENCY  

Ordering  

The buying and selling process is similar in all the regions. Orders are made on a weekly basis through 

the web shop before Thursday evening for the consecutive week. The order is delivered on a fixed time 

and location each week, except for meat, which is delivered approximately once every month. There are 

differences in terms of continuity and amount of produce that is being bought. Some teams and regions 

require their members to order a consistent and minimum amount of produce, but most have not set such 

a requirement.  

Paying 

Generally, payments for the produce are made weekly after the delivery. The way in which payments are 

made is different in the various regions. The most common strategy is that each food team has an own 

bank account to which members transfer their payments (Voedselteams, 2015; Voedselteams-1, 2016). 

During the participatory observation it was found that members calculate the money due for all produce 

themselves, except for meat, fish, and missing deliveries based on the confirmation e-mail of each order. 

                                                      
2
 Nevertheless, there are strong personal, team and regional differences in the importance that is attributed to each 

of these aspects. For example, in East-Flanders Voedselteams members are quite strict about their values, while in 
other regions this is less the case. This strong engagement is explained by a strong presence of short food chains 
and sustainability initiatives in the cities in this region which provided Voedselteams with a network that it builds 
further on (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-3, 2016; Voedselteams-5, 2016). 
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Payments for meat and fish are made separately because weights may differ from the ordered quantity. 

The financial responsible of the team then transfers this money to the different producers.  

In Limburg, because of the outsourcing of the transport, the logistical company has to own the products at 

the moment of transportation. Therefore, the intermediary organization buys the products from the 

individual producers. The individual members of the food teams then pay the logistical company directly, 

instead of moving through a team account and a financial responsible (Voedselteams-1, 2016; 

Voedselteams-2, 2016).   

Decision making on supply 

Decisions on the supply of Voedselteams are made on the basis of what can be offered. The most 

important criteria are whether a product is local and organic. Next to this, for each product group, only 

one producer can offer his produce. For example, there will only be one farm that offers vegetables, and 

only one producer of beef. The decision on which producer will deliver to which team is made on a per 

team basis (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-3, 2016; Voedselteams-4, 

2016).   

Price setting  

Within Voedselteams, farmers are price setters. The price is based on the real costs of products. 

However, producers are often not aware of their real costs. Therefore:  

“In our system, it is not being said, but it is true, you can say that they will look at organic or local 

prices, instead of looking at actual costs. In theory they are price setters, but in practice they look at the 

price and they follow (Voedselteams-2, 2016).”  

However, price elasticity of demand in Voedselteams is low. 

 “Voedselteams people will not claim lower prices. They know that farmers get a good price and we 

should not make our farmers poorer (Voedselteams-3, 2016)”.  

Therefore, farmers generally receive a higher price than they would at auctions (Voedselteams-3, 2016). 

Recently, the umbrella organization started making an effort to help farmers create their prices based on 

a cost and income calculation.  

Costs for logistics and commercialization are added to the price that consumers pay. As this system is 

dependent on the region, the percentage calculated is also different for each of the regions, ranging from 

17% in East-Flanders, to 20-25% in Vlaams-Brabant and Limburg. Next to this, 6% of the initial price of 

the product is calculated as a solidarity payment from the farmers to the organization. However, this cost 

is often passed on to consumers as many farmers take this into account when calculating their price 

(Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-5, 2016).   

MATERIAL STRUCTURE 

The buying and selling process happens over the internet. The umbrella organization has a generalized 

web shop, in which each team has its own unique ordering list (Voedselteams, 2015).  

BOUNDARY CONSTRAINTS 

There is a tension that stems from the seasonality and locality of products. During winter, it is not possible 

to provide Voedselteams consumers with a varied offer. Moreover, many consumers like to order exotic 

products like pineapples, chocolate or coffee through Voedselteams. Therefore, international products are 

offered provided that they are organic and fair trade (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 2016; 

Voedselteams-3, 2016; Voedselteams-4, 2016; Voedselteams-5, 2016).  

Furthermore, because of time-span between order and delivery, buying through Voedselteams asks for 

thinking ahead. Moreover, the fact that the picking up of the produce happens every week at the same 

time and same place might especially be a constraint for consumers without flexible agendas 

(Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-3, 2016; Voedselteams-4, 2016).  
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Another constraint is that in many regions, consumers are not asked to place a minimum order each 

week. This makes it hard for Voedselteams producers to predict how much they will be selling each week. 

Secondly, there are more farmers that want to offer their produce than consumers to buy it. 

Voedselteams have difficulties in attracting new members and finding new market segments. For 

example, until now Voedselteams has not included many immigrants and members from lower socio-

economic classes. Moreover, Voedselteams is a Business-to-Consumer organization. This means that it 

does not deliver to public institutions or restaurants. There have been some attempts to also include 

restaurants in the consumer base, but until now, this was unsuccessful.  

Lastly, the selling process of Voedselteams is strongly based on the voluntary engagement of 

Voedselteams consumers. However, it is hard to find volunteers that are willing to engage. This issue will 

be discussed in further paragraphs (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-3, 

2016; Expert-1, 2016).  

SOCIO-CULTURAL STRUCTURE 

The underlying socio-cultural structure of the buying and selling practices within Voedselteams is similar 

to the overarching socio-cultural structure although the importance attributed to each of the elements may 

differ per region, team and even per individual.  

Moreover, for the buying and selling processes specifically, it has been shown that discussions revolve 

constantly around the boundaries of locality. This discussion was found to be divided in two camps: those 

who are strongly in favour of the local character of Voedselteams, and those who think that international 

products can or should be offered. A regional difference can be noticed. For example, the strong 

dynamics that revolve around short food chains in Ghent makes that a certain hostility towards an 

increasing amount of ‘non-local’ produce can be noticed there:  

“It is a discussion in our team. […] Olive oil, pasta, where does it stop. We are not a shop and I feel like 

we are moving towards that with our organization (Voedselteams-5, 2016)”.  

Contrary to this, another regional coordinator mentioned:  

“I am convinced, and many consumers with me, that if there is no local variant, we should be able to 

open up to import products (Voedselteams-2, 2016).” 

CRITICAL POINTS OF INTERSECTION 

The buying and selling practices of Voedselteams come into contact with regime practices at multiple 

instances. First, the engagement of Voedselteams consumers often seems to go hand in hand with a 

general distrust in the dominant food system. This effect was enforced during food scares which was 

illustrated by the rise of Voedselteams members during such times (e.g. the 1999 Dioxin crisis) 

(Voedselteams, 2015). Nevertheless, the consumer-movement tension can also be noticed here: 

“The biggest challenge is the fight with large retailers. (…) it is difficult to get your clients in your shop. 

In supermarkets people have everything and that is tempting (Farmer-1, 2016).”  

Second, once a consumer is a member of Voedselteams, it is expected that this person engages more 

strongly in his food buying practices by volunteering, and planning his other activities around the activity 

of food buying. In this sense, the idea of convenience as it is proposed in the conventional sector is 

challenged in Voedselteams. Moreover, the food buying and selling practices become entangled with 

each other. An example of this is the fact that consumers calculate the price of their groceries 

themselves.  

Third, Voedselteams consumers tend to accept constraints posed by seasonality and locality. 

Nevertheless, a change can be noticed in this. As the organization has continued to grow, in recent years, 

the offer of Voedselteams has been expanded with non-local and non-seasonal produce. The previous 

paragraph has shown that opinions on whether this is a good development or not differ.  

Fourth,  Dedeurwaerdere et al. (2015) notice: “As long as the price of food does not reflect the negative 

environmental externalities of conventional farming, the growth and further development of the collective 

food buying groups will continue to depend strongly on the voluntary contributions of citizens and 
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consumers (p. 6).” Consumers that are potentially interested in Voedselteams might thus still choose 

convenience and the lowest prices available.  

Finally, for the selling process in particular, it is especially the farmers that sell both through 

Voedselteams and through auctions that come into contact with the regime. In case a farmer has a 

contract with an auction, he is allowed to sell 5% on his farm. The rest should be sold to the auction. 

Although the auction does not check actively whether this rule is endorsed, it might be a potential risk for 

those who sell more than 5% of their produce through short food supply chains (Expert-1, 2016; 

Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 2016). 

Physical functions 

Storing 

MATERIAL STRUCTURE 

Since its foundation, Voedselteams is characterized by its depot system. When a food team is started up, 

it has to look for a suitable place. This can be a garage, church, school, shop, or any other location that 

can fulfil the role of a storage place. The umbrella organization supports this, but the main engagement 

comes from the team members. When the members find a suitable depot, the organization will check 

whether the depots comply with the standards, e.g. the depot has to be easy to reach by consumers and 

transporters. Also, there needs to be electricity for a freezer and a fridge.  

AGENCY  

Normally, farmers bundle their orders per team. From the farmer, the produce is transported to the 

transporter. There the packages are prepared for each of the teams. The produce for the consumers is 

then divided in the depot by a volunteer. 

The way in which the depots are managed differs. Some depots work with turns. In this way, all team 

members take on some of the volunteering responsibility. Other depots do not have a control system. 

This can lead to problems when a mistake is made in the delivery. The transporters control whether 

depots are being managed correctly or not. Problems (e.g., non-compliance with the cooling of products) 

are reported to the organization (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-4, 2016; 

Voedselteams-5, 2016).  

SOCIO-CULTURAL STRUCTURE 

The social function of the depots differs strongly. Some teams see the depots as a social place where 

they meet on a weekly basis. The organization also tends to put emphasis on this function. However, 

many consumers and coordinators acknowledged that by many the depot is merely seen as a pick-up 

point:  

“I think most people don’t actually see each other (…). they (…) take their package, sign and leave 

and they just meet a few times per year. [..] we should also be honest in that (Voedselteams-4, 

2016).” 

BOUNDARY CONSTRAINTS 

The storing practice requires voluntary engagement. This may be a boundary to join Voedselteams or to 

more strongly engage. Also, because of the relatively narrow time span that a depot is open, members 

may have to adapt their schedule to pick up their produce (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 

2016; Voedselteams-3, 2016; Voedselteams-4, 2016). Moreover, the professionalism of the depots can 

also be a barrier as in some depots regulations around food safety are not always followed up (Expert-1, 

2016).  

CRITICAL POINTS OF INTERSECTION 

In a food team the storing practice is taken up by consumers whereas storing practices in the regime are 

highly specialized and professionalized. Moreover while supermarkets and retailers are rather 

standardized and sterile, Voedselteams depots can take many shapes and sizes. Ambiguity exists on 

whether this might become constraining in the future. Until now, the depots have fallen under a private 
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and non-trade status, and therefore have escaped from constraints that would apply under strict readings 

of law (van Gameren, 2015). However as an expert mentioned: 

“One can notice that they [FASFC - Federal Agency for Safety of the Food Chain] want more and more 

control over all those side forms of food provisioning that are not within the rules [..] it will not be so 

strict but it will push them for sure in a certain shape (Expert-1, 2016).” 

An expert from the FASFC mentioned however: 

“It is something that we follow, because we now have a legal framework in which we try to fit existing 

initiatives, and then often we need to circulate clarifications, because the legal framework does not 

clarify how it should be applied to these new initiatives. So I don’t know if it will be adapted or not. 

Anyway, our mission will remain to protect the consumer and guard food safety. Now, there is also a 

trend to support small producers, so I rather see it positively, I do not think we will become much 

stricter (…) but it is hard to predict (…) we adapt our policies to societal trends. If we see that 

something is a growing initiative that we have little control over, we do need to take our responsibilities 

and adapt the rules so that we have more control or security that the consumer is protected and is 

offered safe food (Expert-2, 2016).”  

Registering a depot would mean that it would have to keep up with the administration of the FASFC, have 

a control visit every four years, and pay an annual fee to the FASFC. It is highly likely that in this case the 

depot system would not keep on existing in the way it does today.  

Moreover, this would mean that the length of the supply chain would officially increase, as the depot 

would then be seen as a link in the food chain. Since the food safety risk in food chains is determined by 

its length, this would mean that the perceived risk of Voedselteams would increase. Farmers might then 

be assessed as more risky and they might have to live up to stricter rules and regulations: 

“And the longer the food chain is, the higher the producer is in the chain, the more people he will reach 

and thus the higher the risk and we will want to put more control on that. So if the chain becomes 

longer for the producer, for example because if Voedselteams is an intermediary, then the producer 

can be subjected to stricter rules and that could lead to certain producers quitting and saying they don’t 

want to participate in that (Expert-2, 2016).”  

Transportation 

AGENCY  

In its starting years Voedselteams was a small initiative. Therefore, farmers and consumers were taking 

up the responsibility of transporting and distributing the produce. As Voedselteams has grown, 

transportation methods have professionalized. This process has been different in each region, but largely 

there are three different systems: 

1. In some regions, transportation has been outsourced to an external firm. This company 

puts together all orders in the region, picks them up from the farmers, and sorts everything 

by the usage of a pick-ordering system per food team. After that, the produce is 

transported to the teams. This is mostly done by companies from the social economy, as 

they are significantly cheaper compared to professional logistical companies. Routes are 

organized based on a combination of efficiency and depot opening hours by a professional 

planner (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-4, 2016). 

2. In other regions, the transportation system is organized through collaborations between 

farmers. At the start, these arrangements were informal and farmers received a fixed price 

per team. However, in time, many of them have been professionalized, and farmers are 

being paid on a per hour basis. The routes in these regions are organized by the regional 

coordinator and volunteers (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-5, 2016).  

3. In a few regions, a system is still in place in which farmers drive around the produce 

themselves. The organization, however, realizes that in such a system unnecessary 
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kilometers are driven. Therefore, they are in the process of organizing a similar system as 

in the regions described in point two (Voedselteams-1, 2016).  

MATERIAL STRUCTURE 

Because of the highly diversified nature of this practice, the material and socio-cultural structure are also 

different for each of the regions. The efficiency of the transportation system is dependent on some 

material factors like the centrality of the transportation facility and the density of the teams.  

BOUNDARY CONSTRAINTS 

Mistakes in deliveries are made quite regularly. It was often mentioned that this puts a large pressure on 

employees and volunteers, as these procedures take up a lot of their time, inhibiting them from engaging 

in other (political) activities (Voedselteams-2, 2016). 

SOCIO-CULTURAL STRUCTURE 

Because of the diversity of the transportation systems, socio-cultural structure differs in the regions. In 

most interviews with coordinators emphasis was placed on the superiority of systems in which farmers 

work together. It was, however, also acknowledged that organizing such a collaboration is not easy: “It 

has been a difficult process, also among organic farmers, because it is about a small piece of their 

market. So someone delivers a service to someone else. (…) when it becomes structural or more serious 

the costs are calculated and then it becomes sensitive (Voedselteams-2, 2016).”  

In terms of attitudes towards mistakes, two different types of opinions could be distinguished. On the one 

hand, there was a certain acceptance: 

 “I think it does have charm as well. Sometimes it happens that something stays in the depot and then 

others buy it. And it makes you eat something you would normally never order, so you discover things 

by accident (Voedselteams-5, 2016).”   

On the other hand, some do not accept the mistakes and therefore quit their Voedselteams-membership. 

In the management of the organization these two different standpoints could also be distinguished. On 

the one hand, a coordinator mentioned:  

“They remain consumers. So like, “I pay for this and I want it to be good, and if I get a rotten pumpkin I 

am not happy”. And I think that the pioneers of back in the days thought it was ok, if the farmer could 

explain and if he gave something in return the next time. That has stopped, that is a serious change I 

think (Voedselteams-1, 2016)”. 

On the contrary, another coordinator mentioned:  

“Distribution, logistics and commercialization need to be as good as conventional retail, because you 

cannot make mistakes, because people will leave and they are right. And conventional retail is so well 

organized, so we don’t manage to have that professionalism, but we should (Voedselteams-3, 2016).” 

CRITICAL POINTS OF INTERSECTION 

As was explained before, an evolution can be noticed in the way in which transport has been organized. 

While in the beginning transportation was organized by producers and consumers, the expansion of the 

organization has led to professionalization of the transportation system. This has thus led to a stronger 

specialization within the division of labor of Voedselteams. Next to this, it has led to an increasing amount 

of rules and regulations that apply to the transportation system. Nevertheless, as the transportation is 

organized differently per region, rules also differ. 

Processing 

AGENCY  

Increasingly, processed products are offered through food teams. Some farmers have chosen to (partly) 

process their own products, like dairy and meat. Fruits and vegetables are mostly processed in social 

care facilities (e.g. soups, quiches and sauces). Consequently, the processing function is highly 

diversified.  
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In general, whether a processed product is offered through Voedselteams or not is mostly decided upon 

the same basis as the process that was described in the selling practice framework. The rule of thumb is 

thus that a product should be local and organic if possible. However, increasingly processed products are 

offered that contain one or more non-local ingredients, are that have even been processed outside of 

Belgium. 

BOUNDARY CONSTRAINTS  

However, we have seen that these criteria are not necessarily strictly applied, as other needs are also 

taken into account. There are thus cases in which products are offered where the materials of a product 

do not originate from the region (e.g., seitan and tofu) or are organic (e.g., meat in Flemish-Brabant). In 

this case the processor needs to be able to point where the inputs came from and how these inputs were 

produced (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-3, 2016; Voedselteams-4, 2016; 

Voedselteams-5, 2016).  

MATERIAL STRUCTURE 

Especially the material structure of processing is highly dependent on actors and products.  

SOCIO-CULTURAL STRUCTURE 

An interesting and recurrent issue is connected to the products that are being offered through food teams. 

On the one hand, there is a group that has a strong preference for local and unprocessed products: 

“Our members also feel that we are pushing our limits. There are more and more producers that offer 

processed products, like jams, apple liquor and now there are quiches. And we should guard that, 

because it is all coming towards them, and I feel resistance. There are also teams that definitely do not 

want products from Oxfam shops. Those are not the values that Voedselteams represents 

(Voedselteams-5, 2016)”.  

On the other hand, there are members that do accept products from outside of Europe being offered if 

there is no alternative:  

“I believe, and many members together with me, that if there is no local variant, we should open up to 

imports, especially to stimulate people (…) because I believe that sustainable behavior will only 

happen if it is made easy (Voedselteams-2, 2016)” 

CRITICAL POINTS OF INTERSECTION 

In this practice we see a similar fluctuation in the division of tasks as in the transportation process. In the 

starting years, most processing was done by consumers (except for meat and dairy). This contrary to the 

regime, in which most value added is obtained from processed products. In recent years, however, as 

food teams became more popular and attracted a wider range of people, convenience was increasingly 

valued. This has led to an increased amount of processed products (Voedselteams-2, 2016; 

Voedselteams-5, 2016). 

Facilitating functions 

Standardization 

The organic label is an important criterion. Yet, it is seen as a reference, but not as a necessity. To be 

able to make a more founded choice a Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) has been put in place 

since 2015 for all regions. The PGS is a system in which farmers, and the way they comply with 

sustainability standards are assessed by Voedselteams members and farmers. It is a system that is 

based on deliberation rather than control. The PGS has emerged from the idea that farmers should be 

selected according to Voedselteams standards, but that these standards were not yet set. PGS is 

supposed to fill this gap by showing the criteria on the basis of which one is allowed to enter as a 

Voedselteams producer.  
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AGENCY  

Each farm visit is done with at least two Voedselteams employees, two consumers and a farmer. During 

the visits, the participants discuss a list of questions. These questions foster a discussion during which 

the farmer explains how he manages his farm. Through a process of deliberation, areas are sought in 

which the farmer can make improvements towards sustainability. After the procedure a portrait of the farm 

is made that can be placed on the website. Next to this, a database of all farm visits is made on the basis 

of which minimum standards for Voedselteams farmers will be set.  

SOCIO-CULTURAL STRUCTURE 

The PGS shows the choice of Voedselteams not to rate its farmers according to strict specifications. 

Instead, it is a system that is based on trust and deliberation. Farmers can explain why they work the way 

they do and are constantly encouraged to move towards a more sustainable system. Moreover, contrary 

to organic specifications, criteria for social and economic sustainability are also addressed. The PGS is 

also hoped to increase interaction between consumers and producers and transparency on the way in 

which the organization functions (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-3, 2016; 

Voedselteams-5, 2016). 

BOUNDARY CONSTRAINTS 

Because of the personalized approach based on trust, and a small capacity of finances and manpower it 

is impossible to check foreign producers. Therefore, foreign products are allowed provided that they are 

organically certified and fair trade (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-5, 

2016).  

CRITICAL POINTS OF INTERSECTION 

Contrary to the regime, Voedselteams standardization is based on trust, transparency and direct contact 

between producers and consumers. Also, products in Voedselteams are not standardized according to 

shape, size or color. There is a heightened acceptance from Voedselteams’ consumers towards this.  

Financing & Risk-bearing  

AGENCY  

The practices of financing and risk bearing are strongly intertwined. Therefore, they have been put 

together.  

By allowing farmers to set their own prices, Voedselteams offers its farmers a stable price, and therefore 

decreases market risks. This is a significant benefit as price fluctuation is one of the most important risks 

for farmers (Voedselteams-3, 2016). Market risks are also decreased because of a small number of links 

between producers and consumers, which makes that information flows more easily, and the market is 

less influenced by global or even national factors.  

Farmers have a production peak in summer, while orders decrease significantly during this time. To 

counter the risks that this poses for farmers, the project of Solid Food was developed. In this project, 

contracts were made between teams and farmers, in which consumers engaged to order a minimum 

amount of produce throughout the year. In practice, this was a difficult concept. As a coordinator 

mentioned:  

“It is not so easy to put together farmers and consumers to make contracts in which they say how 

much they will buy per year. (…). I am already happy if farmers and consumers come together once 

per year let alone that they organize themselves in a project. It is also a difficult formula to bring 

together farmers and consumers around an excel sheet, (…) we just communicated a theoretical 

concept to teams that did not really see the necessity, and the farmers themselves neither 

(Voedselteams-2, 2016).”  

A project that has been successful in dealing with this issue has been set up in West-Flanders:  

“I do think that it [Voedselteams not engaging in financing and risk management] is a problem. 

Especially towards our vegetable farmers. […] They said they did not want to wait for the web shop to 
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improve, so I introduced the concept that our members inscribe in December for a complete year for a 

membership that will stay the whole year. And it is only possible for the whole year, so that the gap in 

the summer is filled up. […] and it works because the farmers are happy with it (Voedselteams-3, 

2016)” 

Finally, it was noticed that some teams order very small and non-consistent amounts of produce. 

Therefore, the organization is now putting in place a minimum order per week per team in most of the 

regions: 

 “We have to move somewhere and help the producers. They (the farmers) asked to please start with a 

minimum order, because they have to spend as much time on an order of 3 euros as an order of 30 

euros (Voedselteams-4, 2016).” 

SOCIO-CULTURAL STRUCTURE 

Underlying the fact that Voedselteams engages in the risk bearing of the market prices of farmers is the 

fact that one of the goals of the organization and its members is to support local farmers and local 

economies. Voedselteams members are willing to pay higher prices than they would in the conventional 

sector.  

Nevertheless, the importance that members attribute to the financing and risk bearing of farmers differs. 

Some members viewed the fact that Voedselteams does not engage to a large extent in financing and 

risk-bearing as a serious problem, while others did not consider it a necessity to engage in this.  

BOUNDARY CONSTRAINTS 

There is not enough capacity of the employees to engage in this practice. Instead, some of the other 

practices have gained priority at the moment, like the development of the web shop and the 

professionalization of the commercial aspects and logistics (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 

2016; Voedselteams-3, 2016; Voedselteams-4, 2016).  

Marketing intelligence 

AGENCY  

External communication and promotion occurs through the website and web shop. Sporadically events 

are being organized or media are approached to promote Voedselteams. In practice, however, most 

promotion happens through mouth to mouth communication.  

Information about external developments and wishes of consumers is not gathered. Neither is information 

gathered on the wishes of current consumers, although these are able to ventilate their opinions during 

team meetings and general assemblies.  

Also, information about prices, the way in which prices are built up are not circulated. Besides, 

information on Voedselteams produce and its prices is only accessible for Voedselteams members.  

MATERIAL STRUCTURE 

The main tools for the marketing intelligence practices of Voedselteams are its website and web shop. 

The web shop is only accessible for Voedselteams members. Members that might want to join cannot 

access the web shop. Therefore, they do not have any information on prices and types of products before 

entering in a food team.  

SOCIO-CULTURAL STRUCTURE  

The fact that Voedselteams does not strongly engage in the marketing intelligence practice may be due to 

the fact that it focuses more strongly on producer than on consumer well-being. Moreover, instead of 

focusing on market developments and the developing wishes of consumers, the organization is focused 

on the raising of awareness on the issues it defends in society.  

BOUNDARY CONSTRAINTS 

Although it is an explicit goal of Voedselteams to include a large diversity of people, until now, 

Voedselteams has not managed to include categories of people like immigrants and people from a lower 
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socio-economic class. This has to do with the fact that information about these categories is not sought, 

and thus the organization does not know about the wishes and demands of these people (Voedselteams-

3, 2016). 

Moreover, similar to the other practices described above, Voedselteams lacks the manpower and skills to 

strongly engage in this practice, as the focus right now is on the professionalization of the logistics and 

commercialization of the organization.  

CRITICAL POINTS OF INTERSECTION 

Communication strategies in Voedselteams are different from those in the regime. First, they are less 

organized due to low budgets and manpower. Previously, this was not a problem as Voedselteams was 

one of the only initiatives available for consumers wanting to gain access to local and seasonal produce 

and communication was rather direct due to the small size of the organization. The Flemish foodscape 

has, however, recently strongly started changing, with many similar initiatives coming up. This increasing 

interest for short food chains has not gone unnoticed by large market players. Therefore, these have also 

started marketing local, fresh and seasonal produce. Obviously, they have larger budgets to engage in 

the marketing of their produce, and they are more focused on the wishes and demands for convenience 

of consumers:  

“In terms of bringing producers closer to consumers, I do not think we cannot match up to the current 

possibilities. For example supermarkets like Colruyt and Carrefour have large budgets for story-telling 

to bring producers closer to consumers in their minds. We try that too (…) but they are at a much 

higher level than we could ever make it to (Voedselteams-2, 2016).”  

2.2.3.3 Voedselteams as a social movement 

AGENCY  

Voedselteams develops a strategic plan every five years to state its goals and visions for the coming 

years. This document is needed in order to receive subsidies (annex 3).  

Political engagement has remained relatively small until now, although there is a wish to enlarge this 

engagement. One of the political activities is the organization of the Boerenforum (Farmers’ forum), that 

Voedselteams organizes since 2014 together with Wervel, an organization that focuses on the right to 

healthy and fair agriculture (Wervel, 2016). The goal of this forum is to provide farmers who are not 

members of one of the mainstream farmers’ unions with a voice (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-

2, 2016; Voedselteams-3, 2016). Moreover, Voedselteams inspired the strategic plan on short food 

chains of the Flemish Government. Nevertheless, this plan has in practice had little impact due to a lack 

of funds and a limited involvement from the government (Voedselteams-1, 2016).  

From the members’ side there has been a demand to increase participation through a general assembly, 

that has been organized for the first time in March 2016. Through these developments the organization 

hopes to increase the diversity of the organization, to have members think along about new and 

interesting developments, and to create more support for these developments (Voedselteams-3, 2016).  

Next to this, since 2015, the organization has started supporting its teams in organizing activities for its 

members around food, by offering them a myriad of different activities that are possibly political. This can 

range from discussion evenings on books, movie nights, education, but also cooking activities or farm 

visits (Voedselteams-2, 2016).  

BOUNDARY CONSTRAINTS  

Member engagement in the advocacy practice was found to be rather small. The coordinators of the 

association have different visions on why this is the case:  

“We are trying to get them to work along, but it is not always easy to engage people. I would say that a 

large part of our people are just a member because they want to buy food from local farmers, (…) And 

that they think it is ok what we are doing, but that engagement is still very minimal (Voedselteams-1, 

2016).”  



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS pathways in Belgium 

 

  21  

On the other hand, the potential for a stronger engagement within the organization was acknowledged:  

“Yes that (the engagement) is very limited indeed. But that is also because we do not stimulate that 

(…) But I think it is latently there, it just needs to be woken up. Someone should be involved 

permanently to cultivate an active engagement (Voedselteams-3, 2016).” 

This thus means that most advocacy practices, in as far as there are any, are performed by 

Voedselteams’ employees, adding to their already heavy workload.  

SOCIO-CULTURAL STRUCTURE 

The socio-cultural structure of the advocacy framework of Voedselteams is similar to those of the 

previous frameworks, namely:  

1. Direct connection & contact between producers and consumers 

2. Short distance between producers and consumers & transparency in the food chain  

3. Supporting local farmers and economies 

4. Control of farmer over prices, production methods, outlets and products 

5. Increasing transparency in the food chain 

6. Create social cohesion around food production and consumption 

The main goal within this practice is to raise awareness around these issues and to encourage people to 

change their behavior. The importance dedicated to each of these elements may differ. For example, for 

the organization, creating social cohesion around food is thought to be one of the most important pillars of 

the socio-cultural structure. Nevertheless, for consumers often the main driver to be part of a food team is 

to obtain healthy and local food while most of them are less interested in the social movement aspects of 

the organization.  

CRITICAL POINTS OF INTERSECTION 

Voedselteams tries to actively change the food system by offering an alternative to the conventional 

regime. Interactions with the regime on a political level are relatively few and collaborations that were 

there were mainly described as difficult. This has led to frustration, and therefore engagement has even 

decreased further (Voedselteams-1, 2016; Voedselteams-2, 2016; Voedselteams-3, 2016).  

At the same time as trying to change the regime, Voedselteams is also dependent on the regime through 

the subsidies it receives, which makes the organization dependent on governmental developments 

(Expert-1, 2016).  

2.2.4 Discussion and conclusion 

2.2.4.1 Practices 

The information above shows that no homogeneous Voedselteams practice exists. Some of the functions 

are performed more or less homogeneously (like buying and selling), while other practices are strongly 

differentiated per team, individual, farmer or region (like financing and processing). This is also the case 

for the different socio-cultural structures of the practices. Even though it was found that an overarching 

socio-cultural structure of Voedselteams does exist, different social dynamics characterize each of the 

regions, and teams. The socio-cultural structure of practices might have an influence on the way in which 

certain practices are performed. For example, in East-Flanders, there are strong dynamics around short 

and alternative food chains. This, then, influences the agency of the individuals operating in the food 

team, leading to a stronger dynamic in the teams than in some of the other regions.  

2.2.4.2 Voedselteams model  

At the moment, the model that Voedselteams offers is relatively strict. It is hoped that through this model, 

social cohesion will be accomplished. Nevertheless, this is not the case in many teams. There thus 

seems to be a discrepancy between the goals of the organization, and the reasons that many of the 

consumers join a team. In fact, this model might inhibit people from joining a food team, as the threshold 

of joining is high due to the image towards the outside world and (perceived) higher prices: “The word 
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'team' suggests a social engagement which does not appeal to everybody, since they don't feel like it or 

lack time (Voedselteams-6, 2015)” 

It was found that the willingness to engage from consumers is rather limited. Although opinions differed 

on whether this should be a part of the social movement element of Voedselteams or not, all interviewees 

agreed that at the moment the voluntary labor is posing major problems to the existence of 

Voedselteams: 

 “At the moment I have a problem with the volunteers, which is that they are all quitting one by one. 

They are sick of their tasks, it is always the same thing. Always having to tell the same story. It is 

dependent on the task, but the financial responsible is often so sick of the fact that it does not run 

smoothly that he says “let someone else do it”. And if someone is that sick of it, it is also really hard to 

find someone else that wants to engage in it. So that means you have to find someone who is really 

motivated (Voedselteams-2, 2016).”  

The process of facilitating volunteers’ tasks through changing and upgrading the web shop has been 

slow, which has further aggravated the irritation of the volunteers. In this way, we see how the material 

structure of an organization can influence the motivation and agency of the individual members. 

2.2.4.3 Rupture social movement and social enterprise components  

The paragraph above is strongly connected to the focus that we have adopted earlier in this report, 

namely that Voedselteams has both a social movement and a social enterprise component. By taking an 

approach towards the nine marketing functions through a social practice framework it has become clear 

that in practice, these elements are not in balance with each other. Thus, on the one hand, Voedselteams 

is strongly aiming for the creation of social structures around the topic of food: 

“We don’t want purely consuming individuals. We want to work with communities (Voedselteams-1, 

2016)” 

On the other hand, many of the consumers join Voedselteams in order to gain access to local, seasonal 

and healthy food, without wanting to become part of a social movement. 

“It is not because you are a part of Voedselteams that you are part of a lobby or that you should be 

interested in a better world. Of course there are always people that find that interesting (…) But some 

are just part so that they don’t have to go and drive around themselves to get food from local 

producers, get healthy food and just pay the bill for that (Voedselteams-4, 2016).” 

Within the organization different views exist on how this should be coped with. On the one hand, some 

coordinators aim for a stronger engagement of their members: 

“There is a long way to go still (…) honestly, sometimes it is really hard work to every now and then 

give the members a shot and say like, people, do not behave like pure consumers for once, with all of 

your expectations and demands. Because come on, this is a different circuit. There is constantly work 

in that (Voedselteams-1, 2016).” 

On the other hand, some coordinators do not see this as a problem and think Voedselteams should 

include a wide range of people and their different convictions. 

Connected to this is the fact that because the social enterprise element is not organized efficiently all 

resources are directed to this component to make the model work. This leaves Voedselteams’ employees 

with no time to dedicate to the social movement activities. Thus:  

“At this moment we already have so much problems to organize our regular model, to keep up with that 

and to make it professional. Because that is the priority of course, if it goes wrong there, it is over. (…) 

when that is ok we need to generate extra capacity to innovate. If by that time we have not become 

redundant, because of course things will happen without us, so there are now commercial initiatives 
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(…) that are not so different from Voedselteams. We pretend (…) to also be a social movement, but in 

practice it is so weak that we cannot make that true (Voedselteams-3, 2016).” 

2.2.4.4 Critical points of intersection  

Specialization and regulation  

A move away from convenience towards a stronger agency of Voedselteams members was found. In the 

payment system for example, responsibility has been transferred to volunteers and consumers. A 

fluctuation was noticed, however. In the starting days, most of the tasks were rearranged in such a way 

that they were taken up by producers and consumers, thereby eliminating all middlemen. However, as 

Voedselteams started to grow, this has changed. The transportation system, for example, has been taken 

over by professionals in many of the regions. This shows how in its starting days Voedselteams strongly 

moved away from the regime. However, through its own growth and development it has been forced to 

re-adopt some ‘regime’ elements e.g. by specializing.  

Prices and the regime  

In the regime, prices are kept low by economies of scale and by externalizing negative environmental 

impacts. In Voedselteams scale is generally smaller and externalities are included. Therefore, prices are 

higher than in the conventional regime. This keeps Voedselteams dependent on voluntary labor and 

subsidies and may exclude people from lower socio-economic classes.  

Commercialist-movement tension  

The consumer-movement tension describes the phenomenon of the way in which Voedselteams 

consumers form part of both the niche and the regime. On the one hand, they act as an agent of change, 

while on the other hand, they look for the convenience of the regime, or want to comply with existing 

cultural norms.  

This process, however, is countered by what Bauler et al. (2011) call a ‘field of sustainability’, in which 

consumers start changing their perspective on what they see as convenient. Thus, those elements of 

being part of food team that previously might have been seen as constraining might later be perceived as 

convenient. Bauler et al. argue that the longer that a member is part of a team, the bigger the chance will 

be that the members enter this field of sustainability.  

2.2.5 Foresight Workshop & Reassemblages 

During the workshops, actions were developed that would enable Voedselteams to increase its 

transformative capacity. A table with these propositions can be found in Annex 5. These pathways were 

further elaborated with the input from interviews and the General Assembly. The examples below propose 

a reshuffling of the different elements of the practices in order to increase sustainability and the 

transformative capacity of Voedselteams. 

2.2.5.1 Voedselteams Model  

A prominent issue was the need to rethink the Voedselteams model. Since its foundation, the basis of the 

system has remained the same. In the following paragraphs, we discuss the propositions to increase the 

transformative capacity of Voedselteams through its business model.  

Depot system  

Voedselteams is characterized by its depot system. However, generally the goals of increasing social 

cohesion and providing farmers with a higher income are often not attained, because of the small and 

inconsistent quantities that are delivered to the depots. Besides, the depot system is possibly not the only 

and most suitable model for reaching these goals. We here report on three concrete proposals.  

 Larger depots - The first proposal was to create larger, more central depots with an extended 

amount of functions. These depots would be accessible to many people as membership would 

not be necessary. Moreover, the longer opening hours would make these depots more suitable 
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for consumers with flexible agendas. One of the coordinators expressed the need of such a 

system: “I believe that sustainable behavior will only start when it is easy to reach it (…) so I 

think that simplifying the system (…) is the priority, to open it up and lower the threshold for an 

increasing amount of members. (…)We should work with the concept of big depots (…) that is 

the future. (…). Especially in urban areas, that is really something where people ask for more 

flexibility (Voedselteams-2, 2016).” Through the organization of activities like movie nights, 

seminars and cooking classes, etc. social cohesion might still be created.  

 Cooperative depots – During past years, the dream has existed to establish a cooperative of 

which farmers and consumers would form a part. There have been several tries, but nothing 

has come out of the trials yet. Nevertheless, a cooperative might have several benefits: “I really 

believe that the key for more impact is there. (…)  that farmers can choose in what projects and 

initiatives they engage and they will have more collective bargaining power towards initiatives 

like Colruyt Cru, and that it really stays bottom-up. And that we as Voedselteams really 

strengthen and broaden at the consumer side by simplifying the model, so that there is not 

much engagement needed in the end anymore (Voedselteams-2, 2016).” A cooperative might 

also tap into the entrepreneurial potential that is latently present in Voedselteams and increase 

transparency. It is not clear yet whether this cooperative should be regionally or nationally 

based. Nevertheless, the added value of the cooperative would have to become clear for the 

farmers. As one farmer mentioned: “But what is the added value for the farmer? Farmers don’t 

want to continue being in meetings all the time they just want to have a farm (Farmer-1, 2016).” 

 Further proofing of the depots - In the depots, at the moment, food safety standards are 

often below the level. Some interviewees proposed to provide each team with a timer for their 

cooling facilities, so that refrigerators are at the right temperature at the moment produce is 

delivered. 

In SFSCs, the transportation system is often a weak element. Larger depots might be a solution as they 

would allow routes to be planned more efficiently. 

Volunteers 

Although no consensus exists on whether Voedselteams should rely on voluntary labor, it is clear that 

currently voluntary engagement is a major problem. Participants of the workshop and interviewees 

argued for a different volunteering system. In this, it was argued that in a first place the tasks of depot 

holder and financial volunteer should be compensated:  

“I do not believe in systems that are dependent on voluntary work and subsidies, because I am afraid 

that those things will stop in the long term. While if it is economically viable […] people will quit less 

easily (Expert-1, 2016). 

In terms of the voluntary engagement, the following statement was made:  

“It is a general misconception that you should give volunteers less work to do. Instead, they should get 

to do more, but you should put them on projects, so that the volunteers can create something big 

together, something they are proud of (participant workshop 2).” 

Such a system would thus on the one hand decrease the reliance on volunteers for the survival of a food 

team, and on the other hand allow volunteers with a larger capacity to innovate and be creative.   

Moreover, it was argued that motivation could be increased by offering gadgets to volunteers, like 

Voedselteams T-shirts, buttons, bags, etc. At the same time, this might increase the visibility of the 

organization. It was also argued that volunteers could be compensated through alternative economy 

principles. For example, volunteers could be offered free goods or services in exchange for their 

engagement.  
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Financial sustainability  

The inefficiencies connected to the model of Voedselteams make that the model is not financially 

sustainable. Therefore, Voedselteams has remained dependent on governmental subsidies. This can, 

however, pose significant risks. In all the scenarios of the workshops, subsidies would stop at a certain 

moment. This, would mean the end of Voedselteams.  

Moreover, the economic significance of Voedselteams for its farmers was found to be rather low. It is thus 

important that the organization becomes more economically significant.  The adapted depot system that 

was proposed in the first paragraph of this chapter could contribute to this.  

In some of the regions, a system has been set up in which each team is supposed to order a minimum 

amount of money per team per week. This system has proven itself to be efficient in increasing the orders 

in a region.  

Also, in the region of Western Flanders a membership system has been put in place, in which a 

continuous order is placed for a full year. This system has three advantages. First, it assures farmers of 

an income throughout the year and makes it possible for farmers to calculate in advance the approximate 

amount of boxes that will be ordered. Second, it keeps orders during summer stable. Third, as the 

payments are made ahead it would eliminate delayed payments and decreases financial risks for farmers. 

Nevertheless, it is to be kept in mind that this system might also scare some of the less committed 

consumers.  

Include a wider range of groups from society  

It was also recommended to attract a broader range of people as consumers to Voedselteams. This 

would not only provide its farmers with a larger income but also would be in line with the goal of 

inclusiveness. In most teams lower socio-economic classes and immigrants are not included. The 

reasons for this are unknown. Some recommendations can be made, however, to increase the 

inclusiveness of the organization:  

 It would be wise to organize focus groups or a study to find out what these specific groups are 

looking for, and which barriers are holding them back to join Voedselteams. In order to do this, 

it would be possible to join forces with other organizations that are working on similar topics 

(e.g., RISO).  

 The communication is not accessible for many people. For example, the offer and prices are 

not clear before entering a food team, at the same time there is a strong idea that 

Voedselteams remains significantly more expensive than supermarkets. For those operating on 

small budgets, this makes the threshold to join a team extremely high. Moreover, the 

information needs to be available there where it reaches the target groups.  

 Especially for immigrant groups, it was found that the produce that is being offered might be a 

large threshold, as the diet might differ from the produce that is offered. Similarly, 

Voedselteams is only an option for those consumers who know how to cook well with primary 

products. Thus, in order to attract these groups, eating patterns should be addressed by paying 

attention to food preparation skills or the offer should be expanded.   

Change types of markets  

There is ample opportunity for Voedselteams to expand the types of markets it delivers to. For example, 

until now the organization has worked together relatively little with existing networks like sports 

organization, schools and libraries. These actors could serve both as a potential team as well as 

participate by organizing events and making Voedselteams more known. Moreover, Voedselteams is a 

business-to-consumer organization. This means that it does not deliver to public institutions or 

restaurants. Selling business-to-business might significantly increase sales. 

In order to include as many people as possible, Voedselteams should look at the different market 

segments and adapt the system in such a way that it is not a one size fits all. For example, for 
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professional markets it is recommended to provide more convenience as restaurant holders may not be 

willing to participate more strongly in the marketing functions or deal with mistakes in deliveries. 

2.2.5.2 External communication  

The fact that the markets of Voedselteams are momentarily rather narrow and not expanding has to do 

with the external communication strategy. Currently, much of the communication is mouth to mouth. 

During the workshop concrete recommendations were given to improve this. It is important that the 

communication strategy becomes more modern, attractive, accessible and visible. Some concrete actions 

of how this can be done were proposed.  

Voedselteams should reinvent its website, as at the moment it is not accessible nor attractive for those 

that are not a part of the organization. Moreover, at the moment, the web shop is only accessible for 

members. This decreases transparency on the offer and prices of Voedselteams. Moreover, even for 

members, it is not clear how prices are built. For the sake of trust and transparency it was recommended 

that this would become clearer in the web shop. Moreover, it was proposed to make the web shop more 

attractive by inserting pictures of produce.  

Also, it is important that the advantages of the PGS are more clearly communicated both to members and 

the outside world. For example short movies about the farm visits could be made.  

Voedselteams can be made more visible in society by increasing its presence on social media and 

festivals and events with promotion materials. Another innovative idea was to buy a Voedselteams truck 

that would drive to different festivals and events. By selling dishes made with local produce, the visibility 

of Voedselteams would be increased in a fun, tasty and accessible way.  

2.2.5.3 Social movement activities  

Due to inefficiencies in the social enterprise activities, social movement activities are often not performed. 

It is therefore important that the organization first makes sure the business model runs smoothly. To 

improve the social movement activities the following propositions were made:   

First, the Farmers’ forum was mentioned as a strength of the organization. This forum could in a first 

place increase the bargaining power of small scale farmers towards the conventional regime. Moreover, 

the Farmers’ forum could function as a network to increase trust and social cohesion between farmers, 

and to exchange information and knowledge between them.  

Second, propositions were made to increase collaborations between Voedselteams and Flemish 

organizations involved in similar topics, namely: Broederlijk Delen, Vredeseilanden, VELT, Wervel and 

Natuurpunt. These collaborations could revolve around the sharing of knowledge, but they could also 

serve to together work on an external communication strategy. This could strengthen the position of these 

organizations in political spaces and the public debate. Concretely, it was proposed to point out a 

spokes(wo)man for short food chains.  

2.2.5.4 Education 

It was recommended over all scenarios to focus more strongly on the issue of education. Concrete 

propositions that were made were to educate people on the processing of primary products, healthy 

eating patterns and sustainability. This type of education could be included in school programs, but could 

also be aimed at adults.  

Moreover, the need for Voedselteams to take up an active role in the safeguarding of artisanal knowledge 

was mentioned. This could be done in farming and cooking schools, but also by organizing several 

workshops or information events.  

Last, the need for a stronger sharing of knowledge between teams was brought to the fore. At the 

moment some teams are struggling with certain issues of how to keep the team going efficiently. This is 

especially an issue for new volunteers. By fostering exchanges between teams, these struggles could be 

solved.  



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS pathways in Belgium 

 

  27  

2.3 Summary and Reflection on Transformative Capacity  

In this chapter we assess the transformative capacity of Voedselteams. External pressures on the agro-

food regime may create windows of opportunity for niches to emerge. Internal factors determine whether 

an organization has the capacity to respond and smartly connect to these windows of opportunity 

(Verbong & Geels, 2010). Therefore both in- and external aspects are taken into account. 

This chapter is divided in three parts. First, we discuss the transformations that Voedselteams has 

contributed and continues to contribute to. Moreover, we discuss where the activities of Voedselteams 

have hampered transformation. We do this by discussing the impact it has had on the food chain, 

farmers, consumer demand, society and sustainability. Second, we discuss the internal factors that 

influence the potential transformative capacity. Third, we discuss developments external to the 

organization that might create windows of opportunity or, that might inhibit transformative capacity.  

2.3.1 Contribution to change    

2.3.1.1 Food chain  

Being one of the first short food chain initiatives in Belgium, Voedselteams has grown to be an important 

element in the food-scape. The organization was one of the forerunners showing the importance of local 

food and SFSCs. Recently, new initiatives have arisen that offer similar services. Also, conventional 

players are starting to offer local and organic food.  

It could be argued that this development is partly due to Voedselteams: 

“They [Voedselteams] are at the basis of that hype (…) they partly participated in establishing that 

trend of today (Expert-1, 2016).” 

Moreover, Voedselteams has increased transparency in the food system and increases social cohesion 

around food by reducing the number of links in its food chain and reconnecting consumers and 

producers. Through the PGS Voedselteams can keep contributing to an increase in transparency in the 

future.  In the long run, this might inspire the conventional system. 

Although most Voedselteam-producers are small-scale, some teams receive produce from large scale 

farmers. This might increase the impact and credibility of the organization. Nevertheless, large scale 

farmers that have a contract with auctions have an obligation to deliver all of their produce through the 

auction, with an exception of 5% home sales. Until now, auctions have allowed their farmers to also 

deliver to food teams:  

“Voedselteams is not a risk for the auction, I don’t know anyone who was turned down, because the 

volumes are so little that they are unimportant (Expert-1, 2016).” 

This, then, might be an indication of low transformative capacity on conventional food chains.  

2.3.1.2 Farmers  

Some of the farmers gain the largest part of their income through Voedselteams. Yet, there are large 

differences in the importance of Voedselteams for its farmers. Generally, the share of income of farmers 

gained through Voedselteams is 5%. Moreover, only 200 farmers out of 25,000 in the whole of Flanders 

deliver to Voedselteams:  

“So the net result is very small. If we then say that we are changing agriculture through local food 

chains I think it is pretentious (Voedselteams-2, 2016).” 

Yet, Voedselteams does have a strong transformative capacity by bringing together farmers around 

shared issues and contributing to a learning process of farmers. In this perspective, the Farmers’ Forum 

that is organized by Voedselteams and Wervel is an important opportunity to increase the learning 

opportunities among farmers. Moreover, this engagement may also increase the power of small-scale 
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farmers towards the conventional chain as farmers that do not get a voice in the large syndicates in 

Belgium can now express their needs and ideas.  

2.3.1.3 Demand  

Due to the decreasing incomes in agriculture in the past years, an increasing number of farmers is 

looking for other marketing outlets, of which Voedselteams is one. Yet, demand is not keeping up with the 

increasing offer. Instead, demand through Voedselteams is stagnating in some regions and may fluctuate 

strongly between seasons. This makes it hard for farmers to rely on their output through food teams.  

2.3.1.4 Society  

Voedselteams has a small impact on society in general. Approximately 2000 families order through each 

week. This is negligible compared to consumption through the conventional system. Yet, Voedselteams 

may have contributed to an increased interest in society in the issues it defends 

Also, the organization is registered as a social movement and subsequently receives subsidies. However, 

in practice, due to inefficiencies in the business model, only a small part of these budgets is allocated to 

the social movement activities. As one coordinator mentioned:  

“We do that [creating change] through our business model and until now only through our business 

model. So in that sense we are a movement because we offer the possibility for people to buy things, 

but I think that is a really narrow understanding of being a movement (Voedselteams-2, 2016).” 

Moreover, Voedselteams has until now failed to include ethnic minorities and lower socio-economic 

classes. On this, team responsibles mentioned:  

“In terms of realizing inclusiveness. We can't. How can you do something like that. Cost is a real 

threshold. And also makes initiatives like Voedselteams elitist (Voedselteams-7)” 

and  

“Voedselteams is way too expensive for people with a limited income. Voedselteams only works for a 

small group in society (Voedselteams-8)”.  

2.3.1.5 Sustainability  

Through farm visits and the PGS a dialogue is fostered between producers and consumers in which 

producers are encouraged to increase their efforts towards more sustainable production. Also, people 

that join a food team may enter, a field of sustainability in which ever increasing efforts of consumers and 

producers are made towards more sustainable practices.  

In other areas, however, the transformative capacity in terms of sustainability may be questioned. An 

example of this is the transport system of short food chains in general, as they are generally planned less 

efficiently than in conventional food chains.  

2.3.2 Internal elements  

2.3.2.1 Depot-system 

The basis of the business model has remained the same since the foundation of Voedselteams. Yet, the 

goals of social cohesion and an increased income for farmers are not accomplished. The depot system 

may actually hamper the ability of Voedselteams to be a viable alternative for farmers. This is due to two 

reasons. First, the system might inherently be unable to provide farmers with a viable alternative:  

“We think too little about the fact that if the depot is not big enough it will not help the farmer, because 
of the time every depot takes for preparing and transporting the produce. When farmers start 
calculating, they often don’t earn much, unless the depot is really big (Expert-1, 2016).” 

 
Second, this system might inhibit possible consumers from joining Voedselteams:  
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“The word 'team' suggests a social engagement which does not appeal to everybody, since they don't 

feel like it or lack time (Voedselteams-9).” 

2.3.2.2 Transportation 

As a result of the depot-system, it is difficult to efficiently plan the logistical system of Voedselteams. As 
one of the interviewees put it:  

 
“The story of logistics of SFSCs is the worst that exists today (…) logistically it is very difficult, unless 

you reach a very large volume in a very small region (Expert-1, 2016).” 

In this sense, the environmental and financial transformative capacity of the logistical system of 

Voedselteams is rather low. Nevertheless, the system does have other positive effects. For example, in 

the region of Western Flanders, the transport system is organized through a cooperation of farmers. This 

provides one or two farmers in the region with an extra income. Moreover, the cooperation fosters 

interaction between farmers and between farmers and consumers, and increases the ownership of 

farmers over the food chain. Also, in the regions where the organization works together with the social 

economy, the logistical system of the organization may offer an opportunity to people that have less 

chances in their lives to work and learn.  

2.3.2.3 Employees & volunteers 

Voedselteams has five FTE employees of which most time is dedicated to practical issues connected to 

the business model. This decreases the space and capacity to develop knowledge, initiate innovative 

projects or engage in political activities.  

Moreover, the business model of Voedselteams requires a lot of labor. The organization therefore relies 

heavily on the engagement of volunteers. Next to this, a stronger engagement in the marketing functions 

is asked from members than in the conventional regime. The payment system as it was described in the 

previous chapter is an example of this. This reliance on the one hand has the potential to increase the 

engagement and involvement of consumers in the food system. On the other hand, it might inhibit people 

from joining Voedselteams. Also, it is increasingly difficult to find volunteers. In some cases, not being 

able to find someone means the end of a team. This system thus may be a barrier for the further up- and 

outscaling of Voedselteams.  

2.3.2.4 External communication 

The attractiveness, accessibility and visibility of the external communication strategy of Voedselteams 

was often pointed out as one of its weakest points. E.g., the fact that the web shop is only accessible for 

members makes the organization creates a threshold for new members. Moreover, the visibility of 

Voedselteams in public spaces is low. This then may inhibit the growth of the organization.  

2.3.3 External elements   

2.3.3.1 Crises  

Due to the ever increasing pressure that environmental, social and economic crises put on the agro-food 

regime, windows of opportunity for niches like Voedselteams to develop innovative solutions arise. For 

example, because of the on-going economic crisis in agriculture farmers are increasingly driven into 

poverty. As a consequence, many farmers are looking for new and innovative marketing outlets.  

Also, these crises raise awareness in society that innovative solutions are needed. This is illustrated by 

an increased interested in short food supply chains. However, until now, demand for Voedselteams 

products has not grown in the same pace as the potential offer.  

2.3.3.2 The rise of new initiatives 
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The rise of new SFSC initiatives creates opportunities and threats for Voedselteams as on the one hand, 

it makes the issues and values that Voedselteams stands for more visible. In this way, it may increase 

public awareness on these issues and augment the validity of these arguments: 

“All these initiatives only contribute to the raising of awareness around fair agriculture and sustainable 

production. Then people really see: if even Colruyt is doing that, then something of it should be true 

(Voedselteams-2, 2016).” 

On the other hand, these initiatives may pose a threat to the activities of Voedselteams, as they may offer 

similar services through a more attractive or convenient model: 

“Of course things happen without us. So at this moment there are many other commercial initiatives (…) 

and the difference with Voedselteams is not so big anymore. So Voedselteams pretends to also be a 

social movement but in practice that is so weak that we cannot make that true (…) so I think the potential 

of Voedselteams is big, maybe even bigger than the others, but there is a big challenge ahead of us 

whether we can live up to that potential (Voedselteams-3, 2016).  

2.3.3.3 Regime developments 

Voedselteams has had an influence on developments in the agro-food regime. These developments can 

be seen as one of the successes of Voedselteams. Yet, the conventional regime can also pose threats to 

Voedselteams.  

First, products in the regime are generally offered against lower prices than in Voedselteams. Moreover, 

the regime offers more convenience. This can inhibit many consumers that have relatively low budgets, or 

that are not willing to give up their convenience to join a food team.  

Second Voedselteams is dependent on governmental subsidies that are renewed every five years. This 

makes Voedselteams strongly dependent on governmental developments.  

Third, until now Voedselteams has been moving in the grey zone of food safety regulations. Due to a 

growing number of SFSCs, the interest of the Belgian Food Safety Agency in the food safety of these 

SFSCs has started to grow. Being registered as an operator in the food chain might have far reaching 

effects to the further existence of the organization. Similarly, until now Voedselteams has not been seen 

as threat by auctions. If auctions would start enforcing their 100% rule, this might have far reaching 

effects for Voedselteams.  

Last, the fact that Voedselteams is organizing the farmers’ forum together with Wervel potentially  

increases the bargaining power of both organizations and small-holder farmers towards the larger market 

players.  
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3. SATELLITE CASE STUDY REPORT: CSA 

3.1 Research questions  

As a satellite case, we investigate Community Supported Agriculture (CSA). This choice was based on 

the following statement:  

“Community supported agriculture seems a very promising social innovation for contributing to the 

transition to a more sustainable agro-food system by offering an economic niche that has proven to be 

attractive to a growing number of consumers, while allowing experimenting and learning from new 

production, consumption and distribution patterns in a way that is relevant for other actors and 

initiatives within the food chain (Dedeurwaedere et al., 2015, p. 6)” 

The following questions are at the centre of this case study:  

 How does CSA organize the nine marketing functions and its production practice? 

o What shape do the nine marketing functions and the production practice take within the 

current CSA practice?  

 How are practices attuned to each other? 

 To what extent, and how, do the practices reflect novel responses to FNS 

concerns in specific settings? 

 To what extent do these practices have a transformative capacity towards creating a 

sustainable and resilient food system? 

o Which elements in the CSA practice are transformative and which not? 

o To what extent are these novel practices promising and successful? 

o To what extent are involved stakeholders searching for up- and out scaling potentials? 

3.2 Methods 

We investigated the current CSA practice as consisting of the nine marketing functions that were 

described in chapter 2.2. Moreover, it was hypothesized that CSA farms also adopt different farming 

methods than in the conventional agro-food regime. Therefore, we investigated the production practice. In 

order to do this, first literature research was conducted. Additionally, semi-structured interviews with four 

selected CSA farms were held to investigate the marketing practices of these farms. The farms were 

selected in such a way that they would cover a wide range of possible characteristics of CSA farms. The 

selection criteria were: whether or not the farm was connected to the CSA network in Flanders, the 

distribution model of the farm, its location and the time of foundation. In annex 6 a table can be found with 

the characteristics of each of the selected farms. The questionnaire of the interviews can be found in 

Annex 7. The interviews varied from 25 minutes to circa one hour and were audio recorded and 

transcribed. A table with the coding of the interviews can be found in Annex 8.  

3.3 Research findings    

3.2.1 CSA around the world  

Although a clear cut definition does not yet exist, the European CSA research group (2016) defines CSA 

as follows:  

“CSA is a direct partnership between a group of consumers and producer(s) whereby the risks, 

responsibilities and rewards of farming activities are shared through long-term agreements. Generally 

operating on a small and local scale, CSA aims at providing quality food produced in an agro-

ecological way (p. 8).”  

The concept of CSA was developed in Japan in the 1960s by a group of women that was concerned 

about the rise of imported food, an increased use of pesticides and a decrease in the local farm 

population. In the beginning of the 1970s, European farmers and consumers of Switzerland, Denmark 

and Germany started to apply the model as well. The first American CSA farms originate from the mid 
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80’s (Brown & Miller, 2008; Henderson & Van En, 2007). Some of the main reasons why CSA developed 

worldwide were the increasing interest to live healthily and an increasing awareness of environmental 

problems (Schlicht, Volz, Weckenbroeck, & Le Gallic, 2012; Vlaamse Overheid, 2015).  

Today, most CSAs share basic, underlying principles: 

 Mutual assistance and solidarity – direct connections and shared risk between farmers and 

consumers  

 Agro-ecological farming methods  

 Biodiversity and no Genetically Modified Organisms 

 High quality, safe food that is accessible to as many people as possible with prices that are 

fair to producer and consumer 

 Popular education about the realities of farming 

 Continual improvement 

 Smallholder farms 

CSA should not be seen as a fixed concept, but rather as an idea or a continuum of new consumer-

farmer connections, and an alternative system of distribution based on community values and solidarity 

(European CSA Research Group, 2016).  

3.2.2 CSA in Flanders 

The first CSA in Flanders, Het Open Veld, was established in 2007 in Leuven. After two years, in 2009 

the second CSA farm was founded. Gradually, the CSA model gained more attention from the public, the 

media, farmer unions and governmental authorities, as these first farms demonstrated that it was possible 

to have an economically viable farm on a small cultivation area (CSA-network, 2016; European CSA 

Research Group, 2016). In 2011, the CSA network was established to optimize collaborations between 

the different farms and to further develop the concept of Community Supported Agriculture. A strong 

growth in the following years could be observed. In 2012, there were 12 CSA farms in Flanders. Two 

years later there were 19. In 2016, 36 farms were connected to the CSA network. Moreover, also CSA 

farms were established that were not connected to the network, although no data exist on these numbers 

(CSA-network, 2016).    

On average, each Flemish CSA has 176 members. It is estimated that in total, 7,500 members form part 

of a CSA. The average size of a CSA farm in Flanders is 2.08 ha, with a range between 1 and 5 ha. Of all 

CSA farms, 46% are renting the land, while 28% own it. The rest was based on cooperation with local 

authorities, or a cooperation with the land trust organization de Landgenoten (See paragraph 3.2.3) 

(European CSA Research Group, 2016). 

CSAs can provide different products for their consumers. In Flanders, most CSAs produce vegetables 

and fruits. These products are mainly distributed through two dominant forms:  

 Packaging system: the farmer harvests the products and they are distributed equally 

among the members via packages  

 Self-harvest system: every member harvests his/her own share (CSA-network, 2016). 

In Flanders, self-harvesting is clearly the dominant model as it is applied by 85% of the CSA farms 

(European CSA Research Group, 2016).  

3.2.3 FNS Practices  

3.2.3.1 CSA in general  

Starting up a farm 

Around 75% of the CSA farms is initiated by the farmer. Other farms may be created by a cooperation 

between the farmer and the community (8.5%) or by the community members (11.4%) (European CSA 
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Research Group, 2016). There may be many different reasons to start a CSA farm. For example, CSA 

allows a farmer to start farming with relatively low investment costs and risks and will provide a farmer 

with a steady income because of the pre-financing system. Also, farmers might choose for the CSA 

model because of its sustainability aspect, or the community and social aspects.  

In order to start, the farmer has to find suitable land. This is often difficult as pressure on land in Flanders 

is high due to urbanization and large-scale agriculture. The land trust organization de Landgenoten, that 

was mentioned above, can assist in this as the trust buys farm land and rents it to organic farmers (CSA-

network, 2016; De Landgenoten , 2016). Moreover, the CSA network supports farmers in the starting up 

of a farm by offering personal counseling, helping with the development of financial plans, etc. (CSA-

network, 2016). 

Becoming a member 

Consumers can gain access to a CSA by looking up the specific location of a CSA in their neighborhood 

and becoming a member. The main reason for a consumer to become a member is to gain access to 

healthy and local food. Possible other reasons may be the quality of the produce, a growing 

environmental consciousness, reconnecting with nature, or providing farmers with a fair and consistent 

income. Moreover, by eliminating middle-men it is argued that consumers pay less, while farmers still get 

a decent price for their produce (European CSA Research Group, 2016). 

3.2.3.2 Marketing functions 

Buying and selling 

Normally, consumers pay an annual membership fee and in return receive a weekly harvest share 

(Podmaniczky & Zsolnai, 2010). Farmers generally can choose between two ways to sell their produce: 

self-harvesting or packaging (explained in paragraph 3.2.2) (CSA-network, 2016). 

The farmer decides which products are offered, but normally tries to offer as much variation as possible. 

However, there is a much larger variety during summer than in winter (CSA-1, 2016). The offer may be 

expanded through cooperation with other farmers. For example, a vegetable farmer can choose to 

cooperate with an arable farmer to add cabbages to the packages. Also, farmers may agree to cooperate 

to compose packages with different product groups, like meat, dairy, flowers, vegetables and fruits. 

Moreover, those farmers that apply the packaging system may add products obtained from the auction in 

winter in order to add variety to the offer (CSA-2, 2016; Troonbeeckx et al., 2012).  

In terms of picking up the produce, the self-harvest system gives members the freedom to harvest when 

they choose to do so. The exchange in the package system happens on a fixed day and time and is 

therefore more constraining in terms of time (CSA-1, 2016; CSA-2, 2016; CSA-3, 2016; CSA-4, 2016; 

Troonbeeckx et al., 2012).  

The price of the offer consists of a sum of money that is paid at the start of the year. This sum can be 

calculated in different ways. For a self-harvest system two principles are important 

1. The farmer can make a calculation based on his costs, including his salary, and divides 

this by the maximum number of members; 

2. The farmer bases his price on the price of other CSA farmers.  

For farmers that work with the package system, a third method can be used:  

3. The farmer will calculate the amount of products that he/she will deliver in the packages, 

and compares to what this would cost in the ‘conventional’ organic market.  

Generally, different prices are asked to adults and children. Moreover, some farmers work with variable 

prices. In this system, a price range is set, and members can choose the amount they will pay within that 

range. This system allows members with different financial capabilities to be part of the CSA 

(Troonbeeckx et al., 2012).  



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS pathways in Belgium 

 

  34  

The quantity of produce that members receive is not dependent on the price but instead is the result of 

the total production distributed over all members. The quantity received per member can thus differ per 

season and per year. Information on what can be harvested in the self-harvest system is thus of 

paramount importance for a fair distribution (CSA-1, 2016; CSA-2, 2016; CSA-3, 2016; CSA-4, 2016; 

Troonbeeckx et al., 2012).  

Storage and packaging 

In CSA farmers and members only harvest the needed quantity of food at the desired moment. Generally, 

there is thus no need for storage or packing facilities. However, CSA farms using the packaging system 

need to have sufficient short-term storage combined with a cleaning and packaging area, where the 

packages can be prepared (CSA-2, 2016).  

In self-harvesting CSA farms some products are occasionally harvested by the farmer. This may be 

because the product may be difficult to harvest without machinery (e.g., potatoes), or because of large 

surpluses in high season (e.g., zucchini in summer). In these cases, short-term storage is needed. 

Generally unpackaged products are thus offered. This function is therefore generally taken up by the 

consumers themselves (CSA-1, 2016; CSA-3, 2016; CSA-4, 2016; Troonbeeckx et al., 2012).  

Transportation 

In the self-harvest system consumers take up the task of transportation as they come to pick up the 

produce themselves. Most members of self-harvest CSA farms live within a short radius and take the 

goods for immediate use. Members that are coming by bike or by car, often combine this with other 

transport needs like work-home transport or school-home transport (CSA-1, 2016; CSA-3, 2016; CSA-4, 

2016).  

In the packaging system transport can either be split up between the farmer and members or be done by 

an external transport service provider. Generally, there are three different pick-up points. First, the 

members can collect the packages on the farm. Second, farmers can leave the packages at pick-up 

points or depots spread through a certain area. Third, some farms deliver packages at home at an extra 

cost (CSA-2, 2016).  

Processing 

Members generally receive unprocessed produce. Nevertheless, processing happens in a few rare 

occasions. First, farmers may choose to process harvest surpluses in order to optimize preservation 

possibilities (e.g., making soup out of tomatoes). Second, processing may happen during a social activity 

with the CSA members (e.g., teaching members how to make jam). Third, processing may happen more 

professionally if it is in cooperation with another marketing model (e.g., farm shop). 

However, generally, the products remain unprocessed, as CSA farmers generally are time-constrained. 

Moreover, installing proper processing facilities would mean large extra financial investments. Therefore, 

processing mostly is done by the consumers (CSA-1, 2016; CSA-2, 2016; CSA-3, 2016; CSA-4, 2016). 

Standardization 

Standardization is concerned with the establishment and maintenance of uniform measurements. 

Moreover, it informs the buyer about quality and quantity standards. Farms need to apply to general food 

safety standards in Belgium (VAC, 2015). Moreover, CSA farms mostly apply sustainable or agro-

ecological production methods. Generally they are organically certified. In 2016, 68% of the CSAs in 

Flanders were organically certified while an additional 17% was in the process of becoming certified 

(European CSA Research Group, 2016). Besides, it was often argued that the close relationship between 

farmers and members also constitutes a form of control. This then, in some cases eliminated the need of 

organic certification (CSA-1, 2016; CSA-2, 2016; CSA-3, 2016; CSA-4, 2016). 
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Financing 

In most farming models, an important time lag exists between the purchase of inputs and sales of the 

harvest. Contrary to this, the CSA model transfers the income of the farmer to the beginning of the 

season because members pay an annual membership fee in advance. This way of working reduces the 

need for loans, its corresponding costs and eliminates the farmer’s insecurity about his total annual 

income.  

Risk Bearing 

One of the most striking characteristics of the CSA model is the fact that risks are shared between 

consumers and producers. In fact, since consumers pay an annual membership fee at the beginning of 

the season, harvest and price risks are completely shifted to the members. Yet, members will also benefit 

when harvests are abundant. In theory, however, the shared risk is short-term as members may leave at 

the end of season. Nevertheless, in reality, this is rarely the case (CSA-1, 2016; CSA-2, 2016; CSA-3, 

2016; CSA-4, 2016; Troonbeeckx et al., 2012).  

Marketing intelligence 

The CSA model is based on a farmer-consumer relationship in which communication is very important. 

Most communication occurs directly on the farm or pick-up point. Other forms of communication are 

news-letters, websites, signs in the field, meetings or open farm days.  

The kind of information that is exchanged between farmers and members is diverse. The farmer can 

indicate which products are harvest ready, how the products should be harvested, how much produce 

can be taken home, whether there are any extra activities that are organized, etcetera. Also, promotion 

and advertising can be used to attract new members. However, in most cases active promotion is not 

needed, as the farms generally have long waiting lists. 

Once a year all members are invited to a more structured meeting to exchange information about the 

previous season and to plan and agree on the new season with extra attention on the annual membership 

fee.  

Consumers can ventilate their opinions either through direct contacts or at meetings. Moreover, typical for 

the self-harvesting system is the automatic feedback of the buyer due to the fact that members only take 

the products they like to eat. The selection and quantity of the harvested products can be used as an 

indicator by the farmer to adapt his cultivation plan for the next season (CSA-1, 2016; CSA-2, 2016; CSA-

3, 2016; CSA-4, 2016; Troonbeeckx et al., 2012). 

3.2.3.3 Production 

In addition to the marketing functions, we describe the production practice of CSA according to the used 

methods, the different inputs, and labor.   

Methods 

Most CSA farms offer a wide range of vegetables, small fruits and herbs. In some occasions even edible 

flowers, dairy products, eggs and meat are produced. The diversity in production requests an extensive 

knowledge of different production methods (Vlaamse Overheid, 2015). Most methods used are organic or 

agro-ecological and they are generally labor intensive.  

Inputs 

Generally, CSA farms use organic matter as fertilizer. Often, this fertilizer is obtained by cooperating with 

animal farms. For example, farmers can choose to obtain manure from a local sheep or goat farm in 

exchange for growing clover for feed. Seeds are generally bought from outside of the farm but are mostly 

organically certified (CSA-2, 2016).  
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Labor 

In self-harvest systems, a part of the labor is transferred to the members as they perform most of the 

harvesting. Some products are occasionally harvested by the farmer. In the packaging system, 

harvesting, cleaning and packaging is done by the farmer. This system is thus more demanding in terms 

of time and labor for the farmer. In busy periods, CSA farms often organize assisting days where 

members can work on the fields together with the farmer (CSA-1, 2016; CSA-2, 2016; CSA-3, 2016; 

CSA-4, 2016). 

3.4 Summary and reflection on transformative capacity 

In the paragraphs above we described the general functioning of CSAs in Flanders. There are many 

differences between the farms. CSA should thus rather be seen as a continuum than a static business 

model. Moreover, the model is also constantly evolving through a co-creation between farmers and 

consumers. CSA, is thus indeed a niche in which many innovations take place. Moreover, the model is a 

significant niche in which experimentation and innovation with sustainable production methods may 

happen. In this sense, the model has the capacity to contribute to a sustainable transformation.  

The nine marketing functions and production practice are almost completely performed by the members 

of the CSA. In this way, middlemen and specialists are completely erased from the model. This may 

significantly decrease costs, which increases the accessibility of the initiative for lower socio-economic 

classes. In this sense, the inclusiveness of the initiative might be increased. Nevertheless, the fact that a 

lot of engagement is asked from the consumers that are a part of a CSA may create large thresholds for 

less concerned consumers to also join and become as engaged and active in their own food production. 

The fact that many CSAs have long waiting lists however shows that there is a strong capacity for further 

out scaling of the model. Also, every year an increasing amount of farmers is trying to start a CSA. 

Because the model can be viable on a small piece of land and is financially rather accessible. In this 

sense, the model is an innovative solution for those that did not inherit their agricultural land. In this way, 

the model might be a solution for the decreasing amount of farmers in Belgium. CSA might thus provide a 

viable alternative for an increasing amount of people that want to start an agricultural career.  

Nevertheless, access to land remains a large barrier for further out scaling of the model. It might in a first 

place inhibit farmers from starting up a CSA. Second, not having the security of access to land 

significantly decreases the resilience of a CSA farm.  

The model of CSA has the capacity to bring people together around common issues, like food, health and 

sustainability. It may also reconnect people to nature and to the land and increase knowledge of food 

production, and agricultural systems. Moreover, it may increase social cohesion around these issues. 

Until now, however, the model has mainly been successful in urban areas. In rural areas it would remain 

to be seen how the model could be successful, as in that case distances would be larger, which would 

bring the issue of transportation back to the fore.  

Lastly, the CSA network may contribute to the transformative capacity of CSA by bringing together 

producers and consumers, supporting new start-ups and assembling and spreading knowledge, and 

providing farmers with support there where they need it. In this way the network may foster the further 

spread of the model and further innovation.  
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4. SYNTHESIS OF FINDINGS 

In this report, the cases of Voedselteams and Community Supported Agriculture were taken as specific 

cases of Alternative Food Networks that have come up as niches in the Flemish food scape. Both 

initiatives have similar aims, as they target among others for a direct contact between producers and 

consumers, the creation of a community around the topic of food, an increasingly sustainable food 

system, agro-ecological farming methods, and a (re-)localization of the food system. 

In the first part of the report it was discussed how Voedselteams is both a social enterprise as well as a 

social movement. In this sense, it on the one hand tries to change the regime both by offering an 

alternative to the dominant system as well as organizing political activities. CSA on the other hand, does 

not have an explicit political limb and therefore may only foster change by offering an alternative to the 

conventional system.  

The marketing practices of both initiatives were described with the help of the framework of the nine 

marketing functions. Afterwards, the transformative capacity of these practices was discussed. This 

approach has shown us how in both cases middlemen have been largely eliminated from the marking 

practices. Instead, in both initiatives the marketing functions are performed by the consumers and the 

producers. In this way engagement of consumers in the food system is increased and ownership of 

farmers is increased. These practices, then, ask for a completely different set of skills in comparison with 

the conventional agro-food system. On the one hand this may foster change, e.g. by raising awareness 

and pushing towards increasingly sustainable lifestyles. On the other hand, those that are not willing or 

able to engage to such a large extent may be excluded in this way. Moreover, especially in Voedselteams 

prices generally tend to be higher than in the conventional system. This may create barriers for lower 

socio-economic classes to be able to become a part of these initiatives. In this sense, the danger exists in 

these initiatives that they remain only accessible for a small group in society.  

Connected to this, it was found that Voedselteams is coping with a stagnating demand, while due to 

several crises offer continues to rise. Contrary to this, CSAs, especially those in urban areas tend to have 

long waiting lists. This shows that both organizations are coping with different challenges for the future in 

order to increase their transformative capacity and scale up and out.  

In both cases it was shown not to be possible to provide consumers with the whole consumption basket. 

Consumers of these niches are therefore never solely part the niche, but also keep on operating in the 

regime. Nevertheless, these initiatives give consumers and producers partly the chance to operate 

outside of the regime and therefore stay away from some of its unsustainable elements.  

The marketing functions approach also shows that in a more mature, or up scaled initiative like 

Voedselteams, some regime elements may be taken back up in the marketing functions by middlemen. 

The transportation system is an example of this. This then, may mean that a larger segment of society is 

reached. However, it also means that the small scale and the direct contact between producers and 

consumers is compromised. Transformative capacity is increased as more people are reached. However, 

it is decreased by the fact that social cohesion is decreased.  

Using the marketing functions to describe the practices of both initiatives also helps to point out strong 

and weak or blind spots in both of the marketing models. As they organize their marketing system in a 

different way, both models can learn from the way in which the other assembles, skills, materials and 

social structures. In this way, transformative capacity of both initiatives may be increased. For example, a 

strong point of the CSA model is the way in which it organizes its financing and risk bearing and thereby 

creates a stable and secure income for the farmer. Financing and risk bearing are issues that largely 

remain unaddressed in Voedselteams. Being inspired by the way in which CSA fulfils these practices may 

increase its transformative capacity.  

In sum, both CSA and Voedselteams provide inspiring alternatives to the regime. This may also foster 

change the regime itself. It could be argued that this change is already taking place as conventional 

players also offer organic and sustainable products. However, whether this change will continue and be 

incremental or radical remains to be seen.  
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ANNEXES 

Annex 1: Basis interview Voedselteams 

Every interview consisted of several types of question. First, questions on the way in which practices are 

performed were asked. Second, more subjective questions were asked in order to grasp the socio-

cultural dimension of each of the practices. These questions were generally formulated as follows:  

 What is your opinion on the way [this function] is being organized? 

 Is the way in which [this function] is organized best according to you?  

o Why did you choose to do it this way?  

o What are the advantages and disadvantages of such a system?  

o Which improvements would you propose?  

o What alternatives are possible according to you?  

Third, the questionnaires also contained an element in which connections with the conventional regime 
were explored. The goal of these questions were two-fold. First, they were meant to identify the critical 
points of intersection between niche and regime practices. Second, they, too, helped identifying socio-
cultural elements of the niche practices. Questions in this category were generally formulated as follows:  
 

 According to you, is [this function] being performed differently than in the conventional system? If 
yes, in what way?  

 Are there interactions with the dominant food system for [this function]?  
o If yes, what do these interactions look like?  
o Do they enable or inhibit Voedselteams to perform [this practice]?  

 Do you think that the way in which Voedselteams performs this practice is a solution for 
unsustainable elements of the dominant food system?  

 
Last, in preparation of the two participatory workshops, questions on the future of Voedselteams were 

posed: 

 Do you think that the way in which Voedselteams performs [this practice] can contribute to a 
more sustainable/robust/resilient food system in Belgium? If yes, in what way?  

 What changes should be made in the way in which Voedselteams performs this practice?  

 Where should Voedselteams be in ten years? 
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Annex 2: Codes interviews Voedselteams 

Function 
interviewee 

Date  Duration Code 

Coordinator 13-01-2016  2h Voedselteams-1 

Coordinator 18-01-2016 2h Voedselteams-2 

Coordinator 08-02-2016 1,5h Voedselteams-3 

Coordinator and 
member 

01-03-2016 2h Voedselteams-4 

Regional 
Coordinator 

01-03-2016 1,5h Voedselteams-5 

Team responsible 
and depot holder 

20-03-2015 1h Voedselteams-6 

Team responsible 14-03-2015 1h Voedselteams-7 

Team responsible 02-04-2015 1h Voedselteams-8 

Team responsible 14-04-2015 1h Voedselteams-9  

Expert SFSCs 02-03-2016 1h Expert-1 

Farmer 03-03-2016  3h Farmer-1 

Expert food safety 
in SFSCs FASFC 

27-04-2016  45 min Expert-2  

 

  



   

Annex 3: Strategic goals Voedselteams 2016-2020 

Strategic Goal 1: Food Teams will be an attractive platform and a dynamic movement for community 
building around agriculture and food 

O.G. 1.1     Strengthening of the forming of communities within Voedselteams 

O.G. 1.2.    Develop new methods in function of community development  

O.G. 1.3.    Stimulate interactions within teams; 

O.G. 1.4     Improve the communication to supporters of Food Teams; 

O.G. 1.5     Develop voice/participation in the development of organization  

Strategic goal 2: A growing number of producers is connected to Voedselteams and contributes to 
sustainable agriculture and food in Flanders 

O.G. 2 1     Apply Participatory guarantee system:  

O.G. 2.2     Expand Boerenforum (farmers forum):  

O.G. 2.3     Take care of support for producers within Voedselteams  

O.G. 2.4     Expanding communication methods with producers  

O.G. 2.5     Widen and rejuvenate the group of producers  

Strategic goal 3: Voedselteams inspires the public debate around sustainable agriculture and food 

O.G. 3.1     External communication 

O.G. 3.2     Set up a network of voedselteam reporters (bloggers. Tweeters  

O.G. 3.3     Grounded and Justified 

Strategic goal 4: Voedselteams is strongly organized and is attractive for employees and volunteers 

O.G. 4.1     Team dynamics, Volunteering and Good Governance 

Strategic goal 5: Voedselteams offers important and stable perspectives for a growing number of 
producers  

O.G. 5.1     Make it easier for producers and farmers to enter 

O.G. 5.2     Realise economic growth and more societal impact 

O.G. 5.3     Stimulate bottom-up innovation of the logistical model 

O.G. 5.4     Build a multifunctional and working webplatform 

O.G. 5.5     Prepare an adapted legal structure 

O.G. 5.6     Look for new target groups 

 

  



   

Annex 4: Summary of FNS practices, Voedselteams 

 Agency Material structure Socio-cultural structure Other elements 

General  Member’s responsibility to 
start new team  

 Meeting with the regional 
coordinator for the start-up 

 New member joins through 
personal contact or through 
the website.  

 Take-in: explanation of team 
and final registration   

 Farmers differentiated 
according to products, scale, 
importance of VT   

 Decision of entering based 
on farm visit and screening  

 Different motivations to join 
for farmers 

 Website  

 Webshop 

 Newsletter 

 Magazine 

 Office 
 

 

 Establishing direct contact 

between producers and 

consumers 

 Supporting local farmers 

and economies 

 Increasing transparency in 

the food chain 

 Creating social cohesion 

around food  

 Gaining access to healthy, 

local and fair food 

 Acceptance of higher prices 

than in conventional system 

 Food does not have to be 

available everywhere all 

year round 

 Lack of man power →  

reliance on volunteers  

 Commercialist-
movement tension 

 

Buying and 
selling 

 Weekly orders  

 Weekly delivery on fixed 
time and location 

 Differentiation in continuity 
and amount of produce 
bought per team 

 Weekly payments after 
deliver payments  

 Way of making payment 
differentiated according to 
the region  

 General: Team has bank 
accoung. Member calculates 

 Internet  

 Webshop 

 Ordering list 

 Bank 
account  

 

 Discussions on 
boundaries of locality  

 Local character vs. 
international sourcing 
if product is not 
available  
 

 Tension seasonality and 

locality → add foreign 

products  

 large time-span between 
order and delivery 

 Fixed schedule is barrier 
for consumers with 
flexible agendas 

 No minimum order = 
disadvantage for 
producers  

 Offer is higher than 
demand  
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the amount due and 
transfers  

 Decision on supply based 
on offer. Criteria: local and 
organic (if possible) and one 
producer per product group 
per team  

 Farmers are price setters. 
Price = real costs + costs 
logistics and 
commercialization + 6% 
solidarity payment  

 Difficulties attracting new 
members  

 Strongly based on 
voluntary labor.  

 Difficulties finding 
volunteers  

 Consumer-movement 
tension  

 Strong responsibility for 
consumers and 
producers but moving 
towards partial 
specialization  

 Low prices in the regime 
are disadvantage  

Storing  Members look for suitable 
depot  

 Farmers bundle orders per 
team.  

 Produce is transported to 
the transporter. 

 Transporter prepares 
packages per team   

 Depot volunteer prepares 
packages per consumer 

 Transporters control 

management of depot  

 Depot  

 Electricity  

 Freezer 

 Refrigerator  
 

 social function of the 
depots differs 
strongly: social place 
vs. pick up point  
 

 Strong voluntary 
engagement required  

 Narrow opening hours 

 Consumer takes up 
storing practice (vs. very 
standardized practice in 
regime )  

 Possible changes in 
regulations in the future 
might become inhibiting 
factor  

 

Transportation  Outsourcing to external firm 
in social economy 

 Transportation through 
collaborations between 
farmers  

 Farmers drive produce 
around themselves 
 

 Diversified 
because of 
diversified 
practice  

 Centrality of 
transportatio
n facility 

 Density of 

 coordinators 
emphasise  
superiority of 
systems in which 
farmers work 
together  

 Two attitudes 
towards mistakes: 
Mistakes as 

 Regular mistakes in 
deliveries put pressure 
on employees and 
volunteers  

 Evolution in organization 
transport: expansion led 
to professionalization 
and thus specialization in 
division of labor  
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teams  charming element vs. 
no acceptance 
towards mistakes  

 

Processing  Increasing offer of 
processed products  

 Diversified practice  

 Rule of thumb for choosing 
products: local and organic if 
possible   

 Material 
structure 
dependent 
on actors 
and 
products.  

 Preference for primary 
local products vs. 
acceptance of foreign 
products if no 
alternative  

 Not everything available 

locally → offer of 

international and non-
organic products 

Standardization  Organic label is reference  

 Introduction of Participatory 
Guarantee System  

 Farm visits with two 
employees, two consumers 
and a farmer 

 List of questions to foster 
discussion on sustainable 
farm management  & move 
towards sustainability  

 No standardization of shape, 
size or color 

 Question list   System based on 
trust, transparency, 
deliberation and 
case-specific 
characteristics 

 Encouragement 
towards sustainability  

 Inclusion of 
economic and social 
sustainability  

 Increase consumer-
producer interaction 
through deliberation 

 Impossible to check 
foreign producers  

 Contrary to regime 
standardization based on 
trust, transparency and 
direct contact between 
producers and 
consumers  
 

Financing and 
risk bearing 

 Farmers are price setters → 

stable prices → decreased 

market risk  

 Small n° of links → 

decreased market risk  

 Decreased demand in 
summer but peak production 
increases risks for farmers 

 West Flanders: vegetable 
membership to decrease 
this risk  

 Some regions: minimum 
order 

  Support local farmers 
and local economies  

 Willingness to pay 
higher prices to 
decrease market risk  

 Differences in 
importance attributed 
to further 
engagement in 
financing and risk 
management 

 Low capacity to further 
engage in this practice 
 

Marketing  Most communication  Web site   Stronger focus on  Difficulties including 
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intelligence through website and web 
shop 

 Sporadic organization of 
events  

 Sporadic approach of media  

 Most promotion through 
mouth to mouth 
communication  

 No gathering of external 
developments or wishes of 
consumers  

 No gathering of wishes of 
current consumers  

 Consumers can ventilate 
opinion in general 
assemblies  

 No circulation of prices and 
way prices are built up 

 Web shop 
(only 
accessible 
for 
members)  

 

producer well-being 
than on consumer 
well-being  

 Stronger focus on 
awareness raising 
than on meeting 
wishes of 
consumers.  

 

lower socio-economic 
classes and immigrants 

 No information sought 
about these groups  

 Lack in man-power and 
skills to engage in this 
practice  

 Increased amount of 
initiatives and increased 
engagement of regime 
are potential threat  

 

 

 

Advocacy  Every five years develop 
strategic plan  

 Co-founders of Boerenforum  

 Worked along on the 
strategic plan on short food 
chains  

 Increased member 
participation through general 
assembly  

 Offering ‘movement’ or 
political activities  

 

 Website 

 Strategic 
plans  

 Direct connection between 

producers and consumers 

 Transparency in the food 

chain  

 Supporting local farmers 

and economies 

 Control of farmer over 

prices, production methods, 

outlets and products 

 Create social cohesion 

around food  

 Raise awareness and 

encourage behavioural 

change  

 Small member 
engagement  

 Therefore most 
advocacy done by 
employees 

 Little interactions and 
collaborations with 
regime  

 Dependency on regime 
through subsidies  
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Annex 5: Recommendations workshop Voedselteams 

SG 1: Food Teams will be an attractive platform and 
a dynamic movement for community building 
around agriculture and food 

SG3: Voedselteams inspires the public debate 
around sustainable agriculture and food 

SG 2: A growing number of producers is 
connected to Voedselteams and contributes 
to sustainable agriculture and food in 
Flanders 

SD 5: Voedselteams offers important and 
stable perspectives for a growing number of 
producers 

SG4: Voedselteams is strongly organized 
and is attractive for employees and 
volunteers 

 

 Appeal to more diverse groups  

 Focus on external communication in order to 
increase visibility (especially important now with the 
growth of similar activities) 

a. More trendy activities 
b. More hip, attractive and accessible 
c. Be present on festivals and in the media  
d. Bumper stickers, t-shirts, Voedselteams 

shopping bag 
e. Strong presence on social media 
f. Remake the website 
g. Open up the web shop for non-members 
h. Price transparency: visible for each product 

in web shop  
i. Point out a spokesman for the short food 

chain with other organizations 

 Focus on eating patterns and health. Not just 
appeal to people that are already aware and that 
can cook very well  

 Focus on safeguarding knowledge 
a. Increase presence in schools. We can learn 

from the Scandinavian model, where 
cooking is part of the exams 

b. Education (on sustainability) 
c. Sharing of knowledge among members and 

farmers 

 Focus on financial independence 

 Facilitate entrance of young farmers 
o Help to access land 
o Crowd funding 
o Invest from cooperation 
o Looking for organizations that can 

support in this 
o Create more demand!  

 Support farmers in terms of access to land, 
accounting, boerenforum, etc. through 
collaboration with other organizations  

 Simplify the transaction model:  
o Welcome more diversity 
o Lower threshold to enter 
o Larger depots with social activities 
o Also do home deliveries?  

 Find other markets. Focus in this on 
customer friendliness en the question: how 
strong does Voedselteams want to hold on to 
‘local’? 

o Restaurants 
o Public institutions 
o Schools 

 Transparency costs – guarantee minimum 
price: Provide all producers with a clear 
vision on their production costs and a clear 
salaray. In this way Voedselteams can offer 
a more attractive alternative for farmers than 

 Put volunteers on projects instead of 
practical tasks. Together create 
something that people are proud of  

 Increase involvement through: 
o Communication: make sure 

people feel addressed, and 
open the news letters 

o Presence, accessibility and 
availability of regional 
coordinators 

 Do not only communicate the goal and 
subjects of General assembly through 
newsletters but also use the personal 
presence of regional coordinators.  

 Communicate more strongly which 
volunteering possibilities are there within 
Voedselteams and leave space for 
creativity  

 Provide volunteers with Voedselteams 
gadgets, (motivation and visibility), like t-
shirts, bags, buttons, etcetera.  

 More flexibility in the organization. Give 
teams more responsibility  

 Focus on alternative economy within 
Voedselteams  
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 Work together with similar organizations 
(Broederlijk Delen, Vredeseilanden, VELT, 
WERVEL, Natuurpunt, ….) on: 

a. Sharing of knowledge  
b. External communication  
c. Lobby in Brussel, more presence in public 

debates 

 Work along in existing networks (libraries, sport 
associations, schools, etcetera) 

 Broaden consumer groups (real community = 
accessibility for all): 

a. Lower socio-economic classes: Price and 
offer! Also cook together, process fresh 
produce, social restaurants, etc.  

b. Barter trade/alternative economy as an 
option within Voedselteams  

 Broaden the model to give space to diversity  

conventional markets (like supermarkets 
e.g.)  

 Strongly focus on boerenforum for trust, 
social cohesion, knowledge exchange and 
bargaining power  

 Strongly focus on education on the guarding 
of knowledge and crafting  

 Focus on decrease in demand in summer, 
risk and financing 

o Through cooperation 
o Membership system 

 Logistics: is the current transportation 
system still up to date? 

Specifically focused on younger 
generations: 

 Take up Voedselteams subjects in the 
curriculum. 

 Visit schools (at least agricultural 
schools) 

 Organize summer activities for younger 
generations: work on farms, volunteer in 
the organization  

 Provide scouting camps with 
Voedselteams products. Price can be 
kept low by voluntary engagement of 
scouts 

 Offer work experience vacancies for 
young people in order to build their CV 

 

  



   

Annex 6: Characteristics farms CSA  

 Farm 1 Farm 2 Farm 3 Farm 4 

Connection to 
CSA network 

Yes Yes No No 

Distribution 
method 

Self-harvest Self-harvest Packaging Self-harvest 

Location Proximity of city Proximity of city Rural Rural 

Time of 
foundation 

2007 2009 2014 2013 (closed in 
2015) 

 

 

  



   

Annex 7: Questionnaire CSA  

 Why did you start with a CSA farm in Flanders? How did you come up with the idea? 

 General questions that apply for all the marketing functions: 

o Did you think about alternatives for organizing this function? 

o Do you think it is the best way to organize this function? 

o Why did you choose to do it this way? What can be improved? 
 Buying 

o How is the buying function organized in CSA? 

o How much % of your members doesn’t renew their contract? 

o Is there a lot of change every year or do your members stay for many years? 

o What is the difference in benefits that members get for their annual membership 

fee? 

o Is the membership fee for everyone the same? If not, why are there differences? 

o Is the basked sized as such that the complete consumption is covered? 

o Is there any control done on self-harvest? (For example: that not one member 

takes all the vegetables and gives/sells it to other people) 
 Selling 

o Do CSA farmers promote and advertise their farm? 

o Can customers choose place and time to pick up their share? 

o How are the products that are sold being decided on? 

o Are other products being added to the basket? 

o How does the farmer communicate when it is time to harvest? 

o Do you produce all year-round? 
 Storage and packaging 

o Are there storage rooms available in CSA farms? 

o Are vegetables cleaned before packaging? 

o What is done with the surplus? 

o What happens with the products during summer vacations when a lot of people or 

on vacation? 

o Could the storage of products be a solution to extend the offer period? 
 Transportation 

o What is the average distance that members live from the farm or pick-up points? 

o What is the most used transport? (by car, bycicle, on foot, etc.) 

o Does the farmer also offer part of his production somewhere else or only on the 

farm? 
 Processing 

o Is there any form of processing done in CSA farms? 

o Consumer needs are constantly changing, is there room to improve the process? 
 Standardization 

o Is there any form of standardization in CSA farms? 

o Are there safety requirements for CSA farms? 

o Are they controlled by FASFC? Is CSA based on trust or labeling? (Should they 

have an organic label or not?) 

o Why does not everyone produce organic? Is the certificate to expensive? 

o Do you have to get a certificate of organic farming if you join the CSA-netwerk 

vzw? 
 Financing 

o How is the financing function organized in CSA? 
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o How is the annual membership fee determined? 

o Is CSA approachable for everyone or only the middle class? Do you think it’s 

necessary to do something about this? 

o Can it be interesting for a farmer to combine the CSA model (as a fix income) with 

other marketing models to be more profitable? 

o How did you finance your land and equipment? 
 Risk Bearing 

o In which way does CSA deal with risks? 

o Which type of business entity do you use? 
 Market intelligence 

o Is information about consumers collected? 

o How is knowledge and information shared between different CSA farmers? 

 Production 

o Where does the organic matter comes from?  

o Do you produce it yourself or do you have to buy it? 

o What are the most used tools and machines?  

o Which farming methods do you apply? 

o Do you cooperate with other farmers? 

 Future 

o How do you see CSA develop in the future? Do you think it has a lot of potential to 

grow 
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Annex 8: Coding interviews CSA  

Function 
interviewee 

Date  Duration Code 

CSA farmer 24-03-2016  25 min. CSA-1 

CSA farmer 25-03-2016 1,1h CSA-2 

CSA farmer  05-04-2016 40 min. CSA-3 

CSA farmer  11-04-2016 35 min. CSA-4 
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"The Hungry is there, at the corner road, and asks for citizenship.  
He asks to be considered in its condition, to receive a healthy nutrition.  

He asks for dignity, not charity”  
(Pope Francis, International conference on Food, 2014) 

1 INTRODUCTION 

It is often implicit that the population of High Income Countries is food secure and food insecurity is not 

perceived as a problem to fix in our cities (Pothukuci, Kaufman, 2000). However, despite the non-food 

related drivers of the phenomenon, in recent years there has been a dramatic increase in people asking 

for food assistance in Europe (Lambie-Mumford, Dowler, 2015; Caraher, Cavicchi, 2014), as an effect of 

economic downturn, austerity measures, unemployment and insecure jobs.  

Among the multiple forms of poverty, food and nutrition poverty is a critical issue as food responds to a 

basic human need. As part of the primary needs, food intake determines not only human survival, but 

also the opportunity to live in good physical and mental condition. Minors who cannot rely on the right 

caloric intake are at risk for a full physical, psychological, intellectual as well as social development. In 

high income countries food insecurity is primarily a matter of inadequate income and poverty (Riches and 

Silvasti 2014). The increase of those requiring food aid –witnessed since the 2007-2008 crisis –is not tied 

so much to food availability but rather to an economic emergency, hence access to food is the key issue. 

Food is a basic need of individuals and families can be pushed, in conditions of need, to save on food to 

meet “less flexible” expenditure items such as electricity, gas and rent (Tait, 2015; Dowler 2003). 

Nevertheless, in Italy 8.5% of the families lamented not having enough money to eat at certain times of 

the year (ISTAT, 2014).  

This also applies to Italy, where food poverty is not currently discussed as a policy priority but is 

addressed with an emergency approach, mainly by non-profit organizations. This has been evidenced 

recently by Caritas – the Pastoral body of the Italian Episcopal Conference
1
 – which shares the mission of 

the Catholic Church to serve the poor and to promote charity and justice throughout the world, by playing 

a role in terms of action and advocacy. In a recent report Caritas addresses the current Italian 

government to steer intervention towards poverty reduction, and emphasizes three key trends: firstly, that 

Italy is the only European country, along with Greece, without a national measure aimed at supporting the 

population living in absolute poverty (i.e., unemployment subsidy). Secondly, the current public 

interventions for poverty mitigation is deemed inadequate based on the decreasing economic resources 

dedicated, dispersed into a set of uncoordinated measures. Thirdly, most of the public funding available 

consists of financial contributions, while “person dedicated services”, which are led by Municipalities and 

the third sector, are underfunded.  

This case study report deals with the food assistance network currently in place in Tuscany region (Italy) 

and describes actors, structures and practices that develop food assistance towards people that 

experience food poverty. By confronting consolidated and more innovative ways of delivering food aid, we 

aim at analyzing the interactions and the transformations occurring at the local level towards improved 

food and nutrition security. The degree to which a practice is new or innovative is context dependent. As 

Hargreaves et al. (2013) describes, practices are formed, changed and potentially fossilized, as the links 

between the elements of which a practice consists can be made, maintained and/or broken. Innovative 

practices are about the making and breaking of these practices and about making different assemblages 

of practices that in the end constitute new routines, new patterns and ways of connecting. 

A wide range of actors and structures are engaged in food assistance activities on the territory, ranging 

from the distribution of food parcels to the traditional soup kitchens, from ‘emporia’ to social restaurants. 

Food assistance practices entail several actors and resource flows that are, formally and informally, 

                                                      
1
 Caritas Italy is the Pastoral Body created by the Italian Episcopal Conference to promote, in collaboration with other bodies, the 

charity in the community. Caritas is the Latin word for “charity”. 
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interconnected. Each of these services is directed to a specific profile of users and relies on a specific 

flow of food and other resources supply. Charitable food donations are often combined with the collection 

and redistribution of ‘surplus’ food – safe food that, for various reasons, is not sold through regular market 

channels (Garrone et al. 2014). Food assistance also relies on public funding, deriving from the 

European, national, regional and municipal levels.  

Based on an analysis on the main practices adopted by food assistance operators in Tuscany (Italy) it 

emerged that the food assistance “system” is highly fragmented. The degree of government involvement, 

funding, regulatory controls, voluntary sector participation and reliance on surplus and donations is highly 

variable and context specific. Practices of food assistance vary in the criteria for access, resources used 

and in the allocation of responsibilities among the actors involved. In addition, given the challenging 

context of rising numbers and “normalization” of recipients, uncertainty about available resources, not to 

mention traditional issues related with food assistance (Poppendieck, 1998), some of the organizations 

involved are reflecting on their role and are willing to rearrange their activities (Cavicchi, Santini, 2014; 

Wakefield et al., 2013; Shimada et al., 2013; Popielarski, Cotugna, 2010). The initiatives that arise in 

order to supply surplus food for redistribution are not coordinated or, sometimes, even competing with 

each other. They rely upon the interaction between voluntary actors – acting within religious and 

nonreligious organizations – that have their own specific history, professional profile and cultural 

references, but pursue food and nutrition security in Tuscany, in different ways in different areas. More 

consolidated practices, such as food parcels, co-exist with other emergent ones, such as “emporia of 

solidarity” (i.e., retailers where recipients directly “purchase” food through income based cards) where the 

charitable aim is coupled with the attempt to reduce stigmatization, increase empowerment and support 

nutritional choices. 

By confronting with leading actors of food assistance in Tuscany (i.e., Caritas, the Food Bank, Tuscany 

regional administration, retailers and experts on these issues), it emerged that they are rethinking their 

role to address changing needs: private companies are increasingly involved in food assistance 

operations and adjust their activities and strategies accordingly; public institutions rethink the boundaries 

between charitable assistance, welfare system and market-based food system. Several actors strive to 

respond to the emergency faced by the most vulnerable groups of the population, and at the same time 

are under pressure to reframe food assistance in a “right to food” perspective (Dowler and O’Connor 

2012). Our main interlocutor was Caritas who is now reconsidering its role in contributing to food poverty 

mitigation by setting up a territorial “Alliance for Food”, a vision which has been thought of in abstract 

terms but has not be reflected into a concrete application yet. 
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2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS & METHODS 

The aim of the work package 6 of the Transmango project, in which this report fits into,  is to explore 

relevant transition pathways within the fragmented food and nutrition security (FNS) landscape. Such 

landscape is  constituted by a range of various and often contrasting social practices that co-exist and 

interact with one another; continuously producing new practices. The present report aims at illustrating 

the interactions and the transformations occurring at the level of practice in a local case study. 

We focus on food assistance in Tuscany (Italy) by referring to the theoretical framework proposed by 

Hargreaves et al. (2013), who suggest a combination of Multilevel perspective (MLP) with Social Practice 

Theory (SPT) to address transition and transformation towards food and nutrition security. In fact, food 

assistance practices cut across different and multiple regimes (i.e., the food system, welfare and policy 

and civil society). Innovations in food assistance are therefore perceived as “regime-crossing” systems of 

practices.  

Hargreaves et al. (2013) recall how MLP and SPT theories address different units of analysis, with MLP 

primarily concerned with transitions in regimes and SPT concerned with transitions in practices. 

According to Shove&Pantzar (2005), practices are constituted by images, skills and materials (Figure 1); 

however, there are many formulations of the core elements of practices
2
.  

FIGURE 1 - CONSTITUTING ELEMENTS OF PRACTICES: IMAGES (MEANINGS AND SYMBOLS), SKILLS (KNOW-HOW, 

FORMS OF COMPETENCE) AND MATERIALS (TECHNOLOGIES, ARTEFACTS). 

 

Practices form, change and are overhauled as the links between the three elements are made, 

maintained and broken. Innovation is about the changing relations among the elements, in terms of 

coherence, interconnectedness among practices (i.e., systems of practice) and temporal or path 

dependencies.  

FIGURE 2 – PROTOPRACTICES, PRACTICES AND EX-PRACTICES (SOURCE: PANTZAR AND SHOVE, 2010, P.450) 

 

                                                      
2
 For a synthesis of the different formulations see Gram-Hanssen (2009). 
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 We analyse food assistance practices by highlighting skills, images and materials within 

each practice and how these elements change and evolve. 

Analysing the links between regimes and practices in this understanding of transition processes demands 

simultaneous investigating along distinct but connected lines of enquiry: 1) on a vertical level, focusing on 

transitions in regimes as they occur through interactions between niches, regimes and landscapes; 2) on 

a horizontal level, focusing on transitions in practices as they occur through change and continuity in 

different circuits of reproduction. 3) points of intersections between the vertical and the horizontal. 

 We highlight how transitions in food assistance practices in Tuscany are taking place (i.e., 

the “horizontal”) and their potential for transformation at the level of FNS regimes and 

landscapes (i.e., the “vertical”) 

In the results section we report on a set of practices, consolidated and innovative ones, adopted by 

different stakeholders to tackle food poverty in Tuscany. By identifying the key elements of the practices 

(i.e., images, skills and materials) the potential for transitions in practices is highlighted. Furthermore we 

address the links between practices, resource flows and actors at different levels of the food assistance 

“system of practices”.  This will allow to identify transition pathways –actual and potential –across the 

multiple levels of regimes and landscapes. The case study specific research questions are the following:  

1) How does food assistance develop in high income countries? Overview of current trends, 

bottlenecks and main frames and solutions adopted. 

2) Which food assistance practices take place in Tuscany region, Italy? By whom are they 

developed? 

3) How do food assistance practices address different vulnerabilities and vulnerable groups? 

a. Focus on skills, and competencies; claims, values and meanings; assets, 

materials, resources. 

4) How have practices and respective aims evolved over time? 

5) How is food assistance re-thinking its role in a changing environment? In relation to which 

drivers?  

6) What transitions pathways can be identified in the current process of change of the food 

assistance system? 

 

In order to address these questions, a set of methods and tools are used, in relation to each 

research question, as summarized in the table below. 

 

TABLE 1- METHODS AND TOOLS BY RESEARCH QUESTION 

Research 
questions 

Methods and tools Details 

1,6 Academic literature analysis and “grey” 
literature collection (policy documents, NGO 
reports, secondary data, news articles etc..) 

80 academic articles (since 1977 to 2015) on food 
assistance in high income countries 

Reports by Caritas Europe, Italy, Tuscany and 
dioceses (several years) 

2,3,4,6 Attendance to public events, on-site visits, 
direct participation to food drives 

2  presentations of annual report by Caritas Tuscany 

Attendance to a meeting of the Food Bank with 
Pope Francis in the Vatican. 

Participation to the annual Food Drive organized by 
the Food Bank 

2,3,4,6 In-depth and semi-structured interviews 18 in-depth and semi-structured interviews (see 
detailed list of interviews in Annex 1 and interview 
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template in Annex 2) 

5,6 Workshops with key stakeholders 2 workshop involving main food assistance actors in 
Tuscany, for the elaboration of scenario guided 
pathways for FNS (more detail in section 3.5). 

 

Practices of food assistance have been identified and analyzed in Tuscany through semi-structured 

interviews, on-site visits and secondary data.  Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the key method 

of data collection given their utility in exploring a range of issues in-depth in a flexible manner. In 

particular, there was the need to obtain detailed information on specific aspects of the organizations’ work 

and on the motivations of people involved. In addition, semi-structured interviews have been used also to 

illustrate the workshops (forthcoming at the time of the interviews) and to invite participants
3
. Secondary 

data collected from the web (organizations websites and local newspapers) and from Caritas reports, the 

Regional Social Observatory Data and reports, FBAO reports, from Maino et al. (2016), Tomei, Caterino 

(2013), Rovati and Pesenti (2015) integrated the interviews. 

 

                                                      
3
 Caritas regional director gave us indication on the largest dioceses to involve in our project, most of them corresponding to the 

biggest cities in Tuscany. 
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3 RESEARCH FINDINGS 

3.1 Literature review on food poverty and food assistance in high income countries 

As a preliminary step we reviewed the scientific literature on food assistance in HIC to characterize how it 

is handled in the different countries and by which actors
4
. The review addressed the following questions: 

How does food assistance develop in HIC? What are the main drivers and vulnerabilities of food 

assistance? Food assistance activities were addressed in relation to the food system and/or other 

systems (e.g. social security, labor, health) facing external factors of change (drivers) (Figure1). 

FIGURE 3 – DRIVERS AND SOLUTIONS TO FOOD POVERTY, SOURCE: ADAPTED FROM BRUNORI ET AL. 2015 

 

 A keyword research on Scopus was done, using as search terms “food assistance” (AND) “food security” 

(OR) “charity” (OR) “welfare”. The search has been limited to the disciplines of social science and 

humanities and resulted at first in 481 hits. After further refinements were made in order to select the 

results pertaining to HIC. We obtained 206 results, that have been subsequently screened for their 

relevance, according to the question “does the article explicitly refer to food assistance pro-grams or 

initiatives undertaken in HIC by the State or by charities?”. We complemented the search with additional 

literature selected through Google Scholar. Eighty papers were chosen for the review (see Annex 3 for 

the full list). The time frame ranges from 1977 to July 2015. The main geographic areas of reference are 

USA, followed by Europe, Canada and Australia.  

FIGURE 4 – NUMBER OF PAPERS REVIEWED PER SUBJECT AND GEOGRAPHIC AREA OF REFERENCE 

 

Based on the papers selected for the review
5
 (the detailed list is available in Annex 3) some overall 

reflections can be drawn and summarized in the following four key highlights: 

 There is a lack of a universally agreed definition of food poverty at the political 

level 

                                                      
4
 
A short paper “The Role And Effectiveness Of Food Assistance In High Income Countries: A Critical Literature Review” was presented by Sabrina Arcuri at the 

2nd International Conference on “Agriculture in an Urbanizing Society. Reconnecting Agriculture and Food Chains to Societal Needs”, 17-19 September 2015 

in Rome, Italy. 

5 
The full literature review is available in a paper by Sabrina Arcuri, Francesca Galli, Gianluca Brunori 

“Insights on food assistance provision in High Income Countries: a systematic literature review” Modelli di 
welfare e modelli di capitalismo. Le sfide per lo sviluppo socio-economico in Italia e in Europa, IX 
Conferenza ESPAnet Italia, Macerata (MC), 22-24 settembre 2016 (forthcoming).
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“Food poverty” is defined as the “inability to acquire or consume an adequate quality or quantity of food in 

socially acceptable ways, or the uncertainty that one will be able to do so” (Riches, 2002). The term is 

commonly used as a synonym for “food insecurity”. Since food availability is not a real problem in High 

Income Countries (HIC), food insecurity is firstly addressed as a matter of income inadequacy (Riches, 

Silvasti, 2014). The recent financial crisis, in conjunction with austerity policies, has brought an increasing 

number of people to seek food assistance (Lambie-Mumford, Dowler, 2015; Caraher, Cavicchi, 2014). 

The profile of individuals in need has also changed, more and more including the “new poor” (Dowler, 

O’Connor, 2012), struggling every day with low wages, unemployment or insecure jobs and rising costs of 

living. Thus, when other demands, such as rent and utility bills, are pressing, food expenditure is 

compressed. 

These conditions have steered an increasing effort by charitable organizations in the absence of a clear 

response by governments. For example in the US, despite the large federal expenditure on food 

assistance, the effort of a relatively small amount of private charity tends to prevail in the nation’s 

consciousness (Poppendieck, 2014). Or in Italy, where a large part of food assistance is managed by the 

non-profit sector and social enterprises based on volunteer work, with donations from the productive and 

commercial system to the European public subsidies to the most deprived. This necessary intersection 

between the private initiative and the public sphere can be explained by the partial failure of policies in 

engaging into a relationship with the most vulnerable actors. 

Responsive policies are hindered by the lack of a universally agreed definition of the problem. Food 

poverty is in general peripheral to the work of most policy makers, although they are aware that many of 

their actions could have impacts on food poverty, both positively and negatively. There is need for an 

enhanced understanding of food poverty in HIC to rebalance the interaction between charity initiatives 

and the aid provided by the State through the welfare system. 

 The economic crisis has determined an increase of poverty, bust mostly of 

vulnerability to poverty, by those who live a temporary phase of “discomfort” 

which they can rapidly slip into (or get out from).  

Although country-specific differences must be accounted for, the increasing number of those demanding 

for food aid is linked not to a food emergency in the strict sense, but to an economic emergency.  

If we assume that the population is distributed according to a pyramid model that has a base of 

population that is food secure, while at the top of the pyramid there is extreme chronic poverty. Before the 

crisis people were sharply divided between those who were in food secure, and those who were instead 

in total insecurity (chronic poverty that could be helped by food banks and soup kitchens). Today, 

however, due to the complexity of vulnerability pathways, there is a gradual intensification of poverty 

gradients. Individuals are distributed among poor / temporarily poor / vulnerable / non-poor but there is no 

longer such a clear division between the areas of discomfort because the condition can quickly worsen or 

improve (Maino et al. 2016, our translation). 

 There is a continuum between welfare and charity initiatives, either explicit or 

implicit, across several high income countries. 

There emerges a continuum between welfare and charity initiatives, as food assistance lies at a midpoint 

between welfare and the food system. Prime example is the case of European Union, where the Food 

Distribution programme for the Most Deprived Persons (MDP) was embedded into CAP and delivered 

food from intervention stocks to member states until 2013. From 2014 on, the new Fund for European Aid 

to the Most Deprived (FEAD) is intended as social policy. In both cases, although there is a coordination 

at a national government level, charitable organizations represent the last link in the chain that distribute 

food to the needy. In the USA, the SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, former Food 

Stamps) is managed by the US Department of Agriculture and administered by local welfare offices: food 
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assistance is intended as a social protection measure, providing financial assistance for food purchase to 

low-income households. 

The charity approach is often opposed to a welfare approach to the right to food. The intrinsic limitations 

of charity approaches with respect to stigmatization, lack of control over donations, nutritional issues, 

emergency relief and philanthropy are counterbalanced by weak welfare with regard to food poverty, 

whose safety net is more and more reshaped by budget cuts and decreasing levels of provision. 

The hybridization between welfare and charitable system is often pointed as the sign of the inadequacy of 

social protection measures in covering the basic needs and charitable food programs attempt to 

supplement its shortcomings. However, food charities are not in-tended, by design, to fully meet clients’ 

needs, but only to provide a temporary relief. In fact, they are dependent on unpredictable levels of supply 

and can’t assure the nutritional quality of food. Further-more the stigmatizing nature of food charity makes 

it the last option, so much that food banks statistics are likely to provide an underestimate of food 

insecurity. Shortcomings of food assistance, both led by charitable organizations and governments, call 

for an increased understanding of the drivers and vulnerabilities of food poverty and how it is handled in 

HIC. 

 There is a tension in food assistance between food surplus recovery and “right to 

food” approaches 

Surplus food is safe food that is produced, manufactured, retailed or ready to be served but for various 

reasons is not sold to or consumed by the intended customer. Surplus food can be reduced at the source, 

or can be recovered and used in a variety of ways: feeding humans (e.g. donations to food banks and 

charitable institutions, or sales through secondary markets), feeding animals, waste recovery (e.g. sale to 

firms that produce fertilizers or cosmetics or energy), waste disposal (Garrone et al., 2014 a).  

Food waste from a social perspective is defined as surplus food that is not used for feeding people, while 

food waste from an environmental perspective is defined as surplus food that is not re-used or recovered 

in any form. Surplus food that is not sold through normal retailing channels –such as products 

approaching their use-by date, (i.e. the date by which manufacturers and warehouses must supply 

perishable products) goods with faulty packaging, misshapen fruit and vegetables or goods that are 

consequences of overproduction, distribution delays and end-of line production (Sustain, 2002) –can be 

subject to donation. Donation to food banks is found to be a relevant management practice, especially in 

the ambient and chilled manufacturing segments and at retail distribution centers (Garrone et al. 2014b). 

The concern on food waste is focusing the attention on the identification of the sources of waste and on 

finding new ways of avoiding unnecessary waste (i.e. standards, logistics and sell-by dates etc..). This is 

gradually bringing a change in the practices adopted by food system’s actors. A recent survey conducted 

by Harvard and Johns Hopkins University documents consumers confusion over the meaning of the date 

label terms (i.e., “best by,” “use before,” and “freshest before”, “expires on,” “sell by,” …) Survey results 

indicate that standardizing date labels and increasing consumer education on the meaning of date labels 

can help to reduce the significant amount of food that consumers unnecessarily discard. Walmart, the 

largest grocer in USA, has recently announced that it will be selling ugly apples at a discounted prices. 

Also Tesco, in an effort to reduce food waste, has launched the digital service  “Wonky Vegetables,” a 

new initiative assuring that vegetables are delicious regardless of their physical appearance. In Italy, 

Coop retailers have launched the campaign “Good to be eaten immediately” to sell products approaching 

the use-by date at discounted prices: this has led to a sensible reduction of products that were previously 

donated to charitable organizations, hence compensated by monetary donations. 

These trends suggest a possible tension  emerging between on one side, surplus food recovery (which 

constitutes the base for several food banks’ activities and combines objectives of reducing hunger and 

food system surplus). On the other side,  a “right to food” perspective is opposed, which aims at tacking 

the root causes of food poverty based on social justice and political and legal commitment by the State. 
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3.2 Food poverty in the European and Italian context: key dimensions of the phenomenon   

At the European level, the figures on food poverty are provided by Eurostat and are captured using a 

specific indicator, referred to the ability of the person (or the household) to afford, at least once every two 

days, a protein meal (meat or fish or vegetarian equivalent). Such indicator is part of a battery of nine 

indicators, used by Eurostat to define the level of material deprivation of European citizens (i.e., not being 

able to support unforeseen expenses; having arrears in mortgage payments, rent, bills and other debts; 

not being able to afford one week's holiday away from home over one year; a protein meal at least every 

two days; adequate home heating; the purchase of a washing machine; the purchase of a color television; 

possession of a telephone; possession of a car). People are living a state of severe material deprivation if 

they claim to have difficulties in at least four of these indicators. In Europe in 2014, 122 million people 

(24,4%of the population) were at risk of poverty or social exclusion and among them 55 million (9,6%) 

were not able to afford a quality meal every second day (Eurostat, 2015). Strong diversities are  evident 

across EU countries, as indicated by the data reported in the figure below.  
 

FIGURE 5 - INABILITY TO AFFORD A PROTEIN MEAL EVERY TWO DAYS (MEAT, FISH, CHICKEN, ETC. OR VEGETARIAN 

EQUIVALENT). SOURCE: EUROSTAT, 2015 

 
 

The EU member that stands furthest from the Community average is Bulgaria: in this context, more than 

half of the citizens appears to live in food poverty (51.1%), followed by Hungary (33.0%), Slovakia 

(23.7%), Latvia (23.3%) and Romania (22.1%). Italy ranks eighth (14.2%), with values above the 

European average. On the opposite pole of the ranking appears as Sweden, where only 1.5% of its 

inhabitants manifested a food poverty problem, followed by Luxemburg and The Netherlands.  

It is also important to look at variations in percentages before and after the crisis, as reported in the Table 

below. The variations before and after the economic crisis, show that from 2007 to 2013 the highest 

increase of food poverty was recorded in Italy: in just six years, people who did not afford a protein meal 

increased by 129.0%. Followed by the UK, where there was an increase of 117.5%, and Greece (+ 

112.3%). These trends indicate that a worsening of deprivation levels does not correspond automatically 

to an absolute relevance of the phenomenon: in some cases, a strong increase in percentage values can 

coexist with very low absolute incidence. 
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FIGURE 6 - FOOD POVERTY IN EU COUNTRIES, COMPARISON 2007-2013 (% VARIATION). SOURCE: EUROSTAT, 2015 

 
 

Annex 4 provides an overview of the definitions of poverty adopted by the Italian Institute of Statistics 

(ISTAT) and present the main figures for poverty. As mentioned previously, in the seven years between 

2007 and 2014, “the number of people living in absolute poverty is more than doubled, going from 1,8 a 

4,1 million. This fast increase in a relatively short time has caused also a qualitative change in the 

features of people living in poverty. Up until 2007, families with three children and parents without working 

or elderly were the average representative absolute poor, in the South of Italy (i.e., “Italian model of 

poverty”). Economic crisis has impacted on those households with at least one component with a salary, 

with one or two children under 18 years and also in the central and northern parts of Italy. Inequalities 

have also risen: real income between 2007 and 2011 has decreased more (1,5 %) than average of OECD 

countries (0,5%). Moreover, poorer population shares of the population have become poorer faster than 

the richer.  

In recent years, among the people asking for help through Caritas help centres, the incidence of Italians 

has strongly increased (15% increase between 2013 and 2014, among all 85 diocese in Italy and 2832 

help centres). Among needs expressed, the recipients lament a state of deprivation, as a result of the 

absence of or inadequate salary, the struggle to find an employment, and housing inadequacy, health 

problems and  vulnerability of family conditions. 

Tuscany has been for years a fairly wealthy region, with per capita income above the national average. 

However, the crisis that began in late 2007 has threatened  this advantage mainly because it brings out 

some structural weaknesses. In particular, the crisis in the manufacturing sector, the low investments in 

innovation (with the exclusion of the fashion industry and other technological fields), and the decrease in 

consumption deriving from the decrease in employment due to industrial restructuring (Tomei, Caterino, 

2013). After several years of increase, in line with the general trend in Italy, poverty in Tuscany seems to 

be stabilized, as indicated by relative poverty index. In 2014, relative poor have been 5,1% of resident 

population, 1,6 percentage points less than the previous year. This makes Tuscany the fifth less relatively 

poor region in Italy (after Trentino, Lombardy, Emilia Romagna and Veneto regions). In absolute values, 

the percentage indicates that 191 thousand residents live below  the relative poverty line. 
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Unemployment is intertwined with the NEET phenomenon (Not Employment, or in Education or Training) 

that cuts across the areas of education, training and work and involves 20% of Tuscan 15-29, (i.e., more 

than 100,000 young people). A trend that highlights a worrying growth, although below the national 

average, highlights a multifaceted discomfort, very difficult to deal with. This is even more alarming when 

discouragement (i.e. giving up the active search for a job) adds to the NEET condition.  

FIGURE 7 – PERCENTAGE OF NEET, 15-29 YEARS, COMPARISON TUSCANY WITH ITALY, 2004-2014, SOURCE: ISTAT, 

2015 

 

A recent survey on the lifestyles and health behaviors among Tuscany young people highlights that a 
recent positive trend can be observed in relations to the “beneficial” effects of the economic crisis and that 
manifests in a reduction compared to the previous years in tobacco use, overweight population and 
gambling. The report links this to a contraction of resources within families, that reduce available 
opportunities for risky behaviors. However any correlation between unhealthy eating habit and poverty 
levels can be supported by available data. 

The growth of poverty and social exclusion and the multiplication of possible sliding paths to poverty as 
well as those social segments thought to be at low risk only until very recently, rises the need to revise 
and tailor appropriate and specific policies that are able to deal with this whole series of critical issues 
through specialized services. 

3.3 Food assistance in Tuscany (Italy) 

Tomei and Caterino (2013) provide the first survey on the services and facilities that deal with the 

phenomenon of food poverty in Tuscany, and represents the first mapping at the regional level 

specifically for this field of action. The survey covers those actors operating the following categories: 

distribution of meals at home, social canteens, distributing basic necessities (food, medicines, clothing etc 

..) and vouchers or food stamps.  

The characteristics of food need see a widespread presence of local entities – public, private, social 

private and third sector – that perform support in this area, with more or less formalized and regular work 

patterns and characteristics of the service. Given the informal nature and the irregular character of many 

services, it is impossible to achieve total coverage of the entities involved in food poverty assistance in 

Tuscany.  

Figure 8 illustrates the food assistance in Tuscany by highlighting the intersections and complementarities 

among different sets of actors that build up the food assistance network. This map was constructed and 

updated throughout the case study analysis with the aim of visualizing relations among actors, flow of 

resources and practices adopted to tackle food poverty in Tuscany. 
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FIGURE 8 - MAIN ACTORS, RESOURCES AND PRACTICES THAT CONSTITUTE ASSISTANCE TO FOOD POVERTY IN TUSCANY. SOURCE: OWN ELABORTION. 
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The white boxes indicate the main actors involved in food assistance in Tuscany region (including 

recipients distinguished by longstanding poor and new poor) while the colored boxes indicate the food 

assistance practices. The double arrows indicate the flows of food/resources and the single arrows 

indicate other types of relations. The dashed arrows connect actors with the corresponding practices 

(either food assistance in the strict sense or related practices). The different colors identify different 

spheres or regimes of actors that overlap in addressing food poverty and are described in the following. 

Welfare: role of municipalities, health districts, region, state (in brown)  

In Italy we have a structured definition of what is the welfare system (see Annex 5 for a brief description 

of administrative and Public Health Service partition of Tuscany region). The framework law n. 328/2000 

on policies for social services is the first law that makes an attempt to put together the different 

operational definitions of social services at the local, regional and national levels. It is the first law since 

the previous one in 1894 (the so-called Crispi Law) which had advanced in time through specific targeted 

interventions, creating a very complicated and diversified patchwork. The framework law in 2000 tried to 

build a common framework for the realization of an integrated system of interventions and social services, 

to be realized at the regional level
6
. However, the national framework law 328/2000 does not address 

food poverty in an explicit way: the law states that the State has to deal with is the fight against poverty, 

and it must provide the measures to combat poverty and social inclusion but it does not specify how to do 

so, at what level, and what are the tools available.  

The financial support policies, (i.e., the money that the state transfers through regions and  municipalities) 

are not compulsory or pre-defined in any way. There is not a national strategy and municipalities are 

expected to adopt and use different tools, as monetary contributions or support to rents, for those 

vulnerable groups that comply with a set of predefined requirements.   

Two examples of support adopted by Tuscany Region in recent years are
7
: i) the Regional Financial 

Support to Households and ii) the Regional Social Loan. In relation to the former, Tuscany Regional Law 

(n. 45, 2 August 2013 n. 45), recognizing households essential role in education and personal care and 

provides support to families living in situations of difficulty. In particular, the measures are targeted at 

families living in difficult situations due to income inadequacy and unemployment, presence of newborn 

babies, disabled and large families. 

Concerning the Regional Social Loan has set up the budget for social lending up to 3000 € without 

guarantees and without interest (to be returned in 36 months or even through socially useful activities) for 

families who find themselves in particular social and economic vulnerability. The allocation of the overall 

resources was made through the presentation of personalized projects for social inclusion for families in 

need by third sector organizations such as Public Assistance, ARCI, Caritas, selected through a public 

tender. It is a territorial network of 300 Listening Centres, the process starts with an interview and then an 

accompanying path to educate to using money wisely. The beneficiary is encouraged to be proactive to 

overcome temporary economic difficulties. 

In terms of other non financial types of support, the following map by the Social Network of the Regional 

and Provincial social observers (2012-2013), gives an overview of structures responsible for the fight 

against poverty and social exclusion in the area: 8 social housing services, 3 emergency housing, 46 

family-type community, 12 points distribution for clothing, 125 soup kitchens, delivering meals and food 

distribution, 3 showers service points, 70 day and night reception facilities, 27 structures of other nature. 

The second Report on Social Exclusion in Tuscany (Tomei and Caterino, 2013), providing a focused 

contribution on food poverty, highlights that a high number of requests of help by third sector actors (i.e., 

                                                      
6
 As for Tuscany, Regional Law 72/1998, which then became Regional Law 40/2005, and then Regional Law 44/2015. 

7
 Source: http://servizi2.regione.toscana.it/osservatoriosociale/img/getfile_img1.php?id=24437.  

http://servizi2.regione.toscana.it/osservatoriosociale/img/getfile_img1.php?id=24437
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Caritas among others) are reported by public social services
8
. There is functional link that territorial 

welfare services have over time established with the voluntary assistance, thus assuming them as a 

strategic component of the local welfare system responsible for combating serious poverty.  

“The profession of the “street educators”, who worked in the neighbourhoods and made a sort of 

monitoring activity has been dismissed but it is missing: they worked in very close contact with people 

and lived in the neighbourhoods, so as to notice potential situations of need and knew, for example, when 

people lost their jobs. They tried to offer proactive services to prevent people from falling into extreme 

need […]. Now it’s more and more difficult to act proactively, because we don’t have specific tools to 

intercept those individuals and families moving from a temporary vulnerable state to poverty. When 

people come to us, sometimes it’s too late and charitable organizations are struggling, too […] Sending 

people to, and receive from them it’s routine for us” (from the interview with Società della Salute, Pisa).  

Though in some cases the user's access channels share procedures among services and associations, 

there is a frequent lack of connection, leading to the risk of offering non-homogeneous responses – or 

even totally different responses – when facing similar problems. These would instead require aligned 

responses both from the side of professional social services, by the associations and the private actors.  

FIGURE 9 – MAP OF SERVICES AGAINST POVERTY AVAILABLE IN TUSCANY. SOURCE: REGIONAL OBSERVATORY ON 

FOOD POVERTY.  

 

                                                      
8
 The study - a survey on 75 (out of 150) structures dealing with food poverty in Tuscany - reveals the existence of a more or less 

formal but consolidated relationship between public Social services and non-profit organization (religious or not), as well as 
procedures through which Social services officers signal and ask individuals in need to seek help from charitable organizations. 
Among the 68 cases out of 75 (90.7%) surveyed, the organizations assert that they routinely handle cases of people sent or 
reported by the social services of the local municipalities. This assumption of responsibility is not surprising with reference to the 
associations that conduct their activities in a structured way (i.e., within a 'institutionalized' framework); it is striking that such a link is 
also stated by all the associations that conduct their activities on a random or occasional basis. 
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Civil society: third sector active in food aid (in orange) 

In the orange area of the map (figure 7) we have identified the actors, flows of resources and practices 

specifically aimed at food assistance. Our main interlocutor was Caritas, a religious organization that acts 

nationwide with a highly branched structure. It is a key actor of food assistance, thanks to its widespread 

presence on the territory and direct contact with recipients. It relies mostly on voluntary resources, both 

human and material and acts “in order to promote, also in collaboration with other bodies, the witness of 

charity of the Italian ecclesial community, in forms suited to the times and the needs in view of integral 

human development, social justice and peace, with special attention to the last and with a mainly 

pedagogical function” (Art. 1 of Caritas Statute). Caritas is organized into dioceses (i.e., the territorial sub-

division according to the Church) and each responds to the Bishop. Within each diocese there are several 

parishes, which represent the baseline unit of aggregation and provides simplest services. It is necessary 

to consider that there is not a perfect coincidence between the ecclesiastical subdivision of the territory, 

which is that of Caritas, and levels of local government and administration.  

FIGURE 10 – ECCLESIASTICAL SUBDIVISION OF TUSCANY: DIOCESES 

 

Caritas is not the only relevant actor, there are other organizations that are involved in food assistance, 

active in tackling other forms of poverty: among others, the Community of Sant' Egidio
9
 which, among its 

main activities develops voluntary services to the poor. Another actor is the Society of Saint Vincent de 

Paul, a Catholic charitable organization founded in 1833 in Paris. Then there are the Red Cross (an 

association, member of the organization and Red Crescent International, which in Italy). Furthermore, the 

Venerable Confraternity of Mercy (Misericordia) of Florence is one of the longest-running institutions, 

being born during the 1200s
10

, which also provides food assistance. All these actors are engaged in 

different activities, among which there is also assistance to food poverty, and they are said to be “front-

line” organizations, since they are in direct contact with the recipients. There can be synergies, context 

and purpose specific, as they stem from different religious experiences (within and beyond the Church). 

                                                      
9
 Sant’ Edigio Community  a Christian community that is officially recognized by the Catholic Church and 

claims 50,000 members in more than 70 countries; 

10
 The Venerable Confraternity of Mercy has, since its founding, worked for the transport of the sick to the 

hospitals and funeral services providing subsidies to needy and provide for the burial of the poor. 
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The main food assistance practices carried out by this plethora of actors can be distinguished in four main 

categories: i) distribution of meals in the form of parcels distributed in fixed locations, distribution of meals 

at fixed locations and hours, and distribution of meals by mobile units; ii) soup kitchen, open at lunch, 

dinner or both; iii) distribution by street units of food and drink iii) food voucher or Emporia cards (see 

paragraph 3.4 for detailed descriptions of the practices).  

On a second level of the chain, acting according to a warehouse model, there is the Banco Alimentare 

(the Italian Food Bank ). This is a non-profit organization that for over 25 years has been engaged in the 

daily contrast to waste and food poverty through a dense network of relationships that allows you to save 

and redistribute food that would otherwise be destined to destruction. The establishment of the Food 

Bank in Italy dates back to 1989 and stems from the initiative of a food industry leader, with Don Luigi 

Giussani, founder of Communion and Liberation, an ecclesial movement. The Tuscany Food Bank is one 

of the 21 territorial organizations of the Food Bank Foundation (FBAO). The Food Bank over the years 

has been able to create and structure an innovative organizational model capable of putting in contact 

areas which by their nature are struggling to build strong relationships. The feature that distinguishes the 

Food Bank is the ability to consolidate and structure the relationships between private and charitable 

organizations: the private, for profit, firms, who transfer their surplus to the Food Bank are able to reduce 

costs associated with the disposal of these surpluses, get tax benefits and improve their public image. At 

the same time, non-profit organizations that have an agreement with the Food Bank benefit from a stable 

supply of food for their front-line work, through a permanent and safe channel. A relevant share of food 

recovered derives from the Food Drive (Colletta Alimentare). The annual Food Drive represents the 

moment of greatest visibility of the Food Bank: every year on the last Saturday of November throughout 

Italy thousands of volunteers guarding the outlets of large retailers ask citizens to donate products to the 

recipients. 

Caritas, Food Bank and other organizations receive a consistent share of the food resources through 

AGEA (The National Agency for payments in Agriculture), the national agency that collects and distributes 

food being transferred from the EU fund FEAD. In quantitative terms European FEAD funds represents 

the first source of supply of the Food Bank. FEAD resources, consist in distributions of food products 

through a purchase by AGEA, with a subsequent transfer to the partner organizations.  

The revision of the EU policy, which provided for a change in the reference funds from PEAD to FEAD 

(see Annex 6 for detail) has led to a temporary lack of resources. However the new funding system 

endorses the existing mechanism of redistribution which is possible only with the presence of capillary 

networks of aid based on the presence of volunteers and informal, active contacts through NGO such as 

those mentioned above. The European program was acting as a subsidiary tool to support individuals and 

NGOs already engaged in this area, that already perform an autonomous, albeit more limited, recovery 

activity of food products and distribution to vulnerable groups. A measure, therefore, that has allowed the 

strengthening of a network already existing and traditionally active in this field. These networks have 

contributed in recent years to limit the effects of the shortage of income since, through food assistance 

have conferred a kind of minimum income that went to make up for the absence of effective public 

policies (Marsico and Frigo, 2014). The new operating funds for the poor seems to recognize this 

established network on the territory. 

The food system: farmers, processors and retailers (in blue) 

Among the food supply chain actors, we have indicated separately the farmers that are directly involved 

in the recovery of food surplus (e.g. mostly fruits and vegetables, as in the practice by “TiColtivo” the 

processing industry and food producers that refer to other non-profit organizations to transfer available 

surplus of food or food that is not compliant with formal standards (e.g., incorrect labeling) and retailers 

which get involved in different ways in food drives and surplus food donation to non-profit and charitable 

organizations (e.g. Buon Fine (‘Good Ends’), the project led by Coop). Another practice that is spreading 
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is illustrated by the “Mangiami subito” (‘Eat me now’) organized by Coop is the sale at half price of fresh 

products that are about to expire to be found in dedicated sections of the retail stores. Another original 

and emerging practice that was found within the region, is the “SenzaSpreco” (“Without waste”) 

experience which is a web platform that reconnects food producers, retailers and consumers with a 

double aim: either sale at lower price of food surplus or donation to non-profit or charities (the choice is up 

to the buyer). 

An essential element of food assistance provision is the so-called Good Samaritan Law (Law n. 155, 16
th
 

of July 2003). The State enacted this single-article law 
11

 in order to equate to the final consumer 

voluntary non-profit organizations collecting food and redistributing it to the poor. In this way, 

responsibility for food safety shifts to charitable organizations, at least for the stages of conservation, 

transportation and storage, thus simplifying donation procedures for private firms. Many practices of food 

recovery have been triggered by the Good Samaritan Law (see section 3 of this report).  

However, according to Tomei and Caterino (2013), it is an intervention in the perspective of food poverty 

as a symptom (at the opposite of food poverty as an effect), which is able to fill a gap in the system by 

relying to private social welfare, that is on non-profit and private sector, but unfit to overcome a rationale 

of unconditional assistance (2013:14-15). Currently, the Italian Parliament is about to pass a law on waste 

reduction through easier and more homogeneous food recovery procedures, thus integrating the Good 

Samaritan Law by providing incentives to private firms in order to further encourage donations. 

                                                      
11

  Good Samaritan Law, n. 155 approved on 16/07/2003 - Regulation on the Distribution of foodstuffs for 
purposes of Social Solidarity - Art . 1 . The recognized organizations (such as non -profit organizations of 
social utility (…), which carry out, for charitable purposes, free distribution of food products to the needy  
shall be treated  as final consumers , for the proper state of transportation, storage and use of food” 
(authors’ translation). 
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3.4 FNS practices 

Premise: what is a “practice”? 

One point to be addressed in our case study has been how to delimit a practice. According to Røpke 

(2009), it is not so obvious and, apart from defining it as it makes sense for people, there are some issues 

arising when we try to set the boundaries to a practice. First of all, practices relate to each other and, 

even if a practice can be considered as a sub-practice of another one, such as cooking can be an 

element of taking care of one’s own nutrition, it still remains a practice itself. In addition, a practice can be 

studied only in the form of practice-as-performance, and this means that the same practice will always be 

different between individuals and groups, loosing tracks of the practice-as-entity. Third issue, when 

setting the boundaries between the elements constituting a practice, you must pay attention and 

distinguish them from the context in which the practice emerges (Røpke, 2009). It should be pointed out 

that particular care must be used when dealing with skills elements, which cover competence and 

knowledge needed to perform a certain practice. As we have found in our practices, in many cases, skills 

are directly linked to the ability to observe a certain procedure or regulation (by law, guidelines, etc.). 

These cannot be included within the practice itself but they rather constitute elements of the regime (i.e. 

institutional aspects) whose changes may be able to disrupt or trigger or consolidate a practice.  

With these limitations in mind, starting from the literature, we have defined the practice of food assistance 

as all those activities involved in providing food and food related services to someone who could not, for 

many reasons, provide for her or himself. Of course, this means the practice of food assistance is 

composed of a complex bundle of practices, recognizable across time and space, and performed with 

some degree of regularity and repetition. These practices include the identifying needs, managing access 

to the service, building relationships with donors, recovering and buying food products, cooking, 

managing inventory and many others, differently assorted according to the manner in which elements 

combine, the way practices are performed, their level of consolidation or innovation potential.  

Soup kitchens (canteens) 

In common parlance, the term soup kitchen is used to designate a prepared meal program, whether the 

meal is consumed onsite or taken away (Poppendieck, 1994). In Italy, soup kitchens are commonly 

known as a “low-threshold service”, which means that identification is not required and anyone can have 

access to it. It represents therefore the oldest and still one of the most common instruments to address 

the poor and most marginalized people, although in the last years it seems to be extending to families 

with children, also in Tuscany (Tomei and Caterino, 2013).   

Soup kitchens are available in all the cities where we conducted our interviews with Caritas members, 

and are carried out by Caritas as well as by other charitable organizations.  

In the case of Livorno, where food assistance is made up of traditional low-threshold services, Caritas 

coordinates a complex network of donors, organizations, parishes and other partners, in order to have a 

widespread distribution and reach as many people as possible, promoting a decentralization of activities. 

Although the network is functioning and well organized, typical issues linked to supply-driven donations 

can be found:  

“For the soup kitchen, every day we receive surplus food from Coop (see “Buon fine” practice) and 

from many shops, ranging from bars to bakeries, fisheries and butchers. Donations are either daily 

or weekly and thanks to this we have fresh produce, easy to manage for the canteen. Sometimes 

it's hard to come up with a menu from what we are given, because we do not know in advance 

what we receive, but we will get by!” (from the interview with Caritas Livorno).  

In Livorno, furthermore, access to the service is via vouchers released from Caritas Counselling Centre. 

The voucher is just a piece of paper with the indication of an expiry date on it, given in order to encourage 

people to take care of themselves returning to the Counselling Centre when it is about to expire: 



‘Local ‘level analysis of FNS pathways in Italy 

 

 

 23  

“In this way we try to make sure that individuals do not fall into a situation of unconditional 

assistance. We try to make people understand that, above all, they have to take care of themselves 

and of what they need” (from the interview with Caritas Livorno).  

Skills Image Material 

 Ability to provide every day a square 
meal with available ingredients 

 Ability to operate within food safety 
protocols 

 Ability to recruit and organize 
volunteer work  

 Ability to verify  access criteria 

 Procedures established by the Good 
Samaritan law  

 Emergency relief for the 
poor and marginalized 

 Open to everyone 

 Last resort option  

 Stigmatizing 

 

 Cooking facilities  

 Prepared meals  

 Spaces suitable for 
food consumption 

 Food vouchers 

TABLE 2 – ELEMENTS OF THE PRACTICE OF SOUP KITCHENS 

“Spread canteens” model (Florence) 

“Spread canteens” are a variation of soup kitchens, as they explicitly aim at addressing food poverty as 

well as social relations’ need. These canteens are scattered throughout the inner city of Florence and are 

characterized by smaller spaces, able to accommodate no more than 10-15 people at a time. This 

practice has developed from the decision to better meet the need of social relationships with and among 

recipients, by offering a more intimate and familiar environment for smaller groups of people. In addition, 

they offer a way to shorten the route to the canteen, which is an advantage especially for the elderly. 

Unlike the traditional soup kitchens’ modes of operation, they are only for Italian residents, as they have 

been commissioned by the Municipality of Florence, which contributes to the management together with 

Caritas and other non-profit organizations (ARCI). However, this shrinkage of access is partly 

counterbalanced by the many advantages that are persuading also other Caritas operators,  to implement 

this practice in their cities.  

Skills Image Material 

 Coordination among municipalities, local 
associations and organizations  

 Ability to operate within food safety 
protocols 

 Ability to verify access criteria and select 
eligible citizens 

 Procedures established by the Good 
Samaritan law (see note 11). 

 Encourage social 
relationships 

 Avoid loneliness 

 Shorten the route to the 
canteen 

 More familiar and 
intimate atmosphere 

 

 Small spaces for food 
consumption 

 Cooking facilities  

 Prepared meals  

 

TABLE 3 – ELEMENTS OF THE PRACTICE OF “SPREAD CANTEENS” MODEL 

Food parcels 

In Italy, more than two thirds of charitable organizations distribute food parcels, primarily to families with 

children (Rovati and Pesenti, 2015). Food parcels are the most common instrument put in place in 

Tuscany by non-profit and religious organizations, followed by shopping vouchers and soup kitchens 

(Tomei, Caterino, 2013). They are included in the category of low-threshold services. The service 

consists quite simply in the delivery of parcels of foodstuff every week (or every two weeks) at a specific, 
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fixed location, often the church. Food parcels contain mostly staple, non-perishable food, sourced from 

people donations in local churches, FEAD program (through partner organizations
12

), food drives in 

supermarkets and specific donations from firms.  

Since this is a practice carried out by many organizations on the territory, often without any coordination 

among them, and because the number of food provision activities seems to have increased due to the 

economic downturn, the actual size of food supplied to families in this way is largely undocumented. In 

Tuscany, this kind of service is mainly carried out at the lowest level by the parishes, by the associations 

of the Society of St Vincent de Paul, the Catholic Association of Misericordia (‘mercy’) and other less 

structured organizations, whose services had remained the traditional ones.  

In those cities where an Emporium exists (i.e. initiatives characterized by a small supermarket with 

controlled access where people can do the shopping for free, through an electronic card, see next section 

for detailed description of Emporia), since it has been opened, food parcels’ practice seems being 

replaced by the Emporium, as confirmed by people interviewed. For example, in Pisa and Grosseto, 

Caritas still supports and coordinates parishes in this activity, but the number of families and individuals 

who receive food parcels is decreasing, against an increase in Emporium users. In Prato, food-related 

activities are concentrated on running the Emporium, which is the largest one in Tuscany, as well as the 

first in Italy (see the practice of Emporia of Solidarity). Many operators interviewed are considering to 

gradually replace food parcels with an Emporium and are currently mobilizing resources and potential 

partners. However, in the city of Livorno, the replacement of current services with an Emporium does not 

represent a feasible option for Caritas, whose activity centres primarily on coordinating a large network of 

42 parishes and non-profit organizations in food parcels’ delivery. Here, Caritas acts as intermediary for 

FEAD agreement and manages connections with local firms, restaurants, canteens and retailers in order 

to coordinate every day donations and surplus food recovery. In their case 

“an Emporium would concentrate all the activities on us, while our organization is designed to 

decentralize food provision and hold the associations accountable for their direct recipients’ needs. 

There’s an emporium in our city, run by an independent cooperative, but we do not collaborate. […] 

In our city there has always been a myriad of small coops working autonomously, it’s not easy to 

coordinate” (from the interview with Caritas Livorno). 

Even if it’s a common practice, targeted to families and individuals able to cook and prepare their own 

meal, several limitations of food parcels arose in the last years, suggesting an increasing inadequacy:  

“When the first Caritas started this service in the 70s, people seeking for assistance were a few, 

marginalized people and the food parcel was a significant help. Now we meet a wider segment of 

population – it is more than tripled in the last years – people who had a job until yesterday and are 

used to take care of themselves and make their own food choices. So, food parcels are no longer 

an appropriate service, is the users themselves who say so” (from the interview with Caritas 

Lucca). 

Furthermore:  

“the food parcel is impersonal and inflexible. Sometimes it makes me feel ashamed for what we do, 

because if you come to us and say you need a pot of jam, but we give you just 5 kilograms of 

pasta, it’s not how it should work” (from the interview with Caritas Firenze). 

 

                                                      
12

 Partner organisations are mandatory for all FEAD programmes and may be national, regional, or local public bodies or NGOs. 

They are charged with the actual distribution of assistance, and/or the provision of social inclusion measures to the most deprived. 
They are expected to have relevant expertise that would make them best placed to reach FEAD target groups, which can 
sometimes be hard to find (European Commission, 2015). In Italy, 7 NGOs are partner organizations, coordinating a network of 242 
organizations and more than 15000 structures for distribution throughout the territory (AGEA, 2013).  
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Skills Image Material 

 Ability to verify criteria for 
means-tested access 

 Ability to observe FEAD 
guidelines  

 Procedures established by 
the Good Samaritan law  

 Low-threshold service 

 Emergency relief for those who 
have cooking facilities at home  

 Impersonal and inflexible 

 Inadequate to respond to 
complex needs 

 Scattered and undocumented 
practice 

 Food aid consists of a box of 
basics, mostly non-
perishable food 

 Food from FEAD program, 
food drives and recovered 
food 

 Fixed point of delivery 

TABLE 4 – ELEMENTS OF THE PRACTICE OF FOOD PARCELS 

Emporia of solidarity 

Under the category of Emporia of Solidarity fall all those initiatives characterized by a small supermarket 

with controlled access where people can do the shopping for free, through an electronic card linked to a 

system which assigns a certain number of points according to the need of the individual. The first two 

opened in 2008 and since then around 60 Emporia have been counted in Italy
13

 (CSVNet, 2015).  

FIGURE 9 - EMPORIA OPENED IN ITALY SINCE 2008. SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION FROM CSVNET (2015) 

 

Caritas network of Emporia in Tuscany 

Here we refer to Emporia of Solidarity established within Caritas Network , and in particular on three main 

initiatives (available in the period of interviews): 

 the Emporium of the city of Prato, opened in 2008 and currently the biggest and more 

structured in Tuscany [On-site visit and interview]; 

 the Emporium of the city of Pisa, opened in 2013 but already well integrated into networks both 

at local and Emporia level [On-site visit and interview]; 

 the Emporium of the city of Grosseto, opened in 2011, which functioning seems to be 

conditioned by isolation and geographic distance as well as the lack of local industries and 

firms [Skype interview].  

Skills 

                                                      
13

 During the elaboration of our case study, at least 2 other Emporia have been opened in Tuscany, while for others negotiations are 
in progress.   
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The main channel to access a Caritas Emporium is via the Counselling Centre (Centro di Ascolto), where 

people go to seek some kind of help. Sometimes, as in the case of Prato and Pisa, Caritas establishes 

links with Municipality, whose social workers are in charge of selecting recipients and delivering the 

electronic cards necessary for the access. An Emporium is designed to address mainly families in need 

and, although is difficult to make an identikit of beneficiaries, it can be said that they are beyond the 

conventional image of the poor and more and more including the “new poor” in the arena of needy (Maino 

et al., 2016). Beneficiaries are selected through means-tests which entail different criteria, both for the 

access and for the number of points assigned to their electronic card to be spent. A low value for ISEE 

(economic situation indicator) and the number of family components (priority is given to large families) are 

the main criteria considered for the access. However, other elements of need can be evaluated by the 

Counselling Centre (e.g., medical conditions and unemployment). The card is valid for 3 months in Prato, 

6 months in Pisa, but in both cases a monitoring committee makes an evaluation and decides whether to 

extend the validity of the card or make some adjustments. This mechanism suggest the intention not to 

offer unconditional assistance, but rather to provide a safety net for those individuals and families who 

find themselves into a temporary state of need.  

When individuals take their card, Caritas operators briefly illustrate the Emporium operation and rules. In 

the case of Prato, the delivery of the card is followed by a brief (one hour) training, made by a non-profit 

organization adhering to Caritas, explaining how the Emporium operates, where the food comes from, 

what are the rules of expiration date and why sometimes food could have reached its best-before-date
14

. 

In addition, some “tricks” are explained to users, such as the “discounts” applied to batches of food next 

to expiry date. This is likely to be delivered without notice from producers to the Emporium and must be 

sorted as soon as possible. Then the Emporium applies a very low value, in points, in order to encourage 

individuals to take these products. The sudden availability of products for the Emporium makes necessary 

for people, in order to take advantage of this “discount”, to increase the frequency of shopping (rather 

than opting for a one solution grocery shopping). 

Emporium Electronic cards Individuals Under 18 

Year  2014 2015 2014 2015 2014 2015 

Grosseto - 135 - - - - 

Pisa 337 353 992 1062 334 407 

Prato 1864 

(+347 baby) 

1845 

(+304 baby) 

- - - - 

TABLE 5 – AVALABLE DATA ON FAMILIES AND INDIVIDUALS ACCESSING CARITAS EMPORIA. SOURCE: ELABORATION 

FROM INTERVIEWS AND SECONDARY DATA. 

 

Emporia are not open every day of the week. In Prato, it is open three days (Mon-Wed-Fri) for the normal 

shopping and the other two (Tue-Thu) only for distributing child care products to baby card owners, 

whereas in Pisa and Grosseto there isn’t such distinction (yet). Hours and days of operation are also 

depending on the availability of volunteers, which run the Emporia together with a smaller number of paid 

operators. In all the three cases, there are volunteers from the Italian and regional Volunteer Service.  

Material 

                                                      
14

 The operators explain to Emporium users the difference between expiry date, which indicates the last day a product is safe to 
consume, and best-before-date which indicates the date the manufacturer deems the product reaches peak freshness. The date 
does not indicate spoilage, nor does it necessarily tells the consumer that the food is no longer safe for consumption. Sell-by 
date, in addition, is referred to the shelf-life of food, so it is more a guide for stores. Emporia can distribute foodstuffs with 
passed best-before-date but they don’t distribute any expired product.  
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Emporia look like small stores: they have sliding doors, the typical furniture of supermarkets, with 

refrigerators, cash registers, food on the shelves, fruits and vegetables stands and shopping baskets at 

the entrance. It is worth to mention, among material elements, the only one that is missing: money, 

replaced by an electronic card similar to many others we keep in our wallets.  

Ten basic foodstuffs represent the core of the Emporium supply, so as to ensure at least breakfast and a 

complete meal. These products are: pasta, rice, sugar, oil, milk, flour, biscuits, tomato sauce, tuna fish 

and legumes. Obviously, other products are often available but more linked to the specific donations 

made by private firms, according to their needs. This source allows the Emporium to offer an abundant 

variety of food products, ranging from ready-to-eat meals to frozen meat, although discontinuously.  

The availability of other products is linked to local relations with firms and organizations. In the case of 

Pisa, for example, the Emporium receives meat from the Experimental Zooprophylactic Institute of 

Tuscany and Lazio, the institution in charge of micro-bacteriological analysis on batches of meat shipped 

to the harbour of Livorno. They used to analyze a sample of each batch and then dispose of the 

remaining meat (around 5 tons per year) with high waste disposal costs; now they deliver it to the 

Emporium, which is, on purpose, equipped with bigger cooling chambers. The size and storage capacity 

of the Emporium are key features in order to ensure a certain amount and variety of products.  

Food sourcing takes place through a wide range of channels. All the Emporia in our case study receive, 

directly or by intermediary subjects (see footnote n.1 page 25), food from the European FEAD program, 

which consist for the most part of food with a long shelf-life and with a special packaging (Error! 

Reference source not found.) 

FIGURE 10 – FOOD FROM FEAD IN PISA EMPORIUM OF SOLIDARITY. PHOTO CREDITS: SABRINA ARCURI 

 

 

Regarding FEAD products, the interviews revealed a general tendency not to choose them 

 “unless are the only available […]. At least, fortunately, the previous label saying ‘Product destined 

to the most deprived’ has been removed” (from the interview with Caritas Pisa).  

At the very beginning Emporia, as well as the other forms of food provision, counted more on regular 

surplus recovery from retailers. In Tuscany, since 2008, Caritas has an agreement with Coop (see “Buon 

fine” practice), aiming at recovering surplus food collected into this chain’s supermarkets. However, we 

know from interviews with both Caritas and Coop retailer, an increased attention towards the issue of 

food waste in the last years has led retailers to use several precautions, such as improving efficiency (by 

reducing errors and overruns) and selling products next to expiration date at discount prices (see the 

practice “Mangiami subito”). In the case of Prato Emporium, for example, where this was the main 

channel of supply, the consequence of the new line of action has been a reduction of food supplied from 
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45% of the year 2012 to the current 13% (2015). In order to remedy to this sudden lack of resources, the 

Emporium had to establish direct relations with producers and processing industries, often with the help 

of retailers themselves. Now surplus
15

 food recovery is mostly linked to the territory and represents 71% 

of supply (Prato). This means that surplus food is intercepted at an earlier stage and goes directly from 

private firms to the Emporium, avoiding unnecessary steps and waste of time, precious for food quality. 

This is true also in the case of Pisa, whose Emporium has a big network of producers, processing 

industries, retailers (Coop, Conad) as well as public institutions’ canteens, such as the University of Pisa  

and CNR. They have also an agreement with Pisa airport, whose staff delivers to the Emporium all the 

seized stuff that cannot be carried in the cabin luggage. By the way, Emporia may have a corner with 

clothes and products for personal care and home hygiene.  

Differently than one would imagine, fresh fruits and vegetables are never lacking in Caritas Tuscany 

Emporia, thanks to several agreements made in the last years. The first is an informal agreement 

between ARTEA (the Regional Agency for payments in agriculture) and local fruit producers, where the 

Agency pays (a certain amount of) surplus production that producers themselves deliver to Caritas. The 

others are agreements among a broader range of actors (Red Cross, Food Bank, Mercafir, Bologna 

wholesale market CAAB) in order to deliver all those fruits and vegetables which has become surplus in 

Bologna and Florence wholesale markets, also due to the Russian embargo. In addition, in Pisa we have 

found a set of agreements made by Caritas  with local farmers, urban gardens (the municipal “Homeless 

Project”) and the Farmers Trade Union (Coldiretti), in order to receive surplus fruits and vegetables (for 

example see the practice of “Cassetta Sospesa”).  

However, it should be noted that in all the cases under analysis, there is a certain amount of products that 

must be purchased on the market in order for the Emporia to be able to always ensure at least basic 

supply. In the case of Grosseto Emporium, difficulties linked to the lack of firms, on one side, and the 

partial isolation due to geographical distance, on the other, often force the Emporium staff to directly 

purchase most of the foodstuff (from the interview with Caritas Grosseto). Conversely, in all the Emporia 

there is a large – perhaps too large – availability of some products, such as bread, especially from large 

retailers that must ensure the availability of fresh bread even late in the evening. Even if Emporia have a 

network of partner organizations to supply, like small soup kitchens or minor organizations, it is not 

uncommon to have themselves a surplus: in the case of bread, it is sometimes fed to animals (as they do 

in Prato). It is important to underline how the network being established among Emporia (also beyond 

Tuscany) and between Emporia and the other organizations on the territory represents also a channel 

where to convey excessive, unmanageable amounts of surplus food received without sufficient notice. As 

the director of Pisa Emporium stated  

“we are getting obsessed about wasting food” (Conversation with Caritas Pisa).  

Image 

Caritas represents the key actor in the Emporia under review. However, an essential and general feature 

of Emporia is the broad range of actors involved in providing a service which none of them could have 

offered separately (Maino et al., 2016). In Prato Emporium, the biggest one, initiative came from Caritas 

together with the province and municipality of Prato and the local bank foundation, but the list of 

organizations participating in the project is much longer
16

. An analogous combination of public, private 

and social private actors supports the Emporium in Pisa, located in the main place of aggregation of a 

neighbourhood with prevalence of public housing, next to a counselling office for advice and support for 

gambling problems.  

                                                      
15

 Surplus food is defined by Garrone et al. (2014) as “safe food that is produced, manufactured, retailed or ready to be served but 
for various reasons is not sold to or consumed by the intended customer”. 

16
 Involved partners are Solidarietà Caritas Onlus, Volontariato Vincenziano, Centro di Aiuto alla Vita, Associazione Giorgio La Pira, 

Unicoop Firenze-Sez. Soci Prato, Confartigianato Imprese Prato, Parrocchia Santa Maria delle Carceri, Prato pro Emergenze 
Onlus, Società San Vincenzo de Paoli. 
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Another, essential feature of Emporia – confirmed also by our case study – is they don’t focus solely on 

food provision, but they offer a range of non-food related supplementary services (Maino et al., 2016): 

 Social loans from Tuscany Region and microcredit services; 

 Family budget courses, involving retired bank employees as volunteers; 

 Italian classes, complemented with a baby- sitting service;  

 Cooking classes, involving school students and recipients from many different countries 

and food cultures, to learn the best use of some food and typical recipes with scraps.  

A new idea arising within Emporia is to provide the possibility, for beneficiaries, to work inside the 

Emporium itself or in collateral activities. Although this seems to consolidate as a practice in other regions 

(Emilia-Romagna), the operators we interviewed in Tuscany are still reflecting whether it is an opportunity 

or a risk and on the issues linked to this initiatives: 

 “I think it is quite difficult for a person in need to work alongside someone else who works as a 

volunteer. They have different perspectives: the first works for him/herself, the second for the 

others. First of all, it’s as if people pay by working what they receive from the Emporium, it is not 

solidarity anymore. Secondly, there is a problem of control that makes the option quite problematic” 

(from the interview with Caritas Prato). 

“The question is how to give dignity to people. I do not think that recipients have to do volunteer 

work in the same place where they receive assistance – otherwise you’d create a ‘short circuit’ – 

but we should rather be able to create and transmit the willingness to get involved in other paths 

and make sure that those who receive give something else... I always say that inside the 

Emporium, everything has a value and nothing has a price, but if you have to work to buy points to 

do the shopping at the Emporium, it is no longer the case” (from the interview with Caritas Pisa).  

Many operators agree that the Emporium is the best available solution to cope with some problems 

related to food assistance, such as stigma and limited choice on the food received with food parcels, and 

that potential opportunities are yet to be discovered. It seems to overcome the “better than nothing” 

perspective linked to food parcels delivery. However, Emporium limitations are well known: 

“the Emporium is just another way to deliver a food parcel, with the only difference that within the 

Emporium people can do it by themselves” (from the interview with Caritas Lucca). 

In Table 6 we tried to make a synthetic comparison of main aspects related to Emporia and Food parcels, 

since the first is considered a plausible substitute for the latter:  

 Emporium Food parcels 

Target Families, “new poor” Families, individuals able to cook 

Access criteria  Residence, income, number of family 

components  

Income-based (for FEAD products) 

Initiative  Caritas Network and/or Municipal Social 

Services  

Caritas, more often smaller parishes, 

and many other organizations.  

Meaning Attempt to assimilate recipients to normal 

consumers 

“Better than nothing” 

Supply FEAD, FBAO, Red Cross, donations, surplus 

recovery from a network of local retailers, firms 

and public institutions  

FEAD, FBAO, Red Cross, food drives in 

churches and supermarkets, donations 

Available food  Basics + a larger offer depending on surplus 

recovery and donations from private firms and 

retailers + agreements with private/public 

Basic food  
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actors for fruits and vegetables (ARTEA, 

Wholesale markets BO and FI) 

Meeting nutrition 

requirements and 

food preferences 

Baby card in some Emporia; a points system 

encourages to make healthier choices; halal 

food in some Emporia and chicken meat is 

preferred to pork meat when it is bought  

Fixed amount and type of food (“it is 

unflexible and impersonal”) 

TABLE 6 – ELEMENTS OF COMPARISON BETWEEN EMPORIA AND FOOD PARCELS. SOURCE: OWN ELABORATION. 

 

Skills Image Material 

 Managing expiration dates, 
stocks and shelves in order 
to limit wastage of food  

 Managing points assigned to 
products 

 Managing the software 

 Ability to observe FEAD 
guidelines 

 Food safety protocols and 
HACCP 

 Procedures established by 
Good Samaritan Law 

 Create a network of donors 
and charitable organizations 

 Network of Emporia of 
Solidarity 

 Agreement with FBAO, 
AGEA, ARTEA 

 Ability to verify criteria for 
access   

 Coordination  

 Overcoming food parcels  

 Recovery of surplus food on 
the territory 

 Culture of donation 
(sometimes it is lacking, as in 
the case of GR) 

 Overcoming the stigma 
associated with receiving 
assistance 

  Stigma is still linked to the 
card for access to Emporia 

 Having feedback on 
recipients' needs/habits: no 
judgement but analysis 

 Education goals: disciplinary 
sanctions of school students 
are converted in voluntary 
works at the Emporium (PI)  

 Childcare protection with 
baby card 

 Meeting different needs and 
food preferences 

 A place for social 
aggregation and education 

 Food 

 Supermarket furniture 
(refrigerators, "cash 
register",…) 

 Electronic card for users 

 Halal food (GR) 

 Baby card (PO) 

 Suitable spaces (storage 
room, area for quality control)   

 Software to keep track of 
food managed within the 
Emporia  

TABLE 7 – ELEMENTS OF THE PRACTICE OF EMPORIA OF SOLIDARITY 

Adding meanings to the emporium: the model of “Botteghe” (Lucca) 

These shops, thought to be scattered throughout the city, are an ambitious model of emporium, aiming at  

addressing nutrition aspects and, at least partly, overcome the issue of supply-driven food donations. In 

addition, this model of emporium aims at taking into consideration some aspects of the supply chain, such 

as care about local producers and social justice, going relatively unnoticed in the “traditional” Emporium. 

As the director of Caritas Lucca stated: 

“Individuals must have an adequate diet, in terms of health and lifestyle but also socially just. This 

is why we have made an agreement with local producers: they sell us products – for example 

cheese from a local dairy farm – at  favourable prices and we pay in advance. In this way, we can 

distribute an excellent, local product and, at the same time, we act as a “bank” for these small 
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enterprises, often in liquidity crisis. We try to put these meanings in our activities, while often the 

“surplus recovery” meaning prevails” (from the interview with Caritas Lucca).  

 

 Skills Image Material 

 Nutrition and health skills to 
support people's choices 
while doing their shopping  

 Classification of products 
with different colours 
according to their nutritional 
value 

 Dietician’s support 

 Network of local producers  

 Nutritional education: not just 
food but food that meet 
dietary and nutrition needs  

 Short food supply chain  

 Support to local farmers by 
buying their quality products 
and paying in advance  

 Revaluing excellent local 
productions 

 Local food from farmers 

 Suitable spaces for scattered 
shops 

TABLE 8 – ELEMENTS OF THE PRACTICE OF LUCCA MODEL OF EMPORIA (“BOTTEGHE”) 

Italian Food Bank (FBAO)  

FBAO is the Italian version of food bank, operating since 1989 to collect food surplus and redistribute it to 

over 8.000 charitable organizations of the network. It is the main organization that operates at the national 

level and it represents Italy in the European Food Banks Organization (Santini and Cavicchi, 2014). It 

works through a network of 21 regional food banks, each of them collecting and distributing on its 

territory, although following indications and distribution agreements from the FBAO. FBAO counts on 117 

employees, 1738 volunteers, more than 39.000 square metres of storage facilities and a fleet of 80 

vehicles for food transportation (Santini and Cavicchi, 2014). Its activities mainly centre on logistics, as 

intermediary between donors and charitable organizations, and education, addressing both new potential 

donors and consumers.  

The Food Bank has distinguished itself for its ability to consolidate and structure the relationships 

between private and charitable organizations: the private enterprises that transfer their surplus to the 

Food Bank are able to reduce costs associated with the disposal and get tax benefits while improving 

their public image. Meanwhile, non-profit organizations that have an agreement with the Food Bank 

benefit from a stable supply of food, through a permanent and safe channel. Beyond FEAD resources, a 

relevant share of food recovered derives from the National Food Drive Day. 

Practices led by FBAO are described in the following paragraphs. We decided to focus on the practices 

which show a high educational value, thus introducing a new element of meaning with respect to the most 

common practices carried out by the FBAO. The following practices, thus, are not peculiar of Tuscany, 

but are carried out by the regional food bank in Tuscany to which the interview refers.  

Siticibo (FBAO) 

Siticibo started in Milan in 2003 in the wake of Good Samaritan Law (enacted in Italy as Law n. 155, 16
th
 

of July 2003). Its main objective is the recovery and redistribution of surplus food from canteens and 

catering services (hotels, corporate, hospitals and schools canteens, etc.) as well as big retailers (Rovati 

and Pesenti, 2015). Food recovered through this channel consists primarily of fresh and ready to eat 

meals from catering services, while bread, fruits and desserts are often recovered from school canteens. 

Since highly perishable foods are handled, in order to ensure food safety, modes of collection are 

described in very strict and scrupulous procedures, agreed with donors, and volunteers are properly 

trained on HACCP. Essential material requirements to carry out this practice are facilities for heat removal 

(for the donors) and refrigerated vans, key components of the FBAO fleet vehicles.  
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After food is rescued, it is immediately delivered directly to charitable organizations located next to the 

point of collection, in order to allow immediate consumption of the products.  

Sometimes, the place of recovery is too far and the value of food is too low to justify the trip. In these 

cases, the regional food bank puts in place a kind of triangulation with a local organization, acting as a 

guarantor for this one – based on an existing agreement between these two – and allowing it to pick the 

food recovered on its own. This is valid, for example, in Grosseto, quite isolated because of geographical 

distance from the other cities of Tuscany (from the interview with the regional food bank of Tuscany).  

Apart from the value of recovered food, this practice has also a high educational value: 

“Recovering food from school canteens, for example, is more a matter of education: children learn 

they don’t have to break the bread’s wrap or damage the fruit they don’t eat, because it will be 

recovered and given to someone else” (from the interview with the regional food bank of Tuscany). 

Skills Image Material 

 Following procedures 
established by Good 
Samaritan Law 

 Ability to observe protocols 
and rules to safely  manage 
fresh and cooked food  

 Volunteers trained on 
HACCP  

 Triangulation opportunities 

 Recovery of food from public 
and private canteens and 
retailers 

 Km0 distribution of recovered 
food 

 Engagement of children, 
students and employees 

 Education 

 Facilities  for heat removal 

 Fresh food and ready to eat 
meals from canteens 

 Refrigerated vans 

 

TABLE 9 – ELEMENTS OF THE PRACTICE OF SITICIBO 

“Colletta alimentare” (‘National food drive day’) [FBAO] 

Since 1997, the last Saturday of November, the FBAO organizes the largest national food drive, called 

“Colletta alimentare”. The event involves thousands of supermarkets (~11.000) and volunteers throughout 

Italy, as well as supermarkets’ clients, which directly engage themselves in donations. In this occasion, 

volunteers become more than 100.000, including also those from local charitable organizations which 

receive food drive’s products.  

Volunteers stay at the entrance of supermarkets and ask people to freely give what they can, providing 

information on which food items are needed more. Preferably, people are asked to give non-perishable 

food, such as canned food, pasta, rice, tomato sauce, oil, sugar and baby food, as well as personal care 

items.  

In Tuscany, food collection is organized on a provincial level and in most (80%) of the provinces the 

regional food bank can count on a temporary warehouse. For a couple of months next to the collection 

day, this is the site where provincial volunteers and organizations deliver and then pick up all the stuff 

they collected. Warehouses are connected through the SIR (i.e., Internal Network System) which, starting 

from the information on the number of beneficiaries and their needs – organizations range from those 

helping families with children to rehab centres for drug addicted – allocate a certain amount of products to 

each charitable structure which has participated in the collection. The SIR allows the regional food bank 

to keep track of every single kilogram of distributed food (from the interview with the regional food bank of 

Tuscany).  

Skills Image Material 
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 Volunteer work 

 Flyering to inform 
consumers and give 
indications  

 

 Consumers’ 
engagement 

 Education to the 
culture of gift 

 

 Non-perishable food items, baby food, 
personal care items 

 Supermarkets’ spaces  

 Informative flyers, boxes and bags for 
individual donations by supermarket 
clients 

 Storage and transport facilities 

TABLE 10 – ELEMENTS OF THE PRACTICE OF “COLLETTA ALIMENTARE” 

Other relevant practices 

Beside the aforementioned, real practices of food assistance, which constitute the hard core of this 

system, there is a set of collateral practices, intersecting with the former ones and contributing to change 

them by influencing flows of resources, actors’ involvement and meanings associated to the activity of 

charitable organizations.  

SenzaSpreco 

SenzaSpreco (‘Without waste’) is a project by the cooperative “Le mele di Newton” (‘Newton's Apples’) 

designed to reduce food waste. Five young fellows founded the coop in 2010, with the aim of scientific 

and cultural divulgation on sustainability topics. “SenzaSpreco” also aims to support, with all those who 

care about this issue, advocacy strategies towards institutions, in order to spread and promote good 

practices inside the productive and consumption processes, and moreover to stimulate improvements of 

the current regulation” (from SenzaSpreco website). 

SenzaSpreco revolves around three main kind of activities:  

1. The Market place – It is a web-platform, currently in beta, that allows all those who are 

involved in the production, distribution, transformation and trading phases of the supply 

chain to sell discounted food products, in surplus or close to the expiry dates, to single 

buyers or companies or to donate to charities.  

2. Tailored Services – SenzaSpreco creates custom-made projects for particular targets and 

geographical areas. It can also activate actions and events to facilitate the matching of 

supply and demand of unsold food products. An example is the case of a grocery and an 

Hotel Management School: the first has unsold fruits and vegetables at the end of the day, 

the latter the necessity to buy them at a lower price in order to use for students’ training. 

SenzaSpreco has facilitated the creation of a link to connect them in a medium-long term 

project. 

3. Education and awareness – SenzaSpreco offers information tools, workshops, seminars 

and events for school-students, as well as for adults and children, because they think the 

wasting of food is mainly a cultural problem as is proved by the huge amount of domestic 

food waste.  

In our case study we focus on the first pillar of activity, that is the market place platform, thought as a link 

between those who have surplus and those who’d like to purchase at lower price or receive it in donation. 

The projects of SenzaSpreco market place won a contest sponsored by Coop and received funding for 

the pilot phase, along with the assistance of a Coop employee, who worked side by side the group for 

free. In order to better understand how the platform works, it could be compared to the e-bay auction 

system (from the interview with SenzaSpreco). It is a virtual market place to sell food still good to 

consume by combining economic savings with environment savings. The consumer can register, choose 

products and special offers of the day and pay in person or by Paypal, according to the rules defined 

between buyer and seller. There are already 60 users on the supply side of the platform (Coop is not 
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included), that is producers, distributors, shop. Different kinds of ads, profiles and operation address the 

need of users, depending on their point of sale (profile for suppliers, shops, etc.):  

“If a company place an ad for a pallet of tomatoes, this can be directly purchased online via an 

agreement between buyer and seller. But if the seller is a small store and the amount of surplus is 

not so much to justify a single ad for each product (it would be difficult to update the ad 

continuously), the shop can place a generic advertisement to inform it is going to sell the surplus at 

50% discount at the end of the day. It is what many already do informally, like bakers” (from the 

interview with SenzaSpreco).  

Food is never handled directly by the coop and logistics compete to buyers and sellers, according to the 

amount of food exchanged:  

“we only provide a tool that facilitates the meeting between demand and excess supply in order to 

optimize the use of resources” (from the interview with SenzaSpreco).  

All users – sellers, buyers or charities – can buy products available on the platform, but only charities can 

receive donations. This mechanism is possible because those registered as charities are the only users 

who can see donation offers on the website. On the other side, companies can decide whether to sell the 

products at 50% discount or donate them. Items for sale that do not find a buyer can still be donated to 

charities. A potential limitation to the use of the platform emerges with reference to older volunteers. 

SenzaSpreco, therefore, partially intersects with food assistance by representing an additional, potential 

source of food but it takes more the form of a practice of food waste reduction, addressing all citizens and 

supply chain actors: 

“the entire population should give a value to these products, should not only be meant for food 

assistance, otherwise it is too easy to have clear conscience (from the interview with 

SenzaSpreco).  

Skills Image Material 

 Management of the e-
commerce site 

 Creating connections on the 
territory 

 Surplus management 

 Surplus and waste reduction: 
environmental protection 
perspective 

 Sellers engagement in waste 
reduction  

 Engagement and education 
of consumers to waste 
reduction 

 Facilitating the meeting 
between supply and demand 

 Web platform 

 Small retailers and producers  

TABLE 11 – ELEMENTS OF THE PRACTICE OF “SENZASPRECO” 

Buon Fine (‘Good ends’) [CoopFI] 

It is a project for the recovery of unsold food products in favour of non-profit voluntary organizations 

assisting the needy. It dates back to the early 2000s, when a group of employees realized they were 

throwing away still edible food at the end of the day. Together with Coop members – 1 million and 250 

thousands in Tuscany, which periodically meet in sections and deal with Coop social activities – they tried 

to find a solution to the problem of how to reuse these products. Last Minute Market by professor Segrè 

of University of Bologna inspired “Recupero merci” (‘Goods recovery’) project: 

“at the beginning ‘working better to waste less’ was the motto of the project. The current name, 

‘Buon Fine’, came later, when with the help of a communication agency we decided also to give the 
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initiative a logo: a box with a gift ribbon, to give an idea of the value of what is being donated” (from 

the interview with UniCoop Firenze).  

Good Samaritan Law, which allows food recovery as long as it is donated to non-profit organizations, was 

essential for the success of the project: 

 “At the very beginning, operation was a bit rough but, since 2003, thanks to the Good Samaritan 

Law, it has become much easier […] it [the law] has also increased significantly the amount of food 

recovered, at least until 2013” (from the interview with UniCoop Firenze).  

In order to implement the practice, Coop signs a standard agreement with non-profit organizations (and at 

this stage all the rules on how, who and when to manage products are fixed, with the direct involvement 

of the person in charge and the staff of the point of sale. 

Since easier to manage, non-perishable food, products with packaging defects (damaged secondary 

packaging, broken multipacks, …) and non-food items were the only covered in the first period. Thanks to 

the Good Samaritan Law, since 2003 it has been possible to recover perishable foods next to expiry date, 

such as meat and dairy products, cooked and fresh vegetables and cold cuts: these are removed from 

shelves from 4 to 2 days before the expiry date, but organizations must serve them before the products 

expire.  

The procedure implies for the staff to thoroughly check the products, remove them from sale and collect 

in special boxes in a suitable, separated space. Then, according to a fixed schedule, these products are 

recorded and delivered to the organizations at the supermarket. Organizations must sign a declaration 

where they ensure that the products will be destined only to the needy, or the agreement is cancelled. 

Currently (at the moment of the interview, October 2015) Coop has made agreements with 106 

organizations, with the broader Buon Fine network including more than 300 charitable structures (from 

the interview with UniCoop Firenze).  

The meaning of the project seems to have evolved over time: 

“at the beginning ‘working better to waste less’ was the motto of the project, whose name was 

‘Goods recovery’. The current name, ‘Buon Fine’, came later, when with the help of a 

communication agency we decided also to give the initiative a logo: a box with a gift ribbon, to give 

an idea of the value of what is being donated” (from the interview with UniCoop Firenze). 

As one can expect, the purpose of Coop is to have less waste and increase efficiency as much as 

possible:  

 “After two or three years, for example, the more effective management of goods led to a reduction 

in donations, it means employees were working better. In the profit and loss account, donations are 

a loss, they are an inventory shortage. Since Buon Fine has started, 60 out of 100 

damaged/expiring products are donations, it is a good action we make but there is not a revenue. 

With ‘Eat me now!’, we recover food with a gain” (from the interview with UniCoop Firenze). 

Skills Image Material 

 Observe procedures 
established by Good 
Samaritan Law  

 Following fixed rules and 
procedures for food 
selection, control and 
separate packing by the staff 

 Standard agreement with 

 Interests in effective surplus 
management and waste 
reduction 

 Multi-stakeholder 
(employees, consumers, 
volunteers, members) 
engagement towards waste 
reduction 

 Unsold but perfectly edible 
food, product with damaged 
packaging, food next to 
expiration date 

 Non-food products 

 Boxes 

 Storage spaces 
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non-profit organizations 

 Management of expiration 
date and damaged products 
(increased efficiency and 
earning) 

 Additional working hours for 
employees and proportional 
wage increase (cost) 

 Coop members and 
employees engagement in 
the starting phase 

 Specific logo 

 Relations with local 
charitable organizations 

 Image of solidarity and 
responsibility   

 Transport facilities by non-
profit organizations 

  

TABLE 12 – ELEMENTS OF THE PRACTICE OF “BUON FINE” 

“Mangiami subito” (‘Eat me now!’) [UniCoopFI] 

In a context of greater attention towards the issue of food waste and, of course, pushed by the economic 

crisis, several supermarket chains
17

 have recently started to sell at half the price food products close to 

the expiry date. The practice seems to be well-spread both on the national territory and in the different 

major retailers; however, here we specifically address the case of Coop retailer in Tuscany (actually, on 

the 7 provinces covered by UniCoop Firenze) since it had a side-effect on many other practices analyzed 

in this report.   

The initiative came from consumers – some of which Coop members
18

 – that started asking to buy for a 

lower price products next to expiration date. Economic hardship is the primary driver:  

“Even those who are not below the poverty line can find it hard to make ends meet, but it is unlikely that 

they will go to the soup kitchen or to seek help from Caritas […]. Obviously, no one is going to check who 

buys these products, but we can assume that individuals and families in need know the good moments to 

find them are the morning and the early afternoon, when we gather them” (from the interview with 

UniCoop Firenze).  

Since 2013, products are collected two or three days before the expiry date, with a new specific label 

indicating 50% discount and are gathered into a white tank with the sign “Eat me now!”. Foodstuffs are 

mostly cold cuts, meat and dairy products, cooked vegetables and delicatessen.    

The initiative is only possible in those supermarkets with the software suitable to manage the operation 

and therefore it has not been extended to the entire chain of Coop supermarkets, but only in seventeen 

supermarkets. “Benefits are equally distributed among Coop and consumers: the first recovers resources 

from what was destined to become waste and because it removes products from sale two days before the 

deadline, the latter because they spend much less for a lunch or a dinner” (from UniCoop Firenze 

website).  

By contrast, those who lost resources are the organizations providing food assistance, who can no longer 

count on the amount of surplus food once received on a daily basis from Coop through “Buon fine”. 

Compared to the overall amount of surplus currently recovered by Coop, this initiative accounts for two 

thirds, whereas the remaining part is surplus distributed to charitable organizations, highlighting a kind of 

potential trade-off between initiatives aiming at waste reduction and support to charitable organizations 

for food poverty alleviation (from the interview with UniCoop Firenze).  

                                                      
17

 Ilfattoalimentare, 6 Febbraio 2014, “Prodotti in scadenza: la lotta allo spreco alimentare si combatte nei 

supermercati. Coop, Auchan e Carrefour li vendono a metà prezzo”, available online at 

http://www.ilfattoalimentare.it/prodotti-in-scadenza-lotta-spreco.html  

18
 Coop Italia is a system of consumers’ cooperative, operating the largest supermarket chain in Italy. It 

involves more than 100 consumers’ cooperative of various size and 7.7 million members (www.e-coop.it). 

http://www.ilfattoalimentare.it/prodotti-in-scadenza-lotta-spreco.html
http://www.e-coop.it/
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The practice aroused protests especially from Caritas, which was the main partner in “Buon Fine”, and 

thus, in order to try to compensate the sudden shortage of resources, Coop has decided to increase the 

frequency of food drives in its supermarkets and to make hefty money donations to allow Caritas to 

directly purchase mainly fresh products in short supply because of the new initiative introduced. Although 

recognizing the value of these substitutive initiatives, some operators pointed out a shift from a rationale 

of surplus recovery to a rationale of gift (from the interview with Caritas Lucca, Caritas Pisa, UniCoop 

Firenze).  

Skills Image Material 

 Management of shelves and 
products’ expiration 
date/best-before-date 

 Observe food safety 
regulation 

 

 Waste reduction 

 Economic savings  

 Economic gains  

 Involving consumers 

 Potential support to 
consumers in need  

 Perishable food next to 
expiration date 

 Supermarket corners with 
signs and  

 Specific label 

 

TABLE 13 – ELEMENTS OF THE PRACTICE OF “MANGIAMI SUBITO” 

Cassetta sospesa (‘Suspended box’) [Casa TiColtivo] http://shop.ticoltivo.it/prodotto/dona-cassetta/ 

Casa (‘Home’) TiColtivo starts as a farm, owned by five guys with a graduation in Agriculture. It makes 

direct online selling through a website, where customers can purchase a (smaller or larger) box of 

vegetables that will be delivered directly home. After the starting phase, Casa TiColtivo opened a shop 

right outside the city of Pisa, while most of their croplands remain in a separated area. Gradually, this 

shop has become a place where people can buy fresh organic vegetables produced by the farm and 

products (jams, cheese, eggs, fruits) from other local farmers. It is also a place to eat (at breakfast, lunch 

and dinner, also home delivery) and a place to chill out reading a book on the grass. Since February 

2015, Casa TiColtivo carries out the practice of Cassetta sospesa (which means “suspended, pending 

box”) in favour of Caritas. It takes the name – and meaning – from the philanthropic habit of “Caffè 

sospeso” (‘suspended coffee’), very popular in Southern Italy traditional culture, which is to leave a paid 

coffee in a bar for anyone who cannot afford it. Cassetta sospesa works like this: at the end of her/his 

online shopping on Casa TiColtivo website, the customer can choose to buy for 5 euro an additional box 

of fresh vegetables for the Pisa Emporium of Solidarity. It is not exactly the same of the other cassettes: 

actually, Casa TiColtivo picks a certain amount (4/5 kilograms, sometimes more) of surplus vegetables 

and brings it directly to the Emporium (or at least to Caritas offices). According to one of the farmers: 

“there is a subtle line between still eatable vegetables and surplus. A one-day old salad cannot be sold, 

but it is still good to eat and we can’t throw it away. This does not mean that we give them [Caritas, 

author’s note] food scraps, sometimes we bring it home and eat it ourselves” (from the interview to Casa 

TiColtivo). 

Rather than a simple purchase, Cassetta sospesa is a donation the customer makes to the farm in order 

to recover their surplus and give it “to someone who cannot afford to buy healthy food” (from Casa 

TiColtivo website). At the beginning of the initiative, regular customers bought 10-15 Cassetta sospesa 

per week, that is more than 100 in the period between February and October [when we conducted the 

interview, author’s note]. However, the practice is strictly linked to online sales: since the shop opened, 

online sales have decreased and so did the number of donations.  

Skills Image Material 

 Growing organic food   Improving the image of the company:  Surplus of local 

http://shop.ticoltivo.it/prodotto/dona-cassetta/
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 Relations with Caritas 
Emporium 

 Managing surplus 
vegetables and fruits  

 

philanthropic marketing device 

 Direct involvement of  consumers into a 
good practice  

 Providing with fresh, healthy food 

and organic 
vegetables and 
fruits 

 Transport 
facilities 

 

TABLE 14 – ELEMENTS OF THE PRACTICE OF “CASSETTA SOSPESA” 
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3.5 Foresight Workshop 

Summary of process and results
19

 

 

Here we briefly report on the results of the reflection developed within the two workshops by key players 

of the food assistance system in Tuscany. As mentioned, we addressed Caritas as main interlocutor, who 

is now reconsidering its role in contributing to food poverty mitigation by setting up a territorial “Alliance 

for Food”, a desirable vision which has been thought of in abstract terms but has not be reflected into a 

concrete application yet. We adopted a combination of scenario approaches – explorative scenarios 

describing plausible future contexts and normative pathways that explore the feasibility of transformative 

change in different scenarios.  

The work developed to study food assistance practices can be considered preliminary to the foresight 

exercise described in the following. A participatory scenario approach was adopted to investigate and 

challenge the feasibility of concrete plans for the future of the local cases and to inspire further innovation. 

This combined approach of using explorative scenarios to test back-casted transition pathways is 

particularly suitable to the case of food assistance for several reasons. First of all, the food and nutrition 

security challenges that food assistance responds to are contingent upon changing and uncertain socio-

economic contexts. Explorative scenarios offer distinct and diverse accounts, co-created by local 

participants, of how future contexts could develop and change the challenges and opportunities of food 

assistance. Secondly, because robust food and nutrition security strategies are needed in the face of this 

future uncertainty, the back-casting of strategies has the potential to provide food assistance actors with a 

format in which they can look beyond present limitations and start with their desired long-term objectives, 

which can then be tested against scenarios to make them more robust.  

We tested this methodology with the main actors of the food assistance system in Tuscany (Italy) in order 

to address the challenges and pressures of the current context of change. The delicate balance between 

actors, resources and responsibilities makes the food assistance system quite vulnerable to increasing 

demands, changing need and decreasing resources. The elaboration of strategies towards future FNS is 

recognized, first of all by the stakeholders, as a relevant goal to be accomplished. 

We organized two workshops: the first one focused on creating a first draft of the local food assistance 

strategies, and then down-scaling the set of European food system scenarios to the level of food 

assistance in Tuscany. Local scenarios have been created, by examining what the local situation would 

look like in the context of each European scenario, with attention to key variables that effect the goals of 

the focal project in the future. The second workshop focused on developing desirable future visions and 

various transition pathways that could be used to achieve these visions in the context of the different local 

scenarios. 

                                                      
19

 This paragraph is largely based on a paper prepared for presentation for the 5th AIEAA Conference, “The changing role of 

regulation in the bio-based economy”, held in Bologna, 16-17 June 2016, authored by Galli, F., Arcuri, S., Bartolini, F., Vervoort, J., 
Brunori, G.  “Exploring scenario guided pathways for food assistance in Tuscany”. 
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FIGURE 11- KEY METHODS USED IN SCENARIO WORKSHOPS 

 

 

Based on the suggestions of participants and clustering within relevant themes, a set of macro-ideal 

targets was identified. Hence the macro-themes were scored based on the perceived relevance for food 

assistance in Tuscany. The following themes were elaborated and ranked: rights (13 points); governance 

(23 points) and networks (16 points) – these two themes were joined; person-centred approach (17 

points); education (25 points); monitoring (12) – this was considered as a cross cutting issue; food waste 

(11 points); food quality (11 points). After the voting session, three themes were chosen as priority goals 

for the back-casting planning exercise. 

Governance. One of the main vulnerabilities of the current food assistance network is the fragmentation 

of actors and activities on the territory. The creation of a coordination body is one of the main instruments 

proposed to address this issue, together with the participatory definition of rules and monitoring and 

assessment criteria for achieving FNS in Tuscany. This objective concerns first and foremost defining a 

multilevel responsibility (i.e., European, national and regional) in shaping regulations that address 

behaviours at lower levels. The plan for Governance and network consist of two main goals: i) 

development of an integrated and coordinated network for FNS and ii) development of a FNS policy 

adopting a prevention approach. 

Education. Beyond contingent practices and emergency responses to food need, equal attention should 

be given to developing education paths to achieve FNS. Education relates to stimulating openness 

towards societal problems, voluntary action and gift, together with a food culture. Education processes 

should be planned to address, first of all, those who have a role as educators and trainers, both internal to 

the food assistance system (e.g., volunteers and third sector) and the food system in general (e.g., 

retailers or food processors). The plan elaborated for education for FNS in Tuscany develops around 

three main goals, which are interconnected and reinforcing one another: i) increasing awareness on 

available resources and production processes; ii) educating to cultural change towards healthier lifestyles; 

iii) achieving coordination and sharing of information on relevant themes. 

Person’s centred approach. This theme refers to the ability of the food assistance system to identify, 

understand and respond to specific needs (also in relation to individual conditions and wider needs), 

possibly in a flexible and adaptive way. This food assistance system should become able to involve 

recipients, in a perspective that goes beyond the assistance logic. Adopting a “person centred approach” 

entails five main sub-objectives:  i) treat food aid recipients as protagonists; ii) find multiple and integrated 
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responses to food poverty; iii) address the community of reference of the individual (e.g., safe and active 

neighborhood); iv) enhance the quality of food served. 

Q1. What are the most important differences between the 4 EU Scenarios in terms of opportunities 

and limitations for the ‘local’ case study initiatives? 

The other outcome of the process consists in the development of four future scenarios for food assistance 

in Tuscany in 2030. These have been elaborated by participants by downscaling four European 

scenarios, previously elaborated at the European level (see Brzezina et al., 2015 for detail). The 

downscaling process consisted in addressing the question: “What would the (EU) scenario mean for food 

assistance in Tuscany?”. Although the four scenarios were developed around a wide set of relevant 

variables (i.e., economic up or downturn, immigration flows, urban rural relations, public health, 

availability of food surplus, availability of volunteer workers, degree of government involvement), two key 

variables across the four scenarios have been identified to simultaneously compare them. The first 

is way of intervention by Government, which may entail the adoption of an emergency approach (i.e., the 

State responds from time to time to social emergencies, when they arise) or a strategic approach (i.e., the 

State anticipates social emergencies by adopting a proactive approach). The second variable relates to 

the openness of society towards societal problems, such as immigration (i.e., civil society demonstrates 

an open or a closed attitude). 

FIGURE 12 - LOCAL DOWNSCALED SCENARIOS ACROSS WAY OF INTERVENTION BY THE GOVERNMENT AND 

ATTITUDE OF SOCIETY TOWARDS SOCIETAL PROBLEMS.   
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 “Tuscany in 3D” (top-right). The right to food enters fully into the political debate: food assistance 

is conceived as a strategic task that allows to tackle bigger problems and needs. Public 

authorities develop a strategic approach to achieve closer collaboration between all players in the 

food system. Citizens are willing to contribute with voluntary work. The role of civil society 

associations is viewed by government as a resource for survival and functioning of the welfare 

system.  

 “It could be better” (bottom-right). The pressure on the national health care system – due to rising 

incommunicable diseases derived from years of poor diet – brings a reduction to public 

expenditure on social services. A reactive public management approach and poor coordination 

between services prevail. Social actors must find a way to cope with the increased (food) poverty.  

 “Solidarity in half” (top-left). Italian government adopts a high budget but targeted welfare 

strategy, by supporting eligible citizens with minimum incomes, exacerbating the differences with 

the most vulnerable groups. Market and redistributive policies ensure FNS to all eligible citizens. 

Civil society is very closed and uninterested to social problems.  

 “Do I want to go to live in the countryside?” (bottom-left). The government decides budget cuts on 

social measures, considering these not as a priority. Food assistance support is limited to 

transferring European resources to social parties. The food assistance actors must intercept 

surplus of small producers and retailers, which are most resilient in the regional context, but this 

has become more complicated. Society is very closed, therefore human resources, i.e. volunteers 

are also scarce. 

Q2. To what extent are these differences also translated into diverging strategic choices for the 

future? 

The ultimate aim of this work is to obtain a final version of the plans enriched by the additions, revisions 

and comments made during the sessions of the second workshop. This was done during the scenario-

based review of plans and a last plenary session, during which key recommendations and priorities were 

indicated by the stakeholders on each plan previously discussed. The main strengths and weaknesses of 

each plan across the scenarios and suggestions for improvement of the plans were collected into a 

matrix. 

We can distinguish two levels of elaboration of the plans: revisions and additions to the plans which are 

valid across all scenarios and revisions and comments which are scenario specific, therefore suitable in 

case of contingent events happening in different scenarios.  

One general remark can be made across all scenarios. In the governance and network plan, as well as in 

the other plans, the initiative by Tuscany Region is strongly called for. However, the leading role of the 

Tuscany Region is not plausible under all the scenarios: this introduces the possibility for other 

actors/networks to gain a leading role in this process. Another general remark that applies to all the 

scenarios: in order to achieve these sub-objectives, creating opportunity of exchange between actors will 

be necessary. Tuscany Region leadership would be desirable and, in order to mitigate a scenario of 

increasing lack of public support, sharp short-term and bottom-up actions by civil society and third sector, 

should be put in place and should gradually involve other institutional and private actors. 

Q3. Which kind of other outcomes of the scenario work is important to highlight and understand 

overall case study initiatives dynamics? 

 The first reflection concerns the tool provided to stakeholders to address uncertainty of future 

context in a systematic way. This turned out to be a challenging task, because of the difficulties 

not only in imagining long term ideal goals, but also coming down to concrete actions, that should 

take place in the medium and short-term. 
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 In relation to future oriented thinking, a key point concerns the boundary between actors’ sphere 

of influence and the given scenario context. Downscaling the scenario in the local context 

requires dealing with the delicate balance between exogenous events in relation to strategic 

actions: to what extent can stakeholders impact on the scenario and change it? The distinction 

depends on the perception that agents have. This process intended to allow for a conscious 

focus on actors’ agency potential: implicit in the method is questioning the supposed limitations 

on agency that participants have in the scenarios.  

 Another crucial aspect in our study was given by the heterogeneous composition of the group of 

stakeholders invited to the workshop. Caritas represented the main partner of a broader network 

of stakeholders who have their own critical perspectives and aims. Such an “hybrid user 

environment” – in between a “one client” case and a fully dispersed case – is a specific feature of 

our case study: it poses a challenge in terms of “appropriation” of the results (i.e., the application 

of the plan for the achievement of focused impacts becomes inevitably harder) and requires to 

find a balance between the particular objectives of different stakeholders. This hybrid composition 

allowed them to take a step back while looking at their own plans and to adopt an external vision 

on the strategies. This is particularly relevant for food assistance in Tuscany, as this reveals to be 

a system de facto but not in explicit terms, in which actors otherwise meet and exchange to tackle 

daily needs but lack a strategic approach to food assistance (at least on a regional level). Co-

designing of plans across scenarios has not only supported the elaboration and testing of 

planned actions, but has favoured exchanges between different organizations on ongoing 

mechanisms, strategies and actions (especially during working groups and lunch time side talks).  

 Two final remarks on the foresight workshops. First, the process was initially designed to be 

developed in four days. We had to shrink into two days for organizational reasons, in order to fit 

into stakeholders agendas. This inevitably impacted on the degree of elaboration and 

completeness of downscaled scenarios and planning. Second, it is early to make a final 

statement on the actual feasibility of the plans drafted: this needs to be verified through careful 

monitoring in the next year time, to allow researchers to check on actual implementation, 

although the first short-term steps have already been set by including the results on the plans in 

next Caritas annual report for Tuscany Region.   
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4 DISCUSSION 

4.1 Strengths and weaknesses of practices analyzed 

In order to investigate a potential for innovation in the practice of food assistance, we have identified and 

analysed how its constitutive elements combine and how the practice has evolved (or is evolving) over 

time, in the light of the influence of some drivers and factors of change.  

Since we faced an issue of fragmentation characterizing food assistance in Italian regions, we decided to 

address Caritas network’s practices at the specific level of the diocese. Notwithstanding, we have found a 

high variability in terms of resources (both human and material/financial), capacity of network creation, 

public institutions’ support – more often mutual than unilateral.  

The practice of Emporia, that has evolved and spread all over Tuscany, as well as in Italy, is among the 

most innovative and promising for the future, also in relation to FNS outcomes. Nonetheless, the 

combination and the interconnections among the diversity of practices, for different purposes, although 

presenting several weakness, seems to be the strength of such a a complex and informal system for 

contrasting food poverty at the local level.   Several strengths and weaknesses can be identified in the 

practices analysed, in line with available literature on food assistance, confirmed by stakeholders 

themselves during the interviews. Here we briefly summarize the main ones. 

The first point concerns dependence on donations, as shown by the unexpected interruption in 2014of 

PEAD funding and the reduction of surplus food sourcing by supermarkets led by an increased attention 

towards food waste. The diversification of supply seems to be partly effective in addressing vulnerability 

linked to few donors: along with FEAD products and surplus recovered from retailers, Emporia seem able 

to build networks on a local basis with a broad range of actors stemming from farmers to food industries, 

from canteens to wholesale markets and many others (airport,…). However, the network and supply of 

food achieved in this way are complex to manage, both in terms of human and material resources 

(surplus creation within the emporia, for example). Sustainability in the long-term is to be further 

analysed. Furthermore, a tension between food surplus and donations was observed. Interviews with 

operators working in the field highlighted a trade-off between actions targeted to reduce food waste and 

actions for food poverty alleviation. Even if it’s difficult to monitor, supermarkets have been changing rules 

for their internal management of surplus and this has had an unexpected effect on charities. On one side, 

as they improve efficiency, the typical errors resulting in donations decrease; on the other side, by selling 

surplus at a lower price day by day, they reduce waste and have a revenue. 

Secondly, a key issue for food assistance concerns dependence on volunteer work. For example Emporia 

have the necessity to ensure a scheduled and reliable operation, more often requiring specific skills, the 

use of paid staff increased, along with reliance on workers from the Italian and regional Volunteer Service 

(which provides for a reimbursement, although it is a voluntary activity).  

Thirdly, nutrition related aspects are mainly addressed through the diversification of supply (constrained 

by dependence on donations). This is harder to achieve for specific products, such as baby food. The 

lack of fresh fruits and vegetables seems not to be a problem, as it has been addressed through  ad hoc 

agreements with local producers and wholesale markets and Regional Agency for Payments in 

Agriculture. However, sustainability in the long-term must be further investigated. For example, such fruit 

and vegetables surplus currently derives from the Russian embargo products, which could be a 

temporary condition. Cultural aspects of food and preferences are being addressed, as shown by 

Emporia that trying to address a multi-cultural demand linked to the growing number of immigrants from 

many countries and cultures. In addition, the increasing numbers of people affected by celiac disease and 

food intolerances are posing new challenges to the operators interviewed .In relation to stigmatization, 

none of the practices identified can completely overcome  this issue. Even in the Emporia, the 

assignment of the electronic card, according to some operators of Caritas, is per se an element of stigma. 
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However  the Emporia represents an attempt to at least mitigate the stigma associated to food assistance 

by presenting the Emporia as close as possible to a common supermarket, thus trying to present the 

practice of “buying” food at the Emporia as the common practice of “buying food at supermarkets”. The 

birth of Emporia, according to some operators, has been appreciated by AGEA, since they operate as 

wholesalers for FEAD food and all the paper reporting has become easier to manage through the 

Emporia (from the interview with Caritas Pisa). This could favour the further spread of the practice.. 

4.2 Transformative capacity of practices analyzed 

In light of the strengths and weaknesses of food assistance practices analyzed it emerges that charitable 

organizations are in a unique position to act as spokesperson between the poor and governments. It also 

emerged that a “self-reflexive process” –along the line researched by Elmes et al. 2016 –has  started 

within charitable organizations, who are re-thinking their role towards the achievement of food and 

nutrition security in Tuscany and beyond. Charitable organizations are constrained in taking effective, 

strategic action against the root causes of poverty by the urgency to deal with daily operations and 

necessities, in what we have described as a tension between their witness function, which put them in the 

unique position to advocate for the poor, and their ordinary management function, which is every day 

“business as usual” functions, absorbing time and energies and that makes “the means become the ends” 

(Lorenz, 2012:395).   

Recently Caritas’ counselling centres have faced not only a higher number of requests, but also a higher 

level of complexity of the phenomenon of poverty. In many cases, food assistance is the most immediate 

response the organizations are able to put in place, partly because individuals in need tend to seek for aid 

when they are struggling and need to satisfy immediate basic needs. However, managing food aid is 

becoming more and more time consuming and requires charitable organizations to display significant 

human and material resources. Stakeholders are aware of the limits of their actions in the face of broader 

needs and of the necessity to find a way to help people by “fostering their resilience” (interview with 

Caritas Lucca, 2015). 

A potential line of action  is raising awareness with respect to existing needs, which they know sometimes 

better than specific institutional actors. In practice terms, for example, it could be advisable avoiding 

excessive emphasis on the enormous amount of meals provided, tons of food donated or recovered and 

always larger numbers of people receiving help. The unintended effect of this kind of communications – 

also due to the high visibility given by media to charitable activities – could be giving the impression of a 

solved problem, something that food banks, partly, and their corporate donors, mostly, are blamed for by 

academics (Booth and Whelan, 2014; Riches and Silvasti, 2014). Rather, unaddressed needs should be 

highlighted, for example by emphasizing the number of individuals they have to turn away, tons of food 

they have to purchase and health necessities, cultural and dietary preferences that, despite everything, 

they fail to meet.  

A challenging issue raised by many authors from different European countries is the lack of a systematic 

food insecurity and food charity monitoring (Silvasti and Karjalainen, 2014; Lambie-Mumford et al., 2014; 

Perez de Armino, 2014; Pffeifer et al., 2011). As is in our case study organizations, available statistics are 

often collected by churches and charitable organizations’ volunteers, in order to keep track of their own 

activities and performances and there are differences in the way data are collected, level of detail, 

reliability, interpretation. Not to mention the fact that each organization is only able to keep track of those 

who turn to them, but not of all the households in need. “The serious shortage in data collection 

concerning hunger and food insecurity including general lack of official monitoring, reliable statistics and 

time series indicates not only neglecting the problem but also denying it” (Riches and Silvasti, 2014:207). 

What charitable organizations can immediately do is to push the state and local governments and 

institutions to take part and coordinate appropriate mechanisms of monitoring.  
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The pathways for change towards FNS, drafted during the workshops, include broadening the range of 

action in unusual directions. For example:  

 Charitable organizations, such as Caritas, FBAO and the others, together with civil society and 

third sector organizations, should encourage and promote coordinated actions in order to 

implement a shared communication strategy; 

 These organizations, as well as researchers and public institutions dealing with poverty, should 

commit towards the creation of a single platform in order to share data and information from all 

the relevant stakeholders; 

 All these actors should promote, under the State coordination, the implementation of a 

mechanism of monitoring and specific indicators of the state of need, causes of vulnerability, 

available responses from all the relevant stakeholders and the ability to mobilize both 

public/collective and private/market resources; 

 Charitable organizations should continue in parallel to work on improving the efficiency of the 

current management of food assistance, for example through training initiatives; 

 Civil society, charitable organizations, third sector and all the other relevant private and public 

stakeholders involved in food assistance might engage in a debate on the right to food and 

remind State Parties to the ICESCR (International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural 

Rights) of their obligation to respect, protect and fulfil the human right to adequate food and 

nutrition.  
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ANNEXES 

ANNEX 1 – List of interviews, interviewees, affiliation, date, type 

Number Name(s) Affiliation Date Type  

1 Marco Lucchini 
Italian Food Bank 

Foundation 
18/2/2015 Skype interview 

2 Donatella Turri Caritas Lucca 7/7/2015 In person interview 

3 Francesco Manciocco Ti Coltivo farm 7/10/2015 In person interview 

4 Luciano Rossetti Coop retailer 9/10/2015 In person interview 

5 
Giulia Lombardo, Marta Zanieri e 

Daniele Lanini 
“Senza Spreco”  9/10/2015 In person interviews 

6 Leonardo Carrai Banco Alimentare Toscana 14/10/2015 In person interview 

7 
Paola Garvin, Stefania Comparini, 

Luca Puccetti, Cosimo Romano 
Tuscany Region 21/10/2015 In person interviews 

8 Luca Tomei  University of Pisa 19/11/2015 In person interview 

9 Luca Grandi  Caritas Grosseto 27/11/2015 Skype interview 

10 Alessio Cavicchi, Cristina Santini 
Unviersity of Macerata, 

Unversity San Raffaele 
30/11/2016 Skype interview 

11 
Andrea de Conno and  Antonio 

Minghi 
Società della Salute, Pisa 10/12/2015 In person interviews 

12 
Alessandro Buti e Gabriele 

Chianucci, 
Caritas Arezzo 16/12/2015 Skype interviews 

13 Umberto Ottolina 
Emporio della Solidarietà 

di Prato 
17/12/2015 

Visit to Emporia and in 

person interview 

14 Dalia Venco Caritas Prato 17/12/2015 In person interview 

15 Marcello Suppressa Caritas Pistoia 18/12/2015 Skype interview 

16 Giovanni Tondo,  Caritas Siena 21/12/2015 Skype interview 

17 Emanuele Morelli Caritas Pisa 21/12/2015 In person interview 

18 Simone Picchi Caritas Livorno 13/1/2016 Skype interview 

19 Marzio Mori, Beatrice dall’Olio Caritas Firenze 15/1/2016 In person interviews 

 

Number Attendance to public events Date and place 

1 
“Dire, fare, partecipare per nutrire il 

pianeta”  

13/3/2015 - organized by Caritas, Seminario Arcivescovile, 

Lungarno Pacinotti, Florence, Italy. 

2 “The Food Bank”  
3/3/2015 – Presentation of the Food Bank Tuscany by Leonardo 

Carrai to Rotary Club in Colle Val d’Elsa, Siena, Italy. 

3 
“Caritas and the Emporia of 

Solidarity in Pisa” 
20/5/2015 – University lecture, Emanuele Morelli, Pisa, Italy. 

4 “Together with Pope Francis” 3/10/2015 – Private Hearing with the Pope, Vatican City, Rome. 
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5 
“Dossier 2015 sulle povertà in 

Toscana. E sia pane per tutti.” 
15/10/2015 – Presenation annual report, Caritas Tuscany 

6 
“Giornata nazionale per la colletta 

alimentare”  

28/11/2015 – Food Bank national Food Drive, direct participation 

as volunteer in the Coop Store in Prato, Italy. 

 

ANNEX 2 - Questionnaire for semi-structured interviews 

Part 1 – Gaining knowledge on the practice 

1. How was the practice established and for which reasons? 

2. How does the practice work? What are the rules that shape the practice? 

o Skills, competencies: actors  

o Claims, values: meanings and rules  

o Assets, materials, resources  

o Numbers and data 

Part 2 – Gaining knowledge on the evolution of the practice 

3. Scaling up o out? 

4. Imitation? 

Part 3 – Understanding the food assistance system 

5. Links and connections: what is your network? Who are you in connection to? 

(Show the map, actors, connections, resources…)  

Part 4 – Understanding vulnerabilities 

6. Who are the vulnerable groups addressed? How are they changing?  

7. What vulnerabilities do you address?  

Examples: 

o Waste and surplus  

o Food affordability 

8. What do you think your practice is vulnerable to? 

Social Internet use Ageing ….  

Environment Adverse 
events… 

   

Economic… Retailers 
promotions 

   

 
9. Do you determine any type of vulnerability? And for whom? Does anyone raise some conflict or attack by 

someone? 

Example: Creating a parallel market, low prices but not aiming at vulnerable groups. 

TABELLA 1 - MAIN HAZARDS REPORTED BY MEDIA. SOURCE: WP2 NATIONAL REPORT ITALY 

Ecological Social Economic Political Technological 

Climate change Food waste Economic crisis 
Political 

inefficacy 

Accidental food 
contamination 

Bad weather Frauds 
Financial 
speculation 

Public budget 
constraints 

GMOs 
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Agrochemical use Criminality Energy costs  
Intensive 
livestock/farming 

Pollution Strikes Land competition   

Animal/plants 
disease diffusion 

Food industry 
commercials 

Credit crunch   

 Modern lifestyles    

 

Part 5 – Pre-workshop questions for Caritas members (from workshop guidelines): 

10. What are the long-term objectives of the initiative? (in this case, it is referred to Caritas commitment against 
food poverty and not to its general mission) 

11. Can initiative members give some preliminary ideas of what would be needed for this type of initiative to make a 
significant contribution to food and nutrition security in Europe? 

12. Which elements are, or could be, relevant to the initiative and to its future success or failure?  

13. Which actors are relevant to future success (including actors which could positively and negatively affect future 
success)? (To take into consideration as potential participants to the workshops) 

14. Who can provide critical, useful outside perspectives on the initiative? (idem as q. 13) 

 

ANNEX 3 – List of references for the literature review  

“The Role And Effectiveness Of Food Assistance In High Income Countries: A Critical Literature Review” 

presented by Sabrina Arcuri at the 2nd International Conference on “Agriculture in an Urbanizing Society. 

Reconnecting Agriculture and Food Chains to Societal Needs”, 17-19 September 2015 in Rome, Italy. 
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ANNEX 4 - Definitions of poverty and main data trends in Italy (ISTAT, 2015). 

Italian Official statistics by ISTAT distinguish two definitions of poverty: 

1) Absolute poverty. The absolute poverty basket is the set of goods and services that , in the Italian 

context , are considered essential to a family or household to achieve a minimally acceptable standard of 

living. The absolute poverty line is the minimum expenditure required to acquire the goods and services 

included in the absolute poverty basket. The absolute poverty line varies based on family size, 

composition, age, geographical area and size of municipality of residence. 

In 2014, 1 million and 470 thousand households ( 5.7 % of those residents) was living in absolute 

poverty (for a total of 4 million 102 thousand people, 6.8 % of resident population). After two years of 

increases , the incidence of absolute poverty remained substantially stable. Absolute poverty is also 

stable in geographical areas, it came to 4.2 % in the North , 4.8% in the Centre and 8.6% in the South. 

Absolute poverty remains almost double in the small towns of southern Italy compared with that 

observed in the metropolitan areas. The opposite happens in the North, where absolute poverty is 

higher in urban areas (7.4%) compared to the other municipalities (3.2% among the larger and 3.9 % 

among smaller ones). There is an evident poverty gap between citizens and foreigners: absolute 

poverty it is more widespread in households composed by foreigners than in households composed only 

by citizens. In the North and Central Italy poverty among foreign families is more than 6 times higher 

than that of the Italian families, while in the South it is about triple. 

2) Relative poverty. Relative poverty is a parameter that expresses the economic difficulties in the 

affordability of goods and services, in relation to geographical areas, and the average economic 

standard at national level. The relative poverty line for a family of two components is equal to the 

average expenditure per person in the country (or the spending per capita and is obtained by dividing the 

total expenditure on household consumption by the total number of members). In 2014 this expenditure 

is amounted to 1041.91 Euros monthly. Equivalent spending is calculated by dividing the value of family 

spending by an equivalence coefficient that allows to compare levels of spending of families of different 

sizes. Equivalence scales are a set of correction coefficients used to determine the poverty line if 

families have a number of different components of two. For example, the poverty line for a family of four 

is equal to 1.63 times the two components (EUR 1698.31), the threshold for a family of six is 2.16 times ( 

2250.53 Euros). 

Like for absolute poverty, relative poverty is stable and involves, in 2014 , 10.3 % of families and 12.9% 

of the residents, for a total of 2 million 654 thousand households and 7 million 815 thousand people. 

Stability is confirmed over the previous year, by geographical area and the improvement of the condition 

of households headed by a person seeking employment (the incidence of relative poverty decreased 

from 32,3 % to 23.9 %) or residents in small towns in the South (from 25.8 % to 23.7 %) where such 

improvement is in contrast to the slight worsening in large municipalities than the previous year (from 

16.3 % to 19.8 %). 
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ANNEX 5  - Regional Health Service partition (3 broader areas) and provinces (10). 

Within the regional level, Tuscany is divided into 10 provinces (currently waiting to be reformed by the 

national Government). A separate division concerns 3 main Health Service Units (USL), recently 

reformed in order to harmonize social and health services (previously provided by 12 different units 

Figure 13 below). An intermediate level is that of “Società della Salute” (Health District) an organizational 

aggregation aiming at integrating the services and activities of municipalities and health agencies and 

working to give people unitary answers to social, health and social needs. These represent the main 

point of contact and access to territorial services. Together with Regional and National Government, 

these are the main public actors interacting - in many different ways - in food assistance provision. 

FIGURE 13 - REGIONAL HEALTH SERVICE PARTITION IN BROADER AREAS AND PROVINCES  
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ANNEX 6 - From PEAD to FEAD: critical aspects and potentialities of EU funding shifts
20 

The origins of the European funding. The issue of food poverty is not new in the EU institutions: the 

European program of aid to the most deprived is active since 1987 in Europe (Programme Européen 

d’aide Alimentaire aux plus Démunies - PEAD), born within the CAP, the Common Agricultural Policy, 

with the goal to donate surpluses of European agricultural production to charities that help the poor (Reg. 

3730/87, laying down general rules for the supply of certain bodies of food from intervention stocks for 

distribution to deprived persons in the Community). The goal was the reduction of intervention stocks 

while ensuring ample supply of foodstuffs to the poorest people in the EU.  In 2011 in the EU more than 

31 thousands charitable organizations were benefiting from the EU program reaching 18.9 million people 

(35% of the poor people of the 20 beneficiary Member States). The number of recipients in Italy, 

benefiting from EU resources, grew from 2,7 million in 2010, to 3,4 million in 2011, 3,7 million in 2012 up 

to over 4 million in 2013 (Maino et al. 2016).  

Reasons for change. The CAP revisions that have occurred over the years, substantially reducing the 

amount of surplus, have also led to a transformation of PEAD. This substantial change to the program in 

recent years has seriously jeopardized its refinancing due to the opposition of six member countries - 

Germany, Sweden, Czech Republic, United Kingdom, Denmark and Netherlands - which in 2011 had 

obstructed the Commission's proposal for the continuation of PEAD for the years 2012 and 2013. The 

reasons behind this opposition essentially concern the fact that the program should have been 

transferred from agricultural policy to social policy hence under a de facto responsibility of Member 

states and a substantial reduction in terms of resources (from 480 million euro to 113.5 million euro). The 

intervention of the European Commissioner for Agriculture and Rural Development, Ciolos, backed by 

supporters of PEAD countries (mainly France, Italy and Belgium), has enabled the funding of the 

Programme for the biennium 2012-2013 for 480 million euro planned originally. 

The new Fund for European Aid to the most Deprived (FEAD) was proposed in 2012 by the 

European Commission and strongly supported by the European Parliament as a practical tool to assist 

the disadvantaged and show the solidarity of the European Union. The proposal of FEAD is a novelty in 

the European legislative landscape, because until now the issue of extreme poverty was entirely 

delegated to the competence of the individual Member States. The overall objective is promoting social 

cohesion contributing to the achievement of poverty reduction target of the Europe 2020 Strategy. The 

specific objectives are to support national programs that until now do not provide financial assistance to 

deprived people through partner organizations and help to coordinate efforts, develop and introduce 

tools to promote the social inclusion. 

The years of change. 2014 was a crucial year for European policy and measures combating poverty 

and social exclusion because it set the beginning of the new seven-year programming of FEAD in place 

of PEAD started in 1987. The following table summarizes the main changes. 

 PEAD FEAD 

Policy Agricultural policy Social policy 

Type of 
intervention 

Distribution of food 
products 

Delivers a non- economic assistance ( food and / or 
basic consumer goods ) and social inclusion 
measures 

European budget, 
annual 

Budget 2013: 500 milion € 
for all member States 

Budget 2014: approximately 500 million euro 
(excluding national share expenditure) to all 
participating States 

                                                      
20

 Largely based on: http://s2ew.caritasitaliana.it/materiali/Area_Riservata/europa/Seminario_Europa-
Laboratorio_C_Dal_Pead_al_Fead.pdf, Accessed on 6/7/2016. Authors’  translation. 

http://s2ew.caritasitaliana.it/materiali/Area_Riservata/europa/Seminario_Europa-Laboratorio_C_Dal_Pead_al_Fead.pdf
http://s2ew.caritasitaliana.it/materiali/Area_Riservata/europa/Seminario_Europa-Laboratorio_C_Dal_Pead_al_Fead.pdf
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National share 
expenditure 

Voluntary participation (20 
member states) 

Compulsory participation, at least for 15% of 
admissible expenditure 

Budget for Italy 100 million € in 2013 85 million € in 2014 

 

Access to FEAD by Member States. Each Member State shall submit to the Commission an 

Operational Programme 1 and 2 of implementing the Fund for the period from 1 January 2014 to 31 

December 2020. The operational programs are drawn up by Member States or any authority designated 

by the State in cooperation with all relevant stakeholders and, where appropriate, the competent 

regional, local and other public authorities. The stakeholders in Italy were: Rossa Italiana, Caritas 

Italiana, Fondazione Banco Alimentare, Banco delle opere di Carità, Associazione “Sempre insieme per 

la pace”, Comunità di Sant’Egidio e Associazione Banco Alimentare Roma. Through the approval of 

national programs (for which 3.8 billion euro until 2020 were made available), material assistance which 

covers food, clothes and other items for personal hygiene is offered to recipients. It is a program that 

must go hand in hand with national policies oriented to social integration. National authorities can decide 

whether to buy food and goods, and supply them to partner organizations or whether directly fund the 

latter. In Italy the Operational Program covers four different goals that need work: beyond food poverty, 

material deprivation of children and young people in schools, food and educational deprivation of 

children and young people in disadvantaged areas of Italy, and material deprivation by homeless and 

other vulnerable people. 

Critical issues: continuity from PEAD to FEAD (the operational program should favour continuity and 

not rupture from previous resources distribution routines), construction of inclusion projects without 

overlapping on other social funds (need for targeting), connection of the measures to the public network 

of territorial services (need for monitoring). 

 

 



   

 

 

‘LOCAL’ LEVEL ANALYSIS OF FNS 

PATHWAYS IN ITALY  
The case of land access in the  

metropolitan area of Rome 

 

 

1-10-2016 
Authors: Stefano Grando, Alba Pietromarchi, 

Patrizia Desideri, Luca Colombo (FIRAB) 

  

 

 

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Seventh Framework 

Programme ‘Assessment of the impact of global drivers of change on Europe's food security’ 

under grant agreement no: 613532 

  



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS pathways in Italy  

   

 

 

 1  

About TRANSMANGO: 

TRANSMANGO is an international research project that aims to explore diverse transition pathways to a 
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guidelines for local level analysis of FNS Pathways’ (transmango.eu). The guiding research questions for 

the Work Package 6 ‘local’ level analysis were: 

1. To what extent, and how, do the selected FNS practices / pathways reflect novel 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The case study addresses the issue of access to public land for professional farming activities within the 

metropolitan area of Rome, analyzing the grassroots campaigning initiatives on the one side, and the 

policy measures on the other, and with a focus on the effects that these initiatives can have for food 

security and resilience in Rome.  

 

Rome Municipality has a population of about 2.8 million people and represents the largest Italian 

municipality in terms of surface area (1.285km2) and Utilized Agricultural Area (43,271 ha in 2010, 

according to the latest agricultural census (with a quite surprising positive trend, if compared to the 

37.035ha estimated in the 2000 census)
1
. The city’s peri-urban historical heritage includes urban and 

archeological parks, natural protected areas and agricultural land. Professional farming is practiced in 

various suburban green areas, and many others have the potential for it. The Total Agricultural Area 

(57,960 ha), in 2010 covered 45% of the total area of the Rome Municipality.  

Rome is by now considered a "metropolitan area". In 2011, 35% of the residents in the Province of Rome 

lived outside the Capital city, compared to 23% in 1981. 15 Municipalities around Rome accounted for 

more than 30.000 dwellers and seven for more than 50.000. The boundaries for agriculture and the 

interconnection between the city and the neighboring countryside should thus be considered in a physical 

and social broader sense than just administrative.  

The municipal area of Rome is characterized by different forms of urban and peri-urban agriculture, 

ranging from community-based urban gardens (150 mapped in Rome
2
), to various forms of social 

agriculture for the inclusion of marginalized groups, to well-established professional farms (2.656 in 2010, 

compared to 1.893 ten years earlier
3
, another feature which witnesses the particular dynamism of the 

primary sector in the area).  

TABLE 1 FARMS RECORDED FROM 1990 TO 2010 CENSUS 

Year Lazio region Rome province Rome municipality 

1990             221.985                    66.386                   5.139  

2000             189.505                    51.397                   1.893  

2010               98.216                    21.631                   2.656  

 

Each of these typologies present specific characteristics in relation to issues like land tenure, production 

methods, multifunctional farming, networking, formal and informal arrangements, and dialogue with local 

administrations. Besides, the presence of forms of traditional retailing where local products are marketed 

(street markets, corner shops, informal stalls) is a well know feature of Roman life, representing a typical 

form of relations between the urban context and the surrounding countryside (the so-called "agro 

romano"). The culture of quality, in this context, informs part of food consumption patterns and becomes 

an important opportunity for urban and peri-urban farmers.  

                                                      
1
 Source: https://www.comune.roma.it/PCR/resources/cms/documents/settima_Inchiesta_settore_agroalimentare.pdf 

2
 Source: http://www.zappataromana.net/mappa/. 

3
 Source: University "Roma Tre" (2013): VII survey on the Job market in Rome - The agro-food sector in Rome and in 

the "Agro Romano", Rome Municipality: https://www.comune.roma.it/pcr/it/aepfl_osl_anm_7inch.page. It must be 
noticed that this number may be overestimated as some farms are registered in Rome, but are established in other 
areas (however, this does not influence the positive trend). 

https://www.comune.roma.it/PCR/resources/cms/documents/settima_Inchiesta_settore_agroalimentare.pdf
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Youth unemployment and attractiveness of alternative forms of living are leading to an increased interest 

in agriculture by young people, including graduates and those with an urban background (we refer here 

mainly to the perspective of professional farming, yet urban gardens may also be interested). In 

particular, there is a growing activism for access by young farmers to the significant amount of farming 

land that is potentially available in Rome, mostly held in public hands. At national level, new regulations 

and policies (the Decree on liberalizations in 2012, the Decree "Terre vive" in 2014) made the legal frame 

more supportive to these claims. 

In the last years various grassroots initiatives aimed at pushing competent local administrations (Rome 

Municipality, the Province of Rome, the Lazio Region) towards the distribution of public land to (young) 

farmers, were promoted to grant an easier access to professional farming activity. Among them the 

"Coordinamento Romano per l'accesso alla terra" (Roman coordination for access to land), a network set 

up by a group of young farmers and gathering various organizations and potential beneficiaries), was 

particularly active in organizing a mobilization based on public initiatives like flash-mobs, symbolic 

occupations of abandoned areas, meetings, educational seminars and active participation to academic 

and institutional conferences.  

Some important results have been achieved in 2014. Two tenders have been published in relation to the 

use of public land in the Lazio Region. The first one has been promoted by the Regional Agency for 

Agricultural Development and Innovation (ARSIAL) with the twofold objective of enhancing access for 

young farmers to agricultural land and of protecting the quality of the land stock owned by the Region for 

economic and social purposes. Another bid has been promoted directly by the Municipality of Rome, 

which published the bid "Terre pubbliche ai giovani agricoltori" (Public land to young farmers), inspired by 

the "Coordinamento" initiatives. 

Overall, 10 individual young farmers and cooperatives set up a newly established farm, based on these 

assignments. Probably not a great achievement. Nevertheless, once put in a historical context, it may 

anyway appear as a significant progress: at the time of Italy reunification and the fall of the Church 

temporal power, in 1870, 30% of the land belonged to ecclesiastical institutions, 40% to aristocrats and 

the remaining 30% was rented from these two constituencies to renters usually serving their interests.  

 

The case study in relation to Transmango key issues 

The case study is meant to address some of the Transmango key issues and research ambitions, as 

briefly described below.  

 

 Understanding of systemic complexity of FNS relations.  

Land access and urban farming in the metropolitan area of Rome are strictly linked to issues such as land 

tenure regulation, urban and peri-urban planning, green infrastructures, youth and unemployment, access 

to suitable markets for local farmers, social mobilization, food education. Thus, complexity is a key 

element to be explored.   

 Multi-dimensionality and multi-scalar nature of FNS factors and vulnerabilities. 

Various vulnerability factors for FNS are potentially addressed by these initiatives. Among them, 

economic crisis, social welfare cuts, weakening of political action, impoverishment, social marginalisation 

in the peripheries, low awareness of environmental and social impacts of food chains, diffusion of 

unhealthy food. An analysis of the case study with regard to vulnerability factors and vulnerability areas, 

developed through the application of a "vulnerability matrix", will be provided in section 2.2.4. 

 Policy as one of the system drivers. 
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The land access issue is intrinsically linked to the policy sphere in fields like land and urban planning, 

infrastructures, support to farming and regulation on food production and distribution. In particular, the 

adoption of the Municipality Masterplan in 2008 allowed an increased availability of the land owned or 

controlled by the Administration. This is a consequence of the implementation of the "compensation 

planning system", described in the following chapters, which brings new environmentally sensitive areas 

under the management of the municipality. 

 Centrality of systemic interrelations and re-assembling of spaces, resources, actors. 

The case study focuses on practices of re-appropriation and new utilisation of urban and peri-urban areas 

towards the development of multifunctional agriculture. In a metropolitan area marked by an intense and 

long-standing human presence. These processes entail a re-assemblage of spaces, infrastructures, 

functions, communities of practice and governance dynamics. Even a re-organisation of institutional 

competences is on-going, as it will be shown by the case of the "Castel di Guido" agricultural estate, 

owned by the Lazio Region and managed so far by the Rome Municipality and currently back under 

Regional custody, in view of a possible assignment to farmers cooperatives (mobilizing for that). These 

multiple dynamics provide challenges and opportunities to policy actors, but also to the business sector 

and to civil society itself. 

2. CASE STUDY DEVELOPMENT 

2.1. Research questions & Methods  

 

The case-study aims at exploring, and at providing answers to, the following research questions: 

 What are the key elements enabling or hindering access to farming land in the urban and peri-

urban area of Rome, in particular for young people? 

 Which role social mobilization and bottom-up initiatives can play to facilitate the creation of 

transparent and effective procedures for access to land and urban farming promotion? 

 Which are the aims and the strategies of young would-be farmers in Rome? 

 Which contribution urban and peri-urban farming can give to food and nutrition security in a 

metropolitan area like Rome? 

 How ideal and plausible scenarios on access to land can orient access to land and, ultimately, 

FNS policies and practices in the Metropolitan area of Rome? 

 

The research has been conducted through a desk analysis followed by some interviews and enriched by 

a scenario workshop articulated into two separate meetings. The following main steps have shaped the 

process. 

1. A desk-based analysis has been carried out to develop the explorative phase of the research. The 

research scrutinised policy documents, media articles, scientific and gray literature pertinent to land 

access and urban agriculture. This work led to a preliminary assessment of the relevance of the case 

study and to the identification of vulnerability factors and vulnerable groups likely to be targeted by an 

improved access to public land. Scrutinised literature was referred to the metropolitan area of Rome, but 

also to higher geographical and institutional levels (Province, Region, State) when deemed pertinent. 

2. A two-day scenario workshop has been organised with various actors, experts and stakeholders. This 

step (not formally required in this case-study) has been deemed a helpful exercise bringing additional 

elements to the study. At the same time, it has been developed in order to provide a space of debate and 
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a range of suggestions for the activity of individuals and organizations that are variously involved and/or 

interested in the initiatives. 

3. The results of the explorative phase and workshops have been then elaborated. Some additional 

interviews have been carried out to integrate the collected information and to harvest some final 

reflections. Attention has been paid in particular to good practices, critical points, ideological and 

pragmatic considerations, hampering and supporting factors, further opportunities and possible threats for 

the development of the initiatives, with specific focus on the implications for food and nutrition security.  

4. Research findings have been also analysed through the lens of the Vulnerability Matrix (VM) for FNS 

developed in WP2.  

These methodological steps are related to the research question, also in order to operationalise them, as 

follows: 

TABLE 2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OPERATIONALISATION 

Research questions Operationalisation 

What are the key elements enabling and/or 

hindering access to farming land in the urban and 

peri-urban area of Rome, in particular for young 

people? 

Initially through the desk analysis, then integrated 

and validated. 

Which role social mobilization and bottom-up 

initiatives can play to facilitate the creation of 

transparent and effective procedures for access to 

land and urban farming promotion? 

Through desk analysis (step 3) and additional 

interviews (step 5) with regard to the recent past 

and present initiatives; during the workshops (step 

4) as far as future scenarios and plans are 

concerned. 

Which are the aims and the strategies of young 

would-be  farmers in Rome? 

Through the workshops and the interviews with the 

farmers. 

Which contribute urban and peri-urban farming can 

give to food and nutrition security in a metropolitan 

area like Rome? 

Mainly through the final overall reflection on the 

elements harvested during the process (step 5). 

How the ideal and plausible scenarios on access 

to land can orient access to land and, ultimately, 

FNS policies and practices in the Metropolitan area 

of Rome? 

Through the implementation of the workshops 

(step 4) and the reflections on their outcomes (step 

5). 
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2.2. Research findings 

2.2.1 The context  

As mentioned in the introduction, the presence and distribution of arable land in Rome denote some 

relevant peculiarities, due to the history of the "eternal city" as well as to the spatial distribution of the 

contemporary settlements. Before analysing these peculiarities, some general information on the current 

national level regulation on access to land is given, as legislation influences the procedures to be followed 

at municipal level on land tenure, but also because the discussion about governance and public land 

witnesses the regained relevance of this issue at the public level. 

Regulation at the national and municipal level 

At national level the current regulation for land access is marked by some recent acts that pave the way 

to the possibility for the public owned land to be sold or rented to private actors. The two main points of 

references are the Decree on Liberalizations (DL, "Decreto legge 24/01/2012, n. 1) and the Decree "Terre 

vive" (living lands), approved in 2014.  

According to the DL, every year the Ministry of Agricultural, Food and Forestry Policies (MiPAAF) can 

identify and dismiss (through the "Agenzia del demanio", the agency for the management of the public 

properties) portions of publicly owned arable and agricultural land. The same applies to local authorities 

like Regions, Provinces, Municipalities. The procedures give young people (below 35 years old) a priority 

access to the allotments. It must be noted that the overall aim of the measure is more economic than 

social, being focused on the reduction of the public deficit through a more sustained growth (Italian 

Government 2012). The Decree "Terre vive", issued in cooperation with the Ministry of Economics and 

Finance (MEF), gives concrete application to the DL, with some modifications (for example the age limit 

for the land access priority is 40 years old), for 5,500 hectares of public agricultural land. Assigned 

allotments cannot be used for other purposes than agriculture for at least 20 years after the assignment. 

In the Decree "Terre Vive" the stated aim is more explicitly socially-oriented, as argued in the Agenzia del 

demanio website: "With this initiative we aim at giving new life to state-owned land suitable for agriculture, 

transforming them in a job opportunity for the new generations" 

(http://www.agenziademanio.it/opencms/it/terrevive/).  

The two legislative acts give young actual and would-be farmers the opportunity to get access to land, at 

list potentially. Actually, the cost for the land makes young farmers' positions quite weak, and their 

potential priority difficult to be fully valorised. The rationale of the acts - as witnessed by the role played by 

the MEF, is less oriented towards land access policy than towards harvesting financial resources to 

reduce the public deficit. 

With specific attention to the generational rejuvenation in agriculture, the access to financial resources is 

another key issue. A first channel for resources is represented by the II pillar of the Common Agricultural 

Policy (although the criteria adopted in the related tenders are not always tailored on the real new 

farmers' capabilities and needs, as argued below). An interesting option is provided by a recent tender 

issued by the Institute of services for the agro-food market (ISMEA), offering financial support to newly 

established young farmers
4
. A contribution up to 70,000 euros has been made available for new farmers 

under certain personal and administrative requirements and after the presentation of a specific business 

plan. As we will see, even in this case the admission criteria do not fit with the profile of many newly 

established famers. 

                                                      
4
 The "Bando per l'insediamento dei giovani in agricoltura" (Tender for the youth settlement in agriculture, 

DDG 230/2016). 
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Within this national frame, municipalities are often the key actors in terms of power and responsibilities for 

land access, and more generally land management. The specific land use destination is regulated at 

municipal level through the adoption of the Piano Regolatore Generale (Municipal master plan, PRG). 

The PRG is a long term document which is only rarely re-designed (the current Rome PRG, approved in 

2008, replaced the former one approved in 1966) so that political struggles develop on the various 

variants which are approved along the years. With regard to the case of Rome, the Province and the 

Lazio Region have been key institutional actors, too, thanks to the fact that they directly own large 

portions of arable land.         

The Roman situation presents some specificities also due to a particular legal framework that, after the 

adoption of the Municipal Masterplan in 2008, allows an increased land availability with regard to the land 

owned or controlled by the municipality. This is a consequence of the implementation of the 

"compensation planning system", which brings new environmentally sensitive areas under the 

management of the Municipality. According to the compensation system, the construction of new 

buildings can be prohibited by the Municipality in areas owned or acquired by a building company. When 

this happens, the company is then allowed to build elsewhere, but only if the bonded area is handed over 

for free to the Municipality. About 700 hectares of potentially available public land suitable for agriculture 

in the Rome province (owned by various public institutions: Municipality, the Province of Rome, the Lazio 

Region and ARSIAL) are due to "compensations". 

 

The spatial context 

The Rome territory is characterised by the coexistence of built and green areas that can be found not only 

in the outskirts of the city, but even in areas closer to the city centre. This can be explained, among other 

reasons, by the presence of historical villas, and archaeological sites that prevented those areas to be 

built, yet not necessarily with their adequate valorisation. Areas with high ecological values in terms of 

landscape and biodiversity, also favoured by the presence of two rivers (Tevere and Aniene) and other 

wetlands, are also present around and within the city borders.  

The combination of an impressive peri-urban historical heritage and a rich ecological diversity of the 

countryside is a specific feature of roman periphery and outskirts, which nevertheless coexist with large 

portions of territory that are abandoned or marked by the wild and irrational urbanization that took place 

after the second world war. 

Besides, new settlements invaded the roman countryside in more recent years, sometimes connecting 

Rome with already existing villages. This happens in particular, but not exclusively, along the main roads 

departing from the town in all directions, often without, or regardless, any planning regulation (Malusardi 

1989). Hence, in the peri-urban area the spaces suitable for agriculture have often to compete with other 

destinations of use for which a strong economic and/or social pressure exists (housing, transport 

infrastructures).  

In particular, the influence of the building sector must be underlined. Some well-established family-owned 

building companies traditionally exercise a strong economic power and wield great influence on the 

municipal administration and policies. The lobbying pressure exercised by the powerful building sector is 

at the roots of one of the most peculiar forms of agriculture in the “Agro Romano”. It is the so-called 

"agricoltura di attesa" (that could be translated as "waiting for agriculture"), where no farming business 

plans are established and only residual agricultural activities are carried out, as the landowners are just 

waiting for those areas to become suitable for urbanisation. 

This complex and contradictory urbanization process leaves, even nowadays, wide non-built spaces, with 

a mosaic landscape in the Agro Romano. Agricultural land uses are prevailing, but with clusters of 
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residential, services and industrial areas (Barbati et al. 2013), which make Rome looking very different 

from the more compact urban settlement that characterizes other large Italian cities, and make any land 

planning "extraordinary difficult" (Krumholz 1992). 

According to the Municipality of Rome (2009, quoted in Dell’Orco, 2010) “the green areas in fact make up 

two-thirds of the entire municipal landscape: one third of the city's territory consists of agricultural land 

and another third of protected areas subject to a rigorous regime of environmental safeguard”.  

 

Forms of urban agriculture in Rome 

In this spatial and geographical context, the Municipal area of Rome is characterized by different forms of 

urban and peri-urban agriculture. They range from professional farming to community-based urban 

gardens, to various forms of social agriculture aimed at the inclusion of physically, mentally and socially 

disabled people. These practices can be grouped as follows (Dell’Orco 2012, Uttaro 2012): 

 small scale semi-subsistence farming, performed by single households in small plots of land 

along the river banks of the Tevere and of the Aniene or in other marginal areas; 

 recently but rapidly emerging initiatives of collective urban gardens, mainly aiming at enhancing 

the quality of life and with cultural and recreational purposes. In some cases a specific social aim 

is identifiable (just to give two examples: the urban garden "Eutorto" has been established by the 

former employees of the electronic company Eutelia after being fired; in the "Orto Capovolto" 

young disabled people -mainly affected by autism- are trained in agriculture under the supervision 

of a group of therapists).  

 pastoralism, mainly sheep rearing, which characterises almost abandoned green spaces even 

quite close to the city centre. This is also one of the typical ways in which the building sector 

companies occupy the land (the already mentioned agricoltura di attesa), in the perspective of 

future building permissions. As it will be explained below, some shepherds, used to occupy 

informally (and illegally) portions of public land eventually assigned to young farmers, refuse to 

leave them. 

 professional farming, mainly placed in suburban areas. In some cases, farms are managed in 

form of cooperative or are associated at local level to benefit from collective services. These 

experiences are led by groups of farmers inspired by social or political ideals, but also capable of 

a (alternative) market-oriented approach. Experiences like the cooperatives "Agricoltura Nuova" 

and "Cobragor" are exemplary in this sense. Both were established informally in protected areas 

of the Roman outskirts in the late seventies, then received formal permission to farm in those 

areas, and nowadays represent successful multifunctional farms adopting organic methods and 

engaged in short food chains. 

Given the informality of many of these practices, it is difficult to estimate the relative proportions of these 

types of land occupation. It is possible to suppose that the first two types regard a few thousand people 

established in micro areas, whereas the two latter practices involve less people (few hundred) but on a 

relatively extended acreage.  

Each of these typologies is characterised by different aims, interests and values. They presents distinct 

features in relation to issues like land property, production methods, possibility to develop multifunctional 

farming, networking, formal and informal arrangements, relations with local administration. 

The landscape of Roman urban agriculture would not be complete without mentioning two large farms 

directly managed by the Municipality (the “Tenuta del Cavaliere” and the already mentioned “Castel di 
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Guido”). These farms, converted to organic farming, represent a significant potential for food provisioning 

and multifunctionality, not least because of their overall large extension (more than 2,5 thousands 

hectares). Currently, their management is deemed not satisfactory by both institutional actors and 

activists
5
, but their existence is in itself an opportunity that could be better exploited in the future. 

 

Short food chains: from street markets and corner shops to consumer groups and box schemes 

As far as retailing patterns are concerned, the city of Rome nowadays presents the common features of a 

large metropolitan area of a western country, with the diffusion of big corporate retailers and discount 

shops. Nevertheless, the role of local street markets and corner shops is still relevant in terms of both 

market share and social life.  

In the last 15-20 years innovative models of short chain delivery of food have been created by producers 

and citizens actions, occasionally supported by the public administration and are still growing at city or 

regional level. 

Consumers and producers started organizing themselves since the early 1990s. Consumers, following 

the experiences of fair consumers groups born in Northern Italy, aggregated families’ demand for 

collective purchase of food and other products usually characterised by ethical values. Already in 2011 

more than 90 consumers groups were active in Rome with various organisational models (Fonte et al., 

2011). The growing of consumers groups offered a new market opportunity to many small farmers that 

would find it difficult or inconvenient to supply mainstream retailers. 

A more explicit political engagement characterises the GAS (Gruppi di Acquisto Solidale - Solidarity 

Purchase Groups). They began to spread in Rome in the first years of the last decade, inspired by youth 

social centers, fair trade shops, catholic communities, left-wing political parties, and aiming at giving food 

a fair and remunerative price (Fonte 2013). A network of these initiatives is active on the web
6
. 

Among the producers-led initiatives, about 200 farms are engaged in direct selling
7
 and box schemes, 

even in cooperation with GAS and other consumers' group. Some farms, like the cooperative "Agricoltura 

Nuova", hired a transport company to deliver products throughout the city, in the aim to save time while 

keeping control on the chain. At a different scale,  the farmers' markets initiative "Campagna Amica", 

organised by the Italian largest farmers' organisation (Coldiretti) throughout the country, proved to be 

quite successful in Rome with 8-10 markets active in town: two of them open every day, the others on a 

weekly or monthly basis
8
. 

Specialised retailers are another emerging feature of short food chains in Rome. They find a role in the 

chain, and room for business, connecting farmers and consumers when the former do not have the 

capacity or the willingness to personally engage on direct selling, on-farm or in street markets. The 

retailer "Zolle", established in 2008, is an exemplary case in this regard. It connects producers and 

consumers through a box scheme purchased from small and medium farmers, mainly settled in the 

Roman countryside, personally selected by the company's managers. Products are daily gathered in the 

company's headquarters (in a peripheral neighborhood of Rome), and then re-assembled into the single 

boxes, tailored on customers' needs and wills, to be then delivered throughout the city through a 

                                                      
5
 Personal communications received during intervieews and workshops. 

6
 http://www.retegas.org. 

7
 Interview to Carlo Hausmann, at the time manager of the "Azienda Romana Mercati", the arm of the 

Chamber of Commerce of Rome for the promotion of the agro-food sector, and currently Regional 
Minister for agriculture, hunting and fishery at the Lazio Region. 
8
 Interview to Tony de Amicis, Coldiretti's responsible for Campagna Amica.  
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combination of vans and bicycles. Currently about 20 persons are working for the company; an average 

of 1,300 households receive the box every week (for a total amount of about 2,500 customer 

households), for a turnover of about 2 million euros. The same company was recently offered to open a 

corner shop in one of the main city railway stations to deliver organic local produce: further than for 

business, this is also intended as a showcase for the agro romano, being quality food a touristic attraction 

to liaise with the larger territory. “SpazioBio” is another specialized shop for local organic foodstuff, 

directly owned by farmers aggregated by AIAB (the Italian Organic Farming Association), and having the 

selling point in the Città dell’Altra Economia (the City of the Other Economy), an area allocated to social 

movements by the Rome Municipality a decade ago. 

This evolving landscape of urban short food chain initiatives witnesses an emerging consumers' interest 

for the new concept of food quality based on localness, traceability, direct relation with the producers, 

green production methods and traditionality. Possibly altogether. Small local producers gain a new 

visibility and a role in the public imaginary, after decades of industrial "colonisation" of the urban food 

landscape. Being food secure increasingly means, in the eye of many Roman dwellers, also having 

access to a diversified range of market channels, and to local food productions. 

 

The renewed interest for access to agricultural land in Rome 

It has been argued how in the recent decades social and technological changes transformed the spatial 

distribution of the city and the social habits in relation to food production and consumption. Industrialized 

long food chains became dominant in terms of market shares, while urban settlements invaded the city 

surroundings. 

We have also seen how both the production side (for the availability of public arable land) and the 

consumption side (for the interest in local food and short chains) leave room for a recovery, in new forms, 

of a vibrant urban agriculture.  

In the meantime the economic crisis is still deeply influencing the social context in which urban farming 

activity is developing. Though limited in scale, youth unemployment is leading young people to an 

increasing attention towards this type of agriculture, even when they are graduated and with an urban 

background. In particular, there is growing activism for the access of young farmers to the large amount 

of farming land potentially available in Rome. Conferences and seminars dedicated to this topic are being 

followed by a high number of persons and the same applies to training courses on organic or low input 

agriculture. 

Despite this growing interest in farming, the difficult access to credit for young farmers willing to start up 

agricultural activities is hampering the multiplication of such experiences. High costs of land and 

limitations to loans are often mentioned by economic reports and farmers' organisations
9
 as obstacles to 

the establishment of new farms and the development of new initiatives.  

To sum up, access to agricultural land in the Roman context is hampered by various factors: lack of or 

sporadic political will, unclear distribution of property rights and competences among different 

administrative levels, as well as among various municipal departments themselves, sharp competition for 

the use of land by the building sector, high prices in the arable land market, difficult access to credit. At 

the same time, there are interesting opportunities represented by the large amount of public land, by the 

presence of a critical mass of consumers potentially (or already) interested in local high value products, 

                                                      
9
 http://www.askanews.it/cronaca/agricoltura-cia-per-giovani-sempre-piu--difficile-accesso-al-credito_71193052.htm; 

http://www.ismea.it/flex/files/1/8/b/D.1b62a671dcb5fcb4b8db/Report_Credito_T1_2013__Def.pdf 
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the presence of a number of street markets and corner shops, the increasing diffusion of new forms of 

critical consumption.  

 

2.2.2 The mobilization for the access to land 

The roots of the mobilization for land access can be described as follows. 

Groups of young farmers, already working in existing farms or willing to engage in this activity, gathered 

since 2011 and established two youth farmers' cooperatives ("Co.R.Ag.Gio.
10

" and "Pisacane"), with the 

support of already existing cooperatives like Agricoltura Nuova and Co.Bra.Gor. The role of these well-

established coops, with their experience of social activism and political engagement since the battles for 

the public space occupations of the 1970s, was important to provide initial suggestions and guidance, 

also because some of the most pro-active young activists were actually working for these two previously 

existing cooperatives.  

The cooperatives Co.R.Ag.Gio. and Pisacane
11

 developed their statements and declarations of intent, 

centred on the possibility to create occupation while at the same time recovering abandoned land and 

providing fresh quality food to urban consumers. In both cases, more explicitly in the Pisacane case, 

these endeavours were seen as elements of a wider social and political change in the use of territory
12

.  

On January 2012 a presidium was organised in an estate the Municipality was trying to acquire from its 

private owners (the area of "Tor Marancia": 200 hectares of agricultural land within the archaeological 

park of the "Appia Antica"). This initiative was the cradle for the creation of the "Coordinamento romano 

per l'accesso alla terra" (Roman network for access to land - CRAT), which gathered the two youth 

cooperatives, the two historical ones, plus the socio-ecological networks "Equorete" and "Forum 

Agricoltura Sociale", the environment and urbanistic association "Territorio Roma", the NGOs "Terra 

Onlus" and "Centro Internazionale Crocevia", the Italian Association for Organic Farming (AIAB), the 

trade-union organisations (close to the centre-left political constituencies) ALPA-CGIL, CGIL Rome and 

CGIL Lazio. 

The CRAT organised flash-mobs in front of the Municipality offices and of the ARSIAL headquarters, 

symbolic occupations of abandoned public plots, murales, educational seminars for would-be farmers and 

public meetings under the name "Coltiva il tuo futuro" (Grow your future). 

During the educational seminars, information was given on legal aspects of the procedures for accessing 

to land as well as to the obstacles and opportunities for credit access and to the technical problems 

farmers have to face after the land's assignment. These seminars, hosted by existing farms supporting 

the mobilization like "Agricoltura Nuova", were attended by an unexpected high number of hopeful 

farmers and became an additional lever for the diffusion of the mobilization. The increasing youth 

unemployment, mentioned above, was probably a major lever for this interest.  

Lobby on local authorities and policy makers was another element of the strategy. Meetings with 

municipal and provincial council members and with the head of the regional agency for agricultural 

development (ARSIAL) have been organised to promote the network ideas. The CRAT was also publicly 

received by the Mayor of Rome.  As one of the most engaged activist said in an interview: "It’s our task to 
                                                      
10

 http://www.coop-coraggio.it/. 
11

 The two names refer to the word "courage", obtained through an acronym, and to a 19th century 
socialist patriot respectively.  
12

 Declarations of intents can be found in http://retedellereti.blogspot.it/2013/03/manifesto-dintenti-con-
coraggio-per-una.html for the "Coraggio" and in http://www.legacooplazio.it/agricoltura-nasce-la-
cooperativa-carlo-pisacane/ for the "Pisacane". 
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put pressure on the institutions: we don’t want to wait for their initiatives, and then blaming them for their 

missing or bad interventions. We cannot take their place, but we can give suggestions". 

All the CRAT initiatives were also aimed at attracting attention by local media, in order to gain more 

resonance and increase awareness among citizens and local authorities.  

The catalyst of the mobilization was a declaration of intent called "Vertenza" (literally "dispute"). This 4-

page document, introduced by a quote of the Mahatma Gandhi, aims at submitting to the institution the 

problem of an adequate valorisation of the public land suitable for agriculture in Rome (CRAT 2011). It 

states the objectives of the mobilization with a sophisticated rhetoric. It expresses the need for clear and 

transparent procedures for public land assignment to young farmers, in the aim to recover abandoned 

plots of land while establishing a new alliance between urban farmers and consumers. The document 

describes the steps needed to achieve those objectives: from the public acquisition of the private areas 

where the "compensation planning system" was supposed to enable further buildings to a complete 

mapping of all the agricultural areas under the control of the Municipality. 

It is important to underline that the CRAT was not in favour of public land selling (indicated as the main 

option in the DL and in the Decree "Terre vive): the suggestion was for those areas to be rented to 

farmers (or farming cooperatives) interested in developing agriculture and green services. "We imagine 

the Agro Romano - it was stated in the Vertenza - and the urban agricultural land being managed with the 

creativity, the vitality  [...] the enthusiasm and the openness to the future of the young agricultural 

entrepreneurs". This strong opposition to the selling of public land is witnessed by the CRAT pressure on 

the Lazio Region against the selling of Castel di Guido estate to privates, in favour of a social use under 

public control
13

. 

With regard to the use of the land after the assignment, attention is paid to the potentials of 

multifunctional agriculture, but deeply rooted in food production. "The absurd of our times - it is argued - 

can be visualised in those "vie consolari"
14

 congested by trucks full of products brought to large shopping 

mall, whereas surrounding agricultural land is abandoned".   

It must be noted that the frequent initiatives carried out by the network were meant to preserve the 

participants' engagement. The different priorities of the organisations, but also the unpredictable 

opportunities and problems that the single would-be farmers had to deal with, were a constraint for the 

continuation of the mobilization. One of the responsible of the movement said “one of the main problem is 

to keep the heterogeneous network active for the long time required to get the result”. 

 

The tenders 

Also thanks to the mobilization, two tenders were finally issued in spring 2014 from ARSIAL and from the 

Municipality of Rome. 

The ARSIAL-Regional tender. The first tender has been issued by the ARSIAL on February 2014. It had 

two main objectives: enhancing access for young farmers to agricultural land and protecting the quality of 

the land owned by the Region while using it for economic and social purposes.  A total of 320 hectares for 

the main part in the province of Rome (290 ha) and in the province of Viterbo (30 ha) have been 

interested by the procedure, to be assigned to young farmers for 15 (renewable) years alongside overall 

financial resources for 650,000 euros. 

                                                      
13

 This specific campaign lead the CRAT to meet personally the President of Lazio. http://www.coop-
coraggio.it/blog/tag/coordinamento-romano-accesso-terre/ 
14

 The ancient roman roads connecting the centre of Rome with the countryside and other towns. They 
are still widely used and tend to be congested everyday as they cannot cope with modern traffic levels. 
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The Municipal tender. The second tender has been issued on May 2014, with 4 allotments to be assigned 

in the municipal territory. The tender was meant to be the first step of a wider policy of land distribution 

whose header "Roma, città da coltivare" (Rome, a city to cultivate) expresses the idea that taking care of 

Rome means also promoting agriculture and farming. 

Figure 1 shows the localisation of the allotments identified for the assignment. The black ring, 

representing the speedway that encompasses the city centre and most of (but not all) the periphery, gives 

an idea of the proximity to the centre.  

FIGURE 1. ALLOTMENTS IDENTIFIED FOR THE ASSIGNMENT  BY THE MUNICIPAL TENDER 

 

 

The size of the four areas identified for the assignments ranged from 14 to 33 hectares, with a total 

amount of 97 hectares. A rural building was present and available for use (at least partially) by the 

assignment holders in all of them.  

With regard to this second tender, two main criteria were adopted for the farmers' selection: 

- farmers had to be professional farmers or would-be farmers under 40. Even in the case of 

professional farmers, priority was given to those less than 40 years old; 

- farmers had to present a technical proposal (business and development plan) based on elements like 

multifunctionality, organic or green production methods, preservation of biodiversity and landscape.   

Both these requirements are consistent with the platform developed by the CRAT and promoted in the 

"Vertenza".  

 



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS pathways in Italy  

   

 

 

 16  

Allotments assignments and first problems for the new farmers 

Ten allotments have been assigned (and three others should be in the next future) by the two tenders for 

a total amount of about 400 hectares, for the large part in the Rome municipal area and province.   

In particular, three allotments have been assigned through the Municipal tender to two individual farmers 

and the cooperative "Co.R.Ag.Gio", for a total amount of 83 hectares. As shown in the map in figure 1, all 

of them are quite close to the city centre in an urban- more than peri-urban context. 

The three selected proposals have been chosen out of a group of 104 (another confirmation of the high 

interest for agriculture), submitted in the 80% of the cases by young farmers and for 34% by women. 

Following the selection criteria and the technical proposals, assignment contracts indicated a range of 

activities to be realised in each area alongside food production, like direct selling, didactical farming, 

social gardens, employment of disadvantaged people, a rural restaurant and an adventure park. 

Thereafter, some new farmers had to face organisational and technical problems due to the poor state of 

the soil, but also to the impossibility to use some rural buildings, as foreseen in the assignment contract, 

due to delays in the refurbishment of the structures. This is the case of the rural buildings in the 

"Borghetto San Carlo", assigned to the cooperative "Co.R.Ag.Gio. The land, with an ancient and 

degraded rural building, was owned by one of the most powerful building companies in Rome and was 

given to the Municipality in 2010 in the context of the compensation planning system. According to the 

agreement between the Municipality and the company, the building should have been refurbished by the 

company itself already in 2013. Yet, in the beginning of 2016 nothing had been done yet. This led the 

cooperative to mobilise again in order to raise the media interest and speed-up the process. After a 

demonstration and a flash-mob on March 2016 the Municipality asked the company to behave according 

to the contracts. Yet on May 2016 the cooperative, though already engaged in the actual agricultural 

production, cannot rely upon any premise where machinery and raw materials can be recovered. 

This is just an example of a wider range of problems the farmers have to cope with in the months 

following the assignments. More generally, the scarcity of water and the bad conditions of the soil, which 

had not been farmed for years, and not rarely had become an informal disposal site for any sort of waste 

affected, with different intensity, most of the assignees. As mentioned above, in other cases there is a 

more surprising problem: the former (informal and illegal) users of the land, usually shepherds, do not 

want to leave and it seems to be difficult to have public authorities forcing them to. 

In the meantime the winners of the Municipal tender (not the ARSIAL ones) have to pay an annual rent (a 

few thousands euros, varying according to the assignment size, for an activity which is not yet profitable 

and it does not seem to become profitable for some months to come. Not as a mere provocation, the 

farmers argue that at least in this preliminary phase they should be paid for the recovering of degraded 

land rather than paying a rent. 

Last but not least, there is the well-known problem of credit access. The new more restrictive regulation 

on credit makes more difficult for young farmers with an entrepreneurial idea but without adequate 

guarantees to get access to credit. As mentioned in the Introduction, a recent tender for the funding of 

young first-time farmers' activities issued by ISMEA within the RDP 2014-2020 was expected to provide 

an important financial support for the newly established farmers (up to 70,000 Euros available per each 

farmer, which may eventually be used as a guarantee to get more credit from the banks). Unfortunately 

for them, some of the winners of the two land assignment tenders  were not able to participate because 

they did not comply with the admission criteria (in particular: VAT number got in less than a year before 

the tender, expected income no less than 15,000 Euros per year).  

In the expectations of the new farmers the two tender should have been the beginning of a process more 

than the conclusion, but in spring 2016, no follow-up seems to be visible. The peculiar political moment, 
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with the crisis of the former Municipal council, and the governmental commissary in charge of the current 

affairs from October 2015 to June 2016, is another critical element. The former administration proved to 

be looking at the mobilization with favourable attitude, and farmers are currently waiting for a new truly 

political administration to explore possibilities for some support. The freshly elected majority should –in 

principle- be supportive to those experiences, but no concrete indications are yet available in this respect. 

These difficulties are weakening some of the young farmers which cannot afford to work for months 

without earning any income. The new situations have also transformed the network created around the 

CRAT. The assignment of the allotments to some of the would-be farmers, but not others (some of them 

did not even compete) differentiated interests and priorities. Nowadays the CRAT, yet never explicitly 

dismantled, is not active anymore. Participants are now gathering occasionally, according to each specific 

priorities. The cooperative Pisacane itself does not exist anymore. A new connection has been informally 

established between some of the winners of the tenders ("Coordinamento nuove terre pubbliche", New 

public land network) which has a more specific focus on the practical issues those farmers have to face.  

In more general terms, these initiatives (both the campaigning and the farming activity following the 

assignment) are exposed to the weakening of the activists' commitment. Even if most of them are 

motivated by visions and ideals about how the land should be managed and how food should be 

delivered to urban consumers, the search for a job inevitably plays a major role. Besides, in many cases 

the need for an income is urgent and those people carry out external part-time activities even after being 

assigned the land (at least where assignments have been made to cooperatives), with the result of a 

reduced time dedicated to the farm and a further weakening in the farm's business perspective.    

 

Access to land as an open issue 

Beyond the support to be given to the new farmers, the issue of access to public land in Rome is still 

open with regard to the use of all the remaining agricultural land, and to the Regional farms valorisation 

(so fr managed by the Rome Municipal Administration). In June 2016 an important declaration of interest 

on this regard has been advanced by the leader of the regional branch of Coldiretti. He asked the 

President of the Region to give Coldiretti the opportunity to share among Coldiretti farmers the 20,000 

hectares of land in the hand of the regional administration (plus the 50,000 hectares belonging to the 

"Agrarian Universities" in Lazio, managed as commons). The President replied with a preliminary positive 

answer, and also the Castel di Guido estate was mentioned in the same perspective.  

It is too early to assess whether this could be a viable policy option, yet controversial, which should 

certainly have a relevant impact also in the municipal area of Rome. What is already relevant is the 

entrance in this process of a very powerful and representative player like Coldiretti. This involvement 

would inevitably open opportunities for transformation of wide portions of agricultural land, but also 

conflicts with other actors, and probably a market-oriented development trajectory quite different from the 

social and political CRAT view, at least for the Castel di Guido farm. 

 

2.2.3 Objectives and visions 

The objectives of the mobilization 

The analysis of the activities of the CRAT and of the documents they produced (The Vertenza in the first 

place) and the information directly harvested through interviews and workshops lead to the identification 

of the main objectives of the mobilization. They can be summarised as follows:  

1. the search for an occupation, mainly for young unemployed persons, based on an ethical 

entrepreneurship; 
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2. a useful and socially fair utilisation of public land which is in most of the cases abandoned or used for 

illegal waste disposal, in order to develop a new sustainable relationship between the built city and the 

natural urban areas based on multifunctional faming. In the Vertenza it is stated: "[...] in the urban context 

agriculture and rural life come back to light in the interstitial spaces, on the rivers' banks, refurbishing 

degraded areas"; 

3. the delivery of fresh and nutritious local food to urban dwellers at reasonable prices, with the promotion 

of a more advanced food and nutrition awareness; 

4. a challenge to a narrowly market-oriented vision for the management of public land on the one side 

and for the urban food system on the other, to trigger a transition towards a radical civil and political 

change on land use. 

These four objectives are interlinked and complementary. The search for an occupation is the basic need 

these mobilizations were aimed to address. Yet, this aim has to be pursued, in the eye of the activists, 

through an ethical engagement capable to move towards the achievement of the second and third 

objectives. The fourth one is the more political one and the more ambitious. It is not by chance that 

organic farming is by far the reference production method: this responds to both a development model 

and a better marketing opportunity. 

In general terms these objectives have been agreed by all actors (actually it has been stated in explicit 

terms in the Vertenza and other documents). This converging vision was one of the points of strength of 

the mobilization, in relation to both the activists' commitment and to their coordination.  

However, priorities and ways in which they had to be pursued (in particular the fourth one) were not 

always shared by all the groups. 

 

Converging and conflicting visions 

Some diverging visions emerged in particular around the role farmers (the future and the newly 

established ones) should play in relation to a broader social transformation. Similarly, nuances emerge 

vis-à-vis the engagement of urban communities and the use of public spaces.  

One activist identified this conflict in relation to a distinction between "farmers" and "urbans". The 

"farmers" regard urban farming as a way to produce food with a certain impact on food consumption and 

food habits of the people. The aim of an urban farmer should be firstly focused on improving the food 

urban dwellers have access to. The person suggesting this distinction placed herself among the "farmers" 

and connected this distinction also to the background of each person.  

The "urbans" would be more interested in developing multifunctionality, with agricultural production 

playing a supportive role vis-a-vis a much wider range of services typically oriented towards urban 

consumers/dwellers. An activist supporting this view argued that this distinction is not crucial, as the 

urban settlement of the farms is in this vision an unavoidable condition farmers have to cope with. 

Multifunctionality is not a choice for farms willing to compete on urban markets despite their small size 

and limited capacity to achieve scale economies. At the same time metropolitan areas offer a critical 

mass of people interested on green and ecological services that can guarantee economic viability to 

farms. Food production relevance is not denied, but considered as an element among others in the whole 

picture. 

Related to this distinction is a different way to look at the urban gardens initiatives (social gardening, 

proximity gardening etc.). The "farmers" tend to look at those initiatives as detached from the truly 

agricultural ones, as their focus is on community building and leisure time more than on food production 

per se. The "urbans" perceive them as part of the same mobilization, yet conducted in different forms, 
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towards the development of a range of multifunctional land uses, and with which common activities and 

advocacy should be implemented.  

Another distinction relates to the role of the movement as an element of radical social transformation, 

beyond the land assignment and the farming activity. The "farmer" activist we interviewed expressed the 

need to regard land access as a part of a wider political change in the use of land for social purposes, 

and explained that this vision was not necessarily shared by the "urbans". The battle for the public land 

access is seen in this view as a part of a wider mobilization for a different use of the two farms managed 

by public institutions, but also for a deep land policies reform in wider terms. In this view, the mobilization 

in favour of land assignments should be paralleled by a campaign activity for a new organisation of the 

Castel di Guido farm towards a social use of the land (this is actually a campaign in which some of the 

formers CRAT members are engaged in). In the words of an activist, the opportunity for such a link 

between twin battles has been lost, with priority given only to the establishment of farms in the public 

plots. 

The so-called (but not by themselves) "urbans" argued that this ideological aim is also relevant for them, 

but that they decided to challenge the mainstream "on its field". This means exploring all pathways and 

tools the system offered (advocacy and lobbying, public relations with policy makers and building sector, 

funding and grants for credit access and investments) in parallel to more radical criticism of the dominant 

state of art. In this regard focussing on the assignment of the allotments means pursuing a concrete and 

achievable result, to use as a basis for further development of the mobilization. With the words of another 

activist "even repairing a tractor engine to keep ploughing can be a political act". 

It seems that the actual difference between the two militant areas relied less on visions and ideology than 

on the attitude towards policy makers and local authorities. Some were more open to the search of a 

collaboration with the institutions, whereas others showed a more confrontational attitude. 

A last element of distinction among activists regards the centrality of the need for employment in the eyes 

of the different participants. Some of the activists considered crucial the search for a job, whereas for 

others this was as central as the fight for a social transformation. This is more a practical than an 

ideological point, as it is also related to the personal conditions of each activist: the ones who could afford 

to work for free for a certain time are more capable to keep working on the field, waiting for the business 

to develop despite problems and delays described in the previous paragraph. 

In order to draw some conclusions, it can be argued that the various components of the mobilization 

share a common political view on the social relevance of their activity. An access to land open to young 

farmers but also open to green production methods and to a social use of the land is promoted by all 

committed activists. The food sovereignty perspective is sometimes explicitly argued, as a cultural 

horizon within which the development of these initiatives is framed. Food sovereignty means, in this 

regard, the establishment of socially driven procedures for land access and of alternative (mainly organic) 

food chains whose control relies on small actors' hands.  

The frequent choice of the organic method is linked to this food sovereignty perspective. Farming 

organically means not only the adoption of an environmentally friendly and healthy practices, but also the 

possibility to establish high value added chains, better promoting food values and meanings to the 

consumers, and to create networks of ecologically and socially committed actors, also beyond the 

agricultural environment as it has been the case for the "Vertenza". This means on the one side retaining 

more control on the chain in the farmers' hands; on the other contributing to the promotion of a new 

development model based on a sustainable use of resources and pollution reduction. 
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Aims and visions with regard to food and nutrition security 

If we focus the analysis on the role that food and nutrition security plays in the mobilization and in the 

activity of the newly established farms, we find more similarities than conflicts among the various 

positions within the movement. 

There is agreement on a vision of agricultural land use in the urban area as an element for the further 

development of short chain alternatives to the industrialised mainstream ones. Food production is given a 

different centrality by different actors, as reported above, but this seems to be more an interesting 

theoretical debate than an actual point of disagreement, at least as long as it does not lead to opposite 

attitudes towards powerful players like local authorities and the building sector. 

Delivering fresh and safe quality food to urban population at affordable prices is a common aim for those 

involved in the mobilization. Multifunctionality does play a crucial role for the business, but still in the aim 

to be able to reach working-class consumers. “The poor has not only the right to food, but also the right to 

quality local food", has been stated by one of the activists (and newly established farmers). This has been 

confirmed in the workshop scenario (better described in the following chapter), when the "back to the 

countryside" scenario was discussed. In a context of urban dwellers polarisation between the rich and the 

poor, the common aim of the new farmers was to consider the latter as the consumers to address as 

customers, and potentially to engage as active stakeholders. The possibility to achieve economic 

sustainability supplying high-price food productions for well-off consumers has been deemed as a 

betrayal of the true aim of the movement. 

The new urban farmers are aware that feeding the Rome population is far beyond their capability, even if 

all the land potentially involved in future assignments would be considered. However, they consider their 

contribution to food and nutrition security relevant at least in two regards. First, in terms of availability of 

different market channels for all urban dwellers, with a significant offer detached by long industrialised 

chains. Second, in terms of possibility even for the poor or disadvantaged groups to acquire safe, 

nutritious and fresh products without being confined to the low-price and low-quality industrial food.  

 

2.2.4 The case-study through the lens of the vulnerability matrix 

 

The initiatives aiming at creating clear procedures for the access to public land and at developing a range 

of small urban and peri-urban farms have to cope with difficulties and challenges at various levels. The 

previous sections showed the variety of problems the new farmers are facing. In other words, these 

initiatives are vulnerable to a set of factors that can hamper their success and further diffusion.  

These elements can be visualised through the Vulnerability Matrix (VM) developed in the TRANSMANGO 

project WP2. We remind that the VM is an MxN matrix where M vulnerability factors are put in relation to 

N types of vulnerable areas, each of them articulated into specific vulnerable elements. That Matrix was 

designed according to the EU level analyses outcomes (media analyses, in particular), and eventually 

filled-in according to the same informative base. 

Figure 3 provides the adapted vulnerability matrix (AVM) with the same structure emerging from the WP2 

exercise, but tailored to this case-study
15

. This means that the AVM identifies the vulnerabilities to which 

the practices of access to land and urban farming in Rome are particularly exposed to. Hence, starting 

                                                      
15

 The original Matrix is in Annex, but also available on the transmango.eu website and retrievable at: 
http://bit.ly/291XNBZ 
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from the original VM, we "confirmed" the vulnerable elements (hot spots) pertinent to the case-study, 

while those inapplicable to or not emerging in the case study were removed for sake of clarity.  

In addition, the AVM also presents some additional hotspots marked in red, which represent specific 

vulnerabilities emerging in consideration of the context peculiarities. These hotspots had not been shown 

in the EU-level VM as they were not deemed strong or relevant enough to be displayed at that general 

level of assessment. Access to land and livelihood of peri-urban farmers are in fact subject to additional 

stressors than those emerging at broader European level. The red hot spots thus identify integrative 

categories exposed to factors that can operate in a context of local agriculture and short value chains 

around Rome, threatening the practices highlighted by the case study and ultimately having a potential 

FNS effect at local level. 

The informative base is in this case provided by the desk analysis, the interviews with the stakeholders 

and the outcomes of the two scenario workshops. 

TABLE 3 THE VULNERABILITY MATRIX APPLIED TO THE CASE-STUDY 

 

 

As we can see, the initiatives seem to be exposed to a wide range of factors. 11 out of the 16 factors 

highlighted in the EU VM are relevant for the two processes described by the case study (access to land 

and urban farming), while 5 are not deemed relevant and are faded in pale grey in the AVM. 

The ecological factors are generally relevant for the farmers and obviously exercise their influence in the 

arable urban and peri-urban land as well as in other more rural contexts. Since the majority of these 

Factors Vulnerable Social groups Territories Food needs and preferencies Sectors/Supply chains Food systems

Soil fertility degradation F A F

Plant and animal diseases F A F

Extreme weather events F A O-LA FV F

Water shortages F A FV-MD F

Increasing pollutants spread F A O-LA FV F

Unsuitable technologies adoption

Impoverishment P-E-CA-M-F A-S F-C

Prices levels and volatility P-F-M-E A-S FV-MD F-P-D-C-G

Power/market concentration F A-S O-LA FV-MD G-F

Unhealthy food commercials

Geopolitical tensions

Weakening of political action F A-S LA FV-MD F-G

Unfair/reduced agricultural 

support
F A-S O-LA MD-FV G-F

Social welfare cuts E-M-P-CA-F S C-G-F

Accidental food contamination

Food frauds

LEGEND

ENVIRONMENTAL
CHILDREN ADOLESCENTS CA AGRICULTURAL AREAS A SPECIAL DIETARY NEEDS SD GRAINS and TUBERS GT IMPORT I

TECHNOLOGICAL
ELDERS E MOUNTAINOUS AND REMOTE AREAS MRLOCAL/ARTISANAL CHAINS LA MEAT M FARMING F

SOCIO-ECONOMIC
POOR P SUBURBS S ORGANIC O MILK&DAIRY MD PROCESSING P

POLICY
MIGRANTS M ISLANDS I AGROINDUSTRIAL PRODUCTS  APFISH F DISTRIBUTION D

OTHER
FARMERS F DESERTIFICATION-PRONE AREAS D VEGAN-VEGETARIAN V VEGETABLE OIL VO CONSUMPTION C

RELIGIOUS RESTRICTIONS RR FRUITS&VEG FV GOVERNANCE G
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initiatives are adopting (or intend to) organic methods and aim at relying upon artisanal localised short 

chains, they are particularly vulnerable to extreme weather events and pollutants also in this regard. 

Economic factors are again relevant for the urban farming component of the case study, in this case more 

on the demand side. Impoverishment and high prices may push consumers towards low-cost industrial 

food, hence weakening the potentially strong demand for quality local food produced by the new farmers. 

Urban suburbs, where many new farms are located and where local communities could represent an 

important (yet not exhaustive) clientele, could be particularly exposed to these factors. 

The two groups of factors discussed above (environmental and economic) may particularly affect the 

farming practice and the farms business. In other words: on what happens after the land assignments. On 

the contrary, the political and institutional factors potentially influence the issue of access to land itself.  

The research highlighted the problems and difficulties the young farmers had to address in order to be at 

least listened by the local authorities and policy makers. These problems were actually the reasons 

behind the mobilization. These factors are more than just potential reasons for vulnerability: they are 

already present as element of weakness. The processes which should guarantee a fair and effective land 

access and viable pathways for agricultural land valorisation are troubled, exposed to unstable political 

will and to the constraints due to public budget reduction. 

Hence, these factors impact on both the procedures for land access and the support public authorities 

could give to the newly established farms.   

 

2.2.5 Perspectives and future scenarios  

 

As mentioned, an important step in the research process has been represented by the two scenario 

workshops held in Rome on February 16
th
 and on April 1

st
 2016. This step (not formally required in this 

case-study) has been deemed a fruitful exercises bringing additional elements to the study, while at the 

same time supporting the activity of individuals and organizations that are involved in the actual 

processes on the field. A "light" version of the Transmango common methodology has been developed 

and applied in collaboration with the Oxford team. 

This methodology has been tailored on interests, capabilities and availabilities of the invited stakeholders. 

It has been based on two single-day workshops mainly aimed at developing a tailored scenario, at 

encouraging knowledge and ideas sharing among stakeholders, and at coordinating them towards the 

development of consistent and wide-ranging possible development paths.  

It must be noticed that only two future scenarios out of the four suggested have been submitted to the 

participants and used as a base for the tailoring and planning exercises. This choice was due to the 

limited number of participants, but also to the researchers' opinion that not all the four scenarios 

suggested relevant and pertinent differences with regard to the issue of land access and urban farming in 

Rome.  The two scenarios, considered the more functional for the issue at stake in the case study were: 

“Fed-up Europe” (reworded in Italian as “In Europa si alimenta la sfiducia”) and “The price of health” (“Il 

prezzo della salute”) 

The workshops have played a central role in the case-study development for three main reasons. 

 They provided the opportunity for various stakeholders (farmers, professionals and technical 

advisors, academic experts, local administration representatives) to dialogue on themes that 

were detached from the everyday issues and controversies. This is particularly relevant given 

the diversity of positions that in some cases the participants were representing. 
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 They guided stakeholders to think in terms of future opportunities and threats, with focus on 

potential actions likely to be undertaken thanks to cooperation and synergies among actors. 

 They represented moments of "action research", in which researchers have actively supported 

(even if within the limits of their facilitators' role) the stakeholders’ strategic thinking and action 

planning. 

With regard to these three points, some reflections on the process itself can be made. The participation 

was quite active by all people attending the workshops. However, it was more focused on short-term and 

concrete issues than on debating about future scenarios and uncertain futures. This is true not only for 

the two suggested scenarios but also with regard to the ideal vision. The vision, despite projected to 

2030, looked rather rooted in shorter-term opportunities and challenges, as if the participants wanted to 

remain substantially ‘down-to-earth’, avoiding too illusory scenarios, and focussing on more immediate 

possibilities. This made the vision more concrete, yet less visionary and useful in perspective when more 

courageous planning is desired. 

With regard to the two "plausible" scenarios, a certain dissatisfaction was expressed by a number of 

participants who found them quite unrealistic with respect to their plausibility and consistency. All 

attendees anyway accepted to play under those criteria and showed a good inclination vis-à-vis the 

workshop simulation, acting as if they had to cope with the given scenarios elements. 

Quite interestingly, the two adopted scenarios, well distinct in their overall EU-level description, were 

adapted to the case-study (by two different sub-groups) in a manner conducive to a certain convergence, 

at least with regard to the issues potentially influencing opportunities and risks for the initiatives. The 

discussion lead both groups to "translate" those two scenarios into two quite pessimistic narratives 

representing the fears, more than the hopes, of the participants.  

This can be seen for example with regard to three aspects: pressure on peri-urban land, evolution of 

urban food consumption patterns, civic engagement ad social activism.  

 The dominance of agro-food industry on the one side, and the return to the countryside as a reaction 

to the decline of urban life, were similarly leading to more pressure on the agro romano, with higher 

prices and more difficult land access for peri-urban farmer.  

 A  polarisation between rich and poor urban dwellers, with low food quality for the poor was described 

for both the scenarios; exceptions were represented by those poor living in the "enclaves" of social 

resistance for the first scenario, and by the self-subsistence based rural households in "The price of 

health". 

 Civic engagement and trust in collective action was deemed weak, because of social rights reduction 

and power concentration for "Fed-up Europe", and as a result of the spreading of population into 

inward-looking rural households in "The price of health". 

 

As a result the strategic plans (though not fully developed in the second workshop due to a limited 

participation) did not diverge significantly, being both based on the strengthening of the initiatives through 

improved governance and the establishment of technical networks for information and resources 

exchange on one side, and on the cultural activism to promote an alternative sustainable way of life on 

the other.  

Some final reflections can be made with regard to the role of the workshops as elements of research 

action, or at least as events capable to influence positively the initiatives object of the study. 

It is worth underlying that the workshops were quite reflexive and did not boost further action, per se. 

However, a clear expectation on positive spill over effects fed some of the participants since the 
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beginning of the first workshop. An EU-funded research project, aimed to fix food vulnerability at 

European level, inevitably grants a moral acceptability of any ‘legitimate’ by-product. This was the spirit 

animating participation and it is likely that the Transmango findings, with particular reference to the local 

case study report on access to land in the Metropolitan area of Rome, will be mentioned, delivered and 

valued once the mobilization will be resumed vis-à-vis local authorities. Similarly, the scenario workshop 

methodology and the tools discussed during the meetings represent promising learning opportunities for 

actors. 

The credibility of an authoritative EU research project and consortium may in fact realistically influence 

decision making, providing a scientific status to the reasons backing a grassroots and militant 

mobilization. Actors can thus gain some legitimacy if backed by research. 

Vice-versa, the case study largely benefitted from the dialogue with key actors and stakeholders. The 

connections between access to land and FNS clearly emerged during interviews and scenario 

discussions, as inter-scalar relations highlighted how clear and democratic procedures for access to 

productive resources are key to ensuring access to food at any territorial and social scale. In the words of 

an activist, it is difficult to talk about access to food without referring to the access to the resources used 

to produce food, land and local land in the first place. The experiences showed that multiple FNS 

dimensions can be addressed by recovering attention to food and to the places where it is generated 

(including those non-places such as urban outskirts): social mobilisations proved to be very effective in 

this respect, dynamising socio-cultural behaviours and interests, further to enact renewed value chains. 

 

2.3. Summary and Reflection on Transformative Capacity 

2.3.1 Short summary of strong and weak points 

These initiatives represent interesting examples of social engagement and civic participation that proved 

to be to a certain extent successful in Rome and may be an example for other contexts. Some strong 

points and good practices are recorded: 

 in times of economic crisis and high youth unemployment rates, urban agriculture becomes attractive 

as a way to generate income while also engaging in an interesting and emotional activity; 

 bottom-up mobilizations for land access can be effective when stakeholders from different fields of 

interest (agriculture, organic farming, environment, urban planning, trade-unionism) are gathered in a 

common endeavour. A document (like the Vertenza") can act as a catalyst to gather actors and to gain 

media attention; 

 the use of green urban areas for agricultural purposes has the potential to enhance food and nutrition 

security through food chains diversification and the possibility to raise citizens' interest towards the 

access to healthy and nutritious local food; 

 the multifunctional character of urban agriculture (Zasada  2011) is confirmed by the activists' agenda 

and reflected in the policy planning as translated into the tender's selection criteria; 

 broadly speaking, the case study actors show a high social commitment and they mobilise around 

topics that go beyond selfish objectives. 

 

At the same time some critical points emerged in relation to risks and obstacles this kind of initiatives 

have to face. In particular: 
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 the presence of different positions and visions among activists who are supposed to share the same 

objectives. These differences are interesting per se, but also represent weakening elements for the 

mobilization; 

 the assignment of the allotments of land, a success in itself, should be only the first step of an ongoing 

process of policy support to young farmers, but weak political will, budget cuts and political instability 

hamper these developments; 

 a need arises for a coordination at Municipal level for all issues related to urban agriculture, food 

policy, land planning and social welfare. These fields are currently covered by different offices 

inefficiently communicating with each other.     

 

2.3.2 Assemblage approach and transformative capacity 

These case study initiatives can be described through the categories of the assemblage theory (deLanda 

2006). We remind that the assemblage approach recognises that in reality complexity is not organised as 

a coherent "system": different processes are going on at once in an often uncoordinated manner. 

Moreover, they sometimes compete with each other for resources and spaces. At the same time, a 

process (an initiative, a project) can use existing resources and spaces derived from previous processes) 

and re-engage them towards different objectives.  

This approach is particularly capable to grasp some key aspects of the case-study. It is important to 

remind that the peripheries, the outskirts and the surrounding countryside of a city like Rome are all far 

from being "natural". Buildings, transport infrastructures, objects and spaces designed for ancient uses 

and no longer efficient, used for different purposes or simply abandoned populate this large areas. They 

characterise spaces where communities with different backgrounds, capabilities and aims coexist. 

Initiatives born with different purposes (community strengthening, social care, small private business, 

etc.) can in this context either conflict or create synergies with each other. Any social project has to face 

with this pre-condition, which provides opportunities but also limits for the design of an appropriate 

pathway.  

Most of the business practices developed by new farmers are based on a re-utilisation of (peri)urban 

spaces and manufacts already present in the area that were not necessarily created for farming (or for 

current sustainable farming models), but that can be recovered and re-engaged to pursue multifunctional 

agricultural purposes. In other words, they are based on a re-assemblage of spaces, structures, 

functions. 

The expected re-utilisation of existing buildings is exemplary in this sense. Using an ancient building 

(sometimes a rural estate of a rich family) as a depository for machineries, but also as a place for a 

selling point, a kindergarten or a restaurant is a clear example of re-assemblage. Multifunctional 

agriculture is often built upon these strategies, and in the Roman outskirts this is even more factual. 

A socio-professional re-assemblage also occurs. Many newcomers in farming around Rome do not have 

an agricultural background, neither within the family nor in terms of studies, also due to employment 

blockages. They reinvent their careers and their social status as farmers, sometimes having to attend 

training courses to acquire basic skills. Intellectuals or advanced scholarised people (two interviewed 

farmers have an Anthropology degree title and used that competence and quotes during the interviews) 

proudly claimed the new farmer -or even peasant- identity. 

The mobilization also re-articulated social groups and constituencies, merging old-time farmers and city 

dwellers struggling for land. As already said, the Rome outskirts are neither city nor rural areas. They are 

home of the masses in anonymous buildings and of wealthy families in villas. The two hardly positively 
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interact, but peri-urban agriculture fatally provides a sort of trait d’union, through food, as short circuits 

actually feed families across classes in Rome. Similarly, the access to land mobilization was enacted by 

an inter-classist (mainly leftish) group.  

Assessing the transformational potential of a group of initiatives also entails understanding for how long, 

and overcoming which changes, these initiatives can last and possibly develop. In our case, this means 

reflecting on what happens in the transition from the civic mobilization to the actual startup of the farm. 

The possibility to resume a coordinated mobilization after the land assignments to some of the most 

committed activists is a matter of debate.  

For some activists, the momentum is considered lost once the first assignments were granted, as the 

assignations demanded energies and turned the priority on farm management (in difficult conditions). In 

this perspective, the social use of land has to materialize through a permanent political action, for 

instance on public farms having a symbolic status, granting their better use and functioning. For others, 

the mobilization changes its nature, but without denying its overall goals. In this view even practical work 

(as cleaning the land, restoring the existing infrastructures or even repairing the tractor) is part of a 

pedagogic activity and political struggle (“we use public land and produce public goods, showing that it 

can be remunerative while keeping those lands under the public domain”).  

In this regard, these initiatives (the mobilizations, but also the small farms) can be regarded as niches (in 

the transition jargon) but also - using a Gramscian terminology - as "casematte" (bunkers/outposts). They 

can have both a defensive role (niches where novelties can develop partially protected from the powerful 

mainstream forces) and a pro-active transformative role, when they establish a sort of neuronal network, 

connecting each other and with other similar initiatives.  

These bunker/outposts are also in condition to organise citizen-oriented educational activities where food 

can play an aggregating role. This view relies on the assumption that change can be achieved from the 

bottom and at local level: once you succeed and show that alternatives are viable, the model can be 

exportable, as one interviewed activist argued. 
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3. SYNTHESYS OF FINDINGS 

Rome is characterised by the coexistence of built and green areas, not only in the city outskirts, but even 

closer to the city centre. Public green areas are used for various purposes, but more often tend to be 

abandoned or used for informal, sometimes illegal, uses. In the peri-urban areas spaces suitable for 

agriculture have often to compete with other destinations for which a strong economic and/or social 

pressure exists (housing, transport infrastructures), usually exercised by the powerful building sector. 

However, this complex and contradictory urbanization process leaves wide non-built spaces ‘unutilised’, 

providing a great potential for the use of these public assets in the perspective of a more effective 

(agricultural) land management. This leads to food system diversification and, not least, to job 

opportunities creation for young unemployed people. 

In the last years, various grassroots initiatives have been promoted to grant young would-be farmers an 

easier access to those unutilized or badly used portions of land, and to give them the opportunity to 

develop a professional farming activity. Among them the Coordination for access to land - CRAT, a 

network set up by a group of young (existing and would-be) farmers and gathering various organizations 

and potential beneficiaries), was particularly active in organizing a mobilization based on flash-mobs, 

symbolic occupations of abandoned areas, meetings, educational seminars and participation to 

conferences. Important results have been achieved in 2014, with the publication of two tenders for the 

use of public land: one promoted by the Regional Agency for Agricultural Development and Innovation 

(ARSIAL), the other directly by Rome Municipality. 

Overall, 10 individual young farmers and cooperatives set up new farms, based on these assignments. 

These new farmers are developing their initiatives, but they are also facing problems due to the poor state 

soil conditions and to the impossibility to use some rural buildings, as foreseen in the assignment 

contract, due to delays in the refurbishment. Besides, the new more restrictive regulation on credit makes 

more difficult for young farmers with an entrepreneurial idea but without adequate guarantees to get 

access to credit. 

The research has been focused on two interrelated aspects of the access to land issue: the mobilisation 

aiming at creating opportunities and clear procedures for the access to public land by young farmers, and 

the analysis of the potential contribution that urban farming developed in the new allotments can give to 

enhance FNS. 

The work has been conducted through various methodological tools. In particular, after a desk analysis 

and some interviews with key stakeholders aimed at a general description of the case study, a scenario 

workshop has been carried out. The workshop played a central role in the case-study development as it 

provided the opportunity for stakeholders (farmers, professionals and technical advisors, academic 

experts, local administration representatives) to dialogue on themes detached from the everyday issues 

and controversies, to focus on future opportunities and threats and on future actions to be undertaken 

through cooperation among actors. 

Another interesting methodological tool was represented by the Vulnerability Matrix developed in WP2. 

The use of the matrix (N vulnerability factors x M vulnerability areas) was twofold. Firstly, it has been 

applied to identify the vulnerabilities specific to the case study initiatives. Secondly, it has been re-

designed to identify the initiatives’ potential capacity to mitigate those vulnerabilities. 

The main research findings can be summarised with regard to three key issues: the presence of 

converging and conflicting visions among activists and stakeholders; the identification of strong points 

and weaknesses in the mobilisation; the transformational potential of these practices (with regard to both 

mobilisations and actual farming) towards a more food secure food system. 

Some diverging visions emerged in particular around the role new farmers should play in relation to a 

broader social transformation. Some would-be/new farmers regard themselves as actors of a wide social 

change, which is expected to occur also through a new relation between urban spaces, communities 
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activism, food production and consumption. The idea is to promote a public reflection on FNS issues and 

food production control, based on the belief that food access cannot be improved without addressing the 

issue of the control over the resources used to produce that food, land in primis. Food production and 

food access are hence at the core of this vision. In this view, the assignments themselves should not be 

regarded as ultimate achievements, as they were just steps of a deeper socio-political change.  

Tactical divergences emerge, within a broader consensus on ultimate goals, such as the idea of 

challenging the mainstream "on its field". This means exploring all pathways and tools the system offers 

(advocacy and public relations with policy makers and building sector, funding and grants for credit 

access) to develop viable and socially fair activities based on food production but also on a multifunctional 

use of resources. In this regard focussing on the assignment of the allotments means pursuing a concrete 

and achievable result, to use as a basis for further development of the mobilization and for a possible 

scaling out of the initiatives. 

The use of green urban areas for multifunctional (yet food-centred) agricultural purposes has the potential 

to enhance food and nutrition security through food chains diversification and the possibility to raise 

citizens' interest towards the access to healthy and nutritious local food. Bottom-up mobilizations for land 

access are a crucial element of this development pathway, as local authorities' interest and will need 

often to be triggered by civil society initiatives, particularly if gathering different constituencies and 

stakeholders in a common endeavour. 

There is an interesting transformational potential for these initiatives. It is more a potential than an actual 

capacity, as the scale of the initiatives is still limited: the assigned allotments are small in number and 

size, and the farming activity is still in an initial phase. In particular, two policy-related critical points 

emerged from the analysis. 

 the allotments assignment should be only the first step of a process of policy support to young 

farmers. Local authorities should help would-be farmers to deal with the bureaucratic burden, to have 

access to credit, to operationalise the given support; 

 a need arises for a closer administrative coordination at the Municipal level for all issues related to 

urban agriculture, food policy, land planning, social welfare. 

Despite these problems, a transformational potential is clearly visible, in particular if we consider the two 

parallel processes of scaling-out (replication of the initiatives, both in the Roman context and elsewhere) 

and scaling-deep (influence of these initiatives on attitudes and behaviours of the political and business 

spheres: a sort of "contamination of the mainstream".  

If a relevant share of the public land potentially available for farming would be assigned in the years to 

come, that would have an impact on the local food system in terms of distributing channels diversification, 

new food-related job opportunities, promotion of food awareness and availability of quality local food. The 

analysis conducted through the Vulnerability Matrix also highlighted the potential of land access and 

urban farming in terms of mitigation of some socio-economic vulnerability factors, and increased system 

resilience vis-à-vis those factors (see Annex 4 for more details). 

In times of ongoing dominance of agro-food industry, these can be seen as niche initiatives. However, 

these niches can be regarded as outposts of a new way to approaching food production and consumption 

that could develop in the future towards a more diversified and resilient urban food system, or even 

towards a more radical social change in the relation between communities, territory and food.   

Whether these transformations will be achieved will depend on the capability to cope with the criticalities 

and vulnerabilities highlighted above, and by the wider social transformation of the territorial context in 

which land access procedures and urban farming are embedded. 
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ANNEXES 

Annex 1. Figure 2 Map of use of land in Rome (Source: Rome municipality) 
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Annex 2. Table 4. Vulnerability Matrix developed in WP2 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Factors Vulnerable Social groups Territories Food needs and preferencies Sectors/Supply chains Food systems

Soil fertility degradation F A-D GT-VO F

Plant and animal diseases F A GT-M-FV-MD-VO-F F-I-C

Extreme weather events F A-MR-I-D GT-FV-VO F

Water shortages F A-I-D FV-MD F

Increasing pollutants spread F A FV F-P-C

Unsuitable technologies adoption A-D LA-O-AP-SD G-FV-M-VO-F F-P-C

Impoverishment P-E-CA-M-F MR-S SD M-F F-C

Prices levels and volatility P-F-M-E A-S SD GT-VO-M-MD F-P-D-C-G

Power/market concentration F O-SD GT-M-VO-F-MD I-P-D-G-F

Unhealthy food commercials CA-E-P FV-F C

Geopolitical tensions GT-VO I-G

Weakening of political action A-M-S G

Unfair/reduced agricultural support F A-MR O-LA-AP GT-VO-M-MD-F-FV G-F

Social welfare cuts E-M-P-CA S-MR-I SD C-G

Accidental food contamination SD-LA-AP-O GT-FV-M-MD P-D-C-I

Food frauds O-V-SD-AP-RR FV-M-MD-VO P-D-C-I

LEGEND

ENVIRONMENTAL
CHILDREN ADOLESCENTS CA AGRICULTURAL AREAS A SPECIAL DIETARY NEEDS SD GRAINS and TUBERS GT IMPORT I

TECHNOLOGICAL
ELDERS E MOUNTAINOUS AND REMOTE AREAS MRLOCAL/ARTISANAL CHAINS LA MEAT M FARMING F

SOCIO-ECONOMIC
POOR P SUBURBS S ORGANIC O MILK&DAIRY MD PROCESSING P

POLICY
MIGRANTS M ISLANDS I AGROINDUSTRIAL PRODUCTS  APFISH F DISTRIBUTION D

OTHER
FARMERS F DESERTIFICATION-PRONE AREAS D VEGAN-VEGETARIAN V VEGETABLE OIL VO CONSUMPTION C

RELIGIOUS RESTRICTIONS RR FRUITS&VEG FV GOVERNANCE G



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS pathways in Italy  

   

 

 

 III  

Annex 3:  Transformational capacity: further elements of analysis  

 

1. Four possible scaling pathways 

Any metropolitan area establishes a complex range of inward and outward flows to meet its (citizens') 

needs. In times of economic crises and uncertainties this "urban metabolism" is more and more often 

connected, at least in the aims of many municipalities and civil society actors, with the areas immediately 

surrounding the city, and in particular with the natural and the agricultural peri-urban systems (Di Iacovo 

2011).  

The case study reveals that the agricultural areas in the outskirts of Rome can play a decisive role in 

strengthening those connections and have the potential to give a significant contribution to FNS for 

Roman dwellers. In more general terms, the presence of urban agriculture conducted with green 

production methods and relying upon short food chains has the potential to meet the increasing demand 

expressed by urban citizens for direct and traceable access to fresh food. Suitable channels have been 

created to grant consumers an easily accessible natural environment, with also the opportunity to 

establish new extra-market social relations (di Iacovo, 2011). Through these practices, the urban and the 

rural spaces tend to overlap, and the traditional industry-shaped distinction between the spaces and the 

moments of food production and consumption becomes meaningless. The borders between the city and 

the countryside become dynamic and shaped by the consumers' behaviors (Caravaggi 2011). 

What emerges from the case-study is the possibility to exploit the potential an urban context has for food 

production and multifunctional agriculture development towards a perspective of "multifunctional FNS". In 

other words, a contribution to FNS can certainly be offered by these small scale initiatives, as long as 

they strengthen their position through the activation of a range of services and synergies, while in parallel 

consumers food preferences move towards new concept of food and lifestyle quality.  

It is important to notice that the expected achievement of a situation of economic viability through these 

processes is not seen by the activists as a success per se, but as a condition for the development of a 

range of activities and initiatives aiming at a social transformation.  

Actually, the initiatives described in the case study seem to have a relevant transformational potential whit 

regard to the development of a new attitude of urban citizens towards food consumption and FNS, in 

particular if the core values of the initiatives are considered as levers of a transition process. In this 

perspective land access and urban farming can be associated to several similar processes that in the last 

decades influenced the development of the food systems, such as the development of the organic sector, 

the concept of agroecology and the concept of local food systems. 

This potential requires some conditions for a fruitful exploitation, ranging from the commitment and 

capabilities of the activists to the attitude shown by local authorities and policy makers. At the same time, 

weaknesses and risks clearly emerged, as well as room for conflicts, as summarized on paragraph 2.3.1. 

These elements can be analyzed looking at the various ways in which a small scale initiative can have a 

wider societal transformation potential in terms of FNS. Using the jargon and the approaches of the 

transition theory, we will analyze how and to what extent these niches and initiatives can influence 

dominant food regimes.  

A wider transformational potential can be hardly seen in the size increase of the small farms originating 

from the land assignments. The dimensional growth of newly established farms is hampered by their 

nature of small-scale proximity-based initiatives, and the activists themselves aim at a future with a larger 

number of small farms instead of larger farms. Other pathways have hence to be considered. 
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We identified four possible pathways, described by the existing categories of "scaling-up", "scaling-out", 

and "scaling deep", to which we add the concept of "scaling for". For the definitions of the first three 

concepts we rely upon Moore et al. (2015) who distinguish between: 

 Scale up: Impacting laws and policy through institutional change. 

 Scale out: Impacting greater numbers through replication and dissemination. 

 Scale deep: Impacting cultural roots through changes in relationships, cultural values and beliefs. 

1. The scaling up.  

Both the stages of the case study, the CRAT mobilisation and the establishment of the new farms, are 

characterised by a continuous yet troubled interaction with local policy makers, and administrators. 

The mobilisation proved to be successful on raising authorities' interest for land access and on 

shaping the subsequent policy acts. The two tenders are exemplary in this sense, as their selection 

criteria have been designed also according to the dialogue the issuing agencies had with the activists.  

The same can be said with regard to the pressure the new farms are putting on local authorities to 

convince them that the assignment is nothing but the first step of a longer process of interaction 

between farmers and public sector. It is too early to speak about "institutional change" triggered by 

these initiatives, but a certain impact has already been witnessed and future developments are 

possible. 

2. The scaling out.  

The existence of radical experiences that are often seen as promising examples and niches is 

indirectly supporting the development of further similar experiences in other contexts. Referring to the 

case study, the fact that Rome municipality developed tenders to give public land to young farmers is -

and can be- used by many other activists in other cities to push their institutions to develop similar 

tenders.  

This is also strengthened, in the case at stake, by two specific factors: the importance of what 

happens in Rome as an example for other areas, even thanks to the media coverage and its symbolic 

profile, and the specific relational skills of some of the main activists in the mobilization. This type of 

transformative capacity is one of the strongest in the type of experiences we are talking about and it is 

the one that goes more in the FNS direction. 

3. The scaling deep.  

The CRAT initiatives received a certain attention by the local media, and many people got in touch 

with the flash mobs, the murales and the other public initiatives organised by the network. Media 

coverage made these initiatives a debated example of civic engagement, capability to trigger a 

dialogue with the political institutions, and attention to the relation between urban spaces, food 

production and youth unemployment. 

Besides, the existence itself of urban farms created by young people, inspired by active citizenship 

values and willing to promote debates on FNS and land use, can be a source of collective reflection on 

these issues, contributing to a change in attitudes and perceptions about food among urban dwellers. 

4. The “scaling for”.  

This is not a pathway for a colonisation of the mainstream. Rather, it is the opposite. This idea is 

based on the concept of –washing. The existence of niche experiences developing novelties for FNS 

can be inspirational for large players of the food systems that need to “wash” their image on the 

market. This process might bring innovative ideas in the mainstream. However if the coherence of 
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pioneer experiences and their core values are not considered, the transformative capacity in term of 

FNS will be really low or even counterproductive. A different more fraudulent risk is related to "false" 

actors profiting of some trends and opportunities linked to the success of these niches. An example is 

given by nation-wide tenders where young farmers are actually dummies for other hidden players 

willing to acquire land at low prices. 

The consideration of this fourth additional "tricky" pathway is useful to become aware of the distinction 

between a truly transformational and a transformist-timeserver attitude. 

The case study enabled to observe specific conflicts, such as those around the food system model and 

rationale, land use and land function (e.g. food production Vs services, urban activities Vs agricultural 

activities), land ownership and legitimacy of its use. Those conflicts do not always trigger an explicit 

mediation by institutions, which tend to limit their interventions when social welfare is at stake, not 

necessarily in a timely and adequate manner. The case study shows how the tender requirements to 

assign lands were the main tool for the Rome municipality to influence the future use of public lands. The 

transformative potential of the case study experience is strongly based on the capacity to attract the 

attention of public institutions and to call for their commitment in the direction of FNS.  

Barbier and Elzen (2012) see the transition towards sustainability as a process that can follow two 

different approaches: the one of system optimization or the one of system innovation. Both processes are 

needed to change a complex reality. However, it should be made clear if the transformative capacity is 

contributing to one or another approach. If we look at transition towards FNS with the same perspective, 

we could say that the convergence and mutual reinforcement of scaling-up, scaling out and scaling deep 

processes may lead to radical changes in the mainstream systems that can lead to system innovation.  

 

2. Niches, outposts, networks 

Assessing the transformational potential of a group of initiatives also entails understanding for how long, 

and overcoming which changes, these initiatives can last and possibly develop. In our case, this means 

reflecting on what happens in the transition from the civic mobilization to the actual startup of the farm. 

The possibility to resume a coordinated mobilization after the land assignments to some of the most 

committed activists is a matter of debate. For some activists, the momentum is considered lost once the 

first assignments were granted, as the assignations demanded energies and turned the priority on farm 

management (in difficult conditions). In this perspective, the social use of land has to materialize through 

a permanent political action, for instance on public farms having a symbolic status, granting their better 

use and functioning. For others, the mobilization changes its nature, but without denying its overall goals.  

In this regard, during the scenario workshops these initiatives where debated in terms of "casematte" 

(bunkers/outposts), using a Gramscian jargon. They can have both a defensive role (niches where 

novelties can be developed partially protected from the powerful mainstream forces) and a pro-active 

transformative role, when they establish a sort of neuronal network, connecting each other and with other 

similar initiatives. For example, a crucial role can be attributed to alliances with non-farming 

constituencies (neighboring dwellers, pupils’ families and moms, local administrators), going beyond 

theoretic and ideological visions. Once the social function of land is re-established, addressing those 

citizens who have pragmatic approaches to their daily matters might even reduce the potential for 

conflicts. Food, again, has a strong potential in bridging interests and constituencies and may represent 

the engagement angle for a reconsidered role of farming land, too.  

These bunker/outposts are also in condition to organise citizen-oriented educational activities where food 

can play an aggregating role, (reference can be made to the "scaling deep" pathway).  
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For these niches to function and expand, they need various enabling conditions, such as policy 

interlocution, social living labs, concretization, as it is argued that a more transformative condition is 

necessary, driving to a substantial change in the development model and political approaches. In this 

respect, the food and farming ambit provides a good potential, being more than just an economic sector: 

the mainstream is in fact already exploring new routes and undergoing a change, even though still 

functional to safeguard prevalent interests. For this reason, interviewed farmers deemed necessary to 

upscale the ambitions and broader areas of consensus surrounded more far-reaching political proposals, 

including food sovereignty, social housing, smallholders & markets and other aspects not narrowly framed 

within purely land issues. 

Finally, as indicated by the scenario workshop participants, both governance and technical networks are 

of utmost importance. Governance ultimately implies politics and both may be influenced by activism and 

mobilizations; dialogue and lobby are similarly considered relevant and necessary to achieve results. Past 

experiences, in this respect, are overall not so frustrating and provide useful insights on how to achieve 

more.  Networks are also far-reaching, particularly if based on solidarity and sharing principles on 

concrete aspects (e.g. exchange of farming machineries, labor and services, or even cooperation in 

marketing), further to the political sphere. 
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Annex 4:  Fixing vulnerabilities: the FNS potential in the light of the vulnerability matrix 

 

The transformation potential of the initiatives described in the present case study can also be analysed 

with regard to their capability to reduce the food system vulnerabilities to the factors identified in WP2. 

This analysis is in strict coherence with the overall project development, as the case studies have been 

selected for their capability - at least potential - to address those vulnerabilities, thus contributing to a 

more stable and resilient FNS. 

Hence, we revised the Vulnerability Matrix with a different aim vis-à-vis the procedure we followed in 

section 2.4. In that case, we analysed the factors to which land access initiatives were vulnerable to, 

through an adaptation of the original matrix to this case study. Differently, we now look at the potential 

impacts these initiatives may have in terms of food system vulnerability alleviation. In other words, we 

start from the original matrix developed in WP2
16

 and we identify those vulnerability areas for which land 

access in a peri-urban context may have a positive impact. The potential constructive case study 

contribution is defined in terms of either factor's harmful effects mitigation or increased hotspots resilience 

to individual factors. Capacity to serve both mitigation and resilience dynamics is also taken into 

consideration. These effects are graphically distinguished in the Vulnerability Matrix representation given 

in Table A1. 

Before analysing the areas where the access to land case study may play a beneficial role on FNS, two 

preliminary considerations are made. 

Firstly, it must be underlined that the matrix is filled-in with regard to the potential effects of a widespread, 

clear and transparent access to land, and to the successful establishment of a system of urban farms in 

the public land in and around Rome. In other words, the vulnerability reduction effects here described are 

likely to materialise when a significant share of urban public land is made accessible and used for 

farming.  

Secondly, following the rationale of the original VM, the vulnerability hotspots (i.e. the initials in the cells 

referring to specific vulnerability areas described in the colunm) represent subjects benefitting from the 

practice under scrutiny.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                      
16

 The Vulnerability Matrix is presented in Annex 2 and and extensive description of its development and 
rationale is given in Grando et al. (2016). 
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TABLE A1. CAPABILITY OF THE CASE STUDY INITIATIVES TO ADDRESS FOOD SYSTEM VULNERABILITIES. 

 

Hotspots with coloured initials are the only ones to be activated by the case study. At a first glance, only a 

limited number of vulnerabilities are addressed by the initiatives. This is not surprising: we are dealing 

with small scale and quite specific initiatives, which can have positive and meaningful impacts only on 

some factors. Access to land in peri-urban areas is clearly not a sort of panacea capable to solve the 

wide range of potential FNS vulnerabilities existing in a complex food system such as that of a 

metropolitan area. Differently, the potential positive impacts of these initiatives are much wider (for 

example in terms of social inclusion and public spaces management) and go beyond aim and scope of 

the matrix. 

Two main clusters of "active" cells are visible, mostly in connection to the economic factors. Moreover, 

not so surprisingly, they refer to the two vulnerability areas initially considered by Transmango as main 

entry points: vulnerable people and (food) systems. This leads to two considerations.  

There seems to be a specific capacity of these initiatives to address economic factors, either mitigating 

them or increasing system resilience. This may be quite surprising, considering the social and ecological 

aims of the land activists. Two possible explanations are nevertheless possible. One the one side, we 

deal with socio-economic factors, more than strictly economic ones (impoverishment, prices, even public 

budget cuts could be considered here). On the other side, the analysis of the events (and even the direct 

activists voice) witnessed that the main mobilization justifications have a social and economic content. 

The would-be farmers want to reduce socio-economic vulnerabilities while fulfilling ecological 

sustainability, more than addressing ecological vulnerabilities as such.   

Factors Vulnerable Social groups Territories Food needs and preferencies Sectors/Supply chains Food systems

Soil fertility degradation F A-D GT-VO F

Plant and animal diseases F A GT-M-FV-MD-VO-F F-I-C

Extreme weather events F A-MR-I-D GT-FV-VO F

Water shortages F A-I-D FV-MD F

Increasing pollutants spread F A FV F-P-C

Unsuitable technologies adoption A-D LA-O-AP-SD G-FV-M-VO-F F-P-C

Impoverishment P-E-CA-M-F MR-S SD M-F F-C

Prices levels and volatility P-F-M-E A-S SD GT-VO-M-MD F-P-D-C-G

Power/market concentration F O-SD GT-M-VO-F-MD I-P-D-G-F

Unhealthy food commercials CA-E-P FV-F C

Geopolitical tensions GT-VO I-G

Weakening of political action A-M-S G

Unfair/reduced agricultural support F A-MR O-LA-AP GT-VO-M-MD-F-FV G-F

Social welfare cuts E-M-P-CA S-MR-I SD C-G

Accidental food contamination SD-LA-AP-O GT-FV-M-MD P-D-C-I

Food frauds O-V-SD-AP-RR FV-M-MD-VO P-D-C-I

LEGEND

ENVIRONMENTAL
CHILDREN ADOLESCENTS CA AGRICULTURAL AREAS A SPECIAL DIETARY NEEDS SD GRAINS and TUBERS GT IMPORT I

TECHNOLOGICAL
ELDERS E MOUNTAINOUS AND REMOTE AREAS MRLOCAL/ARTISANAL CHAINS LA MEAT M FARMING F

SOCIO-ECONOMIC
POOR P SUBURBS S ORGANIC O MILK&DAIRY MD PROCESSING P

POLICY
MIGRANTS M ISLANDS I AGROINDUSTRIAL PRODUCTS  APFISH F DISTRIBUTION D

OTHER
FARMERS F DESERTIFICATION-PRONE AREAS D VEGAN-VEGETARIAN V VEGETABLE OIL VO CONSUMPTION C

RELIGIOUS RESTRICTIONS RR FRUITS&VEG FV GOVERNANCE G

EFFECTS ON VULNERABILITIES FACTOR MITIGATION MORE RESILIENT HOTSPOT MITIGATION AND RESILIENCE
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Second, there is a connection between people’s vulnerabilities (at individual, household, and community 

levels), on one side, and systemic vulnerabilities, on the other. This reflection, already suggested in the 

WP2 VM Report (Grando et al. 2016), seems to be confirmed in this case.  

Much lighter and isolated impacts are visible with regard to the three intermediate vulnerability categories 

(territories, foods needs and preferences, sectors/supply chains). 

If we look at the specific matrix cells in more detail, some more specific contributions to the reduction of 

FNS vulnerabilities can be discussed, addressing the various vulnerability types column by column. 

Land access means a mitigation of the farmers "impoverishment" due to the business opportunities 

opened by the assignments. At the same time, farmers' capability to cope with a possible impoverishment 

improves, thanks to the assets they can rely upon to generate income which make them more resilient to 

this factor. A similar potential effect is referred to the factor "social welfare cuts", listed among the "policy" 

factors but with a clear economic implication. The practices described in the case study cannot mitigate 

the factor, but can be a source of resilience vis-à-vis the risks of increasing public welfare cuts. 

Similar considerations can be made with regard to the risks for FNS due to high price levels or volatility. 

Farmers involved in land assignments have an implicit business plan oriented to responsive local 

consumers granting purchase at given farm-gate prices or even pre-paid conditions, thus limiting 

exposure to price volatility or squeeze. 

Similarly, the possibility to rely upon a more diversified range of local food producers ‘feeding’ alternative 

circuits, mitigate the strength of the power/market concentration in the food sector. Would a large amount 

of the public land made accessible to young farmers, this mitigation effect could be noticeable even in a 

large and highly populated area like Rome, at least on some food products like fruit and vegetables or 

dairy.  

Similar considerations can be made with regard to the impact on unhealthy food commercials on 

consumers' choices. In this case, we can hardly say that land access and urban farming can mitigate the 

factor strength. However, given the pervasive presence of food commercials and standardized 

consumption habits based on low cost industrial food, the presence of a network of initiatives promoting a 

different concept of food quality can increase resilience to these forces. The new farms are usually aiming 

at delivering a range of services like picnic areas, didactical farming, direct selling (as already taking 

place in the established farms regarded as exemplary by the would-be farmers). These activities can 

increase awareness and sensitiveness towards food. This may be particularly true for groups like the poor 

and among children and adolescents, sometimes indicated as the most exposed to unhealthy food 

consumption patterns. 

If we look at the vulnerable territories, the matrix is much less populated. Most of the vulnerable areas 

identified in the VM are neither urban nor peri-urban, which are the areas where the initiatives at stake 

take place and may have an impact. Yet, a potential impact can certainly be seen in the suburbs (and in 

more general terms, in the poor city neighbourhoods). The vision inspiring the would-be farmers, even the 

more business-oriented, has a clear social focus. The physical presence of small farms scattered 

throughout the suburbs of Rome, inspired by ideas of social inclusion, fair pricing, community 

involvement, is likely to have a positive impact on the territory, and to a certain extent to make it more 

aware of FNS issues and more resilient to impoverishment. 

A contribution to FNS in terms of specific food needs and preferences is identifiable mainly with regard to 

the organic food production, which is the method chosen by most of the would-be farmers engaged in the 

mobilisation. The point is that the presence of small-scale farms based on proximity and relying upon a 

critical mass of local consumers create the conditions for the development of trust, personal engagement 

and informal information flows. These conditions make organic producers (and also those engaged in 
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small-scale artisanal processing) more capable to bypass market concentration (also with specific regard 

to the organic sector), but also to cope with agricultural support reduction. At the same time, proximity 

and personal commitments potentially reduce the possibility of frauds. Organic and artisanal food 

consumers in Rome could hence see their FNS enhanced by the diffusion of these urban farming 

initiatives. 

The nature of the initiatives here examined make the fourth column, accounting for the possible effects on 

FNS for specific sectors, not specifically relevant. We may just argue that some productions, like fish and 

grains, seem to be particularly not relevant for this case-study, whereas consumers of fruits and 

vegetables, milk and dairy, meat could be more interested in the activity of these new farmers. Yet, a 

specific contribution in terms of FNS vulnerability, which is the focus of the VM, cannot be identified. 

Finally, if we look at the vulnerabilities of the food system activities, we first notice that the potential 

impact of the case study initiatives concentrates on the farming phase. This is not a surprise, as we are 

dealing with land access for farmers and urban farming development. The attention paid by these farmers 

to green methods is likely to mitigate the strength of increasing pollutants spread. This is, by the way, the 

only identified vulnerability mitigation concerning ecological factors.  

It is worth noting that this positive potential impact goes beyond the individual farm-gates: given the social 

and ecological commitment of the new farmers, those farms can act like presidia of environmental 

sustainability for the surrounding territory (whose ecological conditions are also crucial for the individual 

farm development). The presence of illegal waste disposal sites in the outskirts of Rome is well known 

(and witnessed by some new farmers that are currently working to clean the allotments). The presence of 

new farms would enhance the social control on the use of land, acting as a barrier also to this specific 

form of pollution. 

For the reasons argued in regard to the "vulnerable social groups" column, food production vulnerability 

to impoverishment and price levels and volatility can also be reduced through the establishment of small 

farming and short chains in an urban context. Expected impacts are on both factor mitigation and 

resilience increase for the impoverishment factor, and on resilience increase with regard to price levels 

and volatility. This can have a systemic impact, beyond the farms' individual trajectories, allowing the 

"activation" of this fifth column.  

A relevant potential impact is seen on the mitigation of the factor "power-market concentration", if 

attention is paid to the land market. The mobilisation described in the case study is aimed at clear and 

transparent procedures for land access for young farmers, which entail a more democratic access to the 

land and a less concentrated ownership. As stated by an activist, food access is interlinked with the 

access to the resources used to produce it. Hence, a more secure and democratic access to food would 

be strengthened by the full success of these initiatives. 

The only vulnerability reduction beyond the farming activity is noticed with regard to consumption, whose 

resilience vis-à-vis unhealthy food commercial and junk food diffusion might improve. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

TRANSMANGO is an EU Seventh Framework Programme project on the “Assessment of the impact of 

drivers of change on Europe’s food and nutrition security”. This interdisciplinary research project focuses on 

the vulnerability and resilience of European food systems in a context of socio-economic, behavioural, 

technological, institutional and agro-ecological change and aims to enhance understanding of the new 

challenges and opportunities that the food sector will face in the future (for more information visit 

http://www.transmango.eu/index.html). As part of the project we are conducting different case studies around 

Europe that illustrate potential pathways towards delivering food security 

The purpose of this report is to provide insights into local transition pathways in the European food and 

nutrition security (FNS) landscape and will feed into the WP6 synthesis focused on the heterogeneity of FNS 

transition pathways. This report sets out to explore FNS pathways in UK with a focus on practices that aim to 

build self-reliance and practices that aim to alleviate vulnerabilities. To explore these practices we have 

chosen two diverse case-studies that combine both national relevance and innovative features: the 

sustainable food cities network and initiatives to access fresh fruit and vegetables in the city. The first case, 

the sustainable food cities network, is the ‘main’ case which includes a foresight workshop. The second case 

about access fresh fruit and vegetables in the city is a lighter ‘satellite’ case
1
. 

2. SUSTAINABLE FOOD CITIES NETWORK CASE STUDY REPORT 

2.1 Introduct ion  

Throughout the world, pioneering communities at every scale - from individual institutions through to entire 

city-regions - have recognised the key role food can play in dealing with some of today’s most pressing 

social, economic and environmental problems. From obesity and diet-related ill-health to food poverty and 

waste, climate change and biodiversity loss to declining prosperity and social dislocation, food is not only at 

the heart of some of our greatest problems, but also a vital part of the solution. Cities are emerging as new 

food policy actors around the globe, uncovering pitfalls and the potential of urban food systems, and at the 

same time reasserting their responsibility to shape a more sustainable and just foodscape (Morgan and 

Sonnino, 2010; Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 1999). Initiatives ranging from urban agriculture to food waste 

recovery, from hospital meals to restrictive planning for takeaways or from food cooperatives to community 

cookeries are mushrooming in urban settings. This new phenomenon in many cases implies developing 

urban food strategies alongside the creation of new spaces of deliberation, where civil society and local 

government meet to envision a food system that delivers good food for all (Moragues-Faus and Morgan, 

2015). 

These spaces are taking different forms. In 1982, the first Food Policy Council (FPC) was established in 

Knoxville, Tennessee (Harper et al., 2009), since then the number of food policy councils, coalitions and 

networks have escalated. This process has intensified in the last decade, at the moment accounting for 

around 200 FPC in US (Patel, 2013) and in Canada at least 64 municipalities are actively working to improve 

the food system (MacRae and Donahue, 2013), partly lead by the Toronto FPC which became an 

international reference for urban food policy-making (Blay-Palmer, 2009). Urban areas from the global South 

are also part of this phenomenon, with leading examples from Bello Horizonte where the process is highly 

supported by the state (Rocha and Lessa, 2009) and African cities such as Dar es Salam and Kampala 

which are stressing the role of urban agriculture and food planning to improve their citizens’ livelihoods 

(Morgan, 2009). In the UK, the recently created Sustainable Food Cities Network
2
 already covers 44 cities 

and there is an increasing number of initiatives blossoming around Europe (Moragues-Faus et al., 2013).  

                                                      
1
 The main case study on the sustainable food cities network was conducted by Ana Moragues Faus, the 

satellite case study was conducted by Ana Moragues-Faus, Barbora Adlerova and Tereza Hausmanova. 
2
 For more information visit http://sustainablefoodcities.org/keyissues  

http://www.transmango.eu/index.html
http://sustainablefoodcities.org/keyissues
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The Sustainable Food Cities Network (SFCN) is a unique initiative in Europe, connecting an increasing 

number of urban food strategies in the same country, the UK. The SFCN is a partnership project that brings 

together public, private and third sector organisations who believe in the power of food as a vehicle for 

driving positive change and therefore are committed to promoting sustainable food for the benefit of people 

and the planet. The SFCN aims to help people and places to share challenges, explore practical solutions 

and develop best practice in all aspects of sustainable food. The SFCN constitutes a step forward in scaling 

up and out urban food strategies in a national context, representing a pioneer and unique experience in the 

world of urban food policy.  

The network was launched in August 2013, and at the moment (June 2016) gathers 44 cities, towns, 

boroughs, counties or districts. In order to ground the concept of sustainable food, the SFCN has selected 

six key issues to guide the development of programmes in the cities: 

1. Promoting healthy and sustainable food to the public  

2. Tackling food poverty, diet-related ill health and access to affordable healthy food 

3. Building community food knowledge, skills, resources and projects 

4. Promoting a vibrant and diverse sustainable food economy 

5. Transforming catering and food procurement 

6. Reducing waste and the ecological footprint of the food system 

The key issues also structure the Sustainable Food Cities Award, designed to recognise and celebrate the 

success of those places taking a joined up, holistic approach to food and that are achieving significant 

positive change on a range of key food health and sustainability issues. The Award is open to any place - be 

it a city, town, borough, county or district - which: 

 has an established cross-sector food partnership in place; 

 is a member of the Sustainable Food Cities Network; and  

 is implementing an action plan on healthy and sustainable food.  

Each year, Sustainable Food Cities focuses on a key food issue and works to help towns and cities across 

the Network to drive significant change on that issue as part of a national campaign. The focus for 2014 is 

food procurement, using the Sustainable Fish Cities initiative as a hook. In 2015 and 2016 the focus has 

been on food poverty, which connects particularly well with food security, that is, TRANSMANGO's main 

topic. The SFCN is particularly committed to tackle food poverty in the UK supporting policy changes and 

practices at the local but also national level. In this context, and building on the work of Cardiff University with 

Food Cardiff (the local Sustainable Food City initiative) and more broadly in Wales, the Wales Food Poverty 

Alliance (WFPA) was collaboratively identified as a timely initiative to conduct the TRANSMANGO 

workshops and discuss which policies and practices need to be put in order to assure food security in Wales. 

In order to support these initiatives in thinking about and taking action toward these transitions, we focused 

on developing transition pathways and scenarios in a specific context: Wales. The overall purpose of the 

workshops was to develop concrete sets of actions that can be taken by different actors such as those 

participating in the WFPA in order to contribute to systemic transition towards sustainable and equitable food 

and nutritional security in Wales, test these actions in the context of diverse, relevant future scenarios and 

thereby develop portfolios of actions that are robust across a range of future uncertainties. The process was 

co-designed between TRANSMANGO, the SFCN, Food Cardiff and the WFPA.  The workshop report 

presents the results of this process. 

The main aim of this case study is to understand how a network of sustainable food cities -and therefore also 

city wide food partnerships and their action plans- can contribute to deliver FNS at different levels. 

Particularly, the key research questions revolve around how the SFC network, as an assemblage of diverse 

sustainable food cities, addresses UK FNS vulnerabilities. This includes analysing the FNS practices that are 

implemented in different cities and in the network as well as the evolution of discourses around FNS. We 
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build on the definition of FNS practice of WP6, where “a FNS practice refers to new routines, new patterns of 

connecting and/or reconnecting FNS resources in new ways, leading to new routines and patterns (as well 

as new social relationships). The degree to which a practice is new or innovative is contextually dependent”. 

As Hargreaves et al. (2013) describes, practices are formed, changed and potentially fossilized, as the links 

between the elements of which a practice consists can be made, maintained and/or broken. Innovative 

practices are about the making and breaking of these practices and about making different assemblages of 

practices that in the end constitute new routines, new patterns and ways of connecting. 

The reminder of the main case study report is organised as follows. First, we introduce the research 

questions and research approach by describing the operationalization of the questions, data collecting tools 

and analysis techniques. In section three, we present the research findings. These consist of a thick 

description of the Sustainable Food Cities Network, followed by an analysis of how the SFCN network 

addresses UK’s FNS vulnerabilities. For that purpose, we introduce the UK FNS vulnerabilities identified in 

the UK TRANSMANGO report and how they interact with different FNS outcomes (see Moragues-Faus et 

al., 2015). This is followed by an exploration of how different cities and the network itself relate their work to 

achieving FNS outcomes, providing specific examples to illustrate FNS practices. We conclude these results 

section by discussing the contribution to FNS in the wider context establishing connexions to the UK 

vulnerabilities identified in the UK TRANSMANGO report and reflecting on the future of the network. The 

fourth section presents some of the main results of the workshop. Finally, we summarize the case study 

highlights and reflect on the linkages between the case and the case study methodology as well as its 

transformative capacity. 

2.2 Research Questions & Methods  

The main aim of this case study is to understand how the SFCN and associated city wide food partnerships 

can contribute to deliver FNS at different levels. For that purpose we designed a case study consisting of 

different methods and interrelated data collection tools. It is important to highlight that the overall research 

approach is underpinned by an ethos of developing science with people. Consequently, the research 

process was developed with an explicit awareness of ‘being useful’ (Taylor, 2014) and also contesting 

conventional power asymmetries between researchers and the research object. This approach was 

implemented through an active participation of the researcher (Ana Moragues) in the SFCN activities as 

described below, including regular involvement in Food Cardiff meetings and activities, regular conversations 

and contact with SFCN coordinators and attendance to a number of local, regional and national events. This 

research approach has allowed the researcher to access relevant information, have fruitful interviews and 

conversations, organise highly attended workshops and ultimately pave the way for a higher impact of this 

piece of work. 

In terms of methods, a first round of data collection consisted of selecting and analysing secondary data-

sources at the network level. These sources included the SFCN website, the newsletter, award applications 

of different cities, webinars and internal (and confidential) documents and reports of the SFC Network 

including evaluations. This step was instrumental to understand the functioning of the network, refine the 

research questions and design the semi-structured interviews with the three SFCN coordinating 

organisations: the Soil Association, Food Matters and Sustain. The three people initiating and coordinating 

the SFCN in these organisations were interviewed face to face or on the phone, although in the three cases 

the researcher had already met face to face and discussed informally with the interviewees different aspects 

of the network. Following the WP6 guidelines, these interviews revolved around four main areas as 

highlighted below: 

 Origins and Evolution of the network:  

o Who are the principle initiators of these initiatives (Urban Food Strategies (UFS)/Sustainable 

Food for Cities Network (SFCN)?  

o Why does the SFCN emerge?  
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o How has the SFCN evolve over time (milestones): activities, organisational features, 

resource mobilisation and discourses (understanding of problems/solutions. 

o What external events or processes have influenced the network 

 SFCN in the national context: 

o How relevant are Urban Food strategies in the national Food and Nutrition Security debate? 

How relevant is the Sustainable Food Cities Network in the national Food and Nutrition 

Security debate? 

o To what extent do UFS/SFCN address Food and Nutrition Security vulnerabilities? Are there 

trade-offs? (Relate to UK national report) 

o What are indicators for success and failure? 

 Future:  

o Resilience of SFCN: (in-) dependent from public support, funding, individual champions, etc. 

o What plans/visions does SFCN have for the coming 5-10 years? 

 National/European linkages: 

o How does the SFCN relate to national and European policy processes (and awareness of 

it)? 

o What are the policy recommendations that emerge from this initiative?  

In every case, there were follow up conversations that allow cross-checking information on the network. A 

second round of data collection consisted of selecting and analysing secondary data from the appointed 

SFCN officers based in six different UK cities (Cardiff, Belfast, Bournemouth and Pole, Newcastle, Liverpool 

and Stockport). This data included internal documents, websites and evaluation reports. The results of the 

analysis informed the design of semi-structured interviews, allowing as well contextualising better the 

conversation. The interviews revolved around the following aspects: 

 Origins and Evolution of your initiative:   

o Who are the principle initiators of your initiative?   

o Why does the initiative emerge?   

o How has the initiative evolved over time (milestones)  

 Characterising the initiative itself  

o How does your initiative address food security challenges?  

o Who participates? How would you characterise that participation?  

o What are the main challenges your initiative is facing?  

o What are your main strengths?  

 Future:   

o Resilience or sustainability of SFCN and the initiative: (in-) dependent from public support, 

funding, individual champions, etc.  

o How do you envisage your city and the SFCN evolving in the coming 5-10 years?  

As highlighted above, participant observation has been a key aspect of the research approach, including 

participation in the events listed below: 
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Event Location Date Topic 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 16/09/2014 Food partnership meeting 

Cardiff Food Summit Cardiff 20/10/2014 Food partnership event to define food action plan 

ERSC seminar the future 

of our food  

Cardiff 19/11/2014 Academic and practitioner event featuring cities 

and SFCN 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 14/01/2015 Food partnership meeting 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 23/04/2015 Food partnership meeting 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 08/07/2015 Food partnership meeting 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 07/10/2015 Food partnership meeting 

Enhancing the Impact of 

Sustainable Urban Food 

Strategies 

Cardiff 05/11/2015 Regional meeting to define successful SFCN and 

measurements 

SFCN Networking Event 

in Scotland 

Edinburgh 06/11/2015 Strengthening the network and exchange between 

cities.  

Enhancing the Impact of 

Sustainable Urban Food 

Strategies 

London 02/12/2015 Regional meeting to define successful SFCN and 

measurements 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 13/01/2016 Food partnership meeting 

Measuring food security 

in the UK 

London 18/01/2016 Sustainable Food Cities, Oxfam, the Food 

Foundation and the Food Research collaboration 

to look at how we can measure and monitor 

household food security. 

Enhancing the Impact of 

Sustainable Urban Food 

Strategies 

Edinburgh 10/02/2016 Regional meeting to define successful SFCN and 

measurements 

Right to Food campaign Cardiff 15/03/2016 Co-organisation of UK wide campaign on the right 

to food where SFCN is a key partner. 

SFC Conference Liverpool 21-22/03/2016 Annual SFCN conference 

Visit Esmee Fairbain to 

Cardiff Food Council 

Cardiff 13/04/2016 Evaluation of the SFCN programme 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 26/04/2016 Food partnership meeting 

Celebrating Silver SFC 

Award 

Bristol 05/05/2016 As part of Food Connections Festival, reflecting 

how to go for gold 

Food Poverty Alliance Cardiff 26/05/2016 Planning and coordinating actions to tackle food 

poverty in Wales 
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2.3 Research Findings 

2.3.1 Building a Sustainable Food Cities Network 

The programme to develop a Sustainable Food Cities Network was driven by the Soil Association in the early 

days, organising a conference in Bristol in 2011. The Soil Association is one of the UK’s leading membership 

charities campaigning for healthy, humane and sustainable food, farming and land use. The charity was 

established in 1946 as one of the pioneers of the organic movement in the world. They work in three 

strategic themes: making good food available for all (particularly enabling procurement of sustainable 

through their food for life catering mark), managing the UK’s largest organic certification body and 

championing practical solutions to farming’s modern day challenges. The Soil Association quickly integrated 

two other main UK food organisations Sustain and Food Matters in developing the Sustainable Food Cities 

Network. Sustain or The alliance for better food and farming was launched at the UNED-UK hosted Healthy 

Planet Forum on 17 June 1999. It was formed by merging The National Food Alliance and the Sustainable 

Agriculture Food and Environment (SAFE) Alliance, both of which had been established for over 10 years. 

The alliance now represents around 100 national public interest organisations working at international, 

national, regional and local level; advocating food and agriculture policies and practices that enhance the 

health and welfare of people and animals, improve the working and living environment, enrich society and 

culture and promote equity. Sustain develops an important part of its work in London, while Food Matters is 

based in Brighton. Food Matters is a not-for-private-profit, national food policy and advocacy organisation 

that came into existence in 2003. The aim of the organisation was to help local areas understand how to 

translate national and European food policy into meaningful strategies and actions to make their local food 

systems fairer, more sustainable, more joined-up and relevant to their circumstances. Food Matters was a 

pioneer in setting up urban food strategies in the UK, helping to develop the Brighton and Hove Food 

Partnership. Consequently, the SFCN built on the experience of these three organisations, specifically on the 

urban food policy work supported by the Soil Association in Bristol and Plymouth, Food Matters in Brighton 

and Sustain in London. 

The motivation of these organisations to create the SFCN also came from the recognition that with 80% of 

the UK population living in cities, “if you could get city to change its food culture that then would be a primary 

driver of fundamentally changing the food system” (SFCN initiator). This driver was also linked to the 

previously recognised lack of national leadership in addressing vulnerabilities of the food system (Moragues-

Faus and Morgan, 2015). As an informant puts it “there was also a sort of dawning recognition that in the 

absence, or the likely absence, of significant national government action, particularly in England there was a 

certain locus of power within cities which was essentially untapped”. The disconnection between national 

food policy and programmes, mostly revolving around the Common Agricultural Policy payments and 

increasing austerity cuts pushed for urgent local action to address pressing challenges such as increasing 

numbers of food bank users and other food insecurity outcomes. Furthermore, the experience of these three 

organisations in individual programmes such as public procurement or food growing projects had proven that 

“if we really wanted to see major change at a city level or an urban level you had to get institutional partners, 

such as local authorities, public health and others collaborating with and building something common local 

communities and NGOs. Without that most of what those NGOs and community groups might be trying to 

achieve would probably fall over once funding was removed.” Therefore, the SFCN highlighted the potential 

of local government to use food as a vehicle for change, by scaling up, consolidating and establishing 

synergies among ongoing activities and key actors. 

In 2011 the first SFCN conference was organised in Bristol. In this conference, the SFC network was 

launched with five members: Bristol, Plymouth, Brighton, London and Manchester. Basically, these five cities 

were places already doing an important breath of activities around food in the UK and therefore became the 

sustainable food cities pioneers. However, at that point there was no funding to support the development of a 

UK wide network. In those early days the main activities were primarily about networking. This informal 

networking arose from organisations working in different cities realising they were doing the same sort of 
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things, grapping similar problems. At the same time, some cities like Brighton were getting many queries and 

interest from other places, “which meant there was something to respond to there. The goal then was to get 

those cities to share, exchange and learn from each other and build that sense of the network” (SFCN 

facilitator). 

Funding was secured two years later, when the Esmee Fairbain Foundation supported the development of 

the SFC network lead by the Soil Association, Food Matters and Sustain with a grant of £970,107 to fund a 

programme for three years (November 2013-November 2016). During the period between the launch of the 

network and securing funds, the functioning of the network was very loose and did not have any 

infrastructure. When the network was funded these dynamics became more formalised, having even a 

second launch of the network with 15 cities involved in June 2013. Therefore, despite the lack of funding, 

between 2011 and 2013 the network managed to attract 10 cities more. This growth in numbers was due to 

the organic evolution of cities doing sustainable food cities work for a couple of years without any support 

from a formal network. For example cities like Cardiff, Durham or Edinburgh started developing food 

charters, alliances and plans without any formal support. Nevertheless, there were informal interactions 

between different cities for example through academics, other practitioners or previous relationships due to 

participants involved in the wider UK food movement. The SFC network therefore emerges and develops in a 

context where many places are already considering or actually implementing activities that fit with the 

‘sustainable food cities approach’. 

 The ‘sustainable food cities approach’ is about: 

 Creating a city-wide cross-sector partnership of public agencies (health, environment, 

economy), businesses, NGOs, community organisations and academic bodies. 

 Developing a joint vision and common goals on how healthy and sustainable food can 

become a defining characteristic of their city.  

 Develop and implementing an action plan that leads to significant measurable 

improvements in all aspects of food, health and sustainability. 

As an informant puts it: “It is about completely re-imagining, and ultimately reshaping, a city (or town, 

borough, district, county) through the lens of good food”. This process of re-shaping the city takes in place in 

close collaboration with institutional partners such as the city council and the National Health Service. The 

departments involved from the city council range from city to city, mainly including services that deal with 

sustainability and economic development. City administrations and the NHS recognise the potential of 

working closely with civil society organisations working on the ground, and are particularly interested in 

establishing synergistic relationships in a context of severe cuts to public budgets, specially affecting local 

councils. Local civil society organisations, activists and sustainable entrepreneurs also play a key role in 

developing urban food strategies in particular cities and therefore constitute important network builders. 

When the second launch took place in June 2013, the network had developed some simple criteria for new 

members to join underpinned by the SFC approach. These criteria consisted mainly of having an action plan 

(or charter) and a partnership in place. Before this second launch, a SFCN website was set up that contained 

information about how to support cities to develop charters, partnerships and action plans. Since then, the 

network has experienced a huge growth, having at the moment 45 members. The funding from Esmee 

Fairbain has allowed developing a network that offers support for its members through different activities and 

platforms as described below. However, the first round of funding has also allowed the network to evolve 

organically. That is, the programme of work was relatively loose, apart from some specific targets such as 

signing in 50 cities by the end of 2016 or organising a conference. This flexibility facilitated experimentation 

and at the same time required collaborative reflexive practices and progressive definition of the ‘what’ and 

the ‘how’ of the network. At the moment, the network has applied for a second round of funding to expand 

and consolidate its work. So far, the main activities of the network are the following: 
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a) Communication platforms 

The SFCN created a website with information about the network, the Sustainable Food Cities award, 

campaigns and the individual cities. This website aims to become a central point of reference for food city-

related initiatives as well as offer a platform for those cities without specific websites to showcase what they 

are doing to both other cities and for their own supporters locally. The content of the website has been 

evolving throughout time including now the full applications of the successful SFC awarded cities (see 

below), a set of webinars and a repository of resources and city initiatives around the six key issues tackled 

by the network (i.e. promoting healthy and sustainable food to the public; tackling food poverty, diet-related ill 

health and access to affordable healthy food;  building community food knowledge, skills, resources and 

projects;  promoting a vibrant and diverse sustainable food economy; transforming catering and food 

procurement and reducing waste and the ecological footprint of the food system). The webinars constitute a 

tool to disseminate good practice at low cost within the network due to the geographical dispersion of its 

members. The webinars have revolved around the following topics: sugar smart cities, prescribing good food, 

shaping food research, eat less meat, local food, supermarkets, food growing and planning, procurement 

and school food plans. The network also offers an email forum, where members can posit questions or 

queries to other members.  

The SFCN is active in disseminating information within and beyond its membership base through meetings, 

events and social media such as Facebook and twitter. The SFCN also compiles a monthly newsletter with 

six sections, including: news related to sustainable food and food security covering updates from different 

cities, city to city queries, suggestions to take action and participate in different campaigns or initiatives, calls 

for funding, updates on resources available and a list of relevant events. 

b) Networking events 

The network organises different events to promote collaboration and share experiences among different 

cities. After the two launches, the first UK wide SFC Conference took place in Bristol in 2015 under the 

theme Good Food for All: from tackling immediate crises to designing long-term solutions. The second 

conference was held in 2016 in Liverpool around The True Cost of Food: Who profits, who pays & what 

needs to change? An extra regional event took place in Scotland in 2015 co-organised with Food for Life 

Scotland and Sustainable Food Cities. These conferences typically exhibit inspirational panel discussions but 

also hands-on advice through workshops designed to share experiences and implement practical solutions 

to city’s everyday challenges. The two UK wide conferences also include the yearly SFC award ceremony 

(see below). This face to face exchanges and networking events are highly rated by participants and the 

network is aiming to offer more local and regional spaces for interaction in the coming years.  

c) Campaigns  

Each year, the Sustainable Food Cities Network focuses on a key food issue and works to help towns and 

cities across the Network to drive significant change on that issue. In 2014 the focus was on public 

procurement, using the sustainable fish cities
3
 initiative as a hook. So far, 16 cities have taken the 

Sustainable Fish Cities pledge, or have publicly committed to adopting the same principles. This public 

commitment does not necessarily mean that these cities already serve fully sustainable fish but they are 

being supported to do so by specialist and expert organisations. One of the best examples is the city of 

Bournemouth and Poole which became the first Sustainable Fish City in the world in 2015. A range of 

caterers (including schools, restaurants, local authorities, hospitals, universities and workplaces) serving 

over 2.5 million meals per year across the towns of Bournemouth and Poole are now committed to serving 

only demonstrably sustainable fish. 

                                                      
3
 http://www.sustainweb.org/sustainablefishcity/  

http://www.sustainweb.org/sustainablefishcity/
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In 2015 and 2016, the campaign has focused on the role of cities in addressing food poverty. The SFCN has 

partnered with cities to tackle the root causes of food poverty in the UK, reverse the demand for emergency 

food assistance, provide a publicly-funded safety net for the most vulnerable and ensure that low-income 

households can afford and access good food. The campaign is entitled Beyond the Food Bank, calling on 

national and local government to take action to reduce food poverty rather than focusing on charity-based 

solutions. Therefore the campaign acts at two levels. First, it aims to guide action at the local level, for 

example encouraging cities to adopt living wage policies to ensure work is a pathway out of poverty or 

nurturing local innovation through local enterprise and community initiatives to increase access to healthy, 

affordable and culturally-appropriate food. The campaign also calls for members of the SFCN to establish a 

multi-sector partnership that is resourced and empowered to lead a strategic approach to assessing and 

tackling the full range of issues that contribute to food poverty in their city. By sharing good practice between 

cities the network also aims to scale up these solutions and participate in the food poverty (food security) 

debate at the UK level. For example, the SFCN developed in consultation with its members, a food poverty 

declaration
4
 that has been signed by 30 cities. This declaration builds on the sustainable food city approach 

and the award framework, constituting a call on local but also national governments to take urgent action on 

different fronts, including national competences such as reduction of benefit delays, review how benefit 

sanctions and welfare reforms are being implemented and make sure work pays enough to meet basic 

needs. Furthermore, the SFCN is part of a growing list of organisations such as Church Action on Poverty, 

Oxfam, Trussell Trust, the Feeding Britain Inquiry, and the Fabian Commission on Food and Poverty that are 

building a national campaign to end food poverty and hunger. 

d)  Other forms of sharing experience and training: 

The SFCN programme offers support to the cities, although there is not a clearly defined package of support 

to the network members. This is partly due to the need to respond to cities’ demands which could not be 

predicted before the funding application, particularly given the diversity of the network but also the innovative 

character of this initiative. Therefore, it was important to have built-in flexibility to co-evolve, attuning the 

network’s facilitation with its expansion and development as well as with the work in the individual cities. 

However, the three organisations facilitating the network offer support to new cities when they express an 

interest in SFC, as an informant puts it: “We usually go and meet with them and do a presentation. That has 

helped them to put together an action plan/charter and partnership in place.” 

An example of this support is exemplified by Cambridge’s experience. Cambridge Sustainable Food started 

very much as a grass-roots organisation with two community organisations -Cambridge Carbon Footprint 

and Transition Cambridge food group -both running a number of grass-roots practical projects and 

organising food-related events. These two voluntary sector organisations took the lead and started working 

with the Council sustainability officer to create a city-wide group to look at sustainable food in a holistic way. 

At that time the local government was mostly working on specific activities related to reducing carbon 

emissions that were measurable, such as infrastructure, transport, food waste and building. After hearing 

about the SFCN launch in June 2013, these three people thought it was a good opportunity to build on the 

national momentum and engage with the city council. A SFCN facilitator from Sustain advised them 

throughout the process, as an informant puts it: “we will never have done it if it wasn’t for the Sustainable 

Food Cities Network. He advised about the type of event and about what worked in other places.” Enlisting 

help from the Sustainable Food Cities Network, a successful consultation meeting was held in November 

2013 with 36 invited guests from wide range of food interests: growers, councillors, health workers, 

businesses, caterers, community groups and education. The event included short presentations from 

different organisations and a presentation on the Sustainable Food Cities Network. Participants discussed 

whether they wanted to have this type of initiative, voted and decided to do it.  

                                                      
4
 

http://sustainablefoodcities.org/Portals/4/Documents/Food%20Poverty%20Declaration_FINAL_20151604.pdf  

http://sustainablefoodcities.org/Portals/4/Documents/Food%20Poverty%20Declaration_FINAL_20151604.pdf
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Apart from the initial mentoring, there are also informal exchanges, as a coordinator states: “We are at the 

other end of the email or phone line so we do get a lot of calls and random emails from people from different 

places around how to set up a plan or organisational issues.” 

Furthermore, the network also promotes city-to-city exchanges. A recent evaluation of the networks’ activity 

shows nearly all cities are having contact with other cities. These contacts constitute one of the main 

objectives of the network, since they are instrumental to transform a collection of cities into an assemblage, 

with the capacity for collective agency (McFarlane, 2009). In order foster this type of interaction, the SFC 

programme developed the communication tools described above, however there are more elements involved 

in making these relations work productively: 

“You can formally construct opportunities and yes we did that through the national conference and a couple 

of regional events, but that is resource intense. So you really want some kind of spontaneous connecting 

between cities themselves. And that is probably what we intended from the shop windows on the website, is 

people being able to look at those, like Cardiff is doing a lot on procurement so let’s speak about that. But I 

don’t think is enough to do that.” (SFCN facilitator) 

Weaving a stronger network through city to city exchanges is key to build on previous food policy 

experiences and progress on FNS outcomes. Particularly, establishing connections and knowledge 

exchanges that do not rely on third partners will be instrumental to sustain the network in the future and build 

resilience, particularly due to the potential lack of external funding.  

e) Funding six Sustainable Food City Officers: 

 As part of the grant funded by Emee Fairbain Foundation, six Sustainable Food City Officers were appointed 

in 2014 under following a highly competitive process. The cities selected out of 12 short-listed candidates 

were Belfast, Bournemouth, Cardiff, Liverpool, Newcastle and Stockport. In order to secure this funding, 

cities had to develop an inspirational vision of positive change, a clear action plan on how to achieve it and a 

committed and inclusive cross-sector partnership with the political buy in and resources to make it happen. 

Through these co-funded posts, the SFCN programme aimed to create six exemplar models of what a city 

can do to transform its food culture. The SFCN has conducted an evaluation of the six cities after two years 

of having an officer in place. This evaluation revealed the importance of the quality and breadth of food 

partnerships to progress on the cities food plans, but they also identified other key variables that affect the 

pace and extent of this progress. These variables include the time needed to develop the partnership; the 

economic context, priorities, and political willingness of specific cities; the experience of personnel and their 

potential role in public institutions; and the capacity to raise funds to match the SFCN contribution but also 

develop additional activities in the city as well as assure the sustainability of the initiative. Among others, this 

intermediate evaluation shows the range of achievements of these six cities and their food partnership work, 

such as setting up strategic networks; developing community growing projects; establishing food markets or 

community shops; developing food strategies in hospitals to deliver sustainable procurement objectives, and 

much more.  According to the SFCN, the majority of this work would not have happened, or would have 

happened at a much slower pace and not as well, without the presence of the food partnership and SFC 

officer. 
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f) Sustainable Food Cities Award 

The Sustainable Food Cities Award is designed to recognise and celebrate the success of those places 

taking a joined up, holistic approach to food and that are achieving significant positive change on a range of 

key food health and sustainability issues. The Award is open to any place - be it a city, town, borough, county 

or district - which: 

 has an established cross-sector food partnership in place; 

 is a member of the Sustainable Food Cities Network; and  

 is implementing an action plan on healthy and sustainable food.  

There are three tiers to the award - bronze, silver and gold - each requiring an increasing level of 

achievement in terms of action and outcomes. Until now, the network has developed guidance to apply for 

the bronze and silver awards. The gold award will be launched in 2016, and according to the SFCN 

facilitators, in the gold application there will be a certain amount of flexibility in order to allow each city to 

define how a gold should look like in their specific contexts (presentation at the Bristol 2016 Food 

Conference – Celebrating Silver). Applications for the different awards are reviewed on an annual basis by a 

national panel of experts. Places achieving an award are able to use an award badge in their 

communications and marketing materials (see below). 

                              

For each level of the award, a place must meet a number of minimum requirements relating to their: 1) food 

partnership, 2) action plan and 3) the extent to which healthy and sustainable food is embedded in local 

policy.  As well as meeting these minimum requirements, applicants have to provide evidence of action and 

outcomes across the six key food issues introduced above, mainly:  

1. Promoting healthy and sustainable food to the public. 

2. Tackling food poverty, diet-related ill-health and access to affordable healthy food. 

3. Building community food knowledge, skills, resources and projects. 

4. Promoting a vibrant and diverse sustainable food economy. 

5. Transforming catering and food procurement. 

6. Reducing waste and the ecological footprint of the food system. 

The SFCN has provided a list of actions or outcomes under each of the six key issues to rate the sustainable 

food status of each city (see http://sustainablefoodcities.org/awards). Each of these actions/outcomes can 

score points that might result in obtaining an award. The awards aim to recognise both the totality of food-

related activity and continuous improvement year on year. So while a bronze award may be given based 

entirely on evidence of food related activity and achievements to date, silver and gold awards are only given 

where there is clear evidence that such activity and achievements are building year on year. The SFCN also 

acknowledges that circumstances, challenges and opportunities differ between places and also strives to 

celebrate innovation, consequently under each of the six issues you can score points for actions that are not 

listed in the tables provided but that are contributing to tackling that issue. To score a point, the action must 

be deemed ‘significant’ by the selection panel. For example, to score a point for ‘The public have a wide 

range of free opportunities to see, taste and learn about healthy and sustainable food - e.g. through 

http://sustainablefoodcities.org/awards
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demonstration, sharing and celebration events such as food festivals and town meals’, the city needs to 

show that they are doing a number of these things. 

To help places navigate the award process and to provide guidance on the relative significance of various 

actions, applications are facilitated by a member of the Sustainable Food Cities Team. This involves an initial 

discussion, reviewing a draft application, providing feedback on areas of weakness, attending a meeting of 

the local food partnership (at silver) and, should a final application go to the expert panel, acting as the 

advocate for that application. The selection panel’s decision is final, but feedback is given on both successful 

and failed applications. A charge of £250 is made for each level of the award to cover the cost of the 

application process, including support from the Sustainable Food Cities Team. Cities do not have to achieve 

the bronze award before applying for the silver, but they apply direct for silver the cost is £500 to cover the 

additional facilitation work involved.  

To make the process as transparent as possible, one condition of receiving the award is that all successful 

applicants agree to make their application accessible to other members of the Sustainable Food Cities 

Network through a link to their ‘shop window’ on the Sustainable Food Cities web site. The network also 

expects applicants to provide short case studies on selected areas of their work, based on particularly 

innovative and inspiring initiatives that other members of the Sustainable Food Cities Network can learn 

from.  

Each award is given for a two year period. If the award holder has not made an application for a higher 

award by the end of that period, they will be expected to stop using the award and to stop referring to 

themselves as awards winners in all communications and promotional activity or to reapply for their existing 

level award.  

At the moment there are nine cities that are award holders, that is, that they have made significant progress 

in the six key areas identified by the SFCN. Brighton & Hove and Bristol hold a silver award, while seven 

other cities have secured a bronze award: Plymouth, Lambeth, Greenwich, Cardiff, Cambridge, Belfast and 

Bath & North East Somerset. The process of applying to the award has constituted a tool for different cities 

not only to gain UK recognition for their work but actually to map the sustainable food activity in the city and 

make relevant connections among initiatives and stakeholders. Several cities recognise the usefulness of 

this data collection and reflective process, pushing places to implement the holistic approach championed by 

the SFCN. Furthermore, in some cases such as Cardiff the award scheme has become instrumental to 

define and update a city-wide action plan, offering inspiration and guidance. Nevertheless, other cities 

struggle to work across the six areas simultaneously, which is a requisite to achieve the award. In some 

cases cities prefer to focus their efforts on specific pressing topics such as food poverty and health. 

Furthermore, the multifunctionality of the awards – working as a guide but also as an internal and external 

communication and assessment tool- necessarily incorporates specific activities to report against, which 

sometimes are viewed as prescriptive when applied to specific contexts. However, the network actively tries 

to incorporate some degree of flexibility in the award in order to be relevant for its UK wide audience made 

up of a diverse range of places and stakeholders.  

2.3.2 SFCN contribution to FNS 

The former section introduced the SFCN, presenting how the network emerged and its evolution. This 

presentation included unpacking the SFCN approach to build more sustainable and fair food systems, its 

functioning and main activities. This section tackles how the SFCN network contributes to FNS and 

addresses UK’s FNS vulnerabilities. For that purpose, we first introduce the UK FNS vulnerabilities identified 

in the UK TRANSMANGO report and how they interact with different FNS outcomes (see Moragues-Faus et 

al., 2015). Secondly, we present how interviewees relate their work to Food and Nutrition Security outcomes 

and provide specific examples of some of the cities involved in the network to illustrate their FNS discourses 

and practices. Finally, we discuss the contribution to FNS in the wider context establishing connexions to the 
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UK vulnerabilities identified in the UK TRANSMANGO report and reflect on the future sustainability of the 

network. 

2.3.2.1 Food and Nutrition Security vulnerabilities in the UK 

FNS vulnerabilities refer to a state of potential insecurity of the food system. That is, vulnerabilities point out 

areas of the food system (at the general or at a sub-system level) exposed to perturbances, in the form of 

stresses and/or shocks that might potentially cause food and nutrition insecurity for specific vulnerable 

groups or for the society as a whole. Vulnerabilities do not represent problems or weaknesses per se, they 

have to be considered in connection with the drivers that are likely to affect the system, as well as include the 

level of sensitivity, exposure and adaptive capacity of those system/sub-systems affected. 

In the UK TRANSMANGO report (see Moragues-Faus et al., 2015), we conducted a media research in order 

to identify vulnerabilities in the UK. This research comprised the analysis of 475 text units from eight main 

British newspapers
5
 in the 2010-2014 period. The text units were selected from the lexis-nexis database 

introducing ‘food security’ or ‘food poverty’ as key words which resulted in a total of 2572 articles. The text 

units were selected according to their relevance, source, topic and number of articles in that source. The 

qualitative software NVIVO was used to code and characterise a total of 21 vulnerability drivers and 18 food 

system vulnerabilities that are associated with both immediate and more basic causes and with a diversity of 

food security framings. The table below shows the main food system vulnerabilities for the UK. 

TABLE 1 VULNERABILITIES IDENTIFIED IN THE UK MEDIA ANALYSIS 

Ecological 

vulnerability  

Socio-cultural 

vulnerability 

Economic 

vulnerability 

Political 

vulnerability 

Technological 

vulnerability 

Soil fertility Lifestyle, health 

and wellness 

Oligopoly / power 

concentration  

Fragmentation and 

weakness of public 

regulation and 

enforcement  

Property rights and 

public access  

Biodiversity  Skills Choice editing and 

influence on 

consumers’ 

behaviour 

Ethics (and 

democracy) 

Reliance on non-

renewable inputs  

Production Social inequality 

and low incomes 

Reliance on 

importing food and 

inputs  

 

 

Food safety  

Water Ethics (and 

democracy) 

Access to land   

 Information Financialisation of 

food 

  

 

However, our analysis shows that vulnerabilities cannot be considered in isolation, particularly when 

assessing their impact on Food and Nutrition Security outcomes; that is, availability, access and utilization of 

good food for all and the stability and control of these outcomes (see FAO, 2008). The figure below shows 

the interaction of different UK vulnerabilities with FNS outcomes illustrating that most vulnerabilities impact 

on more than one FNS outcome. For example, social inequality and low incomes or skills might affect 

                                                      
5
 The newspapers selected included: the Guardian, Telegraph, The Sun, The observer, The Independent, 

The evening standard, The Daily Mail and The Mirror. 
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utilization but these vulnerable areas might also lead to select foodstuffs that are not appropriate for a 

healthy diet due to a lack of physical or economic access to nutritious food.  

FIGURE 1 UK VULNERABILITIES AND FNS OUTCOMES 

 

2.3.2.2 Addressing food security challenges through the SFCN  

Network facilitators and specific city food partnerships were interrogated about how the SFCN and also 

specific city initiatives address food security challenges. However, despite the multiple activities delivered by 

sustainable food cities to tackle food insecurity, food security is not part of the cities or network jargon. As an 

informant for a specific city puts it: 

“When you look at strategic objectives and you look at the actions we are doing, we don’t mention food 

security once. When I first did a presentation around what we were doing all that I talked about was food 

security, this is the issue, food security is the issue, here is the action plan that we have and here the actions 

we are delivering but essentially the whole thing is underpinned by the challenges of food security. (…) I 

found that is a much more difficult challenge to engage people with, because it is one that the awareness is 

very low, that they don’t necessarily recognise it in their own personal context or business context. Because 

for them there is no indications of it happening or starting to happen so it is a bit of a theoretical discussion. 

So despite that fact, we have just updated our action plan, and I still think that everything we are delivering in 

this action plan is related to food security from one way or another because that is the underpinning principle. 

We don’t talk about it and when I go and give presentations I rarely mention it unless someone explicitly asks 

me to talk about food security. Because it is much easier to engage people around issues they understand, 

they can see happening, they are hearing about in the news… you can talk about food poverty and people 

get it straight away or about food waste and people get it, or community gardens or growing or cooking skills 

and they get it straight away but you talk about food security and they say, I don’t know about this. And you 
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give them some statistics and they go oh that’s horrifying, and you say of course it is, but they have nothing 

to associate it with in their personal and professional life; it doesn’t seem to engage people very effectively.”  

Throughout the interviews, many practitioners asked for a specific definition of food security. When prompted 

to elaborate their own definition most respondents either assimilated food security to food poverty, attuning 

with the social justice frame identified in the UK report, or related food security to availability of food and self-

sufficiency, recalling elements of the productivist frame (see Moragues-Faus et al., 2015). Nevertheless, in 

both cases individual cities displayed their holistic approach to transforming the food system (championed by 

the SFCN) identifying a number of interconnected areas where they are focusing their efforts, as illustrated 

through city partnership examples below. 

A key aspect of Food Newcastle’s strategy to address FNS challenges has consisted on creating a food 

poverty working group where several representatives from the local authority participate jointly with voluntary 

sector organisations. According to an interviewee, “the food poverty working group gives as a good platform 

from which to be asking the question of who and why is food insecure, and what can we do about that.” In a 

city with the unhelpful reputation of having the most used food bank in the UK
6
, through this working group 

they are trying to overcome narrow solutions to food poverty challenges such as food banks and instead 

influencing policy design to ensure that everybody has access to enough food as well as work towards 

reducing economic and health inequalities in the city. However, strengthening regional supply networks is 

also part of the food security agenda for Food Newcastle that sees its partnership as playing “a middle-man 

role in some of the food production end of things”, but also as constantly raising the profile of food insecurity 

in the city working to “make sure that is addressed through the actions of local authorities but also other 

partners”. For example Food Newcastle engages with big regional employers to promote the living wage. “So 

it is really about us pooling the collective knowledge of the partners that we work with and through that 

identifying where there are gaps (…) and then about how can we use our combined resources to do 

something about it.” 

Food Cardiff understands that their “obvious contribution is about food security for the disadvantaged, for 

those that are food insecure.” They deliver specific activities such those around food waste or the successful 

Summer Holiday Enrichment Programme to address school holiday hunger in Cardiff. This programme 

involved over 20 partners, including the City of Cardiff Council Education Catering, Sport Cardiff, Cardiff and 

Vale UHB (Local Public Health team and Public Health Dieticians). Delivery took place in five different school 

and community settings across the City seeing more than 170 children in attend their schools outside term-

time, where they were fed healthy meals, learned about food and played sports. The impact of this 

programme on food security has been recognised through two national public health awards and it is also 

being rolled out across Wales to reach school children throughout the summer of 2016. Other activities of 

Food Cardiff include developing an urban growing strategy “to improve our own food security”. However, 

they also see their work at a strategic level essential to drive changes in the ground. For example, Food 

Cardiff actively participates in different boards and platforms, such as the Wales Food Poverty Alliance and 

the Food and Drink Industry board to drive change in different sectors and governance levels of the food 

system. In the case of Food Cardiff, many of the activities but also strategies have the potential to impact at 

the national level (Wales). For example, the Cardiff Health Board signed a commitment to the Sustainable 

Fish City campaign resulting in NHS Wales Shared Services supplying sustainable fish to all hospital sites in 

Wales. Food Cardiff tries to add value and find synergies between programmes, for instance they linked the 

dietetic led  National Nutrition Skills for Life Programme to Love Food Hate Waste training package and vis 

versa. According to an informant “one of the main strengths of Food Cardiff as I see it is how links have been 

made across sectors as well as within and between government departments (local and Wales).” 

In the case of Feeding Stockport, tackling the economic dimension of sustainability and food poverty 

constitutes a cornerstone of their FNS practices. This includes “working with food businesses, supporting 
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their work, developing business plans and teaming them up with suppliers” but also making the provenance 

argument, “asking what are you buying, can you get it locally, or regionally? Trying to look after our 

production base”. Supporting food businesses constitutes a way of nurturing the local talent and also building 

Stockport as a food destination. In order to scale up these efforts, Stockport is developing a food enterprise 

centre to create new supply chains, practical workspaces and build knowledge and information networks. As 

an informant puts it: “We are trying to make the area’s food better and at the same time trying to drive 

employment through it and trying to bring more money into the city; so, ultimately, trying to pull people out of 

poverty as well so they can afford to buy slightly better food and get that sort of circling in the right direction. 

And that is how we are trying to deal with the food security of the area.” However, Stockport also values 

other initiatives such as the promotion of community gardens by the National Health Service and changing 

public sector contracts “so that they can be savvier with what they are buying”. As the interviewee concludes: 

“Those things are not going to feed the world but they are going to create a better relationship with food, and 

in the interim that is all we can hope for. Half an acre of reasonable productive land is required to feed a 

person, so in Stockport we have a population of 300.000, we could never be food secure but we could be 

better at how we design things, how we use the land, how we connect people up and people needs to waste 

less so it’s that whole process”.  

The Liverpool Food Partnership recognises their limitations in addressing the availability dimension of food 

security: “We don’t have an agricultural side here, we really don’t so it is very hard for us to do that, but what 

are we looking at when it comes to the food security in Liverpool is food poverty, or as we prefer to call it 

food access. So it’s access to nutritious and healthy and fresh food for everybody in the city and not just the 

privileged few who live in the leafy suburbs.” The partnership has been working for more than two years to 

embed food access in the city’s policies and plans, joining forces with the council to develop a food poverty 

strategy. This strategy aims to change the “attitudes towards how important food is for those who are in crisis 

and how food banks are not the answer and there needs to be a much more broad brush approach”. This is 

particularly relevant in a city like Liverpool that has suffered dramatic cuts resulting in the council having “less 

money to manage worst deprivation than the rest of the country”. In this austere context, local governments 

are particularly keen to co-manage public space and services with communities. Organisations like the 

Liverpool Food Partnership seize these opportunities by facilitating the creation of allotments and community 

gardens in green spaces. Also the partnership has set up the Knowledge Quarter Sustainability Network in 

collaboration with the Royal hospital, University of Liverpool & John Moores University to create synergies 

between academic/ medical, cultural and community spaces within the city centre. For example, a 

Bioscience group is investigating aquaponics and other technology smart solutions to grow food in the city, 

using energy and space from industrial buildings. Other projects include developing a food corridor in the city 

or innovative solutions to deal with food waste.  

2.3.2.3 The SFCN in the national and European context: tackling UK food system 

vulnerabilities 

As the former sections highlight, the contribution of SFCN and the individual cities to food security is varied, 

practically and also discursively. Interventions around food security included creating food poverty 

partnerships, dealing with food waste, expanding and improving public procurement, generating economic 

opportunities in the food sector or campaigning for living wages. There is also a breath of activities aiming to 

develop shorter food supply chains in order to value local produce and foster food businesses and 

knowledge in urban areas. Although food security is seldom mobilised as a concept per se, these 

partnerships have the capacity to create a consensus frame around what is a sustainable food city that 

allows them to advance in several fronts. The malleability of the concepts helps to forge alliances with 

diverse sectors and stakeholders, appealing to diverse audiences. Consequently, there is a wide range of 

FNS practices enacted at the local or city level, from creating food poverty working groups to establishing 

school holiday hunger programmes, and also at the network level such as knowledge sharing and 

campaigning.  
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The SFCN is a relatively recent actor in the UK, however, their contribution to food poverty alleviation at the 

national level has already been recognised by other key stakeholders. For example, the Fabian Commission 

(a UK-based think tank) conducted a national enquire on food poverty resulting in the report Hungry for 

Change (2015)
7
. Among their recommendations they identified 14 action points including the establishment 

of food access plans by local authorities building on the work already conducted by the Sustainable Food 

Cities Network to boost access to affordable, nutritious food in local areas. As described above in the 

introduction of the network, the SFCN is also active through their food poverty campaign in establishing 

alliances and making the case to measure food insecurity in the UK. Nevertheless, the work of SFCN is at 

the national level has been secondary in these three years given the primary focus on building the actual 

network of cities. The two campaigns counted so far have been important to amalgamate some of the UK 

wide concerns, and particularly the food poverty campaign has been instrumental to engage in the political 

domain and work collaboratively on food security challenges.  

This campaign has been developed in midst a fragmented UK food security debate, with diverse interests 

framing the causes and solutions to food insecurity very differently; from stressing individual responsibility for 

experiencing food poverty to social justice narratives calling for the maintenance and expansion of the 

welfare state (see Moragues-Faus et al 2015). As interviews conducted with experts in the stakeholder 

survey reveal (see WP2 TRANSMANGO stakeholder survey), the UK debate on food security is dominated 

by individualistic, productivity and free-trade approaches to understanding and solving FNS challenges. This 

approach is championed by the current UK government which has been particularly proactive in denying 

food poverty and contesting the surge of food banks as a result of increasing levels of destitution in the 

country. In this context, the SFCN has developed its own approach and campaign to fight against food 

poverty based of government action at different tiers, building effective partnerships and ensuring the right to 

food of individuals beyond charitable food aid.  

In answering how relevant is the SFCN in the national food poverty/food security debate, one informant 

states: “From now on it (the SFCN) could – with the right management and drive forward- become more 

relevant and more influential. The cities want that. The work in food poverty (...) in the last few years has 

taken the network and taken sustainable food cities into that role where they can offer solutions, (...) but also 

be critical and be more forceful about the role of this tier of government, municipalities, etc. But that is yet to 

come”. Indeed, the solution-driven approach of SFCN constitutes a key contributor to not only disseminate 

but scale-up and out FNS practices, as an interviewee puts it: “the network is providing a very useful 

infrastructure or meta-structure -whatever you want to call it- for helping to bring together and drive action 

around the food poverty aspects of food security; and I think, more importantly, if food security or food 

sovereignty actually came up with a national agenda the network can provide a ready vehicle for helping to 

drive that response”. 

As the analysis shows, the SFCN and individual sustainable food cities contribute mainly to deliver FNS 

outcomes related to the access dimension, as well as the utilisation and sustainability dimensions. In terms 

of UK vulnerabilities they are therefore particularly active in addressing the following vulnerable areas 

identified in WP2: skills; social inequality and low incomes; ethics (and democracy); choice editing and 

consumer behaviour; information; lifestyle, health and wellness; and particularly fragmentation and weakness 

of public regulation. As many respondents highlight, food availability in the UK is manly reliant on global food 

chains, and therefore they consider their city-based actions anecdotal in the global production of food. 

Nevertheless, they do emphasize the importance of activities such as urban agriculture or waste reduction in 

contributing to FNS by changing people’s behaviour, sharing skills and building resilience. However, their 

capacity to influence food production policies or governance arenas is deemed as limited, first because of 

the urban focus and competences of local authorities, and second because of limited influence in agricultural 

and rural issues at the national and European levels. The connections to European policies or initiatives is 

relatively low, despite their forefront position in developing urban food policies. Greater connections and 
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alliances are being forged through the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact or different countries and initiatives 

(Nordic contries, IUFN, ect) calling on their expertise, however there is still a scope for greater collaboration. 

In terms of the sustainability of the network, the SFCN programme has applied for a second round of funding 

to Esmee Fairbain in order to expand the network and reach a critical mass. This will include developing 

enough models of what sustainable food cities look like, as well as establish the necessary structures to 

facilitate knowledge exchange and inspiration among cities. Ideally, this process will be underpinned by a 

greater ownership of the network by its members which will lead to develop a body independent from 

external funding and probably of the three funding organisations. The overall aim is to empower cities to run 

a self-managed network of sustainable food cities with a recognised UK voice.  

2.4 Scenarios Workshops:  Towards a Food Secure Wales  

2.4.1 Introduction to workshops 

As part of the UK case studies with the Sustainable Food Cities Network and access to fresh fruit and 

vegetables in Cardiff, we conducted two participative workshops to explore FNS in Wales. The workshops 

were designed with the Sustainable Food Cities Network, Cardiff Food Council and Wales Food Poverty 

Alliance to explore different scenarios and transitions pathways towards a more food secure Wales. The 

workshops were held in Cardiff, the 25
th
 of January and the 9

th
 of March 2016, with relevant stakeholders 

from civil society organisations, public and private sectors. These workshops were informed by a previous 

survey with participants around the main challenges and strengths of Wales’ food system highlighting welfare 

reforms, labour conditions, cost of living, knowledge and skills as key aspects affecting food security in 

Wales.  

The first workshop started with a visioning exercise, consisting of brainstorming and clustering of elements 

that describe how a food secure Wales might look like. The result of this exercise was a list of twelve 

prioritised goals that are key to achieve a food secure Wales according to workshop participants. The three 

most voted goals - Integrated Food Systems Strategy for Wales, Food education and Diverse farming 

systems - were selected for back-casting. Back-casting is a systematic process for working backwards from 

a desirable future to identify the steps required that connect the future to the present. Therefore, these three 

goals were turned into specific plans that detailed the steps needed to achieve an Integrated Food Systems 

Strategy for Wales, a population with a broad range of Food Knowledge and skills, and a Diversified Farming 

Systems for Wales. The final part of this first workshop consisted of adapting European scenarios developed 

by TRANSMANGO to the Welsh context. Scenarios are a useful tool for future-oriented thinking in a way that 

is mindful of future uncertainty and the multidimensional scope required to look at planning contexts, 

accepting that the future might not be just a continuation of current trends. Throughout the workshop 

different stakeholders developed exploratory scenarios engaging multiple legitimate perspectives involved in 

framing and addressing messy challenges such as food security and sustainability. The result were three 

Welsh scenarios for 2050 (see below for an extended summary): Wales Wails is based on privatisation of 

resources and public services, growth of the precariat living just above the poverty line and increasing health 

and environmental problems; It’s Wales, Dai but not as we know it! describes a future where the state has 

intervened to deliver healthy food through high-tech solutions dis-embedding the agricultural and food sector 

from its context and causing job and skills losses; and Preserving Wales is a story where the majority of 

Welsh people return to rural lives embracing vegetarian diets out of necessity due to high levels of poverty 

and health inequalities, exacerbated by global environmental pressures, and in the context of strong EU 

policies and decentralisation of state support and investment. The development of these scenarios included 

describing the main elements and drivers operating in these future worlds, identifying the steps and process 

that have led to that particular reality and exploring the chains of cause and effect amongst the main 

elements of the scenario by drawing causal maps.  

The second workshop revolved around developing more robust plans for the Integrated Food Strategy, Food 

Education and Diversified Farming System by using the scenarios developed in the first workshop. 
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Stakeholders analysed the plausibility of the steps needed to reach each one of these goals under very 

different circumstances as defined by the three Welsh scenarios. This process allowed developing more 

robust plans, thinking creatively and prioritising key actions. Finally, participants discussed results and 

agreed that there is a sense of urgency coming out of the analysis under different scenarios, calling for extra 

efforts to change food culture and mobilise civil society and the public sector. The main actions identified 

revolved around influencing the new education curriculum, linking these plans –and particularly the creation 

of a food policy council as proposed by the integrated food strategy plan – to ongoing processes and spaces 

such as the Food Poverty Alliance, The Food and Drink Industry Board, Food Cardiff, The Food Manifesto, 

Wales Future Generations Act, etc.; and develop a study on dietary preferences, needs and the suitability of 

Wales’ food system to deliver against health and sustainability goals.  

2.4.2 Summary of Wales scenarios 

Scenario 1: Wales Wails. Wales is experiencing a mixture of diet-related diseases, with diabetes and 

obesity widely spread among the population and causing premature deaths. The welfare system has largely 

collapsed just supporting those that are temporary out of work due to illnesses. The NHS is completely 

privatised having to pay for healthcare and devolving responsibility for health to individuals. Unemployment is 

very low, but there is no decent work; employers offer bad working conditions that allow people to live just 

above the poverty line. There is a clear growth of the precariat, mostly working on manufacturing industries 

and with families struggling to get by. The industries that had fled Wales looking for cheap labour abroad 

have come back. There is a need for food to be cheap in order to feed low income families. There is poor 

access to local and healthy food, with a clear proliferation of fast food outlets and processed food provided 

by few and powerful companies. Concentration of power in the food supply chains also affects infrastructure, 

owned by few global retailers and where local food has been replaced by cheap imports. There are small 

pockets of wealth that enjoy better food and services. Consumer options have also been individualised, with 

the media and other actors running a moral crusade against consumption. Despite the increased availability 

of information around products, there is a steady loss of knowledge and skills particularly in the food domain. 

Wales is also suffering from climate change impacts, with summers being a reminiscence of the past. Floods 

are common and housing developments compete with other land uses, which together with intensive farming 

practices contribute to soil degradation. There are also increasing water pollution problems linked to low 

environmental standards of manufacturing industries. Wales’ impact on the environment has increased 

steadily, partly due to meat production replacing fruit and vegetable fields. Despite the decreased life 

expectancy, population increases due to migration. Places are more crowded and there are also increasing 

flows between urban and rural areas. The mood swings between social unrest and apathy, since people 

have just enough to get by. Politicians pride themselves on this ‘absence’ of poverty and blame migrants and 

global dynamics when discontent rises. There is a mixed-bag of diluted policies in midst political apathy. The 

Common Agricultural Policy has disappeared and the private sector is taking over most services, including 

catering in schools. Income and corporate taxes are low, but other services are taxed such as food or tolls in 

order to pay for the basic welfare provided. We arrived to this scenario by basically doing nothing and letting 

current trends deepen. 

Scenario 2: It’s Wales, Dai, but not as we know it! In this scenario, Wales is changing fundamentally, but 

to many, the changes go unnoticed until they are complete. The UK government and the EU are responding 

to challenges of increasing (global) demand of livestock products and the perceived need to make food 

systems more efficient and better able to provide healthy and safe food by enacting strong policies, with 

intensive and exclusive collaboration with large food companies. These alliances create highly integrated, 

intensive food systems that proceed to out-compete traditional agricultural production and create clinically 

healthy and safe, but standardized, highly artificial and processed foods, which are introduced without 

fanfare, while attempts to educate consumers on diets have been abandoned as failures. In Wales, this 

heralds the end of traditional agriculture, including lamb production, and the end of traditional Welsh 

landscapes with it. Due to these changes, small-scale farming becomes less and less profitable, and in 
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combination with other failing rural economic activities, this strengthens the already existing rural decline and 

urban growth.  People are flocking to cities and rural areas become unmanaged, with those few who remain 

caught in poverty traps. Local farmer’s markets and shops disappear. The disappearance of farms, 

especially sheep farming, means that parts of the countryside become inaccessible – people are mainly 

living in towns and cities and on the coast. The tourist sector suffers. Cities struggle to accommodate this 

influx of new inhabitants. 

Unemployment rises both in rural and urban areas, resulting in distinctly rural and urban types of poverty, 

and welfare is extended to deal with this – but it is difficult to get out of such welfare traps because of the 

exclusivity of the marketplace. The stricter control of available foods and drinks means that physical health 

increases on average, with obesity decreasing as people simply are not able to easily attain unhealthy foods. 

Older people are an exception – these still suffer from legacy effects on their health. The homogenizing 

economy means that employment also becomes less diverse – the main increase in jobs happens in the 

food industry and technology sectors, but these are highly skilled jobs. Food production and processing that 

happens in Wales is based around highly processed and artificial foods, based on insects and, more 

recently, in vitro meats, with nutrients added. Production is safe and fairly efficient, with fewer environmental 

impacts and reduced food waste – but there is no connection to the environment and culture of Wales. 

Unemployment and a loss of identity has created political unrest – nationalism has increased among those 

who struggle the most; those who cherish rural life rally against a highly artificial and urbanized existence. 

Niche movements aim to provide unprocessed food, but this is often too expensive for most; allotments 

expand and with the rewilding of rural areas, foraging also increases. 

Scenario 3: Preserving Wales. ‘Preserving Wales’ is a story that sees the majority of Welsh people 

returning to rural lives because of changing social norms and political conditions; for many out of necessity 

due to high levels of poverty and health inequalities, exacerbated by global pressures; and in the context of 

strong EU policies and subsidies supporting re-ruralisation and sustainable local food production. The 

process of renationalization happening in Europe, results in more devolvement of power to Wales. The 

Welsh government invests in building infrastructure and the provision of goods and services in rural areas. 

This transition is facilitated by decentralized service provision which leads to increased employment in local 

schools, hospitals etc.; as well as technological advances in communications which allow people to have 

creative and intellectual off-farm work whilst residing in thriving rural villages. These changes boost Welsh 

cultural heritage around rural lifestyle including language, sport, countryside skills hedgerow laying and local 

music. 

The Welsh government, in partnership with many social movements and cooperatives initiates major 

campaigns about nutrition and sustainability, cooking and farming. These issues are eventually fully 

incorporated into mainstream education. Social change and the nature of distributed local food production 

means different skills and jobs are valued differently than they are around 2015 – farmers are valued more 

than bankers. Within Wales, growing your own food is seen as ‘decent work’. To some degree resilience of 

food supply goes up because Wales has a wider range of produce, more of which is produced locally, 

however, there is more vulnerability to shocks effecting local food production and distribution because there 

is less of anything coming from abroad. Only the very rich live in cities, these people are large land owners 

who subcontract farm work to others. People travel to cities for tourism because they are novel as most 

people don’t live in them anymore. There are tensions due to poverty, vegetable rustling and land wars take 

place but these ultimately strengthen the necessity to collaborate in communities. Population declines 

because there is an aging population and very low immigration.  

Following up on a number of food safety scares in Europe, vegan and vegetarian societies (motivated 

themselves by environmental and ethical concerns) undertake massive marketing campaigns. Slowly, there 

is a shift in dietary patterns so that vegan and vegetarian diets become the norm, though people still eat 

some lamb, particularly for cultural reasons.  Many lamb farmers go out of business and the uplands change 

to arable and horticulture, fuels and energy generation, particularly wind farms. However, these changes 
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boost Welsh cultural heritage around rural lifestyle include language, sport, local rugby, countryside skills 

hedgerow laying, fox and rabbit hunting and local music. Climate change leads to more wineries on the south 

west coast of Wales. Destabilisation of the retail sector means less consumerism. People are much 

healthier, getting much more fresh air, eating healthy food, getting more exercise and spending more time 

living outside. In general people are happier living rurally in rich cultural communities. The health benefits of 

lower consumption of animal products become apparent together with increased mental health from contact 

with nature and social inclusion in community activities result in reduced health care costs overall. There are 

some vulnerable communities in this scenario – anyone who can’t grow their own food, such as the elderly, 

rely on volunteering and community support structures. Fortunately, community spirit is strong. 

2.4.3 Reflection on the scenarios workshops 

Below we have conducted a reflection on the scenarios workshop guided by three key questions: 

What are the most important differences between the 3 EU Scenarios in terms of opportunities and 

limitations for the ‘local’ case study initiatives? To what extend are these differences also translated into 

diverging strategic choices for the future? 

The most important differences between the three Welsh scenarios revolve around governance, and 

particularly the role of the three main actors: public sector, civil society and private sector. In the first 

scenario, Wales Wails, the public sector is completely absent and civil society is very inactive, mainly due to 

work overload and general apathy of the population. This influences the possible strategic choices for the 

future very clearly. Indeed, changes proposed under this scenario in the back-casted plans revolved around 

engaging with the private sector and developing solutions that were cost-effective, that is, solutions that 

profit-driven organisations will be interested in implementing since they will result in higher returns for them. 

In this context, climate change and its potential economic side effects can become a threat but at the same 

time a tool to persuade companies to invest in sustainable agriculture and food chains that will increase their 

resilience. In this scenario, acting quickly and improving education were considered as key levers for 

change. The SFCN will find very difficult to operate in this scenario, particularly, they will struggle to create 

cross-sectoral partnerships in cities where the local governments and other public agencies have a key role. 

Furthermore, there will be no funding or match funding to support city officers and neither to finance the 

basic structure of a national network. 

In the case of Wales, Dai the key powerful actors are the government and large companies, excluding from 

this alliance smaller business and civil society organisations. Consequently, the back-casted plans relied on 

a very strong government that could intervene easily in different aspects related with food security, such as 

expanding the welfare state or creating new policies. Nevertheless, in this world the government was not 

able to create a healthy job market that could lift people out of poverty and create positive loops. In this case, 

early actions to avoid this scenario revolved around developing more inclusive policy making processes, 

such as those promoted by the SFCN. Partnerships could then be instrumental to avoid the scenario but 

difficult to implement once this world has been established. In a state-centric scenario that only cooperates 

with large businesses the SFCN is unfeasible, given its reliance at the national and city level in civil society 

organisations.  

Finally, the Preserving Wales scenario shows a synergistic relationship between Wales and European 

governments and civil society. While the scenario describes some initial negative aspects around economic 

and health inequalities; these are progressively tackled by a strong and decentralised government in 

collaboration with civil society. However, a key aspect of this scenario is the return to rural areas and 

therefore the urban bias of the SFCN would be inappropriate in this scenario. There are many opportunities 

for cooperation and collaboration among different stakeholders and sectors; however, the SFCN and the 

individual cities would need to develop a city-region or rural perspective that allows integrating rural needs 

but also the capacity for innovation and creation of sustainable food systems driven from the countryside. 
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The high level of decentralisation of this scenario would benefit a SFCN approach based on partnerships to 

address FNS challenges. 

Which kind of other outcomes of the scenario work is important to highlight and understand overall case 

study initiatives dynamics? 

This workshop was designed in conjunction with the SFCN, but differently from other workshops, it did not 

revolve around the SFCN work but aimed to progress in developing integrated policy responses to food 

poverty in Wales. This approach shows the commitment of the SFCN to generate change and create multi-

stakeholder partnerships throughout their work. The workshops revealed the key role that Food Cardiff – The 

SFCN local partner– plays in the Welsh foodscape, having capacity to lead on plans and convene key 

institutional and non-institutional actors around the table. In fact, one of the backcasted plans revolved 

around creating an integrated food policy including a Welsh wide food policy council that resembles the 

approach championed by the SFCN. This capacity of a local food partnership to intervene and inspire 

national policies and actors shows the potential of the SFCN approach not only to institutionalise some of its 

practices in different government levels but also integrate concerns that are not only urban, and therefore 

having a wider impact on UK’s FNS.  
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2.5 Summary and Ref lection on Transformative Capacity  

This case study has presented the functioning of the Sustainable Food Cities Network, discussing its 

contribution to Food and Nutrition Security in the UK. For that purpose, this report analyses the FNS 

practices of the network, from developing campaigns to awards and hosting different networking and 

communication activities. However, it is equally important to understand how different cities within the 

network discursively and practically engage with the concept of FNS. We provide a set of examples that 

illustrate the holistic approach of these sustainable food cities. Finally, we have linked the contribution to 

FNS of the SFCN and individual cities to the food system vulnerabilities identified in the UK National report 

(WP2), demonstrating how the SFCN approach addresses mainly three key dimensions of FNS: access, 

utilisation and sustainability.  

According to WP6 guidelines, transformative capacity can be understood as the complex interactions and 

interlinkages between different case study related actors, practices and institutional settings that transform 

into agency and capacity to mobilize resources (broadly defined). A FNS practice can exhibit little/weak 

transformative potential, as well as high/strong transformative potential (constraints/possibilities). The SFCN 

is based on creating and recreating complex interactions and different levels. It is indeed a network of 

networks (i.e. the city food partnerships) and therefore relies in complex interactions across sectors and 

levels. Following this definition of transformative capacity, the SFCN would have an enormous potential for 

transformation. However, this case study shows the importance of defining the normative goal associated to 

this ‘transformative potential’ or the direction of change. In the case of the SFCN they do define a shared a 

vision of a sustainable food city that includes the main goals of FNS. In the context of TRANSMANGO’s 

goals, the analysis of the SFCN has allowed us to identify the main aspects that make this network 

innovative and foster its transformative capacity, that is, its capacity to contribute to FNS. The table below 

summarizes these characteristics. However, some of these characteristic have also associated challenges 

that might diminish the impact of the SFCN in FNS. These challenges are also outlined in order to develop a 

critical assessment of the transformative potential of national sustainable food cities networks. 

 

Transformative capacity:  

Contributions to FNS 

Challenges 

SFCN promotes an holistic approach to 

sustainable food. 

Place-based needs and priorities push local actors to 

focus on specific and pressing issues. 

SFCN proposes the establishment of multi-actor 

partnerships as a necessary element of a 

sustainable food city. 

Partnerships are very diverse, with different spaces for 

participation and inclusivity, actors play different roles.  

Cities and municipalities as key transition places. 

They have responsibilities, powers and capacity to 

build more sustainable food systems.  

The focus on cities raises issues around spatial justice 

(hinterlands and rural areas) and also the incorporation 

of global dynamics.   

The network can contribute to debates at different 

levels.  

Political context hinders progress at UK level. The 

SFCN does not engage at the EU level. 

Capitalizing on synergies among different sectors 

and actors, relying on the public and voluntary 

sector. 

The resilience and long term sustainability of individual 

cities and the network are conditioned by public 

funding and civil society involvement. Also individual 

food champions play a key role. 

Cities are engaging in policy making, developing 

action plans, and specific programs.  There are 

increasing levels of activity and more cities joining 

the network. 

How to measure success constitutes a key challenge 

to inform internal decisions but also gain support from 

local and national governments and funders. 
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3. ACCESS TO FRESH FRUIT AND VEGETABLES 

3.1 Introduct ion 

Access to fresh fruit and vegetables for all constitutes one of the key elements to deliver Food and Nutrition 

Security (FNS) in the UK. Economic access to good food is one of the main concerns for UK’s population, 

with food prices raising 18% in real terms between 2007 and their peak in August 2012 (DEFRA, 2014b). 

This affects mainly low income households, who have changed their diet buying more pork, poultry and eggs 

in front of fruit, fish or more expensive meats. Household food purchases do not generally match the 

Government recommended eatwell plate, particularly consuming more food and drinks high in fat and/or 

sugar and less fruit and vegetables. Government figures estimate that there are around 13 million people in 

poverty in the UK (Department for Work and Pensions, 2014). Alternative measures, state that four million 

people suffer from food poverty and around 3 million people suffer from undernourishment or are at risk of 

being underfed (Brotherton et al., 2010; Gordon et al., 2000). In England, 64% of the population is 

overweight, affecting mostly low income families (HSE, 2013). There has also been an emergence of food 

banks around UK, with estimates of around 500,000 now reliant on food aid, and the Trussell Trust food 

banks having delivered 3 days emergency food to 913,138 people in 2013/2014 (Lambie-Mumford et 

al.,2014). Finally, the UK produces just 55% of the total supply of vegetables for the country and only 10% of 

the fruit consumed in the UK (DEFRA, 2014). Furthermore, as the WP2 TRANSMANGO report on UK food 

system vulnerabilities shows (see  Moragues-Faus et al., 2015), some of the main vulnerability drivers in the 

UK food system revolve around unsustainable purchasing and eating practices, increasing social 

inequalities, economic crisis and food price surges. Consequently, initiatives that aim to provide fresh fruit 

and vegetables are key to reduce the vulnerability of people to experience food insecurity.  

The debate on Food and Nutrition Security (FNS) has by and large focused on the production and 

consumption ends, ignoring other range of functions such as processing, storing, distribution that are key to 

provide FNS for all (Sonnino et al., 2014).Closing this gap, there is a range of food hubs that are instrumental 

both for producers to sell their products and for consumers to access them (Morley et al., 2008). In this 

satellite case study we investigate two food hubs that provide fresh fruit and vegetables to Cardiff residents: 

food cooperatives (co-ops from now on) and organic vegetable box-schemes. Support to vegetable food 

schemes and food co-operatives are part of the food plan developed by Food Cardiff (the SFCN local partner 

in Cardiff). Furthermore, some of the box-schemes and particularly the facilitators of food co-ops (RRU) 

actively participate in the Food Cardiff partnership. In this report we analyse the emergence and evolution of 

these initiatives, identifying key actors and their motivations. Ultimately, we aim to understand the socio-

material practices that make up food coops and box-schemes and particularly their contribution to FNS. For 

that purpose, we build on the framework proposed in WP 6 mobilising the concept of FNS practices, that is, 

unveiling new routines, new patterns of connecting and/or reconnecting FNS resources in new ways. 

According to Shove and Pantzar (2005), practices are made up of ‘images’ (meanings, symbols), ‘skills’ 

(know-how, forms of competence), and ‘materials’ (artefacts, technologies) that are actively and recursively 

integrated through everyday performance. At the same time, practices can be formed, changed, and 

potentially ‘fossilised’ through creating, maintaining or breaking the links between their elements (Hargreaves 

et al., 2013). Nevertheless, the degree to which a practice is new or innovative is contextually dependent.  

The reminder of the report is structured as follows. We first outline the methodology and research questions 

that underpin these case studies. Subsequently we present the results of the research conducted with food 

coops and box schemes. Both analytical sections follow the structure of the research questions, including an 

introduction of the initiatives, their origins and main actors involved; an analysis of how their practices relate 

to different FNS outcomes; the policy implications of these findings and a concluding section. Finally, the last 

section summarizes the main findings linking these results to the previous work conducted in the UK in the 

context of TRANSMANGO. 
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3.2 Research Questions & Methods  

This research is based on textual analysis of secondary data available from the food cooperatives and box-

schemes operating in Cardiff as well as on semi-structured interviews with key informants. In the case of the 

food co-ops this study has looked specifically at co-ops in Cardiff and South Wales area. Information about 

individual co-ops as well as the network as a whole has been gathered through a variety of methods, 

including interviews with key stakeholders, document analysis and visits to 8 community food co-ops.  This 

study has focused solely on community food co-ops not based in schools. 14 community co-ops in Cardiff 

were contacted through the area coordinator out of which 7 have decided to take part. An additional co-op 

has been approached in South Wales area based on a recommendation by the area coordinator. In every 

co-op, lead volunteer, other volunteers and customers were interviewed. Two area coordinators and general 

project manager were also interviewed, alongside one local wholesaler supplying over 70 co-ops. 

Documents analysed included Rural Regeneration Unit’s website, RRU Programme Overview 2012 – 2015, 

Interim Report: Adding Value and demonstrating sustainable development in the Community Food Co-ops in 

Wales (Cox 2015), Evaluation of the Community Food Co-operative Programme in Wales (Jones 2012) and 

Evaluation of Community Food Co-ops Pilot in Wales (Elliot, Parry & Ashdown-Lambert 2004). In the case of 

the vegetable box schemes, four local vegetable schemes were analysed. These were selected in 

conjunction with local experts, aiming to represent different organisational models attending to the 

relationship between producers and consumers. There are other two key box-schemes operating in Cardiff, 

Riverfood and Abel and Cole that were not considered in this study given their UK-wide approach in contrast 

with the four initiatives based in Wales. The analysis of secondary data included information contained on 

websites and social media. Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with key actors from the 

selected box schemes. 

The main research questions that guided both case studies were the following:   

- What are the origins of this project and how has it evolved?  

- Who takes part and why?  (consumers, producers, traders, transport, volunteers, etc.) 

- How does this project contribute to FNS? Explore views on FSN and dimensions: 

o Availability: price, types of foodstuffs offered, quantity, origin, etc.  

o Access: price, physical access, social networks, etc. 

o Utilization: cooking, waste, skills, preservation, etc. 

o Sustainability: economic, environmental and social dimensions, and evolution in the future. 

- How could this initiative contribute to a more food secure Wales in the future? Policy 

recommendations 
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3.3 Research Findings 

3.3.1 Food Co-ops in Cardiff 

3.3.1.1 Introduction 

The main objective of community food co-ops in Wales is to offer healthy and affordable fresh produce for all, 

while promoting local businesses and making local supply chains more resilient. The project was piloted in 

North and South East Wales in 2004. Funded by the Welsh Government, it has been run by the Rural 

Regeneration Unit (RRU), a social enterprise with a previous experience with running food co-ops in 

Cumbria, England. In the beginning, the project targeted socially deprived areas included in the Community 

First programme,
8
 in order to fulfil in part the governmental commitment to tackling inequalities in health 

(Elliot et al 2004) as a report published earlier in 2004 revealed that only 41% of Welsh population eat 

recommended 5 portions of fruit and veg a day (Bourne 2012). Focusing on enabling access to, and 

encouraging consumption of, fresh produce, it has also aimed at supporting local producers and wholesalers 

both in rural and urban areas of Wales. During the years, the focus has widened beyond socially deprived 

areas and until now, the RRU has helped to establish and supported over 300 co-ops across the whole 

Wales. Due to a change in funding, since 2015 RRU does not officially establish new co-ops and instead 

works with a core group of 140 co-ops to make them more sustainable.  

This satellite case study looked specifically at co-ops in Cardiff and South Wales area. They are not co-

operatives per se, in a sense that they are not autonomous enterprises democratically governed and owned 

by its members, but rather they are buying groups. The mixture of desk-based research and fieldwork 

revealed that individual co-ops within this initiative are strongly rooted in the geographical, social and other 

contexts of a particular place. This is a common aspect shared amongst a variety of local food projects, that 

is, the territorial embeddedness of these initiatives shapes their characteristics and in turn these projects 

contribute to distinct place-making processes (Moragues-Faus and Sonnino, 2012). Therefore it is important 

to note that the empirical data presented in this report and subsequent findings are circumscribed to the city 

of Cardiff area.  

In the Cardiff area we can distinguish between two types of food co-ops, community food co-ops and school 

food co-ops. They both run on the same basis, with two main differences: the food co-ops at schools are 

innovatively run by pupils themselves, with an adult as a lead volunteer. They are also usually closed during 

school holidays which has a direct impact on the availability aspect of their contribution to FNS. The 

community food co-op works by linking volunteers running the co-op, in majority cases affiliated with an 

already existing community initiative such as a church or a housing association, to a local supplier who can 

be a local direct producer or a wholesaler. Customers then choose from several types of veg and fruit bags 

(See Figure 1), order and pay for them a week in advance and pick them up from a stall opened usually for a 

couple of hours on a designated day the following week. In 2012 food co-ops also started to offer ‘Additional 

Welsh Produce”, linking consumers to local producers of milk, eggs, meat or bread. Therefore, the main 

actors involved and their motivations vary from co-operative to co-operative but mainly include volunteers 

who are also buyers seeking for cheap fresh fruit and vegetables, volunteers linked to the community 

initiative that physically hosts the food co-op, facilitator of the RRU, users, providers and/or producers.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
8
 Communities First is a regeneration programme funded by the Welsh Government delivered in the most 

deprived communities in Wales, according to the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation.  

FIGURE I SALAD, VEGETABLE AND FRUIT BAGS, EACH SOLD FOR £3 
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3.3.1.2 Contribution to Food and Nutrition Security – The benefits behind benefits 

By offering healthy, affordable food for all, food co-ops can support both consumers’ household food security 

as well as the national food security of Wales by strengthening local supply chains. In Cardiff, for example, 

over 85 food co-ops as a collective are an important customer of local wholesalers based on the Bessemer 

Road Wholesale Market, the only wholesale market in Wales, which have been threatened to be closed 

down for past four years. This initiative therefore has an impact on the availability of fresh fruit and 

vegetables beyond production stages and the access to affordable healthy food. Food co-ops also relate to 

the other two dimensions of food security, utilisation and sustainability as described below.  

Availability 

The original drive to set up food co-ops revolved around tackling socio-economic inequalities and health 

problems, focusing primarily on the access dimension of food-co-ops (Elliot et al 2012). However, as the 

governmental emphasis and subsequent funding widened from health to supporting local production (for 

more information see Welsh Government Food and Drink Action Plan 2014-2020), RRU started to focus on 

cooperation with local growers and producers. In 2015, more than one third of all produce supplied by food 

co-ops was grown or produced in Wales and between 2012 and 2015 only, the programme has generated 

£1,458,301.40 in income for Welsh businesses (Rural Regeneration Unit 2015). Whereas co-ops in South 

Wales are supplied by wholesalers because of the lack of suitable producers nearby, North and West Wales 

is mostly supplied by growers, who can be wholesalers too – growing veg and buying-in fruit (and veg out of 

season). Supplying produce in season is also economically advantageous for wholesalers. In Cardiff, for the 

rest of the year and during the hungry gap especially, produce is supplied from all over the world especially 

in terms of fruit, with some preference for British vegetables. Consequently, food co-ops rely on a mixture of 

Welsh, British and international producers handled by local suppliers. While the food supply chain created by 

these co-ops does not conform with ‘localness’ attributes of other alternative food networks, it does offer 

opportunities to reconnect local producers to consumers and furthermore, build a social and physical 

infrastructure where producers, wholesalers, middleman, organisations, volunteers and consumers are 

interlocked.   

Food co-ops also challenge some of the ‘meanings’ around local food widely researched in the alternative 

food movement. For example, whereas there exists a clear top-down narrative promoting local (meaning 

Welsh) produce and businesses from RRU, following governmental framework on sustainability, interviews 

showed that the interest amongst volunteers and customers was rather weak. Similarly, although volunteers 

and customers were engaged with the idea of seasonality, there was a degree of confusion over what “being 

in season” mean and this knowledge was not linked to seasonal produce in the UK. This points out to a need 

for more research into how people engage with the concept of seasonality, how people know what is in 

season and what/whose knowledge is valued and how, especially in grass-root organisations. Consequently 

the image and skills of these social practices differ from idealised notions of alternative food initiatives.  

On a material level, community food co-ops practices can be compared to the other case study explored in 

this report on veg food boxes (see below). They provide customers with a pre-determined set of produce and 

the consumers themselves have a little choice of what directly goes into the bags. Hence especially in the 

case of 2 wholesalers supplying over 85 co-ops together in South Wales, this points to a considerable power 

of the supplier over what consumers receive every week. As a following quote shows, wholesalers’ 

understanding of what people are demanding and what they are eating is as important as what is perceived 

by the wholesaler to be economically beneficial for him as well as the consumer: 

“R: And what about those mushrooms? [pointing at big, Portobello mushrooms wrapped in packs of three] 

W: No, I don’t put them in. You know, people wouldn’t know how to cook them. They prefer having a bigger 

pack, more of everything.” 
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This framing of food options is informed by the experience of the supplier and his relationship with the 

clients/consumers. For example, the same supplier stressed his active encouragement of feedback from 

customers and volunteered couple of occasions when that influenced what goes into the bags: “Last week 

someone called if they could get some courgettes. So we looked into it and got courgettes to all [70] co-ops 

this week.’. This illustrates a certain degree of flexibility over what goes into bags and communication 

between the supplier, volunteers and customers is vital. The quality of produce which stays long fresh is one 

of the most important predictors of co-op’s success and hence giving feedback to suppliers is highly 

encouraged by RRU. Furthermore, some food co-ops in Cardiff cater also for different ethnic minorities as 

non-traditionally Welsh produce is included on purpose, such as sweet potatoes. As reported by one project 

coordinator, a separate type of a veg bag, a stir-fry bag, was born out of a suggestion by a food co-op 

affiliated with Student Union with a number of international students. 

Access 

Food co-ops especially improve the access dimension of FNS, both by a very affordable pricing (see Figure 

1) as well as facilitating physical access to fresh fruit and vegetables. Consequently, the social and physical 

infrastructure created by food co-ops reconnects availability and accessibility elements of FNS. As explained 

by the General Manager, “Food co-ops are not just about food but it meets the food poverty agenda. 

Because those people who feel that they can’t afford to eat fresh, can, and they can see that they can”. Food 

co-ops also accept Healthy Start vouchers, a governmental scheme providing vulnerable young families with 

food vouchers to buy milk, fresh or frozen fruit and vegetables, and formula milk.
9
 However, in 8 co-ops 

visited, only a handful of customers did actually pay with those voucher over the past 6 months. In rural 

areas of potential “food desserts” with limited options of shopping spaces, the infrastructure created by food 

co-ops is particularly important. As a new sourcing outlet it potentially gives the community a choice over the 

food they eat. Where this is linked directly with local producers and participatory mechanisms it could be 

seen as a manifestation of food sovereignty.  

Food co-ops therefore tackle financial and physical barriers to accessing fresh fruit and vegetables but they 

also build and strengthen community ties. Apart from the quality of the produce, running alongside other 

initiatives proved important for food co-ops success. These can include Credit Union meetings, doctor’s 

surgeries or community meals. Over and above their function of providing affordable, fresh, local produce, 

food co-ops provide an opportunity for customers to socialise with each other and with volunteers. 

Supporting local community was also mentioned as an important motivation to shop there. The social aspect 

praised by many volunteers and customers alike seems to be as important as reaching out to different 

groups of customers. For example, in one co-op, a session on health and well-being organized by 

Community First worker attracted young women to their stall, whereas in another case a toddler group 

brought young families to the co-op. Strengthening social networks and building community support 

constitute as well an important asset to deliver FNS outcomes. 

Utilisation 

One of the reported challenges with veg box schemes in general is the associated potential increase of food 

waste. This constitutes a more acute problem in initiatives where the set of produce is pre-determined and 

therefore consumers might be unfamiliar with some of the foodstuffs delivered. In order to address these 

issues, at the beginning of the programme RRU created a set of recipe cards tailored to the produce in each 

type of bag and encouraged food co-ops to give them away. Teamed up with the Community First 

programme they also delivered cookery classes using food co-op produce. As food in the UK in the past 10 

years became more prevalent both in media, amongst public and on the political and third sector agenda, 

this actually resulted in RRU investing less resources in raising awareness around cooking and healthy 

eating, as explained by the general manager: “As time went on, we felt that that was not necessary. Because 

                                                      
9
 https://www.healthystart.nhs.uk/  

https://www.healthystart.nhs.uk/


‘Local’ level analysis of FNS pathways in the UK 

 

 

  31 

there is so much cooking information out there, it is not something we get asked about whereas we did 

previously.” 

At the same time, some co-ops embedded in other community initiatives still run their own cookery classes. 

Those anecdotally showed to be a “safe space” for experimenting with new ingredients, making customers’ 

diet more varied as a result. For example, according to one volunteer, a young mum decided to include 

swede into her cooking when she saw her son enjoying it in a curry, although previously he rejected it.   

Sustainability 

If food co-ops have a positive impact on customer’s household food and nutrition security, then there is a 

close relationship between the sustainability of food co-ops and the sustainability of FNS of their customers. 

Below we discuss how food co-ops relate to the different sustainability dimensions of FNS: 

 Social: Like local food projects in general, co-ops are run by volunteers and hence their 

sustainability as individual projects depends on their ability and commitment to provide that 

support (Elliot et al 2012). Therefore volunteers’ burnout or drop out is often detrimental to co-

op’s survival and hence limiting their ability to benefit customers’ household food security. This 

reliance on voluntary labour and public funding through the support of RRU raises important 

questions around the resilience of these initiatives. However, as previously recognised in the 

food movement around the value of non-waged labour (Ekers et al., 2015), these can also 

contribute to community strengthening and social movement building which can conversely 

have a positive impact on building resilience.  

 

 Economic: The main narrative of sustainability of food co-ops shared across different 

stakeholders (volunteers and project coordinators alike) is their non-profit nature. In this way, 

sustainability was viewed by one project coordinator as “doing more with less”, as she stated 

that “[we] have always felt that having no running costs is more sustainable.” And indeed 

many volunteers saw no costs as their main asset, especially free venues. However, those ‘no 

costs’ are more often costs borne by other organisations food co-ops are linked with, 

illustrating that the successful development and sustainability of co-ops is largely dependent 

on their embeddedness in other local initiatives and the extent to which they are networked. 

For example, when the Communities First programme changed to their current funding, they 

lost some venues as a part of their restructuring which led toa  closure of a number of co-ops. 

Hence being linked with other organisations can make co-ops over dependent. This was 

visible in the case of promotion and attracting new customers, also an important aspect of 

food co-ops sustainability, when co-ops rely on printing costs or social media exposure 

provided solely by the local initiative they are linked with, after initial support (bags, banners, 

leaflets etc) from RRU. In one case, a food co-op was prohibited from creating a social media 

profile as this might have conflicted with an official one by their partner organisation. 

Notwithstanding food co-ops contribute to the local economy, among others by creating jobs in 

the supply chain. For example, a supplier interviewed for this case study reported that two 

jobs have been created in his business as a direct result of food co-ops work. Lastly, the 

economic sustainability of these initiatives also relies on the ability to maintain affordable fruit 

and veg prices, especially in places where the supplier is a wholesaler and not a direct 

producer. As was explained above, the choice of produce in bags depends to large extent on 

the affordability of fruit on the wider market and subsequent profitability for the wholesaler.  

Environmental Regarding environmental sustainability, the main framework of reference for interviewees 

were food miles when food from nearby was seen as more environmentally friendly than food from afar. This 

can be seen in the underlying line of promotion of “local production”, especially by the wholesaler and RRU. 

Overall, the supplier perceived environmental sustainability mostly in economic terms – eg. saving money 

spent on fuel by reducing food miles. There was also a strong emphasis on and encouragement to reduce 
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their number of trips (grouping deliveries) and reduce/reuse/recycle packaging. Packaging of individual items 

in bags provided an interesting dilemma between practicality, environmental friendliness and provenance 

awareness. According to one of the project coordinators, changing volunteers’ and customers’ habits was 

crucial at the beginning of the project when there was a desire to bag individual items because of food safety 

issues. Although this has been successfully revoked in large part especially when the supplier is a grower 

himself/herself, this still seems to be the case with a major wholesale supplier interviewed for this case study. 

However, individual packaging in plastic or paper bags was welcomed both by volunteers and the supplier as 

produce was much easier to handle that way, rather than for example receiving a sack of potatoes and 

weighting them out. At the same time, if produce has been already received packaged by the supplier and 

not packed by the supplier himself, this often provided the only information about the provenance of the food 

co-ops have. However, individual volunteers and customers were much less engaged with the idea of “local 

food” and the questions of its provenance more generally as stated above. 

3.3.1.3 Policy implications: Food banks or food co-ops? 

With the food crises of 2008, more and more of British people have found themselves threatened by 

household food insecurity, or the inability to afford nutritious, culturally and socially acceptable food. One of 

its symptoms has been the increase in the establishment and subsequent usage of food banks (Lambie-

Mumford et al., 2014). With the rise of their prominence both in media and public awareness, there seems to 

be some degree of confusion between what a food bank is and what a food co-op is and for whom, as 

pointed out by one area coordinator: “From my experience working with co-ops, people think oh I can’t come 

here because I can afford to go to the supermarket,” One food co-op customer, a government worker, put it 

this way: “Sometimes I feel guilty. This is not for me,” while another volunteer called for the need to 

overcome the stigma connected with food co-ops. This seems to be a recurring problem, as the evaluation of 

2004 pilot programme suggests that “in some areas, food co-ops are perceived generally as a subsidised 

resource available only to people on low income. Despite local advertising efforts promoted by volunteers, 

food co-ops found it difficult to overcome this image and attract new customers,” (Elliot et al 2012: 10). This 

points out that the confusion between food co-ops and food banks can be a barrier to accessing them which 

might be problematic for people already struggling with food insecurity.  At the same time, some food co-ops 

did not encounter this confusion at all, showing how much each individual co-op is embedded in their locality 

and community. Some co-ops even perceived their customers and food banks clients as two very different 

groups of people and not the same clientele.  

Although in the contemporary policy climate of encouraging food banks to offer ‘food plus’ services and also 

signposting to other services the cooperation between food banks and food co-ops might seem natural, to 

date there has been only a very few and rather unsuccessful partnerships where food banks were identified 

as not being interested, focusing instead on their own agenda.  

Throughout this research we have identified three main challenges in the food co-op model. The first 

challenge revolvers around food prices and competition by other outlets. Although food co-ops offer a very 

good value for money, the contemporary food price volatility and temporary lower prices in supermarket may 

make their offer less attractive especially in urban areas with more shopping options. Secondly, the inability 

to choose (or predict) what goes into the bags was often listed as a reason for dropping out of the scheme or 

not being interested in the first place. As one lead volunteer stated, she recommends the co-op to people 

“who like everything”, in order to prevent food waste. However, a number of customers revealed innovative 

ways of avoiding food waste, such as swapping items when ordering in bigger groups (eg. workplaces) or 

splitting the content of bags (eg. pensioners living on their own). Finally, although the message that food co-

ops are for all is strong, their opening hours which are usually from late morning to early afternoon may make 

it inaccessible to some people.  
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3.3.1.4 Conclusions 

Food co-ops in Cardiff and South Wales are strongly socially and economically embedded within their 

communities, if not so much ecologically (Sonnino and Marsden 2006, Sonnino 2007). As a part of local food 

chains they do promote “socially embedded economies of place” (Seyfang 2006: 386), even if the place is 

defined and delineated in more of a social, rather than environmental sense. Whereas it is often argued that 

farmer’s markets and other alternative food networks foster a direct relationships of trust between producers 

and consumers (Sonnino 2007), this did not materialize to such a great extent in the food co-ops in this 

particular area, although an often-cited motivation for customers was to support the community initiative food 

co-ops present in itself, if not so to support the producers down the supply chain. However, this again reflects 

the experience of co-ops in a specifically urban area where the relationship with producer is mediated by, or 

rather fully constructed by, the wholesaler.  

On a different level, the community food co-ops provide an interesting example of an attempt for an 

integrated approach to food policy, as food demands a policy response across different sectors, be it public 

health, agriculture or business (Barling, Lang and Caraher 2002).  Although the pilot was primarily funded by 

the Public Health department which was translated into an emphasis on healthy eating in deprived areas, 

between 2006 – 2012 when the program was rolled out across whole Wales it was jointly funded by the 

Department for Health and Social Affairs, providing policy lead, and former Department for Rural Affairs 

(Jones 2012). From 2012 – 2016, the project has been jointly funded by the Department for Health and Food 

Division of Department for Environment and Rural Affairs whose goal was to provide more local food from 

local producers. As explained by one project coordinator, this was not only to acknowledge materially the 

interconnectedness of food but also an explicit attempt to bring different public sectors together, with 

representatives of both departments sitting on project’s steering group (Jones 2012).  However, to what 

extent have this interconnectedness been working in practice can be questioned by the anecdotal evidence 

of the need to produce two different reports for each department. 

The different narratives around local food also highlight the role of governments and top-down vs. bottom-up 

governance in general in the potential transformation of food system. Whereas there was a clear political and 

organisational top-down desire and a variety of motivations to promote local food production, this did not 

resonate to a great extent with individual co-ops. An argument that “local food is a myth, it is a myth that 

people want local food” put forward by one volunteer is a telling, albeit extreme illustration of an apparent 

disinterest in the provenance of food amongst co-op volunteers and customers. This destabilizes the notion 

of a policy (or even a community initiative, for that matter) as a ‘constant object’ that can be transplanted 

from one place to another. Instead, as Law and Singleton (2014: 381) suggest, ‘policy is a set of 

heterogeneous practices done variably in multiple locations,’ In every single food co-op, the governmental 

policy supporting local production, Welsh Food Strategy and even Sustainable Development Goals agenda 

has played out a bit differently, with a varied degree of engagement and subsequent positive outcomes. 

Future policy interventions around local food should consider how quality and particularly the concept of local 

food is constructed by people with low food budgets; including a more critical assessment and 

communication to the public about why local food should be promoted. Furthermore, the disconnection 

between top-down narratives promoting Welsh produce and businesses from RRU and the seeming lack 

of/weak interest amongst volunteers and customers of the food co-ops shows the importance of including 

diverse set of stakeholders in the development of food policy as well as design long term interventions that 

can deliver cultural and structural changes. 

Overall, food co-ops in Cardiff area contribute to some extent to all different dimensions of FNS, especially in 

terms of access to affordable healthy food and the social aspect of utilization, bringing communities together. 

They tackle both economic and physical barriers to accessing fresh fruit and vegetables as well as 

strengthening the communities’ ties. This impact might be even more profound in rural areas, as in Cardiff, 

food co-ops have been struggling in the past 6 – 9 months with falling numbers of bags and customers, 

ascribed to the decrease in prices of produce in supermarkets. In this context, and with RRU funding running 

to an end, it is particularly challenging to scale up and out this initiative in the city. Although there was little 
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interest in local food amongst customers and volunteers interviewed, the project nevertheless helps to build 

more resilient food chains in Wales by top-down emphasis on engaging local suppliers, both wholesalers and 

actual producers, especially in terms of the Additional Welsh Produce. 

3.3.2 Vegetable box schemes 

3.3.2.1 Introduction 

In order to understand the contribution of vegetable box schemes to food security, we studied four different 

vegetable box providers: Blaencamel, Penylan Pantry, Riverside Market and the Welsh Food Box Company. 

These four schemes represent the main ‘local’ vegetable box schemes in Cardiff, apart from other UK wide 

box-schemes such as Riverford or Abel and Cole. Furthermore, these four schemes are markedly different 

regarding the stakeholders involved and overall organisation as described below. This section introduces 

each vegetable box project in order to contextualise their contributions to FNS.  

Blaencamel vegetable box scheme is the only farm-based project from the four case studies. They sell just 

the produce they grow on their organic farm near Aberaeron, in West Wales (150km from Cardiff). They 

established their vegetable box scheme in 2007, when they stopped supplying supermarkets with their 

vegetables. Their main motivations for this decision were, first, to sell within Wales; second, to know their 

customers and share with them their successes and failures; and third, to retain autonomy to grow what they 

want. Blaencamel is a family-run farm involving three family members. The farm also employs four full-time 

workers and a few casual workers over the summer. Regarding customers, the interviewee from Blaencamel 

notes that “they just order when they want and because of that I send an email every week… I have a 

database of up to 300 people… and it tends to fluctuate between 25 and 50 veg boxes a week I guess. It’s 

weird, it’s rarely the same people.” Customers cannot customize their boxes, which is not the case with the 

other providers. A £12 box usually consist of six to seven items, including delivery. However, if collected at 

the weekly Cardiff’s farmers market, it is £10. 

Penylan Pantry’s vegetable box scheme began in July 2015 and is running alongside the business with a 

café and deli. The Pantry’s ethos is to promote local producers, the community, and the respect for the 

environment; the same applies to their vegetable boxes. The project consists of two full-time and three part-

time workers. They receive the produce from the Organic Fresh Food Company based in Lampeter, Wales 

(118km from Cardiff) and the Riverside Market Garden near Coed Hills (see below). A significant portion of 

the produce is local and seasonal, but they also get products from abroad, such as lemons, oranges, and 

courgettes from Spain. The Pantry aims to provide personalized vegetable boxes to fully satisfy customer’s 

wishes, hence if customers want lemons, they have to import them. Through this personalization, they intend 

to eliminate waste: “The last thing we want is that people get their VB and chuck it out in the bin.” About 40 to 

50 vegetable boxes are sold per week and their prices range between £10 and £35, but the most popular are 

between £15 and £20. The Penylan Pantry’s vegetable boxes are unique in the way that they deliver them 

by bicycle in order to reduce one stage of transportation-related fossil fuel emissions. It is also possible to 

order other produce sold in the Pantry with the box. 

The Riverside Market Garden (RMG) is a small-scale intensive horticultural operation that will supply both 

institutional customers and farmers’ markets in South East Wales. The RMG is part of the Riverside 

Community Market Association which runs three farmers markets in Cardiff since 1998. The Market Garden 

is located at St Hilary, 10 miles west of Cardiff. Their vision is to enable people in South Wales to enjoy 

lifestyles that are sustainable. The Garden aims to demonstrate a model of sustainable livelihood that 

supports a quality of life without damaging the health of the environment, the economy, and the community. 

The Garden operates like a co-operative where people can buy shares. They have sold about 150 shares. 

However, as one of the Garden’s representative notes, they hoped that these shareholders would become 

volunteers and would help them with running the Garden. Unfortunately only three shareholders are 

involved. In addition, the shareholders receive 10 per cent discount on their veg boxes. The Garden received 

a grant from the Welsh government between 2011 and 2015 to launch and to be a demonstration project. 

https://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&q=define+%C2%A3&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjAlv2uye_LAhULuBQKHWMbA9UQ_SoIIDAA
https://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&q=define+%C2%A3&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjAlv2uye_LAhULuBQKHWMbA9UQ_SoIIDAA
https://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&q=define+%C2%A3&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjAlv2uye_LAhULuBQKHWMbA9UQ_SoIIDAA
https://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&q=define+%C2%A3&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjAlv2uye_LAhULuBQKHWMbA9UQ_SoIIDAA
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One of the founders of the Garden describes their situation as following: “We’ve had a few people coming to 

the farm, to show them what we’re doing. We’ve got the grant to do a so called knowledge transfer. For the 

first four years we lost money. (…) This is our first year without any grant.” Overall, they aim to provide an 

example of an alternative economy. They began selling vegetable boxes in 2012 and now they deliver 

between 40 and 50 boxes a week to a loyal customer base. Customers have the option of customizing their 

boxes. During the “hungry gap” (winter-spring period when there is generally less availability of produce in 

the UK due to weather conditions), around 80 per cent of the produce is bought in from the Organic Fresh 

Food Company with the Garden providing only salad that is grown in their three big greenhouses. In the 

summer, they sell their products almost exclusively – customers can choose between 100% their produce or 

with staples such as carrots and potatoes bought in. Since 2015, they started to deliver boxes to people’s 

houses; before they had five different pick up points in the City. In terms of people involved in the scheme, 

they have one grower, two part-time workers, and one volunteer. They offer three different sizes of vegetable 

boxes, ranging from £10.50 to £16.50. 

The Welsh Food Box (WFB) Company started to deliver vegetable and fruit boxes in 2011, when they took 

over an existing scheme (Green Cuisine Organics) which had been running for 20 years. They began to 

specialize on Welsh produce and expanded the range of food to include meat, dairy, and dry goods. Their 

main motivations have been “commercial, whilst maintaining an ethical and health-driven focus.” From all the 

schemes studied, they are the largest one, delivering about 100 boxes per week. They source the produce 

both directly from farmers as well as via wholesalers.
10

 Consumers can tailor the boxes, for example they 

can contain just fruit or vegetables, as well as mixture of 50 fruit/50 vegetable, 70 fruit/30 vegetable or 30 

fruit/70 vegetable. The price varies from £10.50 to £20. It is also possible to order other produce together 

with the box, such as freshly baked bread, eggs, cheese and meat. 

3.3.2.2 Contribution to FNS 

Vegetable box schemes contribute to different aspects of food security, including the availability of and 

physical access to fresh and nutritious food, better utilization of local produce, as well as contributing to 

different dimensions of sustainability. However, their main constraint is economical access; not everyone can 

afford the organic and local produce they offer. This section explores the contribution of these vegetable box 

schemes to FNS including the views of vegetable box providers.  

Availability 

All four schemes contribute to the availability of fresh, organic and local food in the city. As an informant from 

Blaencamel points out, the produce can be unique, such as Jerusalem artichokes or fresh wild garlic that 

customers do not normally see in supermarkets. In addition, he notes that “when you eat [seasonal stuff], it’s 

delicious. … If you go to a supermarket, you don’t necessarily get this experience. And I think people that 

shop with me, they get really interesting stuff that they don’t see anywhere else… we can do things that 

mainstream shops are not really doing.” The WFB shares a similar philosophy, and apart from premium 

quality fruits and vegetables from the UK and overseas, the WFB’s customers opt for a “local hero box” 

which consists of only the best local produce.  

Overall, the content of all boxes is relatively similar. Apart from Blaencamel, which only provides local and 

seasonal vegetables, the other boxes include a mixture of local and imported produce, the latter of which 

increases during winter. For example, the Pantry’s box includes root vegetables (such as carrots, potatoes, 

sweet potatoes, parsnips, celeriac, beetroots, ginger), leafy greens (including kale, rainbow chards, and 

spinach), and tropical fruits (bananas, oranges, and lemons). When purchasing boxes from Pantry, 

Blaencamel, and WFB, it is possible to add extras such as milk, butter, cheese, honey, fresh bread, coffee, 

and quinoa. Blaencamel offers home-made specialities, including hummus, chutneys, chilli sauce, and 

                                                      
10

 Full list of providers available here: 
http://www.welshfoodboxcompany.com/index.php?route=information/information&information_id=8  

https://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&q=define+%C2%A3&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjAlv2uye_LAhULuBQKHWMbA9UQ_SoIIDAA
https://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&q=define+%C2%A3&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjAlv2uye_LAhULuBQKHWMbA9UQ_SoIIDAA
http://www.welshfoodboxcompany.com/index.php?route=information/information&information_id=8
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tomato passata. Selling these products also helps Blaencamel to deal with the “hungry gap”, that is, when 

they do not have such a vast range of vegetables available. 

Throughout the interviews contradictions emerged around how the different box schemes define seasonal 

and local. For example, an interviewee from the Riverside Market Garden claims that they are providing 

seasonal boxes, yet they import some produce from Spain. To what he adds that “we won’t have things like 

tomatoes in winter. We’re putting things that could be almost-grown [outside] here [such as broccoli, 

cabbage, cauliflower].” The configuration of the boxes is constrained by the availability of ‘local’ (which 

mainly refers to Welsh or ‘as close as possible’) produce while at the same time creating economically viable 

initiatives that gain support from consumers by differentiating them from other outlets, from conventional 

(supermarkets with UK produce, local veg shops) to more alternative options such as other veg box 

schemes, including Riverford the largest supplier of organic vegetables in the UK (Clarke et al., 2008). 

Access 

According to interviewees, the main obstacle of vegetable boxes to contribute to FNS is their price, and 

therefore they struggle to become a tool to secure people’s economic access to fresh produce. This criticism 

has been widely acknowledged in the critical food studies literature, mainly pointing out how alternative food 

networks such as veg boxes reproduce neoliberal traits including limited financial and cultural access to this 

‘idealised’ initiatives (Guthman, 2008a, 2008b).  Penylan Pantry and the Riverside Market Garden are aware 

of this financial obstacle, whereas Blaencamel and the WFB do not seem to be. Penylan Patry recognizes 

that their vegetable boxes are not financially accessible to everyone: “If you can’t afford organic fruits and 

vegs, or you think you don’t want to spend the money, then it’s not the right place for you.” Similarly, boxes 

from the Riverside Market Garden are not accessible to everyone because, as an interviewee from the 

Riverside Market Garden describes, “you can buy vegetables cheaper from other places than from us. … To 

me food security seems to be a problem for people on particularly low incomes. I know people on welfare, 

struggling to have nutritious, healthy diet. Are we helping them? No, for two reasons. First, none of them are 

our customers, and second, they would be able to buy more for their money from somewhere else.” 

However, he sees themselves more as a long term contributor to food security, particularly in its availability 

dimension by increasing the resilience of the Welsh agricultural sector; for example if oil begins to run out or 

importing food becomes very expensive, then it will be important that Wales would be as self-sufficient as 

possible. Despite Blaencamel’s emphasis on physical rather than economic obstacles within veg box 

schemes models, there is an awareness of the characteristics that make up their set of consumers: “(my 

main group of customers is) a lot of people who do master’s or PhD, and care a lot about the environment… 

Generally I think the biggest group is 25 to 40 years old. It tends to be white middle-class, well-educated and 

predominantly female.” Hence, the recognition of class, education and gender traits in the consumer 

population does indicate the potential exclusion of FNS vulnerable groups from these schemes. Indeed, 

these type of alternative food initiatives have been reported as generally available only to those who have 

the economic means as well as the social and cultural resources to access them (Guthman, 2011) . 

However, vegetable boxes do contribute to improving people’s access to fresh fruit and vegetables as an 

essential part of a sustainable diet. The Pantry sees the delivery of vegetable boxes to people’s homes as a 

big advantage, which is beneficial for either busy people or those who cannot easily leave the house.  Gareth 

from the Pantry explains: “I guess we contribute by making it easy for people to get good quality, organic 

stuff. And we also take away the element of shopping and choice away. ... There’s no time pressure on you 

or an endless choice.” Similarly, the WFB states on its website that it aims to help people that “are far too 

busy to make weekly treks around farmers markets and farm shops to get the quality and variety of produce 

that they would dearly like” (Welsh Food Box Company, 2011). In addition, Blaencamel acknowledges that 

despite veg boxes being a niche, “quite a lot of people don’t drive and you know they can’t get to farmers 

market. So it’s a niche but it’s a very important one.” Nevertheless, the physical access is also limited to a 

certain extent by geographical area, which is especially evident with the Pantry’s boxes, since their delivery 

system relies on bicycle. For example, they do not deliver to Ely, Caerau, Faiwater, Pentyr, or Llanrumney. 
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Utilization 

One of the reported limitations of seasonal vegetable boxes is the lack of cooking skills of some clients, 

particularly of unusual vegetables, as an interviewee states: “It’s bizarre that we live in a culture where 

people don’t recognize their native vegetables”. In order to address this limitation, all schemes provide 

recipes in their boxes. Riverside Market Garden interviewee notes that “if there’s something unusual we tend 

to explain what it is. But I think our customers tend to be those who look it up on the internet anyway.” 

Blaencamel’s informant writes a blog with recipes and talks to people about what to do with the vegetables; 

he shares with them their enthusiasm: “I also have to be very positive about them [the vegetables] when 

speaking because, you know, if people think it’s a work, it won’t become a habit that they will keep… I will 

never want veg boxes to be a pain…. It’s so important to be positive.” Consequently, these initiatives are 

sharing and creating knowledge and skills in order to improve people’s capacity to utilize local and unusual 

vegetables. 

The initiatives analysed were also concerned with creating less waste. For example, Pantry’s customers can 

let them know which products they have not used yet and do not wish to receive in their next box. 

Communication with customers and sharing recipes, were considered key tools to reduce waste and 

encourage people to eat vegetables that are not available in conventional outlets. Hence, to a certain extent 

the vegetable box schemes contribute to “reconnecting” people with native vegetables and to have a 

healthier and more sustainable diet. 

Sustainability 

Vegetable box schemes relate differently to FNS main aspects: availability, access and utilisation. In order to 

understand the sustainability of these initiatives and their potential contribution to address FNS challenges, 

we discuss how box schemes relate to the three dimensions of sustainability. 

 Environment: All schemes consider themselves as environmentally sustainable, given that 

they all source organic produce and minimize food miles. Yet there are different levels of 

awareness around transportation and their environmental costs because some initiatives put 

special emphasis on the food miles of foodstuffs but not on the impact of their own delivery 

systems. According to this definition of environmental sustainability (local and organic), 

Blaencamel is probably the most environmentally sustainable, since they consider their farm 

to be carbon-neutral in terms of production methods and rely solely on their own produce in 

their vegetable boxes. However, they do add food miles to their veg boxes through the home 

delivery system. Contrastingly, the Pantry is aware of the costs of sourcing food from 

Lampeter, and hence in the summer they try to source their products from nearby producers 

as much as possible. Nevertheless, their bicycle delivery service does convey environmental 

values in terms of transport-related emissions. In addition, in the case of sourcing the produce 

from outside the UK, in all cases it is shipped, not air frightened, which releases less global 

gas emissions (Wakeland et al., 2012). Also home delivery is perceived as more efficient than 

if every customer use a car for picking up their boxes, since vehicles delivering the boxes are 

being highly utilized and the route is usually planned in advance. Packaging constitutes the 

second element of concern for veg box schemes. The Pantry interviewee acknowledges that 

they use quite a lot of packaging – “some leaves are packed in plastic and they might go bad 

when it is warm,” and “the only way to deliver VB on a bicycle and to keep the box on the bike 

is the cling film.” Notwithstanding, all schemes offer the possibility of reusing the boxes, which 

they collect from their customers on each delivery.  

 

 Social: As we described above, the level of volunteering is quite low, however the 

commitment of customers to these schemes is essential to overcome hungry gaps or other 

challenges associated to running pitfalls. Three of these schemes are particularly active in 

nurturing the social dimension of their projects. For example, Blaencamel organises different 
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activities to bring people back into agriculture, such as regular visits by local schools. They 

also host visits from universities and organic groups of consumers. According to them, “it’s 

important to engage people with agriculture. You know, it’s part of our history. But people are 

very disconnected from that.” In contrast, the Pantry, “is like a community hub, where 

everyone knows each other.” According to the Riverside Market Garden interviewee, their 

initiative creates jobs and hosts various events. He adds that “we have an open house when 

we invite people to come, do some digging… so that people can connect with the planet, with 

the universe, with nature. It’s part of psychological well-being to get that sense of connection 

for human beings.” Hence, through involving people, the schemes aim to create a community 

around their schemes, to raise awareness about food production, and to contribute to people’s 

well-being.  

 

 Economic: Some of these initiatives are not economically sustainable, that is, they rely on 

funds from other sources to continue operating. In this case, Blaencamel and the WFB are 

economically sustainable. Blaencamel does not receive any subsidies or external grants, and 

both make enough profit to sustain themselves. Contrastingly, the Pantry currently subsidizes 

the veg box scheme through their deli café business, yet they hope to be economically 

sustainable in about six months. Similarly, the Riverside Market Garden expects to be 

economically viable soon, since this is the first year when they do not receive any grants from 

the Welsh government. All four though contribute to the local economy, creating new markets 

and also jobs.  

3.3.2.3 Policy implications: can exclusive initiatives promote long-term resilience? 

These four box schemes emphasize different contributions to addressing sustainability and food security. A 

key aspect revolves around creating new relationships between different stakeholders (producers, 

consumers, intermediaries, cafes, etc.) and spaces (urban/rural, local food and imported) but also 

establishing new linkages between sustainability and FNS dimensions. The clearest example comes from 

how vegetable box schemes contribute to connecting consumers with producers, as noted by the WFB.  

However, there are more complex relations at play. For instance, one of Blaencamel’s aims is to reconnect 

the countryside with the city, but also to strengthen the linkages between human health and environmental 

aspects: “I think if you’re involved in understanding how produce is grown, you’re much more likely to be able 

to cook and to look after yourself and nourish yourself in a good way.” The Riverside Market Garden finds 

that through its activity they contribute to developing a resilient society “where food is better produced, closer 

to the point of consumption for reasons of economy, ecology, society and everything else. So we’re a role 

model for that.” On another note, some of these schemes highlight their participation in broader movements, 

such as the Penylan Pantry that sees itself as part of the Slow Food Movement.  

Interestingly most of the policy recommendations highlighted by interviewees revolve around agricultural 

policy changes and to some extent food education. Mainly vegetable box providers suggested measures to 

support organic agriculture, food education, and training. Blaencamel’s interviewee stated that “We have to 

pay to say that we are organic… We have to pay to say that we’re doing the right thing. But people who 

pollute, they don’t. In fact, they get paid. So I think you need a reform of agricultural policy.”  Similarly, the 

Riverside Market Garden calls for more policy initiatives that support projects like theirs. For example, they 

want the Welsh government to make more land available for people who want to grow food, provide training, 

and mentoring. Food education was also stressed as a key area of concern, mostly in order to regain 

cooking skills that facilitate the consumption of (native) vegetables. 

3.3.2.4 Conclusions 

Vegetable box schemes in Cardiff contribute to the availability of and physical access to fresh, organic and in 

most cases local vegetables. Three out of the four schemes also provide non-seasonal organic fruits and 

vegetables from overseas. This type of food hub and associated practices have the potential to improve the 
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utilization of foodstuffs and address some of the environmental and social dimensions of unsustainable food 

systems by reconnecting different stakeholders, themes -such as health, education and environment- and 

spaces. However, socio-cultural and economic access remains the main obstacle of the boxes in comparison 

to non-organic vegetables and fruits from supermarkets or buying groups as shown above. Mainly, vegetable 

boxes are regarded as not affordable for people on low incomes or those who do not want to pay more for 

their fruits and vegetables than they would do in supermarkets. The research shows the awareness of some 

of the vegetable boxes of these potential exclusionary practices, exemplified by a white, educated middle-

class customer base. However, the other two schemes lack this reflexive approach to their contribution to 

food security. In this sense, this study confirms many of the exclusionary dynamics observed in the 

alternative food literature around social justice and inclusiveness (Tragear, 2011; Allen, 2008) 

This research has also shown the different types of veg boxes operating, as well as the changes they 

experience. For example, Blaencamel notes that people used to order one month in advance, but now “some 

people want [a box] once in two weeks, once a month or in two months, and some people want to get it just 

for Christmas or Easter… or if they love tomatoes, they’ll buy it in the summer.” For Blaencamel, the idea of 

a vegetable box is “so much of a non-written contract for the relationship with the customer, when you’re 

planning your crops and stuff… it’s an income you know you’re going to make... It gives you a financial 

security.” However, it is now much harder to rely on income from vegetable boxes when the customer base 

fluctuates from weekly orders. This volatility challenges the long term sustainability of these schemes and 

pushes for new models and innovations. Indeed, only Blaencamel maintains this original idea of vegetable 

boxes, since it is the only one that creates direct contact between the producer and customers. Penylan 

Pantry and the Welsh Food Box are only intermediaries between customers and organic producers, with 

customers having difficulties tracing up the origins of their food since vegetables and fruits come from 

various places – different farms as well as wholesalers. In such case, the original idea of vegetable boxes – 

creating direct contact between producers and consumers – is materially dismissed although maintained in 

their discourse as shown above. Riverside Market Garden mixes the two approaches; they source from other 

places only when they do not have enough of their produce. These hybrid forms show the importance of 

developing flexible social and physical infrastructure in order to deliver sustainable and healthy food in the 

long term, as well as the potential to scale-up and out these initiatives in the city. 

3.4 Summary and Ref lection on Transformative Capacity  

These two cases studies have highlighted the importance of food hubs and particularly the ‘connective’ role 

performed by a diversity of producers, consumers, wholesalers, retailers and caterers in developing FNS 

practices. As described throughout the report, Cardiff’s provision of fresh fruit and vegetable presents a 

highly fragmented foodscape, exemplified through a wholesale market on the verge of closure, disconnected 

vegetable box schemes and a set of food co-ops that are running out of government support. The two 

iniatives studied are used by different groups as well, with users of food co-ops being attracted to cheap 

fresh fruit and vegetables, and clients of vegetable boxes conforming to other quality constructions in line 

with the alternative food movement (e.g. environmental standards, local, organic, direct selling). 

Nevertheless, these initiatives actively contribute to different dimensions of FNS. The food co-ops provide 

access to cheap fresh fruit and vegetables, as well as contribute to a better use of those foods through 

knowledge and information sharing. Furthermore, they are socially embedded in different communities 

fostering other social benefits for their users and volunteers. In the case of the vegetable boxes, they 

contribute to the longer term goal of providing sufficient food through sustainable production methods, as 

well as impact on access to certain groups and food utilisation.  

The comparison of both initiatives allows us identify a set of common practices, mainly providing and 

purchasing fresh fruit and vegetables in Cardiff through non-conventional outlets, and at the same time we 

can point out some key differences in the materiality, knowledge and skills that make up these FNS 

practices. In terms of materiality the price of foodstuffs makes a big difference, as well as the quality of the 

vegetables provided (organic, non-organic, types of vegetables, etc.) or the economic regard of producers or 
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intermediaries. In terms of knowledge, we have displayed the different discourses and meanings mobilised 

by actors involved, from a low engagement with the notion of local and/or seasonal in food co-ops, to a 

whole reworking of these loose terms to construct definitions that actually match the ethos of the initiative. 

Finally, the skills used by different actors are also diverse, from co-ops volunteers to organic food producers. 

However, in many cases wholesale or retail skills are mobilised by different actors, such as producers, café 

owners, associations, volunteers or even consumers. These similarities and differences emphasize the 

hybridity of these food hubs and the importance of developing flexible social and physical infrastructure in 

order to deliver sustainable and healthy food in the long term. 

The transformative capacity of palliative character is therefore not straightforward and also, it does not only 

depend on the context but in the capacity of these FNS practices to address root causes of food insecurity 

and provide long-term change. In this line, food co-ops contribute to addressing some of the vulnerability 

areas of the UK’s food system as identified in the UK national report and summarised in the table below. 

Mostly, food co-ops address social inequality and low incomes; choice editing and consumers’ behaviour; 

lifestyle, health and wellness; and also contribute to the provision of information and skills development. In 

the case of the vegetable boxes they contribute to preserving soil fertility and biodiversity by promoting 

environmentally friendly and native production of foodstuffs, they also address UK’s reliance on importing 

food; impacting as well on choice editing and consumers’ behaviour; lifestyle, health and wellness. 

Vegetable box schemes also contribute to the information provision and skills development. Furthermore, in 

both cases these initiatives are challenging a key vulnerable area of UK’s food system around oligolopolis 

and power concentration creating more distributive food economies.  

FIGURE  1 UK VULNERABILITIES AND FNS OUTCOMES 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

The purpose of this report is to provide insights into local transition pathways in the European food and 

nutrition security (FNS) landscape and will feed into the WP6 synthesis focused on the heterogeneity of 

FNS transition pathways. This report sets out to explore FNS pathways in the Netherlands with a focus on 

practices that aim to build self-reliance and practices that aim to alleviate vulnerabilities. We draw from 

Mougeot’s (1994) discussion on Urban Agriculture and food self-reliance in that we do not equate self-

reliance to self-sufficiency, rather, we use self-reliance to distinguish and discuss practices that focus on 

issues of (re)localization of both agriculture and decision making (Allen,1999). In contrast, we refer to 

practices that alleviate vulnerabilities as relating to issues of food entitlements (Sen 1981; 1987). To 

explore these practices we have chosen two diverse case-studies that span over most of the 

Netherlands: urban food initiatives and food banks. The first case, urban food initiatives, is the ‘main’ case 

which will include a foresight workshop. The second case about the food bank is a lighter ‘satellite’ case. 

Main case-study 

We define Urban Food Initiatives (UFIs) as a broad category to refer to projects or enterprises whose aim 

is to improve the local FNS landscape. More specifically, through their work on a wide range of themes 

(intra- and peri-urban agriculture, short food supply chains, education, urban green space, and knowledge 

sharing), UFIs seek to impact the stability and control of food availability, access, and utilization of the 

local population. We explore the practices of UFIs in order to assess the degree to which they contribute 

to the self-reliance of urban communities. The main focus of this case is to identify emerging FNS 

pathways related to urban food governance. 

The Netherlands is fertile ground for this exploration. First, the Dutch population is one of the most 

densely concentrated (500 people per square kilometre) and also amongst the most urbanized in the 

world with 90% of people living in urban areas (World Bank, 2015a,2015b). Secondly, Dutch agriculture is 

highly modernized. Its development was driven by post-war era policies that encouraged mechanization, 

the use of mineral fertilizers and chemical pesticides, as well as specialization. The intensification of 

agriculture has resulted in a highly productive and cost efficient sector (Bos et al., 2013). Dutch 

agriculture has a significant role in the economic configuration of the Netherlands. The sector generates 

9% of the GDP and 9% of employment (Ministerie van Economische Zaken, 2015). To put this into 

perspective, the Netherlands is the second biggest exporter of agricultural produce in the world, only after 

the United States (Government of the Netherlands, 2015). While Dutch agriculture, specially livestock 

farming, is recognized for its productivity rates in the last decades, its highly intensive nature has been 

questioned in the face of the negative externalities and unintended side effects that it has generated (Bos 

& Koerkamp, 2009). 

Against this background, the number and diversity of Urban Food Initiatives in the Netherlands has 

rapidly increased over the last decade. A rough distinction can be drawn between commercial and non-

commercial types of urban agriculture (often with expressions of hybrid models in between). Within this 

spectrum in the Netherlands we find allotment and community gardens, rooftop and balcony food 

growing, bee and chicken keeping, education and recreational gardens, as well as urban and peri-urban 

farms. Commercial urban agriculture can take different shapes. Approaches observed in the Netherlands 

revolve around three market strategies: product differentiation, that is, offering forgotten varieties of fruits 

and vegetables or produce suited for foreign cuisines; vertical integration, this means that further value is 

added by processing, and/or packaging, and/or distributing the product on site; diversification of activities, 

which includes land and nature management, social care services, education and recreation (van der 

Schans, 2010). Logically, the diversity in urban agriculture (UA) initiatives results and is also connected to 

the diversity of actors who voluntarily or for profit are initiators and/or collaborators. This range includes 

individual citizens, entrepreneurs, housing corporations, sub-municipal governments, artists and 

community organizers (Veen, 2015). Due to different drivers, spatial configurations, and a range of 
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societal factors, we see UFIs having a longer history in some cities than in others. For this study we 

looked at UFIs in the Dutch cities of Rotterdam and Eindhoven. The experience of food initiatives and 

policy in Rotterdam is longer in comparison to other urban areas in the country; as we will review later the 

city’s spatial conditions and culture have created a favourable context for UFIs. Eindhoven, on the other 

hand has recently shown increased interest and activity; efforts are currently taking place to develop an 

Urban Agriculture Policy for the city. For TRANSMANGO this provides rich data as it allows a longitudinal 

look at how these initiatives have emerged, developed, and their relevance in terms of urban food 

governance. 

Satellite case-study 

The principal aim of food banks is to aid the food insecure directly, herewith addressing the most 

vulnerable groups with the associated entitlement issues to food. However, all food banks have their own 

routines, patterns and ways of connecting FNS resources. We explore to which extent the food bank can 

contribute to a transformation in FNS when it comes to the food insecure in the Netherlands. In the case 

of the food bank our focus lies on how actors in the Food Bank are involved in these FNS practices and 

how they construct other transition pathways.  

Although the Netherlands has come out of the recession of 2008-2009 relatively well – employment even 

rose slightly during the recession – there are still approximately 720.000 households (of 7.1 million) with 

low incomes (SCP and CBS, 2014). According to NIBUD (National Institute for Family Finance 

Information) households with a low income that live of welfare assistance come short of money every 

month and they are likely to cut on items like clothing and food
1
. This is reflected in the increase of 

applications that the Dutch food banks witnessed during this period. The number of households relying on 

the help of food banks has almost tripled in the year 2014, making it difficult for the food banks to supply 

the needed adequate amount of quality food. Although the Russian boycott has lately caused an increase 

in fresh produce for food banks, they still come short. There have been some social movements that have 

tried to connect food banks to supermarkets and restaurants in an attempt to reduce food wastage; 

however food safety legislation is proving to be hard to meet. Considering that all over the Netherlands 

there are local operations –154 local food banks in the Netherlands – this provides room for many 

different approaches and food banks. The dissimilar nature of these charitable food-aid operations also 

make it an especially interesting site to explore, for each have their own local leaders and contexts to 

consider, but also different goals and objectives.  

                                                      
1
 NIBUD – Gezinnen op bijstandsniveau komen structureel geld tekort: http://bit.ly/1vqderk  

http://bit.ly/1vqderk


‘Local’ level analysis of FNS Pathways in the Netherlands 

   

 

 

  7  

2. URBAN FOOD INITIATIVES CASE STUDY REPORT 

2.1. Research questions & Methods 

For this case study we see UFIs as (re)assemblages. Assemblages are composed of heterogeneous 

elements that may be human and non-human, organic and inorganic, technical and natural (Anderson 

and McFarlane 2011:124). Murray Li (2007:265) defines reassembling as the ‘grafting of new elements 

and reworking old ones; employing existing discourses to new ends’. More specifically, socio-material and 

natural realities and practices are reassembled to form new ones that did not exist before. Therefore, 

UFIs are defined as the locus where complex interactions and interlinkages between actors, practices, 

and institutional settings transform into different degrees of agency and capacity to mobilize resources. 

The emphasis is placed on what these (re)assemblages do in terms of urban food governance pathways. 

The aim is to generate relevant insights on urban food governance pathways that can inform debates and 

policymaking processes (capacity to intervene) on issues related to self-reliance in food and nutrition 

security (FNS). 

The case is guided by the following key research questions: 

1. What are the interaction patterns amongst and between initiatives and between initiatives 

and the wider policy and institutional settings? 

2. To what extent are the initiatives successful in terms of resource mobilization? 

To answer these questions we explore urban food initiatives in two Dutch cities: Rotterdam and 

Eindhoven. This combined exploration is designed to allow for a more temporally ample study of urban 

food governance. On the one hand, Rotterdam has gained both national and international attention for the 

number of urban agriculture and food gardening initiatives that have sprung in the area in the last 

decades as well as its policy focus on urban food and agriculture as a strategy for creating a greener and 

healthier city. A growing number of diverse initiatives, underpinned by a philosophy of entrepreneurship 

and a social orientation, characterize the dynamic urban foodscape of the city. For this study we explore 

UFIs in Rotterdam with a focus on their development in the last decade primarily to generate insights 

about the extent to which a city with a longer UFI tradition manages to develop and implement an active 

and consistent urban food policy.  

On the other hand and in order to complement our study with a future oriented perspective we explore the 

city of Eindhoven, in particular their multi-stakeholder process to develop an urban food policy for the city 

as it enables us to observe how other Dutch cities are reflecting on and articulating their role and future 

prospects of urban food policy. Eindhoven, the former business centre of the technology company Philips, 

is a city that is known for its excellence in bringing design and technical innovation together. The 

municipality of Eindhoven noticed a sharp growth of interest in UFI’s within their region; the council 

accepted a motion that gave space for the development of policy around urban agriculture. By exploring 

the on-going process of policy making we can interrogate the different interaction patterns between the 

different actors involved in UFI’s.  

We used several data collection methods for this case study. Rotterdam has repeatedly been the object 

of research efforts in the last years. This has generated a sizeable body of data on urban agriculture as 

well as food provisioning and planning in Rotterdam. As a side-effect there is also a certain degree of 

research fatigue amongst the key actors behind urban food initiatives in the area. For the exploration of 

UFIs in Rotterdam we carried document analysis of secondary data on the topic. As mentioned before, 

Rotterdam is relatively well covered in research and other professional publications. As a way to verify 

and complement our document analysis we carried out two semi-structured qualitative interviews with key 

actors from the Rotterdam urban food policy arena. The interviews were recorded, transcribed and 

analysed for themes on practices, interaction patterns (between actors and with institutional 

arrangements), and capacity (or lack thereof) to mobilize resources.  
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The Eindhoven case was explored through collaboration with the organisation Proeftuin040; a knowledge 

platform that focusses on urban agriculture in the city-region of Eindhoven. The municipality assigned 

them the task to develop a policy that was able to capture and facilitate the UFI scene and was, contrary 

to other policies, developed by the actors from the scene, rather than the civil servants of Municipality 

Eindhoven. This provided us with the opportunity to latch on to and to assist in multi-stakeholder 

workshops organised by Proeftuin040. Over the course of 8 months (see table 1) there have been 

multiple workshops that connected to the needs of Proeftuin040 and complemented their already planned 

meetings. The participants for these workshops were invited by Proeftuin040 and were mostly part of their 

existing network around urban agriculture. The in total over 100 participants that have been involved in 

the entire process came from different sectors; the municipality, regional government, housing 

corporations, community centres, social welfare organisations, GGD (regional healthy authority), urban 

food initiatives, retailers, landscape architects, design studios, and (applied) universities. Some 

workshops were held with the Stamtafel, which is a group of Proeftuin040’s regular consultants that are 

rooted in the city-region of Eindhoven and are involved in various ways in UFI’s. 

TABLE 1 OVERVIEW OF WORKSHOPS AND COLLABORATION BETWEEN PROEFTUIN040 AND TRANSMANGO 

Timing Meeting Purpose 

Nov 2015 
Proeftuin040 initiated multi-stakeholder 
workshop 1 

First introduction to the policy process and start of 
visioning, approximately 35 participants 

Nov 2015 
Small meeting between Proeftuin040 and 
WUR-team 

Discuss how to align TRANSMANGO means to fit 
needs of Proeftuin040 

Dec 2015 ‘Seeds Game’ with the Stamtafel 
Game that helps to explore possible innovative 
(unexpected) collaborations between actors 

Dec 2015 
Proeftuin040 initiated multi-stakeholder 
workshop 2 

Continued visioning that was thematically clustered by 
Proeftuin040, 32 participants 

Mar 2016 
Additional visioning session with the 
Stamtafel 

Bringing together the gathered input and filling gaps 

Apr 2016 
Expert consultation organised by WUR-team 
on the topic of (urban) food policies 

Meeting with Proeftuin040, WUR-team and Jan 
Willem van der Schans (LEI) and Henk Renting 
(RUAF foundation) 

Apr 2016 
TRANSMANGO multi-stakeholder 
workshop 1 – Back casting 

Back-casting the (by Proeftuin040) identified most 
important clusters from the visioning process 

May 2016 Proeftuin040 ‘city debate’ 
Presentation of policy making process so far at city 
hall with opportunity for citizens to react 

Jun 2016 
TRANSMANGO multi-stakeholder 
workshop 2 – scenarios 

Testing the vision and back-casts using scenarios that 
were developed by TRANSMANGO and pre-
downscaled by Proeftuin040 

 

The planned TRANSMANGO workshops were the back-casting and scenario sessions (in bold in table 1) 

and diverted from the original planning in order to align with the timing and process of Proeftuin040. After 

deliberation with Proeftuin040, the two foresight workshops focussed on creating a vision of the future 

that was then tested with scenarios (created in work package 3) to make it more resilient in the face of 

uncertainties in the future. This fit well with the organisation’s ideas and needs, as their plan was to start 

the policy making process with a multi-stakeholder based visioning process that would ultimately lead to a 

future vision of urban agriculture in the city-region that the municipality could facilitate and work towards. 

Although a scenario-workshop as such was not initially planned by Proeftuin040, they were eager to 

explore how different futures would affect their vision of urban agriculture in Eindhoven. Moreover extra 

meetings had been arranged to create some in-depth knowledge around pre-existing food policies and 

ongoing projects and activities that might prove useful to the Proeftuin040 team. 
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2.2. Research findings 

Literature review 

As introduced earlier, this case study focuses on Urban Food Initiatives (UFIs). It is important to clarify 

that we employ this term as an umbrella category under which we identify programmed activities or 

enterprises whose aim is to improve the food and nutrition security (FNS) of the local community. UFIs in 

our case engage with different dimensions of FNS through their practices; they work on themes such as 

intra- and peri-urban agriculture, short food supply chains, food education, urban green space, and 

knowledge sharing. We are aware that the notion of Urban Agriculture (UA) has evolved conceptually and 

practically in the last decades to the point where it is often used to refer to diverse activities beyond the 

traditional focus on production (Mougeot, 2000; Veen, 2015). However, for this case study we employ 

UFIs in order to enable a broader discussion not only about initiatives that are part of the UA movement 

(and identify as such) but also about related processes and practices that are linked to their 

operationalization e.g. practices of mediation, multi stakeholder dialogue, citizen participation and 

representation, policy making, etc.  

To provide some background we will shortly discuss the conceptual and practical contours of UA as well 

as the key aspects on the food practices related and/or supporting their operationalization. Urban 

Agriculture, as a concept has evolved from the early documentation about intra- and peri-urban 

agriculture in Central Africa in the 1960’s to increasing and more comprehensive accounts of experiences 

with UA in a diverse set of regions and cities (Mougeot, 2000). The Food and Agriculture Organization of 

the United Nations (FAO) defines UA as the practice of growing food and raising animals in and around 

the city (FAO, 2016). In the late 1990’s the debate focused on recognizing urban agriculture and its broad 

contribution to the city: food nutrition and security, especially for low-income groups, improved public 

space aesthetics, enhanced community solidarity (due to higher interaction), employment, income 

generation, as well as a range of environmental benefits (e.g. increased biodiversity, better air quality, 

temperature regulation, reduced vulnerability to natural disasters, etc.) (Smit et al., 1996). In addition, it 

was highlighted that the impact of UA could be seen not only in the global south but it also had relevance 

for cities in the global north (Bakker et al., 2000).  

Differentiating the context where UA practices take place has framed more specific debates about their 

types and the potential contribution it could have in developing and developed regions. FAO focuses on 

the capacity of urban agriculture to improve food security: “(UA) can make an important contribution to 

household food security, especially in times of crisis or food shortages…consumers - especially low-

income residents - enjoy easier access to fresh produce, greater choice and better prices” (FAO, 2016). 

This is more aligned with debates about UA in cities in developing economies. In the typology of 

Cabannes (2006) this would fall under the category of subsistence and crisis mitigation. In discussing UA 

in the context of a developed economy, van der Schans and Wiskerke (2012) depart from the definition 

provided by Smit et al. (2001): 

An industry that produces processes, and markets food, fuel, and other outputs, largely in response to the daily 

demand of consumers within a town, city, or metropolis, on many types of privately and publicly held land and 

water bodies found throughout intra-urban and peri-urban areas. Typically urban agriculture applies intensive 

production methods, frequently using and reusing natural resources and urban wastes, to yield a diverse array of 

land-, water-, and air-based fauna and flora, contributing to the food security, health, livelihood, and environment 

of the individual, household, and community. 

 

They highlight several aspects; first, the fact that UA is an industry and as such it is a response to market 

demand executed by professionals. This implies that UA practices are considered for their role in urban 

food provisioning. Secondly, UA is found inside and around the city (not in rural areas). The closeness to 

urban centres results in farming practices that instead of trying to compete in cost with conventional large-

scale agriculture focus on building upon its weaknesses, creating a different value proposition. For 
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example, UA farms have smaller but more intensive operations; they grow high-value crops often 

uncommon varieties and frequently using alternative methods with higher environmental/social 

performance. Because of their location urban farms are also able to offer recreation and social services 

(e.g. care farms) in the vicinity of the city. Thirdly, UA targets local markets through short food supply 

chains, which in turn perform better when it comes to delivering fresh and varied perishable products. 

Finally, UA is well placed to seek circularity, reconnecting underused material and energy flows as well as 

waste (albeit sometimes hard to operationalize in developed economies given the design of their urban 

waste systems).  

Through these debates scholars and practitioners often use data on the increasing and significant role of 

urban agriculture in diverse contexts, not only to emphasize its benefits in terms of food security and 

quality of life in cities, but also to stress the inattention to UA in urban planning and policy making. 

Sonnino (2009) argues that the reasons why policy makers have not fully engaged with questions about 

food and urban agriculture while addressing food provisioning and city planning is because there is a lack 

of studies detailing the specific context and circumstances under which UA can deliver its potential 

benefits for the city. Additionally, despite the evident interconnection between the city and the rural areas 

there is a strong inertia from policy makers and other relevant actors to think in terms of an urban-rural 

dichotomy (Redwood in Sonnino, 2009). This results in framing food provisioning failures as something 

related to agriculture and therefore to the rural policy context, as opposed to considering the role and 

potential of cities as innovators in the field of food policy (Mansfield & Mendes, 2013). Additionally, it is 

argued that in developed economies the need or urgency to consider UA as a component of the food 

provisioning system is still low. Despite the externalities and weaknesses of conventional agriculture, this 

arrangement continues to play a key role in fulfilling food provisioning needs in the city. Additionally large-

scale and long(er) supply chains are continually adapting by addressing societal concerns for example, 

on traceability (e.g. where does my food come from?) and environmental impact (van der Schans & 

Wiskerke, 2012). The resilience of conventional agriculture leaves little room to explore and assess the 

role of UA in food provisioning.  

Mougeot (2000) argues that understanding the way in which UA is “different from, and complementary to, 

rural agriculture in local food systems” as well as how it is locally integrated into the socio-economic and 

ecological systems will strengthen the discursive and practical use of UA for stakeholders including policy 

makers. This would set a foundation to systematically evaluate and stimulate UA in urban communities. In 

terms of policy perspectives, Dubbeling et al. (2011) argue that it is key for city governments to articulate 

the role and expected contributions of UA to policy goals. In doing so, the specific policy entry points will 

become clear and the linkages of UA to certain urban problems such as the lack or deterioration of public 

green spaces, issues of social integration, low awareness of healthy lifestyles and diets, and other 

environmental services can be draw more effectively (van der Schans & Wiskerke, 2012). An increasing 

number of cities in both Global South and North are recognizing the value of formulating policies that 

“acknowledge and reclaim jurisdictional responsibility for food system activities” (Baker and de Zeeuw, 

2015: 26). As these urban food system activities are well embedded in the city’s infrastructure and linked 

to a multitude of sectors they require policy-making processes to be approached multidisciplinary. 

Interdisciplinary policy formulation in this case will lead to “more participatory governance and public-

private partnerships” and “enhances the likelihood of implementation success and sustainability” (de 

Zeeuw and Dubbeling, 2015: 58). However as Wiskerke (2015: 20) emphasizes: “one of the key 

challenges is to organize the administrative and political responsibility for an urban food strategy”, which 

is a risk for successful implementation. In the following section we will discuss the current state of the UA 

movement in Rotterdam, a case that has established its UA scene and has a Food Policy Council since 

2014. The initial process of policy formulation around UA will be explored through the in-depth exploration 

through workshops of Proeftuin040’s UA policy-making efforts for the municipality of Eindhoven.  
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Rotterdam  
The city region of Rotterdam is well known for being the largest seaport in Europe. Sitting on the Rhine, 

Meuse, and Scheldt river delta, the port hosts a world class industrial complex and serves as international 

hub with an annual throughput of more than 421 million tonnes of goods (Port of Rotterdam, 2015). The 

city’s international character is also expressed in its highly multicultural and multi-ethnic population; close 

to 45% of its residents are of non-Dutch origin (with large communities originating in Suriname, Turkey, 

Morocco, Antilles, Cape Verde, and Indonesia among others) (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2015). More 

specifically and of especial interests for this study, Rotterdam is also characterized, and differentiated 

from other Dutch cities, by its spatial configuration. In May of 1940 German air forces bombed the centre 

of Rotterdam; 258 hectares were destroyed not only due to the bombardment itself but also to the 

resulting fires that, fed by strong winds, lasted several days (NA, 2016b). Inspired by the modern 

American cities of the 1920s, specifically Chicago, the pre-war urban and spatial planning of Rotterdam 

was already following a ‘modern metropolis’ grammar (i.e. motorized traffic, tall buildings and broad 

streets with brightly lit shops and advertisement). The bombing of the city centre created the space to 

continue the pursuit of a world-class metropolis and renew its architecture. Therefore, in comparison to 

other cities in the Netherlands, Rotterdam is characterized by a spatially extended city and the availability 

of open space right in the city centre (van Ulzen, 2007). In addition to this, an industrial background and 

‘hard working’ culture have traditionally defined Rotterdam as its population has been long connected to 

the port’s labor market (jobs requiring lower-skilled and lower-educated workers). This do-attitude, 

according to Noordegraaf and Vermeulen (2010), is not only summarized in the quote ‘in Rotterdam, 

shirts are sold with their sleeves rolled up’ but was mirrored in the last decades by (predominantly social-

democrat) city administrators too, giving the city administration its hard working nature. The city and its 

port have also had a significant role in the evolution of Dutch agricultural and food systems; it facilitated, 

through cheap imports of feed ingredients, the intensification of the livestock industry (the epitome of this 

being the pig and poultry sectors) (van der Schans, 2015b). In the last decade, Rotterdam has gained 

increased attention for its focus on urban food and agriculture especially in relation to the city’s approach 

for creating a greener and healthier city. The dynamic urban foodscape of Rotterdam is characterized by 

the growing number of diverse initiatives that are often underpinned by a philosophy of entrepreneurship 

and a social orientation. 

Governance context  

Rotterdam 

Another relevant aspect of Rotterdam and one that is important in terms of the governance context is the 

increasing functional integration of the Rotterdam-The Hague Metropolitan Region (MRDH). This group of 

23 municipalities situated in the southwest of the country account for 2.2 million inhabitants. The region 

features not only major cities such as The Hague and Rotterdam but also Delft, which is characterized by 

its education and knowledge driven institutions. The Westland area, with its leading horticulture business 

operations and the port, are also part of this region. This regional cluster emerges as a strong economic 

area in the country especially in the clean tech, medical, food and maritime sectors. A key focus has been 

on transport, the region features very developed internal rail and bus services as well as connections to 

cities such as Amsterdam, Utrecht, Eindhoven, Paris, Brussels, and beyond through its regional airport 

and its close connection to Amsterdam’s international airport Schiphol (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2010; 

Meijers et al., 2012; NA, 2016j). As part of its aim to boost its competitiveness as a metropolitan region, 

an emerging challenge is that of space. There is increasing competition in land use claims for the 

progressively scarce space in the region. Both Rotterdam and The Hague are expanding (in fact, towards 

each other) and other uses that are competing for space are agriculture, horticulture, green areas, 

housing, offices, and space for climate adaptation (Meijers et al., 2012). 

We look further at the governance context over the last decade with a focus on food relevant 

developments. In 2007, a brainstorm meeting on -New Relations between Cities and Agriculture- took 
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place; it was organized as part of an innovation program from the Ministry of Agriculture, and included a 

variety of stakeholders from the academic, private, and civil spheres. By the end of it, a range of issues 

were on the table however the city was not prepared to address the outcomes of the discussion. From 

that meeting, a group of diverse participants decided to set up an expert group on urban farming: Eetbaar 

Rotterdam (Edible Rotterdam) (Supurbfood 2015 report). This group, that is still active today, organized 

events and presentations with the goal of putting urban agriculture on the agenda.  

In 2008, the Municipality of Rotterdam declared that year as the -Green Year-. This translated in special 

attention to green urban spaces (Enzlin & Rotterdam Marketing, 2008). As part of this renewed focus the 

city’s planning department reviewed its public space policies as well as the use of green spaces in the 

city. The results showed that green public spaces were underutilized (they were perceived to be too 

uniform and poorly maintained) at the same time urban agriculture was part of the debate as a potentially 

interesting perspective to solve these issues. 

An Urban Farming think tank was set up in the municipal organization in 2010. This think tank was 

designed for civil servants as a platform to facilitate urban and peri-urban farming initiatives and discuss 

relevant policy issues. This platform served as a meeting point where urban farming initiatives networked. 

Additionally, its work consisted in advising the alderman for Sustainability, Inner City and Outdoor Space 

about the promotion of urban agriculture in Rotterdam as well as formulating policy goals in interaction 

with different city councillors. The city, which by now possessed an increasing understanding of the 

potential of urban farming (and related food initiatives) to solve urban issues, faced budget limits and 

instead of developing an official urban food strategy (which was an emerging approach in other cities) 

decided to encourage and support bottom-up community and entrepreneurial initiatives. A five-point 

action plan was developed to (1) increase the visibility/accessibility of food growing in and around the city, 

(2) organize short food supply chains (logistics, farmers’ markets), (3) consider local food in public 

procurement, (4) improve the long-term economic viability of peri-urban farmers, and (5) stimulate edible 

green roofs in the city centre. 

In February of 2012 the municipality of Rotterdam issued a document entitled: Food and The City, 

Stimulating urban agriculture in and around Rotterdam. It is relevant to highlight that the document 

signals a food policy perspective that is not only focused on the inner city but where linkages to the 

neighbouring rural and agricultural areas are recognized and incorporated. The document (with versions 

in English and Dutch) described the aims of the city in terms of urban agriculture, its strategy, and some 

examples of relevant initiatives. The document referenced its inspiration to the analysis carried out during 

the 2008 Green Year, the 2010 Omnibus survey (which showed that the population appreciated the 

Midden-Delfland agricultural landscape and a quarter of the city’s residents visited the area at least once 

a year), as well as the elaboration of food strategies by other metropolitan areas such as Toronto, 

London, Chicago, New York, and Vancouver. The Food and The City document delineated three 

priorities: health (key items: healthy nutrition and new community gardens); sustainable economy (with 

focus on: agricultural entrepreneurship in and around the city, short food supply chains, green jobs, and 

reduction of food miles); and spatial quality (including the facilitation of initiatives from residents and civil 

organizations and supporting urban agriculture and new forms of green space management) (Gemeente 

Rotterdam, 2012). 

More recently in 2013, the city established a regional Food Council. Here the regional focus and thus 

widening of the food policy perspective is also visible. This council is an independent multi-actor network 

organization (with no budget) with members representing different nodes of the food chain (peri-urban 

and urban farmers, chefs, an organic supermarket, researchers, two mayors of neighbouring 

municipalities, educational bodies, an actor from a vegetable auction operation, and a large multinational 

food company with several production facilities in the port area). The Food Council advices the city on 

food related issues and aims at supporting food initiatives in the city, boosting the local food economy, as 

well as promoting new models for food chains. The action-oriented work program of the Food Council 
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focuses on three areas: improving relations between town and country (short food supply chains); 

education and communication (focusing on youth at schools and families), circular economy and 

innovation (a broad range of topics such as reducing food waste, energy, and bio-based economy) 

(Gemeente Rotterdam, 2014) 

After local government elections in 2014, the new coalition’s approach reflected a more conservative way 

of thinking. Food is argued to no longer be framed as a social and/or ecological issue, but instead as an 

economic one. This is reflected in the restructuring of municipal departments. Traditionally short food 

supply chains and urban agriculture would have been dealt by the planning department; this is now 

merged with the municipal economic development and the civil works department. The new unit 

addresses the topic of food and the food industry primarily from an economic perspective, which then 

shifts the focus towards fresh logistics, employment, education, etc. (van der Schans, 2015b). 

Finally, Rotterdam’s food cluster is the third most important in terms of economic activity. The port of 

Rotterdam is a key player in the global trade and chain logistics of perishable and fresh produce (being 

second largest export port worldwide of vegetables, fruit and flowers). The Rotterdam area is the logistics 

hub for the food industry with approximately 5,800 companies specialized in the handling, production and 

distribution of food and food related products. In recognizing Rotterdam’s assets and strategic position in 

terms of agri-food and (future) biofuel logistics for Europe, the city has “launched the Rotterdam Food 

Cluster to be one of their key policy strategies” (Wascher et al., 2015). 

UFIs and (FNS) practices 
What follows is a description of a selection of urban food initiatives in Rotterdam. This selection shows 

different ways in which food enters the social and economic landscape of the city. It does not aim to be 

representative; rather it has been purposively sampled to highlight the dynamics between actors, 

practices, and institutional settings. This description will be followed by a discussion on their capacity to 

mobilize resources and impact the self-reliance of urban communities. 

Peri-urban and Urban agriculture UFIs 
Uit Je Eigen Stad (UJES) opened its doors in the autumn of 2012 as the first commercial urban farm in 

Europe. UJES is located in 2.3 ha of land (formerly a vacant plot) in the west port area. They have 

multiple lines of work, these include, a vegetable farm (in early 2016 their aquaponics, chicken and 

mushroom growing operations stopped), farm shop, restaurant, educational and recreational activities, 

and conference facilities. 

Initiators/ key actor(s): Entrepreneurs (Bas de Groot, Johan Bosman and Huibert de Leede)  

Resource/business strategy: the initial investment of 1.1 million euros was attained from four sources: 

the housing corporation Havensteder invested 65% in preparation of the premises, including new 

topsoil; this is paid back as rent over the course of ten years. Three additionally loans were granted by 

Stichting Doen (15%), Rabobank (8%) and Gulpenerberg and Zegro (2%, for catering arrangements). 

All four loans were granted with market interests rates (5-8.5%) UJES has also used crowdfunding for 

its financing (De Nationale Federatie Stadsgerichte Landbouw, 2013). An initial round of €65,000 in 

2012 (NA, 2012) has been followed up with campaigns to support the further development of their 

operation, e.g. the successful campaign of €92,500 (121 backers) in 2015 to finance solar panels (Uit 

Je Eigen Stad, 2015) and the upcoming campaign calling for investors (6% return) to realize a satellite 

location of UJES at Rotterdam Central Station (Uit Je Eigen Stad, 2016). Finally, they operate with a 

mixture of employees and volunteers. 

Some of the revenue streams within the UJES portfolio have failed to succeed such as the chicken 

and mushroom farming, and others, like the aquaponics unit (combination of fish and vegetables) have 

proven too expensive to fully kick-start. In early 2016 this part of the business was declared bankrupt 

(NA, 2016k). The rest of the activities continue. 
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Discourse: the departing point was argued to be the disconnection between consumer and food. Thus 

the key driver to initiate the project was to bring food production into the city and closer to the 

consumer. The approach was to do so by growing eco-friendly products (included here was the 

aquaponics nutrient cycle) and to create an example of professional urban farming projects that are 

able to ensure their economic viability (Chin-A-Fo, 2012). 

Interaction with institutional settings: the pioneering nature and general directionality of the UJES 

project has been recognized by city officials (Louwes, 2012) and initial support (e.g. with facilitating a 

location) showed that such projects are valued in the city. No other form of long-term support or 

subsidy has been extended and this is also linked to the entrepreneurial nature of the project and the 

goal of existing as an enterprise that is economically viable. 

De Buytenhof is a multifunctional farm located in the peri-urban area of Rotterdam (in the southern 

locality of Rhoon). The farm was turned into social care farm 15 years ago. In addition the farm has 

orchards (with old apple varieties) nut trees, hay-fields, pastures, fruit and vegetable fields, sheep, cows, 

and black pied pigs, a farm shop and tea/lunch room run by volunteers. 

Initiators/ key actor(s): the farm has been in the hands of the family Van den Hoek since 1896.  

Resource/business strategy: the farm has a multi-revenue model: it functions as a mixed farm, a care 

farm providing services for individuals with intellectual or socio-psychological disabilities; farm shop 

where fruits, vegetables and meat are sold in addition to processed goods from neighbouring farms 

and mills; lunch and tea room, also featuring the farm’s own products; pick-your-own flower and 

strawberry fields; workshops on flower arrangements; forgotten vegetables and herb garden. 

Additional income is attained through donations, these go through the Foundation Buytenhof and are 

destined both for the general running of the farm and for specific projects such the addition of extra 

work and lunch rooms. For this project De Buytenhof welcomes financial contributions or donations in 

kind (building materials and labour). Finally the farm runs with some staff and the support from 

volunteers (Zorgboerderij De Buytenhof, 2013). 

Discourse: the discursive platform for De Buyenhof is to create a caring community (inspired by 

Christian faith) where nature and animals and the historical legacy of the farm are respected and 

maintained. Other than the mention about its convenient location (near the city) the farm does not 

establish specific or special links with Rotterdam. 

Interaction with institutional settings: in its role as a care farm, De Buytenhof interacts with the 

municipalities in order to coordinate the services provided and corresponding compensation. Since the 

reorganization of care services from the national to the municipal level, discussions have taken place 

to negotiate the implications of the budget cuts (less service hours and lower rates). In 2014, the 

municipalities of Barendrecht, Albrandswaard and Ridderkerk together with De Buytenhof and other 

care service providers signed an agreement where providers accepted a discounted rate but retained 

a certain degree of flexibility in the allocation of the service hours. The continuation of care services for 

current customers was also approved. Under this new arrangements municipalities will also have more 

flexibility in terms of tendering processes (Gemeente Barendrecht, 2014). This illustrates a dynamic 

environment where De Buytenhof needs to engage in negotiation with changing institutional settings in 

order to enhance the future of their care service revenue stream.  
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Social and Community oriented food gardening 
Voedseltuin is an urban food garden where organic fruit and vegetables are grown in order to supplement 

the packages for the clients of the food bank with fresh produce. The garden of almost one hectare is run 

by volunteers and is located in a vacant lot in the southwest of the city, just a few meters from the food 

bank. This is mostly an industrial area with several harbours. The garden also works on reintegration and 

employment for people with distance to the labor market. Additionally, it offers a space for socialization. 

Initiators/ key actor(s): the garden was established in 2010 with the initiative of Sjaak Sies (founder of 

the food bank Rotterdam) and the collaboration of the municipality. The garden association was also a 

beneficiary of Stichting Doen (NA, 2016l). 

Resource/business strategy: the garden functions with only one part time hired staff to provide 

information, coordination (of the 40+ volunteers) and continuity to the garden. The garden does not 

receive funding form the municipality and relies almost entirely on donations from individuals and 

sponsors. The garden is registered as a non-profit public benefit association and donations can be 

deducted from taxes (NA, 2016m). They are also recipients of the ‘we care, we share’ charity scheme 

where customers of a Rotterdam restaurant (Bar & Bistro Bomm) can donate 10% of the tab to the 

food garden. Currently the garden is running a crowdfunding campaign with a €15.000 goal to create a 

water collection system in order to ensure sustainable water availability for the garden (NA, 2016e). 

Discourse: the motto of the food garden is ‘helping people help themselves’. This narrative of 

supporting the reintegration and general participation of individuals that are for some reason distanced 

from society and the labor market is really visible in all the activities that are organized by the garden. 

They conceptualize gardening as an activity that can restore daily rhythm, self-confidence, and 

general wellbeing in individuals. 

Interaction with institutional settings: the garden collaborates with various companies and institutions. 

Their key collaboration is with the municipality of Rotterdam through several departments; an 

important partner is the department of social affairs (Maatschappelijke Ontwikkeling), which subsidized 

the starting up costs in 2011, and is a channel for volunteers who are currently under unemployment 

benefits schemes. Also, the department of city development (Stadsontwikkeling) and in particular the 

city ports for making the land available. The department of public works, supplies recycled material for 

the infrastructure in the garden (NA, 2014). 

Gandhituin is a neighbourhood garden of 2000 m2 located in the north of Rotterdam. The key focus is on 

inclusiveness; the garden is open to anyone who wants to participate and the hope is that they reach 

whoever needs it the most. The participant gardeners (around 20-25) include people who are 

unemployed (both temporarily or long-term) as well as people with a distance to the labor market (some 

form of mental or physical disability). The harvest is shared amongst the volunteers. The emphasis on 

inclusiveness extends to the decision-making; anyone who participates in the garden is also able to join in 

the process (Vercauteren et al., 2013). The farming style is based on permaculture principles; the area is 

divided into an edible forest section and the other half is cultivated (NA, 2016i). Finally there is also a 

community room in the garden where courses (e.g. yoga, meditation, gardening, etc.) are offered; also 

movies and other activities are carried out there. In the past the garden has supplied food to the local 

food bank, in the future they hope to be able to dedicate space to the food bank also to reintegration and 

education projects (NA, 2016a). 

Initiators/ key actor(s): the association Vredestuin (Peace Garden) via key actor: Rutger Henneman 

together with members of the Transition Town Rotterdam. 

Resource/business strategy: the soil was suitable for growing as this was already a garden, thus there 

was no need for an initial investment for setting clean soil onsite. Currently, the garden accepts 

donations and courses and workshops require the payment of a fee. 
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Discourse: there is a strong narrative of inclusiveness and the discourse that frames all the activities in 

the garden is that of the need for an alternative way of living underpinned by values such as fairness, 

sustainability, and peace. The aim of creating a living space where anyone can have a first-hand 

experience at what sustainable living is, rests on the principles of permaculture, the philosophy behind 

Transition Towns and Gandhi’s vision of a non-violent and non-exclusive society (NA, 2016a). 

Interaction with institutional settings: the garden was developed in 2011 after some school and senior 

allotments became available (Vercauteren et al., 2013). The Municipality wanted the space to be used 

for a neighbourhood garden. Members from Transition Town Rotterdam as well as the Vredestuin took 

this opportunity to develop the project. Further interaction with other institutional actors is not 

prominent at the moment. 

Short food supply chains UFIs 
The Markthal, open since 2014, is a covered market with 96 food stalls, 20 units for restaurants and 

stores, 228 apartments, and 1200 parking spaces. The Markthal is the first of its kind and only in the 

Netherlands. It is located in the central city area next to the open market (this bi-weekly market with over 

400 stalls is one of the biggest open markets in the Netherlands). The Markthal houses also the biggest 

work of art (11,000 m2), which is entitled the Horn of Plenty and covers the walls and ceiling of the 

building(NA, 2016h) . 

Initiators/ key actor(s): Provast Investors (Den Haag) and MVRDV architects (Rotterdam). The driver 

was the debate about changes in health and hygiene legislation with regards to covered areas for 

traditional open meat and fish market stalls. The goal then became to have a covered fresh food 

market (MVRDV, 2014). 

Resource/business strategy: the Markthal is a private venture. The aim is to offer quality programming 

in the pre-war centre of Rotterdam through a combination of living, food and leisure services and the 

added amenity of parking (MVRDV, 2014). The intention is to create synergetic possibilities through 

the integration of these functions. Although no financial results of its performance are publicly 

available, the market has become one of the top tourist attractions in the city. 

Discourse: the Markthal is viewed and framed through different FNS paradigms and actor coalitions 

and this is visible on debates around the (current vs. expected) role of the market. From its direct 

investors and developers, the claims on the Markhal revolve around offering an innovative and 

integrated solution for multifunctional real estate development in the city centre while providing a safe 

and sustainable alternative to open markets. The Port of Rotterdam has retrospectively taken the 

Markthal as its icon for its function of providing a face for the agri-food cluster in the region, which 

happens to be a key global player in food supply chains (Port of Rotterdam, 2014). Finally, actors from 

the re-localization movement expected the Markthal to enhance or ensure the linkages to farmers 

around the city, which has not happened. In fact, a group of Markthal stallholders recently filed a 

complaint to the market owner. They argued that while the market has been a success as a tourist 

attraction it has failed with regards to its initial goal of being a fresh food covered market for daily 

shopping. They have formed a lobby group with the intention to advocate for lower rent and service 

costs. Their prediction is that if the situation is left unaddressed the fresh food vendors will leave and 

the Markthal will become a big hall of restaurants and prepared food shops (Potters, 2016). 

Interaction with institutional settings: actors from the local food movement have argued that perhaps 

subsidies or financial support is needed in order for fresh local produce to be sold at the Markthal. This 

has not taken place as the Markthal is a private venture that determines their operating strategy 

including what is programed on their space and under which conditions.  

Education UFIs 
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Hotspot Hutspot is a social project embodied in a series of pop up restaurants (currently there are four, all 

in deprived neighbourhoods of Rotterdam. This means low social capital, children in vulnerable health 

contexts, low employment, etc.). Since 2012, this initiative has worked to help kids and teenagers (from 

10 to 15 yrs. old) to get involved in urban agriculture, healthy eating, and cooking. They train kids to cook 

healthy and low-cost meals for the neighbourhood residents. Hotspot Hutspot also supervises young 

adults in rehabilitation to learn professional cooking skills (NA, 2016f) 

Initiators/ key actor(s): social entrepreneurs. Bob Richters is responsible for the concept, management 

and long-term strategy. Dorine Rüter works on fundraising, administration, and economic viability. 

Resource/business strategy: HH is supported by housing corporations Havensteder, who allows free 

use of their Schriebroek location, and Vestia who finances the Lombardijen location. Additionally they 

are beneficiaries of Stichting Doen (DOEN, 2016). They also receive support from the 

Talentfabriek010, an organization that creates apprenticeships for people with no prior experience; 

also, they currently provide the required washing, ironing and clothes mending. HH has an online shop 

where individuals can sponsor different activities related to their daily operation (e.g. the rental 

payment for one location for a month, an hour of gardening, or administration and organization, a 

week of fuel for their fleet, Wi-Fi costs, etc.). The business model for HH is still in development, in the 

words of Richters “we have a very bad income model, we are caught in between because we are 

neither a small citizens initiative nor a big welfare project with its own funds in the bank ” (van der 

Waals, 2016). In terms of one-time funds HH often participates in awards and competitions. They were 

one of the top ten finalist in the City of the Future Challenge where the creativity and innovative 

potential of city projects are rewarded with support for their realization. Although HH is already 

operational (as opposed to some concept ideas) they entered the competition in order to seize 

opportunities for new features and locations, also to create a more robust organizational capacity so 

that they can continue to develop the concept in terms of content, size and location (NA, 2016g). In 

2015, they also participated (but did not win) the Paul van Vliet Award (€10,000) granted by UNICEF 

and the theme park Efteling (NA, 2016d).  

Discourse: the key discourse of HH revolves around the empowerment of children to lead healthier 

and better lives. The assumption is that through experiences of group work, cooking skills, food and 

social awareness the eating habits of kids (and their relatives) will be changed for the better and the 

foundation of a positive work ethic will be set. This indirectly expands to their families and the 

community.  

Interaction with institutional settings: HH interacts with a range of social actors and institutions. Often 

put in the spotlight for its work targeted to the youth (e.g. the visit from Sharon Johnston, wife of the 

Governor General of Canada to urban food initiatives in Rotterdam). However, these interactions have 

not translated directly into a more favourable financial framework for the initiative. It is highly 

dependent on awards and the philanthropy of some organizations and individual patrons. 
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Interaction patterns and urban food governance  
After having reviewed key practices of the selected UFIs in Rotterdam, we continue with a discussion on 

the interaction patterns, resource mobilization, and the implications on urban food governance. 

On their editorial ‘What role for cities in food policy?’ Atkinson and Freudenberg (2015) reflect on this 

question by looking at what the cities of Cape Town, London, New York and Shanghai have done in the 

last years in relation to the challenge of creating healthy urban food environments. These cities engage 

with food policy in different ways, their approaches show that a key factor for putting food on the 

municipal agenda is the involvement of civil society organizations and social movements. They stress that 

while sustainability challenges require actions at multiple governance levels; the impact of city food policy 

is significant. They argue that despite the differences across contexts, it appears that there is a key role 

for municipal engagement in creating healthy and sustainable food landscapes. Finally, they mention 

several points of leverage that cities can action in order to further their impact such as food procurement 

policies, subsidies, taxes, food benefits, educational campaigns, and other food related programs, 

If we look at the situation in the last decade in Rotterdam, there are a few things to discuss. In terms of 

municipal engagement and the development of food policy, it has been a gradual and ad hoc process; the 

city has reacted to the grassroots interest on urban agriculture and food with support in kind rather than 

with the allocation of grand budgets (van der Schans, 2015a). Additionally, the temporary nature of 

political cycles and the impact on agenda setting affect how much resources are spent on food policy.  

In terms of the Food Council and its role in the city and food systems, I have seen how it is portrayed in research 

and how people discuss the case of Rotterdam and it’s always referred to as if what we see is the result of careful 

deliberation but the reality is that local governments are ad hoc, or much more ad hoc than it is portrayed to be… 

an important point is the temporary nature of local governments, much more so than national ones. So every new 

election represents a new crew and a new start. Priorities change and with this there is a constant ‘stop-and-go’ 

phenomenon for different efforts in the city.  

(Interview Rotterdam, personal communication, 2016) 

There are several reasons why the co-evolution of policy and practice is challenging but a key factor is 

the compartmentalized approach of municipal governments. Policy areas relevant for a cross-theme topic 

such as food and urban agriculture (e.g. public space, climate change management, social affairs, health, 

water and/or green environment, etc.) are all managed by the city separately. 

Operating in this environment makes it challenging for UFIs to establish an effective and resilient 

business model. Some models that have been discussed in relation to urban agriculture in the global 

north rest on strategies such as: differentiation, that is, offering something that conventional food systems 

currently do not; diversification of activities; circularity or low cost strategy which implies using 

underutilized resources from the city in order to save operating costs; co-ownership of the urban farm 

together with citizens, this can imply active participation of citizens or not; and experience services which 

mean that the urban farmer provides unique experiences to urban dwellers (Vijn, 2015). 

When initiatives seek to move beyond specific and temporary forms of financing (e.g. philanthropic funds, 

contests, crowdfunding, etc.) towards a model where they secure systematic payment for the societal 

services they provide, they are faced with the fact that public tendering processes are not designed to 

include multiple public functions at once. In addition, they are designed to filter out organizations that do 

not have a long proven record of performance in a specific area and are organizationally too weak or 

small to comply with accountability processes that come when managing public funds (van der Schans, 

2015c). Additionally, and even more critical is the fact that social benefits fail to be financially expressed 

even if there is evidence to argue for it. To illustrate, social cost-benefit analysis are finding that the 

benefits produced by community oriented urban agriculture versus the cost are significant; in the specific 

analysis of the Voedseltuin in Rotterdam the cost benefit ratio is 1:2 (Abma et al., 2013).  
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For those initiatives who are more market driven, such as the urban farm UJES in this case, the challenge 

is to find a profitable model that does not only cater to small market niches (low volume of high value food 

products) but is able to create a solid market base. The study of Angotti (2015) suggests that this is also a 

challenge in other cities such as New York. 

In Rotterdam the Food City Council (FCC) was established in 2014 as a measure to address these 

challenges. The aim of instituting the council was to highlight and provide continuity to the efforts and 

networks around urban agriculture, a theme that was an important agenda item during the term of 

Alexandra van Huffelen as alderman for Sustainable Development, Inner City and Public Spaces between 

2010 and 2014. The Food Council is diverse in its configuration and there is room for open debate and 

interaction. However the Food Council has no programming power as there is no budget assigned to it 

(van der Schans, 2015c). 

There is a role, however that the FCC and other umbrella organizations can and are playing and that is 

the role of convenors and facilitators.  

In terms of impact, the Food Council could be described as a very light institutionalization of a network approach. 

If the food movement in Rotterdam would be let alone to develop ‘organically’ the movement would be fragmented 

because innovators are very focused on their own domain/initiatives and that implies a more narrow/individualistic 

perspective. Food City Councils are not policy instruments but rather a sign of a movement. The movement 

should go on despite of the fact that there is a Food City Council and despite what big food companies think or 

do. The movement can be dormant if there are no resources or attention but it’s not gone. 

(Interview Rotterdam, personal communication 2016) 

Urban food and agriculture platforms facilitate the distribution of attention and resources amongst 

initiatives.  

Eetbaar Rotterdam served as a platform and while it was there it was taken for granted but once it was not, 

everybody was asking for it. One of the aims and contributions of Eetbaar Rotterdam was to distribute the 

attention and resources to everyone. 

(Interview Rotterdam, personal communication 2016) 

Interaction amongst initiatives and with institutional settings happens also at the national level. One 

example is the City Network Urban Agriculture (Stedennetwerk Stadslandbouw), this network of local 

actors serves as a platform for interaction and collaboration. The aim is to support participants in 

overcoming shared challenges, draw inspiration, guide policy/lobbying efforts and access opportunities 

(Stedennetwerk Stadslandbouw, 2015). In 2013 the ‘Agenda Urban Agriculture’ was launched. It 

highlighted challenges currently facing urban agriculture: securing space, tailoring hygiene policies, 

creating better connections for regional food processing and supply chains, professionalizing initiatives 

and ensuring quality, and linking local initiatives (Stedennetwerk Stadslandbouw, 2013). So far 26 cities 

and towns in the Netherlands have become signatories. Two studies were conducted to investigate the 

impact of this agenda both within the municipality and externally (for UA initiatives on the ground). In 

terms of impact within the municipality the study found out that for most it was a ratification of an already 

existing priority, for others it indicated a nascent interest and the emergence of more debates about how 

to approach it. In both cases there were little concrete actions in terms of changes within the municipality 

or new policies (Veen et al., 2015). The study on the impact the Agenda Urban Agriculture had for UA 

initiatives located in signatory towns and cities showed that so far the impact has been low. Not all actors 

involved in UA new about the fact that their city had signed the agenda and of those who knew, the 

majority agreed that few concrete actions had been taken (Veen & Jansma, 2015). 

Another development that can be discussed if we refer to the national level is the emerging interest to 

connect funding from European rural development measures intended to support short food supply 

chains to the city initiatives that work on this theme. The rural development measure has been thus far 

not activated by the Dutch rural governance system and if the needed attention and interest is gathered it 
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could kick-start a conversation about the redistribution of European (CAP) funds. This development is of 

interest as it reveals the traditional national priorities regarding food and agricultural developments, 

namely a general focus on agricultural modernization 

Discussing and addressing challenges connected to funding, policy, and cooperation (creating economies 

of scale, tool sharing, circularity, etc.) continues to be of interests for actors leading and involved in 

initiatives on the ground. Examples are the Conference for Urban Farmers of Rotterdam (Rotterdamse 

Stadsboeren Conferentie), which after being organized for the first time in March 2015 had a follow up 

edition in June that same year (de Graaf, 2015). There is also the Day of Urban Agriculture (Dag van de 

Stadslandbouw), which is an annual conference that provides space for sharing and debating the 

advances and challenges for UA not only in the Netherlands but also with an eye for international 

experiences too (NA, 2016c). 

In our study of UFIs in Rotterdam we also encountered initiatives, such as the Markthal, where the theme 

of fresh quality food brings together two clashing agendas and FNS perspectives. Through the lens of the 

Food Council and of current fresh produce vendors, there is dissatisfaction about the degree to which the 

Markthal has created shorter food supplies and better-linked peri-urban agriculture to city consumers. 

From the Food Cluster perspective, the Markthal aligns well to their agenda of Rotterdam as a global food 

hub and a key driver of the regional economy. 

The Markthal is retrospectively taken as the icon of the Food Cluster, even if this two are officially separate. The 

stories that people from the Food Cluster want the Markthal to be associated with are stories about local honest 

food, to make the Markthal and the city image more attractive.  

(Interview Rotterdam, personal communication 2016). 

Rotterdam is indeed a strong logistical node for food in Europe; and not only that; many international 

food-processing companies are also located in the area. There is an interest from various municipalities 

in the region to develop additional supporting functions (such as handling, processing, transport to/from 

the port, etc.) around Barendrecht, an area that has for long specialized in greenhouse growing. This 

would mean that food would indeed be a key economic driver for Rotterdam but with a strong 

international orientation. 

The hope is to develop this land into a huge Food Cluster. This would be part of a larger aim to not only feed 

traditional markets like Germany but increasingly feed Easter European markets, Russia, the Middle East and 

China.  

(Interview Rotterdam, personal communication 2016) 

The Fact Sheet Agenda for the Food Cluster reflects these priorities; some of the items included: 

participation and performance at the Milano Expo, development of the regional food ‘story’ in the 

international stage, and designing a regional vision of future-proof infrastructure logistics using road, rail 

and water (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2014). These can be argued to be an attempt of the agro-industrial 

interests to dominate the urban food and agriculture agenda and to put the initial much more alternative 

urban food movement at a distance. 

In recognizing the trajectory of Rotterdam in terms of food initiatives and policy in the last ten years we 

observe that there is a strong movement and interest in food for which momentum is enhanced when 

political will and priorities align. Additionally clashing agendas of re-localization and further expansion of 

the city’s role in global supply chains express themselves in sometimes overlapping practices. In terms of 

future perspectives, capacity to mobilize resources and future viability there are several observations. 

First, there is interest to integrate the social innovation that happens at the level of neighbourhoods (e.g. 

community gardens) into the social welfare policy that is, ensuring that the larger organizations that 

participate in the tendering procedure for managing the social welfare in neighbourhoods allocate funds to 

the coordination of such initiatives. That way the coordination that is currently operating on a voluntary 

basis is remunerated. When it comes to incorporating UFIs into housing services and in that way securing 
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their continuous funding and development, the outlook is mixed. Social housing corporations are currently 

operating on a financially tight framework, they are focusing on efforts to cut costs; urban agriculture is 

seen as an extra cost as opposed to an investment. However, when it comes to private housing 

corporations, there seems to be a more open framework. These actors seem to have recognized the link 

between quality of life and the surroundings to real state value thus new models where housing, food and 

green areas are all combined as a new sustainable way of living are being explored. Other potentially 

interesting avenues could be linking UFIs to health and/or insurance corporations, however here the 

traditional approach that favours quantitative based evidence of impact is a barrier at the moment.  

Research questions and findings 

When we look at the experience of UFIs in the Netherlands in Rotterdam we observe increased interest 

and diversity in projects that (re)combine concepts and services in order to support the creation of a 

healthy and sustainable food landscape. The UFIs we reviewed engage in practices that aim to improve 

the reconnection of city dwellers with food production and consumption, raise awareness about healthy 

foods and habits, enhance quality of life in neighbourhoods, create circularity and tap into underused 

spatial and institutional resources.  

With regards to our first research question about the interaction patterns amongst and between initiatives 

and between initiatives and the wider policy and institutional settings, what we found is that while there is 

great diversity in UFIs and each has specific foci and revenue model, there is an increasing degree of 

professionalization and collaboration amongst initiatives. In front running cities like Rotterdam we observe 

a day-to-day survival/inward focus of UFIs combined with participation in debate spaces; the presence of 

convening platforms as well as a Food Council have carved a space to discuss issues such as how to 

achieve ‘economies of scale’ when it comes to resource/impact opportunities and policy processes. At the 

national level, there are also coordinating efforts that increase the visibility of urban agriculture and the 

challenges it faces. Albeit mostly at a discursive level this national coordination has managed to position 

the agenda or urban agriculture on the priorities of a significant number of cities and towns in the 

Netherlands. 

With regards to our second research question, to what extent are the initiatives successful in terms of 

resource mobilization? We argue that creating an effective and sustainable business model remains a top 

challenge for most initiatives. Thus far municipal and national (tendering) arrangements remain hard to 

access for UFIs, there is no customization for projects or enterprises that while dealing with a cross-

theme such as food create public services and value aligned to a range of policy goals. There is 

increased interest and coordination to ensure the social innovation that emerges at the grassroots level is 

remunerated and a degree of continuity is guaranteed.  

In the metropolitan region of Rotterdam we see expressions of competing and sometimes overlapping 

agendas. On the one hand there is a strong social movement that seeks to rediscover and revalue local 

food by both tapping into urban spatial and material resources and also creating stronger linkages with 

the already existing peri-urban agriculture. The aim is to develop and exploit the potential that exists in 

the region by weaving the functions of UFIs into several policy goals. In parallel there is a strong 

orientation towards increasing the role of Rotterdam in increasingly globalized food supply chains by 

developing the image of Rotterdam as a food hub were fresh and healthy food is abundant and efficiently 

handled, processed, and distributed. The aim is to create a world-class food hub capable of expanding its 

activity beyond traditional (European) markets and position Rotterdam and the Netherlands as the top 

food player in the world. 

Eindhoven 

Eindhoven is a city characterised by many as the previous beating heart of Philips, a multinational 

technology company, which has infused the city with technology and innovation in all sectors. During the 
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industrial revolution the city functioned as one of the textile cities as, besides Philips, it also housed many 

textile industries. These developments in the early 1900s have largely shaped the city, as this attracted a 

large number of people to the area and consequently a number of smaller towns grew together and 

became the city Eindhoven (NA., 2016n). This resulted in a city with multiple ‘centres’ and one that can 

be divided into districts. Now housing approximately 224.000 people, Eindhoven is the fifth largest city in 

the Netherlands. Thanks to the arrival of Philips and the textile industries in the early 1900s and the 

technical university and Brainport more recently (NA., 2016n), around 32% of the inhabitants of 

Eindhoven are non-Dutch with the majority coming from Turkey, Indonesia, Morocco and Germany 

(Gemeente Eindhoven, 2016). Although the technology multinational Philips has moved all but its design 

branch of the company to countries outside the Netherlands, the city has become a hub for technology 

and design industries and continues to attract businesses and artists. The former Philips production 

grounds – Strijp-S – that were abandoned for a long time, are now home to artist collectives, UFI’s, and 

designers. 

Governance context 

The number of UA initiatives in Eindhoven has grown significantly in the last years and currently 38 

initiatives are active in Eindhoven (NA., 2016o). The UA knowledge platform Proeftuin040 was founded 

early 2014 as a response to the mostly individually operating initiatives in the city, emphasising that 

collaboration efforts and collective learning processes could further a sustainable and green Eindhoven. 

In December 2014 the in Eindhoven active political party GroenLinks (Green Liberalist) put forth a motion 

to establish a UA policy after having consulted people from Eindhoven through an open debate 

(Gemeente Eindhoven, 2014). The motion was accepted by a large majority in the council and the task of 

formulating a policy was assigned to the earlier established Proeftuin040. The task at hand is to formulate 

a vision for UA, which is made by citizens of Eindhoven, which the municipality can take up into its 

policies. Building upon their previously established network of UA initiatives, they started in the summer of 

2015 and aim to have a policy by autumn 2016.  

Research questions and findings 

Through the case of Eindhoven we gained first-hand insight into the multi-stakeholder process that takes 

place prior to an urban food policy. By exploring how in this process different initiatives have merged and 

developed this provides a better understanding of the stakeholders’ reflections and articulations of the 

role and future prospects of UA in Eindhoven. All data around the case of UA in Eindhoven was collected 

through workshops that focussed on the policy-making process by Proeftuin040 (see methods p. 8 for an 

overview of the different workshops). Throughout the policy process, many different stakeholders from 

Eindhoven were invited to participate in formulating a vision on UA. Sectors represented were amongst 

others: the municipality, regional government, housing corporations, community centres, social welfare 

organisations, GGD (regional healthy authority), urban food initiatives, retailers, landscape architects, 

design studios, and (applied) universities. 

When looking at the interactions patterns amongst and between initiatives and between initiatives and the 

wider institutional settings, we conclude that the UA movement in Eindhoven is still rather fragmented. 

The diversity in movements around UA is great and they differ in size and scale, revenue model, 

professionalization and objectives. Amongst the different initiatives there is as of yet little collaboration, 

however this was also one of the key reasons to develop a policy for UA. As the first workshop initiated by 

Proeftuin040 proved, amongst all the UA actors there was a demand for a personal introduction to the UA 

network of Eindhoven, as many had not interacted with the other initiatives. Part of the workshop was 

eagerly used by the participants to introduce themselves and their initiative and get acquainted to the 

other UA actors in Eindhoven. However, a large number of the key actors of especially the smaller UA 

initiatives were already acquainted with one another as they were also involved in other UA initiatives in 

Eindhoven. Connections between UA initiatives and the institutional setting are still rather undeveloped, 
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as the network is still in its early stages. However, during many of the workshops possible collaborations, 

interlinkages and connections were discussed amongst the UA actors and actors from both housing 

corporations and social welfare organisations. Although the ambitions to collaborate were present, 

assigning a party that takes responsibility in leading such efforts is still a bridge too far in most cases in 

Eindhoven. Still, the Proeftuin040 initiated process thus facilitated a much needed interaction space 

between the many different UA initiatives and other sectors that are interested in UA, such as housing 

corporations. Within their defined vision they also emphasize the need to facilitate such collaborations as 

a platform, but also the need for facilitation by the policy levels in making collaborations easier to 

establish. 

In terms of resource mobilization the Eindhoven case is still in a premature stage, as many of the UA 

initiatives are now transitioning from a state in which they were subsidized or their grant is coming to an 

end and they now have to come up with more structural resources. One of the prioritized points of 

Proeftuin040 is to support organisations in those transitions and mostly to learn from each other perils 

and victories. In general, financial support for UA activities remains largely non-structural – even for 

Proeftuin040 – and is mostly down to donations, crowd-funding and/or grants that come from the regional 

level. 

All in all there is ample space for UA initiatives to take form in Eindhoven, especially to start up using a 

temporary subsidy or grant. By tapping into ideas around (urban) design and agriculture, the small-scale, 

mostly voluntarily-driven UA movement in Eindhoven flourishes, as is particularly visible in the previous 

Philips area, Strijp-S. However, considering the lack of policy, municipal support and collaboration efforts 

amongst the initiatives, the movement remains rather fragile and support heavily on a few key actors. The 

aim of the entire UA policy process by Proeftuin040 is to strengthen the network and create more 

sustainable and long-term initiatives that contribute to a healthy and green city through its core 

characteristics of design and technology. 

2.3. Foresight Workshop 

The workshop that took place in the Netherlands was focussed on the case of UA policy making in 

Eindhoven. The scenarios that were used in this case were chosen by the UA platform Proeftuin040 in 

terms of what they thought were the most interesting future challenges to discuss. Unlike the other 

TRANSMANGO workshops, in this case the EU-scenarios were already slightly ‘pre-downscaled’ to the 

context of Eindhoven, to save some time. 

The three chosen scenarios all have their different opportunities and limitations and work out in a 

particular way in the Eindhoven region. The following three scenarios featured in the Proeftuin040 

scenario workshop. 

‘The Grass is greener / From Doom to Bloom’ 

In this scenario the majority of Eindhoven’s larger industries move facilities abroad towards new 

economies, as the Western economy has come to a standstill which is making competition fierce. This 

leads to unemployment on a large scale and emigration of especially the higher educated. Local and 

national government are short of money and now start receiving aid money from Asia. The lack of money 

leads to a retreat of the government and disappearance of social security policy. This pushes people to 

become more reliant upon their direct relations and their own skills. Producing your own food in the city 

has become a necessity and there is ample opportunity for it, because the ‘brain drain’ ensured land is 

plenty available and time is neither a constraint for people. Looking for affordable food, people reconnect 

to the farmers in the rural and peri-urban areas. 

‘Too Busy to Cook / Fata Morgana’  
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Eindhoven becomes the city that is known for technique and design. Due to changing EU policies, rather 

small companies blossom economically as well as politically. Sustainability and local enterprises are the 

buzzwords of the urban economy. The city attracts many, predominantly young people, who come to form 

the new middle class: the elite of the future. Their lifestyle is hectic, living in high rise apartments and 

consuming locally produced, yet unhealthy, food and products. This group of new elite, which is now in 

majority, determine the direction and values of the local economy. This further unfolds in growing 

differentiations between ‘rich’ and ‘poor’: the poor become marginalised spatially and economically, and 

public health decreases due to unhealthy food intake. Ultimately, the interpretation of sustainability 

becomes contested, as there is a proliferation of small, short-sighted projects that do not connect to the 

vulnerable social groups and have a superficial sense of what is sustainable. 

‘Fed up Europe / Green port Eindhoven’ 

Eindhoven is envisaged to evolve into a main port of technology and design carried forward by corporate 

groups and followed by more and more start-ups being incorporated in bigger corporate groups. The 

corporatisation of Eindhoven goes hand in hand with a growing interest in high tech solutions for localised 

food production in the city; mostly the vertical way. As a result, the rural becomes redefined into a 

consumption area. Green Port Eindhoven hardly has space for those that have been excluded from the 

circular economy under construction. The excluded explore for livelihood changes outside the high-tech. 

New options are identified leading to a greening of Eindhoven, reducing in the long run the differences 

between the high and low-tech run urban economy. It is in the interest of the municipal polity to underpin 

legitimacy of it policies to keep these co-existing economies together. Pushing for mutual interaction will 

reduce the contradictions and enrich the resource base of the urban economy. 

Workshop Findings 

To structure the summary of findings from the Eindhoven workshop we answer three questions related to 

the opportunities and limitations for UA in the future (scenarios); also to the translation from this 

discussion into strategic choices for the initiative; as well as other observations and interesting findings 

from the reflection process that stakeholders carried during the session. 

What are the most important differences between the 3 EU Scenarios in terms of opportunities 

and limitations for the ‘local’ case study initiatives? 

The three scenarios paint different realities for UA in Eindhoven. An important aspect around which 

opportunities and limitations would emerge is the degree to which technology would mediate the 

development of UA. In all scenarios technological innovation, either its dominance or the reduced 

presence of it was translated into different opportunities for UA in the city as well as different ‘versions’ of 

UA (e.g. low tech vs. high tech based initiatives). A clear illustration is the Greenport Eindhoven scenario 

interpretation where UA is highly dependent and interlinked with technological innovation and business 

development.  

Another relevant point is that scenarios that were seemingly ‘positive’ were not interpreted as highly 

beneficial for the development of UA, while the more ‘negative’ scenario (From Doom to Bloom) painted a 

future, according to the participants, where due to the abundance of time and the necessity to rethink 

(individual) economic prosperity, UA would gain prominence. Although it is important to note that the 

driver behind this prominence was identify to have been more related to short-term subsistence and 

wellbeing as opposed to the strengthening of the social fabric or a more integrated sustainability agenda.  

A final observation in terms of opportunities and limitations for UA is that the scenario interpretations 

showed that actors from the urban food movement in Eindhoven implicitly recognize that UA is not a 

priority for the local government and do not expect UA to become a priority in the future either. Actors’ 

interpretations show that currently UA in Eindhoven consists of a range of initiatives of which most 
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depend largely on personal commitment and passion, volunteers, and/or temporary project support and 

the prospects of witnessing structural change in this regard is rather low. 

To what extend are these differences also translated into diverging strategic choices for the 

future? 

The scenario exercise allowed participants to reflect on strategic choices and/or priorities which will serve 

as input in order to create a more robust UA vision for the city. The key points that were discussed 

revolve around: 

 Defining a desired symbiotic relationship between UA and technology. From the scenarios 

where technological innovation is key and a solid relationship between UA and high-tech 

firms serves as an anchor for UA development to scenarios where the big firms are gone 

and the local tech expertise is put the to service of low-tech UA in the city.  

 Raising interest and building connections to local (large) businesses and to rural movements 

which so far remains weak/ inexistent. 

 Incorporating a sustainable (food) agenda into education, with special emphasis on ‘lost’ 

skills such as growing food, harvesting, processing, cooking, etc. as well as circular thinking 

and strategic use of (re)localized resources and flows. 

 Thinking of new revenue models and definitions of economic prosperity that could potentially 

include alternative forms and means of exchange (e.g. time as money and local food traded 

through local currency). 

Which kind of other outcomes of the scenario work is important to highlight and understand 

overall case study initiatives dynamics? 

An initial outcome that speaks of the sense of urgency, relevance, and/or degree of institutionalization of 

UA is the fact that participants on the workshops were mostly civil actors with relatively few institutional 

representatives. An exception would be the fact that the last workshop took place at the Regional 

Headquarter of a large Social Housing Corporation. Hosting such event might be perceived as a positive 

indicator of, even if gradual, a growing institutional interest in UA prospects and benefits. 

In relation to the previous point, the workshops revealed that so far the urban food movement in 

Eindhoven has not engaged with high-tech firms, small and medium businesses and/or larger enterprises 

in the region. It is also largely disconnected to rural movements. This is why ‘gloom’ scenarios where 

these actors would be less prominent were related to brighter prospects for UA.  

The urban food movement in the region of Eindhoven consists of a broad spectrum of UFIs. The 

movement serves as convening point for people with similar ideas about how UA can contribute to the 

city’s social and environmental quality of life. The multi-workshop approach seems to have contributed 

positively to the visioning process within the movement. This has also been facilitated by Proeftuin040 

and WURs inputs (e.g. the organization of a meeting with some key-experts of Dutch UA movement).  

However, the workshops also confirmed that the movement relies heavily on adhoc temporary funding, 

personal commitment and volunteering. There is little clarity as to what will happen after the UA vision for 

the city of Eindhoven is finalized this summer (2016). A translation of this document into active and 

coherent food policy to the city is still to be seen.  

A final outcome from the workshops is that while there is a wide range of UFIs working on urban food, the 

capacity of involved actors to develop a coherent and transparent strategy on how to mobilize support, to 

create new alliances and partnerships, and to strengthen institutional backup is still rather embryonic. 

2.4. Reflection on Transformative Capacity 

A key lesson learned from the comparison between Eindhoven and Rotterdam is that newly emerging 

UFI’s should not start from scratch. Urban initiatives across the world (Harare, Saigon, Detroit) are critical 

sources of information to debate at various levels how to materialise urban agriculture. Rotterdam UFI’s 
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have gone through a long phase of establishing, which has been documented in various reports. The 

actual process of organizing the Proeftuin040 vision when compared to the Rotterdam UFI’s is rather 

fragmented and disconnected from other on-going activities. Proeftuin040 has difficulties establishing 

their legitimacy vis-à-vis other initiatives in the city. As a key organiser once commented “we are seen as 

the new kid on the block”. The scenario workshops further emphasises this point. One of the lessons from 

Rotterdam is to gradually work from a member-based to a more broad-based, flexible organization that 

includes other initiatives as well; this would yield more influence and status to Proeftuin040. 

Proeftuin040’s current advantage is that it has been given a clear task by the Eindhoven Municipal 

Counsel (it has political backing) but community support remains fluctuating and a critical issue. 

Both Rotterdam and Eindhoven experience levels of gentrification of the UFI-movement which manifests 

in its orientation on specific social categories such as the young urban professional. This clearly deserves 

attention in the near future. A critical trend which tends to emerge is a differentiation of urban farming 

initiatives in the sense of a High-Tech UA discourse versus a Low-tech UA – permaculture and agro-

ecological – discourse. A clear difference pertains to the creation of a new urban landscape. Vertical 

farming on the one hand and the greening of the urban environment on the other may not be so easy to 

connect and bridge. This jeopardizes the formulation of common goals and the capacity to bring a range 

of stakeholders together because of their different values and objectives related to UA. 

In table 2 (p. 28) we summarize our key observations and their interpretations in terms of transformative 

capacity. Our analysis on the transformative potential of UFIs points out that while there is potential in the 

developments that are currently taking place; UFIs find themselves in very vulnerable positions. This in 

turn hinders their capacity to further develop their value propositions and address the emerging problems 

of conventional food systems. Those UFIs that have a stronger market position and future viability are 

currently engaging with niche food markets, which results in (as of now) very little impact in terms of food 

and nutrition security of the region. 

To further conceptualize our empirical observations in terms of their transformative potential, we draw 

from the conceptual framework on societal transformation by Avelino et al. (2014), which explores the 

phenomenon of transformation as the outcome of particular configurations of interaction between different 

change processes. The authors identify social innovation, system innovation, game-changers and 

narratives of change as well as societal transformation as different ‘shades’ of change. In the case of 

UFIs in Rotterdam we can see how social innovation, which refers to innovative practices or re-

assemblages thereof, is emerging through a diversity of urban food related practices that are framed by 

co-evolving (often competing) FNS discourses. If we then look at markers of systemic innovation we can 

observe both an increasing emphasis of urban food as a priority and a potential tool to achieve cross-

domain policy goals as well as a food policy that is not yet active, coherent, and well institutionalized. We 

recognize how most of the contemporary trajectory of UFIs in Rotterdam has been shaped by certain 

game changers, in this case we see how the economic crisis and the increasing trend towards market de-

regulation have created a specific context in which urban planning has been articulated (or failed to) as 

well as where social movements have emerged or re-expressed themselves. Finally, if we look at the 

narratives of change in this case, we see competing FNS discourses and agendas, which in turn frame 

UFIs in different ways. We see a strong story line about the city and its port having a role as a global 

logistical player. As we have discussed earlier the interest and priorities under this agenda differ from the 

narrative where the city’s food system is resilient as a result of the re-localization of key food supply 

chains and where city sustainability goals and strategies are mediated by its landscape. 

The role of the city of Rotterdam when it comes to the transformative potential of UFIs and fruitful urban 

governance is significant, even though the number and diversity of UFIs in the city has to be credited to 

the social and entrepreneurial orientation of local actors. And despite the fact that the city has had a 

reactive and somewhat ad hoc approach to food policy, the historic experience of social innovation and 
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institutionalization attempts is highly valuable for UFIs across the country that are navigating and trying to 

create sustainable pathways in urban food governance.  

Eindhoven UFM could be characterized as an early life-cycle movement building upon social innovation 

practices, multiple narratives of change (e.g. sometimes primarily social engineering inspired, other times 

characterized by a strong belief in high-tech UA futures). This early-life cycle characteristic goes along 

with little evidence for accompanying systemic innovation and takes place in a wider context of less 

noticeable substantial game changers.  The non-presence of strongly noticeable game changers might 

partly explain why flourishing UA futures in Eindhoven are primarily associated with darker EU futures 

scenario.  

  

FIGURE 1 DUTCH URBAN FOOD MOVEMENTS & SOCIETAL TRANSFORMATION 
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TABLE 2 URBAN FOOD INITIATIVES AND DIFFERING LEVELS OF TRANSFORMATIVE CAPACITY 

Dutch Urban Food Initiatives as reassembled food poverty spaces 

Process interpretations that assume 
little transformative capacity 

Process interpretations that assume 
transformative capacity 

UFIs are fragmented and scattered in 
terms of mutual connections, interrelations 
and/or collaborative action 

Overall patchwork of UFIs embraces a 
range of disparate ideas while creating 
spaces for exploring the potential of 
collaboration for overcoming policy barriers 
and seize resource/impact opportunities 

Most initiatives are relatively resource poor, 
rely on ad hoc financing, and their 
continuity is uncertain 

As a whole these UFIs reflect urban actors’ 
growing commitment to be actively involved 
in food- and sustainability issues. In parallel 
municipalities increasingly recognize the 
need to support UFIs 

Accessibility of and continuity in land use 
remains a major barrier, notwithstanding 
current economic and real estate crisis 

Rotterdam’s institutional setting 
experiments with novel interrelations 
between Urban Spatial Planning and UFIs 
through public-private partnerships 

National Austerity Measures and loss of 
democratic influence at local level 
undermine the institutional support for UFIs 
in Rotterdam 

There are a growing variety of novel 
opportunities to interlink UFI with 
institutional settings (e.g. Food Council, 
Social ROI index on public tender systems) 

EU funds remain largely inaccessible for 
UFI in Rotterdam 

A re-distribution of EU funding (e.g. CAP, 
Rural Development) to the benefit of Urban 
food actors is increasingly part of Dutch 
political debate 

National Social Welfare Austerity Measures   
reduced Rotterdam’s financial resources 
for Urban Food Initiatives 

National decentralisation of the Social 
Welfare System (WMO), as well as a 
broader ‘urban development’ city 
department might enhance Rotterdam’s 
ability to develop a more integrated urban 
food policy 

Rotterdam’s food provision system is 
strongly embedded in global relations and 
there is a strong ‘global food’ economic 
agenda connected to the city’s port and 
industrial peri-urban agriculture 

UFI are increasingly embraced as 
instruments to maintain regional food chains 
and re-create social cohesion in these multi-
cultural urban spaces 
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3. DUTCH FOOD BANKS 

Another element of FNS is the distribution of food entitlements (Sen, 1987), even when food is available 

in abundance. Contrary to the case of the urban food initiatives, which focus on creating self-reliance in 

food entitlements, the Dutch food banks focussed more on vulnerabilities by (re)distributing food. 

Moreover, the diversity in practices within the Dutch food banks can demonstrate the complex and multi-

layered nature of societal innovation and transformation (Avelino et al., 2014) differently. 

3.1. Research questions & Methods  

In this report a guiding set of broader research questions led to eventual more case-specific research 

questions. The purpose of the overall D6.1 research questions is exploring the transformative capacity of 

FNS practices. When down-scaling these questions to the case of the food bank – after an initial 

explorative research on food banks in the Netherlands – the result is the following set of questions: 

1. How to characterize current FNS practices of Dutch Food banks? 

2. What are future plans of Dutch Food banks? 

3. How do Dutch Food banks interact with institutional settings? 

4. Do Dutch Food Bank practices have transformative capacity? 

To answer these research questions we explored the National Association of Food banks (the VNV) and 

2 distinct local food banks, located in Wageningen and Eindhoven. Moreover we investigated urban food 

initiatives that connected to a food bank and in particular focussed on the Stadsakkers, located in 

Eindhoven. The choice for these particular cases was made since access had already been established 

to the sites. Within these sites we looked at the type of narratives that are constructed around the topic of 

FNS, poverty and the role of the food bank.  

A variety of methods were used in the case of the food bank in order to explore potential transition 

pathways and on the other hand transformative capacity. A document review which included primary and 

secondary data was done. Additionally a media analysis was also conducted. The primary document 

sources were reports and publications by the organisations. The review of secondary data was based on 

academic literature on food banks and food poverty, reports by organisations/institutions other than the 

food bank, and policy documents. The media analysis focussed mostly on newspapers, but also video 

reports and social media.  

Secondly, interviews were an important source for ‘thick description’ (Ponterotto, 2006) in this case-study. 

We conducted a total of 16 semi-structured qualitative interviews with representatives of National 

Association of Dutch Food Banks, local Food Banks initiators and Social Workers. Moreover, 

Wageningen University Master students, were involved in the interviewing and participatory observation 

of food bank clients
2
. The interviews were recorded, transcribed and coded. In all the interviews the 

distinction between different practices within the food bank were coded. These codes related to the 

practices around food sourcing; the internal organisation of the food bank; the construction of poverty; 

interaction with the institutional setting; and new collaborations/arrangements. The goal was to 

understand the narrative around the FNS practices from within through these interviews: how the actors 

make sense of the problem and construct assemblages of practices in order to change FNS.  

Participant observation was used to get a deep understanding of the context. This included site-visits and 

participation in meetings. Also short conversations or informal interviews belong to this category. These 

methods lead to thick descriptions that allow us as researchers, but also readers of this report to ‘place 

themselves within the research context’ (Ponterotto, 2006). By applying this multi-method approach the 

                                                      
2
 Local food banks understandably restrict outsiders’ access to research clients and their experiences. Consequently, the interviews 

taken were only conducted when clients themselves came forward to participate and thus give a skewed presentation of the 
clients of the food bank. 
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data could be triangulated in order to unfold how assembled FNS practices of Dutch Food Banks actors 

indeed contribute (or not) to societal transformation. 

3.2. Research findings 

Literature review 

Even though there is an abundance of good food in the West, the problem of hunger is tackled by food 

banks in many of the world’s rich industrialised countries (Riches and Silvasti, 2014). Issues of food 

deprivation were not recognized until the 1980s and 1990s (Tarasuk and Eakin, 2003) and this ‘paradox 

of want amidst plenty’ struck mostly the poor faced with problems like unemployment and low wages that 

coincide with “changing economic conditions and the [inadequacy] of welfare programmes” (Riches, 

1997:67). The world’s first food banks were formed in the US and aimed to provide the hungry with 

temporary emergency relief. Approximately 20 years later the food bank has taken up a more prominent 

role in the system of emergency food-aid (Warshawsky, 2010) and has transitioned “from ‘emergency’ to 

‘industry’” (Booth and Whelan, 2014:1396). Now targeting a different group than 20 years ago, food banks 

are faced with the challenge of the “new poor” (Dowler and O’Connor, 2012:9). The “new poor” refer to a 

group of people emerging out of the economic crisis and its widening effect on inequalities. These groups 

are facing food poverty and the question is if food banks are fit for the job. 

Set in motion by severe cuts in the ‘tax-funded social policy’ made on ‘neo-liberal agendas’, social safety 

nets became more reliant on the presence of the food bank. “In the 1980s and 1990s this has fallen off 

political agendas as a result of market-based welfare reforms and campaigns of disentitlement. Welfare 

rolls were cut, eliminating those out of work or unable to train” (Riches, 2011:770). Two decades later, the 

welfare reforms are still ongoing and many states continue to slowly distance themselves from the notion 

of the welfare state. Although there might not be a consensus whether the food banks are the cure or the 

disease, there is consensus about the processes of neo-liberal reform leading to the institutionalisation of 

the food banks (See e.g. Booth and Whelan, 2014; González-Torre and Coque, 2015; Kim, 2015; Wells 

and Caraher, 2014).   

The differences of opinion can be found in how these processes of neo-liberal reform have unfolded in 

relation to the state. On the one hand it can be seen as an ‘extension of the welfare state’, while a large 

group of critics describe it as ‘a failure of the state’ (Livingstone, 2015). In the sense of the first, the state 

has delegated responsibilities around welfare to the market, and the food bank is a very successful result 

of this reform (See e.g. Kim, 2015; Santini and Cavicchi, 2014). By redistributing surplus foods, food 

waste is reduced considerably. This to the content of the agro-food industry that now has an outlet source 

that reduces costs and can be penned down as corporate social responsibility (Elmes et al., 2015).   

Other authors propose that the increasing importance and number of food banks is a sign of failure of the 

state (See e.g. Booth and Whelan, 2014; Lang and Barling, 2012; Livingstone, 2015; Warshawsky, 2010; 

Wells and Caraher, 2014) and is not a FNS pathway worth continuing along. As Livingstone 

demonstrates in the case of the UK, governments “dismiss connections between hunger and reforms” 

(2015:2). Governments that refuse to acknowledge the connection between the reforms and poverty 

levels are not fulfilling their responsibilities to their citizens (McIntyre et al., 2015). Authors are concerned 

with this now normalised response by charity to problems of food poverty. They argue that this is actually 

not the construction, but the “breakdown of the social safety net” (Riches, 2002:648). This legitimizes the 

government to look away and de-politicises hunger by having charities ‘solve’ the issue. 

As the literature portrays, the position of the food bank in the food system is a contested one. As such, we 

take lessons from in the literature described case-studies done in similar rich, industrialised contexts. 

However, given the vast number of food banks all over the world, we need to contextualise the practices 

and position of food banks on a local level, meaning in this case the Netherlands. Governance of a food 

bank is shaped by the actors, networks and institutions that are present in a certain context that has its 
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own specific cultural, economic, social and political vectors (Kim, 2015). As such, the impact of the food 

bank on issues of food poverty may rely on many factors, such as size of the backgrounds, intentions and 

specific operations of local food bank initiators and leaders (González-Torre and Coque, 2015).  

FNS practices of the food bank in the Netherlands 

The food bank is a national association that operates in many localities, with a separate governance 

structure in many of those localities. The practices they perform are geared toward addressing issues of 

poverty and FNS in vulnerable groups. Amongst the many practices they perform we regard the following 

as being the most notable in addressing FNS: food sourcing; internal organisation; framing and 

operationalizing poverty; interaction with wider institutional settings; and complementary FNS 

collaborations/ arrangements. In the following section we will explore these different practices in depth, 

interrogating their efforts and claims. As these may differ substantially and serve different purposes, we 

will make a distinction between the national level and the local level in the presentation of our principle 

findings. 

National food bank practices 

Internal organisation 

The first food bank in the Netherlands was founded in 2002. Considering the international spread and 

importance of food banks in food security matters at that time, this was relatively late. In 2001, a Dutch 

couple living in Rotterdam decided to start a food assistance project for a small group of people in their 

area that were experiencing financial trouble. Inspired by the Food Bank that started in Belgium in 1994, 

they started as a small scale operation from their house. Driven partly by their Christian faith as well as 

the urge to give something back to the community, in return for the social welfare they received after their 

local shop ran out of business. 

In the Netherlands we had built a social system that made everybody think: ‘everybody can purchase food, so 

direct food aid is not necessary, as it was formerly’. The second big development, which runs parallel to that, is 

the secularization and separation of church and state. Because of this, help in kind disappeared. These two 

developments caused a ‘gap in the market’. Apparently there were still people suffering from hunger, reasonably 

invisible to the eye of the general public. Out of this observation the first food bank was started, on a very small 

scale. 

(VNV, Personal communication, 2015) 

They went on to found a national foundation of food banks, the SVN (Stichting Voedselbanken 

Nederland) and called upon others in the Netherlands to follow their example. In the following years food 

banks sprout from the ground and five years later already 77 food banks joined forces. In 2009 the 

economic recession also hit the food banks, as most of their usual suppliers now held on to their stock 

and only donated their surplus foods right before the expiration date. Meanwhile the number of families 

receiving food assistance grew. A retrospective analysis of the happenings during that time of recession 

and reduced amount of incoming food made the SVN draw the conclusion that “direct democracy” was 

needed (VNV, Personal communication, 2015). This meant using a structure that bypassed the regional 

administration and all local food banks were in direct contact with the national board. In May 2013 this led 

to the abolition of the SVN and the foundation of the VNV (Association of Dutch Food Banks).  

Transparency is extremely important. [For example], we currently work with 8 distribution centres … and the idea 

is that they will use the same logistical system. But we are not there yet! So now we have laid out a course that 

will involve the boards of these distributions centres to pin down what functions should be prioritized. This to make 

sure that they will commit themselves to this system; we are not going to force it on them! So yes, we want one 

system and them to commit to it, but which system? Well, that is something for them to decide. Of course we 

guide them… But it has to do with support. When we will force things, which we tried before, only half of them 

committed. This has to do with the different cultures amongst the food banks. 

(VNV, Personal communication, 2015) 
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Now local food banks are in direct contact with the national organisation and board (VNV, 2015a). 154 

food banks were registered to the VNV in 2014 distributing food aid through 475 distribution points spread 

over the Netherlands (VNV, 2015b). In 2015, the numbers were still increasing and the VNV accounts for 

160 food banks and 510 distribution points. As the VNV acts as an umbrella-organisation, they can deal 

with processes that are relevant to all food banks such as institutional connections and food sourcing and 

herewith often relieve local food banks of workload. The structure of the VNV is highly professional, as 

most of the volunteers working at the VNV are pensioned professionals. They have taken the professional 

work-ethic from their previous job to the VNV to ensure efficiency. One of the future aims of the VNV is to 

professionalize even further and create more efficiency, focussing on finding skilled volunteers, food 

sourcing and food safety. 

Within the VNV we have several portfolios: logistics, fund-raising, food safety, you name it. Every board member 

is responsible for building such a specific portfolio. … That is how we have organised the VNV and the special 

thing about these coordinators … they don’t see each other daily, so they need to be able to work fairly 

autonomously, but they also need to guard what we do collectively.  

(VNV, personal communication, 2015) 

Within the VNV they are also trying to professionalize more when it comes to the food bank operations. In 

this they are trying to persuade the local food banks to change some of their practices, which sometimes 

create tension with regard to the needs and resources of the local food banks. 

I think we should professionalize more and rationally everyone agrees with me… But all those little kingdoms of 

which some do not even know how to write professionally… How can you sufficiently manage that? Yes, well… it 

is a process we are going through.  

(VNV, personal communication, 2015) 

All-in all the VNV serves as an umbrella organisation that aims to take more general tasks out the hands 

of local food banks and in that sense contributes to the two main objectives of the VNV: offering direct 

food aid to the most needy, and ‘preventing wastage of good food’ (voedselbankennederland.nl). In this 

they recognize the need to keep their regulations open for local interpretations, so that all the different 

food bank “cultures” can work with it, given their particular needs, challenges and available resources. 

Once a year, the VNV requests ‘basic data’ from all the local food banks. However this does not give 

them an exact image of what is going on at the local level, as some local food banks do not have the 

resources to keep up their administration. 

Problematic in the structure of the food bank is their reliance on volunteers. Although the national 

association of food banks effectively attracts highly qualified professionals, they fully rely on people that 

want to do this work voluntarily. One of their main issues is finding people that are qualified to take up 

such a portfolio in the board of the VNV and can also do this quite autonomously. 

Other obstacles for the food bank are rules and regulations that apply to them. The food bank might have 

grown to be such a large, institutionalized, organisation, in some more technocratic ways they are not 

considered as such, which proves to be difficult for a charity organisation: 

Something that is hampering us for example, is the tax on cars (BPM). If we buy a van for the food bank, we are 

treated as a private individual. … Technically I understand the problem, but I just don’t want to understand it. I 

mean, we are a food bank! …we are not a company, because we don’t make profit. But why should we pay that 

extra tax, that is nonsense right?  

(VNV, personal communication, 2015) 

The internal organisation of the food bank has gone through a number of changes in the last years 

differing mostly in the position of the national umbrella organisation. After the economic crisis the 

members decided for a more ‘democratic’ structure, which means all members have a say in the 

governance of the food bank. 

Framing and operationalizing poverty 
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In order to target the most needy, the food bank sets an admission threshold. To standardize the 

admission to the food bank for all membered food banks of the VNV the regulation is set by the VNV. As 

of July 2015 the members of the VNV voted to change the admission criteria during a general meeting 

which affected the threshold for a household’s ‘leefgeld’
3
 in order to appeal for a food package. 

Consequently, a further increase of food assistance by the food bank is to be expected in the coming 

year, despite the levelling off of the percentage of households with a low income (see figure 2 in the 

Annexes). Food banks in the Netherlands have reached approximately 37 thousand Dutch households 

(equal to 94 thousand people) in 2014.  

 

FIGURE 2 NUMBER OF POOR, FOOD INSECURE AND FOOD BANK CLIENTS IN THE NETHERLANDS IN 2014 

(SOURCE: 
b
 EUROSTAT (2015); 

a
 SCP and CBS (2014); 

c
 VNV (2015a)) 

Comparing this to the number of Dutch households that have a low income, only a minor percentage 

(5.5%) of this low income population is reached. Although it cannot be assumed that all households with 

low income are food insecure (Loopstra and Tarasuk, 2015), it is safe to make the assumption that there 

are more households that are currently not reached by the food bank (see figure 1), as according to 

Eurostat (2015) an estimated 27% of the low income population in the Netherlands as food insecure. 

Combining this insight to the changed admission rules is a cause for concern for the VNV and they 

especially wonder how local food banks are going to deal with this increased workload. 

People [of the local food banks] are primarily focussed of the problems of today. For example, food banks tell us 

that they have trouble with accommodation and are proud as a peacock when they have succeeded in finding 

new accommodation via the municipality. But when we ask: ‘Congratulations! But how much do you expect to 

grow?’ …nobody has thought about that! In other words, I expect the size of clients to double or even triple and I 

don’t think the food banking world is prepared for that.  

(VNV, Personal communication, 2015) 

At the same time the VNV is very aware that handing out surplus food to the food insecure is not a long 

term solution and being able to reach more people is not the answer to this problem.  

A professional social worker must always be involved in the admission process, this one of our regulations. The 

underlying thought is that the distribution of a food package is just treating the symptoms, it is not a solution. 

                                                      
3
 For a household to appeal for food assistance from the VNV households needs to have less than a certain amount of leefgeld 

(household allowance). This is the amount of money a household has left to spend after deducting all the fixed costs such as 
housing costs, electricity, etc. A household can appeal for a food package once a household has less leefgeld than the amount 
specified for the composition of the household. E.g. for a household with a single adult and one child this amount is €250,-. 
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Because there is a professional social worker involved, you can reasonably assume that they will look in a 

broader sense to what are the problems in that household and that they will eventually tackle that. Because the 

only thing that the food bank does, is provide food aid. And that is a fact. 

(VNV, Personal communication, 2015) 

The assumption of the VNV is that through the food bank the connection to other societal sub-systems 

such as social welfare is enhanced, which indirectly increases the impact of the food bank. For many of 

the poor there are still obstacles to use these societal sub-systems, due to the time one needs to invest or 

to stigma around being poor. 

The VNV is attempting to combat the latter stereotypical idea by having former food bank clients tell their 

story and by publishing ‘Fact or Fable’s
4
 on their social media. Although mostly through social media and 

television shows
5
, the VNV is engaged in making the food bank clients more visible to the general public. 

These types of messages do focus in a more positive sense on the clients of the food bank and try to 

combat stigma around going to the food bank. In the Netherlands this is a major part of the advocacy 

around the food insecure, no other parties have actively and for a longer period of time advocated for the 

food insecure. Problematic in this lack of debate around food insecurity in the Netherlands is that the 

issue is marginalized and hardly reaches policy levels. 

Interaction with institutional setting 

One of the main tasks of the VNV is to interact with the government and larger food industries on behalf 

of all the local food banks. On EU-level the VNV is also connected to the European Federation of Food 

Banks (FEBA) where they collectively try to push the food banks’ agenda. Interestingly, one of the main 

points of the VNV is that they stay ‘a-political’ in this process. 

As a food bank we don't have an opinion on [policy]. ... We are neutral. If the government feels that they, for 

whatever reason, have to retreat and leave things to the market, then that is a political discussion and those are 

political choices. As a food bank we don't have an opinion. We just make an observation. 

(VNV, Personal Communication, 2015) 

Since 1991 the Dutch government has not been in favor of policy that supports direct food aid or help in 

kind (Timmermans, 2012). Official statements made by the current cabinet emphasise their non-advocacy 

of direct food assistance. Instead social policies that combat poverty and social inclusion are high on the 

political agenda. 

[The government] told [us]: ‘Direct food aid does not exist in the Netherlands and as a government we will 

certainly not participate in it. … It is a private initiative. It’s great that you are doing it, but we will not meddle with 

it.’ That was made quite clear to us.  

(VNV, Personal communication, 2015)  

As the type of aid the food bank provides is not supported by any social policy or on the political agenda, 

they receive no financial or structural help. The VNV feel like staying ‘behind the scenes’ brings about 

more change than for example asking questions in the Second Chamber or joining a public debate on 

food insecurity.  

We bring matters under discussion by deliberating through different channels. We maintain our contacts with the 

private sector; we keep in touch with members of the government and the officials surrounding them. By doing 

exactly that, we prevent being pulled into public and political debates. 

(VNV, Personal Communication, 2015) 

                                                      
4
 A recent ‘Fact or fable?’ by the VNV pointed out that it is a fable that being a client at the food bank is “your own fault”. They 

emphasise that the last few years have shown that it can happen to everyone. The new poor in the Netherlands are also 
freelancers, entrepreneurs and people with a job. 
5
 The VNV also collaborated in making a reality TV-show called ‘Effe geen cent te makken’, which featured a popular Dutch folk 

singer and his family who tried to live on a low income and a food package from the food bank. This folk singer is now an 
ambassador of the Association of Dutch Food banks. 
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Being ‘a-political’, they try to remain behind the scenes by lobbying and primarily talking to individuals at 

the government away from the public eye, which also arguably keeps food insecurity off the political and 

public agenda and therefore invisible. 

Although at the national level the Dutch government does not support the Food Banks financially on a 

structural basis, in 2014 a subsidy of €350,000 was given to start a pilot project to develop healthy and 

full soup-meals of surplus food that can be frozen and distributed through the food bank. This subsidy 

was established after the Minister agreed to finance projects that speed up collaboration between of the 

Alliance of Sustainable Food (AVV) and the Food Banks and their results (Klijnsma, 2014). This was done 

in an attempt to lower food waste and at the same time aid the food banks that have taken up an 

indispensable role in poverty management. However, as the board member of the VNV says, the relation 

between the state and the VNV is of high importance to these types of decisions: 

We find much support in particular people in the private sector and particular [State Secretaries]: they are 

genuinely looking at whether they can support us in any way. So it is not about the effort! … [Take] the soup-

project for example … and the legislation around labelling of food products. … The Ministry and private sector are 

really thinking along with us: ‘How can we help you in the sense that you meet criteria, but that it also creates a 

smooth process?’ It is just an example, of course. But at the moment the relationship we have with the individuals 

within the Ministry is fantastic.  

(VNV, Personal communication, 2015) 

As the board member emphasises, the relationship with individuals within the ministry is very effective, 

however this can also be regarded as a vulnerability since the working relationship depends entirely on a 

few individuals that may or may not be there in the years to come.  

On European level, the FEBA acts similarly to the VNV but on a larger scale, as the board member 

recounts about lobbying on labelling regulations: 

We [the FEBA] were on top of that! It had serious consequences, so we just started lobbying. We were talking to 

members of the European Parliament and European officials… in the interest of the food bank. 

(VNV, Personal Communication, 2015) 

However, in most cases what happens at EU-level is not relevant to the VNV, although they are aware 

that Dutch regulation is also guided by EU policy. 

Brussels is very far away, even though we know that these kind of [labelling] regulation matters are raised in 

Brussels. But yes, in the end we deal with the Dutch situation… Even though that is a derivative of Brussels. 

(VNV, Personal Communication, 2015) 

Dealing with the national government is one of the main tasks of the VNV which proves to be quite 

efficient, as it saves local food banks a lot of time. Visa versa it provides the government with one contact 

point and can easily communicate with the Dutch food banks through the VNV. But also when it comes to 

the food industry, the VNV assures a more efficient and professional relationship (see food sourcing). In 

their role as mediator they aim to handle things professionally and stay ‘a-political’ by trying to keep 

matters relevant to the food bank out of political discussions.  

 

 

Food sourcing 

Similar to the interaction with the government, the VNV has a prime role in establishing stable working 

relations with actors in the food industry. Now that the VNV has taken up this responsibility more foods 

are coming in, as the effectiveness has increased for food industries since they can now talk about larger 

loads of a product. Before, according to local food bank leaders, the division of donated foods was unfair 

and inefficient as it was mostly connected to the geographical location of a food bank. 
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“Now things run much more streamlined. Before, everybody had their own kingdom. Now the VNV is taking care 

of sourcing food from the national players, it can be much fairer. Before food would ‘stick’ to certain regions where 

they might not even have needed it so badly. 

(Eindhoven food bank, Personal communication 2015) 

Business-partner agreements are slowly becoming more important with regards to the amount of food 

sourced by the food bank, but also the diversity of foods coming in. This contributes strongly to one of the 

VNV’s two main objectives to reduce the amount of food waste in the Netherlands. For example, thanks 

to a recent deal with a large nationally operating cooperative dairy processor, dairy products can now be 

guaranteed to be in the food packages. 

We now have a business-partner agreement with Unilever and one with Friesland Campina. More of those 

agreements will follow soon and those sorts of deals really have substance! 

 (VNV, Personal communication, 2015) 

What is central in these agreements according to the VNV is the creation of a win-win situation for both 

the food bank and the company in question. 

We always assume that if we do not succeed in creating a win-win situation, it will always be temporary. Starting 

from a win-win position you can establish structural relationships. 

(VNV, Personal communication, 2015) 

Recently, the VNV have been working on improving this win-win situation, by deciding to get all food 

banks certified on food safety, which is aimed at reducing barriers for food industries to donate food, but 

also supports them in reducing food waste. 

That push towards [food safety] certification is coming from us. We, as food banks, have to be able to show more 

and more that we can handle products properly. ... We had the members of the VNV decide for themselves to 

move towards getting this certification. Certification was not a demand from the corporate world, however they it 

was always an insistent question of 'How can we be sure that you treat our products decently?' So there was 

some pressure from the suppliers, absolutely. 

(VNV, Personal Communication, 2015) 

As most of the donated food is somehow damaged and is not fit for sale, companies want a reassurance 

that foods are treated properly, so their brand name is not affected if there is a food safety health risk. By 

making sure all food banks are certified when it comes to food safety, the responsibility for food safety is 

then transferred to the food banks. 

Other, already existing, advantages for companies in donating foods are the fiscal advantage they 

receive, save costs for the landfill, and improve their name as they connect it to charity. According to an 

entrepreneur that started a business in turning food waste into others foods that can be sold in the 

supermarket, thinks this relation is unfair and promotes unsustainable resource use. 

You get a fiscal advantage when you donate food, so you are rewarded for the mistakes you made. … No, I find 

that that wrong. That should be the risk of having a business. I think that you should get fiscal advantage for being 

innovative. 

(Food2food, Personal Communication, 2015) 

Another development is that the market of previous-food-waste products is growing and more and more 

companies put emphasis on making their production line more sustainable and resource efficient. These 

developments in the food sector will eventually put the food sourcing scheme of the food bank under 

pressure, as they both rely on food waste.  

We expect an enormous growth [in clients]. It is just that our bottleneck, or at least our primary one, is the amount 

of food. 

(VNV, Personal communication, 2015) 
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As the amount of sourced food is already insufficient and the amount of clients is expected to grow, these 

sustainability efforts in the food industry could turn out to be problematic for the amount of food the VNV 

can source. In that vein, the VNV has been involved in setting up new collaboration-efforts to stabilize 

food supply in expectation of an increase in clients. 

New collaborations 

With some financial help from the government new projects are developed to turn food waste into a 

valued product which can be distributed by the food bank. Especially when it comes to seasonal 

vegetables, the distribution centres of the VNV sometimes receive extremely large amounts of food that 

they cannot handle or distribute in time before they are wasted. The Soup project was an attempt to turn 

these resources into something that lasts and is still high in nutrients. 

The main argument for this pilot was the observation that there was a lot of good food, a lot of fresh food that was 

too much for the food bank to be able to cope with it. 

(VNV, Personal Communication, 2015) 

Besides input from the government, in the form of a single donation, the food bank also put some money 

into this pilot project. 

The Soupalicious project ... is supported by us in the sense of assisting. But those are just external workers. And 

yes, we have helped through a bit of subsidy to see if we could get this going, because that is in our interest. But 

we are not going to produce anything. 

(VNV, Personal Communication, 2015) 

Also other food waste channels are targeted in pilot programs, such as food waste from the catering 

industry. 

We are also working on a pilot project with meals from a catering company. At the end of the day there are left-

over products in their kitchen that will be thrown away. What we are doing now in that pilot, is exploring if the chef 

can still cook something with the left-overs at the end of the day and then freeze them. 

(VNV, Personal Communication, 2015) 

However, these pilots are complicated by labelling regulations, as this is required on any packaged foods 

that are distributed or sold. The soup project can abide by these rules as they create a larger volume of 

soups of a pre-considered recipe, while left-over food meal production is bound to be differing in 

ingredients and proportions. All in all, these projects can only supply a relatively small volume of foods 

and cannot supply all food banks with sufficient amounts of food. Also, after the pilot phase, most of these 

projects turn into for-profit-ventures, which makes them unfit for collaboration with the food bank. 

The VNV complements the practices of the members of the VNV by approaching matters from a national 

scale. However, what is typical in this case is that there is no hierarchy in positions assumed, which are 

the VNV’s attempts to make the governance of the organisation more democratic at the national level. 

Functioning as an umbrella organisation, they support their members, but are also driven by the needs of 

their members. From a national point of view they deal with matter such as internal regulations, 

communication with the government and handling of food sourcing on a large scale. In the following 

section we will focus on the practices of the local food bank.  
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Local food bank practices 

Internal organisation 

The governance of the food bank at the local level depends completely upon the board members of the 

local food banks, in extent: the local food bank leaders and the opportunities they see, the challenges 

they face and the resources they have. The VNV recognizes somewhat that they have to provide space 

for the local level to place national regulations within their context. The dynamics between the VNV and 

the majority of the locally based membered food banks are good, although some membered food banks 

are a little more “stubborn” or perform alternative practices. In general, the relation between the VNV and 

the local food banks is valued as the membered food banks acknowledge they profit from this dynamic. 

Nationwide you’re just stronger when you’re together. But we also have an excellent board that communicates 

well with the government and the industry. We restrict ourselves to the region, communicating with the 

municipality and such. 

(Wageningen food bank, personal communication, 2015) 

Eindhoven is also member of the VNV, who deal with bigger players. This comes in handy, because now the food 

bank in Eindhoven can focus on stuff locally. This is much more efficient and food is also divided fairly. 

(Eindhoven food bank, personal communication 2015) 

This allows the local food bank to dedicate their time to dealing with local issues that they face, like 

dealing with day to day logistics in the food bank of preparing the food packages and taking care of 

scheduling of volunteers. 

On Monday, Wednesday and Friday there is work to do. Then the people who pick up the food, sort the food and 

put some of it in the freezer or fridge are here. On Friday morning we finish filling the crates that were partly filled 

with the non-perishables on Wednesday and on Friday afternoon we hand them out. So you need people to work 

here on three mornings when the products arrive and you also need people that can sort of judge the best-before 

date and quality. 

(Wageningen food bank, personal communication, 2015) 

If you look at our timetable [in which we schedule the volunteers], you can already see how complicated it is. … 

But in general we have enough volunteers offering to help. 

(Wageningen food bank, personal communication, 2015) 

The number of volunteers is not a problem for most local food banks. Some local food banks had to start 

waiting lists for people who offered to volunteer at the food bank. However, they are still dependent on 

volunteers to do the work. To ensure the stability of their workforce some food banks find themselves 

forced to work with a large number of volunteers for fewer hours. 

People have to be available twice a month for one shift. Because if, in the extreme case, someone works five 

days a week and falls ill, you have a big issue. This makes you vulnerable. That’s why we’ve put a maximum to 

[the amount of hours worked]. 

(Wageningen food bank, personal communication 2015) 

The locally based food banks also attract highly qualified professionals that can put their skills to good 

use by being in the board of a local food bank. Often this starts after people start working towards their 

retirement and find themselves with time on their hands. A board member of the Wageningen food bank 

recounts why she started working at the food bank: 

At the time I was still director of a [plant-research facility]... And I started wondering about poverty in this area. 

This problem kept me busy when I started working less hours. After having worked on a national level for a long 

time, I wanted to return to the local level. 

(Wageningen food bank, personal communication 2015) 

Concerning the internal organisation, the major tasks of locally-based food banks are centred on getting 

the work schedule in order and getting sufficient and qualified personnel. The number of volunteers is 
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generally not a problem; however people that want and are qualified to occupy a board function are 

scarcer. 

Framing and operationalizing poverty 

Admission criteria are set through deliberation amongst all members of the VNV. The regulations around 

admission are kept open to flexible interpretation so food banks can adjust the admission process 

according the resources at hand. This is reflected in the extent the social worker is involved in the 

process; some food banks only have people referred to them with a document signed by the social 

worker after which they check the amount of ‘leefgeld’. While other food banks have social workers 

present in the food bank and demand a larger amount of input by the prospective client.  

The food bank in Wageningen uses a referral system and remains in contact with social workers. The 

food bank in Eindhoven goes a little further than that: Admission to the food bank is firstly by referral from 

social welfare, municipality, debt counsellor, church, and etcetera. After a sort of credit check, the food 

bank can still ask the prospective-client to take measures to save money. 

For example if they have a car, we will ask: ‘Why do you need that car?’ If they don’t need it, for example to keep 

their employment, we don’t count those costs as ‘fixed costs’. Because there are a lot of fixed costs attached to 

having a car. Of course they can keep the car, but that is their choice! But it can mean that you miss out on a food 

package. 

(Eindhoven food bank, Personal Communication, 2015) 

In Wageningen they see this type of measures as outside of the food bank’s responsibilities. They 

emphasise that most people that are in a situation in which they need the food bank are already 

stigmatized and they aim to offer a non-judgemental helping hand. 

The preceding trajectory is not of our concern. We don't judge. If the client arrives with a car or with a shopping 

cart... It doesn't bother us. Sometimes we have to remind the volunteers of this. A volunteer will say: 'I saw one of 

our clients the other day buying two crates of beer in the supermarket!' My response to that is: 'Well, it is not our 

job to judge.' 

(Wageningen food bank, Personal Communication, 2015) 

Most locally-based food banks develop their own admission procedures centred on the criteria that were 

set by the members of the VNV and fit local circumstances. Some municipalities will offer food banks 

more tools or means to deal with admission of clients. 

Problematic to food banks is the stigma around being a client of the food bank. This is multidimensional, 

as it concerns both experiences outside and inside the food bank. This is reflected in some of the 

responses of the clients that go to the food bank of Wageningen, as someone emphasised about facing 

the volunteers at the food bank: 

In the beginning I really had to overcome this barrier. ... Shame has to do with that. Nevertheless, that wasn't 

bothering me anymore once I had gone to the food bank. I was just so grateful for their help. There are really nice 

people involved in the food bank. 

(Wageningen food bank client 5, personal communication 2015) 

Clients also face stigmatisation of the world outside the food bank as another client explains which is 

seconded by one of the volunteers of that same food bank. 

I'm not bothered by it, but I do hear people that really feel like they are kind of at the margins of society, like 

people look down on them. ... Some people are really ashamed and when they walk into the street [of the food 

bank] they hope they don't run into someone they know.  

(Wageningen food bank client 2, personal communication 2015) 

I think in general people are happy they get the support and they are thankful for it. Sometimes you hear people 

say - not clients, but people on the street – that [food bank] clients are lazy. In general no one wants to go to the 

food bank, because people feel ashamed and there are all kinds of stereotypes... But most people are thankful.  
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(Wageningen food bank volunteer, personal communication 2015) 

Through locally based fund-raising activities, the interviewed local food banks attempt to create more 

awareness around the topic of food poverty (see section of food sourcing). These attempts make the 

issue more visible to locals, as they are confronted by it in e.g. the supermarket or their sports club. 

However, these attempts to deal with stigmatisation only scratch the surface, as the risk is that the 

general public gets the impression the issue of food insecurity is properly dealt with by the food bank. 

At the same time, within the food bank there is a clear division between the clients and food bank 

volunteers, which further reproduces the difference between the two groups. 

We have a principal rule that says clients cannot be volunteers. This has gone wrong before at other food banks. 

For example, a client who doesn't understand why we can't give out more food, while there are still a lot of goods 

in stock. There was some cheating and things were secretly taken. That just can't happen, so we decided that you 

can either only be a client or a volunteer. When you're not a client anymore, you can come and help us.  

(Wageningen food bank, personal communication, 2015) 

Local food banks are locally responsible for the construction of poverty, as they are the gatekeepers of 

one of the main institutions a food insecure person might call upon. Many are aware of the stigmatisation 

of the poor and try to attend to these issues by awareness and fundraising campaigns. However, these 

stereotype images of poor are often deeply embedded and even food bank volunteers need reminding of 

that from time to time. 

Interaction with institutional setting 

Connection to other local institutions is an important part of the locally-based food banks’ business. 

Dealing with institutions such as the municipality, social welfare institutions, retailers, churches, and urban 

food initiatives make these food banks fit into the local context of a certain city or village. Some food 

banks are focussing on the institutions that are most central to their objectives, while other food banks 

look more outwards and try to establish relations with newly emerging societal movements (see section of 

‘new collaborations’).  

Concerning the government, because of the umbrella-like governance structure that divides 

responsibilities between the VNV and the local food banks, local food banks mainly focus on interaction 

with the municipality. However, most municipalities are reserved in the means they offer food banks, as 

this would conflict with their own poverty reduction policy: 

The government doesn't pay the food bank anything. We have also spoken to the municipality and asked: 'There 

is quite a lot of misery, can't you help us out?' And they think that what we do is all very sympathetic and all, but 

they do think that if they would support us they acknowledge that their poverty reduction policy has failed. 

[sarcastically:] And this can of course not be true, because they have a very good poverty reduction policy! So 

they tell us: 'Our poverty reduction policy is of such quality that the food bank is not necessary.' Yet the food bank 

exists. So there is clearly tension there... 

(Wageningen food bank, personal communication 2015) 

Although most municipalities argue their poverty reduction policies are efficient, the food bank also sees a 

lot of poor that are not targeted through the municipal policies or simply cannot be reached. Most people 

that qualify for a food package often also receive other forms of social welfare that are controlled via 

these sub-systems located in the municipality, such as Social Welfare. However, especially when it 

comes to the ‘new poor’, such as freelancers that bankrupted and freshly graduated students that simply 

cannot find a proper job, food banks see municipal targeting failing. 

In general they don't use any resources from the municipality. The only one who knows of them is the Tax 

Authorities, because of the rent- and care allowance they receive. 

(Wageningen food bank, Personal communication, 2015) 

These ‘new poor’ do not find their way to the food bank easily, since most believe their living situation is 

about to change and they will not require food assistance in a short while (Wageningen food bank, 
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personal communication 2015). Most of them find that to appeal for social welfare cost too much time and 

requires them to give too much intimate information, such as income and expenditures. 

For those who already found their way to the food bank, social welfare targeting often improves. All food 

banks have the requirement that prospective food bank clients interact with social workers, leading to a 

better and more flexible targeting of the poor. 

We do check if all [welfare] resources are used, but we don't have any statistics of them. This is of course an 

important point, but this is done through the social worker. The social worker stimulates the client to start using 

other [welfare] resources, but we don't. 

(Wageningen food bank, personal communication, 2015) 

The food bank has become a trusted space for people in need of help and as such municipal social 

welfare counsellors sometimes even work through the food bank. Being a trusted space for clients, it 

improves the connection to multiple services and hereby allows for a more precise targeting of poverty 

alleviation. A social welfare worker emphasises the role of food aid in assisting people to become more 

self-reliant: 

One condition [for clients] to be referred to the food bank is to accept assistance. I’m very clear in that, because 

[the clients] really have to do something about their current situation. [The food aid] ends at some point and it is 

meant as such; a temporary support to give people time to improve the situation they are in. 

 (Solidez Wageningen, personal communication, 2015) 

In spite of the food bank’s contribution to social welfare targeting and responsibilities they are taking up, 

most of the municipalities still do not support the food bank financially, which is still a point of annoyance 

for some local food bank leaders (Wageningen food bank, personal communication, 2015). 

Contrary to the annoyances of the food bank leaders, municipalities are often important donors of the 

local food banks, albeit mostly in terms of elements for the infrastructure of the food bank. The by the 

Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment encouraged ‘Toolkit for collaboration between municipalities 

and food banks’
6
 also recommends some of the commonly contributed resources. The municipality has 

multiple options to support their local food bank: The space for the food bank is often owned by the 

municipality and can be either rented out for a lower price or for free. Subsidies can be given for 

transport; the hire or purchase of a van, or the made costs to pick up food from the distribution points 

could be compensated. Waste is often collected free of charge by the municipal waste collection services. 

Other support can be given by taking responsibility for the training and educating of volunteers, or 

delivering staff. Because of the diversity of food banks and the municipalities they are in, there is a large 

range of approaches and forms of collaboration. The ‘Toolkit’ for collaboration also emphasises the 

strength of the diversity in approaches. 

The local food bank has taken up quite a number of responsibilities around poverty alleviation that 

belonged to the municipalities. These local food banks have become part of the space in which social 

workers can address the most vulnerable and their issues of low income, indebtedness and 

unemployment. Although food banks are supported by the municipality in the form of services, some food 

banks leaders clearly point to the tension between the work they do and the municipal poverty alleviation 

policy. 

Food sourcing 

The amount of sourced (fresh) foods had always been a problem for food banks and continues to be one. 

Relying on supermarkets alone is problematic, since there is a limit to the time food can be kept and is 

still fit for redistribution. Food outlets such as supermarkets create large amounts of unsold food that is no 

longer appropriate for sale. Unlike the food that comes directly from the food industry, the shelf life of 

                                                      
6
 Toolkit – collaboration municipalities and food banks: http://bit.ly/1KcBdNF  

http://bit.ly/1KcBdNF
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these products are limited and are at some occasions even passed shelf life upon arrival at the food 

bank. Combining this with the continuous search for sufficient food, this creates a sort of dependency, as 

board members of the Wageningen food bank emphasise: 

‘We don’t have the luxury to turn down food from supermarkets. You’re happy with what you get.’  

‘Sometimes it feels like we are the drain of the supermarket. As if they come to us to dump [their food waste].’ 

(Wageningen food bank, Personal communication, 2015) 

Although the amount of food coming in is high, logistically this is challenging for food banks as they need 

to vicariously sift through the incoming surplus food – under pressure of the VWA (Food Safety Authority) 

– to see what can still be redistributed and what needs to be thrown away at once. To ensure a good 

working relationship food banks regularly talk to supermarkets about these types of issues. In most cases 

supermarkets try their utmost to save as much foods as possible and educate their employees in what 

can be donated and what cannot. However, the volunteers of the food bank still has to sort through the 

foods they receive and throw away some of the already wasted foods.  

Although fresh products are a constant bottleneck, the VNV and local food banks have decided not to 

purchase food to supplement the food packages, as this would disrupt their position as a charity and 

could possibly lead to the food industry demanding money for the surplus foods. 

Our starting point is to not purchase foods. We don’t do it. … if we would, it would create a market situation of 

sorts. 

(Wageningen food bank, Personal communication, 2015) 

Not purchasing food and relying only on donated foods leaves them dependent on the food they get 

offered. Sometimes this means they get a load of products that were the result of a production fault, or for 

example an overproduction. Still, the food bank has to be aware of the safety of the products they receive 

since the VWA regularly checks on them, as the board member of the food bank in Eindhoven explains: 

Sometimes we get loads of faulty products. Whenever we get such a load the first thing I ask is ‘What’s wrong 

with it? …Because the VWA is breathing down my neck!’  This means for example that a load of smoked 

sausages by Unox – which are supposed to weigh 500 grams – weigh only 450 because of a production fault. 

That means that they can’t sell them in their normal, standard wrapping. Previously these would go down the 

drain… now they bring these types of loads to the food bank. 

(Eindhoven food bank, Personal Communication, 2015) 

Much to the discontent of the food banks, the majority of the donated food is unhealthy and sometimes 

even inappropriate. Problems with the nutritional content of the food package continue to worry food bank 

leaders and remain an issue. Through local campaigns they aim to diversify their packages a little and 

improve the nutritional content, as for example in Wageningen is done through the ‘Food Aid Estafette’ 

and in Eindhoven through a ‘grocery list’. 

We do ask donors to buy particular foods. A list of products is available on our website. Sometimes a supermarket 

organises such an activity. People can than buy those products and donate them. 

(Eindhoven food bank, Personal communication, 2015) 

The ‘Food Aid Estafette’ is an initiative that spurs clubs and associations on to collect food among their members 

or people of their organisation. Then they pass the task on to another. In this way we are kind of securing a 

continuous flow of food to the food bank. But it also creates awareness around this problem. 

(Wageningen food bank, Personal communication, 2015) 

In many cases these local campaigns also raise some awareness while at the same time contribute to the 

food sourcing of the food bank. Churches also help food banks in complementing the food packages with 

healthy and fresh foods. Although food banks should not purchase food, they can go around that by 

having the church purchase the type of foods they need and subsequently donate them to the food bank. 
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With the money saved up by the church, we were able to complement the food packages for all households in the 

3 municipalities. It meant we could buy something special that was truly fresh and kept for a longer time than the 

average products. Like this Easter, we bought chicken. 

(Wageningen food bank, Personal communication, 2015) 

These types of campaigns allow the local food bank to bring some diversity to their food packages, as 

they do not have to rely solely on what is donated. They actively try to keep the packages they distribute 

as diverse and healthy as possible. 

Considering the quality and content of the packages clients’ opinions vary. The following client 

emphasizing the variety of the package and that ‘a little creativity’ allows them to prepare good and 

appropriate food, while the second client talks about other clients that thought the pros did not weigh up 

to the cons of the food packages and therefore stopped coming to the food bank. 

I also like that the food packages are really varied. If you are a little creative with cooking, you can make a decent 

spaghetti sauce! 

(Wageningen food bank client 4, personal communication 2015) 

I know somebody who stopped [going to the food bank] because she thought it didn't do her any good. It was not 

benefitting her. ... I also hear some complaints about the things in the package. And I understand it, but I also 

think you are getting it for free and you don't have to buy anything else. You can also take it out of your package 

and leave it here for someone else. 

(Wageningen food bank client 5, personal communication 2015) 

A large share of local food sourcing centres on deliveries from the supermarket; foods that are too close 

to the expiration date to sell. These types of products are highly unreliable as they cannot know how 

much or what kind of products they will receive. These in general more instable food sources are 

complemented with more stable sources of food from the food industry through the collection and 

distribution of the VNV. These types of products have not even reached supermarkets and often have a 

longer shelf life, flows are more predictable and volumes are larger. 

New collaborations 

Another development that is becoming more popular among some food banks is collaboration with local 

social movements that can in some way guarantee a stable source of fresh and sometimes even organic 

vegetables and fruits. For example, in Eindhoven an urban food initiative grows food exclusively for the 

food bank; they even take the number of food bank clients into account at the start of the growing season. 

The vegetables that we grow are all for the food bank. Our professional gardener takes the number of food banks 

clients and families into account [when he makes a cultivation plan]. 

(Stadsakkers, Personal Communication, 2015) 

These types of collaborations come in all sizes and shapes and differ from food bank to food bank. In the 

case of Eindhoven, the Stadsakkers (an Urban Food Initiative, as also described in chapter 2) can supply 

the majority of the fresh foods and even organically. This means that the clients of the Eindhoven food 

bank often receive food that was exclusively grown for them with care, is local, and hyper-fresh.  

Although the Stadsakkers are a rather large and professional example, there are many other examples of 

urban food initiatives that donate to the food bank (see figure 3). They may for example donate 50% of 

the vegetables they produce. Or owners of kitchen gardens or allotment gardens decide to donate some 

of their produce, which is often collected by putting it in a special crate at the allotment garden. One 

individual will then bring these freshly harvested foods to the food bank to be distributed. 

Some food banks choose to hardly or not collaborate with urban food initiatives for logistical reasons. The 

food bank of Wageningen has refused several collaborations and donations, even though organisations 

and people with allotments have offered fresh foods multiple times. Considering the instability and 

insufficiency of the food source they feel like it does not contribute enough. 
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From people gardening on the [allotments] we occasionally receive vegetables. But sometimes we have to 

harvest the vegetables ourselves. That means we need volunteers who can harvest and know what they are 

doing: Volunteers who don’t step on the other plants and who know how and what to harvest. So that just takes 

too much effort. 

 (Wageningen food bank, Personal Communication, 2015) 

The advantage of an initiative like the Stadsakkers is that the food bank can truly rely on the supply of 

fresh foods: it is very stable and the volume is always big enough to supply all clients with fresh 

vegetables. Smaller more ad hoc initiatives, like the collection at allotment gardens, are unpredictable and 

unstable which is not something the food bank can rely on to supply them with fresh vegetables. 

In some cases, these urban food initiatives grow foods that are unknown to the some of the food bank 

clients and are sometimes even deemed ‘inappropriate’. In Eindhoven they already made several 

changes in their cultivation plan after having done a survey amongst the food bank clients. 

Recently we had a survey among the clients asking whatever they liked, enjoyed, and disliked. After this survey, 

we decided to no longer cultivate turnips. ... Chard also wasn't popular: people weren't sure what to do with it and 

said it resembled grass. 

(Stadsakkers, Personal Communication, 2015) 

Now the Stadsakkers focus on very ‘Dutch’ vegetables such as leek, endive and potatoes, as the clients 

said they would prefer these vegetables the most. The Stadsakkers explored which vegetables are best 

cultivated in their circumstances and also assure a long harvest season. Currently their harvesting 

season is stretched from March to December, much to the content of the food bank of Eindhoven. 

These initiatives are vital in the sourcing of 

fresh vegetables and especially vegetables that 

have not been labelled as ‘food waste’. 

Problematic is that most of these social 

movements are voluntary and many are not 

very professional, which makes them a real 

vulnerability for food banks as issues with 

stable food supply often arise.  

Secondly, many of them heavily rely on 

financial donations to provide them with the 

needed resources. Although these types of 

projects can often appeal for subsidy at the 

municipality on the basis of wanting to promote 

social cohesion in problem neighbourhoods, 

they often still have to seek out donors to 

assure enough financial means to keep the 

project going. Nevertheless, many local food 

banks (see figure 3) pursue connections to and 

arrangements with such urban initiatives in 

various constructions, shapes and sizes.  

  
FIGURE 3 URBAN FOOD INITIATIVES OF VARIOUS SIZES THAT 

DONATE FRESH FOODS TO THEIR LOCAL FOOD BANK 
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3.3. Reflection on transformative capacity 

In the international FNS landscape Food Banks are a contested phenomenon, considered by some as a 

panacea and for others only a plaster on an aching wound. In the Netherlands this debate recently flared 

up due to increasing numbers of clients because of the economic crisis and is a subject rather 

unexplored. This report contributes to empirical evidence of Food Banks and their positioning in “wider 

food and welfare landscapes’’ in pursuit of change. We explored FNS practices of Dutch food banks at 

different levels and in different settings with the intention to assess their transformative capacities (see 

table 3). Some processes within the food bank are assumed to hold little transformative capacity, such as 

the (in)ability of food banks to impact the root causes of food poverty, or the dependency on ‘food waste’ 

from retailers and large food industries. Opposite that, processes that are regarded as holding 

transformative capacity are also performed by some food banks: Such as the alliances some food banks 

have made with local farm-enterprises or urban food initiatives, or the contribution to the design of new 

institutional arrangements and public-private partnerships at national and EU level.   

To structure the analysis of food banks and their potential transformative capacity, we will synthesise 

using ‘Transformative Social Innovation theory’ (Avelino et al., 2014). Using their conceptualisations of 

shades of innovation and change, we explore where the food bank is located in the “wider food and 

welfare landscape” (see figure 4). 

Food banks in the Netherlands contribute to collaborative and reflexive learning, however we find there is 

weak evidence of its transformative capacity for FNS change. The internal structure of the Dutch Food 

Banks has contributed positively to collaboration within its institutional setting, as it gives ample space to 

reflexive governance arrangements considering the regulations are open for ‘local’ interpretation. 

Reflexive governance is then defined as a “mode of steering that encourages actors to scrutinize and 

reconsider their underlying assumptions, institutional arrangements and practices” (Hendriks and Grin 

2007, p. 333) and “aims for reflexivity regarding the limits of prognostic knowledge and actual control of 

complex processes of change” (Voß and Bornemann 2011). This gives room for local food bank leaders 

to see what opportunities, resources and challenges they face and try to respond accordingly, resulting in 

a diversity of practices at the national and local level. Moreover, this structure has a national and local 

level; however these scales do not assume a certain hierarchy, as the members of the VNV have an 

equal say in the direction taken by the VNV. Considering there are many local food banks operating 

under the VNV in highly differentiated contexts spread all over the Netherlands, this leads to different 

reflexive approaches in admission, food sourcing and food distribution all under the ‘umbrella’ of the VNV.  

The food bank’s connection to social welfare is resulting in more consistent and coherent support and 

poverty alleviation. Decentralisation of social welfare has pushed poverty alleviation into the municipality’s 

responsibility and food banks have stepped up by filling the void that was left in some regions. They 

contribute to the enhancement of the targeting of Social Security Policy by providing a space for 

interaction between social workers and those most-vulnerable. However, the total number of food 

insecure that are reached by the food bank is minor, which therefore assumes little change in FNS.   

Furthermore, as the VNV acknowledges, the distribution of food packages does not impact root causes of 

food poverty and is therefore just a way of treating symptoms. This leaves a major portion of poor neither 

targeted nor structurally aided by the food bank. As the food bank stays ‘a-political’ they do not engage in 

the debate around food security and therefore contribute to the stagnation of the current situation at the 

political level. 

Generally considering more healthy FNS practices by the food bank, there is weaker evidence of 

transformative capacity. However, different practices related to newly emerging social movements are 

performed at the different scales. At the national level, arrangements with the government and food 

industries are deliberated by the VNV, which ensure a level of stability and diversity of sourced foods 

among the Dutch Food Banks. By venturing into circular economy focussed projects, that turn surplus 

food into healthier processed foods such as soups, the VNV is also exploring new avenues to increase 
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the amount of incoming food and reduce food waste. These types of arrangements can besides creating 

more stability potentially enhance the nutritional content of the food packages by the VNV.   

TABLE 3 FOOD BANK PROCESSES AND DIFFERING LEVELS OF TRANSFORMATIVE CAPACITY 

Dutch Food Banks as reassembled food poverty spaces 

Process interpretations that assume  
little transformative capacity 

Process interpretations that assume 
transformative capacity 

Food Banks do not have impact on the root 
causes of food poverty and are embedded in 
neo-liberal practices (which arguably are part 
and parcel of the issue of the economic crisis 
and food poverty) 

Food Banks contribute to a better and more 
flexible targeting of food poverty alleviation 
based on a redistribution of responsibility to the 
benefit of civil and private actors, due to 
decentralization of social welfare and a 
movement towards a participatory society 

Only a minor part of the total Dutch poor are 
reached by the support of the Food Bank, 
which has little impact on the FNS change in 
the Netherlands 

Food Banks are actively involved in the creation 
of new, more place specific interlinkages to food 
assistance and poverty alleviation and 
contribute as such more substantially to FNS 
system change 

Food Banks remain largely dependent on ‘food 
waste’ or surplus food from retailers, whereas 
the latter mostly show little interest in the 
specific needs and wishes of Food Banks 

Food banks (especially on the national level) are 
diversifying their incoming food sources based 
on reducing food waste and contribute to 
narratives of circular economies 

The reliance on mostly surplus food makes it 
difficult for the Food Bank to take food health 
criteria into account in their food redistribution 
practices, and remains a major issue 

The VNV is increasingly involved in fresh food 
waste reduction (e.g. Soupalicious) to prolong, 
diversify and improve their food assortments 

Although to different degrees, local Food Banks 
succeed in establishing connections with newly 
emerging social (urban food) movements  and 
as such can also contribute to a re-localization 
of food systems 

Food Banks remain strongly dependent on 
volunteers and it’s professionalization is tied to 
the number of skilled (pensioned) volunteers 
they manage to attract 

Local Food Banks may establish alliances, 
interlinkages and partnerships with urban food 
initiatives which makes their position more 
reliable  

Food Banks contribute to narratives around the 
participatory society 

Food Banks still largely lack structural 
institutional support from different policy levels 
(EU, national, regional, local), while they fill the 
vacuum of processes of decentralization of the 
social welfare system and narratives of 
participatory society 

Food Banks actively contribute to the design of 
new institutional arrangements and public-
private partnerships by cooperation at national 
and EU level 

Food poverty alleviation as single issue remains 
marginalized in Dutch FNS setting 

Food poverty alleviation is increasingly 
incorporated in wider alternative FNS 
assemblages through a diversity of practices on 
behalf of the Food Bank and increasing interest 
in fair- and shared economies 

At the local level contributions to the nutritional content of food packages are made by arrangements and 

alliances with urban food initiatives. Through these new connections, food banks manage to improve the 
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quality of incoming food, as it is fresh and often organic, and contribute as such to education and 

awareness creation among clients (new products and accompanying recipes) and the local community 

close to the urban food initiative. However, these sources of food are rather unreliable and highly 

differentiated in amount and type. In many local food banks there is some evidence of synergistic 

relations; however considering the (current) instability of these interlinkages its transformative potential is 

weak. 

Through the reduction of ‘food waste’ at the local level and development of larger food waste-reduction 

projects the Dutch Food Banks have stronger societal transformative capacity by interweaving food 

poverty mitigation and food waste reduction. Although the concept food waste is broadly used by the VNV 

and in the Netherlands, a more precise distinction should be made between food that is surplus (and can 

be redistributed) and food that is actually waste (and thus cannot be redistributed). Nevertheless, there 

are some tensions in this field, considering many food industries are also exploring ways of reducing food 

surplus, which will diminish the amount of food the food bank can either redistribute or revalorize. Also, 

currently food surplus reduction is a popular topic and many other business ventures are popping up, 

exploring how they can revalorize food waste into a saleable product. In the end, the food bank relies on 

them being able to assure a ‘win-win situation’, which is might become more difficult with the current trend 

of increasing interest in food-waste-reduction enterprises.  

The food bank is critiqued in the literature for many reasons; there are many scholars arguing that food 

banks are maintaining the current situation through their existence and they are legitimising the state’s 

ignorance of its responsibilities in social security. On the other end there are scholars who acknowledge 

that the need for food banks should be out-of-date, but who do see food banks as the main institution with 

the means to deal with the problem of food insecurity at this point in time.   

Considering the food banks we have explored in this report, we stress that food banks should not be seen 

in isolation from the more complex, wider FNS landscape, as they interact with other systems and 

practices part of that landscape. Turning to the shades of societal innovation (Avelino et al., 2014), we 

see that the food bank can potentially contribute to and interact with other systems that go beyond solely 

FNS (see figure 4). To conclude, the 

contribution of food banks to 

transformative FNS change in the 

Netherlands is difficult to pin down, as it is 

a multi-layered phenomenon that interacts 

with many other societal systems: 

Although a direct influence on FNS seems 

to be weak, other practices the Dutch 

Food Banks are performing and 

interacting with have more transformative 

capacity and as such contribute indirectly 

to FNS change. 

  

FIGURE 4 DUTCH FOOD BANKS AND THE ‘SHADES OF SOCIETAL 

INNOVATION AND CHANGE’ 
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5. ANNEXES 

 

 

FIGURE 5 NUMBER OF DUTCH HOUSEHOLDS AND PEOPLE RECEIVING FOOD ASSISTENCE FROM THE VNV 

SOURCE: (VNV 2015A) 

 

 

 

FIGURE 6 PERCENTAGE OF DUTCH HOUSEHOLDS WITH A LOW INCOME 

SOURCE: (SCP AND CBS 2014) 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In TRANSMANGO WP6 the local level case studies will unpack the European foodscape into various 

contrasting and interacting food practices. This is important because the European foodscape is such an 

abstract entity that it is inevitable to empirically unpack these practices to the level of what households 

and/or local governments do to secure stable availability and accessibility to food and utilization of food; 

to produce and distribute food; and how individuals and collectives deal with the emerging vulnerabilities 

in food systems. (Hebinck et.al. 2015, 2.) Bearing these general objectives of the work package in mind 

the two chosen cases for the in-depth analysis of FNS pathway-specific potentials and vulnerabilities in 

the Finnish context are (I) home emergency preparedness (HEP) as a main case and (II) public catering 

practices (PCPs) as a satellite. 

Home emergency preparedness 

Finland is basically food and nutrition secure country where, under normal circumstances, food 

availability, accessibility, utilization and stability are well guaranteed. However, prevailing food supply 

chain is not invulnerable. Vice versa, it may be damaged for a shorter or longer time causing temporary or 

even constant disturbances in production, processing or distribution of food. This fact was forgotten by 

many Finnish people during the past few decades, when national economic growth was good; political 

situation and global food markets were stable; and there was not yet information or understanding of the 

impacts of climate change on the global as well as national food systems.  

The home emergency preparedness (HEP) is an old form of individual and/or household level 

preparedness to the possible FNS-risks being realized. The independent and self-sufficient functioning of 

individuals and households is emphasized to be an asset during disruptions. The starting point of the 

HEP-activities is that the entire society, beginning from the individual, must be aware of questions related 

to preparedness and to be able to act and help others during emergencies. The aim is to improve the 

ability of citizens to act in case of disruptions. The most probable emergencies include disturbances in the 

distribution of electricity, heat and water; contamination of tap water; extreme weather conditions like 

storms and floods; and anthropogenic hazards. As far as food is concerned the increasingly complex 

chains of production, processing and distribution of food make it ever more difficult to manage 

disturbances. (SPEK 2015.) 

The first guide for home emergency preparedness in Finland was published by the Ministry of 

Employment and Economy in 1966. That is also the first time when the concept of home emergency 

preparedness (kotivara in Finnish) was used. It is assumed that the political atmosphere of the Cold War 

had an impact on the timing of the publication of the first HEP-guide. (Rautavirta 2010, 171-172.) Since 

then couple of other guides have been published and again in spring 2012 the National Emergency 

Supply Agency (NSA) and the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry set up a meeting for organizations that 

work with food supply and home emergency preparedness. As a result the Food Supply Cluster, which 

functions under the auspices of the National Emergency Supply Agency, established the Committee for 

Home Emergency Preparedness (KOVA-Committee), which aims to protect and improve households’ 

capabilities during disruptions and emergencies, and to encourage them to be independent and self-

sufficient. The Committee operates as a network of NGO’s. The Finnish National Rescue Association 

SPEK coordinates the network which, at present, includes 18 different entities. Scenario workshops 

included in this WP6 were organized in cooperation with the SPEK and the KOVA-Committee. 

In accordance with the research setting of the WP6 the HEP-activities are regime-crossing practices 

connecting material, symbolic and skill components as well as public, third sector and private actors in 

order to promote security of food supply. Member organizations of the KOVA-Committee, for example, 

encourage and educate people to harvest and use natural products; utilize game and fish; practice 

domestic gardening; utilize domestic sources of energy; protect the environment and the ecosystem; and 

support Finnish food culture. In addition, many of the NGOs are committed to promote food skills as well 
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as healthy diets to promote nutrition security. The HEP is originally strongly based on the aim of 

guaranteeing national, regional and individual FNS and food was since the beginning main article in 

preparedness discussion (Rautavirta 2010, 171). At present, HEP-activities extend far beyond the basic 

home emergency supply kit, which is merely one, mainly logistic, element of preparedness. Actually, the 

fact that most of the people perceive HEP to mean a concrete emergency supply kit – a box full of food 

under one’s bed – is one of the problems in communicating the idea of HEP to the public as well as to the 

media. Nowadays various practical skills and the ability to apply the skills are strongly involved in HEP-

practices. In addition, HEP is also about helping and caring for the others during the times of disruptions.  

Our focus in this study lies on what kind of transition pathways, if any, can be recognized in the 

framework of present-day HEP-activities. The aim is to unfold a thick description (Ponterotto 2006] of 

(re)assembled HEP as a FNS-practice in Finland with a view to capacity building for policymaking based 

on informed FNS-debate. 

Within the Finnish FNS foodscape, as described in the national report (Silvasti & Tikka 2015) produced in 

TRANSMANGO WP2, the HEP-activities are connected first to the impacts of climate change on the 

prevailing food system. Increasing extreme weather conditions, especially storms, are expected to cause 

more frequent power cuts and disruptions of distribution of electricity, heat and water which, in turn, are 

short term threats to accessibility of food. Because of long distances on remote countryside in eastern 

and northern parts of Finland, it is possible that households or villages have to manage a couple of days 

without electricity. Under these circumstances HEP-skills are essential. On urban areas challenges are 

different – people are used to rely on markets and grocery stores, which are practically always open. 

Hence there is no need for keeping extra food at home. On the other hand, markets and grocery stores 

are vulnerable and cannot work without electricity or water.  

Second, the HEP can be interpreted as a part of the continuum from national maintenance and supply 

security to individual preparedness. Nationally it is considered that self-sufficiency, especially in primary 

production, is the corner stone of the Finnish food security guaranteeing stable, long term availability and 

accessibility of food. Hence, maintaining the high level of national preparedness calls for preserving the 

profitability and competitiveness of the food sector. On the household level individuals are expected to be 

responsible and prepare themselves for disruptions in production and/or distribution of food.   

Third, the HEP-activities are connected to the possibility of market failure or manmade hazard. There has 

been fluctuation on the global food markets and the possibility of environmental catastrophe in some 

globally important production area or political crisis including wars, embargoes or economic sanctions 

might weaken availability and accessibility of imported food temporarily or constantly.   

Public catering practices 

The satellite case, public catering, is a fairly unrecognized or at least unilaterally interpreted FNS practice 

in Finland. In this case public catering refers to (I) public meals which are fully financed by taxes, (II) 

subsidized meals partly financed by taxes (i.e. student ID, meal subsidy card and service centre card 

discounts) and (III) free or subsidized meals served in on-site personnel restaurants and other restaurants 

that have contracts with employers and/or businesses (these arrangements include lunch benefits, 

luncheon vouchers and other arrangements that are encouraged through taxation). 

It is estimated that, on a daily basis, a third of the Finnish population use public catering services: 

Coverage of free school lunch is 100 per cent in the age group of 7-16 years – as basic education is 

compulsory in Finland – and approximately half of the children below the age of seven eat for free in day 

care, kindergarten or preschool. Though they are not part of compulsory education, upper secondary 

schools and vocational institutions also serve free school lunches. (STM 2010, 2; Vikstedt et al. 2012b.) 

Furthermore, tens of thousands of students, servicemen and -women, inmates of institutions, clients of 

care homes and sheltered accommodations, and, for example, prisoners eat free or heavily subsidized 
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meals daily. In addition, approximately half of the working population has access to more or less 

subsidized lunch in on-site and off-site canteens and restaurants – from which roughly a half utilize these 

services. In this context it is surprising, how small and occasional attention public catering as a modern 

food policy practice ensuring FNS in Finland has attracted. After all, it is estimated that one in three Finns 

of working age belongs to the clientele of public or subsidized catering and, when explored from the life 

course perspective, everyone in Finland enjoys public meals in some phase of her/his life. (Vikstedt et al. 

2012a; Kauppinen et al. 2013, 125–126.) 

In this study we interpret public catering as regime-crossing practice of continuous reassembling of old 

and new ideas and resources in many different ways. The focus here is on how these practices contribute 

to the national FNS and what kind of potential transformative capacities are involved in.  

Within the Finnish FNS foodscape as described in the national report (Silvasti & Tikka 2015) public 

catering is connected first to nutritional security. Even if the quality and taste of served food is sometimes 

seen as a problem, the nutritional quality of public meals is good and has positive health impacts. 

Second, through procurements, caterers can have an impact on regional economics and the environment 

by preferring local and sustainable tender. Third, there is potential to reduce food waste by delivering or 

selling surplus food to the community members of the school district etc. 
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2. MAIN CASE STUDY REPORT 

2.1. Research questions & Methods 

In the methodological guidelines for local level analysis of FNS-pathways it was proposed a set of 

broader research questions for the case-study analysis to facilitate the later synthesis analysis of overall 

case-study findings. In accordance with this set of wider guiding questions the case specific research 

questions were framed as below:  

1. What are the relevant institutional settings and regime-crossing interaction patterns 

amongst HEP-actors? By regime we mean established realms of governance and action, 

for example, on public, private and third sector or in production, processing and delivering 

of food. Respectively, regime-crossing interaction patterns are new or unfolding forms of 

governance or action which break or stretch prevailing practices.  

2. Who are the key actors of the present-day HEP and what kind of combinations of  public, 

private and third sector activities can be found? 

3. How do the HEP-activities reflect novel responses to FNS concerns in national debate? 

4. To what extent are these novel practices promising? What are the indicators of success 

and failure? 

5. How relevant is EU level policy making in this interaction with institutional settings? 

We have utilized five different kinds of methods in data collection. First, as a desk study the 

comprehensive literature review was done by analyzing secondary data-sources like earlier research 

literature, web pages of the key actors of the HEP and public discussion about preparedness and the 

HEP in the social media.  

The aim was to familiarize ourselves with the phenomenon. We observed that there are only few 

academic accounts concerning the HEP. On the other hand, there is an excellent doctoral dissertation 

that includes the basic knowledge of the history and practices of the activity. Web pages of the key actors 

are informative and offer a comprehensive description of the state of the art. Discussion in social media 

was heterogeneous but mainly of low quality. The debaters seldom knew what it was really meant by the 

concept of HEP and it often got a kind of “survivalistic” shades. This, of course, proves that there are 

challenges in communicating the idea of the HEP-activities to the public.  

Second, one key person interview was conducted with Doctor of Food Science, university lecturer Kaija 

Rautavirta (University of Helsinki). Reactions of the Finnish society to crises of food supply have been her 

specific research interest for many years and her academic knowledge on the field is nationally beyond 

compare. She also acted as a founding member of the KOVA-Committee. The aim of this interview was 

to deepen the historical understanding of the concept and the practices of the HEP in national context 

and to chart the place of the HEP- activities on the European map.     

Third, focus group interview was conducted in the SPEK. Attendees were Preparedness Director Karim 

Peltonen, researcher Heikki Laurikainen and secretary of KOVA-Committee Leena Seitovirta. The 

purpose of the interview was to deepen the understanding of and the motives behind the present-day 

HEP-activities and map the recognized needs for developing the concept and activities. Also the idea of 

collaboration in organizing the scenario workshop was discussed and confirmed. 

Fourth, 5 telephone interviews were conducted with the members of the KOVA-Committee. The goal for 

the interviews was to learn about the conceptions of the key actors, who were mainly representatives of 

NGO’s attending to KOVA-Committee, about the potential transformative capacity of the HEP-activities 

and the ways to develop it in future.   

Fifth and the most important and productive method of data collection were the two foresight workshops 

organized in collaboration with the SPEK and the KOVA-Committee. During the workshops the present 

state and needs for future development were broadly and comprehensively discussed. Given that 
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academic literature dealing with the HEP is narrow, the importance of the expertise of the workshop 

attendees was highlighted. 

The connection between the workshop and the case-study was built for the fact that the SPEK and 

KOVA-Committee were in the middle of the development work aiming to revise the concept and the 

practices of the HEP as well as to modernize them to meet better the conditions of urbanizing society and 

the world view of younger generations. According to the SPEK one of the problems in communicating the 

idea of home emergency preparedness to media and the public is a kind of “rural image” of the activities: 

People are connecting the idea of self-preparedness to remote countryside, long distances and living in a 

house with cellar and good storages.  

Also, at the early stages of the HEP-activities the threats were perceived to be such as major military 

conflict or nuclear disaster. Nowadays, it is rather thought that reasons to be prepared are such as 

disruptions in food production or distribution caused by extreme weather conditions, industrial dispute 

including strikes or problems on global food markets including embargoes and barriers of trade. Under 

these circumstances the shared goal for the scenario workshop was to develop the concept and practices 

of the HEP to be better in accordance with the present-day social development including trends such as 

urbanization, immigration and climate change.   

2.2. Research findings 

Background: Institutional structures of the HEP-practices  

HEP-landscape in a nutshell 

The state and municipalities are responsible for national preparedness in Finland. Economic life including 

in food processing industries are involved in through voluntary agreements based on private-public 

partnerships (PPPs). This means that the key actors of food industry are committed to produce certain 

amount of basic foodstuff during emergency to guarantee national food supply over the crisis. Emergency 

preparedness is purely national activity as the European Union has no plan or structures that could be 

relied on in the case of disturbances. (Rautavirta 2010, 164-166; Kulmala 2000.) However, Finland has 

been actively developing national preparedness including home emergency preparedness (HEP) since 

the Second World War. It has been suggested that Finland
1
 has some special qualities strange for other 

EU-member countries that underline the need for national development: Nordic climate conditions 

resulting in substantial energy dependency; hard farming conditions including strongly fluctuating crop 

yields; and challenging wintery sea transportation conditions, for example. (Kulmala 2000.)  

Finnish society makes many provisions to protect citizens against disruptions in normal conditions as well 

as in emergency. Nevertheless, the entire society, beginning from the individual, is expected to be aware 

of questions related to preparedness and to be able to act and help others during emergencies. The 

independent and self-sufficient behavior of individuals and households is not only understood as a part of 

society’s viability but it is also emphasized to be an asset during disruptions. (SPEK 2015.) The NGO’s 

are in charge of the HEP education and advice on the household level.  Nevertheless, educating and 

advising is done on voluntary basis and there is no legal obligation for the NGO’s to take care of these 

societal assignments. The NGO’s are, however, working in cooperation with public sector actors, 

especially with The National Emergency Supply Agency (NESA). The Finnish National Rescue 

Association (SPEK) coordinates the network of NGO’s involved in the HEP-activities. (Rautavirta 2010, 

164-166.) 

                                                      
1
 However, it is worth mentioning that under the "civil defense concept" prepared by the Ministry of Interior 

also Germany has recently planned to tell citizens to stockpile food and water in case of an attack or 
catastrophe (Reuters 2016; CNBC 2016). 
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In summary, the state and municipalities are responsible for national preparedness. The key food 

processing industries are involved in through voluntary agreements based on PPPs. The SPEK (NGO) is 

working in collaboration with the NESA (public sector actor) and acts as the coordinator for the network of 

NGO’s which are voluntarily involved in the HEP- education and advice. HEP can be understood as a 

household level dimension of national preparedness.   

Institutional structure: The state, municipalities and the NESO 

According to the Government Decision on the Security of Supply Goals, given in Helsinki on 5 December 

2013:  

“Diverse and sufficient domestic food production, and the role of the domestic food industry as a food 

refiner, is secured. The National Emergency Supply Organisation [NESO, the acronym inserted by 

author] supports the operation of food logistics and trade in the distribution of locally produced and 

imported foodstuffs. The Government influences the European Union's agricultural policy so that the 

common agricultural policy and national efforts offer domestic primary production sufficient for the 

security of supply.  

The state-owned stockpiles reserve grain in order to secure domestic supply in case of severe disruptions 

to normal conditions and in emergencies, so that the amount available for use corresponds to six months 

of average human consumption. Primary production is secured by stocking certified seeds, fodder protein 

and other fundamental production inputs.  

Municipalities secure the continuity of foodstuff services that are their responsibility in serious 

disturbances and exceptional situations. Central foodstuff service producers develop their continuity 

management, supported by the National Emergency Supply Organisation.  

The Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, together with the Ministry of Employment and the Economy, 

prepares to direct the use of resources, food production and supply in serious disturbances and 

emergencies in ways that are efficient for security of supply.” (Government decision 2013.) 

The NESO consists of the National Emergency Supply Agency (NESA), the National Emergency Supply 

Council, and the individual NESO sectors and pools. At the national level the NESA is the key actor in 

emergency supply arrangements. It is working under the Ministry of Employment and the Economy and it 

is responsible for planning and measures related to developing and maintaining security of supply. The 

agency operates under the auspices of the National Emergency Supply Fund, which is an extra-

budgetary Fund used to finance state-owned stocks and arrangements undertaken to secure the 

technological infrastructure. Private-public partnerships are the primary method for guaranteeing security 

of supply and cooperation between government administration and the business community is crucial for 

the maintenance of security of supply.  

The NESA implements technical and financial measures to support the production of goods and services 

necessary in exceptional conditions. Compulsory state-owned security stockpiles must be maintained to 

guarantee for example supply of fuels, pharmaceuticals, grain, seeds and fodder proteins in the event of 

a major disruption. The NESA is tasked with maintaining these stockpiles. The purpose of security 

stockpiles is to ensure the population’s livelihood and the continuity of industrial production in the event of 

disruption in the availability of necessary raw materials and goods. (NESA 2016a.) Nowadays for 

example grain has to be stockpiled for the normal need of six months and fuel oil for the need of five 

months community energy management (HS 2014).   

HEP as a part of national preparedness 

Institutional settings and regime-crossing practises 

The roots of HEP-activities are in 1950’s when food rationing ended in Finland after the Second World. At 

the beginning the lead of preparedness-activities was at the national level and the threat, that is the 



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS Pathways in Finland 

   

 

  10  

reason to be prepared, was mainly considered to be military conflict if not full-scale war. The National 

Board of Economic Defense, later the NESA, was founded in 1955. It was tasked to develop economic 

preparedness in case of emergency. The Board included in five sub-committees:  the financial, 

manpower, trade and industrial committee. (Rautavirta 2010, 166.) Gradually the understanding of 

emerging “new risks” such as environmental risks, nuclear disaster, climate change as well as global food 

market failures and sanctions in trade policy including embargoes took over and, at present, it is agreed 

that security of food supply might be affected by much more slighter disturbances as military conflict or 

war.  (Rautavirta 2010, 166.) 

For example, the NESA claims on its webpage, that even if the threats to national security are to be taken 

into account in preparedness planning, the risks such as armed conflicts causing a threat to traffic on the 

Baltic Sea are nowadays more unlikely than before. The NESA emphasizes that, as far as security of 

supply is concerned, it is more important to pay attention to the consequences of disruptions rather than 

their causes. Hence, the focus is now on vulnerable global networks of trade and logistics. The worst 

recognized scenario is a situation where critical imported goods or services are temporarily unavailable. 

Instead of armed conflict there might break out global or regional trade war causing serious disruptions in 

the availability of critical goods and raw materials. Other major threats include disruptions in energy 

supply or data-communication networks; major accidents; environmental disasters; and disease 

outbreaks affecting the population and public health. (NESA 2016b; Kulmala 2000; Ministry of the Interior 

2016.) 

The concept of home emergency preparedness (kotivara
2
 in Finnish) was used first time in 1966 when 

the first promotion leaflet for the HEP was published by the Ministry of Employment and Economy. At the 

time Finland was mentioned to follow Swedish and Swiss examples in developing the concept and the 

practices for the HEP. It has been argued that fear for the Third World War due to the charged political 

atmosphere during the Cold War had an impact to the timing of publication of the first HEP-guide. 

Interestingly, even if the leaflet was published, it was never delivered to households, because of strong 

political opposition. (Ahlsrtöm & Rautavirta-Hiekka 2000; Rautavirta 2010, 171-172.) Yet, the concept of 

HEP became established in Finnish language meaning material preparedness on the household level. At 

the beginning the HEP was understood to consider merely food, but later also some other necessities 

such as water and daily medicines have been included in the concept.  

The first educational leaflet to promote the HEP that was actually delivered to the households was 

published in 1971 by the Finnish Organization for Civil Defense, later to be named as the SPEK. The 

SPEK, together with the network of other NGO’s, is still in charge of coordinating planning and organizing 

education concerning the HEP-activities. (Rautavirta 2010, 171-172.) During the 70’s some educational 

HEP-material was also prepared by the Ministry of the Interior and it was included in the literature that 

was delivered to comprehensive schools. However, it was up to teachers if they included the material in 

curricula. During the 80’s the educational material was modernized and, for example, in 1988 the video 

was launched. In addition, the SPEK has published promotion leaflets in 1992 and 2009. (Ahlsrtöm & 

Rautavirta-Hiekka 2000; Rautavirta 2010, 171-172).  

Until the 80’s the planning of the HEP-education and advice was actually not based on any exact 

research results and, surprisingly, there is still a clear gap both in FNS-literature and in academic 

literature as far as the HEP is concerned. There are only few single reports from late 80’s and early 90’s 

studying self-preparedness in population centers, composition of home emergency supply kit and the 

HEP in education. However, the Ministry of the Interior has surveyed six times between the years 1992 

and 2008, how the principles of self-preparedness have been adopted on the population level. The results 

indicate gradually declining willingness to and awareness of self-preparedness. 

                                                      
2
 Kotivara is difficult to translate in English. The straight translation would be “home backup”. There is no 

literate reference to emergency in the concept, but it definitely has that kind of connotation.  



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS Pathways in Finland 

   

 

  11  

As a reaction the NESA and the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry set up a meeting for organizations 

working with food supply and home emergency preparedness in 2012. Afterwards during the same year, 

the Food Supply Cluster, which functions under the auspices of the NESA, established the Committee for 

Home Emergency Preparedness (KOVA-Committee), which aims to protect and improve households’ 

capabilities during disruptions and emergencies, and to encourage households and individuals to be 

independent and self-sufficient. The Committee operates as a network of NGO’s and administration. The 

Finnish National Rescue Association SPEK coordinates the network which, at present, includes 18 

different entities: the NESA, Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, Agency for Rural Affairs, and 15 NGO’s. 

(Appendix 1). 

The first research question is what are the relevant institutional settings and regime-crossing interaction 

patterns amongst the HEP-actors? At the moment the NESA, working under the Ministry of Employment 

and the Economy, together with the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry – as a responsible actors in 

directing the use of resources, food production and supply in serious disturbances and emergencies – are 

the key public sector actors cooperating closely with the SPEK. The SPEK, again, is NGO. The KOVA-

Committee is the first such a high profile collaborative body on the field of the HEP. The role of public 

sector actors is to inform the KOVA-Committee about the new issues on the field of national 

preparedness. KOVA-Committee, in turn, produces information of topical issues and delivers it to the 

member organizations, which disseminate it to the members and, hopefully, also to the larger publicity by 

organizing training days, thematic events and “tutorials” as well as by informing the public about the HEP 

on their webpages. The Ministry of Interior is not actively involved in KOVA-Committee, but it is still 

disseminating HEP-information as a part of public order and security guidelines on the (Finnish) webpage 

(The Ministry of Interior 2016) and also giving a link to the webpage of Rescue Services (2016), working 

under its realm, where a larger information pack of the HEP is presented. Hence, there is active and 

diverse regime-crossing collaboration between public and third sector actors including in material, 

symbolic and skill components.  

Many of the NGO’s included in the KOVA-committee have close connections to the private sector actors, 

as members are often small-scale food producers or processors like fishers, entrepreneurs on natural 

product trade, beekeepers and reindeer breeders. Participating NGO’s also underline by themselves that 

one of the strengths they have on the field of HEP is good connections to the private sector actors 

(Kunnaskari 2014). Therefore it is justifiable to say that there are regime-crossing activities also between 

civil society and private sector. 

However, according to the key person interviews member organizations of KOVA-Committee seldom 

collaborate with each other on the field of HEP. The institutional role of the SPEK as a coordinator seems 

to be strong and, accordingly, the member NGO’s of the KOVA-Committee expect the SPEK to take a 

strong lead.  

 NGO’s – voluntary education, communication and extension 

NGO’s have traditionally had a strong role in the HEP-activities and education.  It is known already from 

the times of the First and the Second World Wars that the third sector actors have a great potential to 

operate during different kind of crises. Organizations possess the skills and capabilities to rapidly advise, 

assist and activate citizens. For example, the Martha Organization, a Finnish home economics 

organization which was founded in 1899 to promote well-being and quality of domestic life, contributed 

actively to food skills and hygiene education and advice during the both wars to prevent hunger and 

epidemics. The Martha Organization is a traditional women’s organization. That is to say that also women 

as members of NGO’s were – and still are – effectively mobilized to the crisis management. (Härmälä & 

Hopsu-Neuvonen 2014.) 

According to the interviews NGO’s are still able to mobilize volunteers, communicate effectively to the 

members and through the members as well as to seamlessly cooperate to reach the given goals. The role 
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of the third sector is also expected to gain strength on the field of the HEP in near future. NGO’s by 

themselves have recognized the following strong areas in their operations related to the HEP (Kunnaskari 

2014, 7): 

 communication 

 extension services 

 available networks of volunteers 

 available networks of  food industry professionals 

 maintenance and promoting of traditional food skills 

 ability to produce and distribute local food 

 assessment of security supply and the themes of preparedness 

The aims of the KOVA-Committee are to reinforce the knowledge base of the NGO’s; inform them about 

the emerging topical themes concerning self-preparedness; and to coordinate the division of labor as well 

as collaboration between the participating organizations. The KOVA-Committee also acts as a 

multisectoral platform whereby cooperation between private and public sector actors is easy to nurture. 

The main activities of the NGO’s on the field of self-preparedness are education, extension and 

communication. Many of the organizations involved in the HEP-activities emphasized in the key-person 

interviews concrete local activities and self-making in relation to food production, food skills and food 

culture. They also underlined the voluntary character of their input in the HEP-activities. Many of the 

member organizations of the KOVA-Committee are committed for example to promote utilization of 

natural products, subsistence farming, local production and food skills education. These activities are, 

however, the core activities and contents of the participating NGO’s and as far as these core elements 

are compatible with the goals of the HEP-practices, the NGO’s are ready to take part in promotion of the 

HEP at national level.  

That is to say that NGO’s kind of remind that they do not exist for the HEP, but as far as the HEP is a 

fitting part of their operations, they are ready to engage in. (see also Härmälä & Hopsu-Neuvonen 2014) 

The NGO’s claim that fortifying resilience of civil society will be increasingly important goal for them in 

future. Means for that can include for example maintaining and promoting knowledge, skills and scope of 

action for self-preparedness on household level. (Kunnaskari 2014,12.)  

Our second research question is who are the key actors of the present-day HEP and what kind of 

combinations of public, private and third sector activities can be found? Self-evidently the key actors on 

the field of HEP are the NESA, the SPEK and the member NGO’s of the KOVA-Committee. The NESA 

represents institutionally public sector and its role on the “street level” is pretty invisible. The SPEK as a 

coordinator of the KOVA-Comittee is the key actor in relation to the civil society and especially to the 

member organizations of the Committee.  

There are 18 member organizations in the KOVA-Committee and these NGO’s are the real grass roots 

level HEP-actors reaching hundreds of thousands of people within their memberships. There are, though, 

differences between the NGO’s. Some of them, for example Martha Organization, Rural Women's 

Advisory Organization and Finnish Hunters' Association, are traditionally strong actors with wide 

membership and they are experienced actors on the field of HEP.  

Martha Organization as well as Rural Women's Advisory Organization, for example, are specialists in 

home economics, household management and gardening. They offer different kind of training courses 

and thematic events concerning these topics on regular basis. In addition Martha Organization offers 

special activities to support the young and young families as well as refugees and immigrants in 

household management including food economics. In addition, Martha Organization has produced HEP-

material by itself and included it – and several links to the webpages of the SPEK for further information – 

in their webpages. This demonstrates well the commitment of Martha Organization to the HEP education. 
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(Martat 2016.) Finnish Hunters' Association, in turn, has 150 000 members all around the country. 

Besides hunting the hunters have skills needed to slaughter, skin, chop the carcasses and to do all the 

work that has to be done to produce edible meat. In case of serious emergency causing disruption in 

meat supply chain this can be valuable asset and the Hunters’ Association is ready to mobilize 

volunteers. 

The KOVA-Committee has also been active to recruit new members. Because reaching the youth has 

been a special concern and challenge for the HEP education, the committee has recently co-opt two 

youth organizations – The Finnish 4H organization and The Guides and Scouts of Finland. Both of the 

organizations have a wide membership, but the risk is that these particular quarters only attract those 

young people who already are interested in skills and knowledge relevant to the HEP. This is to say, that 

they don’t necessarily reach the right target group. Actually, the same concern may be justifiable also with 

other NGO’s involved in the HEP-activities as interviewed key persons often reminded that members of 

their organizations are in fact very well informed about self-preparedness and the greatest concern in 

relation to the need of education are the non-members. This is to say that the relevant question for future 

is, how do the NGO’s reach the non-members? 

Evolution of the problem definition – how is the problem articulation changed over time? 

During the last decades there has been different kinds of claims 1) for the reasons or needs for self-

preparedness; 2) for the time-span that the reserve supply of food at home should cover in case of 

emergency; 3) for the actual form of self-preparedness – should it be material, like a supply kit, or rather a 

combination of some material things, knowledge and skills to survive during disturbances and 4) what are 

the vulnerable groups and how to communicate the principles of the HEP to them.  

As explained before the reasons and needs to HEP have changed from the fear of military conflict or full-

scale war to the disturbances in global trade, impacts of climate change, major disruptions in energy 

supply or data-communication; major accidents; environmental disasters; and disease outbreaks affecting 

public health.  According to the NGO’s, which are promoting the HEP-activities and giving education in 

self-preparedness, the change from focusing on emergencies such as military conflict or nuclear disaster 

to more normal condition disruptions like power cuts, extreme weather conditions, strikes or other 

disturbances in distribution or processing of food, has increased the willingness of people to adopt the 

principles of self-preparedness. In addition, NGO’s underline that self-preparedness is crucial also in 

smaller private-life disturbances – maybe sometimes you cannot do groceries for couple of days because 

of illness or, for a reason or another, you run out of money a week before the next payday.  This is to say 

that the HEP is not understood to be only for serious distress but rather common sense everyday 

management. (Rautavirta 2010, 173; Kunnaskari 2014, 21; Martat 2016.) 

 At the beginning of the HEP education in the 1960’s the aimed time-span for surviving without external 

help during emergency was set to be two weeks. Later it was halved to one week and at the beginning of 

2000’s the SPEK’s recommendation was “a few days”. Martha Organization, Rescue Services and the 

Ministry of Interior (2016) refer to the time-span of one week on their webpages, but they don’t give any 

exact advice.      

In the latest discussions there have been references to the principle of 72 hours (Laurikainen 2015, 26). 

According to the NGO’s, which are involved in promoting the HEP-activities, shortening the expected 

time-span of self-preparedness has advanced the willingness of people to adopt the basic idea of the 

HEP-practices. (Rautavirta 2010, 173.) It has also been pointed out, that for the poor and people with low-

income jobs, it might be impossible to buy such a big stock of food. However, shortening the 

recommended time-span may encourage them to buy a smaller reserve supply. 

In 2009 the SPEK published the HEP-guide titled “HEP – in case that you cannot fetch groceries”. In the 

guide advantages of the HEP were reflected also in conditions of pandemic – as it was times of “swine 

flu”. Likewise, in 1992, a couple of years after Chernobyl nuclear disaster, there was launched the HEP 
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promotion leaflet and then iodine tablets were included in the emergency supply kit. (Ahlström & 

Rautavirta-Hiekka 2000.) These examples prove how the understanding of self-preparedness and the 

recommended contents of the supply kit – or material components of household reserve supply weather it 

is a kit or not – are reflectively changing over time and world events.   

One of the most interesting features in the evolution of problem definition concerning the HEP is the 

question of the actual form of self-preparedness – should it be material, like a supply kit, or rather a 

combination of some necessities, knowledge and skills to survive during short or long time disturbances. 

The point of departure in HEP is that in order to be able to function during emergency there has to be 

some kind of reserve supply of food and water on household level. This reserve supply should include in 

healthy foodstuff that can be easily safeguarded and utilized. Importantly, the reserve supply should be a 

part of normal food economy of the family – nothing like a cardboard box under the bed or any kind of 

specific supply kit. Vice versa, the basic idea is just to keep permanently little extra food with long shelf 

life in the kitchen cabinets. (Ahlström & Rautavirta-Hiekka 2000.) To avoid food waste the families should 

circulate the reserve by using regularly the older foodstuff and replacing it right away to sustain the 

reserve:  As simple as to have, for example, extra packages of pasta, cans of crushed tomatoes and tuna 

at home all the time. 

At the moment the SPEK doesn’t give any kind of recommendation of the products that could or should 

be included in the household reserve supply. Martha Organization (2016) gives on their webpage an 

example – it is not supposed to be a suggestion for the contents of supply kit – of the products that are 

suitable for self-preparedness: 

 canned meat, fish, vegetables and fruits 

 baby food 

 crackers, crispbread and biscuits 

 UHT (ultra-heat-treated) milk 

 juice and bottled water  

 instant rice, pasta, noodles, lentils, canned soups, canned sauces, soybean meals 

 nuts, seeds, dried fruits  

 some goodies to children and adults  

 notice special diets if needed 

 notice the pets if needed 

At present it is emphasized that in addition to material preparedness also applicable knowledge and skills 

are of great importance. In addition, ability and urge to help other people in distress are essential 

dimensions of self-preparedness education. (Kunnaskari 2014, 21.) Furthermore, NGO’s educating self-

preparedness in food skills remind that availability of and access to food are not enough. It has to be 

known how to collect, handle, preserve and store food to guarantee high level of hygiene and food safety 

i.e. to guarantee utilization of food. (Kunnaskari 2014, 42.) Along with skills and knowledge also flexibility 

and reactivity are underlined as a part of resilience of civil society in case of disturbance. 

Since the beginning of the HEP-activities during the 1950’s and 60’ the Finnish society has changed a lot. 

The big trends have been industrialization, urbanization, ageing population and, recently, immigration. 

Accordingly, there are nowadays different kinds of groups with special needs concerning communication 

and education of the HEP. Along with industrialization of the food system the food supply chains have 

become longer and more complex; dependent on imported energy supply and data-communication 

networks as well as functioning international logistic systems. The whole population is dependent on this 

industrialized food system, but urban dwellers are often mentioned to be even more vulnerable under the 

present circumstances than rural people are.  
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Urbanization has decreased self-sufficiency and increased dependency on services. Consumption of 

processed food and usage of catering services have increased. Storages for food in new city-flats are 

small and half of the households do grocery shopping daily, which indicates that the household reserve 

supply is often small. As public catering has developed people have also increasingly outsourced their 

nutrition. Accordingly, independent initiative and preparedness for cooking has decreased. In this context 

especially young people and families are mentioned to be vulnerable because of lack of knowledge and 

food skills needed to self-preparedness. (Kunnaskari 2014; Rautavirta 2014.) 

On rural areas people usually have better storages for food as well as bigger reserve supply of food 

because of longer distances and tendency to buy bigger amounts of food at once, since the groceries are 

done only once or twice a week or even rarely. On the other hand, on remote countryside – where long-

term power cuts and storm damages cutting the roads are possible – ageing population is also 

recognized as a vulnerable group. (Ahlström & Rautavirta-Hiekka 2000.) In addition socially vulnerable 

people (i.e. the poor, people with mental problems or problems with substance abuse) as well as singe-

person households and immigrants who don’t know local culture and course of action during disturbances 

are mentioned to be vulnerable and difficult groups to reach. (Kunnaskari 2014, 18, 54.)  

The third research question is how do the HEP-activities reflect novel responses to FNS concerns in 

national debate? As illustrated in the media analysis done for the national report in WP2 (Silvasti & Tikka 

2015), Finland is basically food and nutrition secure country and there are only few FNS concerns 

recognized in the media. In addition, bread lines and food banks as an expression of food poverty were 

strongly over-represented in the media data. Food poverty is morally and ethically intolerable in the rich 

country such as Finland and it represents social anomalia in the context of Nordic welfare regime. Yet, 

the resources diverted to food assistance are, thus far, minuscule compared to the share of social and 

health expenditure in the national budget and, hence, in monetary terms food assistance is only a minor 

factor undermining the foundations of the Nordic regime. The symbolic value, however, of neglecting to 

satisfy a basic human need such as nutrition is undeniable. 

Because poverty and food assistance were chosen as case studies by other TRANSMANGO-teams, we 

decided to examine home emergency preparedness where many of the vulnerabilities of Finnish FNS are 

recognized and combined in novel ways. In the media analysis these vulnerabilities were certainly 

identified but the grouping principles remained quite traditional. This again hid some interesting 

combinations of recent developments that may have an impact on future FNS. 

In the modern version of the HEP the threat is not any more military conflict, but the aim is to get 

households to prepare themselves in case of any normal condition disturbances whether they are 

extreme weather conditions (identified FNS-vulnerability in the media analysis was climate change), 

global market fluctuation or trade war (identified vulnerability was tensions in international trade), disease 

outbreaks or any kinds of short-term personal catastrophes, like illness or running out of money before 

the payday (household reserve supply for a few days could help many of the occasional recipients of food 

assistance to stay away from food banks). Principles of HEP are also strongly connected to the needs of 

maintaining self-sufficiency at national level and food skills at household level as well as willingness and 

preparedness to help other people in times of disturbances or emergences.  

On the national level the state is responsible of maintenance and supply security but all the households 

could easily adopt principles of self-preparedness so that they could survive a few days without external 

help. That should be enough for the public administrative machinery to take over in case of serious 

emergency and, on the other hand, slighter disruptions probably will be manageable in a few days. This is 

to say that in the HEP- practices many of the FNS vulnerabilities are taken seriously and scaled in a 

realistic way to construct a continuous preparedness system from national to individual level by using 

NGO’s as civil society actors to mediate the goals and practices.      
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Drivers and factors of change 

There are several internal drivers of change that have challenged the SPEK to take action for developing 

and improving the HEP-practices and, also, to reformulate the concept of home emergency 

preparedness. According to the survey conducted by the Ministry of Interior, 39 per cent of people in 

Finland had some kind of household reserve supply in 2008. At the same year the SPEK conducted a 

telephone survey. According to the results nearly one in two Finns evaluated that they would survive fine 

for a week with food, medicine and other necessities they had at home at the moment of the survey.  13 

per cent of the interviewees evaluated that their survival would be “poor”. (Rautavirta 2010, 171-174.)  

In 2015 the SPEK repeated the telephone survey. At the time only 35 per cent of the interviewees 

evaluated that they would survive for a week with food, medicine and other necessities they had at home. 

This result reflects the result of another survey concerning the fears of the Finnish people conducted by 

Leena Ilmola from IIASA (Ilmola & Casti 2014). When asked who is responsible for their security – 

individual or the society – the survey respondents didn’t consider individual responsibility to be significant. 

According to Ilmola’s interpretation: “It seems as if we have outsourced responsibility for security and 

wellbeing to the society”.  Also members of the KOVA-Committee share this concern. Finns seem to have 

strong, even unrealistic trust to public sector performance in case of emergency. (Kunnaskari 2014, 61.) 

Accordingly, there is need to reinforce and sharpen the basic message of the need for the HEP. On the 

other hand, it is worth to mention that 91 per cent of the Finns were prepared to survive 72 hours at home 

without external help in 2015 (Laurikainen 2015, 26). This gives an indication that it is maybe not question 

about neglecting self-preparedness entirely, rather trying to find reasonable time-span for present day 

purposes.   

FIGURE 1: FOR HOW MANY DAYS WOULD YOUR HOUSEHOLD MANAGE WITH THE FOOD, MEDICATION AND 

OTHER SUPPLIES CURRENTLY IN STORE? 

 

 

There are differences in self-preparedness according to the place of residence and the age groups. As 

expected, on average people living in rural areas and older generations are better prepared than urban 

dwellers. Also people living in detached houses are better prepared than people living in block of flats. 

(Laurikainen 2015, 27-28.) This result is broadly confirmed in the interviews with the members of KOVA-
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Committee although it was pointed out by the interviewees that this kind of generalization is inevitably 

simplifying. Some of the young people are very skillful and well educated in HEP and, again, some of the 

elderly people in rural areas are frail and, consequently, unable to prepare or to act in case of 

disturbance. Thus, age as such is not very good indicator of self-preparedness. However, these results 

underline the need to focus informing and education carefully to different target groups. The SPEK and 

the KOVA-Committee are especially interested in to find new ways to reach young urban dwellers, 

because they seem to be the group that is not aware or interested in self-preparedness and the group is 

also very difficult to reach by using traditional methods of informing and advice. 

TABLE 1: FOR HOW MANY DAYS WOULD YOUR HOUSEHOLD MANAGE WITH THE FOOD, MEDICATION AND 

OTHER SUPPLIES CURRENTLY IN STORE? (BY FORM OF HOUSING) 

Form of housing 
Detached or semi-
detached house 

Block of flats / 
apartment building 

Terraced house / 
row house 

 n % n % n % 

Less than a day 2 0.4 % 7 1.9 % 2 1.7 % 

1–2 days 30 6.0 % 47 11.9 % 12 11.3 % 

3–4 days 114 22.9 % 125 31.8 % 27 24.9 % 

5–7 days 145 29.2 % 108 27.6 % 34 31.7 % 

Over a week 207 41.5 % 105 26.7 % 33 30.5 % 

 

One of the suggestions is to change the overall image of the HEP to find better young urban people. 

Instead of material preparedness, it is emphasized practical skills and knowledge and preferred practical 

training instead of traditional education. This means that the idea of home emergency preparedness kit as 

a physical object should be moved into the background and the new focus should be on concrete 

activities. There is also need to give a positive message with preparedness training, instead of raising 

concerns or even scaring people with violent conflicts. That means marketing self-preparedness more as 

a positive asset for everyday life rather than a special activity for serious emergency. Also, the typical 

media discourse claiming the young to be “new-helpless” or to belittle the skills they have is argued to be 

disadvantaged.  

In addition to the urban young the interviewees named some other vulnerable groups that should be 

approached by using new kinds of methods: Socially vulnerable people with special challenges; refugees 

and immigrants and people living in remote countryside including archipelago. There have been some 

efforts to utilize up-to-date methods of communication: computer game Omavarax; nostalgic video of the 

HEP in 1970’s (Kotivara in Finnish); and Power Point show of the HEP.  All of these can be loaded on the 

webpage of the SPEK (2016).    

There are also some external drivers of change that needs to be taken into consideration when 

developing the HEP-activities and reformulating the concept. Even if the negative media discourse 

concerning declining food skills of the youth is disapproved, the NGO’s as well as the interviewed key 

persons admit that skills needed for self-sufficiency are declining generally. Megatrends such as 

urbanization and industrialization of the food systems inevitably have impact on the everyday life and also 

food skills.   

On the other hand, younger generations are aware of the future impacts of climate change and that might 

have a positive effect on their attitudes towards self-preparedness. There is willingness to pay more 

attention to the consequences of extreme weather conditions, for example storms, floods, power cuts and 

cuts in data communication services in HEP- education and -training.  
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Third recognized external factor is that there is not enough support for self-preparedness at the societal 

level, for example, in city and community planning or legislation. New flats in urban areas have only small 

storages for food. There are seldom collective food cellars in housing corporations. Even if urban 

gardening is fashionable within a small group of urban youth, it could be supported much more in city 

planning by pointing more plots and patches for gardening and urban agriculture. Also growing edible 

plants, berries and fruits in public parks could encourage people to use them and also learn how to 

preserve food.   

Fourth external driver is disturbances in international trade, including trade wars and embargoes. 

Different kinds of political conflicts may have surprising consequences. For example, the impacts of Brexit 

on the British food system and, therefore, on food security are expected to be remarkable. (Lang & 

Schoen 2015; Lang 2016.) In Finland the EU-wide trade embargo against Russia has a strong impact on 

agriculture, especially dairy farms, causing serious problems in profitability.  

The fourth research question is to what extent are the novel practices promising? What are the 

indicators of success and failure? The establishment of KOVA-Committee was a reaction to declining 

willingness to and awareness of self-preparedness. It has activated planning and coordination of HEP-

activities remarkably. For example, the SPEK has published few reports to clarify the challenges and to 

map the starting point for the future developments. Lots of work has been done to activate the NGO’s; to 

include in new members; to reach young urban dwellers; and to recognize vulnerable groups with special 

needs of information and education. There are also reflections on reformulating or revising contents 

(need, motif, form) of HEP and on redefining the concept of HEP to respond to the present day 

conditions. In addition, shortening of suggested time-span for preparedness has been discussed.   

The best indicator for success will be repeated survey on HEP sometimes in near future. Before that 

increased activities in the NGO’s promoted and coordinated by the SPEK; including youth organizations 

in the KOVA-committee and increased positive media publicity are good signs of success. Risks for 

failure lie behind information overload, i.e. it is difficult to get the HEP-message to the focus groups. That 

is to say that the memberships of the organizations working on the field of HEP are already very well 

informed and, probably, also prepared. The challenge is to reach those people, who are not involved in 

the NGO’s, and who are not aware or interested in HEP. 

EU-level policies and the HEP 

In this case study our fifth and last research question is how relevant is EU-level policy making in 

interaction with relevant institutional settings of the HEP?  As mentioned before, emergency 

preparedness is purely national activity and the EU has no plan or structures that member countries could 

rely on in the case of disturbances. However, there are indirect connections between national 

preparedness activities and EU-level policies. For example, the Finnish Government is committed to 

“influence the European Union's agricultural policy so that the common agricultural policy and national 

efforts offer domestic primary production sufficient for the security of supply”. That is to say, that the CAP 

is understood to be one of the frames for the national preparedness.  

Another obvious, although indirect, frame can be seen in Common Commercial Policy of the EU. Trade 

policy is one of the areas where the cooperation between EU Member States is the most advanced 

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Finland 2016). Finnish exports to Russia have declined drastically since 

2013, when Russia was still Finland’s largest trading partner. Hardest hit were exports of foodstuffs. This 

again has a strong impact on profitability of agriculture and food processing industry, especially dairies in 

Finland. Part of the reason for the declining trade is an EU-wide trade embargo against Russia over its 

role in the crisis in Ukraine. Russia has also imposed its own counter-sanctions and banned the import of 

certain EU goods into the country. (YLE 2015) 

There is a shared concern over the profitability of Finnish agriculture in the literature as well as in 

interviews conducted for this case study. Self-sufficiency in production of basic foods – having an 
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immediate impact on profitability of food processing industry – is understood to be a cornerstone of 

preparedness. The CAP has been a constant political bone of contention in Finland since access to the 

EU in 1995. The Russian embargo hits strongly to the same part of the national food system and reminds 

concretely of vulnerability of global and also European commercial policies and, moreover, possible 

results of those policies. Here the interconnectedness of national, European and global economic and 

political systems that are framing global and national food system activities are clearly exposed. 

To summarize, emergency preparedness is national activity and the EU has no plan or structures to guide 

the member countries in the case of disturbances. However, there are indirect, mainly economically 

motivated connections between national preparedness activities and EU-level policies. Interestingly, in  

the context of our first research question dealing with EU-level policy making in interaction with relevant 

institutional settings of the HEP, environmental or climate concerns totally disappear and the emphasis is 

in economics including international commercial policies and agricultural policies.   

Foresight Workshop 

1) What are the most important differences between the 2 EU Scenarios in terms of 

opportunities and limitations for the ‘local’ case study initiatives?  

The two chosen scenarios were The Protein Union and The Price of Health. Finland is dependent on 

imported proteins, but protein is mentioned in the documents concerning the HEP only when it is talked 

about fodder. Consequently, at the beginning the EU-scenario appeared to be totally unconnected with 

HEP. However, when the goals of the scenario work set in the first workshop were reflected on the image 

of Finland where the scenario had come true and on the challenges that this reality would cause to the 

action plan made in the first work shop, the result was productive and very creative discussion – albeit 

different than expected. 

Stakeholders faced great difficulties in imagining the world of The Price of Health – especially the root 

cause for the turn from urbanization to ruralisation sparked debate among the group. Concerning HEP 

activities, the transition to a more rural and characteristically cooperative way of life has a significant 

impact on HEP, as even now there are fundamental differences between urban and rural areas in the 

capabilities and material possibilities (namely differences in housing and therefore in storage capacity) for 

preparedness. 

The specific goals in the two workshop groups were HEP as a part of city and community planning 

(working primarily with the Protein Union scenario) and Personalized preparedness (working primarily 

with the Price of Health scenario). Out of these two main goals, HEP as part of city and community 

planning was perhaps more easily adapted to the different scenarios, as personalization was deemed 

somewhat redundant in a scenario where a certain level of individual preparedness and self-sufficiency is 

built-in to the rural lifestyle. Then again, the divide between urban and rural population was present in this 

scenario – indeed even more so than at present – and thus the discussion and the goal of personalization 

revolved around this divide. 

2)To what extend are these differences also translated into diverging strategic choices 

for the future? 

In the workshop all the attendees agreed that city and community planning should take possibility to self-

preparedness better into account. That means for example more planned areas for urban agriculture and 

gardening; edible plants, berries and fruit trees to public parks; possibilities to keep poultry in cities; public 

fireplaces or barbecues in case of power cuts; and better food storages as well as terrariums for breeding 

insects and dryers for preserving mushrooms and other natural products to flats and/or housing 

corporations. Discussion extended to diets and need to substitute imported soy for novel domestic protein 

sources such as mushrooms, lake fish, game and in vitro meat. The scenario and the goal set for the 



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS Pathways in Finland 

   

 

  20  

workshop were, after all, fruitfully translated into possible strategic choices that could support HEP-

activities. 

Personalization should, in both scenarios, start with the personalization of KOVA committee. The 

committee is of course already comprised of a variety NGO’s that have their own specific stakeholders 

and target groups, but a systematic approach and hence a more flexible and adaptable committee was 

discussed. This way, no matter what the future brings (as was the idea of scenario workshops), the KOVA 

committee encompasses the population and can easily adapt to new circumstances. HEP activities 

should also reflect the needs and preferences of different groups – whether it be cooperative 

preparedness, and hence more community and city planning oriented, or even a med-kit-esque survival 

package for those with little capacity to store and prepare food. The latter idea was rather controversial, 

and raised issues among the workshop attendees, as the idea of kotivara as a package or kit is 

something that SPEK and KOVA committee are trying to move away from. 

3) Which kind of other outcomes of the scenario work is important to highlight and 

understand overall case study initiatives dynamics? 

It is important to trust the participants and their ability to have a meaningful discussion about the given 

topic. It sometimes feels that they miss the point, but actually these moments may be exactly the points 

where new thoughts and ideas are presented and processed. Also general discussion to find a common 

background – which might sound like wandering off the topic – for the visioning is important. For example, 

protein felt originally a little bit awkward starting point for the scenario building, but in the end it turned to 

be a great prism that enabled a broad and interesting examination of the future development of HEP. 

Most importantly, this scenario is applicable base for further development.  

With HEP activities, it is crucial to have a common understanding as to what is the external driver or 

vulnerability that the society is preparing for. These range from momentary and small-scale occasions 

(sudden illnesses, individual households without electricity or left snowed in etc.) to larger, community-

wide events (polluted drinking water, heavy storms and consequent black-outs etc.) and even national 

threats (military conflicts, nuclear fallout etc.). This meant that there were often conflicting ideas within a 

scenario, if the external driver was not outspoken and mutually understood. 

2.3. Summary and Reflection on Transformative Capacity 

The point of departure for this case study was excellent, because there was in advance recognized need 

to develop and revise HEP-practices. Consequently, foresight workshop was very interesting and the 

most productive method of data collection which was easily connected with focus group, key-person and 

telephone interviews as well as desktop work. In the following the highlights of recent transition pathway 

of HEP will be described by utilizing the theoretical framework offered for the study by Hebinck et.al.  

(2015). 

In 2012 the public sector actors – the NESA and the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry – proactively set 

up a meeting for organizations working with food supply and home emergency preparedness. Afterwards 

the Food Supply Cluster, which functions under the auspices of the NESA, established or re-aligned the 

KOVA-Committee – a network of NGOs – which aims to protect and improve households’ FNS 

capabilities during disruptions and emergencies, and to encourage households and individuals to be 

independent and self-sufficient. In practice the responsibility for HEP-activities is on the third sector and 

they are put on effect on voluntary basis. The private sector actors, especially small-scale producers and 

processors, are involved in through memberships in the NGOs. Thus, HEP-practices are regime-crossing 

when they connect public, civil society and private actors as well as public liability and voluntary work. 

To respond the present day needs the reasons or needs for self-preparedness have to be re-defined. 

Traditional, frightening and threatening fear of military conflict is moved to the background and the new 

focus is on normal condition disruptions such as power cuts, extreme weather conditions, strikes or other 
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disturbances in distribution or processing of food. This re-interpretation is also regime-crossing as the 

focus of HEP is re-directed from military conflict to everyday planning and management. The purpose of 

these re-acts is to re-form the image of HEP. To reach young urban people, who are not aware of or 

interested in self-preparedness, HEP- practices need a positive image. HEP is not only for the rainy day, 

vice versa. It is re-framed to be an everyday asset. 

 As a part of re-forming the image of the HEP, also the time-span that the reserve supply of food should 

cover in case of emergency and the actual contents of self-preparedness, have been re-assessed. 

Nowadays it is thought to be enough in urban context to have a reserve supply of food for a few days or 

72 hours. In addition, instead of material stock it is preferred to emphasize food skills and knowledge. 

These re-assessments have advanced the willingness of people to adopt the basic idea of the HEP-

practices. At the same time the link between image and skills has strengthened. 

Young urban people are figured to be a challenging group for HEP-actors to reach. Broadly this means 

that the focus group of the HEP-education is re-organized. Instead of one homogenous group there are 

several different groups with individual challenges in terms of communicating HEP and with differing 

educational needs. This means that communications need to be re-focused and revised.  

Lastly, the concept of home emergency (kotivara in Finnish) preparedness is contested. Some of the 

HEP-actors would be ready to give up the old (fashioned) concept and re-name and re-define it. In the 

focus group interview the representatives of the SPEK explained that the real present day goal for the 

HEP is resilient household level food security. As one of the interviewees caricatured “no-one wants 

people to be afraid and feel like they should have emergency kit in the backpack all the time”. On the 

contrary, HEP should get people to feel good and safe. Psychological preparedness is a part of that 

feeling. Yet, some of the more traditional HEP-actors are not ready to re-name or re-define the practice. 

Thus, it remains to be seen, if re-placing the traditional concept of HEP will be the next step on the 

transition pathway to resilient household level FNS.  
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3. SATELLITE CASE STUDY REPORT 

3.1. Research questions & Methods 

The satellite case study consisted of guiding interviews with two key persons (Helmi Risku-Norja (Luke,  

Natural Resources Institute Finland) and Tuija Sinisalo (Kylän Kattaus)), followed by literature review and 

desktop research of national reports, surveys and other secondary sources that revolve around public 

catering and related topics. The key research questions are: 

 What are the relevant regime-crossing interaction patterns and institutional settings 

amongst public catering actors? 

 To what extent public catering is successful in terms of creating FNS? 

The literature review first aims at constructing the context, a thick description of Finnish public catering in 

general, describing the major policies and regulations involved, followed by sections on two major PCPs 

presented in a longitudinal manner. We then divide public catering into three sub-practices (procurement, 

food & nutrition education and food redistribution) and take a closer look at the transformative capacities 

within these sub-practices. 

3.2. Research findings 

The research findings are divided into two sections: First, in the literature review, the key concepts are 

presented and defined, describing thus the context in which PCPs have and continue to evolve. Second, 

PCPs in Finland are examined in a longitudinal manner, pinpointing the main case figures, milestones 

and specific events that have affected the practice(s). 

Throughout these sections, the emphasis is divided into three forms of public catering: school meals, 

worksite catering (or other meals during work hours) and statutory public sector catering (excluding the 

aforementioned school meals). This emphasis can be justified either from a life-course perspective or by 

looking at the functions of these PCPs: First, from a life-course perspective the division into the school 

years (ages 7–16, and possibly vocational and upper secondary school years and further studies), the 

working years (ca. ages 15–64, see Vikstedt et al. 2012a) and other, both transient and more permanent 

situations – including e.g. compulsory military service, penitentiaries, hospitals, kindergartens, hospitals 

and care homes – comprises the lifespan of a Finnish citizen in a comprehensive manner, though there 

are overlaps depending on one’s life choices. Secondly the particular functions of these PCPs differ as 

school meals specifically aim at promoting food skills and knowledge through food and nutrition education 

for children (Lintukangas 1999, 2007; Vikstedt et al. 2012b); efforts in worksite catering are primarily 

concerned with upholding public health through emphasis on the national dietetic recommendations and 

citizens’ eating habits (Vikstedt et al. 2012a; Helldán 2013; Ovaskainen et al. 2015); and, for example, the 

catering in care homes and hospitals functions more or less as an extension to healthcare in these 

institutions, as the recipients often have special dietetic needs and specific diets that promote better 

health (Suominen 2005; Aldén-Nieminen et al. 2009; Hilpi 2014, 8–14). Student meals (i.e. meals had in 

polytechnics, universities of applied sciences and universities) often overlap with both reports on school 

meals as well as studies on work hour lunches, and will herein be discussed under both sections 

apropos.  

Literature review 

This section relies, where applicable, on the thorough work of Susanna Raulio (2011), with some 

additions and exclusions. 

Public catering 

In Finnish, public catering can be translated as either joukkoruokailu (mass meals or mass catering) or 

ruokapalvelu (food service or meal service). These are often used synonymously (e.g. STM 2010; Aalto & 

Heiskanen 2011) and thus are both used in this report under the term public catering. The guideline for 
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developing mass catering services by the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (STM) gives the following 

definition: 

Mass catering 

Meals provided outside of home, either by the public sector or private catering 

enterprises. For example school meals and worksite catering are characteristic 

manifestations of mass catering services. Food service [ruokapalvelu] is a 

synonym for mass catering, which emphasises the customer service aspect of 

the eating event. 

(STM 2010, 14 (translated)) 

In this report we exclude all mass catering that is not either i) paid in full or subsidized by taxes or other 

means or  ii) served during the working hours – i.e. restaurant and hotel meals and cafeteria snacks etc.   

Eat out of home 

Eating out of home can be defined as either “all food items sourced from external eating locations, 

irrespective of place of consumption” or “all food items consumed at external locations, regardless of 

whether they were prepared in or outside the home” (Raulio 2011, 16). In this report, we mostly exclude 

packed lunches during working hours and, as stated above, all catering services attended during leisure 

time. Even so, it is estimated that on average a Finnish citizen enjoys over 21.500 meals served public 

catering during a lifetime (see table 3). In 2009, out of the 850 million meals served outside of home, 

approximately 63 million were served in worksite canteens, 216 million in schools and 226 million in other 

public institutions (Aalto & Heiskanen 2011, 14–15; see table 2). 

TABLE 2: MEALS OUT OF HOME IN FINLAND IN 2009 (SOURCE: AALTO & HEISKANEN 2011 (EDITED)) 

Catering provider / institution Number of meals, 
millions 

% of meals 

Cafeterias, restaurants & hotels 345 40.6 

Worksite canteens 63 7.4 

Schools 216 25.4 

Other public institutions (day-care centres, 
kindergartens, hospitals, care homes, 
penitentiaries, military facilities etc.) 

226 26.6 

Total 850 100 

 

Meals and lunch 

The definition of meal differs between cultures, countries and groups, which makes it an arbitrary concept 

lacking a universal definition (see Raulio 2011, 14). Meals in the Nordic countries consist of the center 

(meat, fish or other source of protein), staple (potatoes, rice, pasta, beans, and lentils), vegetables 

(cabbages, carrot, cucumber, lettuces etc.), trimmings (sauces, condiments etc.), bread, and beverages 

(Kjærnes 2001). In Finland, a meal traditionally consists of meat, fish or other source of protein; potatoes, 

rice, pasta or other side dish; and salad or grated vegetables, all served on the same plate. On the side, it 

is recommended to have a slice of, preferably, rye bread with margarine, and skimmed milk, sour milk or 

water to drink. The National Nutrition Council (VRN) issues national nutrition recommendations with the 

aid of “the model plate” (lautasmalli), which showcases the recommended ratio of the center (1/4), staple 

(1/4) and salad or vegetables (1/2). (STM 2010; VRN 2014.) 
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In Finland, lunch is also commonly a hot meal, as opposed to a cold snack or a sandwich, and it is eaten 

during the afternoon between 11 am and 3 pm (Raulio 2011). 

Public procurement and legislature 

The legislature on public procurements (Hankintalaki 348/2007; Hankinta-asetus 614/2007) regulates the 

tendering of goods, services or contracts for the public sector. This legislature is based on the EU-level 

directives from 2004 (2004/18/EY; 89/665/EY). (STM 2010, 14.) These EU-directives have been since 

repealed and replaced with directives 2014/23/EU, 2014/24/EU and 2014/25/EU – suggested in 

December of 2011 and approved in April 2014 – but the Finnish legislation is still in transition. Presently, 

the bill concerning procurement legislature reform (HE 108/2016) has been handed to the government 

and the renewed laws are expected to be in place by the end of 2016. The reform should allow the 

municipalities and other actors the ability to take into account the qualitative properties of the tender and 

the possible impacts the tender might have on employment, working conditions, health issues and 

environment. In addition, the situation of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in procurements is 

said to improve. (Eduskunta.fi 2016.)  

Stakeholders 

In addition to the clientele, which shall be discussed in detail later under Socio-demographic (age, 

gender), institution-related and socioeconomic factors, PCPs involve service providers and governing 

entities. 

PCP providers consist of both public and private service actors. In practices governed by municipalities 

(i.e. school meals, catering in public institutions and hospitals etc.) service providers vary according to the 

field of operation and way of organization; food services are increasingly organized as accountable units, 

where the institutions in need of food services are the customers that buy the service from elsewhere 

instead of including catering services within the organization itself. Also, public utility institutions 

(kunnallinen liiketoimintalaitos) have become more common (e.g. Kylän Kattaus in Jyväskylä). (Dahlstedt 

2001, Sinisalo 2016.)   

The Social Insurance Institution of Finland (Kela) coordinates the meal subsidy scheme for students in 

polytechnics, universities and universities of applied sciences. Kela’s Study Grants Centre is in charge of 

supervising and paying the subsidy to caterers who then deduct the subsidy (1,94€ as of 2013) from the 

full price. (Kela & VRN 2011; Kela 2016.) Many of the university restaurants are in part owned by 

students’ unions (e.g. Sonaatti in Jyväskylä and UniCafe in Helsinki). 

There have been numerous advisory boards and working groups designated to monitor and promote 

public catering in Finland. The National Nutrition Council was founded in 1954 by the Ministry of 

Agriculture (Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry today), and it is operational to this date, promoting and 

revising the nutrition recommendations. The National Institute for Health and Welfare has appointed three 

different mass catering groups in the 2010’s: the working group for mass catering services 

(Joukkoruokailutyöryhmä, 2011–2012), the executive group to monitor and develop mass catering 

services (Joukkoruokailun seurannan johtoryhmä, 2012–2014) and the working group to monitor and 

develop mass catering services (Joukkoruokailun seurannan asiantuntijaryhmä, 2014). 

Nutrition recommendations 

Founded in 1954, the National Nutrition Council is an expert body under the Ministry of Agriculture and 

Forestry (MMM) that “monitors and develops the nutrition of the population by issuing nutrition 

recommendations, and by making proposals for specific measures, and by monitoring the implementation 

of such measures and their impact on public health” (VRN 2016). Initially focusing on eliminating 

nutritional deficiencies – examples including the addition of iodine in salt and vitamins A and D in 

margarines – more recently VRN has focused on challenges related to health problems caused by 

consumption patterns. The Nutrition Council issues general recommendations as well as group specific 
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recommendations for, for example, pregnant and breastfeeding citizens, school children, students, and 

the elderly. In addition, VRN is also responsible for promoting (and revising) the lautasmalli (plate model) 

and ruokakolmio (food triangle), which display a model meal and the recommendation for the ratio of 

different food groups respectively (see appendix 3). (Ibid.) 

The aims of the National Nutrition Council in 2014-2017 are
3
: 

 to revise general Finnish nutrition recommendations on the basis of the Nordic nutrition 

recommendations; 

 to monitor and develop nutrition of the population by issuing other nutrition 

recommendations, if necessary, and by making proposals for specific measures and 

monitoring the implementation of such measures and their impact on public health. 

 to take initiatives and provide statements as well as express opinions on issues related to 

the nutrition of the population and public health with regard to the entire food chain; 

 to monitor the outcomes of nutritional risk assessment and take initiatives and make 

declarations based on them; 

 to coordinate and monitor the execution of Government policies regarding health-

promoting nutrition; 

 to develop awareness actions for the Council; 

 to execute any other tasks following from the Government Programme. 

Organic and local food in PCP’s 

According to Risku-Norja and Løes (2016) organic has not found its way to institutional kitchens yet. 

Notwithstanding, the government development programme for the organic product sector (MMM 2014), 

under the heading “Improving the access to organic food through trade and institutional kitchens”, 

includes the following objective: 

Objective: Improving the access to organic foods through trade and institutional 

kitchens. Of the food offered at the kitchens and catering services of the 

contracting entities of the state and central government 10% is organic by 2015 

and 20% by 2020. This can be achieved by developing a competitive supply of 

organic products and procurement legislation and improving the expertise in 

procurement and nutrition issues. Increasing the share of organic food in both 

retail stores and institutional kitchens is linked to good nutrition. 

This is in alignment with the more general guidelines, such as the decision in principle on the promotion 

sustainable environment and energy decisions (cleantech) by the Council of State (VNP 2013), though for 

example the National Nutrition Council does not, in contrast, promote or recommend organic or local food 

(VRN 2014, 42–43). 

Risku-Norja and Løes (2016) state that the regulations on public procurements are restraining, though the 

main issue is that the supply and demand do not meet, as the organic suppliers are often SMEs. The 

ongoing reform should, however, offer the possibility for municipalities and other procurers to prioritise 

qualitative properties over price, but the question of whether or not organic SMEs can produce and 

maintain a steady supply for caterers remains. Still, according to a recent report by the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Forestry (Reime 2016), catering services in municipalities utilize mostly domestic produce 

in principal, though this does not necessarily mean local production is preferred, and there are regional 

differences concerning both local and organic food. 

 

                                                      
3
 http://www.ravitsemusneuvottelukunta.fi/portal/en/national+nutrition+council/ 

http://www.ravitsemusneuvottelukunta.fi/portal/en/national+nutrition+council/
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Socio-demographic (age, gender), institution-related and socioeconomic factors  

School meals: Male pupils are more likely to not have salad during lunch than female pupils, especially 

among comprehensive school and vocational school pupils. Female pupils are also more likely to have 

fruits for snacks. A more wholesome eating habit (consisting of the entire recommended lunch) is more 

common in vocational schools and upper secondary schools. Pupils who are bullied or dislike school for 

other reasons are more likely to skip lunch. The educational level of parents has little effect on pupils’ 

eating habits, but overall eating patterns in families are connected to school lunch consumption – i.e. 

those that eat breakfast and have dinner with the family regularly are more likely to eat school lunch five 

times a week. (Vikstedt et al. 2012b.) Regional differences between Northern and Southern Finland exist, 

with pupils from Southern Finland skipping school lunch more often than their Northern counterpart, in 

both comprehensive schools and upper secondary schools (Manninen et al. 2015a, 2015b).  

Worksite meals:Women, the well-educated and those living in the capital area have better access to 

worksite catering. In the absence of worksite catering, there is a tendency to resort to packed lunches. 

(Vikstedt et al 2012a, 18, 23.) The gendered division of work in Finland is linked to the poor access to 

worksite catering for less educated male population compared to female population of the same level of 

education (ibid.). Men and women are, as a whole, as likely to eat in worksite canteens, but men are 

more likely to eat in restaurants or bars and women on the other hand are more likely to eat packed lunch 

(Vikstedt et al. 2012a) Older people tend to eat more in tandem with nutrition recommendations than 

younger people (Raulio 2011, Vikstedt et al 2012). 

Statutory public catering: An average of half the male students and around 70% of female students in 

higher education try to eat according to the guidelines (Kunttu & Huttunen 2005). Among the elderly, 

education, mode of housing, health and ability to function are all closely related to the use of catering 

practices (STM 2010). 

Public Catering in Finland 

Public catering has a long history in Finland, dating back to the factory canteens in the late 1890’s, which 

became more common after the Finnish independence in 1917, and even further back in statutory 

institutions, such as penitentiaries, army facilities and hospitals (Hasunen 1995; Raulio 2011). In the 

1940’s, public catering was advanced as part of the social and health politics – as was characteristic in 

Nordic countries – in order to guarantee FNS also to those with lesser income and livelihood (Raulio & 

Roos 2012). During World War II, the provisions shortages and the transition of women into workforce 

hastened the progress and entrenchment of PCPs; after the war every factory had its own canteen, and 

in 1948 – after years of assorted charitable practices – Finland became the first country in the world to 

serve free school meals to all pupils (Raulio 2011; Raulio & Roos 2012; Lintukangas 1999, 2007). In 

Europe, only Sweden similarly offers free school lunches, while elsewhere the practices vary between 

countries and educational levels, and are often free of charge only on a socio-economic basis (Aalto & 

Heiskanen 2011, 14). 

It has been estimated that, on average, a Finnish citizen eats ca. 29,000 meals out of home during one’s 

lifetime (Mertanen & Väisänen 2012). Excluding restaurant meals and other meals had during leisure 

time, the outcome is approximately 21,500 meals in a lifetime (see table 3). As public catering reaches 

one third of the population daily and every Finnish citizen in some point of their lives (Risku-Norja et al. 

2010, 10; appendix 4), PCPs have built-in potential for positive change not only in public health and 

individual eating habits, but also – through public procurements and by promoting sustainable eating 

habits – on Finnish agriculture and food production, local enterprises and the environment in general. 
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TABLE 3: MEALS OUTSIDE OF HOME (EXCLUDING LEISURE TIME) 

Phase of life Location Time Meals/day Days/year Total 

1–6 Day care 5 yr. 3 230 3,450 

7–16 Comprehensive 
school 

9 yr. 1 190 1,710 

17–19 Vocational and 
upper secondary 
schools 

3 yr. 1 190 570 

20 Military 
(conscription) 

9 mo. 4 180 720 

21–26 Higher education 
facilities 

5 yr. 1 190 950 

27–67 Workplace 40 yr. 1 200 8,000 

78–80 Care catering,  
meal services 

2 yr. 1 365 730 

80–83 Care homes, 
sheltered homes 

3 yr. 3 365 2,190 

84–86 Retirement and 
nursing homes 

3 yr. 4 365 2,920 

 Hospital 2 mo. 4 60 240 

 Total    21,480 

Source: Mertanen & Väisänen 2012 (edited) 

In the Finnish context, public catering offers an excellent example of the complexity of regime-crossing 

FNS-systems as it is a strongly established assemblage of practices on the one hand but, at the same 

time, weakly understood as a powerful food policy measure and a multifaceted FNS practice. When FNS-

approach is applied to public catering, the view tends to be in nutrition neglecting social aspects, including 

poverty relief, as well as the ecological point of view. It is argued that to guarantee FNS in future it is 

inevitable to move from production based agricultural policy to extensive food policy covering food system 

activities from production to consumption. In the context of food policy public catering includes huge 

potentials for sustainable FNS. These potentials are clustered around four themes: 1) social and health 

related (poverty reduction, dietetic education and public health approach), 2) ecological (local food and 

focus on sustainability in public procurement), 3) economic (impact on regional economy and the 

maintaining of a vital countryside), and 4) cultural (local traditions and cuisines, including aspects of food 

sovereignty and food democracy). 

First, if we take a social and health related approach to public catering, the national nutrition 

recommendations promote a healthier lifestyle from pre-school to retirement age, which lowers public 

health expenses and affects citizens’ wellbeing and abilities to work or study. Though the research on 

nutrition and public health has been said to focus primarily on daily nutrient and food intake, the potential 

to affect individuals’ lifestyles and food habits through health promotion is recognised. (Railio 2011; VRN 

2016). Looking beyond nutrient and food intake, school lunches not only promote healthier eating habits, 

but are also heralded as “lessons of life itself”, combining aspects of dietetic education, civics and more 

general upbringing as well as getting acquainted with Finnish food culture and the social aspects of meals 

(Jeronen & Helander 2012, 22). In addition, school lunches are often considered an income transfer and 

thus coincide with the universal welfare state ideology.  
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From an ecological approach, PCP’s hold potential for positive change in two ways: First, by promoting 

sustainable eating habits, public catering can affect individuals’ choices not only at the place of the meal, 

but also at a later stage at home; research has been proven that those who frequently have their meals 

through a PCP tend to follow recommendations more closely than those who do not have access or do 

not utilize public catering, which would suggest that promoting sustainable choices through PCP’s holds 

potential for a more environmental consumer – and a more sustainable food system – in the future 

(Ovaskainen et al. 2015; Risku-Norja et al. 2010; VRN 2014, 40–43). Second, PCP’s can, through 

procurements, take into account sustainable food production and the environment by favouring 

sustainable production methods, shorter logistic chains and seasonal products. This view is presented 

officially in the 2009 decision in principle on the promotion of sustainable decisions in public 

procurements (VNP 2009) and later in the 2103 decision in principle on the promotion sustainable 

environment and energy decisions (cleantech) by the Council of State (VNP 2013; also Aalto & 

Heiskanen 2011). 

Looking at the economic aspect, PCP’s can benefit regional economy and be take part in maintaining a 

vital countryside. Through procurements public procurers and caterers can, by preferring locally-sourced 

food, support local agriculture and hence have an impact on (regional) economics. However, public 

procurement regulation states that “[p]ublic contracts shall be awarded based on either the most 

economically advantageous tender or the lowest price.”
4
  Thus, though the most economically 

advantageous tender may indeed prominently feature local actors, it must be measured against pre-

described criteria – not solely on the emphasis of regionalism or locality. The role of PCP’s in maintaining 

a vital country side is especially interesting in Finland, as, since 1995, the total number of agricultural and 

horticultural enterprises in Finland has declined from approximately 100,000 to some 53,000 in 2014 

(Finnish Food Information 2015, 13). 

Food plays an important part in the Finnish culture, especially since summer of 2005, when the then 

Italian prime minister Silvio Berlusconi caused public outcry and a minor diplomatic incident in Finland 

after slandering the local Finnish cuisine
5
. Since then, local cuisine has been promoted for example by 

the Finnish Cuisine Representative Anni-Mari Syväniemi and the Promotion Program for Finnish Cuisine 

(Suomalaisen Ruokakulttuurin Edistämisohjelma, SRE). (Kurunmäki 2008.) Often associated with purity, 

nature, straightforwardness and traditionalism, Finnish food culture is present also in PCP’s – e.g. school 

meals are for the most part common day-to-day local cuisine, with seasonality and regional 

characteristics taken into account (Jeronen & Helander 2012, 24).  

In addition, food waste management practices can be seen as intersectional to social, ecological and 

economic approaches. There has been significant interest in food waste reduction through food 

redistribution in the last years, with the release of Nordic Councils report Food Redistribution in the Nordic 

Region (Hanssen et al. 2014) and several novel practices emerging in schools (surplus food is sold at a 

discounted price after hours (Sinisalo 2016)) and also among private caterers (surplus lunch is 

redistributed through various mobile applications
6
).Though these are novel and not fully established 

practices, we have opted nonetheless to focus on food waste management and food redistribution in the 

summary and reflection, as this seems to be a rising trend among policy makers, the civic society and the 

catering and retail sectors as well. 

  

                                                      
4
 http://tem.fi/en/public-procurement 

5
 The incident resulted in an award winning reindeer-pizza, called Berlusconi: 

http://www.corriere.it/english/articoli/2008/06_Giugno/12/finland_pizza_berlusconi.shtml  
6
 For example REsQ: https://resq-club.com/ 

http://www.corriere.it/english/articoli/2008/06_Giugno/12/finland_pizza_berlusconi.shtml
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School meals and worksite catering as FNS practices 

Public catering may have been unrecognized as a FNS practise just because of lack of coherent 

systematic food policy and public debate on food security as a reflection of food poverty in Finland. 

However, the role and meaning of public catering is better understood and more carefully evaluated in the 

context of nutrition security. Although there is an undeniable hunger problem i.e. food insecure people in 

Finland (Silvasti & Karjalainen 2014; Silvasti 2015) nutrition security is a quantitatively bigger FNS 

challenge: obesity and type 2 diabetes in both adults and children of ever younger age, cardiovascular 

diseases, diet related public health problems and need for dietetic education, and pupils’ and students’ 

wellbeing and working capacity during school and studies are all well recognized problems (see VRN 

2016). Consequently, some research institutes and other actors, like committees appointed by ministries, 

have acknowledged the importance and potentials of public meals. Still, the literature on public catering 

revolves predominantly around nutritional and medical issues (see Prättälä & Roos 1999), and therefore 

in part disregards the other themes and the transformative potential of the complex network of catering 

practices. 

In this report, public catering refers to an impressive amount of practices that are governed, organized, 

financed in a myriad of ways. These arrangements and rearrangements have evolved through time and 

thus a longitudinal approach is in order to enable a thorough understanding of PCPs as FNS practices. 

School and student meals 

In Finland pre-school and basic comprehensive school
7
 are free of charge to all Finnish citizens, including 

teaching materials, transport, pupil welfare services and school meals. In 1948, Finland became the first 

country in the world to provide free school meals, though other, predominantly charitable practices 

predate the official free catering; in the end of 1890’s soup kitchens emerged in Finnish schools, but 

municipalities were not legally bound to organise catering (Jeronen & Helander 2012). Until the 1960’s, 

school catering consisted principally of porridges or soups, and pupils brought supplements such as 

bread and milk with them. (Finnish National Board of Education 2008.) After the changes made to 

Kansakoululaki (elementary school law) in 1967, guidelines for school meals were refined so that one 

meal should cover one third of a pupil’s daily nutritional needs (Lintukangas 1999; 2007, 152–157). In the 

late 1970’s, all Finnish municipalities had adapted the new basic comprehensive school system, which 

meant that free school meals reached all Finnish children of the ages 7–16
8
 (Edu.fi 2016). In addition, the 

1970 Peruskouluasetus (comprehensive school decree) (Finlex 443/1970; Finlex 476/1983 

[peruskoululaki]) also stated that school meals should be served, if possible, at a time that was in tandem 

with common meal times. 

After the comprehensive school, pupils may voluntarily move on to upper secondary schools and 

vocational schools, which have offered free catering since 1983 and 1999 respectively (Lintukangas 

1999; 2007, 152–157). All in all, an estimated 900.000 pupils and students eat a total of over 200 billion 

individual meals every year
9
 (Vikstedt et al. 2012b). In addition to free school lunches in comprehensive 

schools, vocational schools and upper secondary schools, students in polytechnic institutes, universities 

and universities of applied sciences are entitled to subsidized meals. This subsidy is endowed by the 

state via the Social Insurance Institution of Finland (Kela). The discount is roughly 40% per purchase, 

which, depending on the meal, amounts to approximately 2.50–4.75 (€). In 2010, Kela funded meal 

allowances for a total of €24.6 million, covering ca. 14 million meals. (Kela & VRN 2011.)  

                                                      
7
 Unlike in, for example, England or Wales, in Finland comprehensive school refers to the compulsory 

nine years of education (ages 7 to 16). 
8
 This excludes home schooling, which is allowed but unusual. 

9
 Statistics from 2009 
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The timing and duration of school lunch breaks has emerged as a topic of public debate several 

times: In 1988 – the 40
th
 anniversary of Finnish school meals – public discussion on the timing and 

duration of school meals led to a survey and subsequently a report on the problems concerning the timing 

and duration of lunch hours in schools. The survey confirmed the public’s presumptions, as the timing 

was deemed too early in over 1200 comprehensive and upper secondary schools (out of ca. 4900
10

) and 

over 40% of pupils had less than 15 minutes to have their meals. (Jäntti 1991.) The School Health 

Survey, organized by THL, has since 2010 included a section on the pupils’ satisfaction with school 

meals– this time including vocational schools in addition to comprehensive and upper secondary schools. 

In the 2010/2011 survey 87% of male and 86% of female pupils agreed, that school meals were served at 

a suitable time, and the statement that lunch hours left adequate time for eating was generally agreed on 

(78% and 77%, respectively). On the other hand, over half of the pupils disagree with the statements “the 

quality of school meals is good” and “the taste of school meals is good”. (Vikstedt et al. 2012b.) 

The legislation behind school meals guarantees a free and wholesome meal for school children from 

preschool to the end of vocational or upper secondary school studies. This legislation consists of 

Perusopetuslaki (628/1998, 31§), Lukiolaki (629/1998, 28§) and Laki ammatillisesta koulutuksesta 

(630/1998, 37§). In comprehensive schools, the legislation states that the meals should be wholesome 

and appropriately organized and tutored, but this does not apply to vocational and upper secondary 

schools. Vocational and upper secondary schools are however included in the National Nutrition Council’s 

(VRN) guidelines for school meals (VRN 2008) and in the national nutrition recommendations (VRN 

2014). In addition, Valtioneuvoston asetus korkeakouluopiskelijoiden ruokailun tukemisen perusteista 

(564/2003) states that meals in polytechnics, universities and universities of applied sciences meet the 

nutritional demands set. (Vikstedt et al 2012b; VRN 2014.) 

Nutritional claims linked to school meals state that improvements in the quality and selection of student 

meals can have beneficial impacts on the health, working capacity and well-being of students. Not only is 

the meal a source of energy and nutrition, but the meal break in itself is seen as beneficial to students’ 

well-being. Studenthood is also a favourable time period in which to influence young citizens’ eating 

habits for the better. A student meal should cover roughly a third of a student’s daily energy intake. In 

kilocalories this means on average 700–800 kcal (minimum 500kcal, maximum 1000kcal). This is based 

on the energy and nutrition intake guidelines by VRN. (Kela & VRN 2011.) According to Hoppu et al. 

(2008) the actual energy intake is closer to 20% of the suggested daily intake, rather than a third. 

School lunches contain multiple sub-practices, most notably public procurement and food and nutrition 

education. In addition, school lunch can also be seen as income transfer and the lunch hour is widely 

considered as learning experience in itself (Jeronen & Helander 2012). An emerging sub-practice is the 

redistirubiton of leftover school food, which is in some instances directed explicitly to those in need 

(Sinisalo 2016). 

Worksite catering 

Modern worksite catering and catering in public institutions have their roots in the war-era, as they share 

a common denominator, Työmaahuolto oy (Worksite maintenance). Työmaahuolto was rooted in the 

Lotta Svärd organisation (war-time women’s organisation) with the principle of providing catering in areas 

of reconstruction after the war. In 1947 the Finnish government bought canteens from Työmaahuolto and 

later, in 1948, founded the Temporary National Nutrition Centre (Väliaikainen valtion ravitsemuskeskus, 

later VRN). Työmaahuolto continued as a pioneer for worksite catering – being in charge of catering in, 

for example, the Olympics of 1952 – and would later, in 1978, be sold to one of the biggest private 

catering enterprises, Fazer. (Huuhka 1987; Tarasti 1988; Hasunen 1995.) 

                                                      
10

 The survey was sent to every comprehensive and upper secondary school in Finland in 1989, and with 
a response rate of 91 % it covers approx. 94 % of pupils at the time. 
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Nutritional and dietetic claims: According to the National Institute of Health and Welfare (THL), 

employees who eat lunch in staff restaurants tend to make healthier choices than those who eat e.g. 

packed lunch. Eating regularly in staff restaurants contributes positively to the diet because, on average, 

lunch eaten in working site catering services is better equivalent with nutrition recommendations as lunch 

eaten somewhere else: Especially vegetables, fish dishes and skimmed milk are more regularly 

consumed. In addition, meals offered in personnel restaurants have an educational function as they offer 

a model for healthy diet also at home. Hence, THL encourages people to have their lunches in personnel 

restaurants. (Ovaskainen et al. 2015.) 

On the other hand, it is highlighted that not all employees have equal access to working site catering 

services. This is a special concern, as socio-economic differences in health as well as in mortality are 

considerable in Finland (Palosuo et. al 2007). Unequal access to personnel catering services is estimated 

to maintain and strengthen these socio-economic differences in diets, because – besides entrepreneurs – 

working class people tend to be those without working site catering services (see figure 2). According to 

Raulio and Roos (2012), the most important social factor affecting worksite canteen use besides 

occupation/ socioeconomic position is education and the most important worksite-related factor is the size 

of the company: 

FIGURE 2: ACCESS TO WORKSITE CATERING (EMPLOYEES AGED 25-64) 

 

(Source: Raulio & Roos 2012, 142) 
 

Utilization of worksite catering was in slight decline between 1979 and 2010, according to the survey 

conducted by THL. Among the male working population, the utilization peaked during the turn of the 

1980’s and 1990’s, and among the female working population the peak takes place in the mid 1980’s. In 

the 2010 survey, 33% of the male and 41% of the female working population stated that they usually eat 

lunch in a worksite catering service. (Vikstedt et al. 2012a.)  

In addition to the more obvious sub-practices such as procurement and food and nutrition education, 

food redistribution has of late become an emerging phenomenon, sparking the interest of consumers, 

caterers and food redistribution application designers alike. 
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3.3. Summary and reflection on transformative capacity 

As can be seen in for example table 3, all inhabitants of Finland partake in these practices in one or, more 

likely, multiple occasions in their lives. Some encompass nigh all of the population (e.g. school meals) 

and some are more group specific (conscription is compulsory for men, although women are also 

increasingly involved, and not all inhabitants “enjoy” time in penitentiaries). School meals, worksite meals 

and other public catering are, in this section, analysed together as public catering, as all of these 

practices share the principal regulating policies and, moreover, similar transformative capacities. The 

section is divided in two parts, according to the key research questions. 

RQ1: What are the relevant regime-crossing interaction patterns and institutional settings 

amongst public catering actors? 

Utilizing the figure presented in the Latvian case study by Grivins, Kunda and Tisenkopfs (2016, 11), 

public catering can be conceptualized around three main sub-practices, that all have their distinct policies, 

goals and FNS dimensions: 

 

Off of these sub-practices, procurement and health & nutrition education are well established but, from 

time to time contested practices. Food redistribution offers an example of a novel practice, emerging 

mainly from a public outcry concerning food surplus in the catering sector. 

Procurement 

Procurement is connected to the physical availability of food and the stability of the supply side of food 

and nutrition security. It intersects with the procurement legislation – both national and EU-level – and 

various national policies that stress the importance of sustainability in public procurements and food 

production. Though it is hard to pinpoint the main promoters of the practice, Luke (National Resources 

Institute Finland) produces knowledge on the matter and the Public Procurement Advisory Unit provides 

assistance to PCPs. 

The effects of the ongoing reform of the legislature remain somewhat unclear; the legislation should 

tentatively allow the caterers to prefer qualitative aspects over price, though according to our interviewees 

the pressure to prefer the most advantageous tender still remains. An advisory unit is available for 
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procurers to turn to (hankinnat.fi), but at this time it is impossible to foresee how widely the unit will be 

capitalized on and whether this will affect procurements as a whole. An important aspect within the 

procurement sub-practice is the caterers’ ability to prepare food (i.e. level of equipment in kitchens), as 

this directly affects the level of preparation required from the tender and even the PCPs ability to cater 

towards people with various diets and dietetic needs. For example in municipalities, preparation of meals 

is in general centred on large centralised units (Haapanen 2011). 

Another issue, highlighted by Risku-Norja and Løes (2016) is the SMEs ability to maintain a steady 

supply. But, as the case example in the article shows, if a municipality determinedly develops a strategy 

that gradually increases the use of local and/or organic products, the producers are able to accommodate 

the supply to meet the need of municipal public catering (ibid.). Thus, a long term commitment and 

strategy between local and/or organic producers and PCPs could provide mutual benefit. 

In general, availability of food is not a problem in Finland, albeit there are an increasing number of 

inhabitants who rely on charitable food aid and food redistribution, but through procurement PCPs can 

also affect the stability local and/or organic SMEs and the sustainability of the food system. 

Health & nutrition education  

Health and nutrition education has an effect on FNS in two ways in PCPs: First, the food served in PCPs 

is in accordance with the recommendations, and usually the plate model or other suggestions for the 

proportions of one’s lunch are displayed in the canteens etc. Second, the lessons learned in PCPs are 

thought to be adapted at home also. VRN has since 1954 monitored the health and nutrition of the 

population and issued recommendations accordingly. In higher education, Kela plays an important part in 

implementing the recommendations in the canteens in universities, polytechnics and universities of 

applied sciences. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health published guidelines to monitor and develop 

mass catering services in 2010. 

In general, the nutrition recommendations and the actors involved form a rather thorough and well 

established system to improve the utilization of food in Finland; as it is implemented in schools, 

universities and other institutions of higher education and most of the worksite canteens, the coverage is 

splendid, and the recommendations themselves are constantly revised according to the latest scientific 

knowledge. Notwithstanding, the recent trends in utilization – the rise of specific diets (no-carb, veganism 

etc.) – may prove challenging for the system. Already the no-carb community has extensively challenged 

the official recommendations and the recommendations suitability for vegetarians and vegans has also 

been debated. The recommendations and guidelines are promoted as a baseline for healthy diet, but for 

some consumers the recommendations hold little to no importance, as they consist of foodstuff unsuitable 

for their diet. There are also an increasing amount of pseudo-experts on nutrition that promote alternative 

recommendations and guidelines, which interfere with the sub-practice even more. 

Health and nutrition education has also been linked to environment and sustainability education in 

elementary schools, as sustainability is one the foundational values in schools (Risku-Norja 2012). 

Food redistribution 

Alongside charitable food aid practices, food redistribution through PCPs are a response to the problem 

of access to food among citizens of limited means. The connected policies are the regulations for 

redistribution of food as donations, monitored and implemented by the Finnish Food Safety Authority, 

Evira. In recent years, Evira has eased the restrictions of redistribution, though the process is still highly 
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supervised
11

. The civic society has been increasingly vocal in the matter, highlighting the fact that 

simultaneously food is wasted as some citizens are left hungry. 

School surplus redistribution experiments have been emerging throughout the nation with positive results 

in general, though there has been some opposition – mainly from private catering businesses, who claim 

that the practice distorts competition between restaurants. As the practices have been oriented towards 

those with small incomes, it is hard to see how this would have an impact on other restaurants. 

The roots of redistribution lie in the growing awareness of food waste produced throughout the food 

system. In the 2010’s the branding of surplus food/food waste has been enormously successful, as can 

be seen in the success of applications that sell surplus canteen food and the emergence of food waste 

restaurants such as From Waste to Taste –initiative’s restaurant Loop
12

.  

In creating FNS, the strength of surplus redistribution compared to ordinary food aid is the level of 

preparation: as opposed to foodstuff handed out in “breadlines”, food redistribution offers complete meals 

that are in accordance to the nutrition guidelines. Of course, the root causes of poverty and the 

insufficiency basic security in Finland remain unchallenged in the practice, and food redistribution offers 

only momentary and inconsistent aid for those in need. Another aspect is whether the food surplus 

restaurants and projects cater towards those in need or the general (and well-established) people – i.e. 

do they implement the practice more as social policy or rather as another model of business? 

RQ2: To what extent public catering is successful in terms of creating FNS? 

Availability: Public catering intersects with production and trade through procurement. The new 

legislature concerning procurements should enable caterers to prefer quality over price, but this remains 

to be seen in practice. Through procurements PCPs can tentatively affect the sustainability of the food 

system by preferring sustainable tender and logistics. In addition, food and nutrition education can be 

taught in tandem with environment and sustainability education, which might affect the stability of the 

supply side. 

Access: In terms of coverage, public catering is a superb tool in creating FNS. As PCPs reach a third of 

the population daily, the importance of public catering is indeed substantial. Access to PCPs is, however, 

unequal between various groups, especially within the working population. Whether or not PCPs uphold 

structural inequality is not known, but the need for additional research is recognized (see STM 2010).  

Food redistribution is an increasingly popular phenomenon, promoted for example by the Nordic Council 

and the civic society. The eased regulations have led to an increase in donations from retail to food aid 

and several caterers distribute surplus food either themselves (schools) or through third parties (worksite 

canteens etc.). The debate on whether or not this creates FNS is ongoing (e.g. Ohisalo & Saari 2010; 

Kortetmäki & Silvasti (forthcoming)), and the answer is not simple; on the one hand redistribution 

guarantees access to food for those with smaller incomes, and on the other hand it is highly unstable and 

in stark contrast with the ideal of universal welfare. 

Utilization: As the foundation of modern public catering is in health and nutrition promotion and 

education, the impact public catering has on utilization can be seen as significant. Food and nutrition 

education is presented throughout the various PCPs and the common claim is that the guidelines and 

recommendations are inevitably transferred to the homes also. 

There is an increase of discord within the field of nutrition recommendations, stemming from self-

appointed specialists and discussion forums, and it remains to be seen how much this affects the public 

                                                      
11

 Evira’s instructions for foodstuffs donated to food aid can be dounf here: 
https://www.evira.fi/globalassets/tietoa-evirasta/lomakkeet-ja-
ohjeet/elintarvikkeet/elintarvikehuoneistot/ruoka-apuohje_16035_2013_en_final.pdf  
12

 https://www.facebook.com/fromwastetotaste/  

https://www.evira.fi/globalassets/tietoa-evirasta/lomakkeet-ja-ohjeet/elintarvikkeet/elintarvikehuoneistot/ruoka-apuohje_16035_2013_en_final.pdf
https://www.evira.fi/globalassets/tietoa-evirasta/lomakkeet-ja-ohjeet/elintarvikkeet/elintarvikehuoneistot/ruoka-apuohje_16035_2013_en_final.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/fromwastetotaste/
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health in general. In addition, the growing number of diets poses a challenge to the national guidelines, as 

they in their present state attract criticism from various diet groups. On the other hand, consumer demand 

creates pressure to plan new kitchen facilities to prepare meals from the beginning by using raw-

materials, not only to utilize convenience or processed food, which might in the long run affect public 

catering as a whole.  
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4. SYNTHESIS OF FINDINGS 

Finland, as EU member countries generally, is basically food and nutrition secure country where food 

availability, accessibility, utilization and stability are guaranteed.  It is, however, recognized that prevailing 

food supply chain is vulnerable. It may be damaged for a shorter or longer time causing temporary or 

even constant disturbances in production, processing or distribution of food. The most probable 

emergencies include disturbances in the distribution of electricity, heat and water; contamination of tap 

water; extreme weather conditions like storms and floods; and anthropogenic hazards.  

Home emergency preparedness brings FNS to household level by underlining individual responsibility in 

case of major catastrophes as well as in smaller everyday disturbances. After all, families may also 

encounter private-life problems, like illness or temporary lack of money that could prevent normal 

household management. That is to say that the HEP is not understood to be only for serious distress but 

rather common sense coping. In fact, the home emergency preparedness is an old form of household 

level preparedness to the possible FNS-risk being realized. However, it seems that many of the Finnish 

people have nowadays very strong trust to public sector performance in case of emergency. According to 

some interpretations it seems as if people have outsourced responsibility for security to the society. That 

is one of the reasons behind the need to develop HEP-activities to answer the present day challenges. 

The point of departure in HEP is that in order to be able to function during emergency there has to be 

reserve supply of food and water on household level. This reserve supply should include in healthy foods 

that can be easily safeguarded and utilized. Importantly, to prevent food waste, the reserve supply should 

be a part of normal food economy of the family and they should circulate the reserve by using regularly 

the older foodstuff and replacing it right away to sustain the reserve. The goal is permanent and resilient 

household level food security which gets people to feel good and safe as psychological preparedness is a 

part of the HEP. 

The HEP is individual and/or household level measure to guarantee FNS in case of disruptions. Public 

catering, again, is an effective population level action especially in relation to nutrition security. As 

malnutrition and food related health problems are a serious threat for wellbeing of EU-citizens, public 

catering might offer a functional measure to guide eating habits to more healthy direction if public meals 

are prepared according to nutrition recommendations. In the foresight workshop it was also highlighted 

that public catering could offer means to guarantee FNS in times of disruptions given that the distribution 

systems of food are organized to be resilient enough in times of emergencies. Especially in a scenario 

where individual food skills have declined as a consequence of ever industrializing food supply chain and 

household level capacity to prepare wholesome meals is weakened because of increasing utilization of 

processed food and catering services, it is unrealistic to presume that in case of disruption individuals 

would be able to prepare healthy meals and maintain their FNS independently. Organizing FNS by means 

of public catering would be the same level systemic answer to the changes in food supply chain and in 

consumption patterns.  

Another linkage between the HEP and public catering is in food and nutrition education. In the context of 

HEP activities the aim is to improve individual food skills of all Finnish citizens. One of the goals of PCPs 

is to promote the national nutrition guidelines so that offered meals would direct consumption patterns 

also at home. Ideally, if people would prepare same kind of meals at home as they are eating in public 

catering, malnutrition should be effectively defeated and nutrition security guaranteed.  
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6. ANNEXES 

Appendix 1: The members of the Committee for Home Emergency Preparedness (18)  

 

Arctic Flavours (http://www.arctic-flavours.fi/en/frontpage/)  

National Emergency Supply Agency (http://www.nesa.fi/)  

Association of Useful Plants (http://www.hyotykasviyhdistys.fi/)  

Federation of Finnish Fisheries Associations (http://www.ahven.net/english)  

Home Economics Teachers’ Union (http://www.kotitalous.org/)  

Rural Women's Advisory Organisation 

(https://portal.mtt.fi/portal/page/portal/MKN_SIVUSTO/22_IN_ENGLISH)  

Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (http://www.mmm.fi/en/index/frontpage.html  

The Agency for Rural Affairs (http://www.mavi.fi/en/index.html)  

The Swedish Martha Association in Finland (http://www.marthaforbundet.fi/english/)  

The Martha Organization (http://www.martat.fi/info/in-english/)  

Finnish Beekeepers’ Association (http://www.hunaja.net/)  

Reindeer Herders' Association (http://www.paliskunnat.fi/default2.aspx?kieli=en-US)  

Finnish Hunters' Association (http://www.metsastajaliitto.fi/?q=en) 

The National Defence Training Association of Finland (http://www.mpk.fi/Default.aspx?tabid=392) 

The Finnish National Rescue Association SPEK (http://www.spek.fi/Suomeksi)  

Organization of Horticulture Associations in the Swedish-speaking Areas (http://www.tradgard.fi/start/) 

The Finnish 4H organization (http://www.4h.fi/en/finnish-4h-organisation/) 

The Guides and Scouts of Finland (http://www.partio.fi/en) 

 

  

http://www.metsastajaliitto.fi/?q=en
http://www.tradgard.fi/start/
http://www.4h.fi/en/finnish-4h-organisation/
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Appendix 2: Interview structures 

 

Tuija Sinisalo: 

1. Kerro lyhyesti työhistoriastasi joukkoruokailun parissa?  

2. Kuinka tärkeä osa joukkoruokailu on suomalaisten ravitsemusta? 

3. Kuinka tärkeä osa joukkoruokailu on ruokaturvaa, tarkoittaen sitä, että ihmiset saavat terveelliseen ja aktiiviseen elämään 

riittävän määrän ravintoa?  

 - Onko joukkoruokailulla sosiaalista merkitystä esimerkiksi vähävaraisten  kotitalouksien näkökulmasta?  

 - Onko joukkoruokailulla ekologista perustetta? 

 - Aluetaloudellista perustetta? 

4. Millaisia tavoitteita teidän tarjoamallanne palvelulla on ruoka- ja ravitsemusturvan näkökulmasta? 

5. Millaisia kokeiluja tai kehittämistoimenpiteitä / tarpeita teillä on /on ollut toiminnassanne? Millaisia onnistumisia tai 

epäonnistumisia on tullut? 

6. Ketkä ovat lähimmät yhteistyökumppaninne? Ylittääkö yhteistyö hallinnonrajoja?  

7. Mitkä / ketkä ovat toimintaanne rajoittavia / ohjaavia tahoja? 

8. Kuinka käytännöt, resurssit, hallinto ja toimijat ovat muuttuneet vuosien varrella? Muutos paineet / tarpeet 

9. Näetkö joukkoruokailulla olevan laajenemisen mahdollisuuksia / tarvetta laajentua osana suomalaisten ruoka- ja 

ravitsemusturvaa? 

 

Helmi Risku-Norja: 

1. Miten kiinnostuit joukkoruokailusta? 

2. Miten näet joukkoruokailun merkitys nykyisellään? 

3. Entä tulevaisuudessa? 

4. Ketkä ovat mielestäsi keskeiset toimijat? 

5. Entä ongelmat? 

6. Tulevaisuuden esteet? 

7. Käsitteistä: joukkoruokailu vai ruokapalvelu? 

8. Joukkoruokailu ja kestävä kehitys? 

9. Rahoitus? 

 

KOVA: 

1. Miten päädyit Kova-toimikunnan jäseneksi? 

2. Ketkä ovat keskeiset toimijat?  

4. Miten toimijoiden yhteistyö sujuu?  

5. Miten näkevät oman roolinsa kotivara-toiminnassa? 

6. Miten kotivaraa pitäisi mielestäsi kehittää? 

7. Mikä on keskeinen kohderyhmä yleisesti ja oman organisaation kannalta? 
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Appendix 3: The Finnish plate model and food triangle 

The Plate Model 

 

 

The Food Triangle 
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Appendix 4: Access to public catering in Finland 
 

Cohort Number of persons 

Children in municipal day-care (full-time / part-time)
13

 
 

167,400 / 45,290 (2014) 

Pupils in comprehensive, vocational and upper secondary schools
14

  847,400 (2015) 

Students in polytechnics, universities and universities of applied sciences
15

  305,200 (2015) 

Servicewomen & –men and armed forces personnel
16

 ca. 32,000 (2016) 

Inmates and staff in penitentiaries
17

 ca. 5,500 (2015) 

People in hospitals, care homes etc. ca. 151,000 (2008) 

Asylum seekers at immigration reception centres
18

 

* 31.12.2015: 212 immigration detention centres, some serve food, some provide financial 
support for food 

ca. 29,800* (2015) 

Other government personnel ca. 72,000 (2008) 

Other municipal personnel ca. 115,000 

Private sector personnel
19

 ca. 2,328,000 

Access to public catering, total ca. 4,000,000 

Source: Aalto & Heiskanen 2011 (edited and partially updated) 

  

                                                      
13

 
https://www.sotkanet.fi/sotkanet/fi/taulukko/?indicator=sy52jjcHAA==&region=s07MBAA=&year=sy4rBQA=&gender=t&abs
=f&color=f 
14

 http://tilastokeskus.fi/til/kjarj/2015/kjarj_2015_2016-02-11_tie_001_fi.html 
15

 http://tilastokeskus.fi/til/kjarj/2015/kjarj_2015_2016-02-11_tie_001_fi.html 
16

Maanpuolustus kuuluu kaikille, http://puolustusvoimat.fi/tietoa-meista 
17

http://www.rikosseuraamus.fi/fi/index/rikosseuraamuslaitos/henkilosto.html, 

http://www.rikosseuraamus.fi/fi/index/rikosseuraamuslaitos/tilastot/vangit.html 
18

 http://www.migri.fi/tietoa_virastosta/tilastot/vastaanottotilastot 
19

 http://www.tilastokeskus.fi/til/tyokay/2014/03/tyokay_2014_03_2016-02-19_tie_001_fi.html 

https://www.sotkanet.fi/sotkanet/fi/taulukko/?indicator=sy52jjcHAA==&region=s07MBAA=&year=sy4rBQA=&gender=t&abs=f&color=f
https://www.sotkanet.fi/sotkanet/fi/taulukko/?indicator=sy52jjcHAA==&region=s07MBAA=&year=sy4rBQA=&gender=t&abs=f&color=f
http://tilastokeskus.fi/til/kjarj/2015/kjarj_2015_2016-02-11_tie_001_fi.html
http://tilastokeskus.fi/til/kjarj/2015/kjarj_2015_2016-02-11_tie_001_fi.html
http://puolustusvoimat.fi/documents/2034955/2042788/SST_PV_Maanpuolustus_taskuesite_0216_FI_4.pdf/505443c2-0262-4b5b-abde-b10c3042de9c
http://puolustusvoimat.fi/tietoa-meista
http://www.rikosseuraamus.fi/fi/index/rikosseuraamuslaitos/henkilosto.html
http://www.rikosseuraamus.fi/fi/index/rikosseuraamuslaitos/tilastot/vangit.html
http://www.migri.fi/tietoa_virastosta/tilastot/vastaanottotilastot
http://www.tilastokeskus.fi/til/tyokay/2014/03/tyokay_2014_03_2016-02-19_tie_001_fi.html
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Appendix 5: HEP Timeline 

 

1945: End of WW2 

1954: End of food rationing 

1955: National Board of Economic Defense, later NESA, founded 

1966: The first promotional leaflet on HEP, establishment of the concept Home Emergency Preparedness 

(“kotivara”) – not delivered to households 

1960’s: Time-span for preparedness without external help: two weeks 

1971: SPEK takes charge of coordination and education of household-level preparedness 

1971: The second leaflet published by SPEK and delivered to households 

1970’s: The Ministry of the Interior produces HEP-materials, which are included in curriculums in 

comprehensive schools 

1970’s: Cooperation with NGO’s 

1970’s: Timespan for preparedness: one week 

1980’s: Educational material updated 

1988: HEP video material 

1992: Promotion leaflet published by SPEK, nuclear disaster taken into account 

2008: Promotion leaflet published by SPEK, pandemic taken into account 

2000’s: Timespan for preparedness: a few days 

2012: KOVA committee established 

2012: New phase of development, activation of NGO’s, some research activities, reinterpretation of the 

concept 

2016: Timespan for preparedness: 72 hrs 
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Appendix 6: PCP Timeline 

1983 
Upper secondary 
schools are 
obliged to serve 
free meals to 
pupils 

Circa 1900 
Regional practices, 
charitable services 
for poor children 

1913 
Finnish government 
first involved; still 
charitable practices 

1921 
Compulsory 
education law, the 
state support 
covers 2/3 of the 
dietary needs for 
poor children 

             1920      1930       1940             1950                    1960                 1970                  1980                  1990                 2000                  2010 

1943-48 
Period of transition to 
national coverage of 
free school lunches 

 

1967 
Nutritional content defined to 
cover on average a third of a 
child’s daily food requirements 

1999 
Vocational institutions 
are obliged to serve 
free meals to pupils 

2004 
School meal 
included in the 
national syllabus, 
emphasis on 
foodskills 

1948 
Finland is the first country 
in the world to serve free 
school meals 

 

1979 
An appropriation included in the 
government budget for subsidized 
student meals in universities 

1996 
Universities of applied 
sciences included in meal 
subsidisation  

2003 
Guidelines for 
nutritional values 
in university 
meals first 
introduced 

1900-1920’s 
Factory 
canteens, 
logging site 
meal practices 
etc. 

 

1971 
Considered the starting point of 
modern occupational lunches; 
the Finnish Institute of 
Occupational Health issues its 
recommendation for worksite 
provisioning. 

1944 
Building on the war-era 
canteen network, Lotta Svärd 
Organization establishes 
Työmaahuolto ry (Work Site 

Provisioning Organization) which 
leads to both state-led and 
private catering practices 

1974 
Luncheon vouchers 
come into operation 

 

  School meals      Student meals      Worksite catering / lunch during work hours 
 

Sources: 
Hasunen, K. (1995). Yksin vai yhdessä? Työpaikkaruokailu murrosvaiheessa. Helsinki: Työterveyslaitos. 
Huuhka, M. (1987). Työpaikkaruokailun uranuurtaja Työmaahuolto Oy 1944–1978. Helsinki: SNHS. 
Kleemola, I. (1994). Suomen Naisten Huoltosäätiö 1944–1994. Helsinki: SNHS.  
Lintukangas, S. (2007). Kouluruokailun käsikirja: laatueväitä koulutyöhön. Helsinki: Opetushallitus. 
Tarasti, K. (1988). Elämän luukku: Valtionravitsemuskeskus 1948–1988. Helsinki: Valtion Ravitsemuskeskus. 
VRN (2009). Valtion Ravitsemusneuvottelukunnan historiikki.  http://www.ravitsemusneuvottelukunta.fi/attachments/vrn/historiikki.pdf [23.3.2016] 
Information on Kela’s meal subsidy was provided by Sari Miettunen (Kela) sari.miettunen@kela.fi 

 

http://www.ravitsemusneuvottelukunta.fi/attachments/vrn/historiikki.pdf
mailto:sari.miettunen@kela.fi
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Introduction to main and satellite case studies 

The local case studies chosen for the Irish arm of this study focused on Cork Food Policy Council (CFPC: 

main case study) and Bia Food Initiative (BFI: satellite case study). Established in 2013, the key aims of  

CFPC are to promote health and wellbeing for all by ensuring access to a nutritious, balanced and 

affordable diet; a thriving local economy by encouraging the development of food enterprises which make 

use of local land and sea resources; the creation of resilient, supportive communities by bringing people 

together to celebrate local traditions; the provision of life-long learning and skills, particularly in how to 

grow, cook and enjoy food; and a reduction in Cork’s ecological footprint through the support of 

sustainable food production whereby food miles, packaging and waste are reduced, and composting and 

recycling are increased. BFI is an Irish charity formed in June 2012  which aims to provide a socially 

responsible, environmentally sensitive, alternative food redistribution network aimed at reducing the 

volumes of mismanaged food currently being disposed of  - and matching this surplus with the growing 

incidence of food scarcity across Ireland.  

Relevance of case studies with regard to TRANSMANGO ambitions 

Both case studies were selected because they are relevant to TRANSMANGO’s food and nutrition 

security (FNS) ambitions. CFPC focuses on a number of FNS activities ranging from food waste, to public 

procurement, to planning to consumption. Its practices address a range of FNS dimensions: socially it 

supports a wide range of community growing and other food-related activities to improve physical and 

mental health for people of all ages. It promotes lifelong learning and skills around food issues. 

Economically, it encourages sourcing healthy and sustainable food from local producers and suppliers, 

keeping value within the local economy. Ecologically, it has organized events such as ‘Feed the City’ 

which are expressly designed to address the issue of food waste. And politically, it engages in 

awareness-raising activities and lobbying of policy-makers/decision-makers on such issues as food waste 

and siting of fast food outlets near schools. CFPC hopes to address many system vulnerabilities including 

the concentration of power in the agri-food system, citizens’ health and wellness, social and economic 

inequalities, and pressures on biodiversity. It specifically targets vulnerable groups including low income 

households, children and hospital patients. The FNS outcomes which CFPC targets include utilization 

(focus on learning of food-related skills), better access to food (from better mapping/inventorising of the 

regional food system in Cork), and better availability (through events such as Feed the City). The FNS 

frames which CFPC use are ecology and food sovereignty. CFPC is encouraging interest and debate 

broadly on global ecological and food security challenges. Specifically, it focuses on the likely impact of 

rising global demand for food, accompanied by dietary change placing more pressure on agricultural 

production; on climate change impacts on agricultural production; on pressure on freshwater supplies 

globally; and on availability of and competing demand for land.  

BFI focuses on the FNS activities of food distribution, consumption and waste reduction. BFI aims to 

address multiple dimensions of FNS. Economic objectives drive a reduction in the operating costs of 

food-related charitable initiatives by enabling them to access food supplies essential for the undertaking 

of their activities, and by reducing the costs for businesses associated with disposal of surplus food. BFI 

also aims to address social dimensions of FNS by enabling better service provision by food-related 

charities which are frequently dealing with the most marginalised groups. This is an attempt to make the 

mainstream, dominant food system more inclusive, by distributing the large number of surpluses that 

come with it. Finally, BFI seeks to address ecological FNS dimensions by reducing food losses which 

represent a waste of resources used through the production and consumption cycle including land, water, 

energy, materials and labour. BFI attempts to address a number of food system vulnerabilities such as 

social and economic inequalities, and citizens’ health and wellness. It targets specific vulnerable groups 

such as low income households and children. The FNS outcomes of BFI are that food is made more 

accessible to the poor and that food is more affordable for charities as their costs are lowered. BFI makes 
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some identifiable FNS claims such as claiming to improve efficiency of food redistribution in Ireland. They 

use an ecological frame, emphasising the mutual environmental benefits. They also acknowledge that 

there is a strong structural dimension to food poverty in Ireland which is not already addressed. Bia Food 

Initiative is open in debating the double-edged sword that is their initiative; they are addressing a real, 

immediate and growing need, but are concerned that their ‘success’ absolves the state of responsibility 

for these matters.  

Position of case studies within the national food and nutrition security foodscape  

In Ireland, agri-food production is highly valued, contributing greatly to the economy through exports and 

employment. The beef and dairy sectors are particularly important for the industry, amounting to almost 

70% of value (as of 2013: Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine).  A natural consequence of 

this is that Irish agriculture is primarily grass-based with 81% of agricultural area devoted to pasture, hay 

and grass silage, and just 8% dedicated to crops, fruit and horticulture production. Food Harvest 2020, 

Ireland’s national agri-food sector strategy, sets ambitious growth targets for exports and reconciling this 

with commitments to reduce national greenhouse gas emissions is an issue of concern due to Ireland’s 

high agricultural emissions. CFPC recognises the economic vulnerabilities associated with focusing on 

export markets and monocultures, and the environmental consequences of a largely livestock-focused 

industry. It works to tackle these problems with aims to encourage diversified food production systems 

and a greater emphasis on localisation of food chains.  

Agricultural subsidies play a key role in supporting farm incomes in Ireland and in 2013 accounted for 

67% of operating surplus (Donnellan, 2014). Farm incomes in the past twenty-five years have fluctuated 

in response to various external factors such as animal health crises and depressed world markets. Since 

the 1960s, there has been a trend in Irish agriculture of specialisation and consequently larger farms, 

fewer farms, less employment and more part-time farming. CFPC also recognises that agriculture in 

Ireland is a largely financially unsustainable venture and that its reliance on subsidies leaves it especially 

vulnerable. These are further reasons that CFPC hopes to encourage a shift in how agriculture in Ireland 

works, and also a change in how food moves from ‘farm to fork’. 

Diets in Ireland are unhealthy in some respects with daily fat intakes higher and average daily intake of 

fruit and vegetables less than half than what is recommended (IUN Alliance, 2011). This can be partly 

attributed to the fact that Irish food prices are higher than the European average. Coupled with economic 

austerity beginning in 2009, this has resulted in an increase in demand for food assistance in recent 

years. Various food charity organisations have reported between a two and three-fold increase in demand 

for their service, and also a change in the profile of service-users with more families now in receipt of food 

donations. In total, food poverty is thought to affect 10% of the general population in Ireland (DSP, 2013) 

while this figure more than doubles for certain vulnerable households including lone parent households, 

unemployed households, and households where the head is ill or disabled. Both CFPC and BFI work to 

tackle the food poverty which arises (at least in part) out of the inaccessibility of healthy diets for some of 

the population. CFPC aims to increase the resilience of local food systems, to influence policy in the area 

of food and to encourage education around food production and food nutrition. BFI works mainly to 

redistribute much of the edible food which is wasted in Ireland
1
 towards those who are hungry.   

 

  

                                                      
1
 Over one million tonnes of food is disposed of in Ireland each year: 300,000 from households, 370,000 

tonnes from distribution and commerce, and 450,000 tonnes from factories (EPA, no date).  
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2. MAIN CASE STUDY REPORT 

2.1. Research questions & Methods 

Research Questions 

This case study which focused on Cork Food Policy Council (CFPC) was underpinned by the question: 

“How can this practice develop into the future in a way that it will contribute significantly to better food and 

nutrition security at the European level?” Further specific questions to guide this research were: 

 To what extent and how do CFPC’s selected food and nutrition security (FNS) practices/pathways 

reflect novel responses to FNS concerns in specific settings? 

 To what extent are these novel practices/pathways promising and successful? 

 To what extent do involved stakeholders explore up- and out-scaling potentials? 

 How do stakeholders characterise their interaction with institutional settings? 

 How relevant is EU level policy making in this interaction with institutional settings? 

Methods 

In this Irish arm of the TRANSMANGO study, CFPC was chosen as the main case study as it fit the 

criteria of being a ‘bright spot’ initiative.  

In order to answer the research questions delineated above, a multi-stage mixed-methodology (leaning 

heavily on qualitative methods) was employed. In conducting case studies, it is common to use a number 

of different research methods in order to build up a depth and breadth of information about the 

organisation or initiative under investigation. This also allows for data to be cross-checked and 

triangulated. The methodological approach had four elements: 

1. Desk-based research using secondary sources of information 

A review of literature on food policy councils provided the basis of information about what food policy 

councils (FPCs) are, why they are necessary, how to are constituted, their membership, their aims and 

objectives, their activities and practices, and the challenges which are common to FPCs. It provided a 

fundamental understanding of how FPCs work and the context within which they operate. This phase of 

research also involved the investigation of specific details around the case study initiative through 

secondary sources such as websites and reports. As CFPC is a relatively new organisation, it was not a 

difficult task to gather and analyse every single piece of available information on CFPC for this study. 

2. Online questionnaire 

The second phase of this case study utilised an online questionnaire which was sent to respondents. The 

questionnaire was created in the Google Docs programme and this provided a link
2
 to be sent to 

respondents via email. Responses could be accessed by the creator of the document at any time via this 

link and Google Docs provided a function of collating all responses to each question together, assisting in 

organising the data for analysis. The questionnaire link was embedded in an invitation email which was 

sent to sixty invitees for the workshop in the third phase of this study (for more information on the 

sampling strategy used, see step 3 below). Eleven responses were received and a profile of these 

respondents can be found in table below. Those with a * beside their name participated in either one or 

both of the workshops.  

  

                                                      
2
 https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1ELj2coP8Iqa6Cp11MgHT5YYHhHyc2if_n8vJkzAt8xs/viewform 



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS Pathways in Ireland 

   

 

 8  

 

Name Organisation(s) Sample Sector(s) 

Tara Kenny* Cork Food Policy Council and University College 
Cork (post-graduate) 

CFPC/Academia 

Eoin MacCuirc* Cork Food Policy Council and Cork Simon 
Community and Bia Food Initiative 

CFPC/Community 

Zwena McCullough Hydro Farm Allotments Community/Market 

Mary 
O’Shaughnessy 

University College Cork (staff) Academia 

Karina Healy The Lantern Project Community 

Alice D’Arcy STEAM Education Ltd., University College Cork 
Green Campus 

Community  

Elke O’Mahony* Bia Sásta Community/Market 

Rupert Hugh-Jones Cork Farmers’ Markets Market 

John Curran* Musgrave Group Market 

Keelin Tobin University College Cork (post-graduate) and chef Academia/Market 

Stephen Thornhill* University College Cork (post-graduate) and Cobh 
Community Allotments 

Academia/Communi
ty 

TABLE 1 PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS TO ONLINE QUESTIONNAIRE 

A standard content analysis approach was used in processing the data. The questions contained in the 

questionnaire were as follows:  

 What are the main strengths of Cork's food system? 

 What are the main weaknesses of Cork's food system? 

 What are the main challenges for Cork to deliver a fairer, healthier, more secure and 

sustainable food system for all?  

 What are the main areas where civil society, the public and private sector should concentrate 

to contribute to a fairer, healthier, more secure and sustainable food system for all?  

 

3. Stakeholder Interview 

The third step in this research methodology entailed the completion of an interview with a key stakeholder 

in CFPC’s processes, Dr. Colin Sage, the founder and chair of the Council. He was interviewed over the 

phone and his comments were inputted into a spreadsheet immediately through touch-typing, for later 

analysis. The interviewee was asked a number of questions derived from and expanding on the research 

questions. A content analysis approach was utilised to process the data arising from this interview.  

4. Scenarios-guided transition pathways workshops 

This fourth and final step was the most important and involved workshops in which scenarios-guided 

transitions pathways were developed. Scenarios are defined as ‘multiple plausible futures described in 

words, numbers and/or images’ (van Notten et al., 2003) and are often used to test and inform the 

feasibility of plans. If a plan or policy is considered to be feasible under a wide range of challenging 

futures, it could be considered robust. Methodologies which employ scenarios seek to correct traditional 

approaches to planning which (problematically) fail to recognise and explore uncertainty and complexity 

in complex systems (Kok et al, 2011).  

The process took place over two one-day workshops which were held on April 24
th
 and May 13

th
, 2016, in 

Cork City. Fourteen people participated in the first workshop and eleven participated in the second. There 

was a degree of attendee self-selection as they were among the number who agreed to attend, from the 

more than sixty invitations which were sent. All fourteen members of the CFPC’s steering committee were 

invited, as well as their three affiliated members. The list of other invitees was derived from research on 

who in Cork (and sometimes outside of Cork) would be considered to be a stakeholder who could 
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potentially play a role in the future success of the CFPC. This could be done by, amongst other things, 

helping to up-scale and out-scale the initiative’s activities and realm of influence. In addition, people who 

it was thought could offer a critical outside perspective were also invited. In order to ensure a range of 

voices were present, this non-CFPC list of invitees mirrored CFPC’s constitution and was built around five 

key sectors: academia, policy, market, on-the-ground public service, and grassroots community groups. 

Grassroots community groups represented in CFPC include Cork Environmental Forum, and Cork Simon 

Community. For this category, invitees external to CFPC were drawn from grassroots organisations such 

as GIY Cork, Cork Food Web and Cork Food Map. Ultimately, the first workshop involved six CFPC-

associated people and eight others, while the second workshop was attended by five CFPC members 

and six others. Seven invitees attended both workshops and this provided a degree of continuity between 

the two events while also allowing new thinking and challenges to be introduced through the involvement 

of four new people at the second workshop.  

The workshop’s title- Towards a fairer, healthier, more secure and sustainable food system in Cork- was 

drawn from CFPC’s founding aim and this represented the guiding vision for the workshop. There were 

five steps to this methodological approach, four completed in the first workshop and the fifth on the 

second day. First, participants co-developed a vision of what a fairer, healthier, more secure and 

sustainable food system in Cork would look like, prioritising three elements of this vision to focus on. 

Second, in three groups (one for each prioritised vision element), participants back-casted from their final 

goal, identifying all of the steps necessary between this goal and the present to achieve their vision.  

Third, scenarios which were created at the EU-level were down-scaled to the Irish context (see Annex 1 

for a narrative description of the three EU-level scenarios and Annex 2 for narrative descriptions of the 

three down-scaled local Irish scenarios). Fourth, participants developed causal maps which graphically 

captured how participants perceived connections between key variables in their newly created narrative, 

and the causal reasoning between these connections (these four steps are illustrated in the chart in 

Figure 1). The fifth step, which took place in the second workshop, involved the fortifications of plans 

made in the first workshop. This was done by testing each plan in the context of each of the three newly 

created Irish scenarios (this fifth step is illustrated in the chart in Figure 2). This scenarios-based 

transition pathways methodology, which these five steps illustrate, served as useful stimuli for the 

creation of a rich body of data. These data were then analysed and synthesised to provide the basis of an 

action strategy for CFPC which contains a number of objectives and sub-objectives. The final strategy is 

presented as a portfolio of actions from which CFPC may select and apply in the short, medium or long-

term (this final action is illustrated in Figure 3).  

 

FIGURE 1: SCENARIOS-GUIDED TRANSITION PATHWAY PROCESSES IN WORKSHOP 1: CREATION OF BACK-

CASTED PLANS; DOWN-SCALING OF EU SCENARIOS 
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FIGURE 2: SCENARIOS-GUIDED TRANSITIONS PATHWAYS PROCESSES IN WORKSHOP 2: FORTIFYING PLANS BY 

testing in scenario contexts 

 

FIGURE 3: SCENARIOS-GUIDED TRANSITIONS PATHWAYS PROCESSES AFTER WORKSHOPS: CREATION OF 

ACTION STRATEGY 
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2.2. Research findings 

Literature review 

Irish Context 

Ireland has become thoroughly embroiled in this globalised and industrialised food system, especially in 

the last twenty-five years. Multinational retailers and fast food franchises are located in most towns in 

Ireland, and a culture of convenience and low-priced food has come to dominate. Associated unhealthy 

eating habits have resulted in high levels of obesity and diet-related illnesses (Sage, 2010). Similar to 

other countries, horticultural growers have come under pressure from corporate retailers and as a result 

many, especially smaller producers, have left the sector and their operations have been absorbed into 

larger producers’. Livestock and its associated products account for 80% of agricultural production in 

Ireland (McDonagh and Commins, 2007). The emphasis on livestock production in Ireland explains how 

Irish agriculture accounts for 27% of all of the county’s greenhouse gas emissions (Sage, 2010). 

Production for export is emphasised in Ireland due to its value to the economy; in 2015, agri-food 

products to the value of €8.9 billion were exported and this represented approximately 25% of net foreign 

earnings (Teagasc, no date). It is perhaps not surprising therefore that Government policy in Ireland 

strongly supports the agri-food sector and the expansion of its exports. This is evidenced by the 

Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine’s Food Harvest 2020 strategy (2012) which sought to 

increase the value of agri-food exports by over 40% by 2020 (DAFM, 2012), and its follow-up strategy 

Food Wise which sets out the goal of a further 85% increase by focusing on dairy, beef, seafood and 

prepared food and drinks (DAFM, 2015). Not only is the environmental footprint of agri-food in Ireland 

high, it will grow further through these strategic plans.  

In Ireland, the Grow it Yourself community is widespread, as are other local food growing initiatives such 

as community gardens and allotments (Murtagh, 2010). Farmers’ markets take place on a weekly basis in 

most cities and towns and the market for organic goods is growing (Sage, 2014; Moore, 2006). However, 

despite these promising trends, alternative modes of production such as organics are rare with 

conventional farming favoured by both producers and extension agencies (McDonagh and Commins, 

1999). Cork is known as the ‘Rebel County’ and O’Callaghan (2012) argues that this designation still 

resonates deeply with Corkonians. Focusing on culture, he writes that this ‘rebel’ mentality feeds into a 

‘do it yourself’ tradition in the arts scene of Cork and that this in turn creates a sense of self-sufficiency. 

This may begin to explain why Cork has much higher levels of local food activity than most other places in 

Britain and Ireland, and why west Cork is one of three organic farming clusters in Ireland (Läpple and 

Cullinane, 2012; Ricketts-Hein and Watts, 2010). Sage in his 2003 paper on alternative ‘good food’ 

networks in South West Ireland probes this further finding a disproportionately high number of small-scale 

artisanal food producers, as well as organic growers, in Cork. West Cork in particular enjoys a strong 

image as the culinary centre of Ireland. Other factors contributing to this designation include the 

significant role played by non-national food producers. who moved to Ireland in search of self-sufficiency 

and began to produce value-added products from their outputs to supplement farm income. The English 

Market, a covered municipal market in Cork city, is also presented as instrumental in galvanising Cork’s 

position as a foodie hub with key motivated individuals becoming stall holders and providing an outlet for 

the food derived from the alternative production systems outside the city. Finally, Sage notes the 

importance of key personalities for championing high quality local food in the Cork area, in particular 

Myrtle Allen of Ballymaloe House.  

Constitution and Membership 

There is no single model of how food policy councils (FPCs) are constituted or function. However, 

typically their mandate is to help transform the food system by providing inspiration and encouragement 

to empower communities, and by making policy recommendations around food. They do not create or 

enforce policies (Fox, 2010; Harper et al, 2009; Borron, 2003; Dahlberg 1994). Nonetheless, FPCs may 
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be officially sanctioned by a state or local government and in this case, staff may be made available to 

FPCs. This means they are answerable to public bodies, but this responsibility can also be beneficial as it 

means that FPCs are embedded in municipal bureaucracy and will be included in discourse on food-

related topics (Blay-Palmer, 2009; VFPC, 2009; Borron, 2003). Alternatively, some FPCs are 

incorporated as non-profit grass-roots organisations providing them greater freedom to set their own 

agenda and to critically appraise government policies and actions (McClintock et al, 2012; Scherb et al, 

2012). Finally, some FPCs are mandated by both governmental and community organisations, 

representing a hybrid of the two types of FPCs described above (VFPC, 2009).  

The board members of FPCs are mostly volunteer food system experts from a range of backgrounds 

including gardeners, farmers, food processors, wholesalers and distributors, grocers, restaurateurs, 

waste managers and anti-food poverty activists. Other key stakeholders such as immigrants or refugees, 

academics, doctors, conservationists, school system representatives, planners, policy advisors and 

community leaders may also engage with FPCs (Scherb et al, 2012; Fox, 2010; Harper et al, 2009; 

VFPC, 2009). Government representatives may be involved either voluntarily or through holding 

appointed positions. This could include city and county council officials, as well as staff from relevant 

government departments (Agriculture, Health, Social Protection, Education) (Blay-Palmer, 2009; Borron, 

2003). VFPC (2009) argue that the partnership and collaboration between these different types of people 

is a defining characteristic of FPCs. Having a wide variety of people on the board of an FPC creates an 

arena in which a diversity of expertise for ‘systems-thinking’ is hosted, facilitating cross-sector planning. It 

also makes FPCs credible, particularly when advocating for food policies (Fox, 2010; Blay-Palmer, 2009; 

Harper et al, 2009; Borron, 2003).  

Aims and Objectives 

The work of FPCs is explicitly underpinned by the goals of community food and nutrition security. FPCs 

aim to make local food systems more socially just and conducive to public health goals; to support the 

livelihoods of producers; and they aim to direct local food systems towards greater energy efficiency and 

biodiversity (VFPC, 2009; Green, 2007; Webb et al, 1998). In pursuit of these goals, fundamental 

objectives common to FPCs include highlighting the systemic nature of food, and the consequent need to 

recognise causal links between issues such as diet-related disease, poverty and economic development. 

A final defining objective of FPCs is their functioning as a forum for the practice of food democracy in 

pursuit of forging policies for their goal of sustainable, just and healthy local food systems (Scherb et al, 

2012; Harper et al, 2009). 

Although the exact objectives of FPCs vary, the most common of these is the development of food policy 

change. FPCs affect policy change by conducting or spearheading research (analysis, assessment, 

evaluation) on the food system and current policy. One way this is done is through testimonies gathered 

in citizens’ forums (Fox, 2010; Harper et al, 2009; VFPC, 2009; Borron, 2003; Barling et al, 2002; Webb 

et al, 1998). This allows FPCs to advocate for locally appropriate food policies by making 

recommendations for new policies, by improving the coordination of existing policies, by monitoring the 

implementation of existing policies, and more generally, by helping to facilitate the integration of food 

system issues into cities’ planning (MacClintock et al, 2012; Fox, 2010; VFPC, 2009; Borron, 2003).  

A second key objective of FPCs centres on education: educating themselves, policy-makers and 

consumers about the food system though education programmes and public awareness campaigns. 

Specifically, many education initiatives focus on helping consumers make healthy and sustainable 

choices by, amongst other things, communicating messages about food security and bringing together 

disparate stakeholder groups for social learning (Harper et al, 2009; VFPC, 2009; Green, 2007; Borron, 

2003). 

Further objectives of food policy councils include the organisation of stakeholders and the building of 

partnerships between these. Harper et al describe how FPCs acts as ‘…platforms for coordinated 
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action…’ (2009, p.2) and serve as forums for the discussion of food system topics. Partnerships are 

supported by FPCs to help capacity building among communities towards greater food system agency 

(MacClintock et al, 2012; Scherb et al, 2012; Fox, 2010; Webb et al, 1998). 

Necessity 

Food policy councils fulfil a necessary role in providing leadership for the transition towards food systems 

which are more just and sustainable (VFPC, 2009). They are particularly necessary because they tend to 

focus on urban food systems. The role of cities and towns in food systems has largely been ignored until 

recently with government ministries which deal with food mostly concerned with production in rural 

places. The neglect of the urban context has left urban areas vulnerable to shocks which occur in rural 

areas, over which they have no control (Blay-Palmer, 2009; Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 1999; Dahlberg, 

1994). However, the literature points again and again to one key and fundamental reason why FPCs are 

necessary and that is a broader deficient policy approach to food systems. Specifically it is argued that 

there is a lack of integrated systems thinking. FPCs are said to offer a solution to this by engaging with an 

array of policies, programmes, organisations and stakeholders to facilitate the creation of integrated local, 

regional or national food policies (Harper et al, 2009; Barling et al, 2002). Local places do not tend to 

have agencies devoted explicitly to food and as a result this important issue ‘falls between two stools’ 

(Borron, 2003). Many have argued that this problem is endemic because the food system is traditionally 

dealt with in ministerial silos (Levkoe, 2014). Barling et al put this succinctly: ‘…Departmentalism is 

entrenched in government, leading to turf mentalities and sustaining policy communities with client 

interest groups that can insulate officials from outside thinking on policy priorities.’ (2002, p.4). To date, 

food policy has been considered to be synonymous with agriculture and rural policies but it is now 

recognised that issues such as public health, social justice and the environment are intrinsically linked, 

thus requiring a new policy approach (Renting and Wiskerke, 2010; Sage, 2010). The FPC model has 

emerged in many cities of late for this reason and FPCs can help improve coordination between 

government agencies in pursuit of food justice and sustainability goals (Fox, 2010; Harper et al, 2009).  

Activities and Practices 

Established FPCs both identify problems and present solutions to these. However, it is important to note 

that they also take an active part in facilitating particular activities and practices, in pursuit of their aims 

and objectives. Specific examples include:  

 The publicising of community food resources and related projects through the development of maps 

and directories (Connecticut, Iowa and Onondaga), by conducting ‘food system’ tours (Onondaga), by 

holding ‘food system’ dinners (Onondaga), and through the creation of awards systems which 

recognise important practices for food security (Knoxville) (Borron, 2003) 

 Encouraging local universities to switch to multiple food wholesalers to allow smaller local producers 

to win procurement bids (Connecticut: Borron, 2003) 

 Sourcing and securing funding to finance their efforts (Toronto: Blay-Palmer, 2009) 

 Developing and supporting specific initiatives and projects such as: 

o Breastfeeding networks (Toronto: Blay-Palmer, 2009); 

o Bus routes linking deprived areas to healthy food outlets and other services (Austin: Borron, 

2003);  

o The serving of local and organic food, as well as food grown in school gardens in school 

canteens; in some of these schools, kitchens where fresh foods can be easily prepared were 

developed (Berkeley: Boron, 2003) 

 Providing support to other institutions and organisations such as farmers organisations (Toronto: 

Blay-Palmer, 2009) 

 Facilitating dialogue and mediating between people and groups with often conflicting interests. In 

Toronto, groups from government, the voluntary sector, industry and media were all ‘called to the 

table’ (Blay-Palmer, 2009) 
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 Producing discussion papers on food policy topics ranging from embedding food security issues into 

urban planning to how international trade agreement impact on food security (Toronto: Borron, 2003) 

 Drafting documents which make policy recommendations for sustainable and just food systems: 

o The Berkeley Food Policy Council successfully submitted a policy supporting a ban on 

genetically modified foods (Borron, 2003);  

o Toronto Food Policy Council authored documents detailing the following (Blay-Palmer, 2009; 

Wekerle, 2004): 

 how planning could contribute to food security in the city;  

 recommending the adoption of an urban agriculture development strategy;  

 identifying specific problems and the municipal departments which could focus on 

each of these;  

 detailing how citizens’ access to nutritious food could be improved;  

 providing ideas for how services for those in food poverty could be better coordinated 

and delivered   

 highlighting that programmes for food security could be mutually beneficial for the 

community, the environment, and the city’s budget; 

 outlining specific ways Toronto’s municipal government could act as an advocate for 

food security in the city and region at other governmental levels 

Challenges 

In spite of the noble goals and successful actions of FPCs, they face numerous challenges. When trying 

to engage with policy-makers, a fundamental problem lies in the prevailing hegemonic view of food 

systems which often neither recognises their complexity nor the severity of their problems (Scherb et al, 

2012; Barling et al, 2002). It is perhaps for these reasons that the role of FPCs may fail to be taken 

seriously (Dahlberg, 1994). It may also explain why FPCs struggle to keep food constantly on the policy 

agenda, especially in the face of pressure to achieve ‘quick, visible wins’ (VFPC, 2009, p.3; Blay-Palmer, 

2009). Working in complex and dynamic political environments where administration change can occur 

following elections, it can be challenging for FPCs to navigate the organisational structures of local 

government (Harper et al, 2009; VPFC, 2009). The larger the city, the greater the difficulty for FPCs to 

operate with greater levels of jurisdictional fragmentation (Dahlberg, 1994).  

Limited financial resources is the most often cited problem for FPCs (Harper et al, 2009; Borron, 2003). 

All local governments operate within a constrained budget; FPCs tend to be a low priority and at times of 

austerity, they are more likely to receive cuts (Borron, 2003; Dahlberg, 1994). As a result of minimal and 

inconsistent funding, many FPCs operate with few if any staff (Scherb et al, 2012; VFPC, 2009; Borron, 

2003; Dahlberg, 1994). Voluntary council members are often time-poor as the roles which lead to their 

involvement with FPCs keep them busy. In fact, these people are often too busy to help maintain a high 

level of activity for their FPC or to work collaboratively with other members on projects (Borron, 2003). 

Collaboration and consensus in FPCs is also hindered by a lack of common ground among the diverse 

membership, as well as a lack of common understanding around certain key terms such as ‘local food’ 

and ‘food security’ (Harper et al, 2009; Borron, 2003). A failure to clearly define roles, responsibilities and 

accountabilities is a further procedural problem for FPCs (VFPC, 2009). In the case of FPC members 

being assigned to their roles by municipalities, there may be a lack of genuine interest and enthusiasm for 

the work (Borron, 2003). Finally, in the context of citizen beneficiaries of FPC actions, Blay-Palmer (2009) 

notes that those communities who are most in need of FPC’s help are often in the worst position to 

engage due to a lack of community capacity. For example, people in these areas may lack the skills to do 

things such as apply for grants. 
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FNS practices 

Pre-Workshop Questionnaire 

All invitees were sent a questionnaire in advance of the workshop and it was completed by eleven people. 

The questions and a summary of the responses are below. These responses were analysed prior to the 

first workshop and were used to inform the first ‘Visioning’ exercise.  

What are the main strengths of Cork's food system? 

Questionnaire respondents recognised the value of Cork’s natural environment citing the fertile soil, 

‘good’ land and excellent growing conditions which it enjoys as being key strengths of the food system. 

This was said to be supported by Cork’s long coastline and established aqua-cultural operations. The 

products of the soil and sea were described as abundant and of high quality. As a result of this, Cork was 

seen as having a strong and well-established food industry, with much entrepreneurial activity and 

production innovation on-going. One said there are ‘…plenty of people doing great things…’ and 

examples cited included the production of traditional and artisanal food; small-scale, specialised and 

organic production; and engagement with short food supply chains, with much food produced and 

consumed locally. Cork’s reputation and strong brand for these types of foods is a key asset. 

Respondents noted that the number of farmers’ markets is increasing in Cork and that these markets are 

of high quality. The English Market in Cork city was cited as a leader in the sale of ‘alternative’ foods. The 

prevalence of food festivals across the county to showcase local food was also mentioned, as was the 

proliferation of good restaurants, with Café Paradiso given as an example. These food activities are 

supported by good infrastructure, as well as various organisations such as Cork Chamber of Commerce 

and the West Cork Fucshia brand. Community-based organisations are influential in helping maintain a 

strong food system in Cork, whether they focus on charitable food provisioning or on food growing 

projects. In addition, food-based education is widely available in the Cork region from bodies such as 

UCC, CIT, Teagasc, Ballymaloe Cookery School, Kinsale College of Further Education, and the 

Clonakilty Agricultural College. Questionnaire respondents wrote that Cork’s food system is characterised 

by a strong food culture driven by passionate people with a genuine interest and commitment to bettering 

the food system.  

What are the main weaknesses of Cork's food system? 

Respondents cited weaknesses of Cork’s food system relating to leadership and education. With regards 

to the former, over regulation by food safety regulatory bodies was described as problematic for the 

viability of small food producers. In addition, a lack of integrated planning and ‘cross system thinking’ was 

mentioned. The latter issue, education, was discussed in the context of there being a lack of awareness 

among the populace in Cork around cooking skills, and a lack of awareness around the importance of and 

knowledge of healthy diets. Connected to both of these was the issue of accessibility to healthy, fresh 

food which some respondents described as being uneven, resulting in much food poverty. One person 

theorised that there may be areas of Cork which could be characterised as food deserts. However the 

weakest parts of Cork’s food system would appear to lie in how the food market operates. This is 

indicated by the number of responses citing issues such as limited access to capital and the over-

availability of cheap and poor-quality imported foods. There was much written about too heavy a reliance 

on livestock production and industrial food production methods in the Cork area, and the potential 

environmental and human health impacts of this.  The prevalence of mainstream long supply chains is a 

weakness in Cork’s food system, with consumers spatially and conceptually distanciated from their food’s 

origins. There was said to be a power imbalance in such long corporate food chains, with primary 

producers often losing out. Conversely, there is a lack of connections between small-scale producers and 

the market. 

What are the main challenges for Cork to deliver a fairer, healthier, more secure and sustainable 

food system for all?  
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Comments in this section mirror those in the previous one and can be categorised according to three 

headings: leadership, education and market. One respondent wrote that an important challenge to 

making Cork’s food system fairer, healthier, more secure and sustainable is that food and health are not 

priorities on the policy agenda. It was said that the ‘…necessary will…’ and ‘…genuine concern from 

public agencies…’ was absent, as was the provision of sufficient resources and support to help improve 

the food system. More broadly, there was said to be a lack of cohesive organization and co-ordination 

within the food system. This is exacerbated by the fact that plans to improve the food system, require a 

systemic multi-stakeholder approach which is difficult when food spans across a number of governmental 

departments. Insufficient education was mentioned a number of times as a challenge, especially in the 

face of consumers’ disconnection from their food sources. Particularly difficult areas for education were 

cited: sustainability citizenship, seasonality and healthy lifestyles. Respondents also mentioned 

challenges around how the market and the food system currently interact. At the producer end, the lack of 

opportunities for livestock farmers to diversify, -and thus reduce their environmental impact, was seen as 

problematic, as were the poor prices currently received by farmers for their produce. Focusing on 

consumption, a final challenge which was described is the high price of healthier foods. 

What are the main areas where civil society, the public and private sector should concentrate to 

contribute to a fairer, healthier, more secure and sustainable food system for all?  

Questionnaire respondents had some suggestions for areas on which civil society, the public sector and 

the private sector could all begin to focus. The need for strategic planning, the creation of an integrated 

national food policy, and the re-balancing of power relations between supermarkets and primary 

producers are areas in which all three sectors could conceivably play a role. Both the public and private 

sector could concentrate on two suggested areas of focus: local, ethical and sustainable procurement; 

and reducing food waste.  Beyond this, views diverged on where responsibility for the food system lay. 

Some cited the role which national-level and local governments could play in facilitating urban agriculture 

(zoning for food growing and farmers’ markets, designation of bio-waste sites for household compost), 

education around healthy diets, cooking and sustainable food systems, and school food programmes. 

Others wrote of the important role for activism to create public pressure on policy-makers to facilitate the 

creation of more sustainable food systems. Respondents detailed how civil society could instigate a 

dialogue around the hegemonic dominance of livestock production in Ireland and its associated problems, 

as well as a dialogue around how to (re-)create respect for food and its nutritional and epicurean values. 

Stakeholder Interview 

Genesis and evolution  

The idea for Cork Food Policy Council (CFPC) sprang from the success of a previous initiative with which 

the interviewee was involved. In 2009, SafeFood
3
 funded a call for community food initiatives and the 

interviewee wrote a successful proposal for ‘Food Focus’, a three-year project which promoted healthy 

eating in the Knocknaheeney
4
 area of Cork. This project’s remit was broad and involved a range of 

community outreach activities including working with men’s groups, and providing talks on diets and 

health to at-risk groups such as young mothers. Within the period of time this project ran (2010-2013), 

Knocknaheeney Community Garden was developed and this has continued since then as a viable, 

multifunctional and well-used community resource. The interviewee attended the final meeting of the 

project’s steering committee at which the question ‘What next?’ arose, leading to the suggestion that a 

food policy council (FPC) for Cork should be established.  

                                                      
3
 According to www.safefood.eu: ‘SafeFood is an all-island implementation body set up…with a general 

remit to promote awareness and knowledge of food safety and nutrition issues on the island of Ireland’.  
4
 A deprived area of Cork City 

http://www.safefood.eu/


‘Local’ level analysis of FNS Pathways in Ireland 

   

 

 17  

Together with Denise Cahill, the Healthy Cities
5
 co-ordinator for Cork City, Dr. Sage called a meeting for 

any interested citizens in June 2013 in University College Cork. Having advertised their meeting through 

various existing networks, approximately sixty people attended. The group were told what FPCs were and 

how they operated; they were asked whether they felt Cork needed an FPC and the overwhelming 

response was that it did. A steering committee was built through the hand selection of members to 

represent a wide range of interests. Currently, CFPC is a not-for-profit charitable organisation but it may 

be re-constituted to enable it to apply for certain grants and funding and for it to participate in projects, 

especially at the European level. CFPC is now part of the Cork Healthy City Initiative and they are 

somewhat under the auspices of NICHE (the Knocknaheeny/Hollyhill Community Healthy Initiative
6
) who 

provide it with supports such as legal cover. It was explained that CFPC wants to formalise this 

relationship with NICHE.  

Objectives 

The interviewee explained that the primary objective of CFPC is advocating for food system change 

towards greater health, sustainability and social justice.  This involves advocating for integrated food 

policies, in particular ones which aim to build a more resilient food system through policies of agri-food 

diversification because ‘…we need an agricultural policy which doesn’t put all our eggs in one basket.’ 

Connected to this, CFPC advocate for the production, retailing and equitable access of healthier foods.  

Finally, CFPC is driven by the goal of advocating for a change in social norms, in particular, attitudes and 

behaviours towards food systems. The interviewee was fully aware that this is something which would 

most likely be achieved in the long term. It was viewed as potentially transgenerational work where 

having school gardens encourages children to grow their own food in adulthood. The interviewee 

explained that their approach to advocacy was informed by social engagement and ‘…walking the walk 

on the ground’. It was emphasised that this approach was important and that CFPC wanted to avoid 

becoming bogged down with academic discourse. CFPC aims for its activities to be embedded in the 

community it purports to represent by having an everyday presence there and by working to ‘…build a 

constituency of people who are involved’. Leading on from this, CFPC works to connect up this 

‘constituency of people’ with each other, and with city authorities to facilitate dialogue. All three of these 

objectives are underpinned by the goal of creating a credible profile for CFPC so that it is known 

throughout Cork and is regarded as a relevant stakeholder agency in the Cork food scene. In achieving 

such status, it is hoped that CFPC could be regarded as a potential partner who could work with the City 

Council on food issues, and also could be the ‘go-to’ organisation for the media for comments on food 

issues. In addition, ‘cultivating the media’ was identified as an important objective in pursuit of CFPC’s 

goals.  

Operations and activities  

Cork Food Policy Council is funded on an ad hoc basis getting ‘…bits and pieces of informal funding from 

the City Council mostly from the Healthy Cities budget…’. However, it is hoped that this arrangement can 

be formalised in the future and plans are afoot to meet with Cork’s city manager to arrange this. Tara 

Kenny has simultaneously embedded roles of co-ordinator for CFPC and PhD student; her thesis focuses 

on food poverty, charitable food distribution networks and food policy. Tara’s research is funded through 

CFPC; approximately half of her funding comes from the Healthy Cities budget and the other half from the 

Health Service Executive Community Health Department. CFPC has plans to securing research funding 

through European grants. 

                                                      
5
 Part of the World Health Organisation’s Healthy Cities Initiative 

6
 Knocknaheeny and Hollyhill are deprived areas on the Northside of Cork City. NICHE aims to address 

health inequalities and improve the quality of life for people in these areas. It works through community 
development and interagency approaches.  
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Cork Food Policy Council is part of the United Kingdom’s Food Cities Network (there is no global network) 

and council members attended this network’s conference in March 2016. These connections were viewed 

as very fruitful and the interviewee expressed the hope that further international links can be made to 

bolster CFPC’s activities and impact. 

Cork Food Policy Council has already engaged in a number of activities in pursuit of their goals. One 

such example was to collaborate on the ‘Greening the Historic Spine’ initiative with other community 

organisations Reimagine Cork and the Cork Social Good Team. This initiative aims to ‘…(make)…our 

great city an edible one!’ Specific activities included organising an event at which pallets were used to 

make planting boxes, at low cost. This event was judged as successful because it helped to bring 

together citizens who had a mutual interest in civic engagement and that the participants appeared to 

gain satisfaction this. Community members who took part meet once or twice a week to continue this 

work and some outreach activities have been undertaken to involve local neighbours in watering plants 

and caring for them more generally. Most of these plants are edible and it was the hope of CFPC that the 

local community would not only harvest and eat these plants but that this would help to engage people 

with their food’s origins. It is the hope that this enthusiasm and these networks can be sustained in the 

future. CFPC are also developing an awards scheme to recognise businesses who are working in 

adherence to CFPC’s values. A sub-group of CFPC have been working on this and are aware of the risk 

of replicating an existing scheme, and mindful of the need to create an award scheme which offers 

something unique and which is credible. In autumn 2015, CFPC hosted a monthly lecture series with talks 

entitled ‘An Introduction to Cork Food Policy Council’; ‘Quality Produce Inspired by a Lifestyle Dream’; 

and ‘Mixed Organic Farming with Goats and Rare Cow Breeds’. However it was noted that these 

meetings were poorly attended, perhaps due to timing or location. The interviewee explained that 

although they would like to repeat this lecture series, the CFPC would need to rethink how these were 

run.  

In contrast to these ongoing projects, the interviewee noted the importance of instigating one-off events 

such as the flash feasts and streets feasts CFPC have been instrumental in organising in past years. 

They are also currently working on setting up screening of the film Atlantic
7
 inside Cork’s historic and 

famous English Market, after which a ‘question and answer’ session with the film’s director and the 

market’s most well-known fishmonger will take place. In addition, representatives of CFPC have been 

invited speakers at various events, for example delivering a talk on food security and dignity in Kinsale 

College
8
.  

Challenges 

One key challenge for CFPC which was repeatedly cited was that much of the work they would like to do 

cannot happen due to a lack of resources. Financial resources are limited as there are often competing 

claims for funding and the City Government who should support CFPC has been chronically underfunded 

itself for a number of years. Human resources are also limited: ‘…(it’s)…difficult to do everything without 

dedicated staff…we are stretched’. In the interviewee’s experience, this problem is common to even well-

established FPCs. It is difficult to both get those who work in the private sector involved and to retain 

membership from this group; to date, the council has lost members who were a butcher, a solicitor and a 

farmer. The need to review the timing of their meetings and the model of how CFPC works to encourage 

greater engagement was mentioned. The interviewee also highlighted the need for energy and 

enthusiasm to drive membership but also engagement from citizens who for the most part lack 

awareness as to what a food policy council is and does. It was suggested that a significant proportion of 

                                                      
7
 According to www.ifi.ie: ‘Atlantic follows the fortunes of three small fishing communities as they struggle 

to maintain their way of life in the face of mounting economic and ecological challenges.’ 
8
 A local adult education institution where Rob Hopkins of Transition Towns used to teach and first 

developed the idea of this movement with students  
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the population are apathetic to the problems facing the food system. It was also noted that the number of 

those who were concerned was few and in a small city like Cork it is difficult to gain a critical mass to 

support CFPC and its activities. A final and important challenge for CFPC which was reported is the 

prevailing political context. Agricultural policy in Ireland is driven by an economic imperative and 

encourages productivism. A focus on export-led growth leaves the Irish agri-food system vulnerable to 

external shocks such as Brexit
9
. In spite of food being a diverse and cross-cutting issue, it is dealt with in 

a disparate way across a number of governmental department. Furthermore, the local government 

approach to food system is also problematic with councillors reported to be hesitant to make policies 

which may improve population health (for example creating planning policies which would control the 

proximity of fast food restaurants to schools) for fear that this may result in job losses.  

Foresight Workshop 

Workshop Summary 

The workshops were guided by the following title which was derived from CFPC’s founding aim: Towards 

a fairer, healthier, more secure and sustainable food system in Cork. The first step in this research 

process involved participants visualising, then grouping and finally prioritising key elements of a desirable 

food future for Cork. The top three priorities were Integrated Food Policy; Food, Food System and 

Nutrition Education; and Diversified Food Production Systems. A step-by-step back-casted plan was 

made for each of these three visualised goals and in parallel, scenarios which had been developed at EU 

level were down-scaled to the Irish context. The three Irish scenario narratives are summarised here:  

 ‘Business as Usual’: EU subsidies have been removed having a particularly destructive impact on 

small family farmers. Less local food is available and small local shops and farmers’ markets have 

closed. Food prices have risen and ‘good’ diets are the preserve of the wealthy. Diet-related diseases 

and illness have begun to proliferate. Large scale industrial farms benefits in this scenario, expanding 

in scale and making much of agriculture in Ireland oriented towards export. Rural depopulation is a 

natural consequence of this, as is ecological degradation of lands and waterways. 

 ‘Grey Autarky’: The European Union is no more and therefore the removal subsidies and free trade 

have resulted in a shock to Ireland’s agri-food system. Agriculture has dramatically shifted as a result 

away from livestock farming towards more self-provisioning and localised food chains. The 

environmental impact of Irish agriculture has decreased sharply and the physical landscape has 

changed too with much land being left fallow with a resulting increase in biodiversity. Ireland benefits 

from nature tourism as a result and citizens’ lifestyles become healthier as they take advantage of this 

new resource. As borders have closed the population is ‘greying’, resulting in a labour crisis and a 

health system which is under strain. 

 ‘Slow Progress’: People have begun to move away from cities and to build thriving rural communities, 

driven in part by: economic necessity; by changing social norms; by technology; and by government 

policies, within the context of strong interventionist EU policies supporting re-ruralization. The return 

to the land is not a regression to nostalgic times as the availability of cheap and reliable ICTs allows 

people to be part time farmers while maintaining other career and educational activities online. The 

majority eat highly nutritious vegan or vegetarian diets leading to increased health; health care 

savings are invested elsewhere. Foods are generally produced and consumed locally and bartering 

and a gift economy re-surface. Larger families begin to re-emerge due to the need for labour. Parents 

spend more time with children and grand-parents help with childcare.  

                                                      
9
 According to www.bordbia.ie: 41% of Ireland agri-food exports go to Britain.  

 

http://www.bordbia.ie/
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Each of the three plans was tested in the context of each of the three scenarios and as a result, 

necessary changes were made to fortify the plans. These plans are considered to be robust due to their 

testing and altering across multiple scenarios. They form the basis of an action strategy comprised of a 

portfolio of options from which Cork Food Policy Council can choose and address in the short, medium or 

long term.  The actions listed are framed as things which CFPC can facilitate or which they can advocate 

for. Highlights from this strategy include: 

 Facilitate the creation of impactful research which could inform or encourage the creation 

of an integrated food policy (1.1) 

 Engage directly with policy-makers at all levels (1.2) 

 Create networks to assist in advocacy work (1.3) 

 Facilitate the creation and embedding of food education in educational institutions at 

various scales (2.1)  

 Advocate for those in policy-making and governance roles to address the need for food 

education (2.2) 

 Facilitate grass-roots approaches to and community activism for food education (2.3) 

 Facilitate the re-framing in the public consciousness in Ireland of healthy and sustainable 

food consumption practices as the norm (2.4) 

 Advocate for and facilitate a transition away from mono-cultural farming systems, 

especially those which focus on livestock (3.1) 

 Advocate for and facilitate alternative means for food to reach consumers by short-

circuiting existing conventional food chains for greater economic and environmental 

sustainability (3.2) 

 Lobby those in government to make policy changes to facilitate the diversification of the 

food production system (3.3) 

What are the most important differences between the three EU scenarios in terms of 

opportunities and limitations for the ‘local’ case study initiative?  

The first European scenario, Fed Up Europe, sees a continuation of the prevailing neo-liberal globalised 

food system and a worsening of existing negative dietary, health and environmental impacts. Retrotopia, 

the second scenario, is characterised by a nostalgia-fueled sense of natural heritage and rural 

custodianship arising out of efforts to keep global problems out of Europe as immigration and terrorist 

threats increases. The final European scenario used in the workshops was The Price of Health which 

describes a plausible future in which many Europeans return to rural lives out of necessity due to global 

pressures and also because of changing social norms. These changes are supported by government 

polices (for a fuller description of these scenarios, see Annex 1).  

There are three key differences between the EU-level scenarios in terms of opportunities and limitations 

for the local case study initiative. The first of these relates to leadership. In the Fed Up Europe scenario, 

it could be argued that it is ‘business as usual’ with regard to the nature and incidence of government 

policies which impact on the food system. This is not conducive to Cork Food Policy Council’s aims which 

seek to influence policy towards the creation of a more sustainable, just and fair food system for Cork. 

Specifically, in this scenario, EU and national level policy-makers have less power representing an 

entrenchment of the current neo-liberal laissez-faire paradigm. This approach sees too much control over 

the food system placed in the hands of multi-national corporations and insufficient leadership in support of 

farmers’ livelihoods, healthy diets and environmentally-friendly agri-food production. By contrast, in the 

Price of Health scenario, strong government policies are in place which support self-reliance and 

sustainability and this would certainly represent an opportunity for Cork Food Policy Council to achieve its 

goals.  
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The second important difference between the scenarios can be seen in how diets theoretically evolve. In 

Fed Up Europe calorie consumption increases, while in Retrotopia calorie consumption is said to be 

‘significant’ and improving diets not a priority in the face of more pressing concerns around European 

security. By contrast, in the Price of Health calorie consumption is relatively low with healthy diets most 

prevalent. Connected to this, in Fed Up Europe, the level of consumption of meat and other animal 

products is high, while in both of the other European scenarios meat consumption decreases significantly. 

In the case of Retrotopia, this is because of environmental concerns, while in the Price of Health this is 

attributed to changing social norms. A scenario in which diets become healthier and less focused on 

animal products represents a significant opportunity for Cork Food Policy Council in terms of their 

environmental and health goals. Conversely, the mission of CFPC would be limited in theoretical futures 

in which there is increased calorie consumption, a lack of interest in improving diets, and high levels of 

meat and dairy consumption. 

Connected to the level of meat production and consumption, the third key difference between the 

scenarios is in attitudes and behaviours towards environmentalism as it relates to the food system. In 

Fed Up Europe, because of the high level of livestock production, agricultural emissions increase and 

natural land cover decreases as more land is given over to the growth of grassland for livestock grazing. 

Correspondingly, in Retrotopia, agricultural emissions decrease due to a reduction in livestock numbers 

and natural land cover is untouched by agricultural expansion in both the Retrotopia and Price of Health 

scenarios. Furthermore, policies to enhance climate resilience in Southern European countries are made 

at European level -due to fears of mass south-north migration- in Retrotopia. Finally, there is a shift in 

public consciousness in both Retrotopia and the Price of Health around the importance of natural 

heritage, environmental stewardship and rural livelihoods. Yet again, much of the characteristics of the 

Fed Up Europe scenario offer potential limitations to CFPC’s work, while the possible futures presented 

by Retrotopia and the Price of Health suggest significant opportunities. Key objectives of CFPC can likely 

be achieved in these scenarios. These include diversifying food production systems, and changing the 

mind-set of citizen-consumers towards a greater understanding and valorisation of the food system and 

its environmental embeddedness. 

To what extent are these differences also translated into diverging strategic choices for 

the future? 

The three EU level scenarios, when scaled down to the Irish level provided a useful stimulus to create 

robust plans for the achievement of Cork Food Policy Council’s goals. These plans were based on the top 

three priorities as identified by workshop participants: Integrated Food Policy; Food and Nutrition 

Education; and Diversified Food Production Systems. Each plan was analysed to provide the basis for an 

action strategy containing a number of specific objectives and sub-objectives. The topics on which the 

scenarios most diverged correspond somewhat to the three priorities selected by workshop participants 

(see Figure 4). Figure 5 illustrates the relationship between the EU-level scenarios and the down-scaled 

Irish scenarios, through the lens of these emergent important themes and selected priorities. It is fitting 

that the most contentious issues are those on which the action strategy for Cork Food Policy Council was 

based, tackling these matters directly and in great detail. The result is a number of diverging strategic 

actions identified for the pursuit of each objective, some of which are listed below. 

Leadership Diets Environmentalism 

 

 

Integrated Food Policy Food and Nutrition 

Education 

Diversified Food Production  
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FIGURE 4: RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN VARYING SCENARIO TOPICS (TOP) AND 

PLANNING PRIORITY TOPICS (BOTTOM) 

Objective 1: Integrated food policy 

 Facilitate the creation of impactful research which could inform or encourage the creation of an 

integrated food policy 

 Engage directly with policy-makers at all levels, including national government 

 Work to re-frame certain issues in the current food system to foreground their importance and 

encourage engagement at a political level with integrated policies. For example, framing childhood 

obesity as a children’s rights issue 

 Be prepared to leverage windows of opportunity to get food and an integrated food policy onto the 

political agenda, for example food scares, public health crises, negotiations during the formation of 

government 

 

Objective 2: Food and Nutrition Education 

 Facilitate the creation and embedding of food education in educational institutions at various scales, 

from primary and secondary schools (encouraging parents to engage with these programmes as 

well), to adult education establishments 

 Facilitate grass-roots approaches to and community activism for food, food system and nutrition 

education  

 Facilitate the re-framing in the public consciousness in Ireland of healthy and sustainable food 

consumption practices as the norm  

 Identify and utilise key motivated figures to lead and inspire learning around food, food systems and 

nutrition 

Objective 3: Diversified food production systems 

 Advocate for and facilitate a transition away from mono-cultural and high-input farming systems, 

especially those which focus on livestock 

 Advocate for and facilitate alternative means for food to reach consumers by short-circuiting existing 

conventional food chains for greater economic and environmental sustainability 

 Harness media narratives to transmit the message that the food system is not sustainable and is in 

need of ‘greening’ 

 Create production and distribution synergies by utilising novel technologies 

Which other outcomes of the scenario work is important to highlight to understand the 

case study initiative’s dynamics?  

Workshop participants in all three plan groups agreed that the three EU scenarios, and the Irish scenarios 

which resulted from down-scaling these, could each be positioned on a spectrum of ideal futures with Fed 

Up Europe at one end, the Price of Health at the other, and Retrotopia between the two but closer to the 

latter. Fed Up Europe was described as a future resulting from a ‘business as usual’ approach. It was 

seen as representing an entrenchment of current negative trends and the logical conclusion to prevailing 

approaches to food policy. The narrative for Price of Health, by comparison, described characteristics of 

an almost utopian food system, the end goal for CFPC. Because of this, when reviewing the plans in the 

context of the Grey Autarky (derived from Retrotopia) and Slow Progress (derived from the Price of 

Health) scenarios, many steps were described as ‘already achieved in this scenario’. Had other scenarios 

been used, which described contexts quite different to CFPCs vision, this may have resulted in more 

robust plans.  
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FIGURE 5 OVERVIEW OF EU SCENARIOS DOWNSCALED TO IRISH CONTEXT
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Another notable outcome of the scenarios work is the finding that Cork Food Policy Council are operating 

within a particularly challenging national political context in which many of the fundamental problems they 

are working to address have yet to be recognised by those in policy-making roles. This is evidenced by 

particular strategic actions which were identified such as: 

 Work to gain recognition for the value of research which focuses on non-quantifiable and non-

agricultural elements of the food system (sub-objective 1.1.2) and the negative environmental impacts 

of agriculture in Ireland and agri-food systems more broadly (sub-objective 1.1.5);  

 Highlight to those in government the connection between sustainable food systems and public health 

(sub-objective 1.2.4); 

 Work to re-frame certain issues in the current food system to foreground their importance and 

encourage engagement at a political level with integrated policies. For example, framing childhood 

obesity as a children’s rights issue (objective 1.5);  

 Engage with the Health Service Executive to emphasise the connections between food, food nutrition 

and food system education, and mental and physical health (sub-objective 2.2.2); 

 Advocating for a diversified food production system to create a food system which is more 

economically, socially and environmentally sustainable (aim 3).  

2.3. Reflection on Transformative Capacity 

Why is Cork Food Policy Council not more transformational now? 

Cork Food Policy Council is facing an uphill battle to transform the food system as Ireland is just as 

embroiled in the globalised and industrialised food system as other nations of the Global North. In some 

respects, the food system in Ireland is even more problematic due to the embeddedness of a culture of 

convenient and low-priced food. Also, prominent agricultural exceptionalism rhetoric prevents the extent 

of Irish farming’s unsustainability being made known and comprehended. This latter problem is partially 

attributable to the strength of the farming lobby in Ireland which contributes to a political focus on 

agriculture and rural policies, at the expense of the creation of intersectional food policies. Furthermore, 

agricultural policies myopically encourage productivism which is aimed at the export market (although 

greenwashed as ‘sustainable intensification’). Within this context, CFPC as an organisation is lacking in 

resources, both financial, due to underfunding, and (connected to this) human. This latter problem can in 

part be attributed to the time-poverty of some voluntary council members, particularly those working in the 

private sector. A lack of awareness and apathy from members of the community towards food system 

issues were also cited as barriers to transformation of the food system.  

How could Cork Food Policy Council be more transformational? 

At all stages of this case study the same challenges were repeated and this is reflected in the three key 

elements of a desirable food future on which workshop participants chose to focus: Integrated Food 

Policy; Food, Food System and Nutrition Education; and Diversified Food Production Systems. Although 

CFPC has begun to address these goals already, some further work could be done in this area to make it 

more transformational. In fact, one key output of the workshops was an action strategy built around these 

three desirable future elements, and which is framed as a portfolio of options from which CFPC may 

select and apply in the short, medium or long-term future. Key actions with which CFPC could engage to 

enhance its transformational capacity include: 

 facilitating the creation of impactful research which could inform or encourage the creation of an 

integrated food policy 

 engaging directly with policy-makers at all levels 

 creating networks to assist in advocacy work 
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 facilitating the creation of a body similar to Sustain in the UK to help advocate for an integrated food 

policy 

 facilitating the creation and embedding of food education in educational institutions at various scales, 

from primary and secondary schools (encouraging parents to engage with these programmes as 

well), to adult education establishments 

 advocating for those in policy-making and governance roles to address the need for integrated food 

system and nutrition education 

 facilitating grass-roots approaches to and community activism for food, food system and nutrition 

education  

 facilitating the re-framing in the public consciousness in Ireland of healthy and sustainable food 

consumption practices as the norm  

 identifying and utilising key motivated figures to lead and inspire learning around food, food systems 

and nutrition 

 advocating for and facilitating a transition away from mono-cultural and high-input farming systems, 

especially those which focus on livestock 

 advocating for and facilitating alternative means for food to reach consumers by short-circuiting 

existing conventional food chains for greater economic and environmental sustainability 

 lobbying those in government to make policy changes to encourage the diversification of the food 

production system 

 harnessing media narratives to transmit the message that the food system is not sustainable and is in 

need of ‘greening’ 

 utilising windows of opportunity to embed these changes, for example global food production crises 

 creating production and distribution synergies by utilising novel technologies  

 using their unique position to bring all stakeholders ‘to the table’ to address key issues 

Reflecting on the four dimensions of food and nutrition security, what is the transformational 

capacity of Cork Food Policy Council?   

Assessing CFPC’s capacity to be transformational through the lens of the four dimensions of food and 

nutrition security (Availability, Access, Utilization, Stability), it has the potential to have impact on all but 

the first dimension (only because Availability is not currently problematic for FNS in the Irish context).  

Key objectives of CFPC’s, if achieved, could address the lack of food purchasing power which exists in 

some households (access), by amongst other things, facilitating growing, and improving purchasing and 

cooking skills. Another potentially transformational objective is addressing the spatial and infrastructural 

inaccessibility for some to shops selling healthy food. Priorities identified by CFPC also relate to the 

capabilities of individuals to fully utilize food that has been accessed; CFPC aims to improve low levels of 

nutritional knowledge and skills. Those with a compromised health status face greater challenges in 

gaining benefits from food so if CFPC were to focus on individuals such as this, they could have a great 

impact.  A final aspect of utilization on which CFPC could increase their efforts for transformation towards 

greater FNS is on the prevalence of low-priced unhealthy foods. The stability of accessibility and 

utilization of healthy food are also areas on which CFPC could have great transformational capacity. Their 

aims and objectives, which focus on both top-down systemic change and bottom up community 

engagement, position them well to influence a stability of accessibility for household to healthy diets, as 

well as in developing resilience strategies in the situation of food accessibility being vulnerable to 

environmental shocks.  
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3. SATELLITE CASE STUDY REPORT 

3.1. Research questions & Methods  

Research Questions 

This case study which focused on Bia Food Initiative (BFI) was underpinned by the question: “How can 

this practice develop into the future in a way that it will contribute significantly to better food and nutrition 

security at the European level?” Further specific questions to guide this research were: 

 To what extent and how do BFI’s selected food and nutrition security (FNS) practices/pathways 

reflect novel responses to FNS concerns in specific settings? 

 To what extent are these novel practices/pathways promising and successful? 

 To what extent do involved stakeholders explore up- and out-scaling potentials? 

 How do stakeholders characterise their interaction with institutional settings? 

 How relevant is EU level policy making in this interaction with institutional settings? 

Methods 

Bia Food Initiative was chosen as the satellite local case study for Ireland, in examining promising 

practices for food and nutrition security in the context of the TRANSMANGO study. BFI is a charity which 

aims to prevent food waste through its redistribution which they see as having environmental benefits 

(preventing the disposal of surplus food, encouraging the efficient use of food and natural resources), 

social benefits (matching surplus food to those in need; encouraging community action and voluntary 

participation), and economic benefits (help reduce costs for businesses, provide employment). BFI works 

by coordinating with other national agencies, using existing logistics, utilising modern information and 

communication technologies, and drawing on the existing support for charitable actions which exists 

among the Irish populace. It also advocates for a more favourable business and policy climate for food 

redistribution in Ireland. BFI was formed in 2012 and is the only nationwide food redistribution network in 

Ireland. 

In aiming to answer the research questions set out above, a two-part methodological approach was used. 

First, desk-based research of secondary sources was conducted and second, semi-structured interviews 

were carried out. The two-phase methodology provided for findings from phase 1 to be bolstered and 

cross-tabulated with those from phase 2. It also allowed for the interview schedule for phase 2 to be 

refined in advance by findings from phase 1. In the desk-based element of this case study, literature on 

food redistribution networks was reviewed and this provided context: what these are, why they are 

necessary, how they are constituted, their aims and objectives, how they work, and how they differ from 

food banks. It highlighted the novel and innovative nature of food (re-)distribution networks. In addition to 

this literature review, this desk study reviewed all sources of information on BFI itself which was feasible 

due to the fact that it is a relatively new organisation and as a result, the amount of online information 

about this body was digestible. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with five key BFI 

stakeholders. The interview sample consisted of three people who were part of BFI in some capacity, one 

person who represented a donor organisation and one person who represented a recipient organisation. 

Ultimately, interviews were carried out with Brendan Dempsey, Karen Horgan and Eoin MacCuirc from 

BFI, Lorraine Shiels from Tesco, and Chris Hilton from Cuan Mhuire
10

. Brendan Dempsey is a retired 

truck-driver who has for many years volunteered with the St. Vincent de Paul charity in Cork City. 

Brendan began distributing food which was going to waste at businesses to those in need. At its 

                                                      
10

 Cuan Mhuire offers rehabilitation treatment for individuals suffering from addictions. It’s the largest 
charity of its kind in Ireland.  
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inception, BFI involved Brendan in setting up a pilot for this project in Cork. Karen Horgan has run her 

family’s manufacturing business for a number of years. She works part-time with BFI and is their Director 

of Operations. Eoin MacCuirc has a long history of involvement with poverty charities and was co-founder 

of BFI. All three sit on BFI’s board. Lorraine Shiels is the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) manager 

at Tesco Ireland. Tesco provided BFI with seed funding and provide food donations to BFI on a daily 

basis. Chris Hilton is head chef at Cuan Mhuire’s Coolarne branch (near Athenry, Co. Galway). He is 

responsible for sourcing, planning and overseeing the cooking of all meals for approximately one hundred 

residential participants in their rehabilitation centre. Each of these five interviews took place over the 

phone and were transcribed for later analysis (using content analysis).  

3.2. Research findings 

Literature review 

For the purposes of this report, food redistribution initiatives represent the activities of redistribution 

centres  -  where surplus food that is donated from producers, wholesalers, retailers or other  

organisations is distributed to charitable organisations,  providing meals, food parcels or other forms of 

food assistance to those in need.  Typically, such food redistribution activities involve the collaboration of 

several stakeholder groups in their establishment and operation (Hanssen et al., 2014).  The source of 

such surplus is food that is not sold through normal retailing channels, such as products approaching their 

use-by date, goods with faulty packaging, misshapen fruit and vegetables or goods that are 

consequences of overproduction, distribution delays and end-of line production (Sustain, 2002).  

Recent research  has highlighted  how  such initiatives exemplify a shift towards multi-sector 

collaborations among public, private, and civil society institutions rather than state-directed policy or 

programmes on food assistance, suggesting that such arrangements  can be  seen as instruments of  

“neoliberal governance”  of the food system (Warshawsky, 2011). A recurrent theme in the literature is 

that redistribution initiatives (food banks in particular) support the neo-liberal default policy response 

which is to push responsibility for food security back onto individual citizens, charities and church groups 

(Lambie-Mumford and Dowler, 2014), as observed in many countries such as the UK (Lambie-Mumford, 

2013) and Canada (Riches, 2011; Tarasuk et al, 2014).  As Midgely (2013) notes, such developments 

reduce the pressure on governments to address the structural determinants of food poverty and thus 

depoliticise food insecurity.  A more trenchant critique is that the growth of food banks in wealthy 

countries is a salient marker of social policy failure with respect to hunger (Lambie-Mumford, 2013) and a 

failure of governments to meet their right to food obligations (De Schutter, 2012). 

At the same time, many accounts highlight what Poppendieck (1999) called the “persistent dilemma” of 

such initiatives, namely the  “deeply felt tension” between responding to immediate hunger with charitable 

food assistance and tackling the myriad ways in which hunger stems from social injustice (Rock, 2006).  

Citing the rise of food banking initiatives in Canada since the 1980s, Tarasuk et al.  (2014) note that 

reliance on donations by such initiatives means a preoccupation with the problems associated with supply 

and less attention on the factors underlying the growing   demand for these services.    

From the perspective of waste reduction, food banks  in particular appear to be a win-win situation for  

private sector actors - via the reduced cost of waste management and the public relations/benefits 

(Midgely, 2013), while providing much needed donations for the charity organisations involved   (van der 

Horst et al, 2014).  A knock-on effect of corporate food philanthropy is an opportunity for brand 

strengthening in the market place such as building public recognition through product logos (Lambie-

Mumford, 2013).  However, Riches (2011) questions the ethics  of actors such as supermarkets recycling 

surplus food when the pricing structures of the  food industry are responsible for creating significant food 

wastage in the first place, leaving  family farmers with low incomes and low-income consumers unable to 

purchase nutritious food.   Similarly, some commentators have questioned why retailers have so much 
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surplus.  If they have costed surplus into prices borne by the consumer, are they really part of the solution 

- or part of the problem (Sustain, 2002)? 

As McIntyre et al. (2012) note, food redistribution initiatives seem to combine humanitarianism with good 

common sense - what can be wrong with taking surplus food out of warehouses  and putting it into the 

mouths of the hungry?  Arguably, such initiatives are a pragmatic expression of the community and the 

corporate sector recognising and responding to emergency food needs (Sustain, 2002).   They represent 

“deep wells of community altruism” and it is not to say that well-meaning persons, churches, farmers, and 

corporate food giants should not give their time, money and surplus or wasted food to feed the hungry. 

(Riches, 2011).   On the other hand, there are arguments that such approaches are naïve, providing what 

Poppendieck (1999) describes as a sort of “moral relief” for people from the discomfort of confronting 

images of hunger in their midst, reassuring the public that food security is an issue that is being 

addressed which means that public debate on hunger is “silent” and “dampening the desire”  to empower 

the poor and take a more muscular, public stand against hunger (Booth and Whelan, 2014). van der 

Horst et al.  (2014) question  if there is a “dark side” to such initiatives in terms of the impact on the self-

esteem of receivers,  arguing that the  approaches  may be disempowering for recipients and may be 

provided in ways that compromise or misunderstand the recipient’s needs.    

What emerges clearly from much of the literature on food assistance provision is the extent to which it 

constitutes a distinctly ‘other’ system of food acquisition which sits very much apart from the mainstream 

ways by which most people access food today. The food is both sourced and acquired through 

mechanisms other than market exchange (Midgely, 2013).   In addition, writing about the experience of 

food banking in the UK,  Lambie-Mumford (2013) argues that  such initiatives  are experienced as ‘other’ 

by those who turn to them, relating  experiences of stigma and embarrassment indicating that it is a 

difficult experience for those involved.   Power (2011) comments on how, in the context of Canadian food 

banks, “otherness” is typified by recipients who lack the same options, choices and participation in food-

related decisions that others in society do.   

At the same time, it is recognised that food redistribution initiatives  provide a palpable benefit for people 

in emergency and crisis situations and have helped keep at bay hunger and malnutrition for millions of 

people throughout the industrialised world (Sustain, 2002).  As Poppendieck (1999) notes, such initiatives 

are not a problem if they represent a “kindly add-on” to an adequate and secure safety net of public 

provision.   

FNS practices 

Stakeholder Interviews 

Overview and Aims  

Bia Food Initiative (BFI) is a food redistribution charity which operates as in intermediary between food 

companies and charities which serve disadvantaged communities. According to interviewee Eoin 

MacCuirc: ‘We are the bridge to help serve busy charities and businesses’ and this bridge is made up of 

infrastructural and logistical services. BFI makes it as simple and easy as possible for companies to 

redirect their surplus food away from dumps, and does so in a timely manner. Of the approximately 

50,000 tonnes of food waste in Ireland each year which is recoverable, BFI aims to re-distribute 

approximately 10,000 tonnes of this. The logistical services which BFI offers are driven by the following 

goal: no food should be wasted while people are going hungry. According to Tesco Ireland’s CSR officer 

Lorraine Shiels, her company got involved with BFI because their goal speaks to Tesco’s ethical 

ambitions to lead the way on reducing food waste in retail and other areas in the food chain. In fact, 

Lorraine stated that it is Tesco’s goal that no edible food will go to waste in Tesco by 2017. BFI is different 

to food banks in that it serves an intermediary logistical function and has no direct interaction with end-

receivers of food aid. However the organisation is also different as it does not engage in rhetoric around 

food poverty. Instead, BFI emphasises its role in alleviating the environmental burden of food waste, 
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quantifying and making tangible its contribution to reducing carbon emissions. BFI works in parallel with a 

second food redistribution solution called Food Cloud. Food Cloud was set up at around the same time as 

BFI but uses technology to connect local food business directly to charities in their local area using a 

mobile phone app. Food Cloud complements the activities of BFI by serving those donors and recipient 

organisations with smaller needs.  

Operations and Practices 

Bia Food Initiative uses three distribution hubs, in Dublin, Cork and Galway cities with most of the food 

moving through the main hub and head office in Dublin. Food manufacturers and retailers contact their 

local BFI hub with details of their food surpluses which could potentially go to waste. Some businesses 

don’t have regular surpluses but BFI, at its three depots, can easily accept donations on an ad hoc basis. 

It does however reserve the right to refuse food donations which it doesn’t think can be re-distributed. 

Incoming donations may be frozen, chilled or ambient.  

Karen Horgan reported that BFI currently have approximately 75 registered donor organisations, most of 

which are food manufacturers. Food manufacturers may have surplus food to donate because it cannot 

be sold. Examples given were products with packaging issues (the defined ‘shelf-life’ indicated by date 

labels (which may have no connection to food safety or quality) requires food be dumped as this is 

cheaper than re-labelling); the seemingly unsaleable by-products of the production process (the 

misshapen ends of compressed ham rolls);  or those which do not pass quality control standards (‘gram-

light’ food (labels are for 100g of chicken, not 99g); sauces not quite the right colour; chocolate chips not 

spread out evenly in ice-cream; and breaded chicken lacking coating on its edges). In addition, BFI 

approached Kellogg’s cereals to become involved with their ‘Help Give a Child a Breakfast’ initiative; in 

response, Kellogg’s gave BFI an entire truckload of cereal to distribute.  

In addition, most well-known food retailers in Ireland are engaging with BFI in some way: Karen Horgan 

reports that BFI is ‘working on’ getting both Dunne’s Stores, and Marks and Spencer on board. Tesco 

provided start-up funding of €60,000 to BFI and donate food every week. Lorraine Shiels explained that 

most of the surplus food which Tesco donates comes from the distribution stage of the process whereby 

food cannot be sent to their stores because the ‘life code’ on the product is too short, or because it may 

be seasonal, such as Easter eggs. In this situation it is cheaper to send this food to BFI than to back-haul 

it. Tesco have a clear CSR ambition to reduce food waste in their retail operations but also to assist their 

suppliers and customers to reduce food waste. Lorraine reports that Tesco covers the cost of food 

deliveries from their distribution centres in North County Dublin but that pallets of donated foods tend to 

be included in deliveries which are already going out to their shops.  

Bia Food Initiative operates a lean model with just eleven employees across all three hubs. BFI looks to 

employ special categories of people and works with the Department of Social Protection’s back-to-work 

Pobal scheme which helps get people from disadvantaged groups into employment e.g. ex-prisoners, 

single mothers. All of BFI’s board members are volunteers and the rest of the work on the ground is done 

by volunteers. Donations are separated out by volunteers and are inputted onto BFI’s computerised 

system. They need to be separated as deliveries from a donor organisation may be too much for one 

charity to take, for example, an entire pallet of milk.  

The approximately 45 registered recipient charities can log in, see what is in stock and request the foods 

they want online. BFI personnel are familiar with charities’ preferences, for example homeless hostels 

prefer sandwiches and the St. Vincent de Paul charity favour food hampers. There is an informal system 

in place where charities may be called to inform them of the availability of their preferences. Chris Hilton 

from Cuan Mhuire explained that he gets an email from BFI at the beginning of the week listing 

specifically what is available and he will phone them back and most of the time, get exactly what he wants 

from the list.  
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Bia’s Karen Horgan emphasised that foods will never be pushed on charities, for example sugary or other 

unhealthy foods, however nor does BFI aim to deal with only nutritious foods.  Chris Hilton agreed that he 

needs to be selective in what he chooses; working with drug or alcohol addicts who often have digestive 

sensitivities, spicy foods such as curry would not be in demand. Conversely, he tries to prepare healthy 

food for Cuan Mhuire’s clients and feels that this is not what is always offered by BFI.  

In BFI, the afternoons are usually spent packing up deliveries for charities into trays. Either the charity will 

collect their chosen food or BFI will deliver it. The charity are charged either €1.50 for a tray if they collect 

it, or €2 if it is delivered. According to Eoin, this price represents about one tenth of the actual cost of the 

food. As the food is received as a free donation, charities are actually paying for the infrastructure which 

helps move the food. However, if food is left over after the charities have made their requests, BFI will 

give this out free of charge rather than asking for money for it or risking it going to waste. To date, BFI 

have facilitated the re-distribution of 700,000 meals worth of food. They have also hosted a Feed the 

5000 event (2012), a Feed the City event (2014) and in 2013 along with Philip Boucher-Hayes
11

, Bia 

made a movie entitled Waste Watchers about making Killorglan in Co. Kerry a zero waste town.  

The Food Cloud app allows food retailers to send a text to local charities which have registered with them 

to say that they have certain types of foods in certain amounts. Lorraine Shiels spoke of how the Tesco 

store network uses the Food Cloud app a couple of times a week, working around a donation schedule. 

The charities accept or decline the offer and are then provided an allocated time for collection from the 

shop. It is normally in the evening, shortly after the store has closed. According to Chris Hilton (who on 

behalf of Cuan Mhuire engages with both Food Cloud and BFI), the text might say that what is available is 

from the bakery department; it is only once he gets to the store that he will find out if it’s one sliced bread 

pan that is available, or twenty trays of bread. There is no charge associated with this service for 

charities. All charges sit with the food businesses who are saving money overall through avoidance of 

food waste costs and the reputational damage associated with this. Tesco use Food Cloud in a slightly 

different way in their urban stores in Dublin, under the banner of the Food Rescue Project. In this, a 

network of corporate volunteers collect surplus food from city centre shops in an electric car donated by 

Electric Ireland
12

, and then they drop it off to the charities.  

Contextualised Beginnings 

Eoin MacCuirc reports he first began to work on a project which eventually became Bia Food Initiative in 

2008. He was aware of the context within which he was working: almost 100 billion tonnes of food is 

wasted (at household level alone) every year in Europe; 55 million European people are in food poverty; 

and food bank activities address only a small fraction of these problems. Eoin had been involved in a 

mass charity event in Dublin which had had a lot of surplus food and he was finding it hard to re-distribute 

this. He met Jack Dunphy who was part of the Cross-Care food bank, and Jack took all of the surplus 

food he had. However, Cross-Care is a religious organisation and only had a remit to distribute food 

within Dublin. This fuelled Eoin’s desire to set up a national food redistribution network. He and Jack 

worked on this for a number of years but eventually, by 2011 it was decided that it was not Cross-Care’s 

path to expand and Bia was then established as a separate body in late 2011. Karen Horgan explained 

that: ‘…2011 was a bleak year. There were an awful lot of people in need…people going down a horrible 

poverty spiral’. At that time, BFI received funding of €37,000 from the Environmental Protection Agency to 

conduct a feasibility study and they began running events such as Feed the City to get people interested.  

About a year before this, a member of the Cork branch of the St. Vincent de Paul charity, Brendan 

Dempsey, in his day job as a lorry driver had been dumping tonnes of food from factories into holes in the 

ground, and then in the evening was visiting families who were living with hunger. In Brendan’s view, 
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those in Cork who were poor were getting less governmental support as the recession went on, with 

funding cuts for homeless charities and hostels, and other charities in the city on the verge of closing 

down due to financial concerns. He also saw a new type of people in need: ‘…we’re getting calls from 

new clients now…people with a third level education. These are hard-working people coming to us and 

saying they have no food, that there is nothing in the fridge. And they wait until the last moment to contact 

us. Hoping that something will come up before they come to the Vincent de Paul. The lights are out and 

there’s no food.’  

In response to this, Brendan began connecting businesses’ food waste with those who were hungry. He 

got Musgraves
13

 on board first and Brendan began to bring the food ‘…in the boot of my car straight to 

families’. He upgraded to a van; then got free access to a 10,000 square factory for storing ambient 

foods; followed by free access to warehouses with fridges and freezers, expanding the scope of foods 

received and donated. Brendan met challenges along the way such as having to spend two years working 

with solicitors to come to an agreement that Musgraves would not be held liable for any issues arising out 

of their food donations. A further challenge was having to adhere to Ireland’s Food Safety Authority’s 

Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point (HACCP) regulations which are in place to ensure that food is 

handled safely.  

St. Vincent de Paul service 5000 families in Cork each week which was quite a strain on their resources 

and difficult for VdeP’s membership, who, like Brendan, are mostly retirees. He says: ‘We were going 

nowhere and we couldn’t continue’. It was perhaps fortuitous that this was the point at which BFI came to 

Brendan’s attention. He was told that they wanted to become established and grow into a national 

network. Because of the work Brendan had been doing and the small size of Cork, it was decided that a 

pilot scheme be set up in Cork City to test the viability of such a network. Brendan jumped at the 

opportunity to collaborate with BFI because of VdeP’s lack of both human and financial resources. 

Eoin MacCuirc and Jack Dunphy were responsible for starting BFI but there were many others involved. 

Eoin said these were ‘Just ordinary people who said this needed to be done…(and who were)…all really 

into making this happen…’ A steering group and a board consisting of five members was established and 

this brought together a diversity of expertise and skill-sets with experiences in food banks, project 

management, business development, logistics, finance and the food industry. Brendan reflects on the 

amalgamation of his efforts with BFI: ‘They got a lot of people of quality around the table. I was lost being 

a lorry driver’. Eoin described how in a radio interview he stated BFI’s need for logistical expertise and the 

response to this:  

‘…a retiree from Masterlink, came on board. He put together a map of food charities and he was able to work out 

the tonnage and say how many depots we needed…He helped up set up a warehouse and looked at what kind of 

racking we needed. He was an expert…’ 

 

Financial and other supports were made available to BFI. The Environmental Production Agency had 

provided €37,000 to conduct a feasibility study. Tesco Ireland gave BFI an initial grant of €60,000 as part 

of their corporate strategy for that year which had put food waste reduction to the fore, and Karen Horgan 

reported that this was critical for getting BFI off the ground. Tesco have provided guidance to BFI since 

their establishment, helping the charity secure warehouses in all three hub cities. They have also been 

particularly supportive of Food Cloud and have heavily invested in the technology it uses. The JP 

McManus Benevolent Fund provided capital of €50,000 to fund refrigerated storage and this fund helped 

in the negotiation of leases on warehouses and in providing guidance on managing the steering group. 

Cork County Council has pledged €20,000 a year for five years. Smaller supports have also helped BFI 
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such as Cork VdeP allowing them to hold meeting in their offices, Ford Ireland giving them their first van, 

and FareShare
14

 providing operating manuals and contracts which were customised for Ireland and 

according to Karen Horgan ‘…allowed…(BFI)…to hit the ground running…’.  Opel are sponsoring a new 

fleet of seven vans which BFI will receive soon. By July 2014 the beginnings of the BFI network were 

well-established in Cork and within a year, the organisation had begun to set up the Dublin and Galway 

hubs (operational from December 2015 and January 2016 respectively).  

By contrast to the amount of support available in the establishment of BFI, there were also many 

challenges faced. Eoin MacCuirc repeated a number of times when interviewed ‘…it is like pulling teeth 

trying to make it happen’. He contends that one of the biggest barriers to the repurposing of recoverable 

and edible surplus food is perceptions around the value of this food. He cited the examples of out-graded 

fruits and vegetables being composted, and restaurants buying in whole chickens to cut the breasts off 

and discard the rest of the animal because it’s cheaper than buying the breasts on their own: ‘The motive 

isn’t about maximising the use of food. It’s about making money. There are no environmental, social or 

moral costs factored in.’ Leading on from this, there would appear to be a lack of awareness and 

recognition of the problem of food waste. Eoin argues that the government doesn’t tend to support food 

banks because to do so would recognise food poverty as a problem and require action on its part. 

Correspondingly, the concept of food re-distribution is little known and Lorraine Shiels from Tesco Ireland 

explained that embedding re-distribution processes (involved in Food Cloud) in their retail stores was 

problematic at first as it required a change in employee practices. Other problems emanating from the 

donor end of the interaction relate to safety concerns and commercial sensitivity. Karen explained that 

certain companies were reluctant to come on board as donors for fear of their brand reputation being 

sullied if food donations were not handled properly, and also for fear of litigation resulting from this. To 

allay these fears BFI had to invest in a state-of-the-art IT system to track every piece of food they dealt 

with. In addition, BFI agreed to legally shoulder all responsibility (both up- and down-stream from their 

activities) for illnesses arising from foods they distributed.  

Despite the funding received by BFI so far, Eoin MacCuirc explained that BFI currently needs a capital 

investment of approximately €1 million and how difficult it is to raise this large an amount, especially when 

the problem they are trying to address is conceptually invisible to most. As a social enterprise, BFI is not 

yet making a lot of money. In order to avail of supports from the European Commission’s Fund for 

European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD), two extra hubs had to be set up and this was done at great 

cost to BFI. It took a full year to get the Cork depot established and running well, and it is anticipated that 

it will take as long for the Dublin and Galway hubs to be sustainable. This is particularly challenging for 

the Dublin hub where costs are more significant. Eoin informs us that BFI is ‘bleeding capital currently’ 

and he constantly asks himself ‘How do I make this survive for two years until we break even. Who will 

support this?’ 

Institutional Interactions 

Both Karen Horgan and Eoin MacCuirc from BFI present an image of some but not enough governmental 

support for their organisation’s work. On the negative side, Eoin reports that although he has sent letters 

to all government departments requesting assistance for BFI he has received little response. He feels this 

is because BFI’s remit ‘falls between three stools’, those being the Department of Social Protection, the 

Department of the Environment, and the Department of Agriculture. He stated that the Department of 

Agriculture has not made any financial contribution to BFI, nor has the Department of the Environment 

done so directly (but funds have come from the EPA, a state body under their remit): ‘We have had 

ministers saying nice things, but no financial support.’ Around the time of interviewing, the government in 
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Ireland was changing and Eoin reported his feeling that this flux did not help in placing BFI and its work to 

the fore in the minds of those in governance roles. At the semi-state level Teagasc, Ireland’s Food and 

Agriculture Development Authority, have not interacted with BFI on any level.  

However, there have been some positive institutional interactions at a state and semi-state level. Karen 

Horgan describes the Department of Social Protection as a key stakeholder in the BFI process providing 

support through the Pobal scheme which provides employees from disadvantaged backgrounds. Joan 

Burton, then Táiniste
15

 and Minister for Social Protection, ceremonially opened BFI’s Cork depot. The 

Department of the Environment, through the EPA, provided funding for upgrading of BFI’s IT systems, 

and have helped establish a working group to publicise their (and Food Cloud’s) messages. In addition, 

the Stop Food Waste campaign (an EPA-funded project) is in full support of BFI’s activities. At a local 

governmental level, Cork County Council has committed to giving BFI €20,000 per year for five years. 

Bord Bia, Ireland’s food board, is very interested in BFI’s work and have actively promoted BFI to their 

Origin Green applicants. Origin Green is a scheme to certify the sustainability of food production 

practices. Manufacturers set targets in a number of areas and work towards these. A target might be 

‘reduce food waste’ and by engaging with BFI, this target can easily be met, providing producers with the 

opportunity to ‘tick the boxes’ relating to both social and environmental issues. This is a significant 

institutional engagement as Bord Bia aim to eventually have 100% of producers in Ireland certified by 

Origin Green.  

At the supra-national level, European Union institutions have also contributed positively to BFI. BFI 

recently won the contract to administer Ireland’s wedge of the European Commission’s Fund for 

European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD) which is worth €11 million over five years. Karen noted that it 

made sense for BFI to partner on this as it ties in to what they are already doing. However, Eoin 

explained that BFI had to set up three hubs to be able to avail of the scheme. As noted above, this has 

left them financially over-extended in the short term. He also explained that as the infrastructure for 

networked food redistribution was not very developed in Ireland it was hoped that that extra funds would 

be made available to Ireland but this was not the case.  

Bia Food Initiative interacts with institutions through various regulations and legislation, the most relevant 

of these govern charitable organisations and how they operate; and HACCP regulations which control 

food safety. Laws which relate to food safety liability are also relevant for BFI. When Brendan Dempsey 

began re-distributing surplus food he had to work for two years to develop agreements with Musgrave to 

assure them that they would not be liable if any food safety issues arose. Lorraine Shiels explained that 

when a charity wants to receive donations through Food Cloud, Food Cloud will check that the charity 

meets all regulatory requirements related to food handling. In two years of working with Food Cloud 

Lorraine states that there has yet to be a single issue of food mishandling, and she does not consider the 

legislation to be prohibitive. Connected to this, Karen explained that BFI are lobbying for a ‘Good 

Samaritan Act’ to be introduced whereby anyone who gives surplus food in good faith will not be held 

liable for any negative consequences arising from its consumption. BFI are also lobbying for legislation 

similar to that which has just been enacted in France which bans supermarkets from dumping food.  

Strengths and Success, Weaknesses and Challenges 

The main strength of BFI lies in what it works towards every day, that is, capturing tonnes of food which 

would be wasted and directing it towards those in need. Since BFI was set up, it has supplied 1.15 million 

meals made from surplus food to 75 charities; this food would have gone to waste otherwise. Lorraine 

reports that Tesco alone have donated 1.9 million meals through Food Cloud since the partnership 

began. Not surprisingly, she views this partnership as ‘extremely successful’. BFI helps charities to 
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achieve their goals more effectively by providing expertise and infrastructure to feed more people, in a 

more efficient manner. Brendan describes the problems VdeP had in attempting to distribute food, prior to 

BFI’s involvement: ‘We had a group to box food and a group to send it to visit homes, but all of these 

people were OAPs, and were struggling with the boxes of food. We couldn’t give cash to certain families 

as they would drink or gamble it so we gave them hampers but it was awkward to order, collect and 

deliver them.’ Money which would have been spent by charities on food can now be put to use elsewhere. 

Brendan reports that Cork VdeP are spending €2000 less than before BFI were involved and this saving 

is being put towards education. Lorraine reports that Tesco and Food Cloud have together enabled a 

saving of €2.5 million in the charity sector in Ireland which has been redirected towards providing a 

greater level of service for their users. In the face of austerity and continuing cuts, these savings have 

allowed many financially insecure charities to continue to operate. Chris Hilton, chef at Cuan Mhuire 

Coolarne, noted how in the short time his organisation has been  involved with BFI and Food Cloud (five 

months, since January 2016), he often didn’t have to buy certain expensive foods such as salad, butter 

and meat, thus reducing his costs. He conceded that he hadn’t yet seen a large reduction in the food bill 

but was sure that in the long term these savings would increase and have a big impact on the Cuan 

Mhuire charity.  

The particular BFI model has a number of strengths. These include the fact that BFI is very focused in 

what it does, operating in a streamlined way. It is very clear in its message as a result. In addition, 

because BFI is novel and small, it is not set in its ways, nor does it need to convene a large board before 

it can get anything done. It is much more agile than comparable organisations.  Eoin explained: ‘We have 

one vision and one system that fits everything.’ Part of this system uses information technology which is 

another strength as it works out the CO2 emissions, the tonnage and the value of food ‘saved’. This 

makes the impact of BFI all the more visible. The value of the technology used by Food Cloud was also 

highlighted. The technology Food Cloud has developed is unique and has the potential to be sold for use 

elsewhere. Currently, the Food Cloud application is being rolled out across 100 stores every month in the 

UK. Another strength of the BFI model is that it is designed to be self-sustaining as a large number of 

charities pay a small amount each week. As a result, BFI should be less reliant on outside funding 

sources and therefore less vulnerable to systemic shocks. There has been a lot of interest in the BFI 

model and a number of stakeholders from across Europe have come to visit the depots and see about 

rolling out a similar network in their own country (Eoin: France, UK, Denmark, USA).  

A final and very important strength of BFI’s model lies in its human resources: ‘…people who are 

committed and passionate, working their butts off to make it happen…’ (Eoin). There is a diversity in the 

board and steering committee membership which gives it strength, in part by having a balance of age, 

experience and foresight, and youth, enthusiasm and innovation: ‘The youngsters have the great ideas 

but the grey-haired board make sure all the governance and checks…are looked after’ (Karen). A range 

of expertise converges in BFI with experiences in logistics, warehouse management and charity work to 

name but a few. Key actors in BFI work hard to engage with the media and Karen Horgan argues that this 

makes businesses want to engage with BFI. This media awareness and savvy bore out when Food Cloud 

was recently one of six finalists in Virgin Media’s Voom competition for social enterprises. According to 

Lorraine Shiels from Tesco Ireland ‘(They are)…tapping into a generation where social concerns are 

more to the fore. This generation are more socially aware.’ Lorraine also discussed benefits which Tesco 

has enjoyed since interacting with BFI. These include greater employee satisfaction (‘…colleagues say 

they are really proud of these initiatives…’) and reputational benefits as it allows them to ‘…put a human 

face on Tesco’.  

However, BFI faces some challenges the most important of which would appear to be that it is resource-

constrained and is in a financially precarious position as they have over-extended themselves in order to 

expand recently to three hubs. According to Karen Horgan:  
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‘Our biggest weakness would be financial sustainability…(We need to pay for)…people in the vans, electricity, 

freezers, partial salary support. There are quite a few holes to be filled. Having a guaranteed future flow of income 

in the next 3 to 5 years is a problem, especially as we are keeping premises that are too big for need right now.’  

 

Without governmental support, it will be difficult for BFI to raise capital. Eoin MacCuirc does not think 

fundraising is a feasible option, especially if they want (and need, he argues) to operate as a self-

sustaining business. Other challenges for BFI include having to coordinate their operating systems with 

those of large multiple retailers. Karen stated:  

 ‘Dunne’s Stores are not on board. Dunne’s operate a slightly different model. They don’t have central distribution 

so it’s not as straight forward. We’re working on it. Marks and Spencer don’t donate in Ireland at the moment but 

we’re working on that too….But their policy is they keep food on the shelf until the very last day on the packaging. 

Bia needs a three day turnaround.’  

 

Eoin noted that a potential weakness of Food Cloud was that it concentrated its efforts on three or four 

large supermarkets for its income stream and that this concentration left it exposed to potential shocks. 

Finally, a weakness noted by Brendan and Chris, from the perspective of recipient organisations (VdeP 

and Cuan Mhuire respectively), was that there isn’t always a wide enough range of foods available for 

charities to choose from, or that the food they choose may have been taken by another charity before 

them. This makes it difficult to plan what will be passed on to service-users, and what need to be ordered 

by them separately. However, it should be noted that neither of these interviewees were overly critical of 

BFI and they felt that these weaknesses would be ironed out in time.  

Future Directions 

Both Karen and Eoin agreed there they had hopes and plans for operational changes for BFI in the short 

and long term future. First among these was to expand the list of donor organisations to include all food 

producers in the country (approximately 300 more companies). Karen did however concede that many 

companies may be hesitant to engage with BFI because of fears surrounding safe food handling and 

litigation and that BFI were working on assuaging such fears. A second aim for the future was for the 

creation of synergies with certain state agencies. Karen thought it appropriate that BFI and the Food 

Safety Authority of Ireland work together as strategic partners and this is something they are ‘working on’. 

BFI could potentially work with Teagasc to gather surplus food for donation through gleaning at the end of 

harvest: ‘We have the labour and it’s a very good message not to waste good food’. Another plan is to 

make Dublin the centre of their operations; although Cork is currently the centre, most food will pass 

through Dublin and will service more people. Karen also reported that they hope to integrate BFI and 

Food Cloud’s operations in the future. Food Cloud offers an introduction to the concept of food 

redistribution. They have the physical infrastructure and the technology; by using both, she said ‘…we will 

be covering a lot of the black holes...if we don’t have a depot in an area we can arrange for food to be 

collected at a supermarket in the area.’ Finally, Eoin emphasised that it was of paramount importance for 

BFI to be able to sustain itself financially and to not have to rely on sourcing funding on a piecemeal 

basis. Lorraine Shiels reported where she would like to see the BFI-Tesco partnership going in the future 

and this is largely in line with BFI’s goals. Firstly, she hopes that Tesco will continue to provide 

operational and technical supports to BFI; secondly Tesco is looking to encourage suppliers to change 

practices to enable them better engage with BFI (e.g. manufacturers sending surplus food to Tesco for 

them to redistribute); and thirdly it is hoped that the BFI and Food Cloud models can be expanded across 

the Tesco network internationally:  

‘…Food Cloud is planned for all of the more than 3000 stores by the end of 2017. 110 stores in Ireland are using 

Food Cloud and it is planned for all 148 stores to be using it by the end of December…You never know what 

opportunities are down the road in Europe…The model might fit for other countries depending on what charity 

networks are there…We should maximise…(what we’re doing in Ireland and)…the UK and the sky’s the limit after 

that.’ (Karen) 
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Brendan expressed the wish that BFI might be taken over by the state in the future, and used as the go-to 

agency for emergency food re-distribution. He explained that this could easily be done because the 

requisite infrastructure and networks are now in place. 

3.3. Reflection on transformative capacity 

Why is Bia Food Initiative not more transformational now? 

Bia Food Initiative is working at a time when there are more people than ever living in food and nutrition 

insecurity; this is the legacy of the economic recession of almost ten years ago and austerity policies 

which have followed. In addition, those who have descended into poverty in recent years due to broader 

international and national economic downturns are caught in the vicious circle of suffering from a lack of 

supports due to a dearth of public funding. This sets the scene for the challenging social, political and 

economic context which limits the transformational potential of BFI. 

An internal barrier to greater transformational capacity is BFI’s (over?) emphasis on the role it plays in 

alleviating the environmental burden of food waste. The organisation neither engages in rhetoric on food 

poverty nor on food security, and no distinction is made between donations of healthy or unhealthy foods.  

Bia Food Initiative’s reach is not as extensive as it could be as they work with some but not all multiple 

retailers and food manufacturers. However, their plans in this area (set out in next section) will mean 

greater transformational capacity in this regard.  

How could Bia Food Initiative be more transformational? 

Bia Food Initiative works within the context of a large amount of surplus food being wasted in Ireland due 

in part to it not being sufficiently valued. This is food which could be easily recovered and this is exactly 

what BFI aims to do. Of the approximately 50,000 tonnes of food waste in Ireland per year which is 

recoverable, BFI aims to distribute 10,000 tonnes of this. Although a small proportion, it represents a 

significant impact and as BFI aims to grow in the future, the potential transformative capacity of BFI going 

forward is huge.  

As mentioned above, BFI currently works with most well-known multiple retailers and 75 food 

manufacturers in Ireland but it aims to eventually engage with all producers (amounting to approximately 

300 more). Other plans for the future include streamlining both of their solutions (BFI and Food Cloud) to 

ensure that there are no ‘black holes’ in their supply chain. Furthermore, the Food Cloud app is being 

rolled out across the UK and it was noted by an interviewee that it could go further. Tesco hope to expand 

BFI and Food Cloud across their organisation internationally and there has been a lot of interest in the 

BFI model from community food activists from a range of countries (both within and outside of Europe). 

This geographical expansion and growth in the scale of BFI’s operations will magnify this organisation’s 

transformational capacity.  

Were BFI to receive greater governmental support (organisational, technical, financial, legislative), their 

operation could be secure and grow. Possible future synergies with particular state agencies hold 

massive potential, while one existing synergy (with Origin Green) could grow more and this would have a 

significant impact in helping to achieve BFIs goals. It was also suggested in this case study that at some 

point in the future, the state may opt to absorb BFI as a state-agency with responsibility for surplus food 

re-distribution. Although this might give cause for worry in some respects, it would mean that there is a 

centralised government agency with responsibility for feeding the hungry while reducing food waste – an 

undeniable step in the right direction. These findings demonstrate the up- and out-scaling potential of BFI 

and further emphasise this organisation’s capacity to transform the food system in Ireland towards greater 

food and nutrition security.  
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Reflecting on the four dimensions of food and nutrition security, what is the transformational 

capacity of Bia Food Initiative?   

The first dimension of food and nutritional security (FNS) –availability- is not something that needs to be 

addressed in the Irish context. In fact, BFI deals with the opposite problem. Food is not only available, it is 

surplus and going to waste. This is while others lack access to healthy diets (second dimension of FNS: 

access). BFI therefore aim to provide access to food to households and individuals which lack purchasing 

power, by redistributing surplus food stocks. The third dimension of FNS –utilization- is also relevant for 

BFI. Utilization relates to deriving benefits from food which has been accessed. BFI certainly provides the 

benefit of staving off hunger for recipients; but it cannot necessarily be said that it provides the benefits of 

fighting malnutrition, as BFI accepts and redirects donations of both healthy and unhealthy foods. Nor 

does BFI focus on individual capabilities around food knowledge, cooking skills or dietary choices. It does 

not work to address power distribution in households where weaker household members (often women 

and children) are less likely to achieve full utilization of food donations. With this being said, BFI do allow 

recipient organisations to state a preference for foods which they feel are most appropriate for their 

service users and this may be foods which are more nutritious or which can be prepared with limited 

cooking facilities. The fourth dimension of FNS, stability, is not addressed by BFI’s work (stability of 

access, stability of utilization). This is because BFI functions to treat the symptoms rather than the 

systemic causes of hunger and a lack of household resilience to food poverty.  
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4. SYNTHESIS OF FINDINGS  

Reflection on the cases and their capacity to illustrate the EU FNS space as a 

reassembled space 

Both the main and satellite Irish case studies could be said to illustrate the European food and nutrition 

security space as a reassembled space. A reassembled space is one in which old ideas, resources, 

routines and patterns of connecting are continuously reassembled in different ways to create new 

routines, patterns, social relationships and realities which did not exist before. Re-assembled spaces are 

multi-faceted.  

In these spaces, there can be evidence of global-local interaction patterns and this is certainly applies for 

the two case studies. Cork Food Policy Council (CFPC), like all food policy councils (FPCs) encourages 

systems thinking which, when discussing the food system, relates to local-global interactions. CFPC falls 

under the auspices of the Cork Healthy City Initiative which is funded by the World Health Organisation, it 

is part of a UK network of FPCs and it aims to work with other organisations at the European level. Bia 

Food Initiative also shows evidence of global-local interactions in that it has recently won the contract to 

administer the European Commission derived FEAD.  

Re-assembled spaces also show evidence of natural and human assets. CFPC and BFI both operate out 

of Cork. Cork has a tradition of innovative alternative food practices involving key individuals, many of 

whom are not originally from Ireland. FPC’s memberships tend to be varied with experts from all areas of 

the food system and this is certain the case for CFPC. In BFI, people are also a key asset. In this 

organisation, people who traditionally find it difficult to find work are employed through the Department of 

Social Protection’s Pobal scheme. Those involved in building the organisation (including Food Cloud) 

come from a range of backgrounds, bringing a diversity of skills, experiences and expertise. A particularly 

important skill set would seem to lie in the areas of information technology and social media proficiency 

which have resulted in innovative solutions to assist in the redistribution of surplus food (the former) and a 

high profile for this organisation’s activities (the latter).  

These two case studies also illustrate that they are operating in a reassembled space because of urban-

rural relations which are evident in their practices. As mentioned above, FPCs are concerned with 

systems thinking which requires consideration of traditional spaces of production (rural) as well as 

traditional spaces of consumption (urban). FPCs, as is the case with CFPC, tend to focus on urban 

spaces as they are often neglected when it comes to food policy with the focus squarely on the rural as 

the places where agriculture happens.  

Analysing both case studies, many driver/vulnerability configurations are evident, reinforcing the 

argument that these cases represent a re-assemblage of routines, patterns, social relationship and 

realities for greater food and nutrition security. Drivers are those factors or hazards which determine 

vulnerabilities in the food system. Vulnerabilities are characteristics of the food system which are 

potentially causing insecurity. FPCs aim to empower communities and to encourage policy change, thus 

addressing the drivers of consumption patterns, inequalities and a political vacuum, and the vulnerabilities 

of citizens’ health and wellness, social and economic inequalities, food safety, leadership at political and 

institutional levels, international trade liberalisation, and concentration of power in the agrifood system. 

The wide range of people involved in FPCs encourages systems thinking which also tackles many of 

these same drivers and vulnerabilities. By focusing on educating (policy-makers and consumers) and 

public awareness campaigns (which, amongst other things, encourage more healthfulness, translate 

rhetoric around food security, and help with capacity building) CFPC further illustrates that it is operating 

in a reassembled space. CFPC aims to address the drivers of water, weather, climate change, and the 

cost-price squeeze for producers, as well as the vulnerabilities of the productive capacity of Irish 

agriculture, pressures on biodiversity, and the concentration of power in the agrifood system. It does this 

by working to change the food system in Ireland towards greater diversification. BFI addresses many 
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drivers and vulnerabilities in the Irish food system, the most important of which is food waste. By 

redistributing food to those in need, it addresses the drivers of climate change and economic austerity, as 

well as the vulnerabilities of pressures on biodiversity, citizens’ health and wellness, and social and 

economic inequalities.  

Cork Food Policy Council and BFI operate within spaces where there are producer-consumer 

interlinkages. CFPC aims to educate policy-makers and consumers about food, highlighting where it has 

come from and figuratively reducing the distance between sites of production and sites of consumption. 

FPCs bring together disparate groups from social learning, for example farmers and community 

gardeners in disadvantaged areas. FPCs act as a forum to bring together food system stakeholders, 

including producers and consumers. BFI creates new links between producers (of what ends up being 

surplus food) and end consumers. This interaction involves no market exchange and therefore operates 

in a reassembled space.  

Bia Food Initiative utilises public-private partnerships, another characteristic of reassembled spaces. As a 

food redistribution organisation, it involves collaboration between private, public and civil society 

organisations. Most well-known multiple retailers are engaging with BFI in some way (private); food is 

delivered to charitable organisations (civil society); BFI employs special categories of people as part of a 

Department of Social Protection scheme (public). Some governmental, private sector and civil society 

funding and supports have been given to BFI and more would be welcomed. The synergies which exist 

between Bord Bia’s Origin Green programme and BFI are important and could have a large impact.  

Cork Food Policy Council and BFI’s activities in the reassembled space are further illustrated by 

examples of interrelations between ideas and practices. Firstly, they both mainly operate in Cork, a place 

with a ‘rebel spirit’, a tradition of self-sufficiency, and high levels of local ‘good’ food networks, 

entrepreneurial activity and product innovation. This provides a deep pool of experts and experiences 

from which both organisations drew in building their membership. CFPC encourages systems thinking 

and healthfulness; it works to educate, raise awareness and instigate a change in social consciousness 

around food and food systems; and it brings together people and groups for social learning and planning 

synergies.   

Finally, the two case study organisations are evidence of a reassembled EU FNS space because of 

evidence of regime-practice horizontal relations. FPCs aim to transform the food system by empowering 

communities to make change. They work with local government, as CFPC does, and attempt to remedy 

the problem of food falling between the stools of disparate government ministries. BFI engages with 

political institutions from the perspective that it has received financial and other supports from state and 

semi-state bodies. It will shortly begin to administer the European Commission FEAD scheme, showing 

that this has devolved from the supra-national to the local level. 

Connections and relevant (dis)similarities in terms of adaptive or transformative capacity 

In terms of aims and objectives, FPCs and food redistribution networks are quite dissimilar. While the 

former attempt to address the systemic causes of food (amongst other things), the latter attempts to 

address food waste, which is an outcome of a broken system. FPCs take a holistic approach and focus 

on paradigm-changing activities. Food redistribution networks, by contrast, are more focused in their 

approach. They pragmatically work on tangible and immediate issues. CFPC explicitly wants to move the 

food system in Cork away from further entrenchment in the neo-liberal food system, whereas BFI works 

within the conventional food system, but is doing something different within this system. It has been 

argued that food redistribution networks such as BFI reduce pressure on governments to address food 

system weaknesses. CFPC focus on a range of activities to achieve their goals, due to their broader 

remit. BFI is much more focused in its actions (on its two solutions: logistical redistribution services 

through BFI; technological solution for redirecting surplus food through Food Cloud). While CFPC works 

to ‘build a constituency of activists’, it has been argued that activities such as those with which BFI 
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engage ‘dampen the desire’ to take a stand against hunger. Cork Food Policy Council have a clear vision 

of creating a food system which is more just and healthier; BFI does not focus on the nutritional content of 

the food it distributes. A key goal of BFI is to engage with certain state organisations as strategic partners; 

CFPC does not have this goal.  

Despite these differences, there are many similarities in what both organisations hope to do. CFPC’s 

broad remit is to affect policy change; BFI has lobbied to change certain laws pertinent to its operations. 

Both organisations have criticised how food policy in Ireland is deficient, both hope for some 

governmental support and both see the need to look to supra-national level governance structures, at 

least in part, for this. Other similarities in CFPC’s and BFI’s aims and objectives are their common focus 

on urban areas, their engagement in practical actions, their drive to change the practices of large multiple 

retailers, their concern with the environmental implications of the prevailing food system, and their belief 

in the need for change in the public consciousness around certain food issues. While CFPC is working on 

tackling the cause of the illness that is food and nutrition insecurity, BFI focuses on addressing immediate 

needs of individuals and families not having enough food to eat which surplus food is going to waste (the 

symptom of this same ‘illness’).  

Other dissimilarities between the two organisations are in their operating models. BFI is a social 

enterprise; CFPC is an advocacy body. BFI hopes to be self-sustaining in the future but CFPC will always 

have to rely on sourcing external funding. CFPC focuses on Cork but is part of an international network; it 

is unique in the Irish context as it is the first and only FPC in Ireland. BFI, on the other hand, has a 

nationwide network but is not affiliated with any international networks. Its model is nonetheless novel 

both in an Irish and international context. However, there are again some similarities between the two 

bodies in how they function. They are both not-for-profit organisation which represent alternative 

approaches to the prevailing food system. They are both currently centred on Cork and can draw on the 

strengths of this ‘food capital’. Common to both organisations is the involvement of a diverse range of 

actors, with one person in particular (Eoin MacCuirc) heavily involved in both.  

Finally, when examining the challenges facing CFPC and BFI, there are many which these two 

organisations have in common. Both organisations report that the problems they are trying to address are 

insufficiently recognised or taken seriously. Both mention a lack of concern particularly from public 

agencies and both work with insufficient human and financial resources. Although a common complaint 

was the difficulty in gaining traction for what they are trying to achieve, representatives of these 

organisations emphasised the importance of persevering in the hopes of one day making an impact on 

the food system.  
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6. ANNEXES 

Annex 1: European Scenarios 

Fed Up Europe 

Fed Up Europe is a story of inertia in the food system under global pressures. Practices and business 

models leading to unhealthy diets and negative environmental impacts continue. The power of EU and 

national policy makers to change these trends decreases over time with a combination of decreasing 

funds and decreasing popular support. There is a lack of leadership in the face of climate and migration 

crises. Consumers’ incomes are enough to avoid food insecurity, but many lack the knowledge, 

incentives or budgets for healthy life styles.  In governments and in the private sector, there are minorities 

interested in changing the trend, but they are fighting an uphill battle.  
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Driving factors:  

 Consumption 

Patterns 

Environmen

tal 

Degradation 

Poverty 

and 

Economic 

Inequality 

Social and 

Technical 

Innovation 

Urban  

and Rural 

Population 

Dynamics 

Power and 

Market 

Concentration 

Trade 

Agreements 

Resou

rce 

Use 

F
e
d

 u
p

 E
u
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p

e
 

High animal 

products, high 

sugar/processe

d food 

(unhealthy 

meat eaters) 

Biodiversity 

loss, water 

pollution, soil 

degradation 

etc. 

continued 

environmenta

l decline 

Low 

poverty 

high 

inequality – 

few are 

truly poor, 

but some 

are 

extremely 

rich 

Low innovation, 

private sector 

driven – public 

and private 

sectors are inert,  

despite interest 

in change among 

a minority in the 

private sector 

Increase in 

both urban 

and rural 

populations 

Extreme 

concentration: 

several 

companies 

dominate the 

entire market 

worldwide 

Free 

markets 

(more free 

trade 

agreements, 

removal of 

subsidisation

) 

Resou

rce 

crisis 

 

Impacts:  

Food and 

nutrition security 

Agricultural 

systems 

Post-farm food 

system activities 

Interactions with 

global food 

security 

Environmental 

impacts of the 

food system 

Few people are 

undernourished, but 

other malnutrition 

and NCDs are 

common. 

Large-scale 

industrial agriculture 

grows, with little 

innovation, among 

other reasons 

because cheap 

labour is available; 

smaller farmers fail. 

Several companies 

control post-farm 

food system 

activities; locked into 

historic patterns 

Europe struggles 

with competition 

from other global 

regions; but trade 

agreements remain 

open and free, 

offering market 

opportunities due to 

low European wages 

and lax regulations 

Environmental 

policies are 

weakened; land and 

resource use 

becomes more 

indiscriminate and 

damaging. 

 

Insights from the models:  

 Few investments and innovations are happening in agriculture. 

 Prices of agricultural products go up because of global competition – this is particularly the case 
with meat. But the increase is gradual – production is also strong in Europe, partly because of the 
availability of cheap personnel. 

 Calorie consumption increases overall. 

 Agricultural emissions are very high – livestock production increases. 

 Natural land cover decreases, partly because of growth of grassland for cattle. 
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Retrotopia  

In Retrotopia, waves of immigration, terrorist threats and increasing impacts of climate change trigger 

social movements and policies that aim to keep global problems out of Europe, along with a nostalgia-

fueled sense of natural heritage and rural custodianship. Racism becomes more accepted; migrants are 

kept out, creating employment problems in greying societies, which are partly solved by robotization of 

work; fear of migration from Europe’s southern to northern countries due to climate change prompts 

European policymakers to help make Mediterranean countries more climate-resilient. Environmental 

concerns drive down consumption of animal products; otherwise, the improvement of diets is not a priority 

amid concerns of European security and self-reliance. 
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Driving factors:  
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n Patterns 
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and Rural 

Populatio

n 

Dynamics 

Power and 

Market 

Concentratio
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Low animal 

products, 

high 

sugar/proces

sed food 

(unhealthy 

vegans and 

vegetarians) 

Environmental 

degradation is 

reversed 

Low 

poverty, 

low 

inequality 

High 

innovation

, public 

sector 

driven 

Decrease 

in both 

urban and 

rural 

population

s 

Healthy 

competition 

exists in all 

sectors – 

significant 

role for SMEs 

Protected 

markets 

(less free 

trade more 

subsidies) 

Significant 

reduction 

in 

resource 

use/dema

nd 

 

Impacts:  

Food and 

nutrition security 

Agricultural 

systems 

Post-farm food 

system activities 

Interactions with 

global food 

security 

Environmental 

impacts of the 

food system 

Poverty and food 

insecurity are low; 

meat consumption 

has dropped; but 

NCDs are common 

as sugar 

consumption is high 

and not a policy 

priority 

Mediterranean 

countries become a 

hub for climate-smart 

agriculture; 

environmental 

policies have shifted 

Europe toward more 

sustainable 

agricultural 

practices. 

Robotization has 

increased in all food 

system activities with 

decreasing labour 

availability. This 

innovation has been 

facilitated by public 

policies. 

Trade with the 

outside world has 

decreased; large 

food companies are 

increasingly focusing 

on other global 

regions. Food 

security in other 

regions is threatened 

by economic and 

climatic challenges, 

but Europe does little 

to help. 

Strict policies ensure 

low environmental 

impacts of food 

system activities. 

 

Insights from the models:  

 Due to a lack of trade, and strong production at the same time, food prices drop. 

 Animal product prices drop due to a lack of local demand. 

 Calorie consumption is significant, but there is lack of a share of animal products. 

 Agricultural emissions are lower due to a lower production of animal products. 

 Natural land is largely untouched by agricultural expansion. 
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The price of health 

The Price of Health is a story that sees many Europeans returning to rural lives, out of necessity due to 

global pressures, because of changing social norms, and facilitated by technological advances in 

communications. These changes are supported by strong government policies regarding self-reliance and 

sustainability. Not everyone, however, is happy to be returning to the land – and the wealthiest do not 

have to follow suit. 
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Driving factors:  
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Low animal 

products, low 

sugar/processe

d food (healthy 

vegans and 

vegetarians) 

Environ

ment is 

stabilize

d 

High poverty, 

high inequality – 

incomes are 

low, but quality 

of life has been 

decoupled from 

income through 

other means of 

subsistence; the 

rich lead very 

different lives 

High innovation, 

needs driven, 

bottom-up – 

local initiatives, 

local 

businesses and 

local 

governments 

Increase in 

rural 

decrease 

in urban 

Extreme 

decentralisatio

n dominated by 

SMEs 

Protected 

markets  

(less free 

trade more 

subsidies) 

Significant 

reduction in 

resource 

use/deman

d 

Impacts:  

Food and nutrition 

security 

Agricultural 

systems 

Post-farm food 

system activities 

Interactions with 

global food 

security 

Environmental 

impacts of the food 

system 

Many are poor in terms 

of income, but rural 

lifestyles, smart and 

diverse agricultural, 

trade and distribution 

practices, combined 

with a shift in 

preferences and 

understanding of 

healthy supported by 

customized information 

technology results in 

good food and nutrition 

security for most. Cost 

and preferences have 

lowered the 

consumption of meat 

and animal products 

considerably. 

Food produced by 

farmer cooperatives, 

and medium-sized 

farms, bolstered 

through flexible and 

climate-smart 

agricultural 

technologies, is 

integrated into short 

food chains, and 

supported by home-

produced crops. 

Post-farm food system 

activities are highly 

integrated with 

agricultural production, 

managed by small to 

medium-sized 

enterprises, supported 

by flexible agricultural, 

processing, transport 

and information 

technology. There are, 

however, some areas 

where such 

technologies are less 

available. 

Europe has little 

capacity to help resolve 

food security issues 

elsewhere in the world. 

Re-wilding trends due 

to the abandonment of 

rural areas are 

reversed, with people 

moving back to the 

land. The return to 

cultivated land is 

mostly done in a 

sustainable fashion; 

nevertheless, this leads 

to a stabilization, rather 

than a revival, of 

environmental 

conditions. 

 

Insights from the models:  

 Many forms of local innovation are shared and raise yields. 

 Protectionist trade policies mean that agricultural product prices drop - but much trade happens 
outside of formal systems. 

 Calorie consumption is relatively low, and meat consumption decreases significantly, but diets 
are mostly healthy. 

 Emissions drop because of the decrease in livestock production. 

 Land cover changes due to large-scale agriculture drop, but small-scale agricultural land use 
increases. 
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Annex 2: Irish Scenarios 

Business as Usual: Adapted from the TRANSMANGO EU scenario Fed Up Europe 

In the context of the Fed Up Europe European level scenario, the most pertinent issue for Ireland has 

been the withdrawal of European Union subsidies to farmers for environmental schemes. This has had a 

destructive impact on farmers, in particular small family farmers. In Cork, many farms of this type had 

relied on subsidies to ensure their operation was financially viable. Less local food is available, both 

mainstream and artisan foods, and the shops are largely stocked with imported foods. Small local shops 

and farmers’ markets have largely disappeared because of this, but also because people have less time 

and are less emotionally connected to food consumption. There has been a withdrawal of funding for 

schemes to educate people on the topic of food and to help connect them with their food.  Food costs 

more for the consumer and ‘good’ diets become the preserve of the wealthy. As a result, lifespans have 

shortened and an obesity crisis has emerged.  

Corporate-owned or controlled farms have benefitted from the removal of European Union subsidies as 

they have been able to expand more into the market space left by smaller farmers, and also to buy up 

land from ‘failed’ small farms. Large-scale industrial farming run by corporations, some of which are 

foreign-owned, begin to proliferate. As a result of this, there is a growth of large food processing plants 

geared towards export markets and Cork airport becomes a global ‘food hub’. This also represents an 

employment hub and there are others of its type around the country. Although there are high levels of 

employment in these hubs, wages are low. In addition, there is increased unemployment away from these 

areas. One particular positive trend for Irish producers has emerged: Irish livestock farmers benefit from 

increased global demand for meat products and as a result, prices for their products have increased.  

A further negative impact which has emerged in this scenario is rural depopulation, especially rural youth 

depopulation. This is due to the decline of family farms and there being less opportunities in rural areas. 

Specifically, there is less populated open countryside with more rural people living in villages and towns. 

This has also caused an increase in rural-urban migration trends, exacerbating Cork City’s existing 

housing crisis (and also the housing crises in other Irish cities). Social capital decreases, in both rural and 

urban areas, and there is little community life.  

Ecological degradation of lands and waterways due to the increased industrialisation of agriculture has 

become a major problem. The rural landscape changes and is less diverse; there is a reduction in natural 

resource and in biodiversity. While this is concerning per se, it also has a consequent negative effect on 

tourism, in particular tourism which focuses on rural nature and beauty, such as walking tours, fishing etc.  

How have we come to this? 

Possible explanations for how this scenario would come to be in Ireland include ‘Brexit’ and the migration 

crisis together acting as a catalyst for a ‘house of cards’ style collapse of the European Union. Another 

suggestion was the possible collusion of political leaders and policy-makers with corporations; the leaders 

not only accept this situation but they actively facilitate it. An example of how this might occur is through 

the passing of free trade agreements such as the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership. A final 

suggestion of how such a situation might emerge was that civil society activism experienced a ‘slow 

death’ precipitated by cuts in funding on social inclusion and community initiatives.  

Grey Autarky: Adapted from the TRANSMANGO EU scenario Retrotopia 

In the context of the Retrotopia scenario, because EU systems have either gone or become 

disempowered, and because the Common Agricultural Policy is no longer in place and subsidies have 

been cut, this results in a shock to Ireland’s agri-food system. Ireland is cut off from non-EU markets and 



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS Pathways in Ireland 

   

 

 52  

as such, exports are down. Ireland enjoys less of the agri-food market share more generally and there 

have been some job losses in this area.  

This has precipitated a drastic shift in how agriculture in Ireland works, for example with a reduction in the 

amount of livestock farming. There is more self-sufficiency and self-provisioning in the food system and 

food chains become more localised. Economic opportunities arise for specialisation in small scale, high 

value crops. The food system is considered to be more resilient as a result and a culture of frugality 

emerges. However, on the larger farms which remain, the use of automation and robot technologies 

grows due to the pinched labour market. 

The environmental impact of Irish agriculture has decreased dramatically, specifically because of a move 

away from animal-based monocultures to smaller-scale diversified operations. The physical landscape of 

Ireland has also changed because of these transformation in Irish agriculture. One major difference has 

been a reduction in the square acreage under agricultural production. Much land is being left fallow, in 

particular marginal lands such as flood plains. This has resulted in an increase in biodiversity. An 

integrated policy for ‘re-wilding’ a number of animals has been established and Ireland is benefitting from 

wilderness tourism as a result. Another result is that people’s lifestyles have become healthier as they are 

taking advantage of this new wilderness and are exercising more.  

At the same time, some agricultural land has been re-purposed for renewable energy farms making 

renewable energy cheaper, more readily available and more commonly used. The increased use of 

electric vehicles is one example of an indirect result of this land-use change.  

However, a cultural change has occurred due to the closing of borders. There has been a loss of cultural 

diversity in Ireland and a change in food culture as Ireland has become increasingly insular. There has 

been a reversion to diets which are largely based on local food production. In some areas, nationalism 

has increased in response to perceived threats from outside migrants causing some to ‘head for the hills’. 

These problems have been exacerbated by the fact that many of the young generation are emigrating.  

The top-heavy demographic profile resulted in a health system which is under strain and but also to one 

which is decentralised, to allow more ready access to medical care to the aging population.   The 

economic flux in this sees many young people emigrating and the loss of young people in rural areas 

hinders rural social innovation. 

Slow Progress: Adapted from the TRANSMANGO EU scenario The Price of Health 

The coming decades see changes in urban and rural population dynamics in Ireland, with people moving 

away from cities and building thriving, creative and stimulating rural communities. This change is driven 

partly by economic necessity; partly because of changing social norms, and partly because of technology; 

and partly by strong government policies, within the context of strong interventionist EU policies 

supporting re-ruralisation.  

Global economic downturns, social problems and decreasingly competitive EU economies have led to 

high levels of financial insecurity leading many people to seek alternative measures to meet their basic 

needs. Many return to the countryside and begin to grow food as being poor in a rural area is seen as 

significantly better than being poor in an urban area, as consumers can become producers. This move is 

supported by changing social norms in which people aspire to be healthy and sustainable, and a de-

coupling of notions of wealth and well-being from financial concepts, and self-sufficiency and community 

capacity development programs.  

This return to the land is not a regression to times-gone-by, increases in cheap communications 

technologies produced in other parts of the world, allow people are able to work from home and be part 

time farmers while maintaining other productive, creative and intellectual career activities and to continue 
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their education through free online learning augmented by local institutions. Through these technologies, 

people’s worlds are global even if their food is local. There is a great deal of cultural richness in rural 

communities, and people live in virtual as well as local communities. 

These changes, combined with strong EU taxes on products that are not deemed healthy or sustainable, 

and an increase of available information on smart farming and community organization, diet-nutrition-

health-well-being, and sustainability; lead to the majority of people eating a highly nutritious vegan or 

vegetarian diet. There is a low consumption of animal products and little to no consumption of highly 

processed or sugary foods. This leads to increased physical and mental health, and lowered costs of 

health care are invested into education and infrastructure, and policing. The lack of access to animal 

products leads some people to hunt and fish leading to some reduction in Ireland’s local biodiversity.  

The majority of foods consumed are produced locally and there is extreme market decentralisation 

dominated by small to medium sized enterprises, empowered by flexible technologies and subsidies. 

Barter systems re-surface, there is a gift economy many cooperatives. The Irish petrochemical industry 

declines, and remains only for exports. Skilled local tradesmen increase, there is a revival of craft foods, 

breads, cheeses, beers. Linen is back on the board. People travel less so the tourism and transport 

sectors decline. Chinese aid workers come to Ireland to facilitate capacity development in 

communications technologies, and sustainable rural development.  

There are few very rich people who continue to live in cities, in gated communities because of tensions 

with other communities. There is tension because not everyone is happy with the rural lifestyle and diet 

and some people aspire to share the life of the few. Rich citizens in gated communities lobby government 

spending on military and policing, which is a livelihood for a class of poorer people who live in urban 

slums. Amongst disgruntled groups there are drug and alcohol problems in the face of a feeling of 

oppression and lack of opportunity to choose something different. Overall however, there are less drug 

problems as people are generally happier and healthier. The family unit has changed: larger families 

because of manual labour, older people caring for young children and being taken care of within the 

community, parents are able to spend much more time with children and there is less anti-social behavior.  

There is more time for story-telling, hobbies, interests and parenting.  

How we got there: 

Over the coming years, economic decline coupled with climate change and a growing awareness of 

environmental degradation globally lead to social change in favour of simpler, healthier, more sustainable 

lifestyles. Political instability, various crises leads to governments becoming more authoritarian.  

Global economic instability continues, with years of recession that see Europe struggling to keep a strong 

role in global markets. These fears and challenges give power to increasingly interventionist and 

protectionist governments and simultaneously, and in reaction to this, many grass-roots social 

movements advocating community, social inclusion and a strong sustainability agenda also gain 

prominence.  

By 2040 Europe has very strong environmental legislation in place. All activities not considered 

sustainable are blocked through legal and financial mechanisms. The EU fully enables sustainable 

energy. Education has been refocused around food, cooking, community, well-being and the 

environment. Emphasis is placed on local initiatives, policies are put in place to support local 

entrepreneurship and there are a growing number of SMEs catering to local needs. These SMEs are 

highly innovative pressured by bottom up social movements. This creates interesting job opportunities in 

rural areas and smaller communities.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This report contains the results of the two local case studies  

- Main case study: Interlinking new initiatives of peri-urban agriculture with neighbouring urban 

consumers in Valencia (Spain) 

- Satellite case study: Food and Nutrition Security in remote rural areas 

Interlinking new initiatives of peri-urban agriculture with neighbouring urban consumers 

in Valencia (Spain) 

Last 5-7 years have witnessed the proliferation of new agricultural initiatives in the horticultural peri-urban 

space (called l’Horta in Valencian language or La Huerta in Spanish) around the city of Valencia that are 

challenging the mainstream production regime. Although they are about different profiles, their promotors 

share some common features: they look for new forms of proximity and direct selling pathways with urban 

consumers, adopt agro-ecological farming and most of them actively participate in social movements 

which defend this worthy historical and cultural space and claim for a deep transformation of the dominant 

food system.  

To tackle this case study, a two-fold analysis is being carried out inspired by Hargreaves et al. (2013), 

which combine Multi-level Perspective and Social Practice Theory: 

• From the production side: how production and marketing practices do condition and are 

conditioned by current regimes governing access to water and land, dominant market 

channels, quality certification systems, etc.? 

• From the consumption side: how do everyday consumer family practices condition and are 

conditioned by their participation in this new (niche) way to access fruit and vegetables? 

This case study is relevant with regard to the TRANSMANGO ambitions in a number of ways: 

- It has become an outstanding issue in the local and regional social and political agenda in 

the last years. From the very beginning, as stated above, actors involved in these initiatives 

have also been actively involved in socio-political movements advocating the protection of 

this agricultural landscape, threatened by urban and infrastructure expansion in a period 

(particularly 2000-2007) when the Spanish economic growth was specially linked to the 

boom of the construction sector. Later, from June 2015, the new local (city of Valencia and 

metropolitan centres of population) and regional governments stemmed from the elections, 

rapidly included the protection of l’Horta and the promotion of this kind of agricultural 

initiatives in their respective political agendas. 

- Finally, in the long run, this is a valuable productive system, heir of a long socio-cultural 

tradition (for instance regarding the rules governing water access) and responsible for 

providing other ecosystem services, which will be particularly hit by climate change. 

Indeed, as it will be explained below, involved actors are aware about medium and long 

term constraints to keep producing fruits and vegetables in this intensive-irrigated 

agriculture. 

In short, several dimensions of FNS are somehow involved in this case study: it is about availability as it 

relates to food production, it is about access since it also deals with the way some consumers are been 

able to access to food stuff not easily accessible through conventional retailers operating in the city, and it 

is about sustainability, since we are focusing farming practices that aim to recover and preserve peri-

urban natural resources and intangible assets that can play a role to confront future vulnerabilities. 

Moreover, for involved actors, these initiatives are also about agency, i.e. as a way to take control over 

their food relationships. 
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This case study deals with several of the debates that arose in the previous analysis carried out for WP2 

national reports and which identified the main FNS discursive frames in Spain (Ortiz-Miranda et al., 

2016). In particular: the constraints for the development of organic farming, the challenges for the setting 

up of young farmers, the socially constructed image of ‘return to the land’ as refugee for unemployees, 

urban planning models and sustainable cities, the access of small producers to food markets dominated 

by large operators or the role of this kind of ‘alternative’ initiatives in providing sustainable and healthy 

diets to urban dwellers. 

Food and Nutrition Security in remote rural areas 

The aim of this case-study is to analyse food physical access in remote small mountain villages. The 

study area is the Chistau Valley, Central Pyrenees (Aragón, Spain). The area suffered an intense 

demographic deterioration from mid-20th century. Currently there are 600 inhabitants (1500 in 1950) with 

high masculinisation and ageing rates. This trend aggravated in disseminated small villages (15-30 

dwellers during winter) located in mountain slopes, where there is no permanent food retailing and where 

aged population have mobility constraints. In this context, the main way to access food is through 

periodical visits of traveling retailers who supply these villages.  

The research questions that have been addressed in this satellite case study are: 

• How food access organization has changed throughout the last decades in parallel to the 

demographic decline? 

• Which social practices are currently securing food access? Which is the role played by 

these networks of traveling retailers? 

• Which is the long term viability of these model? 

• Are these practices, which are carried out by private actors, supported by any kind of 

public policy? 

The concept of ‘food desert’ –i.e. both urban and rural areas with limited, if any, retailing to provide 

diverse and healthy food- has gained momentum in the last years, though it has received more attention 

in the USA than in Europe (Beaulac et al., 2009). However, ‘food desert’ situations have also been 

reported in European rural areas as a consequence of population decline (e.g. Shaw, 2006). 

Nevertheless, unlike the main case study, which deals with a number of topics that have received social 

and media attention in the recent years in Spain, much less attention has been addressed to the problem 

of physical access to food in remote areas. Although rural depopulation is still a recurrent issue, in 

particular in some regions –like Aragón, the FNS implications have not been tackled per se. 
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2. MAIN CASE STUDY REPORT 

Introduction 

One of the European landscapes defined in the 1995 Dobris Assessment on the state of the environment
1
 

was the “Huertas”. Its landscape is defined as irrigated, fertile valleys on Mediterranean coast; its 

vegetation consisting of intensive horticulture and permanent crops (eg, fruits). Huertas are among the 

most important agricultural systems in Europe, where only six examples of these spaces remain, one of 

them being the “Huerta of Valencia”. (Stanners , David; Bourdeau, Philippe 1995) 

The irrigated agricultural space around the city of Valencia is called the “Huerta of Valencia”. Its spatial 

morphology, the density of its historical constructions and the cultural traces accumulated within it over 

the centuries make it a complex historical landscape. The Moorish people created its spatial morphology 

in the 8th century by constructing eight complex hydraulic systems, that took and distributed water from 

the Turia river through a set of main channels, that branched in the form of irrigation ditches (acequias) 

which, following the contour lines, distributed water to the farmhouses and rural villas (barracas and 

alquerías) located along its layout. Simultaneously, a rural-road network connecting those scattered 

population centres was being created. Both were the vertebrating axes of the landscape where 

agricultural parcels adjusted to fit. This irrigated landscape was based in specific criteria of social 

organisation and collective rights on water allocation and their proportional distribution among users. 

Main cultures in the Huerta have been changing importantly over centuries, and hence altering its 

landscape. Thus, main cultivation of bread cereals and vineyards and reduced parcels of vegetables and 

fruit plants was the norm during late middle ages. From the fifteenth century, mulberry trees extended to 

supply a flourishing silk-making local industry. It is during the nineteenth century that mixed vegetables 

farming was progressively increasing for a bigger urban market, and it is in the twentieth century, with the 

small-scale family farms crisis and partial-time farmers, that groves monocultures have extended largely 

in the Huerta and beyond. Strictly speaking, the Huerta of Valencia is the territory limited by the maximum 

perimeters of the medieval Muslims’ acequias. At the beginning of twentieth century it reached a 

maximum extend of about 13.200 hectares plus other 4.700 hectares of old marshes, which today has 

been reduced by a third because of urban sprawl (there are 40 different municipalities in the area). 

Beyond the Huerta, an irrigated space extends in the metropolitan area of Valencia and surrounding 

comarcas (counties) that have taken its name “l’Horta-nord” (the northern Huerta) and “l’Horta-sud” (the 

southern Huerta). Traditionally farmland was rain-fed, but it was transformed into irrigated since the end 

of nineteenth century with the arrival of steam and electrical engines and the construction of dams. 

(Guinot 2008) 

There are several confluent processes that threaten the future of the historical Huerta of Valencia: a 

decrease of cultivated land, pollution, infrastructure plans, urban sprawl, profitability loss, low guarantee 

of generational renewal and abandonment of material heritage. The conservation of the Huerta would 

require a territorial planning at the appropriate scale, where a new culture of water, territory and 

landscape is considered, and a management at the metropolitan level. (Romero and Melo 2015) 

In short, the Huerta of Valencia has not only been an agricultural space but, also, a peri-urban space 

where urban and rural confluenced and influenced each other for centuries. Nevertheless, the gradual 

deterioration of l’Horta, the decline of its agricultural system and the urban food habits contributed to 

weaken that meeting space of peri-urban/rural/agricultural actors and practices. The new agricultural 

initiatives tackled in this case study also aim to reconnect all these dimensions. 

                                                      
1
 Commissioned by the European Environmental Agency, the Dobris Assessment report covers the state 

of the environment in a Europe of nearly 50 States. One of its parts provides an overview of the values 
and functions that characterize cultural landscapes. 
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The following two figures illustrate the peri urban territory of Valencia and its typical farm structures. 

 

FIGURE 1 THE CITY OF VALENCIA AND NEIGHBOUR TOWNS SURROUNDED BY THE HUERTA 

 

FIGURE 2 TYPICAL LAYOUT OF THE PLOTS IN THE HUERTA 
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2.1. Research questions  

Before going to the research questions that have guided the analysis, it is necessary to better define what 

has been the object of the case study, i.e. what we have referred as new peri-urban agricultural initiatives 

in Valencia. First, instead of focusing on a concrete individual initiative and analysing it in-depth, we have 

adopted a more ‘meso’ approach. Indeed, in spite of being a lot of individual initiatives that are sometimes 

connected, that consolidate or disappear, that present a diversity of modalities of business structures and 

strategies, they need to be approached as a collective process, as a system which aims to construct an 

alternative local food system. Second, this system approach is justified because many of these initiatives 

are connected in several ways (see below) and because they share common traits: 

- Producers adopt agro-ecological and/or organic (i.e. legally certified) farming. In addition, 

they are about small-scale initiatives, though some of them can grow as they consolidate 

their business models. 

- Producers look for new forms of proximity and direct selling pathways with urban and 

metropolitan consumers. They do so by integrating in consumer groups, in farmers’ 

markets, in-farm or home delivery direct selling, through local-specialised stores, etc. 

- Most of these new farmers are actively engaged in the socio-political movement of defence 

of the Huerta of Valencia, which aims to recover and preserve this high cultural value 

agricultural space. 

What makes this case interesting for this analysis is that there has been a rapid spread of initiatives of 

this kind in the last years. Although there is not an official census or inventory, there have been several 

attempts to quantify and classify the initiatives that have been making up this process. For instance, many 

of the interviews mentioned the calendar that the initiative ‘Fem L’Horta Possible”
2
 publishes annually, 

which lists most of the initiatives, business and projects that made up this phenomenon, as a good 

indicator of its magnitude. In this regard, there were less than 10 initiatives in total when the first calendar 

was published about 7 years ago, while the calendar of 2016 lists nearly 50 of them only in Valencia and 

neighbouring areas. 

From these clarifications, the research questions are the following: 

 What is the profile of people involved in these initiatives? What are their motivations? What are 

their assets to initiate this activity? 

 Which needs/obstacles do they have to overcome? How do they confront them? 

 How do they gain access to land? To what extent is this access related to ongoing processes of 

farmland abandonment? How do they gain access to water? 

 Which modalities/formats do these initiatives adopt? Individual/collective, legal entity they adopt… 

 Which marketing channels/networks do these initiatives access/create? 

 Which production practices are adopted and what is produced?  

 What is the relationship between these new initiatives and the surrounding agricultural community 

(neighbour farmers, collective actors like existing cooperatives and irrigation associations)? 

 Which local, regional, national and EU regulations condition their activity? E.g. land planning, 

health regulation, quality labels 

 Which policy initiatives are aimed to facilitate these initiatives? 

 Which are the main vulnerabilities these initiatives have to confront in the short and long term? 

                                                      
2
 “Fem L’Horta Possible” is a co-operative initiative of several civil organisations that promotes the 

consumption of local organic products. 
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Research methods 

Four basic techniques of qualitative social research were used: semi-structured interviews, discussion 

group, participatory workshops and participatory observation. To supplement the data, secondary 

information sources were also revised. 

Secondary data sources 

Several secondary sources were consulted to complete the information acquired from primary sources. 

These include, among others, online magazines focused on local organic agriculture, internal social 

organisation documents and public institutions press releases. 

Interviews & choice of interviewees 

22 semi-structured interviews were conducted with key actors of different backgrounds, namely: 9 local 

producers, 5 from different Administration levels, 4 from the consumers’ context, 2 social organizations 

and 2 experts. Anonymity was guarded and interviewees were referred with a code that can be found in 

Annexes 1 and 2. The interviews lasted between 31 minutes and nearly two hours, with a duration over 

50 minutes for the majority of them. Interviews aimed to acquire an understanding of the different social 

imaginary in the reference groups. Interviews allowed to reach the saturation of the information collected 

regarding the key issues tackled.  

The interviewees were initially selected on the basis of our own knowledge of the case of study. From 

there, the sample continued to build up alternatively through snowball sampling from an experts driven 

selection and direct contacts on places such as farmers’ markets or specific information talks and working 

days attended by producers. Annexes 1 and 2 present the characterization and identification code for the 

producers & processors interviewed. 

Discussion group 

A recent SFSC project called “Cistella responsable” (responsible basket) was analysed in detail through a 

script of semi-structured questions to better understand both the participants’ motivations and how these 

practices may influence different consumer’s habits. A complete analysis of this activity is explained in 

Section 2.2.4. 

Workshops 

Two participatory workshops were organized and a complete description of procedures, and results for 

both of them can be found in the workshop report. There were 23 people attending the first workshop 

coming from five different groups, namely: producers, consumers, administration, civil society 

organizations and experts.  Representing the same five groups, 19 people participated in the second 

workshop. 

Participatory observation  

Participatory observation was widely used. Initially, we attended a series of talks related to this research, 

e.g. “Prospects for the Huerta of Valencia. Traditional values and innovative uses”, held on October 2015, 

where experts and municipality policy makers contributed. We participated in the working day “Menjant 

València” (Eating Valencia) on sustainable food and peri-urban agriculture, organized, last January, by 

the Justicia Alimentaria Global-VSF association in collaboration with the Valencia city Council, that 

brought together some 70 people from 45 groups (institutions, associations, companies, parent’s 

associations, etc.) where the Valencia city council presented its plan for the promotion of agricultural 

space activity. Also in January, we attended the “De l’horta a la plaça” (from the huerta to the square) 

day, with the support and promotion of the city council. Market stalls were improvised in the Valencia city 

hall square to show the diversity of economic and social activities based in the Huerta and influenced 

area. It was a great attendance success and, judging by the comments made on the spot of many visitors 

and by the feedback from some organizers, it seems that there would be a potential growth for farmers’ 

markets within the city. In the same vein, two other local farmers’ markets were also visited (Godella and 
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Alboraia). We also conducted a complete participation process through several working days alongside a 

producer for a full crop cycle. Those days considered the plantation, watering, ecological pest 

management, harvest and preparation of the products prior delivery using the multiproduct-box format 

(see Section 2.2.4). This was a very useful experience to better understand which are the working 

conditions and the everyday practices for a producer. To comprehend how participatory multidisciplinary 

working groups operate, we attended a session of the working group on collective catering supplied by 

small local producers (see paragraph 2.2.5. Advocacy). A member of the research team belongs from its 

origin to the initiative Cistella Responsible which has been also analysed as an experience from the 

demand side (under section 2.2.4.). More recently, in July we also attended the presentation of the 

starting process of a food council following the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact signed by the Valencia city 

council in October 2015. The table below lists the information gathering process carried out in this 

research. 

TABLE 1 INFORMATION GATHERING PROCESS 

Activity Date 

Interviews: Producers & processors (under Annex 1) 

7 producers, 1 producer and processor, 1 processor. 

Nov 2015- March 
2016 

Interviews: Administration, social movements and consumers (under Annex 2) 

5 key public administration personnel, 2 social movements members, 2 parents of students’ 
associations, 2 experts, 1 RCG member, 1 e-commerce consumers-producers’ platform 
manager. 

December 2015-
February 2016 

Attendance: Perspectivas para la Huerta de Valencia. Valores tradicionales y usos 
innovadores (Prospects for the Huerta of Valencia. Traditional values and innovative uses) 
conference. 

http://www.coitavc.org/cms/site_0001/comunicados/cartel.pdf 

October 2015 

Participation process through several working days alongside an agroecological producer for a 
full crop cycle. 

October 2015- June 
2016 

Attendance and participation: Menjant Valencia (Eating Valencia) seminar (sustainable food 
and peri-urban agriculture) 

http://vsf.org.es/actualidad/vsf-justicia-alimentaria-global-organiza-la-jornada-menjant-
valencia-com-revitalitzem 

January 2016 

Attendance: De l’horta a la plaça (From the huerta to the square) day 

https://www.valencia.es/ayuntamiento/tablon_anuncios.nsf/vDocumentosWebTablon/DE16404
D017EB88EC1257F41003AC1A5?OpenDocument&lang=1&nivel=5_1  

January 2016 

2 Participatory Workshops  

Attending the workshop and not being interviewed:  

3 participatory action researchers, 4 administration key personnel from the Organic 
Production, Innovation and Technology Service (Regional Ministry of Agriculture, Environment, 
Climate Change and Rural Development), 1 Cistella Responsable manager.   

March and May 
2016 

Visit to Alboraia and Godella municipalities local farmers’ markets Several times 
during the year 

Participation on the working group on collective catering supplied by small local producers June 2016 

Conference: Organic Agriculture and school canteens 
http://www.caecv.com/docs/Cartel_vd%201.pdf 

May 2016 

Discussion group Cistella Responsable (under Section 2.2.4) June 2016 

Attendance and participation: Presentation of the process for the creation of a Food council in 
the Valencia city council. 

http://www.cvongd.org/va/agenda/2016/7/13/3245 

July 2016 
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2.2. Research findings 

2.2.1. Beginnings  

Motivation  

Obviously, the beginnings for each particular initiative have been driven by its own reasons and 

motivations. However, there is a certain common ideology prevailing on most of these initiatives, which is 

more pronounced on the smaller ones. Their promotors will resort to agroecology and food sovereignty 

arguments, distinguishing both from organic agriculture and food security. The following quotes illustrate 

some of the motivations behind these initiatives. 

“My case itself is a commitment to the environment, but I do not know if this is true for other young 

people. (…) to be able to work hard you need to have some ethics, to become enthusiastic and move 

forward.” (Bellón, Jóvenes agroecólogos siguen en la brecha July 2014)  

“I spent a year locked up at home, reading and thinking. Some friends started working on a small huerta 

belonging to the father of one of them. I interacted with them, and I began to realize that agriculture is a 

huge driving force to transform the world, (…) the scenario that I had long sought for began to take 

shape: the agricultural labour for land conversion and social transformation, the transformation of the 

territory.” (Bellon, Ecollaures-SPG July 2015) 

The economic crisis would have been an important trigger for those new initiatives to originate. According 

to local NGO experts, at family level there are still many people who own some land in Valencia. It is 

usually the case where the grandparents were small farmers and their children abandoned farming 

looking for better opportunities. But nowadays, their grandchildren, confronted with precarious 

circumstances, have returned to the field. The younger generation, often with a college degree, decide to 

return to agriculture and work again on those familiar lands. This would have been the case for some of 

the new initiatives that have emerged.  

“For ten years I have been working as a light technician (...) until I lost my job. I was forced to make a 

change in my life. But the agricultural feeling has always been latent. My relationship with the land has 

been strong through the family. And things in life had made that latent reserve to appear when something 

intervenes such as an economic crisis, which in this case is more a crisis of values than an economic 

one, it is a social crisis.” (Bellon, Vicent Gil, de "l'Hort sostenible" de Náquera May 2014) 

When the same expert was asked why these new young farmers would focus on agroecology farming 

instead of conventional farming, she made reference to that ideological baggage.   

“Personally I think that, unlike their grandparents, young people who choose to return to work in the land 

are more aware of their decision. They are usually people who have an environmental sensitivity and who 

probably already were in environmental movements or fighting for their territory and thus a return to the 

land implies organic farming. These movements often struggle against social injustice which involves 

talking about agroecology.” (Mov.-2 2016) 

Initial resources  

Those people coming from former farmer families initially have a better chance to succeed on their 

personal initiative. Usually they already have access to means of production such as land, farming 

machines and basic equipment. They also known the traditional marketing channels used by their parents 

or grandparents and, fundamentally, they have an agrarian culture even if the philosophy is different and 

new techniques require to be learned. This traditional background seems to be perceived as an important 

strength: 

“We are children of the huerta, we know the marketing channels to reach people (…), there is a spirit of 

very great sacrifice, because this is not achieved with only 8 hours [of work] a day and today is Sunday... 
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this is what farmers used to do, they had no hours, lived in the huerta. All these things are very strong to 

allow us to achieve success.” (Producer-3 2016) 

On the contrary, newcomers usually lack both the means of production and the traditional background on 

agriculture, making it much harder for them to settle. 

Land 

Valencia Region land prices are the second highest after the Canary Island in 2014
3
. Overall, highest 

average prices correspond to areas highly valued as orchards or irrigated land, but also with the 

possibility of developing uses other than agricultural, particularly urban. In this sense, prices for some 

areas are related to speculation processes connected with urban sprawl. In the same upward trend as the 

rest of Spain, in the Valencia Region the price of land has undergone a steady increase, reaching its peak 

in 2007 with a price increased over 120% the price of 1997. From that year, which correspond to the 

beginning of the financial crisis and the burst of the real state bubble, prices started to decrease and in 

2014 (20.271 Euros/ha) they were still higher by 37% from 1997 prices (MAGRAMA. Statistics General 

Sub-directorate 2014). 

Generally, those who might choose to buy land, especially young farmers, will not do it because of its 

high price in comparison to its average return. However, land would not be necessarily a restricting 

resource for these new initiatives. Indeed, according to some of the interviewees, there is still some land 

availability, though it is about small scattered plots owned by inheritors who do not wish to cultivate or 

from old farmers that do not cultivate any longer
4
. Usually, with no family land to move in, newcomers will 

initially have to rent the plot (or several scattered plots) and later on and once they are more consolidated 

they will think in owning the land. To move to a different municipality with a lower agricultural land price is 

the option chosen by some of the new young farmers.  

“I was sharing a rented plot with a friend in Picanya [municipality located 7 Km away from Valencia city 

centre] (…). It was a disaster (…) the cost of the land was very high, about three times the price of the 

best field you can find in Lliria [a municipality nearly 30 Km away from Valencia city centre].” (Producer-6 

2016) 

Some municipalities attend the land access claims and offer disused plots. 

“These plots […] are affected by a PAI [Integrated Action Programme]
5
, and belong to banks or to private 

owners who bought them for speculation; and the municipality of Pobla de Vallbona took the initiative to 

allow the occupation of these areas. You know many people, virtually all organic farmers in the area, and 

most of those in the province and the Valencian Region. That's how I heard about this possibility, which is 

near my house, something very important.” (Bellón, Jóvenes agroecólogos siguen en la brecha July 

2014) 

Some peri-urban municipalities have created municipal land banks. A “land bank” is the term used to 

designate the administrative public land registration created with the aim of facilitating contact between 

productive-capacity land owners and people interested in farming. The land offered can be found either in 

                                                      
3
 Last year with available data from the Land Prices Survey from the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and 

Environment (MAGRAMA). 
4
 The drop of the price of citric products –the crop that dominated an important surface in the study area- 

also contributed to farmland abandonment. 
5
 A change in the land law granted building rights to local authorities, enabling them to approve integrated 

action programs (PAI) to unlock urban-developable land. The intended initial purpose of reducing land 
prices was completely distorted and PAIs were massively used as legal instruments for urban sprawl. 
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a situation of abandonment or in production, and it is offered mainly for lease agreement to people 

interested in cultivating land. There is a demand for this banks to exist and work, but, currently, the two 

managing bodies for the bank of lands, Pactem Nord Consorcio and the Mancomunitat, which comprises 

several municipalities, are not working on a practical level. The main obstacle would be the legal issues in 

intermediation between municipalities and between owners and renters. 

 “It is a supra-municipality institution, which complicates the process (…). A greater administrations 

involvement to advice and to help overcome the reluctance of ownership in the formalization of contracts 

and to mediate disputes, has been missing (…). Administrations should press taxing idle lands (…). 

There is now considerably demand for land in areas with availability of water for irrigation.” 

(Administration-1 2015) 

An additional requirement for organic certificate farmers when looking for a land to rent, is the need for a 

minimum rental time, enough to amortize the conversion period of transition of switching from 

conventional to organic farming. The transition period varies between three to four years depending on 

the crop. 

Water 

The Valencia region is characterized by a semi-arid climate consisting of irregular rainfall (generally 

involving a lack of rainfall in July and August, at the moment of maximum irrigation requirements) and 

recurrent droughts. Water resources are scarce and under increasing pressure due to competition with 

other agricultural, urban, industrial and environmental uses.  

The irrigation system of the Huerta of Valencia has traditionally used surface water from the Turia River. 

In the last decades, integration of groundwater and treated wastewater has become increasingly 

important to the farmers of the Huerta for drought management. These additional resources are used 

together with surface water during drought periods increasing the guarantee of supply (Ortega Reig 

2015).  

Access to surface water would not be a limiting factor as it is always linked to access to land (land use 

rights automatically gives rights over surface water). Nevertheless, access to irrigation wells for auxiliary 

irrigations is not always possible. In times of drought (very frequent in Mediterranean regions), not having 

access to auxiliary watering is a problem and may constrain the type of crops that can be grown. A large 

gap on prices can be found for irrigation rights, especially for groundwater. Generally speaking, water 

price depends on the depth of the water nap. On the contrary, irrigation rights for surface water are much 

lower. (Expert-1 2016) 

For some farmers, water price can be a problem important enough to be worth changing to a new 

farmland: “… I had problems in the farmland (...) the price of water was raised, doubling the price in three 

years. That was unsustainable for me.” (Bellón, Jóvenes agroecólogos siguen en la brecha July 2014) 

There is a traditional and highly efficient -in terms of use of the water- system of order of turns for 

irrigation. The general rule for water distribution is “from upstream to downstream.” Before the cycle 

begins and depending on the Water Users Association (WUAs) to which the plot belongs to, every farmer 

must write their name on a blackboard located at the head of the channel/ditch, or must arrive at his field 

before the next downstream farmer begins to irrigate. The irrigation turn involves for the farmer to express 

their intention to exercise his right, go to look for the water, wait for it to come and conduct it up to the 

field. The irrigation turn can be more or less predictable. In certain areas, it is common that the farmer 

may not know when his turn will start, it could be during the night and extends in the early hours of the 

morning. Traditional farmers are used to this system, but it may interfere with the newcomer’s life style 

they are used to. Irrigation is a highly-visible, public activity were neighbouring farmers are routinely able 

to observe each other to irrigate, and also to watch the work of the water distributor and thus helping to 
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create a highly transparent system. For newcomers, a lack of awareness of the WUA rules on water 

distribution, irrigation turns or maintenance of canals is not unusual. Not to follow those rules creates 

dispute with the neighbour farmers, which in the majority of cases is sort out with a rebuke from veteran 

farmers or from the “acequias (irrigation channels) guards”. Although unusual, ultimately it could reach 

the “Tribunal de las Aguas
6
”, responsible for overseeing the area’s norms concerning the irrigation water 

and maintaining peace in the community. (EXPT1 2016) 

Despite the higher prices, some organic farmers find it necessary the use of groundwater, if they fear that 

the surface water assigned to their plot is not clean enough to meet the organic certificate requirements 

regarding the quality of the irrigation water. 

In sort, despite not having suffered yet from intense water shortages due to changing environmental 

conditions, producers involved in these initiatives shown to be very concerned about climate change 

potential impacts7. See section 2.2.6 for further details. 

Equipment and skills 

Situations among new producers are diverse, not being possible to generalize beyond the obvious better 

chances that producers coming from traditional farming families have when compared to newcomers 

without any link to agriculture. In the former case, they might count on existing farming facilities (e.g., 

greenhouses, warehouses, machinery and tools). Those which do not have the farm machinery, they may 

need make use of the agricultural contract services available (e.g., tractor). An additional difficulty shared 

by all organic producers is the access to organic agricultural inputs. This can be especially challenging for 

organic compost, since there are not organic neighbouring animal farms. Usually, producers will have 

scant financial resources making it common to reinvest in their projects and work without any return 

during the first few years. 

In relation to the skills and knowledge, some new producers (especially newcomers) usually lack both 

when they start, they do neither have previous experience nor agricultural training. As remarked by 

veteran organic producers, they probably have read a lot, but they still do not know how to produce or 

how to fight local plant pests. They might not even know the crops. 

“To be an organic farmer you need to know a lot about agriculture and, in addition, you also need a 

specialized know-how of what is happening in the field, why it happens, etc. Those [conventional] farmers 

who may want to convert to ecological lack the technical part. However, newcomers, they are in a worse 

situation because they lack both.” (Producer-3 2016) 

This weakness makes many initiatives to fail or leads these newcomers to look for alliances and support 

from other producers to overcome initial knowledge constraints. See Section 2.2.3 for further details. 

2.2.2. Organic agriculture  

Organic agriculture in the Valencia Region is controlled by the Regional Organic Agriculture Committee 

(CAECV by its acronym in Spanish) as supervisory body. CAECV’s primary mission is the implementation 

in the region of the control system established by the European Community Regulation No 834/2007
8
, as 

well as the promotion of organic farming. The certification of conformity of the organic products is granted 

by the CAECV to applicants that have demonstrated compliance with the current regulations on organic 

production after having been subjected to the control and certification system. Only those producers 

                                                      
6
 The “Tribunal de las Aguas” (The water tribunal) is the oldest jurist court in Europe. Ensures the 

observation of water rules and coordination among irrigation Water Users Associations. In 2009 it was 
placed on UNESCO’s list of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. 
7
 This became particularly evident along the foresight exercises and scenario workshops. 

8
 Council Regulation (EC) No 834/2007 on organic production and labelling of organic products. 
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granted the certification of conformity are allowed to label their products with the organic logo and 

describe them as organic or in similar terms such as eco or bio. 

Nevertheless, despite practicing agroecological farming, only a minority of the new initiative have the 

organic certification. CAECV’s role raises a number of criticisms.  

An important criticism is that the organic logo would be leading to confusion. The logo makes reference to 

Valencia Region, but what this really means is that the product has been packaged, not produced, within 

the region. Producers complain that any processor or retailer certified in the Valencia Region can buy raw 

material in any other place (including other countries), package it locally and sell it with the identification 

“Valencia” in the logo. Consumers could hardly distinguish the difference and could not identify the origin 

of the product they are buying. (Producer-2 2015) 

Other criticisms are addressed to the certification costs. Some processors called it a “revolutionary tax” 

because they disagree with the idea of having to pay (with an annual renewal) for the certification control. 

Also, there were generalized complaints with regard that the certification process makes no distinction 

between a big processing industry and a small artisanal maker. Certification cost could be the same for 

both while, for example, the audit work and the documentation review would take far less time. “The cost 

of certification for your company or product line is the same regardless of whether you make 200,000 

units per month or only 200.” (Producer-8 2016) Another complaint mentioned from the manufacturer’s 

side regarded the time lap since application is done to receive the certificate for a new product, which 

could take several months. 

These points, together with other ideological reasons (see below) have led many producers to not certify 

officially as organic producers. This has led to the creation of a Participatory Guarantee Systems, which 

makes a distinction between agroecology and organic farming. Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS) 

definition, as given by the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM), are 

“locally focused quality assurance systems. They certify producers based on active participation of 

stakeholders and are built on a foundation of trust, social networks and knowledge exchange." It further 

develops this definition and explains that PGS represent an alternative to third party certification, 

especially adapted to local markets and short food supply chains, enabling direct participation of 

producers, consumers and other stakeholders in: (i) the choice and definition of the standards, (ii) the 

development and implementation of verification procedures, (iii) the review and decision process to 

recognize farmers as organic.
9
  

SPGEcollaures is the PGS operating in the Valencia Region, it originated in 2012 and has been growing 

ever since, incorporating more initiatives. People involved in the SPGEcollaures include producers and 

Responsible Consumption Groups
10

 but also NGOs, advocacy groups working on food sovereignty and 

anyone who may be interested. Currently there are over 30 initiatives registered (mostly producers and 

about 6 manufacturers) although there are around 20 actively participating. There are two Responsible 

Consumer’s Groups and three NGOs and social movements: CERAI (Centro de Estudios Rurales y de 

Agricultura Internacional), ISF (Ingenieros Sin Fronteras) and Per l’Horta. 

Producers perceive the PGS as a tool to contest the dominant production and growth-oriented agro-food 

regime. AE would have a political and social goal (e.g., to reach food sovereignty, defence of family farms 

or short food supply chains) which is considered to go way beyond OF.  

                                                      
9
 Extracted from http://www.ifoam.bio/en/organic-policy-guarantee/participatory-guarantee-systems-pgs. 

Accessed August 2016. 
10 This is the term used for Community-supported agriculture (CSA) initiatives in the study case. 

http://www.ifoam.bio/en/organic-policy-guarantee/participatory-guarantee-systems-pgs
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“From a coherent agro-ecological perspective it is not just about buying organic products but, for us, what 

is truly transformative is buying local organic products and, to the extent possible, buying directly from the 

producer or through short food supply chains; because as farmers, we are the ones that with our daily 

work of the land, assure food sovereignty of our peoples and the survival and vitality of natural, rural and 

agricultural areas of our territories.” (Bellón, Un punto áspero de sabor May 2016) 

SPGEcollaures organizes regular visits to their members’ plots where both, producers and consumers 

participate and record any issue that might arise. Also, each initiative has its own guide for self-

assessment to complete. This process is defined by its members as being very enriching, since it is not 

just about tracking the projects but also to create social fabric. Consumers provide valuable perspectives 

during the visits and the converse is also true. They refer this process as “mutual learning.” 

“We do not aim to be an alternative to the organic farming label (…). But it is true that some inevitable 

comparisons arise with third-party certifications, such as CAECV. These certificates ensure that the 

product has been made in a particular way, i.e. without the use of certain pesticides, that is all good, but it 

is still pure delocalized market far from generating local economy or social fabric, they forget all the 

context surrounding the product, which is fundamental for us. Third party certification bodies, in our view, 

do not go deep enough into the characteristics of who produced it, not consider an inconvenient all 

kilometres travelled before reaching the consumer, if the producer is a small producer or if employees 

have produced it under decent working conditions. I'm not saying that it is the case, but the third party 

labels do not give this information (…) the SPG supports these social criteria and the short food supply 

chains, and that endorsement is made by the society living in a given territory, in this case the Valencian 

society.” (Bellon, Ecollaures-SPG July 2015) 

Only those producers and processors who want to export or access more conventional market channels- 

have the organic certification.  

“We are certified with SPGEcollaures, but we are planning to get certified by the CAECV because that 

would allow us for instance, without losing our philosophy which is food sovereignty, to sell to very 

committed distributors (…) although we are still very critical of the official certificate. Very well, you keep 

the word organic, we keep our spirit. I’m not interested in how you name the label, for me, selling [here] a 

kiwi coming from New Zealand is not organic.” (Producer-4 2016) 

Regardless that only those producers and operators certified by the CAECV can legally sell their products 

as organics, not everybody interviewed in this study considered the “participatory certification” as a valid 

system that enables their members to say that their products are organics. One of the small processors 

certified by the CAECV took a very critical view on PGS, considering that they were both judge and 

judged at the same time, and consequently undermining their credibility. 

2.2.3 Evolution of initiatives and collective strategies 

The individualistic nature of farmers in the Valencia Huerta and their unwillingness to associate has been 

a recurring commentary or reflexion in the interviews. The fact is that nowadays there are no successful 

stories of farmers’ cooperatives within the area. There were bad former experiences, and pessimistic 

farmers want to avoid similar experiences in the future; and this seems to be a big strain to progress in 

building a collective strategy. Therefore, irrespective of the age, when you ask a producer why not to 

associate in order to reduce costs and working hours, it is not surprising to listen comments that refer to 

that individualism in the Valencian agriculture and the prevailing spirit of competition. A further reason for 

not doing it, and of greater importance for new producers, would be the precarious situation in which they 

usually find themselves. Precariousness does not allow them to change towards what is seen as a risk. 

Before moving forward, they want to establish themselves and be self-sufficient and confident in their 

personal projects.  
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"It is complicated [to associate] when it comes to small-size farms projects. If it is already difficult to make 

ends meet, you cannot ask yourself, what if we unite and instead of producing 20 products [each one] we 

produce 10? Some fatal problem may arise. I am now master and slave to my production and clients. If I 

get into a larger project, we must first have the basis of this very project assumed by its members, 

because, if it fails somewhere, you get exposed. And there is also that individualism deeply rooted in the 

idiosyncrasies of Valencian agriculture, the Huerta is full of small farmers. That is why it is so difficult to 

take that step to work in a larger whole.” (Bellon, Vicent Gil, de "l'Hort sostenible" de Náquera May 2014) 

There exist, however, informal networks in place among producers, and relations of mutual assistance 

are also frequent. Such short-lived associations may originate to complement their own production to be 

able to serve an order; to exchange products or seedlings usually through a bartering system; to work “a 

tornallom”
11

; to place a grouped order, for example to get organic compost, which is not easy to obtain; to 

pick up others producers inputs (e.g., seedlings) when someone goes to collect theirs. Also, it is not 

unusual that more experienced producers help novel ones. Some producers decide to move forward and 

forge together a kind of partnership, either in couples or in reduced groups. These links are frequent and 

allow them to coordinate their production and sometimes also to share equipment and machinery (e.g., a 

tiller). However, splits are also frequent and there is not a unique reason for that; sometimes, different 

views and perspectives are the mentioned cause, or that the moment was not the appropriate to get 

together. As it was expressed separately by two former partners: “It's a very nice idea, but very 

complicated” (Bellon, Vicent Gil, de "l'Hort sostenible" de Náquera May 2014) or in similar terms, "It's like 

love, very nice but very complicated.” (Producer-5 2016) 

Economic sustainability is an essential requirement for new producers. Some decide to give up after 

working very hard but not being able to consolidate. Usually, as a consequence of this precariousness, 

there is not a division of responsibilities, small producers need to do everything by themselves in order to 

reduce costs of middlemen. Hence, they produce, develop the commercial activity, prepare the order, 

deliver, go to the market, make their bookkeeping, etc., not to mention they also need to reconcile work 

and family life. A distribution of activities could free the producers to focus on production while at the 

same time may reduce costs. There are several calls asking to progress in this direction, for example, the 

use of the same shipment for those producers sharing a similar delivery route, or sharing markets stalls 

and alternate the attendance. 

The initial common first step for many of the new producers, would be to overcome the precarious 

situation. The own farmers pointed out, in the course of interviews, a number of ways to try to confront 

this: certain producers look forward to improve their production quality and consolidate customers; some 

would like to buy land, which is especially important for new producers that may need to plant fruit trees, 

ameliorate the hedge or install a tool booth in the plot, all of them requiring a certain investment and the 

certainty that it is going to last at least for a certain time; for some others working together, a step further 

is to get a legal status (e.g., establish themselves as cooperatives, corporate entity, etc.); to install a 

manufacture workroom in order to start product transformation; etc.  

An important milestone has been the establishment of Ecollaures, an association of agroecological 

producers, where there is an attitude of mutual assistance and sharing of experiences, in a non-

competition relationship. It has done an important job, for example, setting minimum selling prices. It is 

also from Ecollaures, together with social movements, that the participatory certification PGS arose. As 

their members state, self-management of the group is slow, because producers always run out of time.  

                                                      
11

 A local colloquial expression defining mutual support among farmers, when one works on someone 
else farm for which the return will be in the form of assistance in a forthcoming work, for example in peak 
workloads as harvesting 
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Next step should be to coordinate crops and harvest. Producers themselves recognize the need for that 

to be done, but when trying to coordinate on a larger scale, such as Ecollaures would be, difficulties are 

acknowledging. Mainly, to assume others’ mistakes: if his cultivation goes wrong you fail your customer; 

but also fairly balance the produced quantities. Possible solutions offered, were to do some planning pilot 

experience between farmers’ crops –this could be particularly interesting when they are located in 

different areas, where growing the culture that is best suitable for that area- and planning by cultivated 

surface area and not by product quantity. 

"We have tried [a common organized production between individual producers], this is the eternal debate. 

The problem is that however much we talk, no matter how many times you say: no need for you to grow 

the leak, I’ll do it, and I won’t grow the carrot because you will do it, always one will produce his portion of 

leek and his portion of carrot, always.” (Producer-4 2016)  

Nevertheless, only some kilometres away there is a cooperative which is referenced by some interviewed 

producers as a model to be followed. While it is specialised in vegetables for exportation, which would go 

against the spirit of many new producers, it is an example of a successful small-size farms cooperative, 

able to overcome the challenge of common crops coordination. Thus, on its website they state: “We have 

taken advantage of the smallholding idiosyncrasies that characterizes the Valencian horticulture. Through 

organizing and programming crops, we have specialized in the production and commercialization of 

oriental vegetables, and other Mediterranean crops that require a high degree of specialization.” (Perelló 

n.d.)  

A veteran producer especially well settled, forecasts a horizon of expansion coupled with “casualties 

along the way” for the organic agriculture within the area. A rationalization in organic farming, resulting in 

appropriate-size and grouped farms still would need to be done. (Producer-2 2015) 

Regarding the relationship between the newcomers and the traditional conventional farmers, some 

producers stated that it is frequent in the beginnings and early stages to have bad experiences that 

usually improve over time, once synergies are created. Conflicts may arise for example because of the 

inexperience of newcomers when watering (traditional irrigation turns and norms are not obvious), the 

cleaning and maintenance of the plot or planting perimeter hedgerows, necessary in agroecological 

production but that might partly shadow the neighbour plot. These conflicts resolve with conviviality and 

meeting the local ordinances. On the other hand, organic producers may be affected by the offsite 

pollution caused by spray drift from their neighbours’ phytosanitary treatments. Several interviewed 

producers expressed their wish to have other organic neighbours around. An initial disbelief towards their 

new organic neighbours is widespread on the veteran conventional stablished farmers, some may well 

even tell them not to waste their time. Over time and once they find that newcomers operate and are able 

to harvest, these initial prejudices may turn round, “… however when I tell them [conventional neighbours] 

the selling price, they open their eyes in amazement and comment: well, after all maybe it is worthwhile.” 

(Producer-6 2016) 
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2.2.4. Marketing channels 

In this section, we describe a number of (often interwoven) marketing channels that coexist in the study 
area. They illustrate the diversity of modalities that both consumers and producers have shaped in order 
to better integrate l’Horta and the city through food exchanges. 
 
Short food supply chains  

“There are more and more of us committed to direct selling through short food supply chains, for many 

reasons: for decent prices for the producer, for the autonomy and own control of the productive and 

commercial project, to encourage native varieties, to ensure safekeeping of the territory and the defence 

of the Huerta. We constitute mostly as small and medium scale family-based farms. Shortening both ends 

of the food chain between production and consumption we reduce intermediaries benefiting both sides: 

often reducing the final price of the product and dignifying the work of producing making farms profitable, 

generating environmental and socio-economic local sustainability”. (Bellón, Un punto áspero de sabor 

May 2016) 

Some of the common direct selling pathways explored by the new production initiatives are the 

Responsible Consumption Groups, farmers’ markets, farm gate sales, box-schemes, restaurants and 

grocery shops. 

Multiproduct box-scheme 

Most of newcomer’s producers mainly use the multi product box
12

-scheme to reach the final consumer, 

on the contrary those bigger in scale and more veteran producers claim the box-scheme is not 

economically viable in the Valencian context. With the odd exception all producers selling boxes are very 

small. For them to succeed it would require many more people willing to buy. Those bigger initiatives 

found, had also started their business through the same box-scheme but then worked on other selling 

pathways and renounced to it. They argue that projects based on the multi product box-scheme have low 

feasibility while requiring hard work. The main reason is that urban consumers are not aware of the local 

producers’ reality and also find uncomfortable the box-scheme (usually they cannot choose what to get 

and there are only seasonal products), so that demand is low and irregular and lacks customer loyalty, 

which prevents to reach economies of scale. The price is another aspect that make some consumers 

back down. 

Producers are then forced to work with a big list of potential clients, and work hard on their tracking. 

Usually, box sales follow the school calendar and thus holiday’s seasons means a dramatic decline in 

sales to the extent that some producers are forced to almost halt their production. However, this problem 

became an opportunity for a new young producer who began by working on the box-scheme and after 

some difficult times now is happily working on homemade vegetable preserves, using as raw materials its 

own production and also those from other producers, allowing them to get their production flowing during 

the holidays seasons. 

One of the current bigger and more veteran producers working on the multiproduct box-scheme has seen 

his sales reduced from 130 to 80 box per week. According to a local informant (a well-known current 

producer and distributor who started twelve years ago working on the box-scheme and selling up to 120 

boxes per week), the economic viability threshold would be around 300 boxes. This box-scheme would 

be working well and is much more developed in other European countries, and illustrates it with the 

                                                      
12

 We use either multi product box or basket to refer to those cases in which consumers buy a closed 
combinations of products prepared by the own farmers. Farmers prepare these boxes/baskets mainly 
with season fruits and vegetables so that the consumer usually has no option to decide how to make up 
the combination. 
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examples of producers in Germany, France and Denmark selling 5.000, 12.000 and 20.000 boxes weekly 

respectively. He also points out that the 30-50 boxes on average sold by most of the new producers leads 

to discouragement, associations and splits among them. Finally, he suggests the newcomers to 

specialize in a single product. 

Generally, multiproduct boxes contain no less than eight different seasonal fruit and vegetables products. 

Farmers may provide boxes in one single size or offer a choice of two different sizes. Some producers 

offer the option to add products or to increase their quantities over a standard box. It is not usual but there 

are also examples of a “make your own box” approach, where the consumer can choose all products and 

quantities if placing a minimum order. Orders are placed on a specified day, and then the producer 

harvest, cleans the products and prepare the boxes usually the day before the delivery day, but it can 

also be done in the same day. Prices depend mainly on the box size and the delivery distance, and may 

range from 10 euros up to 32 euros.  

Consumers usually order on the internet and then depending on each producer, there may be alternative 

paths to get the box. Either they receive their box directly at home or have to collect it themselves and, in 

such cases, the collecting point may be in a neighbourhood shop collaborating with the producer, such as 

herbalist shops, at a Responsible Consumer Groups premises or the customer directly picks up the box 

at the farm gate. 

Responsible Consumer Groups 

From the consumer’s point of view, the consumption of organic food is a strong motivation for 

participating in Responsible Consumer Groups (RCG), however, reasons go further than a change in diet 

and the desire to promote social change is present in all of them. Conclusions drawn from 

a Participatory Action Research (IAP) study with RCG in Valencia, conducted through 2012 and 2013 by 

ISF (NGO Ingeniería Sin Fronteras) and the multidisciplinary participatory research network Utópika, 

show that essentially, RCG in the city of Valencia have a socio-political project, the common element 

being the struggle for food sovereignty which synthetizes in returning to society the ability to decide on 

their own food. Ecological and local (which would mean also seasonal) were the common consumption 

criteria shared by all RCG. Other mentioned criteria although not necessarily shared by all groups were: 

Agroecology farming products; from small-scale producers; a trusting relationship and a direct contact 

with the producer; fair prices for both farmers and consumers; cooperative organization with proper 

working conditions; from producers involved in “interesting” projects (e.g., defence of the Huerta, 

recuperation of native varieties). Organic certification is not a prerequisite for the supplied foods. 

Regarding the way of operating, most orders are “open” and placed weekly, only a few use the “closed 

box” format and in this case orders are placed fortnightly. Usually, each producer supplies only to a single 

RCG. This happens mainly on those RCG located within Valencia City, and would suggest that 

distribution problems are important for producers. On the contrary, each RCG is supplied from various 

producers for their vegetables and fruits. The two oldest existing RCG in Valencia were established about 

ten years ago and their origin was driven by producers. Most of the existing RCG were consumer driven 

and were established quite recently, between 2010 and 2012, and would have emerged from the 

neighbourhoods’ assemblies arising from the mobilizations of the “15-M movement”
13

. The average group 

size was about 30 units of consumption (family, group of friends, co-workers, etc.), and the number of 

people per unit of consumption ranged between 2 and 7 people. The internal organization and decision 

making vary between groups. Most groups hold meetings with less than two months’ intervals and almost 

                                                      
13

 The 15-M movement or the Indignants’ Movement was a citizens’ movement created from the 
demonstrations on 15 May 2011 against unemployment, traditional political parties and austerity 
measures. 
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all groups operate with working committees, which commonly are related to economic management, 

relationship with producers, communication or logistics of collection and distribution of food orders. 

RCG can provide an important support in the early stages for new producers, when a network of 

customers still needs to be developed. For some veteran producers, sales to RCG would represent up to 

25% of their total income. Sometimes RCG are unaware of certain attitudes that adversely affect the 

producers. In this sense, some producers alert about the volatility of RCG’s demand (Producer-1 2015). 

Sudden drops in demand or an increase of the number of suppliers, even when the demand remains the 

same, creates uncertainty for participant farmers. 

On-line food platforms 

“The beehive who said yes!” (Translated from the original French "La Ruche Qui Dit Oui!”) is defined as a 

social and collaborative company; originated as a start-up developing an e-commerce platform that 

connects local producers and consumers in what is called a beehive. It originated in France in 2011 

spreading rapidly through the country. Today there are more than 800 hives in operation or under 

construction, not only in France but in neighbour countries. In Spain there are above 40, and 5 of them 

are located in Valencia. 

The mode of operation is simple. It is for the producer to determine the selling price and then consumer 

decides if he is interested or not. Producers also stablish a minimum sales volume to achieve before 

attend the hive. The goal is to eliminate intermediaries, although there is a 16.7% of cost that goes to 

maintenance of the operational platform and to the person responsible of the hive. 

In contrast to the RCG where consumers seek a real civic engagement and promote a social change, 

these on-line platforms are a flexible option for those consumers who do not want or cannot commit, but 

still want to buy from organic local producers. For example, urban pressed consumers interested in a 

healthier diet or handmade products, would be potential customers to a hive. In any case, both circuits 

would be contributing to the development of short food supply chains. As with RCG, organic certification 

is not a prerequisite for the supplied foods in hives. 

Since the first hive in Valencia opened scarcely over one year ago, it is still too early to tell if this is going 

to be another regular marketing channel for the new initiatives. Nowadays there are only a few of them 

using this pathway. One of the small-scale manufacturers that has been using this channel since the 

beginning sees in it a great potential for growth, and last November opened one for himself becoming the 

last hive operating in Valencia. Currently they have between 10-15 regular consumers.  

Food shops and restaurants 

This is an important selling channel for those manufacturers interviewed and also for bigger producers, 

which need food stores to sell an important part of all the volume produced. These shops are usually 

herbalists and stores specializing in organic, vegan, or fair trade based products. Although it is less 

frequent, some producers also sell through grocery shops and restaurants.  

Producers interviewed rely on a multiple points of sell system, comprising for each one more than 20 food 

shops. Distribution may be handled by external services or carried out by themselves, which considering 

the limited human and material resources is not a simple task.  

Although unusual, there are also producers having their own grocery shop. For these producers, the 

shops are also a sort of ambassadors of the Huerta, i.e. visible links between urban dwellers and local 

producers, which raises consumer awareness (e.g. on the food aspect) while selling local products.  

  

https://www.laruchequiditoui.fr/
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Conventional retailing 

External conventional retailing is not a common practice among producers. Not everybody is willing to 

use it as a way to sell their products. Only those more veteran and bigger were using this channel where 

volumes need to be larger. The CAECV certificate is a prerequisite to sell them as organic. One of these 

producers, who is currently exporting and accessing other national wholesalers and retailers, 

commercialises products from other local producers. 

Farmers markets 

There are only a few farmers’ markets in the Valencia Region. Many of them are located in southern 

municipalities near the coast, where many European citizens –possibly more sensitive to local products 

from small-size farms- reside and become regular customers. The municipality of Godella, located 10 km 

away from Valencia city centre, was the first stable agro-ecological and artisans’ products street market in 

the area. It started in 2011 with 12-15 stalls and has increased its number to over 20. It is now a 

consolidated weekly market held every Saturday. There is in place an internal conduct regulation for the 

stalls, and producers have implemented several working groups representing the variety of interests 

(fresh and processed foods and craft products) which are responsible for the general good functioning 

and the decision-making. One of the producers’ commitment is to sell what they produce. Different 

activities and workshops aimed at children are programmed weekly, attracting many local families to the 

market (e.g., storytelling, recycling workshops, batucada or concerts) but also a lot of customers arrive 

from nearby municipalities. Prices are a little bit higher than in supermarkets and buyers enjoy a certain 

purchasing power.  

There were several favourable circumstances which made it possible for the Godella market to succeed: 

There was a proposal supported by the local council, there were local and nearby agroecological farmers 

interested in it, and the population was prone to ecological consumption. Godella’s market has become 

an important local market and serves as a pilot experience and a reference for similar experiences that 

need to replicate, since a single market once a week is not a sustainable selling pathway for producers. 

That, in effect, is what is happening today. New markets are slowly emerging with more or less success. 

Some markets are integrated into conventional traditional markets, in some cases it would rather be a 

product exhibition, operating in a monthly basis, than a real market. But, as some producers 

acknowledge, these may be a necessary first step in order to raise public awareness. Most of the 

producers attend these farm markets. For them, sales in these markets –despite its discrete size- can be 

an important share of the total income. Also, this extra income may allow them to reorganize their selling 

pathways, for example adjusting the number of box-scheme users.  

The initiative Cistella Responsible (Responsible Basket) 

In order to have a more comprehensive view of these initiatives, the study case has also focused them 

from the demand side, i.e. from the consumers’ perspective. Namely, the initiative that has been analysed 

has been ‘Cistella Responsable’ (Responsible Basket). 

Cistella Responsable was initiated in the spring of 2015 by the consumers’ group ‘Cami de Vera’
14

 which 

groups a number of members of the Universitat Politècnica de València (UPV) (professors, researchers, 

administrative staff, post-graduate and students). This self-managed group had been operating since 

2010 in direct contact with local and agro-ecological producers to get access, within the university 

campus, to organic food (mostly fruit and vegetables). The consumers’ group led, together with the 

university (Vice-rectorate for Corporate Social Responsibility) and CEDAT Foundation
15

, the project 

                                                      
14

 This is the name of the address of the UPV campus in Valencia. For further information: 

http://grupconsumvera.webs.upv.es/?page_id=118.  
15

 CEDAT is a foundation that employs handicapped people to carry out some services within the university campus 
(e.g. the delivery of internal mailing). http://www.upv.es/entidades/CAD/index-es.html 

http://grupconsumvera.webs.upv.es/?page_id=118
http://www.upv.es/entidades/CAD/index-es.html
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Cistella Responsible to face mainly two challenges: a) to support local producers through short food 

supply chains (being the main objective of decreasing the number of intermediaries); b) to provide 

employment for all CEDAT workers. 

The way the project works is relatively simple: It offers to the staff of the university two formats of baskets 

(big; 18 kg.; small: 12 kg) containing seasonal organic vegetables (sometimes some fruit) produced by 

peri-urban small farmers. This is a weekly service, so that consumers can order until Sunday evening in 

the initiative website and the basket is delivered on Wednesday (either in the consumer’s own office or in 

a specific delivery point). There is no obligation to order, which makes the number of baskets very 

fluctuating.  

The usefulness of this case for our study is that it is about a very common marketing format for the kind of 

initiatives analysed in this report, particularly in the first stages of their trajectories. In order to get 

information about the consumers’ perspective, a focus group was organised, with participants having 

different profiles (gender, age and frequency of orders). Next subsections unfold the main outcomes of 

this analysis. 

Motivations 

Participants acknowledged a number of motivations to be involved as consumers. Most of them (some 

irregularly) were already consumers of organic food (particularly vegetables). So what this project mainly 

offered was comfortability to access organic vegetables, compared to other options (specialised stores or 

other basket initiatives).  

Interestingly, participants also pointed out solidarity or social awareness to explain their willingness to 

participate in this concrete initiative. And this is so not only because the CEDAT foundation hires disable 

people to provide the service of delivery, but also because it allows small-scale farmers to sell at a fair 

price, allowing them to keep being farmers. This aspect is an important ‘image’ that also explains 

participants’ motivation. 

Adaptability to consumers’ demands 

One of the most controversial aspects of initiatives like this one is that consumers get a standard basket, 

so that they cannot choose in advance what and how much (apart of the big/small modality) the basket 

will contain. Furthermore, participants acknowledge that they did not know in advance that content. A 

number of positions arose around this along the discussion: 

- For some, it was comfortable not to need to decide what to choose. Moreover, the ‘obligation’ to 

eat what they receive is, for some, an advantage, since they have been ‘forced’ to consume 

different products and even to learn how to cook them. Actually, some qualified this as an 

opportunity, as they argued that if they would be given the possibility to choose the products, 

maybe they had never chosen some of these vegetables, instead they had been reproducing 

their ‘traditional’ purchase options. It is precisely the ‘obligation’ to consume what there is in the 

basket which leads to taste new products and try new recipes. 

- However, some participants (even those who were happy with the standard basket) acknowledge 

some inconveniences. On the one hand, consumers need keep buying the same products 

through other channels, since they are not allowed to select the quantity they receive. There was 

a common demand to make this more flexible (even with the creation of a store with the same 

products within the campus) to adapt the quantity to their family needs. On the other hand, the 

inability to modulate the quantity (it was too much) or select (they did not like) the products have 

led almost all of the participants in the group to waste occasionally some of the products. 

Intersection with everyday practices 
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The participation in this initiative have led participants to adapt some everyday practices. Furthermore, 

everyday practices also conditions, and sometime constraints, the decision to order or not a concrete 

week. 

- Transport. As consumers receive or pick up a 12/18-kg-basket at the university, they need 

to transport it to their homes. For this to be done, some people who use to go to the 

university by bike or public transport, need (that Wednesday) to go by car. According to the 

participants, this would be preventing some potentially interested people to also become 

consumers of the basket.  

- Contrariwise to the products got in other more conventional channels, vegetables in the 

basket need to be prepared, cleaned and (in some cases) precooked to preserve them. 

Organic products deteriorate more rapidly and sometimes they arrive with dust and bugs. 

Therefore, participants need to spend some time to do these tasks, and, although some 

participants qualify this time as a relaxing moment, this requires to have time availability. 

Actually, some participants declared they had not ordered some weeks because they knew 

in advance they would not have time that day to carry out this preparation. 

- The access to the basket has partially replaced or conditioned other purchase habits. This 

is an important issue. As most participants were already accessing vegetables in 

specialised organic or small-scale neighbourhood stores, and much less frequently in 

conventional large retailers, there would not have been a ‘radical’ transition in food 

purchase habits, but an adjustment to a more comfortable option. This would raise some 

questions about the transformative capacity of an initiative like this one. 

The role of knowledge 

Finally, the focus group brought to light the relevance of knowledge in this initiative, and the multiplicity of 

ways it conditions its performance and perspectives. 

- There is a clear high relation between taking the most from the basket and the level of 

knowledge about cooking options (brining, canning, use of non-eatable parts of the 

vegetables, i.e. to prepare seasonings). In short, the less the knowledge, the bigger the 

part of the basket that risks to be wasted, and the lower the frequency of the orders. 

Actually, participants made a general demand for the initiative to attach proposals of 

recipes to better use the products. Furthermore, sometimes the basket contains products 

that most consumers do not know and, more importantly, they do not know how to cook or 

prepare.  

- This is a challenge but also an opportunity to learn. Indeed, some participants agreed that 

‘the basket’ could be also considered a new knowledge ‘vector: they had discovered new 

vegetables they did not know previously and obliged to find new recipes, and even they 

and their families were recovering the knowledge about which is the ‘traditional’ season of 

each product. Nevertheless, at the same time, as some participants stated, the need of 

knowledge (recipes, products, preservation) acts also as a barrier for potential new 

consumers. 

In any case, participants also complained that the information provided about the products that the basket 

contains is not easily accessible. In general, the communication policy of the project could be improved. 

Participants agreed that it would be positive to get periodically information about the functioning and 

performance of the initiative (how many participants/baskets, how many producers and handicapped 

workers involved…). We cannot forget that participants expect their involvement of the project will have 

some (especially social) impacts, so they would need to be accounted for this. 
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2.2.5. Advocacy  

As stated above, it is not possible to understand the process of appearance of these agricultural initiatives 

without considering their embeddedness into the social movement for the defence of the Huerta and the 

promotion of a change in the local food system. Probably, the most well-known actor is “Per L’Horta”
16

, 

which defines itself as a social movement heir of the first Popular Legislative Initiative (which was 

dismissed by the Regional Government at the time) on the protection of the Huerta of Valencia in 2001. It 

is organized as a platform, bringing together different groups and individuals who have in common the 

protection of the Huerta, highlighting its landscape and its agricultural, historic and water-related heritage. 

Since its origin they have been lobbying through very visible rallies, campaigns and protest marches, but 

also through press releases and disseminating reports or studies supporting their objectives. Also, 

members of this movement are currently present in strategic positions (e.g., serving in local 

administrations, working as advisors to political parties or being part of them) from where they are 

influencing the new local and regional policies. Another reference is the “Plataforma per la Sobirania 

Alimentària del País Valencià” (Platform for the Valencia Region Food Sovereignty), which brings 

together producers, consumers, initiatives, organizations (Per L’Horta is one of its members) and groups 

working towards food sovereignty in the Valencia Region. 

Producers need to perform many tasks and play different roles in order to make their projects viable 

(produce, sell, distribute, sensitize and lobbying) they cannot cover everything. Sometimes due to the lack 

of time they are unable to make use of opportunities and resources offered. This is something that needs 

to be taken into consideration when defining actions, proposals or incentives. They ask to be heard and to 

take an active part in the process since they are best placed to explain what their situation is.  

In this regard, social movements and platforms, to which producers belong, play a relevant role for these 

farming initiatives since they can get public grants to financial aid for support these initiatives; have a 

managerial capacity; enhance visibility or carry out external actions to support them. (Mov.-2 2016) A 

good example of this is the PGSEcollaures, which is being supported, amongst others, by CERAI and 

ISF, both are NGOs specialized in sustainable rural development and members of the Plataforma per la 

Sobirania Alimentària del País Valencià.  

A frequent claim and complaint raising from producers and related social organisations is about short 

food supply chains (SFSC). In some European countries, local food systems have become key links in 

the strategies of development of the area, promoting local economic development and allowing social 

rapprochement between producers and consumers. However, in Spain there is not a specific public 

regulation governing SFSC, beyond the provisions of the Community regulations
17

. Although each 

Member State can make its own adaptation to European standards, it is scarcely developed in Spain and 

there is a need for adaptation (Ministerio de Agricultura 2013). There are a few Spanish regions that have 

developed specific legislation on SFSC and Valencian local organisations struggle for the same to be 

done regionally. In this context, the Plataforma per la Soberanía Alimentaria del País Valencià, reflecting 

the claims being made by many of the small-scale producers and manufacturers initiatives, has recently 

put forward a proposal on SFSC and related legislation, which is currently being evaluated by Regional 

Government departments. The proposal defines the scope of application and what SFSC are in the 

Valencian context (there is no clear and simple definition of "local food" or "SFSC”). According to this 

proposal (P. p. Valencià 2015), the SFSC would cover not only direct selling (producer-consumer) but 

also the existence of one single middleman between them. Some specific claims regard:  

                                                      
16

 Per l’Horta is an organisation that unites several civic associations and organisations to defend this agricultural 

space against the menaces of urban sprawl. See http://perlhorta.info/ . 
17

 Regulations (EC) Nos 178/2002, 852/2004, 853/2004 and 854/2004 of the European Parliament and the Council, 

also called hygiene and health package 

http://perlhorta.info/
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(i) Legal procedures, health registration and good hygienic practices, prioritising actions to be 

undertaken on: facilitating clear and simplified information on procedures and requirements; 

developing guides of good practices enabling the homogenisation of inspection criteria 

(today, depending on the inspector's professional judgement, requirements differ, as 

highlighted by artisanal processors interviewed); guides to good hygiene practices as a 

sufficient condition for small-scale producers. 

(ii) Health registration: stablish a minimum production threshold (variable depending on the type 

of production) for a health registration to be required; multifunctional health registrations for 

shared production facilities (allowing for various different activities to develop at the same 

location).  

(iii) Flexibility on small producers e.g. home production; self-employment fee according to the 

production volume; taking into account the special characteristics of rural areas; reviewing 

the packer status (today, a farm preparing multi product boxes to distribute is considered a 

packer); adaptation of public facilities for collective use.  

(iv) Support and promotion of SFSC initiatives (farmers’ markets, RCG, facilitating local 

networking).  

Another major line of action where social actors are fundamental part is collective catering supplied by 

small local producers. There is an ongoing working group were some NGOs (CERAI and VSF-Justicia 

Alimentaria Global), local producers, catering services business and parents' association from several 

schools work on the following specific areas: normative and specific administrative clauses for public 

tenders; institutional relationships; public awareness and a central purchasing body. The council of the 

nearby village of Godella is also actively present in the collective catering working group. For several 

years now, the council has been working on developing local agriculture while bringing it closer to urban 

citizens (e.g., through the first permanent local farmers market) and they can be regarded as a reference 

for others institutions. As they remark, to enable a real change to take place, it is not enough individual 

actions arising from a few administrations, but rather different administrations at different levels need to 

go hand in hand. (Administration-2 2016) 

In this sense, the new regional Government and municipalities resulting from the Regional and municipal 

elections of 2015, seems to observe a substantially greater sensitivity towards the Huerta. An example 

would be the Valencia city council, where for the first time there is a specific department for it, i.e. the 

Councillor for Agriculture, Huerta and Villages of Valencia, which is integrated into the Sustainable 

Economic Development area. The city of Valencia has signed the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact, for the 

development of food systems based on sustainability and social justice, and has recently presented an 

action plan for the promotion of agricultural space activity in the Huerta. This plan has several guidelines 

which are focused on the generational turnover in agriculture; promotion of SFSC; diversification of 

production and markets (e.g., developing a brand for Huerta products and strengthening Participatory 

Guarantee Systems); defence of the environment and health (e.g., promoting organic farming); territorial 

planning; improvement of infrastructure and services and networking. At the same time, the creation of a 

Food Council including all the food chain players is being considered. (Administration-1 2015) 

This change in mentality can also be clearly seen in the new Regional Government were an increased 

awareness about the Huerta degradation is in place.  

“We are definitely facing a new period that requires different policies based on our territory and in the 

development of our genuine and distinguishing real potential. We do not want more speculative economic 

models that destroy the territory and its environmental and cultural values.” (Generalitat 

Valenciana_Conselleria de Vivienda 2016) 
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Two main instruments for protection and regeneration are currently being developed: (i) a PAT: Plan de 

Acción Territorial y de Ordenación y Dinamización de l'Horta de Valencia (Territorial, Planning and 

Revitalization Action Plan of the Huerta of Valencia) and (ii) a Law of the Huerta. PAT differentiates 

categories and levels of protection and land use of agrarian land, also defines biological and functional 

connecting elements. It also proposes measures on public use and tertiary activities compatible with the 

agricultural production for the producer to obtain additional revenues to the principal activity. For its part, 

the Law of the Huerta would aim to stimulate agricultural activity and reactivate the recovery of degraded 

areas in the Huerta, implementing a model of local agriculture. A management structure is proposed 

involving diverse actors (administrative bodies at different level, water uses allocation, agriculture 

associations, collectives who advocate for defence of the Huerta, etc.).  

In substitution of the former Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries, Food and Water of the Valencian Region, 

the new regional Ministry of Agriculture, Environment, Climate Change and Rural Development (the title 

itself shows a declaration of intentions) includes an Organic Production, Innovation and Technology 

Service (SPEit). It is from this Service that has been launched the first Valencian Organic Production 

Plan, for the period 2016-2020. Interestingly, some of the key designers of this Plan belonged to the 

association “Llavors d’ací” (seeds from here), active in the advocacy for the promotion and conservation 

of local agricultural biodiversity and integrated in the Food Sovereignty Platform. This shows that the 

movement is undergoing a new momentum with the new regional administration. 

 

FIGURE 3 ABOVE, INFORMATIVE AND CLAIM POSTERS FOR THE HUERTA DEFENCE AND PRODUCERS MEETINGS 

FROM SOCIAL MOVEMENTS; BELOW, PROMOTIONAL BILLBOARDS AND POSTERS FOR LOCAL MARKETS FROM THE 

VALENCIA COUNCIL 
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2.2.6. Foresight Workshop 

The scenario workshops provided several outcomes: (i) the adaptation of 4 of the 8 EU scenarios (4 main 

and 4 secondary scenarios) to the local case study, (ii) the visioning of a desirable future for these 

initiatives to identify a number of objectives to strengthen their role in providing FNS and (iii) the 

identification of a number of actions to be undertaken to achieve these objectives under alternative 

scenarios. Table 2 shows the 4 scenarios that were adapted and obtained in the first workshop (a more 

detailed descriptions can be found in Annex III). 

TABLE 2 LOCAL CASE STUDY SCENARIOS 

Scenario 

A. SUMA Y SIGUE (SO ON AND SO FORTH) /  
Adapted from ‘Fed up Europe’ 

B. LA HUERTA ROBOT (THE ROBOT GARDEN) 
Adapted from ‘Retrotopia’ 

C. DECRECIMIENTO FORZADO Y TRANSFORMADOR (TRANSFORMING AND FORCED 
DEGROWTH) 
Adapted from ‘The price of health’ 

D. CONSCIENTES PERO ESTRESADOS (CONCIOUS BUT STRESSED) 
Adapted from ‘Too busy to cook’ 

The visioning gave rise to the 4 objectives (see Annex III for a more detailed information) that were used 

for the back casting exercise. 

TABLE 3 OBJECTIVES DERIVED FROM VISIONING AND BACKCASTING 

Objective  

The revalorisation of the producer 

Development of short food supply chains 

Sustainable management of natural resources 

Rising social training and awareness 

The participatory foresight analysis allowed to identify what stakeholders consider to be the key drivers 

to explain the different potential trajectories for these initiatives, and to what extent these drivers had 

different states in different scenarios. These drivers are: 

Access to innovations. Scenarios introduce some challenges that can constraint the performance of these 

initiatives. In this regard, participants explored the innovation potential allowed/foreseen in each scenario 

to identify the way new technical developments could allow to cope with this constraints: in scenario B, 

the low availability of labour (in an agriculture that is labour-intensive) was tackled by means of micro-

scaled adapted robotisation to carry out farm operations; in scenario C, the strong innovation allowed to 

confront water shortage through new agrarian practices (crop diversification, water conservation 

techniques); in scenario D, new transportation modalities (drones) and TICs would give rise to a logistic 

model that could allow these small-scale production and processing initiatives to adapt the demand of 

consumers who have to time to move to buy or to cook. What is common in all these scenarios is that 

innovations need to be both accessible and adapted to small-scale business. This is a relevant point; in 

scenario D the requirement to access these logistic and TICs innovation was perceived as a barrier for 

the emergence of new initiatives of this kind. 

Consumers’ awareness about their diets. Due to the productive orientation of this agriculture (organic 

vegetables), stakeholders agreed that the future of these initiatives will be very depending on consumers’ 

willingness to buy this type of food. In two of the scenarios (A and B), the weak awareness of consumers 

about their diets’ health implications was perceived as a major limitation for these initiatives, limiting the 
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organic market to a small upper-class (A), and making the organic production almost incompatible with a 

food system dominated by large processors (B). On the contrary, the increase of consumers’ awareness 

was perceived as an opportunity in the other two other scenarios, expanding the possibilities of short 

supply chains and even the creation of a new territorial quality label. However, this also would raise some 

potential problems for these initiatives. In scenario C, which envisages a future where production for self-

consumption would be easier, this could result in a de-professionalization of farming. In scenario D, the 

growing interest of consumers would also attract large retailers which would compete directly with these 

small initiatives. 

Structure of the food chain. The level of concentration in the food chain –that participants directly 

correlated to the degree of trade liberalisation- was also perceived as a major risk. This is particularly 

evident in scenario A.  

Apart of that differences, it is worth to pay attention to the commonalities. In all the scenarios, the future 

productive constrains derived from climate change received particular attention. Participants coincided to 

point out the foreseen reduction of water availability for agricultural uses in the study area as a main 

driver of change. In addition, participants perceived as an opportunity for these initiatives the perspectives 

of progressing towards more restricting and demanding environmental legal frameworks. Indeed, 3 of the 

scenarios foresaw, precisely because the evidence of the impacts of climate change, that environmental 

policies regulating agricultural production and the use of resources would become more constraining and 

with higher environmental standards. This could allow to mainstream the more environmentally-friendly 

practices already carried out by these initiatives. 

In the same vein, the process of filtering, through the lens of the scenarios, the action plans for the 

achievement of the objectives has allowed to identify required actions in the frame of different futures. 

We highlight four main aspects that arose during the workshops. 

- As stated above, the environmental constraints of agricultural production have been a constant 

concern in the two workshops, particularly regarding future water shortages due to climate change 

impacts in Mediterranean regions. This has led participants to insist in the necessity to promote 

farmers’ training, research and –in particular- technical innovation to adapt farming to climate 

scenarios. There would be a challenge, according to the participants, to make compatible technical 

and agronomic innovation with the principles of agroecology, which pays also attention to the recovery 

of traditional knowledge and farming practices. 

- Participants also insisted on the necessity to strengthen and extend the collaboration and exchange 

networks where the promotors of these farming initiatives are embedded. As explained above, the 

interviews conducted had insisted on the role of embeddedness as a mechanism of resilience for the 

people undertaking these agricultural initiatives. The foresight workshops went further in this idea, so 

that stronger networks could give rise to a more efficient use of resources and sub-products
18

.  

- The future of these initiatives and their potential impact on FNS is also associated to the adoption of 

regulatory changes at several scales and in several domains. Participants clearly pointed out this and 

the need to lobby and interact with policy-makers to achieve these changes. In this regard, the most 

common demand was that of tailoring the regulatory framework to the size of activities. A common 

complaint was that current legal requirements (health, environmental, bureaucracy) of food-related 

activities (production, processing and retailing) are the same for these activities regardless their 

dimension, so they become a major constraint for small- and micro- business. 

                                                      
18

 Interestingly, participants used terms like cooperation, participatory economy or collective management, but no that 
of ‘circular economy’ despite its current presence in the media. 
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- Finally, the necessity to work on the field of education and to raise public awareness were a 

transversal issue in the workshops. In this sense, a common idea was that it was needed to analyse 

and communicate the economic implications –particularly in terms of public expenditure- of unhealthy 

diets. Most participants agreed that this information would be a powerful argument to counteract the 

risk of reduction of public financial support for these food initiatives. 

2.3. Summary and Reflection on Transformative Capacity 

From the analysis of this main case study, we can extract some concluding reflections that tackle the 

transformative capacity and constraints of these agricultural initiatives. The analysis of the new 

agricultural initiatives in the peri urban area of Valencia has shown the relevance and the role played by 

the ideological component of involved actors. Indeed, the marked ‘food sovereignty’ and ‘agroecology’ 

discourses of promotors are key to explain the decision of setting up a new activity and the capacity of 

these farmers to overcome initial constraints. This makes that most of these initiatives start also with a 

‘transformative’ goal, i.e. it is not merely a business option, for most of these people it is also a 

contribution to the transformation of the conventional local food system and a way to defend the future of 

this agricultural space. However, it is also worthy to mention that, as some of these initiatives consolidate 

and grow, their ‘business dimension’ becomes more important: some opt to parallel alternative with more 

conventional (even export) food chains. 

It is not possible to explain and understand the phenomenon of proliferation of these initiatives without 

considering its relationship with to defence movement of the Huerta. This social phenomenon has 

operated for several years as a contestation against local and regional public policies that favoured urban 

sprawl and menaced the preservation of this agricultural and cultural heritage. Nevertheless, the elections 

of May 2015 led to new local and regional governments whose agenda clearly coincides with these 

demands, so that these organisations and actors had to shift their role: from social resistance to be 

invited to policy-making involvement. And this has provoked some problems, as this involvement requires 

new forms of organisational and representative structure which is not easily attainable. 

The references to the regulatory frameworks as a set of constraining factors for the setting up, the 

multiplication and the expansion of these kind of initiatives has been constant along the research process. 

Some examples are the limitations and burdens of the official organic certification system, the 

inadequately tailored health and environmental legislation, the land-market distortions introduced by the 

land planning regulation or the requisites of public procurement. These ‘dysfunctions’ are well identified 

and defined by actors. 

There is a consensus that transformative capacity requires strong collective action. Cooperation has been 

found to play a key role in allowing newcomers to set up and in creating alliances between producers and 

consumers. Interviewees and participants in the workshops agreed that collective action is the only way 

to scale-up and consolidate the local food system to which all of them aspire. However, there is also a 

general perception that this needs to be improved. For instance, some claim for the creation of 

cooperative organisations to provide adapted farm services or for a collective planning of production –as 

it is taking place in other locations. There mutual support between producers, but this often occurs at the 

individual level and in the frame of informal relationships. When it comes to try to institutionalise and 

expand these cooperation relationships, obstacles seem unsurmountable. 

The gradual appearance of new peri urban agricultural initiatives and a diversity of alternative local food 

supply chains, as part of a social movement which has as global referents those of food sovereignty and 

agroecology, and as local cohesion element that of the defence of the Huerta, has found which seems to 

be an enabling policy framework. Indeed, regional and local governments have included into their policy 

agendas many of the approaches and concerns of these actors, and have initiated participatory planning 

processes that should concretise the regulatory changes to be implemented. These policy processes will 
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be an opportunity for this kind of initiatives to scale-up and consolidate, but also to check their real 

transformative capacity, constrained by their own limitations and weaknesses. Moreover, these processes 

could also make more visible and explicit the role to be played by other ‘conventional’ food actors. We 

have very exiting years to come. 
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3. SATELLITE CASE STUDY REPORT 

3.1. Research questions & Methods  

The research questions that have been addressed in this satellite case study are: 

• How has food access organization changed throughout the last decades in parallel to the 

demographic decline?  

 The process of depopulation has led to the closing down of local groceries and the 

decline of local food production, this has been parallel to the diffusions of new 

(more modern) food habits. There is a need to better understand the changes in 

the organisation of food access. 

• Which social practices are currently securing food access? Which is the role played by the 

networks of traveling retailers?  

 The aforementioned changes have given rise to new social practices to access 

food at the household level. Among these practices, we find networks of traveling 

retailers that operate differently depending on the food goods they provide, the 

scale of the area covered and their business strategies. This needs to be tackled to 

understand the role and dynamics of this food supply model. 

• Which is the long term viability of this model?  

 As the demographic decline goes on, the future perspective of this model of 

traveling retailing would need to confront a gradual decrease of the demand which 

could lead companies to stop providing this service. 

• Are these practices, which are carried out by private actors, supported by any kind of public 

policy?  

 The maintenance of population in remote rural areas is an explicit policy objective, 

particularly in the region of Aragón to which the study area belongs. Food supply 

would be expected to be a crucial component of this goal, so the role of policies in 

this regards needs to be explored. 

The research method has combined: 

- Official statistics to analyse the demographic trends in the study area along the last 

decades, as well as the structure of population (ages, gender) and other demographic 

indicators. 

- Literature review to contextualise the historical background of the study area, as well as to 

put in context the primary information obtained along the fieldwork. 

- Fieldwork to obtain primary information. Indeed, two group interviews were conducted with 

dwellers of these villages and three in-depth individual interviews with traveling retailers 

supplying different products at different geographical scales. Fieldwork was carried out in 

August and October 2015. Interviews were recorded and transcribed. 
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3.2. Research findings 

3.2.1. Chistau Valley and its access. 

Chistau Valley is a small valley in the Pyrenees, in the North of Huesca Province, flanked by wider 

valleys, Bielsa and Benasque, and limited to the North by the Aure Valley in France. 

The narrow valley of Chistau is crossed by the Cinqueta River and surrounded by peaks exceeding 

3.000m in altitude (Posets, 3.369m; Cotiella, 2.912m; Punta Suelsa, 2.972m). Villages located at the 

bottom of the valley (Saravillo, Plan, San Juan) are at an altitude of around 1.000m¸ while on the slopes 

we find villages at altitudes close to 1.400m (Gistaín, 1.378m; Serveto, 1.306m). In terms of land cover, 

high prairies prevail, sometimes with steep slopes, and are combined with forest areas. 

 

FIGURE 4 LOCATION AND ACCESS OF CHISTAU VALLEY 

Traditionally, the valley had access problems from the South, and most of their connections (goods trade, 

population displacements) were developed more easily with the northern French valleys, which could be 

accessed riding through mountain passes. Communications with the rest of Huesca Province were not 

opened until the beginning of XX
th
 Century, driven by hydroelectric projects. The perforation of the 

Enclusa tunnels, which provide access to the central part of the valley, started in the 1930s, although the 

works were not concluded until 15 years later, once the Civil War had finished. In 1952 the road reached 

Plan, the main village in the valley, but it took a few more years for the upper settlements in the valley to 

have road access: 1965 to Gistaín, end of the 1960s to Sin, and 1971 to Serveto (Ortega et al., 1999). 

Today, access to the villages on the slopes of the mountains is still challenging, with narrow steep roads 

which need frequent maintenance. Conservation has improved on the road network in recent years, 

mainly to prevent the frequent landslides on some sections. 
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FIGURE 5 ACCESSES TO SIN AND SERVETO 

The economic activity of the remaining permanent population in the valley, particularly those resident in 

the higher altitude villages, remains dominated by livestock farming, mainly cattle. Services employ most 

of the working population in the villages at the bottom of the valley, Plan and San Juan in particular. 

There has been a moderate tourism development, different to the one in neighboring valleys in France 

and Spain where ski resorts were set up. 

3.2.2. The population in the valley. Demographic trends. 

The distribution of population amongst the different settlements conforming the municipalities of Chistau 

Valley, according to the registration data in 2014, is shown in the following table: 

TABLE 4 POPULATION IN CHISTAU VALLEY IN 2014 BY VILLAGE AND MUNICIPALITY (SOURCE: RESIDENTS 

MUNICIPAL REGISTER ON 01/01/2015, INSTITUTO ARAGONÉS DE ESTADÍSTICA (INE - IAEST), 2016) 

Municipalities & Villages Total Population 2014 

Gistaín 143 

Gistaín 143 

Plan 314 

Plan 183 

Saravillo 100 

Serveto 31 

San Juan de Plan 147 

San Juan de Plan 147 

Tella - Sin 75 

Sin 46 

Salinas 29 

Chistau Valley TOTAL  679 
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It is important to realize that official registration figures do not represent the number of people that 

actually live in the different settlements on a permanent basis. As an example, in Serveto (Plan 

Municipality), the registered population is 31 while in winter only 15 to 20 people remain living there. 

Historic trends of the valley’s population show the decline in the past century: 

 

 

FIGURE 6 HISTORIC POPULATION TRENDS IN CHISTAU VALLEY 1900 – 2011  

SOURCE: POPULATION CENSUS 1900 – 2011, INSTITUTO ARAGONÉS DE ESTADÍSTICA (INE - IAEST), 2016 

Although the population decrease began earlier, the community’s memory identifies the exodus that 

started in the 1940s - 1950s and culminated during the early 1970s, corresponding to the establishment 

of road access to all settlements (Serveto in 1971) and the closure of schools in the smallest villages, like 

Sin and Serveto in 1973. 

Figure 6 shows a significant decline in the valley’s population between 1940 and 1981, with a 52.7% drop 

of the total residents. The data illustrate a more dramatic fall in Plan Municipality, with a 62.7% drop for 

that period, with a particularly sharp fall in the 1970s, when it lost 40.7% of its population. Tella – Sin 

Municipality, for example, show a more average residents’ loss of a 46.9% over the 1940 – 1981 period. 

The exodus in those decades is remembered as a dramatic experience for both, those who remained and 

those who left. Entire families emigrated, with few years’ gaps between the different members. First would 

go some of the younger members of the family, to search for work in the largest towns in the region 

(Zaragoza, Huesca, Barbastro, Lérida), where they found the support of networks built up by people from 
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the valley that had migrated previously. After 2-3 years, once they had work for other family members and 

they could buy a flat, the rest of the family would move to town and they would close the family house in 

the village. 

When asked about the drivers for the exodus, the people interviewed point out some specific 

circumstances
19

, but they all agree on the need to leave the valley (“we had to emigrate”). The following 

narration from one of the participants in the interview in Serveto describes the circumstances well: “There 

were too many people, and there was not enough work or resources for everyone to live…They could 

subsist, as they had done so far, but things were starting to change, people started to see different 

things… And work here was too hard and thankless. There was a need to improve, and the only way to 

do so was to leave” (Belén, from Escuaín House, 24
th
 August 2015).  

The family structure, the inheritance system based on the preservation of the family “house” assets, and 

the role of women in this system also conditioned the intensity and composition of the migration. Non – 

inheriting sons, who could remain in the family house but keeping a secondary and subordinated role, 

were the first ones to leave. Toughness of the role and tasks of women, also subjected to the patriarchal 

authority, fostered that the exodus was more intense amongst women, while many single men remained 

in the valley (the “tiones”). This feature can still be seen in the demographic structure of the population 

today. 

From the analysis of data for the period 1996 to 2014, shown in Figure 7, we can observe more stable 

trends in population variations in recent years: 

 

FIGURE 7 RECENT POPULATION TRENDS IN CHISTAU VALLEY 1996 - 2014  

SOURCE: RESIDENTS MUNICIPAL REGISTER 1996 - 2014, INSTITUTO ARAGONÉS DE ESTADÍSTICA (INE - IAEST), 2016 

                                                      
19

 A specific case is Señes, a small settlement located between Sin and Serveto, where housing 
problems due to landslides on the slope where the village is placed added to the generalised drivers for 
migration, more reasons to leave. The settlement was completely abandoned in the 1960s. 
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During the 2004 – 2008 period there was a slight growth of residents in the valley, following a similar 

trend to the rest of Spain. This raise was linked to the general economic growth, and particularly to the 

expansion of the building sector, which was also noticed in the valley to a certain extent. According to 

some of the local sources, in that period the valley received some immigrants from other regions in Spain 

(i.e. Galicia), who moved there with their families to work in the building sector, particularly in the villages 

of Plan and San Juan de Plan, where tourism mostly developed. There was also the return of some 

youth, originally from the valley, who moved back from cities and settled in some of the villages, creating 

families and having children. 

However, from 2008 trends go back to a general gradual decline, derived from the demographic structure 

of the valley’s population (see Table 5): 

TABLE 5 PRESENT DEMOGRAPHIC STRUCTURE IN CHISTAU VALLEY 

SOURCE: RESIDENTS MUNICIPAL REGISTER ON 01/01/2015, INSTITUTO ARAGONÉS DE ESTADÍSTICA (INE - 

IAEST), 2016 

 
Gistaín Plan 

San Juan 

de Plan 
Tella - Sin 

Aragón 

Region 

Huesca 

Province 

Masculinity 

Rate
20

 127 105.2 126.2 132.1 98.1 102.1 

% 

population ≥ 

65 39.9 29.3 28.6 36.9 21.0 22.1 

Ageing 

Index
21

 570 214 175 505.3 114.4 122.9 

 

The marked ageing of population that these data show, as well as its masculinization, arises some doubts 

regarding the social sustainability of these settlement, particularly in the upper villages of the valley. 

3.2.3. The traditional food system and its transformation 

The exodus and the reach of road access between the 1950s and 1970s radically transformed the food 

system and access, particularly in the valley’s small and most remote villages
22

. 

Before that transformation, the food system was based on self-consumption of agriculture and livestock 

products from family farming, with limited external exchanges. There was a commercial structure in every 

little village but with a limited offer and demand, as most of the food “was made at home”. 

The vegetal staples were potatoes, pulses (mainly beans, lentils and peas) and home-made bread with 

wheat milled at Plan’s mill. Meat also came from the family farm, obtained and processed during 

autumn’s slaughter, a large communal work and party event that grouped together various families. They 

slaughtered pigs, but also few goats and sheep, using salting as a preservation technique. There was 

                                                      
20

 Masculinity Rate: 𝑅 masculinity =
M

F
× 100 

21
 Ageing Index: 𝐼 ageing =

P ≥65

P 0-19
× 100  

22
 This section and next are mainly based in the group interview carried out in Serveto. Therefore, they mainly reflect 

the food system and its transformations in the higher villages in the valley, Serveto and Sin in particular. Basic 
features of the traditional food organisation are essentially the same as those described in general for the whole 
valley by Ortega et al. (1999). 
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also self-consumption of eggs and milk, while fruit and vegetables came from the little gardens in the 

valley.   

 

FIGURE 8 SERVETO (ON THE LEFT) AND SIN 

Complementary food that could be bought in the local shops were salted cod and sardines (the only fish 

consumed), sugar, rice and oil (not very used, normally they cooked with pork fat). A separate important 

product was wine, which was purchased collectively from Somontano, a nearby producing area. 

Besides the basic livestock commercial production in the valley (calves for fattening), other agriculture 

products such as potatoes, eggs, some cheese and butter, together with some artisan products (socks) 

were carried down on pack animals from the upper villages to those at the bottom of the valley (Plan, 

Saravillo), to be sold or exchanged for other products. 

This food system changed as a consequence of the exodus. On the one hand, as a result of the drastic 

population decline, craftsmen such as builders, carpenters or blacksmiths who provided services in small 

villages also emigrated. The same reason took grocery shops to close in small villages: in Serveto it 

closed in 1969 and in Sin a bit later, in the late 1970s. 

On the other hand, agriculture and livestock local production, which so far constituted the population`s 

staple food, also declined, particularly in those families remaining in the valley that were gradually ageing. 

This way, although some practices like the annual slaughter were maintained in certain families, it 

became more and more common to “go to Plan to buy meat”. Collective practices such as wine purchase, 

which used to secure access to certain food products, also gradually disappeared.  

In return, road access expanded commercial exchanges and progressively disseminated new food habits 

in the valley. Innovation of refrigeration and frozen food cold chains (first the fridge and then the freezer, 

which was not widely used in these villages until the 1990s), modified the food preservation patterns. 

These new systems allowed longer preservation of both their own products (goods from the annual 

slaughter and vegetables) and those bought externally.  
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3.2.4. Food systems in use today 

The food access structure in the upper valley’s villages at present is the result of the described 

transformations. It has maintained some features of the traditional system (importance of self-

consumption), but two new ways to access food have appeared. Food consumed by residents in these 

remote villages comes from three sources: 

- Own production, from the family livestock and agriculture farming. 

- Purchase in groceries and supermarkets located in the villages at the bottom of the valley (Plan) 
and in the capital of Sobrarbe

23
, Aínsa, travelling there in their own vehicles.  

- Purchase from travelling retailers who regularly visit all the villages in the valley selling products 
frozen (fish, some meat products, vegetables), refrigerated (yogurts, dairy) or fresh (fruit and 
vegetables). Bread delivered from the bakery in Plan to all the villages twice a week (daily in the 
summer) is also included here. 

 

The proportion of use of these three sources varies significantly depending on the family profile and 

whether they live in the valley permanently or just seasonally. The latter are usually retired couples 

originally from the valley that migrated to towns but in the summer they stay in their house in the village 

for periods between 2 and 5 months. 

Agriculture and livestock own production has consolidated as a basic food source in the area thanks to 

progress in cold chain technologies for food preservation, particularly the availability of freezers in the 

household. There are many “home” products consumed as always, but “now they are better preserved”. 

Freezing capacity also allows better planning of meat production (slaughtering) and a more diversified 

consumption (“We do not need to eat only one product until it is finished anymore, as we used to do”). 

Nevertheless, the weight of consumption of own goods differs greatly between the different families. 

Livestock farming families with young members are completely self-sufficient for meat (pork, lamb, beef, 

chicken, rabbit) and almost sufficient for milk, eggs and vegetables. The fruit production in the valley only 

covers demand for few months in autumn.  

In more aged families, self-consumption is significantly less. Own meat production is lower (just some 

chickens and rabbits bred at home), the same as milk. Only the little kitchen gardens are the generalized 

source for vegetables, even for the seasonal residents, who grow their own vegetables during their stay in 

the village. 

Purchase of food in grocery shops or supermarkets in the “lower villages” is another way of accessing 

food. In the interviews carried out, there is a generalised opinion that there are no significant differences 

between families in terms of their capacity to “drive down for shopping” in Plan or Aínsa, they all have 

their own vehicle and do these trips. But it is interesting to bring in the clarification brought up in one of 

the interviews by a travelling retailer, who sells frozen goods and has been “going up” to these villages for 

20 years. When asked about the importance of the service he provides, particularly to those families with 

less travelling capacity, he said: “Today people get out a lot; they do not depend so much on the service. 

They all have cars, even if they are small. But they (elderly people) do not go down unless someone 

gives them a lift” (Antonio, Bel.loc d’Urgell, Lleida, 30
th
 October 2015). For seasonal residents, all of them 

retired and some of them quite aged, provision from shops is less of a problem, as their children living in 

towns usually visit them in the summer weekends, bringing fruit and other products. 

                                                      
23

 Chistau Valley is in the Sobrarbe Comarca, an administrative level between the province and the 
municipality, similar to a county. 
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For younger families, who do not have problems to make these trips, the dilemma is different, as shown 

in this reference to a usual conversation between two women in Serveto, brought up during the interview: 

“We should go down to the shops, but if you do not go, you can be one month without going. And if you 

go down, you end up spending money in things that you do not need” (interview in Serveto, 24
th
 August 

2015). 

The alternative is to buy from travelling retailers who drive up to the villages offering a range of products 

that complement these families’ own production. This food access model is analysed in more detail in the 

following section, but we can advance that the variations in behaviour patterns between the different 

families (whether they buy more or less from these retailers) is related to their general food supply 

strategy, but also to the personal relations with the retailers, built up after many years of them “going up 

to the village”, or to their own assessment of quality and price of the offered products. 

In order to quantify the relative importance of the different ways of food access, the following estimation, 

mentioned during the interviews, can be useful: for a large family with young members, the monthly 

expenditure in food is split in 60-70% on purchases from the travelling retailers (including the baker) that 

go up to the village, and 30-40% on a large shopping done in the supermarkets of Aínsa, the capital of 

the comarca, usually every month and a half. This distribution is also subject to seasonal changes, such 

as more purchases from the fruit retailer travelling to the village in winter. 

Variations in the expenditure distribution shown by this estimation do not only depend on the family’s 

capacity to travel, or on their ability to produce their own food. The food habits also condition the 

allocation of resources. Unlike young families, that introduce more “modern” food into their diet (e.g. 

processed and frozen products), elderly families keep more traditional diets, and the preference for the 

same as ever food. A 90 year-old retiree in Serveto who only spends two months a year there in the 

summer says: “In terms of food, at home we follow the same diet as in the old times, but improved. We 

still eat “recao” (potatoes and beans with some bacon or meat)”. And he insists on the value of eating the 

meat from making broth, that “the youth do not want” (Ángel, from Sallán House, 24
th
 August 2015). 

3.2.5. The travelling retailers’ model 

With all the different variations mentioned, one of the elements that stand out in the food system is the 

important role of the food range offered by retailers who regularly visit the villages in Chistau Valley.  

The spread and importance of this food access model is not singular to this valley in the Pyrenees. Data 

collected in the interviews with retailers that travel and provide their service in this valley shows that these 

same retailers, or some of their colleagues, have networks covering most small remote villages in the 

Pyrenees’ central area and the foothills. Other informal facts (not recorded in the related literature) point 

out that there are similar systems in western areas of the Pyrenees, in Navarra Region. Moreover, some 

press records
24

 describe similar services provided by a company in mountain areas in Soria Province 

(Central Spain), although in this case it is linked to a supermarket chain in the capital of the province. The 

company present in our case study area, Congelados Egea, initiated its activity in mountain areas in 

Asturias, and has now branches doing this type of retailing in areas other than the Pyrenees, such as 

Asturias, Cantabria, Madrid’s Sierra and La Rioja. This is then an expanding commercial model in remote 

rural areas in Spain. 

Going back to the analysis in Chistau Valley, we are first going to identify which are the travelling retailers 

with activity in the valley: 

- Bakery. The baker in Plan travels to all the villages in the valley. He goes to Sin and Serveto 
“since the road opened”, “first it was the father, and now the son, always from the same family”. 

                                                      
24

 El País (Business supplement): “Food home delivery in villages in Soria”, 11th October 2015. 
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He goes up twice a week in the winter and daily in the summer. Besides bread he offers other 
bakery products and feed for domestic animals (the latter by order). 

- Independent frozen food retailer. An independent self-employed entrepreneur who has been 
selling in the valley for 23 years, and goes up once a month. He lives near Lérida, 170 km away 
from the valley. He offers frozen products, mainly a large variety of fish, and some other products. 

- Frozen food company, Congelados Egea. It started selling in the valley three years ago, and the 
staff goes up to the villages twice a week in the summer and once a week in the winter. They 
travel from their headquarters in Barbastro, 105 km away from Chistau Valley. They sell diverse 
frozen and refrigerated products, including yogurts and other dairy. 

- Fruit retailer. He has been selling in some villages in the valley, like Gistaín, for 10 years, and in 
others like Sin or Serveto for 6 years now

25
. He goes up to all the villages once a week all year 

round, travelling from his hometown in Lérida Province, 140 km away from Chistau. He sells fresh 
fruit and vegetables, depending on these products’ seasonality. 

 
They all acknowledge variations in the composition and volume of their demand between winter and 

summer, with more weight of summer products, like ice-creams, and also as a consequence of the 

presence of the seasonal residents. They also offer flexible offers, adapting to specific orders made on 

the phone and including special orders for the villages’ festivities. 

The routes covered by each one of them are wide, reaching most of the eastern Aragonese Pyrenees, 

part of the Catalan Pyrenees, as well as lower areas at the foothills of the mountain range, and even rural 

areas close to two main towns, Lérida and Huesca. They usually trade in small villages scattered in these 

rural areas, but occasionally they also do so in larger villages, where there is some commercial structure. 

There were three retailers interviewed during the research: the fruit retailer, the frozen food independent 

retailer and the employee of Congelados Egea in charge of the route that reaches Chistau Valley all year 

round. They all agreed that their routes evolve. “We take and drop villages” (Miguel, 31
st
 October 2015) 

for diverse reasons, mainly whether the clientele in the village consolidates or not (“There are villages 

where, for whatever reasons, you do not fully enter”, Antonio, 30
th
 October 2015), but also taking into 

consideration the whole route where the specific village is included, as well as the general planning of 

each retailer’s routes. They are, in the end, market niches used by one or other depending on their 

possibilities, which are larger in the case of the frozen food company that has an expansive policy to 

enter new areas, and more modest in the case of independent self-employed retailers who need to adapt 

to their work capacity. 

In terms of competition on routes and customers between retailers, some variability is observed. While 

the fruit retailer keeps good relationships with other colleagues, also selling fruit, and they share or 

exchange villages and routes, the competition between frozen food retailers is much harder.  

Travelling retailers also draw strategies to compete with grocery shops in larger villages like Plan, where 

residents of close small villages also go shopping. On this issue, travelling retailers go for quality 

strategies, like the independent frozen food retailer, or compete in price, like the fruit retailer. 

Approximate estimates on the number of clients per travelling retailer in the whole Chistau Valley are 

around 20-25 families for each of the frozen food retailers, and 40-45 families for the fruit retailer, both 

figures referred to clients in winter, which raise in the summer. In any case, they all agree that this route is 

still “worth doing”; they can cover costs and make some profit. 

                                                      
25

 Before there were other fruit retailers serving these villages. 
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When asked whether they have had to close any route due to the lack of people in the village, they say 

they have not. They keep going up to provide the service even with only one or two families left in a 

village. But they also acknowledge the demographic decline and the fact that every year few of their 

clients die. 

One element of this activity, which is repeatedly brought up in the interviews, is the close relationship 

developed between retailers and villagers. All the traders highlight that they are good clients, “they always 

buy”, although sometimes they say “I do not know what to buy, but I feel bad not buying anything off you”. 

Friendly relations repeated week after week or month after month, also make clients in the villages give 

retailers eggs or game occasionally, or invite them home “for a drink”, although they cannot always 

accept if they have to complete the route. 

Mutually, retailers also make favours to village residents. The fruit retailer describes how he delivers fruit 

to 90-95 year-old people’s home who cannot get out of the house. And the independent frozen food 

retailer even cleans the freezers for those elderly clients who are unable to do the de-freezing and 

cleaning of the appliances by themselves. 

Except in some exceptions as described, the activity of travelling retailers is not a home delivery sale. The 

vendor’s van arrives to the village’s main square where people assemble, and this “visit” becomes a sort 

of event or gathering occasion for the villagers. 

The described trading activities are completely private, without any type of support or incentive from the 

public administration. On the other hand, retailers do not have to pay any type of fee or municipal tax for 

selling in the villages of Chistau Valley, unlike in larger villages or towns (with a trading structure) in lower 

areas of the Pyrenees, where these taxes are common. In Bielsa (the neighboring valley to Chistau), 

retailers must pay the municipality a fee to trade in the weekly market. In Chistau Valley they only have to 

pay an officer in Gistaín who is in charge of announcing the arrival of the retailer to the village. 

3.3. Summary and reflection on transformative capacity 

When comparing the evolution of food habits in the last decades, one notices that there has not been a 

radical transformation; production for self-consumption still plays a relevant role for some (younger) 

families, and the appearance of the freezers allows aligning production and consumption. Nevertheless, 

despite the maintenance of these food practices, it is also needed to acknowledge the relevance of the 

role played by the traveling retailers, which would be meaning (according to some informal estimates) 60-

70% of total food expenditure for some families. And this is so not only for elderly, but also for younger 

people whose working time does not allow easily to go down to the larger municipalities to buy. 

This case study is the story of a food access necessity which has been fully responded by the market. 

The different profiles of traveling retailers that have been interviewed in this research acknowledge that 

this activity is, by the time being, profitable enough to keep the model. Actually, there is even competition 

between a diversity of business models –from individual entrepreneurs to companies that are expanding 

their area of activity- to cover certain villages. Interestingly, the commercial relationship cannot be 

dissociated from the personal relationships that establish between the retailers and the customers. 

This is also a model of food access which responds to a necessity that tends to decline. Indeed, the 

demographic deterioration goes on, and the own retailers acknowledge that they have fewer families to 

serve each year. They insist that they will be traveling to these villages as there will be 1-2 families, since 

they even perceive this as a kind of community service. However, it is an uncertain future if the number of 

customers falls below the profitability threshold. In such case, it would be perhaps needed to look for 

policy support if the food access issue becomes another driver of rural depopulation in these kind or 

areas. 
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5. ANNEXES 

Annex I. Interviewed producers’ characterization table 

 

Date Role Certified Plot 
surface 

Irrigation University 
Degree 

Agrarian 
tradition 
family 

Code 

12/11/15 Producer PGS 0,5 

Hectare 

Ground and 

surface 

water 

Yes Yes 

(grandpar

ents) 

Producer-1 

 

24/11/15 Producer/ 
processor/ 
distributor 

CAECV 15 
Hectares 

Ground and 
surface 
water 

Yes Yes Producer-2 

 

20/01/16 Producer CAECV 27 
Hectares 

Ground 
water (drip 
and flood 
irrigation) 

Yes Yes Producer-3 

 

27/01/16 Producer PGS 1 Hectare Ground 
water, (drip 
and flood 
irrigation) 

Yes Yes Producer-4 

 

12/02/16 Producer PGS and 
CAECV 

Under 1,5 
Hectare 

Yes Yes Yes 
(grandpar

ents) 

Producer-5 

 

12/02/16 Producer/ 
processor 

PGS and 
CAECV 

DEMETER 
(in process) 

2 
hectares 

(1 
cultivated) 

Ground and 
surface 

water, (drip 
and flood 
irrigation) 

Not 
concluded 

Yes Producer-6 

 

13/02/16 Producer PGS 1 Hectare Yes Yes Yes 
(grandpar

ents) 

Producer-7 

16/02/16 Processor CAECV No Not 
applicable 

Yes No Producer-8 

Monvital 

01/03/16 Producer/ 
distributor 

CAECV 2 
Hectares 

Drip 
watering 

Yes No Producer-9 
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Annex II. Interviewed administration, social movements and consumers table of codes 

 

Date Role Code 

10/12/2015 Administration. Local  Administration-1 

01/02/2016 Administration. Mayor Administration-2 

8/2/2016 Administration. Head of department Administration-3 

9/2/2016 Administration. Advisor Administration-4 

18/02/2016 Administration. Local development 
promoter  

Administration-5 

11/11/2015 Social organisations Social Mov.-1 

18/03/2016 Social organisations Social Mov.-2 

18/02/2016  Expert on Valencia collective irrigation  Expert-1 

29/01/2016 Expert on Valencia urban and peri-urban 
gardens 

Expert-2 

11/02/2016 Schools Parent’s Associations Godella Consumers-1 

05/02/2016 Schools Parent’s Associations Valencia Consumers-2 

25/02/2016 Responsible Consumer Group member Consumers-3 

16/02/2016 Online food platform. Responsible Consumers-4 
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Annex III. Scenario workshops’ outcomes 

 

TABLE 6 LOCAL CASE STUDY SCENARIOS 

Scenario Short description 

A. SUMA Y SIGUE (SO ON AND SO 

FORTH)  
Adapted from ‘Fed up Europe’ 

Aggravation of the consequences of climate change (crop losses, land 
abandonment). Agriculture in l’Horta degrades environmentally and 
socially (the Water Court disappears) 
Not much poverty, but revenues are tight, the welfare state also 
deteriorates 
It increases the population will live in rural areas 
Consumers do not care about healthy diets or local products, they access 
food through vending machines and large retailers 
Proximity markets have disappeared, and agroecology is considered 
sectarian and anecdotal, offering expensive products for a minority upper 
class 
Globally, the free trade agreement (TTIP) and multinationals have 
imposed a two-speed Europe 

B. LA HUERTA ROBOT (THE 

ROBOT GARDEN) 
Adapted from ‘Retrotopia’ 

European policies are geared towards closing borders and protectionism 
In Valencia, with an aging population, there is no available labour for 
many tasks (there are no migrant workers) 
The effects of climate change are growing, leading to more stringent 
environmental policies 
Strong investment in new technologies, particularly robotisation of 
agricultural operations. This takes place for both large holdings (drip 
irrigation water desalination plants, export-oriented monocultures) and 
small farms in the 'ring' closer to the city 
In parallel to technological development, social relations decrease 
Increase of efficient alternatives (energy recovery, waste utilization) 
Low consumption of meat (environmental awareness), but little concern 
for health (processed food from big operators) 

C. DECRECIMIENTO FORZADO Y 
TRANSFORMADOR 

(TRANSFORMING AND FORCED 
DEGROWTH) 
Adapted from ‘The price of health’ 

Economic and climate crisis has continued, leading to a change in values, 
economic de-growth and a return to agricultural activities 
More protectionist policies promote own agricultural production and 
decentralization, as well as innovation and local products 
Environmental policies are more restrictive. Groundwater pollution 
decreases but there are water shortages due to climate change 
Competition for water (price, conflicts) is increases due to the rise in the 
number of producers 
The problems of water scarcity are partly offset by strong innovation 
(diversity crops, animals, water conservation techniques) 
Increased local consumption and self-consumption lead to loss of 
professionalisation of agriculture, but at the same time the proximity 
marketing channels are strengthened and a “Huerta label” is created. 
Overall, the gardens benefit from this scenario, but water scarcity 
jeopardizes social balance and sustainability of the system 

D. CONSCIENTES PERO 
ESTRESADOS (CONCIOUS BUT 

STRESSED) 
Adapted from ‘Too busy to cook’ 

Climate change and water shortages have pushed land abandonment 
and decreasing the number of farmers 
The food system is very innovative: (i) Production, processing and 
distribution very organized thanks to ICTs, (ii) Very efficient irrigation 
systems, greenhouses with sewage, precision agriculture, (iii) local food 
industry is highly developed as population demand many processed food 
and a comfortable logistics (no time to cook), (iv) online sale, distribution 
drone. 
Organic demand allows the Increase of organic production and the 
maintenance of traditional crops, but also attracts large retailers to offer 
organic 
Technological production requirements hinder the emergence of new 
initiatives 
The legal framework is favourable for l’Horta 
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TABLE 7 OBJECTIVES DERIVED FROM VISIONING AND BACKCASTING 

Objective Sub-objectives 

The revalorisation 
of the producer 

- Revalorisation of the producer through training 
- Economic revalorisation of producers 

Development of 
short food supply 
chains 

- Families have access to fresh, seasonal, organic and local products 
- Public administrations carry out responsible procurement, so that collective 

meals offer fresh, seasonal, organic and local products 

Sustainable 
management of 
natural resources 

- Sustainable water management based on collective action 
- Reducing environmental impact of agricultural production  

Rising social 
training and 
awareness 

- Tourist value and pay for l’Horta particularities 
- Children eat organic and respect the profession of farmer 
- Agricultural technicians operate under ethical principles and social responsibility 
- Local consumers choose and pay a fair for price local and organic products as 

the acknowledge these products’ properties 
- Civil society internalises the value of the environment and recognises the value 

of agricultural heritage 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The research done by the Latvian team in the TRANSMANGO project earlier (reflected in the report 

“Latvia: Food and Nutrition Security Debate”) illustrates the central issues raised by media when  

vulnerabilities associated with food and nutritional security (FNS) are discussed as well as identifies 

groups that according to media articles are considered as vulnerable. Among others two themes seemed 

to be reoccurring during the analysis: first was clearly tying FNS with schools and with schoolgoers 

(children) as a group that institutionally has to rely for support on public systems; second was underlining 

the importance of local. For the purposes of this study we have reformulated this second theme as 

follows: small local farmers (and local producers), as an important actor to overcome system 

vulnerabilities - however, vulnerable due to economies of scale and global free trade. We have chosen 

these two themes – school food and small local farmers – for an in-depth analysis which is represented in 

this report. 

School food in public and academic debate is associated with the characteristics that can help to solve 

several social problems and should be associated with line of problems. First, school meals are seen as a 

tool that can „help children adopt healthy diet and lifestyle habits while allowing significant strides towards 

reducing the burden of childhood obesity” (Storcksdieck 2014, p.3). World Health Organization declares 

that intervention to ensure healthy nutritious food intake and to educate about healthy food must occur 

early in childhood. School as a comprehensive institution can provide an important opportunity for such 

intervention (WHO 2006). These goals are approved by Storcksdieck et al. In the study of EU member 

state school food policies he concludes that most of these policies hold similar goals – to improve 

nutrition, to educate about lifestyle habits and diets and to prevent obesity (Storcksdieck et al. 2014).  

Second, school meals (and public procurement in general) are often seen as an instrument to support 

local food systems. As indicated by Barling et al., initiatives as School Fruit Scheme or School milk 

Scheme create links between agriculture policy and health policy (2014). This links procurement and 

helth to third topic that can be discussed in the context of school meals: the quality of products served. 

The problem of product quality is encapsulated in the ironical quotation given by Morgan and Sonnino 

describing finances behind schools meals: „Catering staff is asked to perform minor miracles daily when 

they try to deliver quality meals at a price which most people would consider impossibly low – between 32 

and 38 pence for primary school meal” (Morgan and Sonnino 2008, p.15). As it can be seen – the 

problem should be rather associated with funding available to ensure that kids have access to healthy 

meals.  

Fourth, another question that could be put in the centre of the school meal debate is the organisation of 

the service. The organization materializes through several smaller questions: who pays for the school 

meals; where the meals are prepared; level of school meal system centralization; functional regulatory 

and support systems. The implementation of school catering will vary from school to school and the 

differences will be the result of relations between actors involved and specific context related aspects. 

Named problems constitute basis for this case study addressing school meals in Latvia (primary case 

study; main case). Finally, last but not least a question should be asked who can access school meals. 

Thus in addition to the main case we specifically explore (as a satellite case) the opportunities of small 

farmers to contribute to school meal provision, that is, the ways this group which in theory may be part of 

FNS solution, can and does or does not manage to contribute to it due to a range of influencing factors.  

Therefore the satellite case contributes to the understanding of issues examined in the core case – on 

utilisation (through green procurement) and access (through expanded coverage) of healthy and 

nutritional food schoolgoers by examining the issue of availability of that food in the school food system 

as provided by local primary producers, which we address in the satellite case as “small farms”. 
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For small farms, involvement in the provision of school meals may be an important market channel, as 

school meals are covered by the national budget (and often supplemented to some extent by municipal 

one) in primary schools throughout Latvia, with additional provision for schoolgoers from socially 

vulnerable families, and some municipalities expand the meal coverage even more (up to end of 

elementary school). Especially in rural areas, small farm produce (of controlled quality) might seem to be 

the obvious candidate for getting served to schoolgoers. However, the actual situation is quite complex 

and there are multiple ways how farmers can access school’s meals.  

First, the relative spread of the green public procurement might provide certain incentives to get involved 

in the system (for local farmers) and seek contracts with other farmers and/or school catering companies. 

Second, there are issues of capacity (both farmers’ and local authorities’), issues of the scale of 

production, storage and transportation, and of course the fit of the economic profiles of local farms with 

the needs of the local school system; all of which may hamper the use of these windows of opportunity. 

Third, another channel for getting involved in school meals provision is already established and 

functioning. We are talking about the School Fruit and School Milk programmes, which are relatively well 

established. Implementation of this programme in Latvia is overseen by the national network of Rural 

Support Centres, which, depending on the actual institutional arrangements may be either beneficial or 

detrimental to small farm participation.  

Thus, we find both opportunities and a gap in knowledge with regard to small farm participation in school 

meal provision, and aim to explore it as a supplement to uncovering the school-meal provision practices 

as sites of possible re-assemblage and re-localisation, to increase FNS in Latvia. 

This report explores these two cases. Report has two major parts. In the first the primary case is 

analysed. This part on its own is split into three chaptes. The first chapter discusses research 

methodology and raises research questions. The second chapter is the analysis– we discuss findings 

from literature, interviews and foresight workshop in the chapter. The third chapter summarizes and 

reflects on FNS in the context of school meals. While the second part of the report is organized in the 

same order as the first one yet it is dedicated to explore the secondary case study. Finally, research is 

closed with synthesis of the findings in two cases. 
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2. MAIN CASE STUDY REPORT 

In this report, the Baltic Studies Centre (BSC) explores agent interrelations and their outcomes that make 

available healthy food for schoolgoers. Our interest in the school meals, on the one hand, is related to the 

public interest school meals have recently attracted. On the other hand, the media has been so keen to 

discuss school meals mainly due to the rapid changes the field is going through. Firstly, a much stricter 

interpretation of what can be perceived as healthy food for kids has been introduced during the last few 

years (in fact regulations describing healthy practices have been changed repreatedly). The public 

discussion negotiating the amount of funding and product quality for school meals has been present in 

Latvia for years. Yet the recent debate has been in the centre of public eye more than before. The notion 

(as well as real solutions) of local procurement, which could be the practice that ensures schoolgoers’ 

access to healthy and nutritious food is also new. For certain groups in this recent discussion local 

procurement as well as possibility for food self-supply are both commonly mentioned possibilities to 

improve food quality. More and more municipalities and schools are experimenting with local procurement 

thus hoping to improve the public catering system and local economy. However, only few have clear 

vision how they could do that. Finally, the question who receives school meals has caught public interest 

as well.  

The reoccurring themes are presented as possible FNS pathways and in this report we are looking at 

them as such. The media analysis as well as the empirical materials collected allow us to identify three 

possible pathways: “green” public procurement, implementation of regulations on “healthy” products 

allowed in schools, which link the regulation of food schoolgoers consume and what producers produce, 

and improving pupils access of free school meals.  

School meals can be associated with several FNS dimensions. The first, there is a clear link to utilization 

dimension – food is mainly cooked in schools and served in schools. Both of these processes are heavily 

regulated. The second, school meals hold strong links to access – in many cases food offered in school is 

the only food source available during the school day. The third, school meals are also associated with 

availability – what will be available in schools is predefined by what is bought in procurement and how the 

procurement has been organized. 

The case also covers several FNS regimes. From the perspective of public and mass media, school 

meals represent the social regime (ensuring that children eat regularly and healthy). From the perspective 

of mass media, market and governance sector the case represents the economic regime – the trade-off 

between municipalities’ capabilities and market prices. Other regimes include public health, agriculture, 

food industry, social welfare and equality, local economic development, and local administration. Each of 

these interpretational fields can be changing. For example, the argument that investment in local 

economy raises local resilience is becoming increasingly wide-spread: the economic dimension 

incorporates the notions about local economy. This is a setting rich in both converging and diverging 

practices, claims, relationships and values, and as such provides a wealth of material for exploring FNS 

pathways on a local level. 

And finally, from the point of view of FNS activities, the main case addresses several: food consumption 

(meals in school and food accessible in school), food distribution (by considering who pays for the meals 

and how it influences accessibility, and by comparing meals offered between various schools and 

municipalities), forms of catering (often schools offer on-site cooking), and the educational aspects of 

school meals.  

Finally, the government has shown a strong willingness to work with school meals. Mainly this is because 

governing actors ever more clearly recognises school and practices surrounding school as a strong 

instrument to achieve transition. Local municipalities see the economic importance of local schools yet 

also recognize social importance of these institutions, Ministry of Agriculture recognizes the market power 
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of this instititution, Ministry of Health recognizes the transformative capacity school might have on public 

health, etc. However, all these visions bring forward all the difficulties that hampers achieving intended 

results: trade-offs, knowledge gaps, different interests, lack of political will of other actors, etc. 

2.1. Research questions & Methods 

Basing on the processes related to school meals we have identified four research questions. The set of 

research questions used for this case address the issue of school meals taking into account its multi-

scale nature:  

1. How is the implementation of school meals regulations negotiated on national, local, 

individual school level?  

The diversity of changes in regulations associated with school meals can be overwhelming. This question 

addresses the diversity by analyzing the interpretation associated with the changes at various political 

levels. 

2. What are the impacts of current changes in regulations and implementation of existing 

regulations on schoolgoers’ access to healthy food? On other stakeholders? 

Changes in regulations are a mix of centralizing and decentralizing decisions associated with school 

meals. Also, to be successfully implemented in many cases regulations would require rethinking the way 

controlling institutions operate. This question addresses impacts policies cause on school meals served, 

institutional arrangements common in school catering and on overall interpretation of school meals.  

3. What are the successes and bottlenecks in striving to provide schoolgoers with healthy 

food? 

This question is looking towards practical matters how various reforms introduced are either hampered or 

promoted by existing institutional arrangements. 

4. Are the outcomes divergent with regard to equality under different local authorities? If yes, 

how can this be remedied? 

Finally, the last question is addressing the structural characteristics behind success or failure to 

implement school meals related regulations. 

Methods 

The exploration of the case was building on the results of public debate analysis carried out in 2015, and 

continued with a range of methods: secondary research data analysis, statistical data analysis, policy 

document analysis, media coverage of the school meals issue, in-depth interviews with all major 

stakeholders groups related to the issue. 

During the first step of data gathering media articles related to FNS were analysed. In overall around 150 

articles were analysed. All except few of the articles analysed were published after 2010 (some of the 

science articles were older). These articles represented 55 sources (printed media and web pages). 35 of 

the sources were public publishers; 13 where publishers representing governing institutions, 3 sources 

represented both public and governance affiliations and 4 of sources had clear academic affiliation. From 

some sources just one article were selected while from some other the number could be significantly 

higher. Additionally, we have to stress that primary we were looking for articles discussing food related 

issues. However, for an in-depth analysis we were choosing articles bringing something new to 

discussion. Thus – on the one hand, we were trying to grasp the most commonly discussed food related 

issues. However, on the other hand, we were also trying to cover the diversity of these discussions. 
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For this case study we were also analysing secondary data. We were using multiple sources of data – 

most common source of data has been Central Statistical Bureau (CSB). However, for more specific data 

we were looking elsewhere. Most of the data describing education system was obtained from Ministry of 

Education. Data illustrating characteristics of municipalities were obtained from municipalities. Data 

related to violations of caterers and enterprises involved in school catering was obtained from Food and 

Veterinary Service (FVS). Data concerning green procurement was obtained from Public Procurement 

Office (PPO). In many cases data obtained was unstructured, with inaccuracies and only after we had 

cleaned and analysed obtained data they started to represent situation in Latvia. 

For this case study we have also visited 6 school canteens and on many occasions have had discussions 

with school cooks. And finally – we have had 24 interviews with stakeholders representing school meal 

stakeholders – 5 interviews with representatives from 3 municipalities, 4 interviews with experts from 

NGOs (including two respondents representing parent organizations), 2 interviews with ministry 

representatives, 5 interviews with teachers and school principals (both from big urban and small rural 

schools), 3 interviews with people representing advisory services, 2 scientists, 2 caterers, 1 person 

representing health related institution. Most of the interviews were conducted in the time period between 

February and May 2016. The length of interviews differed significantly - while most of them were around 1 

hour long, duration for some other ones were only 15 minutes.  

An important part of the research process was the two scenario workshops whose participants further 

expanded the initial ideas and also brought in schoolgoers as a key group (school self-government 

representatives). The first workshop was organized on the 16
th
 of February in Riga. The workshop was 

attended by 19 people from diverse backgrounds, like representatives of municipalities, schools, 

ministries, parent organizations, pupils, school caterers, and others (full list of attendees presented in 

Attachment). The second scenario workshop was held in Riga on 16
th
 of June. The workshop was 

attended by 11 participants representing several public institutions (national ministries, municipalities, 

agencies) as well as providers of catering service, advisory and training organisation, social scientists, 

parents, and schoolchildren. More information about the workshops is given in the next chapter. 

Two sites were selected for in-depth exploration: 1) the sub-case of Riga, as a relatively wealthy urban 

setting with possibly divergent practices uncovered in schools with a different student base (parent 

income, city borough, dominant ethnicity, orientation towards academic success), and 2) the largely rural 

Tukums region (60 km west from the capital), predominantly Latvian, with much lower municipal funds yet 

closer links with local economy/producers, and a pioneering Food Strategy in place. 

The research was carried out to address all key levels of practice – from individual school level to national 

level regulation, involved all major stakeholder groups, and followed the developments over 2015 and the 

first half of 2016, to explore the development and implementation green public procurement and “healthy 

food” regulation as a pathway towards more FN security for schoolgoers.  

2.2. Research findings 

Literature review 

In this part of the report contains four sub-chapters. We start with discussing history and current situation 

of school meals in Latvia. We continue then by discussing the three directions we earlier identified as 

pathways: “Quality of meals”, “School food procurement” and “Free meals”. In this part the discussion will 

be mainly based on literature and secondary data findings. 

History and current situation of school meals 

School meal provision is not a new service for Latvia’s schools. On-site cooked meals had been provided 

within the Soviet education system, and school canteens continued to provide these after the restoration 
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of independence. The way how the schoolgoers catering system is organised has changed yet the 

problems associated with the system are largely remaining the same through all of adapted models. The 

common approach uniting all of the models was to offer warm meals to pupils that would be free for low 

income families yet for small fee for everybody else. In smaller schools in rural areas it meant that 

teachers were also cooks and that pupil’ families along with local organizations were donating products 

for the school’s lunch table (Bleiere 2013). School catering held mainly social function (although there are 

health claims present in historical representation of school catering, the main discussion concerns the 

possibilities of low income groups to access food) and was left on the shoulders of local municipalities 

(which in many cases did not care about the issue). As a result there were significant differences in the 

quality and organizational structure of the service with a more homogeneous system in urban centres.  

The discussions surrounding the school meals all through the period until Latvia re-gained independency 

in the nineties are somewhat similar to those now. Historically media is discussing the ways that could 

allow to ensure larger part of pupils can access school meals (not necessary free) (Latvijas Kareivis 1937; 

Bīvā Zeme 1937; Latgales Vēstnesis 1937), how to ensure that those in need receive free meals (Latvijas 

Kareivis 1929; Kurzemes Vārds 1936; Brīvā Venta 1940a) and how to ensure meals to be warm (Cīņa 

1954; Padomju Jaunatne 1984, Brīvā Venta 1940b) (one of the solutions introduced in 1957 was buying 

motorcycles for rural schools so the schools could transport food (Cīņa 1957)). The quality of meals 

(including the nutritional value and the use of fresh products) is an issue often discussed all through the 

history of systemic school catering organization (Padomju Kuldīga 1953; Cīņa 1954; Padomju Jaunatne, 

1984) and so are the ways how food is served. Also, there has been an ongoing debate regarding the 

role of school cooks (Rīts 1934; Cīņa 1954) and the practical organization of catering (Rīts 1934; Latgales 

Vēstnesis 1939; Daugavas Vēstnesis 1942; Cīņa 1971; Padomju Jaunatne, 1984). However, the 

significant difference of historical models is that historically there is no catering enterprise that could be 

interpreted as central actor organizing catering in schools, if compared to current situation – school meals 

are more integrated in the education (is a part of schooling process). All of the organization is left to 

municipalities and some national level actors (representing the country). To develop a school catering 

system requires significant investments (mainly in infrastructure and logistics). These investments are a 

reoccurring theme in media all through 20
th
 century (Padomju Jaunatne, 1984; Pionieris 1986; Laiks 

1978). 

The decades after regaining independency have introduced 

range of changes in school meal regulations. There has been a 

slow shift in how school food is seen – it is not as much a 

part of welfare system supplied to low income groups as 

rather an instrument to ensure societies health in general. 

Initially, local municipalities subsidised meals for schoolgoers 

from low income families (the practice has remained 

unchanged and concerns about 6% of schoolgoers, with local 

variation on the extent of subsidy); the rest could choose to buy 

low-costing warm meals or, more recently, to buy overpriced 

snacks. Yet currently schoolgoers are eligible for free meals 

regardless of economic status of parents (now it is all 

schoolgoers in grades 1-4), the quality requirements for food 

available on school premises, and the procedures for obtaining 

both service providers and raw materials for preparing meals 

(public procurement). The improved school meals quality 

requlations have simultaneously affected school meals in 

multiple ways: regulations describing products that can be 

served to kid has tightened; regulations how school kitchen has 

Picture 1. Problematic data 

In order to gain better understanding 
on the processes related to school 
meals, during the case study we 
accessed two major data bases 
(register of school caterers maintained 
by FVS and and procurement register 
maintained by PPO). Both of these 
data bases could be used only 
partially because some the following 
reasons: 
- Inconsistent use of identificators that 
limits the possibilities to charts 
representing longer trends in data or 
merging data with other sources; 
- Obvious carelessness and 
inconsistencies in defining the borders 
of what data represents; 
- Inconsistent use of terminology and 
codable elements; 
- Insufficient amount of data presented 
in data bases; 
- Overall lack of control for information 
provided (the data bases are compiled 
technically). 
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to be organized, how pupils should take their meals have become stricter as well. Additionally governing 

actors have also stated that pupils should have greater diversity of meals. However, just to show that not 

all of these initiatives are throughough coordinated we can mention that at the same time governing 

actors have decided that pupils do not need health education.  

It is also noteworthy that the changes in regulation are happening amid a dramatic decrease of the 

number of schoolgoers (their number in 2015 was merely 60% of the number in 2000, according to the 

Central Statistical Bureau data
1
) Thus the issue of school meals becomes not only the issue of health, 

social justice, environment, local economy support – but also that of demography policies. Furthermore – 

last decades have brought new procurement regulations and new goals for procurement. 

Despite the newly found overall interest in school catering it remains a black box in Latvia. Firstly, it is 

because there have not been studies trying to explain what is happening in the sector (among the few 

studies that actually have been conducted we can name Korpa et al. 2015, Spakovska 2014; Mieze 2015; 

BIOR 2011. Exception is pupils’ health which as a theme has been well studied (see SPKC 2014; Līmeža 

et al. 2012; Kārkliņa et al. 2011)). Most of the claims present in public space have not been backed up by 

hard evidence. They have been substantiated by opinions or only partially related data. Partly this is 

because the monitoring system that should be used to assess the process in school catering is not 

working. Clearly, it has been negatively affected by no political willingness to analyse the data collected 

from the caterers. However, the official system used for accountability holds many flaws on its own. 

Moreover, even if the representatives had analysed situation, due to an insufficient data obtained results 

would hold many problems (problems with data are presented in Picture 1). 

The mentioned problems on their own can 

cause confusion regarding what is 

happening with school catering and school 

meals. However, it seems that there are 

also problems with terminology –in public 

conversations two concepts - school 

caterers and school cafes are used 

interchangeably as if they were synonyms. It 

is common that in one school both are 

connected and operated by same 

enterprise. However, this is not necessary 

so: in a simplified explanation of differences 

we could indicate that caterers have to win 

in a public procurement to be allowed to 

operate in school. This is not necessary so 

for school cafes. Additionally, cafes will sell 

wider set of products directly to pupils. 

Operating a café in school can be more 

profitable and in many cases – the institution 

can be less controled. 

Currently In almost all schools there are 

canteens that allow on-site cooking in 

Latvia’s schools. However, in some cases 

canteens are operated by cooks hired by municipality, while in other cases cooking is done by private 

                                                      
1
 http://www.csb.gov.lv/sites/default/files/nr_23_izglitibas_iestades_2010_11_macibu_gada_sakuma.pdf 

33 

23.7 

19.8 

23.5 

TOP 10 biggest caterers
Municipality operated canteens
Small private enterprises (operating in 1 school)
Medium sized caterers

Picture 2. Share of the served pupils 

Graph is created by report authors and combines data 

from FVS and MoA. 
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enterprises. In first case municipality procures products while in the latter case municipality procures 

catering service (see Picture 2). Currently top catering chains are serving around 33% of Latvia’s pupils 

(see Annex 1 for in-depth explanation who these top 10 enterprises are). These ten enterprises mainly 

operate in biggest Latvia’s schools and in urban centres. Many of them concentrate their operations in 

just some regions and have been very successful in winning tenders in these territories (this astonishing 

success could be a theme for an additional study). The share of pupils served by these big enterprises is 

growing. Partly it is because these enterprises manage to expand their operations. However, this is also 

related to a depopulation (mainly in rural areas) and closure of small rural schools.  

 Second biggest group of pupils (23.7%) is served by canteens maintained by municipalities. These 

typically are smallest schools (with less than 100 pupils) located in rural territories. Share of these schools 

is dropping. For these schools municipalities are organizing public procurement to buy products. In some 

cases size of procurement does not reach official benchmark where municipality has to account for its 

purchases. For that reason, this can be a rather opaque field. Finally, short remark is needed illustrating 

the small private enterprises operating in schools. This group covers 19.8% of pupils and represents 

mainly small schools. In many cases this group represents school cooks who have become 

entrepreneurs. For municipality it is easier to deal with an enterprise rather than to hire a cook. Thus for 

the cook to found an enterprise can be a solution to offer municipality an attractive deal. However, it might 

introduce new institutional arrangements because the newly created entity can take many official forms 

(as for example in some cases school canteen is officially managed by a farm). 

The following sub-chapters will discuss most visible fields of political intervention in school catering. 

Quality of meals 

As has been already indicated – school meal related issues are widely discussed in Latvia’s national 

media. However, this is especially true in case of questions concerning nutritious and quality aspects of 

school meals. This field has received significantly more attention from academics and it is where a 

functioning monitoring system is located. Mainly this is because improved quality of school meals are 

seen by many as a pathway to a healthier society. 

On general the studies discussing nutritionl habits of kids agree that pupils health are decreasing, most 

notably - higher share of pupils are suffering from obesity (SPKC 2015; 2014), while some pupils also 

suffer from malnutrition (SPKC 2014). Studies also agree that prevalence of unhealthy eating habits is 

raising – number of pupils eating breakfast regularly has dropped from 74.5% in 2002 to 62.4% in 2014 

(SPKC 2015), intake of fruits and vegetables remains low.  

Research suggests that these problems are spread unevenly among various groups – for example, 

obesity is slightly more spread in schools with Russian education language (also –it is more common that 

apart from catering services cafes or shops are located in these schools) (SPKC 2014), fruits and 

vegetables are more consumed among girls (SPKC 2015), etc. Meanwhile some of the research results 

might be seen as proof that school can serve as a good entry point to improve the quality of food pupils 

eat – share of pupils who use sweetened drinks daily has decreased (from 15.6% in 2002 to 6.4% in 

2014) (this can be linked to regulations issued in 2006 of sweetened soft drinks), while share of pupils 

who eat snacks at least once per day has witnessed sharp growth from 27.6% in 2002 to 39.8% in 2006 

and then dropped again to 28.0% in 2014 (SPKC 2015). There is also a small growth in fruit consumption 

among pupils. Some of these positive changes could be associated with regulations concerning the 

quality of food available in schools. For example, there has been regulations forbidding selling line of 

products inlcuding sweetened soft drinks and candy (introduced in 2006 (see MK 2002) and energy 

drinks (introduced in 2016 (see Saeima 2016)) in schools, the country has long been involved in school 
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fruit (since school year 2010/2011 (MK 2010a)) and school milk programmes (since 2006 (MK 2006)
2
) 

and has constantly worked to improve the regulations describing the nutritional norms of meals served to 

pupils (see MK 2012). All changes that later have been introduced in regulations regarding nutritional 

norms have always caused laud public debates. 

Still, experts participating in interviews and workshops claim that these steps might be insufficient to solve 

problems associated with healthy and nutritious food intake. According to experts, policies so far have 

been oriented towards introducing unique models – “one size fits them all” solutions while each kid and 

each school might need some specific approach. Thus, the approach so far has been proclaimed of being 

sort-of naïve. It seems that somewhat similar conclusions could be suggested regarding the media portral 

of some of the issued food quality regulations – as somewhat naïve; which do not properly consider 

reality (what quality can actually be ensured, especially in an open environment with fast food outlets and 

shops all around, as well as unhealthy nutrition habits perpetuated by parents). Also – the model 

introduced has been constantly contested by market actors who tend to portray these regulations as 

limiting consumers’ choice and free competition. 

The food quality regulations as well as the regulations coordinating catering process and the 

infrastructure of school cafeterias could be interpreted as utilization dimension of FNS: the food quality 

regulations discusses what products pupils should have access to, how these products should be 

prepared and what meals can be served. As such regulations have strong regulatory grip on school 

canteens. However, they seem to be struggling when other possible food accessing school channels are  

taken into account. 

School food procurement 

Many of the issues associated with school meals are seen or presented as related to public procurement. 

Compared to pupils’ health, public procurement is significantly less studied in Latvia. However, it is seen 

as a central tool that can help to make a real difference in improving the quality of food available in 

school, to support local actors, to improve the sustainability performance of the served meals. Thus 

procurement is seen as a pathway to their goals by many groups. In some cases these goals are 

contradictory.  

During the last decades public procurement (PP) has been identified as one of the central instruments 

that governing actors have access to in order to promote their goals and to change the behaviour of 

market actors (Sonnino et al. 2014; Buying Green, 2016). As an instrument for change, procurement has 

attracted the interest of all stakeholders working with school meals – government actors, NGOs, market 

actors and scientists. Published research illustrates how procurement can be used to support the 

interests of local entrepreneurs which would then presumably help improving overall social and economic 

conditions of the community (Preuss 2009). There are also examples illustrating how procurement can 

serve to promote certain ethical principles or social goals (Preuss 2009). Public procurement is also seen 

by many experts as an opportunity for certain actors – as for example, local farmers (Izumi et al. 2010). 

However, judging from scientific articles discussing the matter it is safe to suggest that it is the improved 

environmental performance or green public procurement (GPP) that has attracted most of researchers’ 

interest (Smith et al. 2016). 

In theoretical literature several concepts are used to designate procurement oriented towards certain 

goals – such as ‘Sustainable Public Procurement’, ‘GPP’, ‘Environmentally Responsible Public 

Procurement’, ‘Green Purchasing and Eco-Procurement’ (Michelsen and de Boer 2009). In most cases 

                                                      
2
 Since the program started Cabinet of Ministers have issued new regulations for both programmes. For 

school fruit this has been done in 2015 (MK 2015) but for school milk in 2009 (MK 2009) and then in 2011 
(MK 2011). 
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these concepts incorporate rather similar ideas – procurement that relies on criteria reducing negative 

environmental consequences in all product life cycle stages. There are some differences in researchers 

perspective regarding which analytical fields are important and should be emphasised in green 

procurement – for some these are only environmental issues, while for other there are also ethical, 

economic and social issues. However, despite these differences some researchers continue to use these 

concepts interchangeably. Furthermore, no matter what concepts are used the general reasoning behind 

the interest in procurement remains the same – the power of public purchasing is seen as an instrument 

to promote the emergence of more responsible practices in food systems. Additionally, each of these 

fields might hold a little different interpretations regarding what aspects of green public procurement 

should be stresed as important – while some of the researchers concentrate their attention on political 

preconditions needed for implementing GPP, others study environmental aspects chosen for selecting the 

best tender, food waste associated with school meal procurement, etc. Meanwhile, studies also reveal 

that while there are evidences supporting many of the expectations, there are also research suggesting 

the expectations and positive effects of the GPP might be exaggerated (Izumi et al. 2010). 

Implementation of GPP is usually achieved by defining a set of either general criteria or by referring to 

certain quality standards (Cerutti et al. 2016). In general, the overall claim is that for GPP to be successful 

the regulations setting the principles for GPP should incorporate decentralization (this is also the way 

GPP has been organized in Latvia). The general openness (or flexibility, sensitivity) of GPP to various 

needs has led to a situation illustrated by Smith et al. – each country and each municipality can choose 

different principles for selecting green products for school meals and thus promote their individual version 

of goals (Smith et al. 2016; Thomson and Jackson 2007). Furthermore, there is also evidence illustrating 

how various stakeholders search for ways to extend the accepted interpretation in order to shape 

procurement in a way that promotes their vision– some examples might include NGOs assisting local 

governments to introduce procurement oriented towards regional food (Thomson and Jackson 2007). All 

this evidence suggests that final GPP will take various forms. 

The identified diversity hampers the possibility to come up with simple conclusions regarding the best and 

worst practices. However some researchers have identified major obstacles that hinder GPP 

implementation. Among these aspects researchers mention lack of information, lack of guidance 

documents and training; difficulties of fulfilling complicated procedures with the limited resources 

possessed by procurement organizers (usually municipalities); economic considerations and lack of 

knowledge about environmental impacts of procured products (Testa et al. 2012; Bouwer et al. 2006). 

Furthermore, many of these obstacles (especially organizational) become more visible in smaller 

municipalities. These municipalities will have difficulties to mobilize all the resources that are needed to 

organize the procurement process (Michelsen and de Boer 2009). Meanwhile, studies indicate that all 

municipalities have limited resources and have to make decisions as to which goals to pursue (Thomson 

and Jackson 2007). On the other hand, published studies also suggest certain processes that are the 

basis of successful GPP. These include such aspects as enthusiasm of opinion leaders, collaboration 

between environmental groups and institutions organising procurement, functioning GPP strategy and a 

certain level of centralization, which can all promote successful GPP (Michelsen and de Boer 2009). 

These considerations allow the conclusion that many GPP-related complications emerge from the 

complex nature of GPP. The process related interplay of several factors, most of them local-level 

characteristics, renders it unrealistic to offer a ready to use blueprint for how to implement such policy. A 

successful model would require knowledge, resources and mutual agreements between key 

stakeholders. One can overcome these problems by collaboration, motivated involved actors and 

commonality of vision. Both possible limitations and aspects promoting the implementation of GPP 

presuppose that there are moments for interventions that allow redefining the direction of GPP. These 

points of interventions are clearly needed because each of these municipalities has their different context 
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and different needs, which means that each of them will have to put forward somewhat different goals 

(Thomson and Jackson 2007). However, openness to various solutions can be both – the way to success 

as well as the cause for failure. 

Public procurement in Latvia is only marginally smaller (17% of GDP) than the EU average (19%). 

(VARAM 2015). Similarly as elsewhere GPP in Latvia is an important tool to further broad-scaled changes 

in public practices.  

While the history of public procurement in Latvia dates back to the very beginning of restoration of 

Independence in 1990, only since 1997 the law has included some quality and documentation 

requirements, as well as started to include local government subjects. The current Law on Public 

Procurement incorporating relevant EU Directives came into force only in 2002
3
, with subsequent 

amendments geared to include environmental and social criteria.  

The general application of GPP in Latvia may be traced back to 2004, when in preparation of aligning the 

procurement law with the “green” EU Directives, the Ministry of Environment and Local Government, as 

well as some environmental NGOs started to popularise the new principles and their application. However 

it took several more years before the first tentative experiments in using the procedure for state-funded 

green school meal procurement started in 2010. They have been increasingly in use in recent years 

(2014 – 2015).  

The first experiences in applying GPP to school meals were promoted by a couple of pioneering initiatives 

around 2010, namely the 7th framework research project Foodlinks (Galli and Brunori 2013), teaming up 

with the medium-sized city of Tukums, and the initiative by the Waldorf school in Riga. Both of these 

cases received outside support in implementing GPP – in case of Tukums municipality local governing 

actors had the possibility to consult with participants in the Foodlinks project while the Waldorf school 

received help from local NGOs. Both cases abandoned GPP soon after they lost assistance and pressure 

from outside stakeholders. From these initial attempts to introduce GPP there have been some other 

examples during the next few years. Most of these cases (such as Bauska municipality, Koknese 

municipality, Rujiena municipality) have aimed to use GPP to support the local economy by creating a 

market for the product of local producers. However, all of them faced problems and eventually abandoned 

the practice. 

These experiences GPP received a considerable political boost in October 2014 when the Cabinet of 

Ministers following the initiative of the Ministry of Agriculture, adopted regulation Nr.673 “On application of 

environmental criteria and proposal selection criteria in procuring food and catering services” (MK 2014). 

On the one hand this was a response to EU regulation on public procurement (EU 2014). However, these 

regulations were introduced right after the Russian trade embargo. Thus the political decision was also 

seen as a response to the foreign policy development – as a way how local farmers and food industry can 

be strenghtened. Partly the vision to use GPP as an economic instrument is reflected by a shift in actors 

promoting GPP. Before the embargo it was the Ministry of Environmental Protection and Regional 

Development that lobbied for GPP. Yet the regulations that officially introduced GPP as a mandatory 

solution were elaborated by the Ministry of Agriculture.  In a such manner school meal procurement 

became particularly visible in the context of difficulties in local food industry and agriculture. 

The final version of regulation Nr.673 identified 8 criteria (the criteria are based on those recommended 

by EU (see EC 2008a; EC 2008b)) that can be taken into account when GPP is organized: share of 

organic products; share of products registered in national quality scheme; share of products coming from 

                                                      
3
 The data of the Public Procurement Bureau, available at PPB home page: 

http://www1.iub.gov.lv/mobile/iub/2nd/?cat=697, retrieved Sept. 6, 2016 

http://www1.iub.gov.lv/mobile/iub/2nd/?cat=697
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integrated production sources; share of products that are packed in reusable packaging; share of 

products that are not pre-packed in separate portions; share of products delivered in environmentally 

friendly packaging; reduced emissions of delivery services; production-to-table time.  

The issue of the capacity of local municipalities to apply the GPP regulation became a visible concern, 

with an important part of AKIS, the Latvian Rural Advisory and Training Centre (LRATC) attempting to 

provide support. LRATC claims that they are seriously investing in supporting and educating municipal 

procurement organizers. In order to educate municipalities in ways how GPP can be introduced, LRATC 

also commissioned a study that illustrates the higher efficiency of money spent on local products (Korpa 

et al. 2015). Meanwhile, national level institutions issued instructions for GPP implementation and GPP 

development plans. The National Bureau for Public Procurement has been organizing public lectures 

about the procurement process. Despite all these efforts national level institutions complain that they 

cannot control the process, municipalities conclude that they lack all kind of resources, while some 

schools suggest that the quality of meals pupils receive have not improved. Many of the involved actors 

are critical about the processes triggered by GPP 

From the perspective of Transmango theoretical framework – procurement could be associated with 

availability dimension of FNS. On the one hand, procurement will define which product can be served to 

pupils. Yet, on the other hand, often actors implementing GPP claim that regions cannot produce 

sufficient amount of food corresponding the GPP criteria. 

Free meals 

Finally, there is significantly less discussion regarding the question – can pupils afford school meals. Free 

meals are seen as a pathway to equity, welfare and improved pupils’ health. Thus state has been working 

to prolong the period when pupils receive free meals. Currently the legislation states that that all pupils 

studying up to 5th school year (including) are entitled to have free of charge cooked meals (paid by 

national government). This has been established by Cabinet of Ministers regulation Nr.1206 in 2010 (see 

MK 2010b) (we may speculate that there is a link with the consequences of the financial crisis and the 

dire circumstances of a significant proportion of Latvia’s families). In practice, however, the introduction of 

free meals has been gradual, with 1-graders getting these in 2011, 2-graders only in 2013, 3
rd

 graders – 

from 2014, and 4
th
 graders only starting from 2015.  

The language of the regulations (and media portrayal) always referred to demography and family 

support policy, as well as the value of providing at least one quality meal per day. As already mentioned, 

the demography angle is indeed relevant, since the current number of schoolgoers in only 60% of what it 

used to be in 2000.  

According to the Basic Guidelines of Public Health 2014 – 2020, the strategy is to raise the number of 

pupils receiving free of meals until by 2018 all pupils up to 6
th
 school year get free cooked meals at 

school.  

These meals currently are subsidized by state (1.42 Euro for standard lunch) yet the catering process is 

organized by municipality. In the process many municipalities have decided to offer free meals to a wider 

group of pupils, or offer additional subsidies. We may argue that this is done because school meals have 

become an important instrument in school competition and is an instrument how schools attract parents 

to enrol their kids. However, as a result – different economic possibilities of municipalities are exposed 

and pupils’ access to school meals might differ depending on the municipality he lives in. For example, as 

of this study year, all schoolgoers in grades 1-9 in Riga are getting free cooked meals, with an intention to 

include in the coverage all grades within a year. Another economically affluent municipality (Ventspils, a 

major Latvian transit and port city) offered almost 50% funding in addition to the state guaranteed level, 

which of course allowed for higher quality meals, and this was done already since 2012. 
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While the above system covers all schoolgoers regardless of economic status of families, there is another 

category receiving free meals – those from low-income families. Historically all pupils identified as low-

income have been entitled to free meals, covered by the municipality (under the The Law on Local 

Governments (see Saeima 1994)). The procedure for obtaining this benefit involves receiving the status 

of a low-income family from the Social Services, and submitting a request to school Principal. Data from 

schools of various sizes shows that it is about 5-6% of such schoolgoers (e.g. 230 schoolgoers for 

wealthy Ventspils with its 4211 schoolgoers in 2013/2014, and a similar percentage for a small rural 

school in Tukums district).  

This political direction could be associated with FNS access dimension.  

FNS practices 

As has been shown by the literature review - school meals are mainly regulated by three policies that 

correspond to major vulnerability dimensions – food availability, food accessibility and food utilization. 

Clearly, relations between these policies and FNS dimensions are not exclusive. Still, recognising the 

linkages allows better understanding of the purpose of these policies and their possible mutually 

supportive relations. All these three policies on the lower political level are executed by same actors – by 

municipalities and schools. However, on a higher decision making level policies are promoted by 

separate ministries that often see behind the school meal regulations a way of achieving their own goals 

(see Picture 3). Research so far shows that the food available to schoolgoers is in the center of many 

contradictory fields of interests and is the subject to contested, continuously evolving regulations.  

 

Picture 3: The dimensions, policy regimes, corresponding issues of the three sub-practices explored 

During the period of our fieldwork some widely disputed regulations
4
 have been announced. The 

controversy surrounding the regulations - a) raised public interest and importance of our study;  b) both 

                                                      
4
 More restrictive amendments to already existing regulation Nr. 172 on healthy nutrition norms, in force 

since 2012, but introducing considerable new limitations on what can be served on school (also 
kindergarten, social rehabilitation institution, etc.) premises.  
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assisted and hindered us in data gathering process; c) illuminated the main points of tensions of the 

studied topic. 

The above figure represents the key aspects associated with the three policies (pathways) explored in 

this report: Green Public Procurement, Food Quality Enhancement, and Enhancement of Access (Free 

meals). The former two are closely related both in public debate and in implementation; the Free Meals 

practice stands somewhat apart from the debate on what is consumed in school meals, and concentrates 

on the issue who gets to consume the school meals. However, all three are closely linked on the local 

implementation level through considerations of physical infrastructure and meal provision arrangements. 

Public procurement 

We have interpreted Green Public Procurement pathway as a means to improve food availability. 

However, the policy is seen as a valuable instrument by several regimes and each tends to associate the 

pathway with different goals. On the national level, the main promoter of the new – «green» procurement 

version was and continues to be the Ministry of Agriculture. Prior to external economic shifts (mostly the 

Russian embargo) the promoter was the Ministry of Regional Development and Environment. The shift 

evidently represents an increasing focus on supporting local (national) economy (not necesserily small 

farmers, but major agriculture-based industries as well). In the recent policy developments the strongest 

opponent of the Ministry of Agriculture has been the Ministry of Health (MoH) with its agenda of 

introducing additional quality requirements for school meals (and food available on premises). The debate 

and the attempt to implement these additional requirements revealed a mismatch of what is deemed to be 

healthy (by MoH) and the current selection of products offered by food industry to schools. This caused 

publicly visible tensions between MoH and producers, catering companies, and food quality monitoring 

bodies. Still we have to note that conflict between two regimes is wider than GPP. GPP is just one of the 

spaces where the discrepancies between the two manifest. 

A key aspect of public procurement for school meals is that it is carried out on local authority level, and as 

such it is heavily dependent on the context factors, capacities and stakeholder agendas (e.g. economic 

interests vs. health needs, administrative ease vs. genuine promotion of local participation, etc.). A cross-

cutting issue is that of technical knowledge, effective communication between stakeholders, as well as 

difficulties to exert control on practices once the procurement is completed and day-to-day operations 

begin with a new set of actors (school administration, medical staff, parent organisations, student 

organisations, Food and Veterinary Authority control staff).  

GPP has introduced new practices in how school food procurement is organized and there are 

municipalities that have found a way to use GPP in order to achieve all sorts of locally relevant goals – to 

reduce waste, involve local farmers in procurement, and improve the overall quality of meals. However, 

these effects are not felt by all municipalities equaly. We will now examine the pathway from the 

perspective of trade-offs and barriers municipalities’ face when working with GPP. We claim that these 

are the aspects producing the unequal outcomes of the policy. 

Trade offs. The central aspect to be considered in the context of GPP is goals varius actors associate 

with GPP. To begin with, it does not seem that all of the actors have clearly defined – what they want to 

achieve with GPP. Because of this only some of the stakeholders participate in definition of goals to be 

associated with GPP – ministries, professional organizations, entrepreneurs, some NGOSs. Meanwhile 

there are many cases when parent organizations, municiaplities, school related stakeholders remain 

uninvolved. Due to various reasons GPP is a decentralized policy which currently is not aligned with 

those who could benefit from the decentralization. However, unequal involvement (as well as power 

relations) between the stakeholders was noticable already in the early stages of policy development. 

During the period some of the actors representing market managed to incorporate the Green Spoon (GS) 

quality scheme in the final text describing GPP. GS is a quality scheme maintained by Latvian Federation 
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of Food Companies that holds strong support from MoA. GS is mainly geographical indicaton which does 

not consider any other quality indications (recently a spin-off scheme was introduced – “Maroon Spoon” – 

product quality scheme defining geographical origins only by the location of secondary processing). In 

official regulations both GS and Maroon Spoon have the same benefits that would be associated with any 

quality scheme designating only organic products (yet the production price between the products sold 

under these schemes would differ significantly). Thus bigger actors of food system have managed to 

lobby their interests in the GPP and have found a way how to benefit from the confusion on lower 

decision making levels. 

Unfortunately it is not the only case when different goals cause stakeholders to manipulate the original 

regulations. Most extreme examples can be seen in methods how municipalities introduce GPP. To put it 

mildly – luck of some caterers in procurement process in some municipalities could seem suspicious. It is 

easy to understand why municipalities would want to keep their historical supplier of catering services 

(even more so, if historically there have been a deal between caterer and municipality and the first of the 

mentioned, for example, have invested its own resources in renovating school canteens). For 

municipalities it is easier to continue collaboration they have historically had which means the two actors 

will bend the procurement description in a way that might be favourable to one of the suppliers. In this 

case investments in infrastructure, safety and predictability compeats with goals defined by GPP.  

Also we have to stress here that not all of the municipalities want to be involved in GPP – a proper 

procedure described in regulations would require significant amount of work, intellectual investments and 

it would definitely be a time consuming endeavour. Thus, if municipalities do not share the general 

sentiment underlying GPP they could consider looking for a solution how to avoid these practices. This 

would authomatically push the municipality to consider a broader procurement.  

When trade-offs are considered we should also take into account how municipalities decide the 

organizing of school catering in general. Municipalities can outsource the service. However, they also can 

organize catering themselves. As one of the experts puts it - for each meal there is a sum that can be 

paid. If a caterer wins procurement it splits the officially allocated sum (1.42 eur) for buying the products, 

hiring the cook and paying for the management. At the end of the day only one half or one third of the 

initial sum is left to pay for the products. However, the mathematics can be different if municipality hires 

cooks on its own. In this scenario management costs are reduced or absent and in some cases cooks are 

paid from municipality’s budget. Thus, sum allocated for the products grows. There are clear benefits 

from the perspective of FNS if municipalities undertake the catering. However, municipalities do not have 

the resources needed to organize cooking in bigger schools. Also – organization of cooking is time and 

resources consuming. For that reason municipality involved in catering might see it as a hindrance. 

Finally, two additional aspects should be mentioned – both related to procurement decentralization. First, 

in the situation of GPP market oriented actors hold more power and capacities and therefore smaller local 

actors will have difficulties in competing with them (if there will not be any support measures introduced 

by municipalities). Second, decentralization has also left sort of vacuum in concerning who controls what. 

As a result for those willing to bend the system it is much easier. Sometimes, it can be beneficial and help 

to achieve better goals. However, in other cases (when municipal actors do not see the value of GPP) 

this might result in low quality meals. 

Barriers. Apart from trade-offs there are clear barriers limiting possibilities of implementing GPP. In 

Latvia, similarly as elsewhere, official documents have concluded that successful GPP implementation 

requires overcoming set of information, economic, organisational and technical challenges. Major 

identified threats which might hamper GPP are: 1) lack of trained personnel, 2) insufficient exchange of 

the best practice and networking among stakeholders, 3) and the short budget cycle that might cause 
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difficulties with assessment and illustrating the beneficial impact of GPP (Ministry of Environmental 

Protection and Regional Development of the Republic of Latvia (VARAM) 2015).  

However, some additional problems should be stressed as well. It has been said already that size of GPP 

planning might become an issue if the region at hand is comparatively small. This is clearly an issue for 

many Latvia’s municipalities. Many of them are too small to invest their own resources in exploratory work 

needed to organize GPP. These municipalities also lack administrative capacity and might have hard time 

to follow all the recommendations of proper GPP.  

Rural sites also face depopulation which is felt most strongly in small rural schools. Precisely these small 

schools in most cases are those where municipalities hire cooks and where municipality have higher 

control over products used. Therefore rural small schools just need fresh products, however, the amount 

of produce need is often below official procurement benchmark. That allows these schools to manoeuvre 

in ways how they provide food for kids. Partly this is also because the small schools are more involved in 

thinking about the food pupils have access to (it is common that the small schools are more involved in 

aspects concerning pupils life in general). However, small schools might not have a long future ahead of 

them – ever dropping amount of pupils will force municipalities to close these schools. 

All municipalities could organize competent and adequate GPP. However actors organising procurement 

in many cases lack motivation to do so. The slowness and weak municipal support plays into the hands of 

bigger enterprises willing to promise that they will do everything to remove pressure from the shoulders of 

municipalities. There are only few good examples how GPP can be used so that municipality would 

receive clear benefits and thus municipalities does not feel convinced they should be involved (it seems 

that most of the municipalities are more motivated by economical gains instead of environmental 

benefits). 

Finally, many of the mentioned aspects would not matter if there were a sufficient control system for 

greenness of school catering. However, this is not the case. Existing food quality control is meant to 

control food quality, yet it does not have the tools nore the rights to compare what has been procured and 

what is delivered to school. And there are several reasons why it is so: first, none of the controlling actors 

have the right to compare and control the bought and thedelivered food (PPO holds the rights to control 

procurement process and FVS is monitoring food quality – yet to control GPP there would be a need of 

another institution to connecting the two of them); second, it is common that in GPP only share of 

products are green. It is difficult for a controlling body to trace the exact moment, when the green 

products will be delivered (especially so if many of the stakeholders are not willing to be involved in the 

process). 

Food Quality 

We associate food quality enhancement pathway with FNS utilisation dimension. When we speak about 

food quality we do not mean that food should be fresh (this is something that is considered as self-

evident). We rather refer to aspects that MoH stresses considering public canteens. The central themes 

addressed in these regulations are: nutritional aspects of meals served, restrictions of specific products 

and characteristics of products that can be served in public school canteens, weakly rations, how cooking 

process should be organized, how the cooking premises should be equipped, the professional 

qualifications of the cook. These are the reasons why we associate food quality with utilization dimension. 

In many aspects, GPP and food quality policies are closely interlinked, with the key difference that the 

actor relations are reversed, and the challenges already present in implementing the GPP are 

exacerbated when additional quality requirements are applied. 

In a relatively new development (debated in 2015, tentatively implemented since early 2016) the MoH 

developed amendments to already existing regulation (since 2012 (MK 2012)) on what is to be 
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considered «healthy» and also introduced much stricter controls on the presence of sugar, salt, various 

food additives, etc. This meant that the major food producers supplying schools had to rethink whole 

production strategies. As it turned out there were almost no products complying with the new regulations! 

The producer interests were defended by the MoA, and supported by commercial caterers and 

wholesalers. The process of aligning the stakeholder interests on a national level occured to be 

fragmented, with mutual accusations of being unreasonable or not open with vital information. 

On implementation level, which mostly concerned schools and commercial caterers with their existing 

contracts, (but also FVS) numerous controversies surfased, sometimes uncovering unhealthy links 

between companies and school administrations. The new requirements were initially carried to their 

extreme, with wide media coverage and broad involvement of nutritionists, pediatricians, local 

govenrment public health specialists and sometimes parent organisations.  

An interesting point illuminated by the public debates was the opposing views on whether schools are 

supposed to pay that much attention to meals, i.e. what is the core mission of school: providing academic 

knowledge or holistic care. In many cases the sentiment expressed both by parent organisations and 

school administrations was that school is for academic knowledge, and should not be involved in too 

much debate on food-related issues.  

It was precisely on this issue that we uncovered a rural-urban divide: small urban schools were 

completely prepared to address food issues which were seen to be of social and educational value 

regardless of the administrative burden they might place on the principal staff. However, we should also 

comment here that small rural schools are in a search of their own legitimacy grounds and thus are keen 

to grasp all the opportunities that might grant arguments allowing substantiatiating their existence. 

We will now inspect food quality enhancement pathway from the perspectives of trade-offs and barriers. 

Trade-offs. Most of the actors who we have interviewed at least publicly stress that there is a need of 

certain agreements regarding produce what can orcannot be served to pupils. However, this is where the 

mutual understanding ends – interpretations of what should be central principles guiding preparation of 

school meals differ and so does the ways how to ensure that pupils have access to a healthy and 

nutritious food. One of the common interpretations presupposes critique to MoH’s blindness to overall 

societal eating habits. As one of the interviewed nutritionists explained: “if the food is healthy but the kid 

does not eat it we have not achieved our goal. Our main goal is that kids eat school meals.” According to 

this perspective by pursuing ever more healthy meals for kids MoH is actually pushing pupils away from 

possibly only warm meal they will have during the day. The critique suggests that food MoH is trying to 

bring to schools’ canteen tables is unfamiliar to kids – they probably will recognize the dishe yet they will 

be disappointed with the taste of the food. According to this argument much of this healthy food goes to 

waste. By rising amount of food waste this approach undermines Green Public Procurement pathway. 

Furthermore, if kids do not eat the food served for them than MoH by trying to introduce certain pathway 

to more healthy food may be actually undermining access pathway enhancement efficiency.  

Some other experts indicate that the problem is elsewhere. As one of the interviewed parents 

(representing powerful parent NGO) commented – “the problem is that currently there is no differentiation 

between pupils. For everybody average nutritional needs is calculated and then similar dishes are served 

to all pupils … but pupils are different and their needs are different.” This perspective suggests that the 

main problem is thinking in portions each kid should be served. According to this parent MoH can 

continue to improve the nutritional quality of meals served in schools. Yet they should allow children to 

choose how much of the specific product in this specific day they want. Self-serving table is seen as a 

solution for many other problems as well. However, as some experts put it – the self-serving approach 

would mean that we are fairly confident about the food related knowledge of food pupils have. Yet it might 

turn out that most of kids cannot make food based decisions. 
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Apart from what has been already discussed experts also discuss infrastructural deficiencies that limit 

schools possibilities to implement requirements set by MoH. For example, many of the interviewed 

experts claim that schools could switch to self-serving table yet they would have problems with ensuring 

appropriate space in the buildings schools are loted in. Furthermore, caterers would need new inventory. 

However, inventory and infrastructure is not just a problem of hypothetical models. Experts indicate that 

there is a line of proplems with infrasturcutre even in the existing model. For example, education schedule 

developed by Ministry of Education (MoE) is not compatible with eating schedule developed by MoH. This 

could be solved if school canteens had bigger space or if they had more cooks. However, it does not 

make sense for catering enterprise to hire more cooks if they are needed only for a short time span every 

day. Thus the education system would need certain alignment with catering system. Yet this would 

require to both of these systems recognizing importance of the other and of the business side of catering 

(while the business side would need to recognize the needs of the two ministries). Unfortunately there are 

no indications this will happen in the near future.  

Additionally, many of the experts claim that broader teacher involvement in convincing pupils that they 

should have meals and that the meals served are healthy would help to introduce healthier eating 

practices. Many of the teachers are already involved in School milk and School fruit programmes helping 

to distribute the products to kids. Yet both teachers and MoE are skeptical about such involvement saying 

that teachers already are too involved in non-curriculum activities and they too have limits to how much 

they can be involved in various processes at school. 

Barriers. On the other hand, there are barriers limiting the possibilities to improve the food quality (this 

does not mean we agree with all of the regulations introduced by MoH. This analysis rather points out that 

there are certain barriers limiting overall movement towards any changes of the existing system).  

The central aspect mentioned by many experts is how low price state is officially allocating for meals (and 

even smaller share of the sum that is actually spent on products). Currently for each pupil national 

government is paying 1.42 euros in school day. In the last few years the expected quality of products has 

been raised yet the sum paid for the meals remained the same. However, this is not just an issue of 

officially allocated sum for meals. The manner how these relations between funding and product quality 

have been discussed raises doubts about the ability and wilingness of involved institutions to improve the 

meals. Probably the last case when quality regulations were changed serves as the best example to 

illustrate the controversy surrounding quality/ price debate (it has been shortly discussed in the 

introduction of this subchapter). In the August 2015 regulations significantly reducing circle of products 

that can be served in schools were accepted in national government (MK 2012). The date was set when 

these regulations should come into force (1
st
 of January, 2016). The difficulties caterers might face under 

these regulaions became visible only when the regulations came into force: at this time several problems 

were identified: 1) for some products there are no producers near by, 2) most of the caterers claimed that 

they cannot reach the quality expected for the price paid, 3) existing contracts with municipalities were 

signed in a way that where difficult to change. Some other caterers claimed that when they won the 

procurement the main precondition for their success was price. Thus they are supplying meals for a price 

that is significantly below the 1.42 euros. There were many barriers that could have been easily removed 

if stakeholders would have used 4 month window (between the moment regulations were accepted and 

they came into force) to prepare for new regulations. Instead caterers convinced MoA to trig the quality 

regulations which MoA successfully managed to do had (?) and then re-negotiated new, softer food 

quality requirements. Thus it seems that already in the beginning none of the involved actors were 

acturally believing that they will have to adapt to changes. They just expected that MoA will change 

everything back to normal. 

The real processes behind these discussions have been difficult to identify and follow. However, it might 

be that much of the conflict actually originated from the cafeteria side of school catering. This side is not 
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bound to daily nutritional requirements set by MoH, these institutions are not limited by 1.42 eur, they are 

not bound by procurements and they have exclusive access to pupils. We have very little information 

about the functioning of these actors. However, it is clear that school cafeterias can make significant 

profit. 

Before finishing our discussion concerning food quality we need to mentioned historical and future 

limitations schools might face. Many of the schools currently have catering premises, which are too small 

to feed all of the kids simultaneously (we have mentioned this already under trade-offs). However, current 

estimations suggest that in the future number of pupils will fall. Thus for many of the actors it might seem 

unnecessary to think about the size of canteen. We could suggest that current generation of pupils is 

hostage of future demographical trends. 

Free meals 

Finally, enhancement of access pathway we associate with accessibility dimension. The pathway is 

promoted by several actors, funded by state and municipalities and implemented by municipalities. The 

existing system defines the minimum of people to whom municipalities should provide free meals. 

However, free meals have also become an aspect of mutual competition for municipalities and this has 

led to situation where there are significant differences among municipalities in who is eligible to receive 

the free meals. The most notable case in our study is the City of Riga aiming to provide free meals to all 

up to Grade 9 (including) and low-income family students up to grade 12.  

There are several actors involved in defining the principles of free meals on national level: MoH has 

defined the principle that younger kids should have acces to free meals; MoE organizes distribution of the 

funding allocated for school meals; Ministry of Welfare (MoW) is involved in organizing support for pupils 

representing risk groups (yet MoW is not involved in offering municipalities practical assistance). Fact that 

state or municipality provides free meals is generaly accepted and on it’s own does not provoke 

discussion. In this case practicalities of how these ideas could be implemented are the central question 

for discussions. 

On implementation level free meals poses certain challenges to schools in terms of infrastructure: with 

tight regulation on the timing of meals and large numbers of schoolgoers the issue of implementing the 

free meals practice means considerable changes in organisation, class timetables, and last but not least 

– the cooking premises. The broader issue that surfaces is of course economic inequality which makes it 

much better to be a (particualrly low-income) schoolgoer in Riga than in Tukums district.  

In remaining part of this sub-chapter we will discuss trade-offs and barriers associated with free meals. 

Trade offs. For this case there are only few trade-offs and barriers to be discussed.  

First major point to rise here concerns the source of funding allocated to ensure that pupils receive free 

meals. As was said, national government is paying for meals for pupils up to 4
th
 grade. If pupil is older his 

family can choose a way pupil will be fed: he can take a lunch box from home, he can buy his food 

outside of school (if school allows that – in many schools pupils are not allowed to leave school during the 

study day) or family can buy meals cooked in school’s canteen. Families with income below certain 

threshold will receive municipality’s subsidized meals. However, many municiaplities have decided that 

they will pay for food from municipalities pocket and will continue to offer free meals either, for example to 

9
th
 or to 12

th
 grade (presumably, it might be the pressure from neighbor municipalities that forced Riga to 

introduce free meals to all pupils up to 9
th
 grade). Municipalities do this because it is a way how they can 

compeate for pupils (depopulation forces municipalities to invest in order to convince pupils to choose 

municipality’s schools). Of course – pupils are main beneficiaries from this situation. However, what 

precisely municipalities decide to subsidize might depend on municipality: for some municipalities these 

are meals up to 9
th
 grade, while to some other to 12

th
 grade; wealthiest municipalities might decide to add 
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extra funding to offer meals of higher qulity while poorer municipalities might force caterer to give more 

meals for lesser price (in some cases this means that municipality bargain with caterer and eventually 

compertition pressures caterer to offer meals significantly below the sum state has allocated for each 

pupil. Remaining sum are used to feed older pupils). As one can imagine, this might cause significant 

differences in meal quality and thus improved access is achieved by reduced quality. On the one hand, 

this means that due to low quality some pupils might decide not to eat the free meals (and this is 

commonly mentioned story by respondents – despite the scrupulous quality regulations school meals 

remains a synonym for bad food… and euphemism for bad experience). On the other hand, this also 

means that inequalities between different geographical territories are rising.  

Experts have expressed doubts concerning one more question. Interviewed experts suggest that once an 

enterprise manages to get into a school it has already secured for it-self certain turnover and it might not 

care about pupils overall enjoyment of school meals. Ofcourse, schools might have active parent 

organizations, but evidence suggests that even these organizations might experience difficulties when 

trying to force caterer to change (especially, if the contract between the caterer and municipality does not 

have clear mechanisms that could force caterer to change). These experts claim that once pupils have to 

pay for meals caterers are keen to listen to pupils’ objections. However, this is not true if they just receive 

payment for each pupil. It means, that uncontrolled subsidized meals might cause drop in quality. This 

again might be a reason why amount of food waste could rise. Once more, most likely this factor will be 

more pronounced in certain, mainly rural territories. Thus we can again see links to geographical 

inequality – in places were parents are more organized and active, and where parents will hold more 

power there will be more mechanisms that will allow to pressure caterer to improve the quality of its 

service. 

Barriers. There are just few barriers that could be associated with this dimension. Firstly, we once more 

have to stress the limitations that might be related to schools physical premises. Secondly, we can also 

mention, that in some distant territories municipalities might witness difficulties to organize proper 

procurement due to the lack of possible applicants. In this case it would mean that municipality will be 

forced to choose the solutions available. 

Having made an overview of the three FNS pathways, we conclude the main case study report with 

findings from the foresight workshop and some reflextion on the transformative capacity of the above 

practices.  

Foresight Workshop 

A multi-stakeholder scenario workshop (in further text “workshop”) has been organized in all 

TRANSMANGO project cases (DoW, 2013). Workshops were focused on creating shared grounds for 

stakeholders to develop scenarios and transition pathways. Through this process clear links on specific 

case study issues and scope of the case was maintained. The strong linkage with clear context was 

allowing to investigating feasibility of concrete actions and introduce concreate improvements that could 

be implemented by the community surrounding the selected case (for a broader explanation of theoretical 

and methodological principles behind the workshops see Transmango training manual). This part of the 

report is illustrating the results obtained during two case study workshops in Riga (an additional 

information concerning the workshop can be found in workshop report (see Baltic Studies Centre 2016). 

Before both workshops participants were introduced to conclusions of this case study. 

The first workshop was organized on the 16th of February from 13.00-17.10 in Riga. The workshop was 

attended by 19 people from diverse backgrounds, like representatives of municipalities, schools, 

ministries, parent organizations, pupils, school caterers, and others (full list of attendees presented in 

Attachment). First workshop was taking place during the time when heated discussions concerning the so 

called cupcake controversy (regulations seriously limiting ingredients that are allowed in pupils’ meals) 
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where present in media. Unrelatedly, just few days before the seminars policymakers announced that 

they need more time to negotiate health regulations. For many of invited stakeholders the workshop was 

first possibility to meet other stakeholders working with school catering and share and discuss their 

doubts and visions concerning school meals.  

The workshop was strongly based on previous Transmango deliverables (Tisenkopfs et al. 2015) and 

methodological guidelines provided by workshop leaders. General goals for the workshop were creating 

the vision for the future of school meals, back-cast the routes that would allow achieving these visions 

and developing adaptations of EU level scenarios to local context. Next chapters will explain these 

activities in detail and will present results of the workshop. 

The second scenario workshop entitled “School catering system in Latvia: which path to go?” was held in 

Riga on 16 June 2016. The workshop was attended by 11 participants representing several public 

institutions (national ministries, municipalities, agencies) as well as providers of catering service, advisory 

and training organisation, social scientists, parents, and schoolchildren. Part of the participants were the 

same as at the first workshop, while some participants took part in this exercise for the first time, which 

allowed for both refined former and brand new insights on the given topic. The workshop was led and 

moderated by three researchers of the Baltic Studies Centre (BSC).  

The agenda of the second workshop included an overall presentation of the TRANSMANGO project, a 

brief recap of and reflection on the issues discussed and conclusions drawn during the first scenario 

workshop (incl. adapted national scenarios). It was followed by group work on the possible improvements 

in the school catering system of Latvia with a focus on specific agents, actions that can be taken by 

different stakeholder groups, as well as the factors facilitating or hindering the achievement of the key 

aims as previously defined by the participants of the first workshop. The workshop was winded up by 

writing individual postcards from an imagined future of the school catering system. 

The next sub-chapters will reflect on some of the results from the workshops. 

Goals for school meals 

During the first workshop participants were asked to defin and discuss goals that school catering system 

should achieve. Goals were set in two steps – first participants in smaller groups discussed among 

themselves their visions - each participant introduced their vision of where school catering should go and 

how it should evolve. During the discussion all goals where written on big shields of paper which after the 

group work held wide variety of various goals. After the group work researchers from BSC gathered all 

the sheets and during the brake coded the variety of suggestions into 13 overarching goals (see Picture 4 

for the final list of goals and number of votes each goal received (stakeholders’ perceived importance of 

these goals)). The workshop 

participants was then asked to 

vote for the goals they thought 

was most important for the 

school catering system.  

Voting allowed obtaining 

generalised perspective of what 

is considered important by 

stakeholders and allowed to 

identify four central goals. 

These are: (1) all products and 

all ingredients of school meals 

should be produced by local 

producers in the future, (2) kids 

Picture 4. Future goals for school catering 

During the discussion participants were asked to vote for those 

goals for school catering they think are the most important. Each 

participant received five votes which they could then give for one or 

several goals. The result of this voting is as follows: 

# 

 

15 
12 
11 
11 
8 
 

8 

8 
6 
5 
3 
2 
2 
1 

Goal 

all products and all ingredients are produced by local 

producers 

kids are able to make healthy choices 

both kids and parents are taking classes in health education 

food is served in a way that is appealing to pupils 

served food is diverse and balanced 

school infrastructure and time schedule is aligned with what is 

needed to have a healthy meal  

school cooks are well educated, it is a prestigious profession 

regulation is aligned with producers possibilities 

free of charge meals are available to all pupils 

school curriculum has lessons concerning healthy nutrition 

effective school food control system is in place 

increased funding for free of charge meals 

reduced amount of food waste 
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are able to make healthy choices, (3) both kids and parents are taking classes in health education, and 

(4) school catering need to achieve that in schools food is served in a way that is appealing to pupils.  

Stakeholders who thought that during the coding some important goal has been lost were encouraged to 

indicate this on a separate sheet of paper. According to participants following goals were missing in the 

list: reducing amount of meat products in the school meals; reducing the negative effects of school food 

supply chain on the environment; need to create a catering system that would allow kids to choose and 

put on their plates their own meals – that would allow them to choose what they want and how much they 

want it; finally – participants stressed that it is important to rethink funding that has been allocated to 

school catering. 

Patways to achieve the goals 

After the initial visioning were charged to back-cast a set of actions that would allow reach one of the set 

goals (goals with highest number of votes were selected for this exercise). Each group was working with 

one of the goals. 1st group were discussing how the goal “all products and all ingredients are produced 

by local producers” could be reached; 2nd group back-casted the route to the goal – “kids are able to 

make healthy choices”; 3rd group was asked to work with the goal – “food is served in a way that is 

appealing to pupils”. During the back-casting exercise participants was asked not to restrict themselves 

with a specific time frame. Participants were encouraged to think that they have all the time that is needed 

to achieve the goal they were working with. As a consequence each group identified several directions of 

action that could be followed to move closer to the set goals. 

First group was working with the goal “all products and all ingredients are produced by local producers”. 

This group identified two directions for actions. Similarly as in other groups it was recognized, that the 

goal group is working with cannot be separated from wider context where farmers and producers operate 

and where pupils’ daily practices and opportunities are located. Thus in case of local products it was 

discussed that these products should be promoted in society in general – although procurement can 

support new products these products be recognized by actors consuming or procuring them. Thus – in 

order for local procurement to succeed local products should look for customers and supporters among 

average consumers as well. What concerns pupils daily practices – during the discussions it was 

indicated that links with local cannot stop with just ensuring that local producers can access school 

catering – the linking of school and farms must be much broader – pupils should have the possibility to 

visit farms, to grow at least some of their food near schools on their own, to be informed about farming 

practices. Pupils need to understand the farming and the consequences various farming practices might 

cause in order to appreciate local food. Participants indicated that there are two mutually related 

questions that local farmers and producers should solve in order to be able to work with public 

procurement: diversity of products and predictability of supplies. Participants discussed that in both cases 

solution could be cooperation among farmers and possibly – virtual procurement – an online system that 

would allow to be informed about school needs even earlier (this would help farmers to ensure needed 

amount and diversity of products). Participants also discussed that contracted obligations should be 

insured. Meanwhile cooperation would solve problems associated with transport and storage. For the 

virtual procurement it would be necessary to introduce changes in the regulations explaining municipal 

procurement. Stakeholders agreed that improved information exchange among stakeholders is needed. If 

there were more discussions and information concerning schools, farmers and other involved 

stakeholders it would allow everybody to improve the quality of their service. Finally, participants were 

claiming that other alternative channels to distribute local food should be strengthened. Channels such as 

farmers markets, direct buying, exhibitions, etc., could serve to strengthen small local farmers.  

Second group was looking for ways how to achieve that “both kids and parents are taking classes in 

health education” and “kids are able to make healthy choices”. Both goals after a short discussion were 

merged into one. Participants of this group identified three main directions of actions which could be 
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summarised as follows: responsible enterprises, healthy diets and healthy nutrition movement for youth. 

For enterprises one of the major tasks is to achieve that school food is well perceived, stylish and healthy. 

In order to achieve that one would have to think about food days at schools, booklets and other channels 

how pupils and parents could be informed. But even before that one would have to search for agreement 

with school food producers to negotiate common catering practices and in order to create partnerships 

between municipalities and enterprises. Meanwhile, governing institutions should search for possible 

ways how funding for school meals could be increased. When discussing healthy meals participants were 

suggesting that amount of meat product consumption should be reduced among pupils. In order to do this 

stakeholders should look for a way to show that healthy can be tasty and stylish. Simultaneously there is 

a need in wider campaign that would encourage school allotments, would spread information about 

farming, etc. Finally – there is need in youth movement that would promote healthy eating. This could be 

done by inviting pupils to consult procurement process (procured food), into food growing. This could also 

be done by introducing information concerning food into education curriculum. 

Finally the third group was discussing how it is possible to ensure that “food is served in a way that is 

appealing to pupils”. Participants of this group was in an agreement that in order to achieve this it is 

important to achieve that pupils consider school meals as stylish. In order to make meals more appealing 

to everybody food distribution in should be organised as a buffet – where everybody can take what they 

want and as much as they want. Group also agreed that this means repeal regulation on desirable 

nutritional norms. Instead of regulating what is needed to kids, stakeholders should work on informing 

kids on what is good for them. Furthermore, pupils should eat together with their teachers at one table 

and teachers should know what advice they can give in order to ensure that kids are eating healthy. Thus 

any changes in school catering should include ways how to persuade teachers that these changes are 

important. State should also invest more in research exploring pupils’ habits and desirable nutritional 

norms. Involved stakeholders should start thinking about the infrastructure available in schools and the 

ways catering is practically implemented. Schools along with Ministry of Education should look for a ways 

to compile education schedule that would include time for pupils to have healthy meal. Additionally – 

schools should renovate their catering premises. Governing actors should reinstate discussions regarding 

the funding allocated for school meals as well as search for a dialogue with producers.  

Stock of available resources 

From the workshop we could identify a set of resources that are already there and that can be used to 

improve the school meals. In this sub-chapter we will list these resources. 

- GPP; 

Despite the fact that GPP can be criticised, experts still recognize it as a major step in improving the 

school meals. As one of our respondents said – all the regulations that would allow municipalities to 

decide on their own what they would want to serve to their kids are already there. At this point – 

municipalities can achieve all the changes. It is that any real change currently depends only on 

municipalities’ willingness to act. 

- Growing knowledge and interest in food; 

There is growing concern about the food we eat and about the effects of existing food supply chains. This 

interest manifests itself in many ways – in public discussions, in growing popularity of various diets and 

growing interest in properties of consumed products and, finally, in newly emerging food supply chains 

(initiatiatives like direct buying, farmers markets, organic shops become ever more widespread).  

- Parent interest; 

Schools have parent organizations. These organizations are becoming more self-aware and in many 

schools have been successfully involved in decision making processes and in discussions concerning the 
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choices schools make. Also, parent organizations frequently operate as a bridge between pupils and 

school. Thus when food served is uneatable most likely it will be parent organization that will initiate 

investigation, look for ways how to communicate with caterer and will pressure involved stakeholders to 

work according pupils’ needs. 

- Pro-active and curious youth 

- Growing knowledge about the producers 

In general there is more information about producers and the properties of products than in any moment 

of history. Partly this is due to modernization and modern technologies. However, it is also due to growing 

consumer interest. This is also because the supply chains are becoming more transparent. 

- Existing campaigns concerning food 

During last few years there have been several broad media campaigns promoting sustainable and 

healthy consumption. 

- Good examples 

There have been some attempts during the last decade to come up with innovative models how school 

meals could be improved: some municipalities have tried to introduce GPP well before it was obligatory, 

some have tried to organize self-serving system, some other municipalities have tried to enable local 

farmers and help them to establish co-ops that could be used to supply local schools with seasonal 

products, etc. These examples could be used to further the development of school meals. 

- Kitchens in the schools 

It is possible to criticize existing infrastructure in schools. However, still – the infrastructure is there and 

can be used to cook onsite and offer pupils warm meals.  

- Interest from media 

As we concluded during the media analysis – media is keen to publish articles concerning catering in 

schools. Thus it should be easy for actors involved to secure publicity to any new initiatives or any 

problems they might face with their caterers. 

- Interest from politicians 

Recent discussion concerning food quality in schools have illustrated that politicians are willing to talk 

about the food in schools.  

- Instruments for quality check 

There are already institutions that could control school meals. Currently the control system is struggling to 

find a way how it could be involved in decentralised system. However, despite these difficulties, state 

agencies have professionals able to discuss food related issues. 

2.3. Summary and Reflection on Transformative Capacity 

Having considered public procurement, additional quality requirements and free meals as three practices 

ideally contributing to FNS of schoolgoers in Latvia, we can conclude the following: 

1) The food available to schoolgoers is a meeting-point of many contradictory fields of interests and is the 

subject to contested, continuously evolving regulations. It is dynamic, controversial field. The governance 

domains present in the debate are public health, welfare, local economic development, agriculture and 

food industry, health education. In the dicsussion civil servants, farmers and farmer organisations, 

experts, food companies, educational establishments, etc. are involved. 
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2) Public procurement is an important tool to reduce food vulnerability. Government regulations are 

enabling municipalities to organise green public procurement and to improve school meal quality. Basic 

school meal funding is provided by the state; while municipalities can supplement this funding.  

Free meals is an important tool to ensure that low-income family schoolgoers can participate in the study 

process without undue hindrances to their cognitive performance. Increased quality requirements for 

school meals have taken another step towards providing schoolgoers with healthy food and hopefully – 

with healthy nutritional habits.  

3) However, in practice these pathways to improved FNS can be associated with line of trade-offs. For all 

the positive potential of the three practices, the study also uncovered several areas of concern:  

On national level, development of regulations regarding school meals demonstrates bottlenecks of 

communication, alignment of agendas, and transparency. It also illuminates the economy/profit vs. health 

contradiction.  

On local level, implementation of the new practices reveals numerous controversies: inequalities in 

provision due to differences in municipal funding and capacity; a potential for trade-offs between quality 

and economic/profit considerations; the influence of broader physical environment (with shops or fast 

food entities); the only partially aligned agendas and contradictory frames used by state and private 

enterprises, deep entrenchment of most policies and stakeholder relationships. 

In addition, the implementation of the above practices reveals consecutive levels of new non-food 

challenges (infrastructure, personnel, class schedules), mutual mistrust among agents, and difficulties to 

align desired outcomes with actor capacities. 

4) However, regulations also allow certain openness to improvisation – both in actual school meal 

provision, in carrying out external control, and in negotiating special arrangements with the municipality 

(e.g. a rural school is allowed to make its own contracts with suppliers and not get involved in the 

centralised bid procedure).  

5) As practices involving in negotiation and alignment broad new categories of stakeholders the practices 

described in this report appear to have considerable transformative capacity (some aspects to be 

illuminated in the Satellite report), enhanced or hampered by human, social, and symbolic capital at the 

disposal of key agents.  
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3. SATELLITE CASE STUDY REPORT 

The satellite case aims to explore the availability dimension of FNS through examining the practice of 

involving local producers (especially smallholder farms) in school meal provision through formal market 

mechanisms of the green procurement and (to a lesser extent) the School Fruit programme. 

We analyse the external and internal (institutional, regulatory, etc.) context of the practice, its 

stakeholders and the actual practices, identifying the ways the practice unfolds – what relations, 

meanings, practices and technologies change along the way, and attempt to gauge the impact of the new 

practice on FNS.  

Alongside that, we also note the practices that used to be in place but are now largely discontinued 

(school orchards and schoolgoers working there, parents supplying schools with farm produce) and note 

their interrelation with the new, national programme- and regulation-mediated practices. 

3.1. Research questions & Methods  

To explore the potential of small farms for creating improved availability of healthy and nutritious food in 

the context of school meals, we examine the case of of Tukums region, a typical semi-rural municipality in 

the area with a typical Latvian composition of agricultural sectors and farm characteristics. 

To explore the issue, we pose the following research questions: 

Research questions Key concepts and/or practices Data sources and 
methods 

What are the areas of produce 
specialisation in small farms in the Tukums 
region, how these are compatible with the 
needs of school meals? 

Commercial production, self-
consumption, sectors of 
agriculture, market channels, 
territorial distribution 

Statistics from 
argicultural production 
surveys; Tukums food 
strategy; interviews with 
farmers and the advisory 

What are the current channels through 
which small farms in Tukums municipality 
may offer their produce to be used in 
school meals? (To what extent they are 
used?) What practices used to be in place 
but have been discontinued? 

Public Procurement, School 
Milk, School Fruit, governance, 
on-site canteen, catering 
company, wholesalers 

Statistics from Tukums 
food strategy and related 
documents, interviews 
with stakeholders, public 
procurement 
documentation 

What are various stakeholders involved in 
the practice; what meanings are 
associated by stakeholders with more 
participation by local farms in school meal 
provision? 

green procurement criteria, 
social aspects of school meal 
provision, community 
development; external 
discourses 

Interviews with 
stakeholders; group 
discussion, scenario 
workshop 

What has been the development of the 
practice so far: what new kinds of 
interactions, what skills and competences? 
What drivers and blockages? 

Market research, bottom-up 
and top-down involvement, 
localisation 

Interviews with 
stakeholders; participant 
observation in schools, 
scenario workshop; 
public procurement 
documentation 

How can broader involvement of small 
farmers be promoted? 

Institutional arrangements, 
multi-actor negotiation, trade-
offs 

Interviews with 
stakeholders (esp. 
farmers), scenario 
workshop 

The data was collected first in the autumn of 2015, then during repeated interviews in early February 

2016, and during the scenario workshop in February 2016, some developments revisited in May and June 
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2016 (NB in June another public procurement round in the Tukums region was taking place.). Local 

farmers involved in relationships with schools were already known to researchers through another 

research project targetting small farm resilience strategies. 

Analysis: triagulation of data, comparison and grounded theory building. 

3.2. Research findings 

The section on research findings is organised as follows: we outline the issues found in literature review, 

and the presentation and discussion of FNS practices is organised in sub-sections around the research 

questions. 

Literature review 

The literature on the green public procurement and its benefits and downsides is described in detail in the 

respective main case section (see. pp.12-14). 

To provide a background for the satellite case study, in this sub-section we outline relevant issues from 

scientific articles on public procurement as a market channel for smallholders, the constraints and 

opportunities it entails, focussing on issues of capacity, alignment of stakeholder interests, cooperation, 

and the specific (skills, planning, contractual) challenges posed to small farmers by centralised local 

government bids.  

We start by noting that formal public market as manifested in public procurement is tentatively seen as an 

emergent opportunity for farmers to improve their market linkage (MEAS 2014; Izumi et al 2010), either in 

general economic terms or specifying the upgraded skills, market inclusion and raised income (Mercadoa 

et al 2016). Other important frames found in articles may present smallholder involvement as an issue of 

food security (e.g. Sonnino et al 2014), sustainable development (e.g. Preus 2009), or “the multiple 

dividend” – a package of positive outcomes (in Morgan and Morley 2002).  

Clearly, for smallholders becoming successful players in centralised local municipality bidding is not easy. 

Researchers largely converge on the key obstacles and challenges. These are related to inefficient local 

administration and poor market coordination (MEAS 2014; Mercadoa et al 2016 ), catering culture biased 

to a few large firms (Preus 2009), too complex tendering procedures, lack of logistical and marketing 

capacity on the part of local producers (Morgan and Morley 2002), higher transaction costs associated 

with designing and implementing bids taking into account the capacities of local producers (Morgan and 

Morley 2002; Mercadoa et al 2016). These findings are echoed by some research commissioned by 

public administration institutions in Latvia, as well (Osis and Brizga 2015; Korpa et al 2015). 

Solutions to the above issues may be found in moving from the neo-liberal ideas of cost-reduction and 

open competition (favouring large-scale companies and excluding small producers) to deliberate 

prioritisation of smallholder involvement (Mercadoa et al 2014) – which still needs additional institutional 

and relation-oriented coordination steps to be taken to minimise transaction costs for smallholders; 

creating opportunities for operational learning and prioritising dialogue and deliberation (Sonnino et al 

2014); accepting the higher administrative burden for municipalities in the name of the multiple benefits 

that re-localisation of food chains may bring (Morgan and Morley 2002).  

Thus we start the analysis of (opportunities for) smallholder participation in the green school food 

procurement in Tukums region, bearing in mind the multiplicity of issues which may make this 

participation quite difficult, and intending to look out for signs of additional institutional efforts given to 

prioritise operational learning, dialogue, trust-building, and a willingness to accept a higher administrative 

burden to make it possible. 
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FNS practices 

The section is structured according to research questions, and we proceed from establishing the general 

background, the key channels the practice develops, then examine each of the practices in detail and 

conclude with stakeholder views on how the practice may be strengthened. 

RQ 1: What are the areas of produce specialisation in small farms in the Tukums region, how 

these are compatible with the needs of school meals? 

Before we move to in-depth analysis of small farm participation in school meal provision, we need to 

establish if the profile of small farm economic activities in Tukums region in general matches the needs of 

school meal provision, i.e. – if there is basic space for interaction of demand and supply.  

Tukums region represents an average/typical region for Latvia, as 65% of its territory is agricultural land 

(of which 85% is arable and 8% are pastures) and about 30% is forests and areas of special protection. 

The special feature of the region is its relative closeness to the capital. Rural territory comprises 95% of 

the area, with one town and 10 small administrative centres. The growing of genetically modified plants is 

prohibited for 12 years (Data: Tukums Food Strategy (Tukuma Dome 2015)).  

According to the central Statistic Bureau, in 2010 there were 1251 farms (CSB); currently 33 of them 

biological (data of the Food and Veterinary Service). The important issue would be - what proportion is 

commercial farms? The Central Statistics Bureau data of 2010 (Complete Agricultural survey) indicates 

that in the region of Kurzeme (of which Tukums region is a part) 2/3 of farms have economic output 

below 4000 EUR per annum, which corresponds to one milkable cow, or 0,43 ha of field vegetables. This 

indicates that a considerable proportion of small farms in the region cannot be viable participants in 

providing produce for school meals, as they are only self-providing. Roughly, this would mean that 

possible viable participants are around 400 farms (probably much less, for various reasons – economic 

profile, location, etc).  

The dominant agricultural sectors in the region are dairy (incl. biological), wheat and beef production, 

as well as vegetable and in particular fruit growing and processing. There are also some niche 

production farms, e.g. engaged in cultivated fish growing, as well as on-farm food production. Similarly 

to the whole of Latvia, small-holdings are dominant, with the average size of the farm 26.8 hectares. The 

large farms specialise in dairy farming and grain production, while the smallholdings have considerable 

diversity of their specialisations and combinations of sectors.  

The needs of the school meal system can be established by examining the technical description of 

demand issued by Tukums municipality for the public procurement in food (2015, 2016): Milk and dairy; 

cheese and complex products of dairy processing; pork, beef and processed meat products; poultry; 

eggs; cultivated fish; honey; field-grown vegetables and herbs; hothouse grown vegetables and herbs; 

cultivated mushrooms;  fresh fruit and berries; southern fruit and berries; frozen produce; processed 

vegetables (corn); processed fruit and berries; grain products, lentils and their products; bread; pastry and 

cookies; flour, cooking oil, condiments and drinks; specialised food and representation goods. 

Thus, there are 21 separate categories, and in principle small farms in Tukums region might contribute 

to the majority of categories, with possible exclusions of poultry and eggs (which is a sector heavily 

dominated by industrial farms) and southern fruit and berries (for obvious reasons). Of course, for the 

actual opportunities to supply produce, the farms would have to face the issues of bulk, logistics, and also 

quality requirements.  

In addition, the 2016 bid specified that for 18 kinds of produce (small categories, e.g. sour cream) the 

participants have to indicate the distance from the place of production to the centre of Tukums, aiming not 

to exceed 30 km.  
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Having established the kinds of produce demanded, we need to see how many educational 

establishments requiring this produce are there in Tukums district. According to the data of Tukums 

Food strategy (2015) there are 13 secondary, elementary or primary schools (of these, 6 in Tukums), and 

8 kindergardens. According to current regulation, public food procurement also covers hospitals (there 

are 2) and one institutional children’s home. All in all, there are 24 institutions requiring produce almost 

year round.  

To give an indication of the volume, the winner of the 2016 bid, in charge of providing catering for 9 

elementary and secondary schools and 6 kindergartens, received a contract for 6 385 500, 00 EUR
5
. 

Separate data is for the minority of schools and kindergartens with own on-site canteen which are allowed 

to carry out their own small procurements; and this is supplemented by the School Fruit programme, also 

a possible venue for small farm participation. (We will not analyse the School Milk programme as a 

channel, since it is not viable to assume that individual farmers or even cooperatives will be able to 

compete with major dairy processing plants in supplying consistent volume and quality of produce.) 

Thus, we may conclude that while there is demand that could in principle be at least partly met locally, it 

remains to be seen if the economically active small farms in the region are interested and if they use the 

existing opportunities. 

The next sub-section will outline these opportunities. 

RQ2: What are the current channels through which small farms in Tukums municipality may offer 

their produce to be used in school meals? (To what extent they are used?) What practices used to 

be in place but have been discontinued? 

The channels for farm participation in school meal provision may be as follows:  

- supplying individual school canteens directly (via a public procurement procedure),  

- entering contracts with catering companies who then use the produce to cook meals (usually for 

a number of schools),  

- providing fruit and vegetables through the School Fruit programme to clusters of schools in the 

region;  

- or selling the produce to wholesalers or processing enterprises (the produce may then be used in 

providing school meals). 

As the practice we aim to explore is increased participation of small farms in providing their produce for 

school meals, we will opt in our analysis to focus on the two three channels, which imply more or less 

direct, traceable links to small farms. The School Fruit programme will be mentioned throughout as a 

small supplementary market channel for local produce. 

While the fourth channel is of considerable importance economically, it is next to impossible to track the 

paths of raw materials within this particular study, so we will only remark that major local enterprises 

indeed emphasise that much of the raw materials they use are local (especially in the dairy sector, for 

obvious reasons; e.g. the major local dairy company “Tukuma piens” Marketing Department head notes 

that they purchase milk from 200 farms daily, and 170 of these are small ones). Apart from the major 

processing plants, there are also many smaller ones which might to varying extent rely on local raw 

materials. However this is a topic for a study of a different scope. We only note that interviews with local 

school canteen staff yield information on using the produce of local processing enterprises, which 

hopefully means the presence of local farmers’ raw materials in them.  

                                                      
5
 Data of the PPO, available in their homepage: https://pvs.iub.gov.lv/show/462265 
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To return to supplies to canteens and commercial caterers (modes 1-3), we will briefly outline what 

processes they entail: 

1. Individual schools knowing the range of local suppliers (incl. small farmers) prepare the public 

procurement request for the produce they need. Farmers (sometimes encouraged by the school) 

then submit their proposals/bids. They have to comply with a number of requirements as to 

quality, price and (to a lesser extent) volume. This appears to be the most realistic participation 

volume for smallholders.  

2. Municipality, consulting with individual schools announces public procurement for commercial 

catering services. The caterers have to demonstrate the origin of produce (contracts with 

producers), of which a certain proportion should be of particularly high quality. The Bid Guidelines 

set out also the list of products for which the distance from the place of production should be 

small. In principle, this is the entry point for local farmers. However, the challenge may be volume 

and logistics, as well as timing. 

3. School Fruit: Agriculture Support Service announces the opening for proposals to supply local 

schools with fruit, berries and vegetables 3 times a week for a certain period of time, posing 

certain requirements as to quality certification, packaging, delivery and pricing, as well as the 

volume and diversity. Theoretically this is the entry point for local farmers (but also catering 

companies, schools, and municipalities which may enter through own agreements with fruit-and 

vegetable growers and handle the logistics). The requirements may be restrictive for 

smallholders. 

 

We might say that two considerations (volume and logistics, and “green”/quality credentials) are of 

further importance in establishing whether small farms in Tukums region have the opportunity to 

contribute to school meals. 

Volume may not be a major consideration provided the farm cooperates with a single school (this is 

confirmed by interviews and observations in such a school). 

However to be able to make supplies to a number of schools, volume and logistics become a key issue. 

Indeed, the results of the first green public procurement showed that the fragmentation of supply and the 

sheer number of very small producers (who cannot really compete) is a challenge to address.  

Cooperation might be one of the answers, yet as with the rest of Latvia’s territory, the proportion of 

farmers involved in formalised cooperation forms is not high in Tukums region, and those who cooperate 

might choose easier market channels (after all, participating with bids in municipal tenders involves 

considerable paperwork and knowledge of outcome is usually not immediate at all, not to mention other 

limitations).  

According to business surveys (LURSOFT), the cooperatives in Tukums region are in the dairy sector, 

lamb meat production, wholesale fruit and berry production, wholesale fruit and vegetable production 

(two); some farms also participate in a wholesale vegetable production cooperative registered outside of 

the region.  

The existence of cooperatives in vegetable and fruit sectors is a good sign, although there is a major 

vegetable, fruit and berry processing enterprise (second largest in the region, „PURATOS” Ltd. – 

producing jams, juices, tomato sauces, and desserts, also chocolate which might be a “ natural” outlet for 

produce. Data from other 7th Framework research projects (SOLINSA, RETHINK) also indicates that 

local cooperatives tend to cooperate with supermarket chains.  

However, there is at least theoretical scope for cooperative participation in the School Fruit
 
programme.  
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The existence of the dairy cooperative is also not very promising, as – again - there is a major dairy 

processing enterprise in the region, one of the two with the greatest annual turnover. Observation in 

Tukums region schools shows that their produce is quite prominently in use.  

Thus we may conclude that having contractual relationships with an individual school or kindergarten may 

not pose challenges to farmers as to volume, however if farmers are interested in providing produce to 

several schools or a commercial caterer, the issue of volume and logistics may become complicated.  

Another aspect of being successful both in public procurement and School Fruit is the “green credentials” 

of farmers’ produce.  

According to Fruit Growers’ Association data, commercial fruit growers mostly produce fruit according to 

integrated growing protocols, which means that they are able to provide the required level of quality (e.g 

in School Fruit). The data of the Tukums Food Strategy shows that in the study year of 2014/2015 the 

majority - 11 - of educational establishments (elementary and secondary) participated in the School fruit 

programme. Importantly, entities applying for financial support may be both individual farms, their 

cooperatives, schools, catering companies and even municipalities (if they then organise the 

redistribution). In the case of Tukums region we note that the schools with own canteens also choose to 

be recipients of School Fruit funding and make contracts with local growers as they see fit (there is a lot 

of discretion, once the quality criteria are met).  

We witnessed stories of long-term school cooperation with local fruit-growing cooperatives, which is 

understandable, as cooperatives may have an easier time with logistics, storage and packaging.  

In Tukums region, there is a number of biological farms involved in vegetable, herbs, berries, and 

processing. However our study points out that once again, a preferred market channel for such farns may 

be specialised biological shops and/or restaurants in the capital. Presumably this is related to higher 

prices of such produce.  

Thus we may conclude that of the existing three direct channels of small farms supplying their produce to 

schoolgoers, the most “ direct”  and the easiest for local farmers is entering contracts with individual 

schools which have own on-site canteens. This minimises the issues of volume, transportation, and 

packaging. As soon as volume, timing, logistics become an issue, farmers may prefer other market 

channels – namely, cooperation with supermarkets. 

Discontinued practices 

In addition to practices that are developing at the moment, there are some which used to be in place in 

relatively recent past, and keep being mentioned by informants as much missed practices.  

In many of the interviews informants referred to the once-flourishing practice of school orchards and 

vegetable gardens, which used to be not only in rural schools but also in Tukums urban area. Currently 

this practice is only maintained in five kindergartens (two in the town and three out of town). Informants 

cite the following reasons for the discontinuation of the practice: the limitations imposed by childrens’ 

rights (“using child labour”), also limited resources (you have to have dedicated staff to tend a garden) 

and tighter regulations for the produce used in school meals imposed by the Food and Veterinary 

Authority. In the town, one of the key reasons for discontinuing, as cited by a school principal, was the 

scarce land resources, prompting the use of existing land to build sports facilities and the such in the 

place where the school gardens used to be.  

Another discontinued practice is the one where parents used to be able to bring produce from own 

gardens to offset the cost of school meals and also supplement canteens with fresh produce. Again, the 

tighter regulations and control of quality of produce used, carried out by the Food and Veterinary Service 

have gradually discontinued the practice.  
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Thus we may say that the current pathways to FNS are developing as tightly regulated and monitored 

practices against the background of previously active much less tightly regulated ones, which used to be 

embedded in local community life and brought additional educational and economic benefits, which the 

current practices fail to provide in full. 

In the next sub-section we will outline in more detail the provisions regulating the existing avenues of 

farmer participation, and the meanings associated with these practices as seen by key stakeholders.  

RQ3: What are various stakeholders involved in the practice; what meanings are associated by 

stakeholders with more participation by local farms in school meal provision? 

To further analyse the development of participation (or lack thereof) of small farms in school meal 

provision, we must point out the breadth of the range of stakeholders – and corresponding meanings – 

involved in the practice.  

The official Tukums Food strategy enumerates 15 (!) kinds of key stakeholders. These are: four 

departments in the local authority (development planning, education, welfare; legal); The Latvian Rural 

Advisory and Training Centre (LRATC), the Latvian Association of Biological Agriculture, Tukums 

Association of Farmers, local action groups, individual farmers, food producers and processers, 

enterprises supplying food to schools and kindergardens, enterprises providing school catering services; 

food sellers (local market), representatives of educational establishments, representatives of 

kindergardens.  

A special sub-set of stakeholders is the organisations invested in promoting local development of 

agriculture or its specific sectors (biological), or rural development. Of these, the key promoter of 

agriculture is the Tukums branch of the Rural Advisory and Training centre. An organisation highly valued 

by local farmers, its collaboration with the municipality on school meals appears practically non-existent. 

Tukums Food Strategy mentions that it may help in developing links with the region’s farmers and food 

producers, however there is no indication that such collaboration exists. The Municipality indicates that 

there are several prospective areas of collaboration, namely exchange of information, promoting 

cooperatives between primary producers, educational activities, etc. However direct cooperation on 

implementing school meal procurement appears to be lacking.  

So, we may conclude that in arranging the public procurement, the institutions which may be 

intermediaries or promoters of certain collective interests are not currently active. The municipality has a 

leading role in bringing these interests together, and the principal tool for it is the informal working 

group on school meals and public health convened by the public health officer. The Working Group is 

the primary place for negotiating different meanings of the practice of school food procurement, and 

specifically – implementing the declared Food Strategy goal to promote local economy. 

Among the stakeholders, there is certainly the nominal unity of purpose – to ensure that schoolgoers 

have access to healthy and nutritious food. However in addition, interviews with these stakeholders point 

out to individual specific interests, which do not necessarily contradict the core purpose, yet may add 

certain tensions in implementation.  

Based on our interviews, we may point out the following additional levels of meaning: 

- Farmers: the need to generate income, to ensure the balance of effort expended and the gains; 

the need to plan ahead at least some years; 

- Enterprises: the need to generate income, to ensure the balance of effort expended and the 

gains; 

- Local authority: the need to optimise the administrative burden of new practices and ensure the 

planned policy results; 
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- Representatives of education establishments: ensure reasonable quality, keep low the 

administrative burden, also respond to wishes of parents and the community (the last two may 

be self-contradictory). 

Viewed from another angle, the meanings and concerns involved in debating the issues of school meal 

provision, and specifically involvement of local farmers and producers, may be seen to range from  

- those related to broader economic, environmental and alse political concerns as expressed in 

the key artefact of the practice, Tukums Food Strategy,  

- develop another layer of issues in the course of implementation of the practice (administrative 

capacity of stakeholders and providing support to it; the issue of limiting or enabling small 

farmers, quality versus efficiency; administrative planning cycles vs. agricultural planning cycles; 

waste disposal arrangements, etc.),  

- and demonstrate related social issues of providing employment locally (for canteen staff), 

mutual trust and communication (between providers of service and school staff),  more 

educational opportunities for schoolgoers, and even more democratic decision-making (and 

involving schoolgoers in it).  

We note that the seemingly straightforward issue of providing high quality agricultural produce turns out 

to include multiple layers of meanings which have to be constantly negotiated. The success of 

involving local farmers in school meal provision or lack thereof is reflective of the outcomes of multiple 

negotiations and navigation of constellations of factors relating to agricultural, ecological, economic, and 

administrative, and other practices, trade-offs between considerations of expending various resources 

and obtaining desired benefits.  

For instance, our study revealed that for farmers, participation in municipal bids is made difficult not only 

by the specific requirements for complex documentation, but also the timing of the bid (usually early 

summer), which clashes with farmers’ need to plan ahead in order to be able to provide the produce of 

the required volume and quality. Another issue requiring certain trade-offs is the requirement of the fixed 

price during the time of the contract. This means that the farmer may have to forego profit, if he states a 

lower price and during the year of the contract commercial opportunities are better. So, in particular 

smallholders have to calculate the most costs and benefits of their involvement very carefully, which may 

shift the meaning of practice from a beneficial one to hazardous. 

A certain degree of risk is of course present in the roles of all stakeholders. For example, the new 

regulations on food quality introduced hastily in January 2016 meant that for months school caterers had 

to circumnavigate the new regulations (as produce of the “new” quality was not available). In this situation 

the Food and Veterinary Authority could not rightfully impose fines, and temporarily changed their role to 

an advisor on optimal ways to work in the transition period.  

Day-to-day place-based solutions demonstrate certain flexibility, space for experimentation even more. 

For example, one of the schools with its own canteen entered an informal arrangement with local pig-

breeders to dispose of the food waste. This is not the right way according to current regulations, but 

everyone is satisfied and the practice goes on.  

On a different level, much as the municipal actors are concerned with streamlining procedures and 

minimising the administrative burden, the practice of retaining own canteen in certain schools and even 

carrying out their own procurement was again allowed in 2016. Thus we can say that sometimes multiple 

meanings are allowed to coexist, or get transformed for practical reasons.  

On the other hand, the dominant drift is towards centralisation. The last procurement (for commercial 

catering services) already specified the requirement for being able to serve the equivalent of 10 schools, 

with corresponding requirements for the volume of produce. It appears that while smallholders can enter 
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contracts with individual schools (of which there are few), 2/3 of the educational establishments in 

Tukums region are now being served by a large commercial operator, requiring large volumes of produce.  

So, we can conclude that the practice of green procurement and the scale of its implementation is 

being negotiated within a wide range of stakeholders, the meanings of practice being multi-layered and 

sometimes conflicting; with certain trends in effect limiting the participation of smallholders – yet other 

practices remaining in place still providing a limited but opportunity for such participation.  

RQ4: What has been the development of the practice so far: what new participants and 

relationships, what new kinds of interactions, what skills and competences identified as needed? 

What drivers and blockages? 

The practice of small farm participation in school meal provision is an ambivalent one as to its “new-

ness”. From one side, as already noted, there used to exist quite direct links from local farms to local 

school canteens (parents providing produce from their farms within agreed arrangements with the 

school). The era of the public procurement and tight technical monitoring of food quality put an end to 

such local arrangements.  

For more than a decade, public procurement meant the lowest price as the key criterion, and thus 

effectively put local farms at a disadvantage there. On the other side, the public procurement did not put 

an end to farmer involvement completely, as particularly in the recent years the criteria of public 

procurement have started to involve criteria which give preference to seasonality, local provenance, etc – 

all delivered in a competitive process, tightly documented and state/municipality controlled.  

So in effect, the practice is indeed new, or at least it now has a new form, requires new skills, and 

entails producing new kinds of artifacts (e.g. technical offers and other documentation, proving the level of 

quality of produce through certification etc.). Let us recap the main developments of the development of 

the new practice.  

At the start of the era of public procurement (increasingly applied prior to and certainly after joining the 

EU), each school (and other public institutions) carried out their own procurement for food, with the key 

criterion being the lowest price. The capacity requirement was only “prior experience”. This was a 

relationship between the administrative staff of the school and some wholesalers, usually not local at all.  

The downsides of the practice were many, according to the Municipality, and gradually these created 

dissatisfaction with the existing practice: municipal sources note the low quality of produce of untraceable 

origin, poor communication with suppliers, long supply chains, dissatisfied local producers, school 

administration, as well as parents and schoolgoers.  

This changed in 2014, when the municipality attempted the first experiment in applying environmental 

and social criteria to the procurement of produce for schools’ own canteens. In parallel, the municipality 

announced the intention to spread the criteria to procurement of catering companies as the next step. 

This was indeed implemented next year. 

The push for change was given both from the inside (the municipality participated in 7th FP project 

FOODLINKS engaged with the transfer of practices in food strategy development), and from the outside 

(the Russian trade embargo prompted new regulation to protect local producers, supplementing the 

procurement regulation with certain environmental and social criteria, which coincided with the changes 

EU procurement directive). Tukums turned out to be a pioneering municipality to put these interlinked 

ideas into practice.  

After the FOODLINKS project which gave impetus to the development of the local Food Strategy as an 

umbrella for a number of food-related initiatives, Tukums municipality specialists did a market research, 

analysed the consumption trends together with school canteen staff; developed a much more detailed 
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specification of the kinds of produce (21 not 11) required by schools, developed standard offer forms for 

bidders, and included the criterion of the most economically advantageous offer (which includes 

considerations of quality for a given price).  

In the new, “green”  procurement, price constituted only 30% of criteria, where 40% was specified 

green origin, 20% were given for short supply chains (30 km to producer or logistics center) and 10% for 

environmentally friendly packaging/waste utilisation. 

In 2014, the first procurement for specific kinds of produce was announced by Tukums Municipality for 

those education institutions that have own on-site canteens (and hence do not use outside catering 

companies). There were 5 elementary level and secondary level schools covered (and 4 kindergartens)
6
.  

The needed kinds of produce were separated in 21 category. An offer could be made by a physical or 

legal entity, for one lot or a combination. The downside was that the contract was only for 12 months and 

the application date was end of July, that is, the services would have to start in the beginning of the study 

year – without any prior planning for farmers (to adjust scope and logistics, etc). The preparation of the 

proposal also coinsided with the busiest time of the agricultural year for many kinds of farmers. Still, this 

was an important pioneering step.  

Indeed the outcome of the first green procurement in 2014 was successful. (Please note that the figures 

also include kindergartens, which we generally do not consider in this case study, but as indicative figures 

they still are useful.) There were 19 contenders and 10 businesses received contracts; one supplier (a 

major HoReCA sector wholesaler) contested the results with the National Procurement Authority, but did 

not succeed.  

The total value of the contracts via the centralised procurement was EUR 278 019,46; of the successful 

contestants 6 were local producers, with 67% of the total contract value. As previously mentioned, 

the mere produce volume provided by successful bidders is limiting for smallholders. 

The categories of produce purchased from the local producers were meat, processed meat, dairy 

products, bread and bakery products, open-field vegetables, fruit and berries. The special green-ness 

criteria were fulfilled by 6 categories of products labelled with the national quality label the Green Spoon, 

1 product from biological farm; 3 products registered with the institution of biological production, and 7 

products registered with the institution of integrated growing. 

However, the new practice obviously required of farmers new skills, and is was made known that a 

specialist at the local branch of Rural Consultation and Training Centre offered  help (for a fee) in 

preparing the technical proposal to those interested. Thus the new skill requirements did produce a new 

commercial (not free-of-charge) response, yet it is too early to determine if this service will turn out to be 

much used, or whether farmers will continue to rely on their own informal networks of knowledge and 

expertise. 

The case of the Rožkalni Farm illustrates the new challenges. For years, the farm supplied their nearby 

schools with high quality vegetables, by a long-standing contract with the two local schools. Then a 

centralised procurement was announced by the municipality, and the farm failed to win it. The right to 

supply the schools was won by another supplier; Rožkalni farm got a lower evaluation since they failed to 

demonstrate how they deal with packaging – although they do recycle them. It is noteworthy, that while 

another supplier won initially, the quality of their produce turned out to be low and the contract was 

revoked – Rožkalni farm got to be supplying the local schools again.  

                                                      
6
 The news item on that: http://www.lbla.lv/tukuma-novada-partikas-iepirkuma-prieksroka-biologiskajiem 
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This episode shows that public procurement does require certain skills in self-presentation and 

understanding of the technical intricacies of the proposal – with advice provision currently insufficient, or 

the need for that not realised for first-time entrants.  

The division of the procurement request into the 21 sections was seen (by the municipality) as beneficial, 

since “more participants may provide their offers, there may be more competition in each section, and this 

also gives the opportunity to primary producers (Legal Expert, municipality).”  However it is also noted 

that while this division is prompted by researching the local market (the capacity of local producers and 

the range of produce on offer), it is not possible to divide the procurement request in sections small 

enough so that each enterprise working in the food business may provide their proposal without 

cooperating with some other enterprise, to achieve competitive prices. Thus already the first round of 

implementing the new practice provided important feedback on its limiting and enabling aspects.  

In 2015 and 2016 the “green” procurement was extended to catering companies as well. The winner of 

the 2016 bid now will have contract for five years and serve 9 schools and 6 kindergartens, which is about 

¾ of all educational establishments in the region. We note that the dominant trend is towards 

centralisation of service. However as already mentioned, two modes of operation coexist: on-site own 

school canteens, and buying services of catering companies. The former is more conducive to the 

involvement of smallholders. 

Already in 2015 Tukums specialists were active in sharing with other municipalities their first lessons 

learned and outcomes of the first green public procurement, and debating and debates on the benefits 

and costs of centralisation vs. own canteens continued throughout 2015 and the first half of 2016.  

The reasons to prefer the commercial caterers were cited are as follows: fewer administrative challenges, 

no investment in cooking facilities; easier control of implementation, smaller expenditures for schools. Our 

study indeed uncovered a persistent view that administratively, it is preferable to have a contractual 

relationship with a catering company, even if it is not always easy to get the kind of meals the school is 

happy with. So, the consideration of administrative burden is quite important for schools.  

On the other hand, the schools that have their own canteen consider that administrative ease does not 

compensate the potential downsides associated with loss of direct control over provenance and quality 

of food, as well as the social and community aspects of arrangements with an outside provider of catering 

services. Those subscribe to the model are determined to keep their practices of on-site own canteen 

because of several considerations: the social value of employment for locals, the closer relationship 

between those who prepare food and the schoolgoers; the ease of relationships with local farmers 

providing produce as and when needed; opportunities to maximise waste reduction through 

arrangements with local farmers (mostly pig breeders). Indeed, it was a strongly held view that 

maintaining this model was preferable, and in the latest procurement round (in 2016) the schools with 

own canteens preserved this model  

The municipality, although initially seeming to prefer centralisation quite strongly, in the end did not 

push for it (allowing ¼ of educational establishments to retain their own way); as the first trial runs 

identified certain challenges in the case of outsourced services. The municipal staff note the following 

aspects that are difficult to control in this mode: the too small proportion of nationally certified (for higher 

quality) products used; too much of the offered produce is not fresh or healthy enough (with regard to 

components); wholesalers tend to disregard contract conditions with regard to green principles, fixed 

prices, produce quality, and the timing of deliveries; there is a general lack of experience in handling 

challenging situations and disagreements.  

Thus the option of schools with on-site canteens carrying out their own procurement (if they wished so) 

was retained; the standards set out in a special municipal regulation on green criteria. 
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On the other hand, the goal of involving local farmers has turned out to be more difficult to reach than 

previously hoped. Municipal sources note that there is a considerable number of small producers who 

simply cannot ensure the needed volume of produce, contenders are inexperienced in preparing 

documentation and may fail precisely there; there are many new kinds of produce that the municipality as 

the organiser of procurement is unaware of (and hence they may remain outside of the requested 

specification); the system of fixed prices is not quite workable from the point of view of entrepreneurs and 

farmers. With the preference for outsourced catering, the locus of initiative in cooperating with local 

farmers is with the catering company and selection of partners has of course to take into consideration 

the required volume of produce, which is more difficult to ensure for smallholders. 

Thus centralised procurement for outsourced catering may pose an obstacle to some farms because of 

the complex logistics.  

School Milk and School Fruit  

As already noted, theoretically, this is the second channel for local produce to reach schoolgoers. The 

School milk is implemented since 2004 and School fruit - since 2010. Latvia is one of the most active EU 

states in using this programme (Tukums Food Strategy). Can small farmers get involved in Tukums 

region? As already noted, participation in School Milk is indirect, the small farmers selling their milk to the 

major milk processer in the region, which then in turn supplies its produce to schools. Thus this route is 

quite opaque.  

A more direct link might be expected in the case of School Fruit (and vegetables); however observation 

shows that fruit are mostly supplied by Pūre Orchards company, a local integrated grower, but not a 

small one (serves all major supermarket chains in Latvia). The considerations for choosing this partner 

may be as simple as responding to their proactive offer years ago and then merely renewing the 

relationship, easy for both sides, as the company has logistics and storage all sorted out.  

To sum up, the practice of small farmers contributing to school meals is a complex and constantly 

negotiated one, with multiple shades of meanings involved. In practical terms, the consensus seems to be 

that the current arrangements may pose obstacles to small farmers, although the practices maintained 

by schools with own canteens do involve local farmers and as such are (or may be, if they choose to) the 

closest to obtaining local, seasonal, fresh produce of known origin.  

In this sub-section we note perspectives of different actors, in particular municipalities, the Rural Advisory 

and Training Centre, farmers and parent organisations. We note that there are two groups of 

proposals: those pertaining to facilitation of farmer involvement, and those addressing the issue in a 

broader, more holistic way, emphasising the tasks with regard to other stakeholders, too. 

Ease of farmer involvement  

Municipality: opportunities to reach more of the local farmers are seen in increased collaboration with 

the local branch of the Rural Advisory and Training Centre, which was not much involved in the initial trial 

runs. Other ideas include increasing the requested share of biological produce and the produce of 

higher quality; and improve the proposal evaluation system; improve communication and cooperation 

with local farmers and suppliers. 

Rural Advisory and Training Centre: it is vital to promote cooperation between the small producers, to 

enable them to supply produce to larger schools. (“This will help the development of small farmers, their 

ability to supply a diverse range of produce.”) There should be more proactive informing of local farmers 

about school meal opportunities, and making the procurement more responsive to the goal of involving 

local farmers. It is also important to identify and valorise high quality produce providers, so that they have 

recognition and certain benefits.  
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Farmers: the current system is difficult to reconcile with planning one’s work, as municipal procurements 

are about supplying the produce at a very short notice. One way would be to arrange the procurement for 

the next several years – so that farmers could actually plan their work, and have some stability. .( “The 

municipality announces bids in summer, when we have already planted all the crops and vegetables. Had 

we known beforehand that they would be buying leeks, we would have planted these!”) 

Broader issues 

Rural Advisory and Training Centre: schoolgoers could also be involved in selecting the produce, 

involved in “evaluation” – this would be a good step to become responsible for what they choose to eat. 

Another issue is that perhaps the eating habits of the younger generation (with certain differences in rural 

and urban schools) are constantly changed and have to be studied. 

Parents’ organisations: there should be effort to improve canteen staff skills to cook healthy but also 

attractive meals, acceptable to schoolgoers; educational activities could include excursions to farms, 

possibly with a view of doing some work/harvesting, etc. 

Municipal healthy nutrition specialist: it is vital to educate schoolgoers and parents on the basics of 

healthy nutrition. 

We must note that it was precisely the whole system view that was emphasised in the scenario 

workshops, where representatives of caterers, schoolgoers, local and national authorities mapped the 

interlinking practices of popularisation and valorisation of local farmers, educational activities for 

schoolgoers and parents; accumulation and distribution of relevant information on supply and demand, as 

well as improvement of long-term planning enabling farmers to be more competitive participants of 

municipal bids.  

Thus the scenario workshops placed the satellite issue of small farm participation into the broader context 

of school meals, of which it is only a part, albeit an important one.  

3.3. Summary and Reflection on Transformative Capacity 

Researching the new practice – targeted involvement of small farms in providing their produce for school 

meals in Tukums region – aimed to uncover the way it contributes to Food and Nutrition Security, in 

particular the availability and utilisation. With the great number of such farms, diverse range of produce, 

and the pioneering understanding of food issues of the local municipality, the case appeared to be 

capable of demonstrating both drivers and blockages, and some preliminary outcomes.  

Indeed, we found evidence of certain re-localisation, re-connection, and re-distribution, albeit in part 

representing a new, more bureaucratically complicated take on relationships between schools and 

farmers which used to exist in not so recent past, at least in rural and small town schools (direct supplies 

of extra produce by farming parents, school orchards and vegetable gardens, own school canteens, etc.) 

Thus we may view the new practice as new within the dominant technologized, tightly controlled, 

administratively centralised food and farming regime.  

The key element of the new practice is including certain environmental and social criteria in the primary 

channel for farmers to supply produce to schools (the green public procurement). The requirement that 

the origin of the produce must be within 30km attests to re-localisation, that is, including in the range of 

possible participants of the practice only those of a specific locality. We may see also evidence of re-

connection in the cases where the previous “lowest price only”  criterion effectively excluded local farmers 

from supplying their produce.  
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The new green criteria in principle open up opportunities for new connections. In addition, to be able to 

supply larger schools, farmers might be pushed to cooperate among themselves, which is another 

instance of re-connection.  

Evidence of re-distribution is seen in the outcome of already the first green procurement, where 67% of 

the contract value went to local producers. Of course there is a lot of work to be done to ensure that 

SMALL local producers can have a fair chance, too. Currently it is recognised by the municipality that 

small farmers “out there” constitute a fragmented mass of very small operators who are not yet capable of 

effective participation.  

We conclude that the most important institutional driver for small farm involvement is the political will to 

promote it, expressed in the Tukums Food Strategy and the action plans for the relevant sub-divisions of 

the municipality and the awareness of the broad range of stakeholders involved or needing to be 

involved. There is a new institutional arena for negotiation (the working group on school meals and public 

health) is functioning specifically to address the issues of school meal provision.  

However, as we are witnessing the early stages of the development of this FNS pathway, we may note 

that several contradictory drivers seem to be at play: the need to fulfil the declared policy goal (of 

promoting local farm involvement) vs. the desire to achieve administrative optimisation (through 

centralisation of the procurement and certain preference for procuring outside catering services, not 

produce). The latter is shared by municipality procurement specialists and some school administration 

representatives, and is countered by other drivers, also recognised by municipal experts: that of 

preserving the social and educational benefits embodied in more direct relationships between own school 

canteens and local farmers.  

The most notable blockages to the involvement of local farmers is the complexity of technical 

procurement procedures, the timing and no scope for long-term planning of farm activities (which in effect 

favours wholesalers who can obtain goods from a range of sources); also a certain mistrust in the 

fairness of selection expressed by farmers. Another notable blockage is the reluctance of smallholders to 

cooperate, and choosing other market channels (supermarkets) for selling their produce even when they 

do cooperate. (The issue of cooperation and preference for specific market channels is an issue worth 

exploring in more depth.) 

Thus the new practice is currently somewhat fragile; however all sides have ideas on how to improve it 

and the municipality expresses intention to work on gradually removing some of the obstacles to local 

farmers. Farmers, although not entirely happy with the new arrangements, appear to be reconciled to the 

fact that this (centralised procurement) is the way food relationships are going to be organised from now 

on, and they will have to do their best to work out effective solutions. 
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4. SYNTHESIS OF FINDINGS 

Provision of cooked school meals is seen as a practice with multiple benefits: social, health, educational, 

local economy building, even demography-improving. This practice has been the focus of numerous new 

regulatory developments in the recent years. In addition to the changes in regulations, the new 

phenomenon in the public interest in the school meal practice.  

The two cases address the school meals, through examining two sets of practices: (Main case) the 

negotiation of the meaning and implementation of new regulations on green procurement and food quality 

on all levels of the institutional system (related also to the provision of free meals to low income family 

children), and the satellite case examines the re-linking of local smallholder producers to local school 

meal provision in a specific locality.  

The research done by the Latvian team earlier in the project and reflected in the report “Latvia: Food and 

Nutrition Security Debate” identified as vulnerable groups, among others, 1) schoolgoers (2) Small local 

farmers (and local producers), as an important actor to overcome system vulnerabilities - however, 

vulnerable due to economies of scale and global free trade. The main case is more about schoolgoers, 

and the satellite – local smallholder farmers.  

The three practices explored in this report Green Public Procurement (Availability), Food Quality 

Enhancement (Utilisation), and Enhancement of Access (Free meals). All three dimensions in the main 

case, availability in the satellite (green procurement as availability tool, involving or limiting participation 

by small farmers). 

The two cases are to some extent linked by the practice of green procurement, examined as a process 

re-linking a range of stakeholders with somewhat divergent agendas, re-linking the sourcing of school 

meals and local economies, the sourcing and the consumption, and above all – a process involving 

considerable negotiation of trade-offs, acquisition of new skills and knowledge – and often quite uncertain 

outcomes. 

The main case: discussion 

In the main case we addressed school meals and elaborated on three FNS pathways.  

The case illustrates that school meals is a contested area where several regimes collide. This collision, 

on the one hand, hampers some of the initiatives related to school meals. Stakeholders pursuing goals 

associated with particular regime re-structure practices present in the field, or create completely new 

ways how we should think about the school meal. Meanwhile, everybody else tries to maintain the 

position of their goals and thus scrupulously examines all new initiatives and threats these initiatives 

might pose. Thus school meals is a constantly growing area – both in way how this field is perceived and 

in the borders the field have. On the other hand, collision of these spheres ensures that school meals are 

field where many initiatives emerge and where wide diversity can be observed. It is due to all of the 

regimes that can be associated with school meals this diversity is there – for each of them there are their 

own way how to look at school meals which consequently reveals new layers of school meals, new 

possible entry points for addressing problems related to school meals and new possible issues to tackle. 

And because regimes are so well connected – the information identified in one reqime will quickly be re-

examined by other regimes. 

Furthermore, as we have shown – there are already wide set of resources that could be used to improve 

school meals (and consequently – FNS). There could be many reasons why it is so. However, it seems 

plausible that this is so precisely because this is a field where many regimes operate. Each of them 

introduces their own set of practices and resources in the field. As for example parents’ interest is mainly 

emerging from questions related to school meal quality, media interest initially could be associated with 

free meals (and welfare questions in general) and only recently with food quality, many of the NGOs have 
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originally been interested in sustainability aspects of school food, etc. Thus available elements currently 

operating in the field can traced back to a specific regime that brought them to this field. Yet once they got 

caught in the mutual struggle between regimes their field of actions was expanded and many of them 

became more connected to the field (this, however, does not mean that these elements are highly active 

in shaping the field. In many cases these elements can be passive and slow). Eventually these resources 

become something that can be associated with the field instead of representing just one separate regime. 

Basing on this claim we can suggest that presence of compeating visions has a spill-over effect – namely, 

it creates social forces independed from initial struggle. 

The identified elements could help in initiatiating changes in school meals. However, it seems that these 

stakeholders in many cases do not understand their role and do not see how they could use resources 

they have access to in improving the system. Meanwhile, there are those who could triger activity of all 

the involved elements. For example, municipalities, if they were more pro-active, could have initiated 

much broader debate and thus facilitate participation of everybody. Yet at this moment it seems that lot of 

changes is stopped by lack of municipalitys’ willingness to act (or as it has been indicated on multiple 

occasions during this report – by lack of some sort of resources).  

There are clearly many other actors that have the ability to triger the change. However, municipalities are 

the most interesting one. Mainly this is because after decentralization municipalities are the central actor 

in organizing processes around school meals. Thus it is often the considerations of this political actor that 

leads to either one or another result. However, secondly we have to address municipalities not only as a 

political actor, but as a geographical location as well. This is something that has been echoed in several 

parts of the report: geographical location can be a sorce of inequality. Municipalities located further from 

centre, with fewer resources and with fewer inhabitants might be forced to consider other catering 

practices than the wealthy municipalities near the big cities. 

The report also illustrates that it is not enough just to get food into school. As it has been illustrated in 

many cases additional food in school might just produce additional food waste. Thus the task is to ensure 

that pupils have access to food, that this food is healthy, yet also monitor is this food accepted by kids 

and that they are willing to eat it.  

The satellite case: discussion 

In the satellite case we addressed a narrower subset of the public procurement issue: how procurement 

either obstructs or promotes the involvement of smallholder farms in provision of school meals, locally. 

First of all, the practice of smallholder farm participation in school meal providion is an ambivalent one as 

to its “new-ness”. From one side, there used to exist quite direct links from local farms to local school 

canteens (parents providing produce from their farms within agreed arrangements with the school). The 

era of the efficiency-prioritising public procurement and tight technical monitoring of food quality put an 

end to such local arrangements: for more than a decade (since 2002), public procurement meant the 

lowest price as the key criterion, and thus effectively put local farms at a disadvantage there. However, in 

the recent years the criteria of public procurement have started to give preference to seasonality, local 

provenance, etc – all delivered in a competitive process, tightly documented and state/municipality 

controlled. So in effect, the practice is indeed new, in the meaning of having a new form, requiring new 

skills, and entailing the producing new kinds of artifacts (e.g. technical offers and other documentation, 

proving the level of quality of produce through certification etc.). 

Secondly, the practices of the previous era are not fully gone: school vegetable plots or orchards remain 

in rural kindergardens or residential schools, and there remains a degree of close social and economic 

relationships in the case of schools having their own canteens and sourcing produce locally (albeit by 

means of a procurement procedure). Thus some parts of the historic practice are retained, and the 

contemporary ones may be somewhat hybrid. 
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A cross-cutting issue as to procurement is that of technical knowledge, effective communication between 

stakeholders, as well as difficulties to exert control on practices once the procurement is completed and 

day-to-day operations begin with a new set of actors (school administration, medical staff, parent 

organisations, student organisations, Food and Veterinary Authority control staff).  

An important point, echoed in research elsewhere (Mercadoa et al 2016) is the factor not only of complex 

knowledge, but also of time. Our study revealed that for farmers, participation in municipal bids is made 

difficult also by the timing of the bid (usually early summer), which clashes with farmers’ need to plan 

ahead in order to be able to provide the produce of the required volume and quality – and grow produce 

for own consumption. Also, the contracts tend to be too short – just for a study year, with fixed prices to 

be determined beforehand. 

The combination of the two factors (technical knowledge and unfavourable/rigid timeframe) may be quite 

a constraint pushing smallholders to choose other market channels (e.g. supermarkets).  

In both cases we witnessed a range of trade-offs that had to be negotiated. The satellite case manifested 

trade-offs between the goal of administrative ease and preservation of local practices and relationships 

with producers, also the tensions between municipal capacities and the goal of supporting local 

producers. This is echoed by research elsewhere (e.g. Morgan and Morley 2002, Mercadoa et al 2016; 

Sonnino et al 2014). In our case, we note that the municipality allows the existence of two parallel 

solutions: giving preference to administrative ease in the case of centralised catering company for urban 

schools and kindergardens, and allowing the continuation of local, on-site decision making for rural 

schools which manifestly wished to continue this practice regardless of a higher administrative burden 

involved. 

The second option is also the most direct and easiest way for local farmers to enter school-meal related 

contracts: collaboration with individual schools which have own on-site canteens. This minimises the 

issues of volume, transportation, and packaging. It even provides opportunities for creative waste 

reduction practices.  

To arrive at solutions that make sense locally, the Tukums region municipality has initiated active 

negotiation with stakeholders in a specially designated school meal procurement group. There the 

practices are being negotiated within a wide range of stakeholders, the meanings of practice being multi-

layered and sometimes conflicting; with certain bottlenecks (especially for small farmers) which have not 

yet been resolved. We may argue that giving contracts for contralised catering to a single company 

working in almost 2/3 of the educational establishments in the region for five years somewhat limits the 

range of local producers involved in food provision. However, as long as there the practices of individual 

schools involed in their own local decision-making, local producers still have a chance (this is somewhat 

similar to the coexistence of three modes of governance in Brazil described in Sonnino et al 2014).  

Another point is that individual sub-cases demonstrated a certain openness to improvisation – both in 

actual school meal provision and waste disposal, in carrying out external control, and in negotiating 

special arrangements with the municipality (e.g. the individually-sourcing schools are supposed to comply 

with municipal green procurement regulation yet no control is carried out on the implementation; external 

food quality controllers may act more as advisors in the situation of changing regulations and not as an 

institution able to enact punishment, etc.). 

This points to spaces for re-assemblage outside of institutional ones; a process giving rise to some hybrid 

solutions within an admittedly tight regime still favouring larger producers and businesses. 

Synthesis 

In both cases we witnessed re-localisation (focussing the sourcing of school meals locally – within 30 km 

in the case of Tukums) and re-assemblage. The leading concerns underlying the new practices are re-
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connecting food production and consumption, sustainability and health, as well as systemic stress – 

attempting to build local abilities for school meal provision which would also be healthier than before. 

Reinforcement of food entitlements was not a key issue in our cases, although our research did elucidate 

the local municiaplity level disparities in providing this (ideologically) non-problematic practice. 

New roles and knowledge related to the green procurement go hand in hand with certain nostalgia for 

previously wide-spread practices of school orchards, pupils working in on-site canteens and parents 

supplementing school meals with own produce. Thus the green procurement seems to occupy a place 

between the traditional practices allowing for close interlinkages with local food production and the first 

stage of public procurement dominated by neo-liberal cost-reduction and efficiency concerns. 

The implementation of the new (or-reinterpretet) practices reveals consecutive levels of new non-food 

challenges (infrastructure, personnel, class schedules), and importantly – the limiting factor of time.  

Negotiation of trade-offs also reveals considerable mutual mistrust among agents, and difficulties to align 

desired outcomes with actor capacities. Negotiation and operational learning often appear to be token 

activities, albeit less so on a local level or when initiated by non-partisan actors (e.g. researchers).  

Thus we may say that the current pathways to FNS are developing as tightly regulated and monitored 

practices against the background of previously active much less tightly regulated ones, which used to be 

embedded in local community life and brought additional educational and economic benefits, which the 

current practices fail to provide in full. 

While we acknowledge the need for consistent quality control, one cannot help but wish that some of the 

social and educational benefits had not been lost. Luckily, considerable local authority discretion over the 

procurement may also mean that those willing to retain more direct links with producers may indeed 

retain control over their decision-making and thus preserve soem of the said benefits. Thus we may say 

that the new pathways do respond to the new requirements – which in their turn are reflective of the 

highly controlled and regulated food practices of the 21st century. 

The goal of involving local farmers turned out to be more difficult to reach than previously hoped, which 

certainly echoes much of research elsewhere. The consensus seems to be that the current arrangements 

do pose obstacles to small farmers, although the practices maintained by schools with own canteens do 

involve local farmers and as such are (or may be, if they choose to) the closest to obtaining local, 

seasonal, fresh produce of known origin. 

Ways forward seem to include: interlinking practices of popularisation and valorisation of local farmers, 

educational activities for schoolgoers and parents; accumulation and distribution of relevant information 

on supply and demand, as well as improvement of long-term municipal systems of planning and 

deliberation enabling farmers to be more competitive participants of municipal bids. 
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6. ANNEXES 

Annex 1. Top 10 school caterers by share of pupils covered.  

Table represents data is merging information available from FVS, information available from Ministry of Education and information available in business registers.  

NO Enterprise name 

Number of 
schools in 

2016 

Number of 
schools in 

2012 

Number of 
served 
pupils 

Share of 
pupils Turnover profit Comment 

1 "Žaks-2" 30 19 14722 6.19 1961468 -75731 Operates in Riga and in territories close by Riga.  

2 "Baltic Restaurants 
Latvia" 

24 11 13558 5.70 11689058 336005 Operates in Riga and in territories close by Riga.  
Represents branch of an international school catering 
enterprise. 

3 SIA "Fristar" 23 9 12259 5.15 2290234 108470 Principā Rīga, bet ir arī Carnikavā un Jelgavā. 
Darbojas ar skolu ēdināšanu. 

4 SIA "Aniva" 31 17 9245 3.88 3510496 54977 Operates in Zemgale. Operates in some Riga’s 
schools. Very succesfull in Bauska and Ķekava. Has 
business interests outside school catering. 

5 SIA "IRG" 17 10 7830 3.29 1487869 2501 Operates mainly in Tukums. However recently has 
been expanding. 

6 SIA "Skolu ēdināšanas 
serviss" 

9 NA 5741 2.41 439520 672 Operates only in Riga 

7 SIA "Malta L" 9 NA 4552 1.91 330781 -5649 Operates only in Riga 

8 SIA "Kantīne B" 8 6 3868 1.63 1839181 121535 Operates only in Valmiera. Has business interests 
outside school catering. 

9 SIA "Māras Lācis" 6 NA 3586 1.51 948536 2428 Operates only in Liepāja. 

10 SIA "Zālītes A" 7 NA 3138 1.32 1104505 -42381 Operates mainly in Valmiera. Has business interests 
outside school catering. 

 


