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1. Introduction 

 

Lorenzo Bosi, Irina Aguiari and Alejandro Ciordia 

Scuola Normale Superiore 

 

In the current phase of ecological transition, food actors involved in the local food systems are 

experiencing increasing challenges. The present integrated report on organisational analysis aims to 

contribute to understanding the background conditions that affect local food systems’ organisational 

patterns; identifying the main actors of the local food system, their general positioning in the reference 

context, and the conflicts that may arise among them. These two lines of analysis converge in 

addressing DEMETRA’s broader research question: how increased active participation in the 

governance of local food systems can help overcome key obstacles and unlock opportunities for scaling 

up broader processes of democratic engagement and participatory transformation in the context of the 

ecological transition (see DEMETRA’s D1.1). Through three sets of data (desktop research mapping 

of food-related organisations, semi-structured interviews with experts, and an online organisational 

survey distributed among local food organisations), DEMETRA’s consortium has systematically 

mapped and assessed the main characteristics of the organisational field of food in seven European 

cities: Bologna (Italy); Brighton (UK); Cologne (Germany); Geneva (Switzerland); Lille (France); 

Tartu (Estonia); Uppsala (Sweden). 

In this introductory chapter, we first present a discussion of the three sets of data we have developed 

for mapping and exploring local food systems. The introduction is followed by national reports on 

each city’s organisational analysis of the local food system. All national reports follow the same 

outline: they begin with a historical reconstruction of the local agrifood sector based on a review of 

secondary literature. Secondly, they describe the main characteristics of the local food system, and its 

main actors based on the desktop research mapping of food-related organisations. Then they present 

the results from the organisational survey. Finally, qualitative data from the interviews are employed 

to further elaborate on the local food context and related social conflicts. The last section of this 

integrated report sets out some comparisons in the different cities across Europe that we have examined 

with our fieldwork.  

1.1 Macroscopic analysis of local food systems 

In the first place, national teams had to define the geographical perimeter of the local food systems 

they aimed to investigate. The coordinating team initially suggested considering the entire 

metropolitan area for each city, but given the variations between different cases, the delimitation of 

the specific spatial perimeter for investigation was left to each national team, acknowledging that the 

presence of metropolitan areas can be hard to delimit precisely, occasionally even spanning across 

national boundaries (e.g. Geneva) and that the necessary variations from case to case could be only 

partially resolvable. Like any research design, this delimitation is necessarily partial, particularly 
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because a local focus risks underrepresenting the role of multinational actors such as supermarket 

chains. Despite these limitations, we believe that the data gathered can provide interesting analytical 

insights precisely considering these local differences. 

Once the teams have agreed on the geographical scope of the analysis, the first research phase has been 

to complete a so-called ‘food census’, a large organisational inventory that aims to identify and collect 

contact information from food organisations active in each city, regardless of their affinity with 

ecological transition themes. This task was carried out in practice by filling in a shared template 

spreadsheet approved by the consortium in which a data entry was created for each mapped food-

related organisation, entering also key information such as sector of activity, contact email addresses, 

and geographical locations. Concurrently, we also started conducting some exploratory qualitative 

interviews to triangulate the results of the food census with more ethnographic insights from the field 

and get further suggestions on how to proceed with the compilation of the food census (see details 

below). 

Desktop research mapping served two main functions: providing a preliminary macroscopic analysis 

of the local food system, and collecting a list of contacts to whom to distribute the online survey. To 

facilitate data collection orientation and database saturation, we have suggested covering the 

heterogeneity of food-related actors belonging to two main groups: the first group consisted of actors 

within the food supply chain (within which we further distinguished among producers, distributors, 

retail and consumption establishments), and in the second group, we included actors outside the food 

supply chain (ranging from institutional bodies like municipal committees to a wide set of civic 

organisations active on related issues such as food waste or food poverty).  

The collection of contacts of actors involved in the local food system could be carried out through 

three different methods, with some research teams relying on just one of them while others resorted to 

a combination of two or more, depending on the data availability of each context. Firstly, national 

teams could contact trade organisations, such as the chamber of commerce or similar local entities, to 

check the availability of pre-compiled lists that gathered the names and email addresses of businesses 

and entities affiliated with these organisations. Secondly, similar lists compiled by other research and 

non-business actors might be directly available online and easily accessible by each team. Lastly, if 

neither of the previous options was available or sufficiently comprehensive, the national team had to 

manually compile the data by conducting initial online keyword searches specific to a wide range of 

food-related actor types –following a suggested list of keywords that were shared among all teams– 

and subsequently proceeding by snowballing. 

Regardless of how contact data were retrieved by each team, the main objective was to maximize actor 

heterogeneity within the census, ensuring not to include only the most easily accessible data from pre-

compiled lists or certain actor types, but trying to be encompassing of the full range of food-related 

activities within and outside the food chain in the city.  

1.2 Semi-structured interviews with experts  

To delve deeper and triangulate the data emerging from the food census and survey, each local team 

has conducted a minimum of 10 semi-structured interviews with experts of local food systems and 
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food conflicts in each of the seven cities. The semi-structured interviews have covered different 

thematic areas, each referring to the period from 2020 to 2025 as it is relevant to conflicts and debates 

related to the post-pandemic period and the ecological transition phase. The interview guide, common 

to all cities, broadly covered 8 thematic areas, most of which were focused on the WP3 core objectives, 

though the consortium also agreed to introduce some exploratory questions that could prepare the 

ground for upcoming WPs. For example, the main body of the interview covered questions about the 

local food systems and its actors, the presence of visible and latent conflicts related to agrifood issues 

and the ecological transition in general; the relational patterns among actors in the local food system, 

understanding the different positions in terms of power relations and distribution of privileges, and 

overall positions regarding the ecological transition of food systems. However, we have also asked 

interviewees about their knowledge of local food policies or institutional initiatives that could support 

the preparation of WP4 fieldwork. Similarly, interviews were also gathering preliminary information 

about the situation of DPPs in the local context in view of WP5; experts have been asked to provide 

initial details on whether and how the local context had already experienced deliberative or 

participatory processes on food or other issues. 

For similar reasons, we have decided to restrict the sample of actors to non-state respondents to avoid 

any overlap with the interviews required by future work packages (mainly WP4) with institutional 

representatives. National teams were instructed to select their respondents from a list of the following 

interviewee profiles: 

1)  Expert actor on food issues at the local level (training and research) 

2-3) Two representative actors of the conflict on food issues at the local level (e.g., urban farming, 

circular economy, etc.) 

4-5)  Two representative actors of the environmentalist world 

6)  Representative actor in production 

7)  Representative actor in distribution 

8)  Representative actor in consumption 

9)  Representative actor of food waste 

10)  Representative actor in food poverty 

The time period of the fieldwork varied in the different cities, but overall, it ran from September 2024 

to March 2025. The semi-structured interviews typically lasted between forty and eighty minutes and 

were digitally recorded, by prior informed consent from the respondents. We met each interviewee at 

a location of their choice, and prior to conducting the interview we informed them of our academic 

affiliation and of the aims of the DEMETRA project. We also informed them of the interview’s purpose 

and the main contents that were going to be covered by the guide (see above). The respondents were 

also informed that they could decline to answer any questions that made them uncomfortable and that 

they could discuss and add further suggestions to what they thought important in relation to the initial 

purpose of the interview.   
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1.3 Online organisational survey 

As part of the efforts to map the organisational landscape of food systems in seven European cities, an 

online survey was conducted to gather structured comparative data on the characteristics, goals, 

activities, and networks of food-related actors. The survey was designed to complement the other 

components of the research, providing a systematic understanding of the organisational dynamics 

within local food systems. Designed to take 10 to 15 minutes to complete, the questionnaire aimed to 

capture key dimensions such as organisational goals, resources, activities, structures, perceptions of 

the food system, perceived problems, engagement in collective action, network connections, and 

attitudes toward deliberative participatory processes (DPPs). 

The questionnaire was developed and coordinated by the WP leader (SNS), with iterative input from 

all project partners through virtual meetings and email exchanges over several months. The 

questionnaire design process took place between October and November 2024. Once a version of the 

questionnaire had been consolidated and approved by all research teams, it underwent an ethical review 

and was approved by the Queen Mary University of London Research Ethics Committee on December 

5, 2024 (Reference: QME24.0530). For the complete English version of the questionnaire, see 

Deliverable 3.1. 

Following ethical approval, the questionnaire was translated into the national languages of the project’s 

countries and implemented on the Qualtrics online survey platform, for which an appropriate license 

was obtained. Each localized version underwent rigorous internal review by native speakers from each 

national team to correct any programming or wording errors during December. Subsequently, during 

the first two weeks of January 2025, a pilot test was conducted across all the project’s countries with 

a select group of respondents outside the studied cities to assess response times and identify potential 

issues. Based on this feedback, two questions were removed, and minor refinements were made to 

wording, routing and formatting. 

In the end, the survey consisted of 21 questions, structured into five thematic sections: 

A. Basic organisational characteristics 

B. Perspectives on the functioning of the food system 

C. Participation and deliberation on food-related issues 

D. Organisational functioning and resources 

E. Concluding open-ended questions for respondent feedback 

The survey was simultaneously launched across all seven cities on January 28th, 2025, and remained 

open for six weeks, closing on March 9th, 2025. Throughout the data collection period, national teams 

were responsible for distributing the survey invitations, following the guidelines developed by the WP 

leading team to ensure an an efficient and consistent dissemination of the survey across surveyed cities. 

These guidelines stipulated the use of email invitations — tailored as much as profile to the 

organisational profile of different actors — as the preferred survey distribution mode (for which a 

standardized message template was shared). That said, this preferential dissemination strategy could 

also be occasionally supplemented with social media or web contact forms, phone calls, and outreach 
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through trusted key players acting as intermediaries. The document also included a structured timeline 

of reminders and a mid-survey assessment after the first two weeks of data collection to evaluate 

provisional response rates and design local contingency plans if necessary. To increase participation, 

targeted follow-up emails and phone calls were conducted during the second half of the survey period, 

particularly in cities where response rates were initially lower. 

In the end, 852 valid responses were collected, providing a robust dataset that captures a highly 

heterogeneous set of businesses and organisations engaged in various activities within the local food 

system. Table 1.1 shows the distribution of responses across the seven studied cities. 

Table 1.1 Number of valid survey responses to the organisational survey across the seven cities 

Bologna Brighton Cologne Geneva Lille Tartu Uppsala TOTAL 

97 71 99 180 35 104 266 852 

It is important to bear in mind that the sample was not designed to be statistically representative of the 

studied cities, as both the reachability of different types of actors and their response rates varied in a 

non-random manner. Consequently, our study does not aim to provide overall statistical estimates of 

the attitudes and behaviours of all food-related actors in these urban contexts. Still, given the increasing 

challenges of conducting online organisational surveys for targeted populations –particularly due to 

low response rates despite significant investments in outreach efforts– the size and heterogeneity of 

the gathered dataset nevertheless provide a solid foundation for conducting the intended statistical 

analyses. Moreover, our dissemination strategies sought to maximize qualitative variation in terms of 

organisation types and food-related activities, making this dataset more diverse than previous 

organisational samples on the topic and enabling a wide range of multivariate comparisons among 

respondents with highly varying characteristics. 
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2. City Report: Bologna (Italy) 

 

Irina Aguiari, Alejandro Ciordia and Lorenzo Bosi 

Scuola Normale Superiore 

 

2.1 Historical reconstruction of the agrifood sector 

A thorough understanding of the agrifood sector in Bologna and its metropolitan area requires 

considering the significant transformations it has undergone since the post-war period. The local food 

context has shifted from a system based on cooperative agriculture to an increasingly industrialised, 

globalised, and later tourist-driven economy. These transformations have historically played a pivotal 

role in Bologna’s economy while also shaping its cultural identity, as changes in food production have 

influenced the city’s culinary heritage and, in turn, been shaped by it.  

In the Italian agrifood context, Bologna has historically reflected and, in some cases, anticipated key 

national dynamics. The Italian agrifood sector remains hybrid: while large-scale agribusinesses and 

export-oriented industries have played a crucial role, particularly in highly specialised districts, small 

and medium-sized enterprises, family-owned farms, and cooperative networks have maintained a 

significant presence across the country. Moreover, Italy’s agrifood landscape is deeply connected to 

its territorial specificities, with variations in land tenure systems, historical production models, and 

local governance creating diverse regional trajectories. These geographic variations are increasingly 

exacerbated by the intensification of environmental disasters linked to climate change, which have 

unevenly affected different areas. Within this framework, Bologna remains deeply rooted in a 

cooperative tradition, like much of Emilia-Romagna, yet also highly industrialised and globally 

integrated.  

At a European level, Bologna’s agrifood system shares similarities with other mid-sized cities in 

regions with strong food traditions. These cities have balanced industrial development with 

gastronomic heritage, leveraging regional branding to integrate into both national and EU-wide 

markets. However, differences in agricultural policies, land tenure systems, and state intervention have 

resulted in varying trajectories across European agrifood hubs (Reed, Mettepenningen, Swagemakers, 

Garcia, Jahrl, & Koopmans, 2018). Compared to northern European cities, where large-scale industrial 

agriculture dominates, Bologna has maintained a stronger connection to small and medium-sized 

enterprises and cooperative structures. 

This historical reconstruction outlines the different phases of these trajectories, highlighting Bologna’s 

specific characteristics in comparison to the broader regional and national context. The aim of this 

reconstruction is to provide a dynamic background for the analysis of the data contained in this report, 

from which will emerge the interplay between traditional practices, market expansion, and socio-

economic shifts affecting both conventional actors and protest movements. 
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Post-War Reconstruction and the Rise of Agricultural Cooperatives (1945-1950s) 

The distinctiveness of the Bolognese context began to emerge in the immediate post-war period. The 

cooperative tradition of the Emilia-Romagna region played a fundamental role in rebuilding the local 

agrifood sector. The war had left small-scale producers operating in a highly fragmented landscape, 

both in terms of land ownership and outdated agricultural techniques. Cooperatives thus became a 

crucial means of resisting economic inequalities and strengthening rural economies (Battilani & 

Zamagni, 2012). 

Despite this success, the rapid industrialisation of the sector following the so-called Green Revolution 

of the 1960s led to increased use of chemical inputs and a general mechanisation of agricultural 

processes. At the same time, rapid urbanisation and shifts in employment patterns contributed to the 

gradual marginalisation of small-scale farming, as many rural workers migrated to Bologna’s 

expanding industrial sector in search of higher wages. This transformation posed a significant 

challenge for cooperatives: to remain competitive, they increasingly adopted industrial production 

methods, expanded their supply chains, and restructured their governance to function more like large 

enterprises. While some cooperatives managed to retain their democratic principles and strong local 

roots, others evolved into major corporate entities, blurring the boundaries between cooperative and 

private enterprise. 

Industrialization and the Expansion of Food Processing (1960s-1980s) 

From the 1960s onwards, the cooperative model was gradually supplanted by an increasingly 

industrialised and market-oriented system. Bologna’s strategic geographical position at the intersection 

of major national transport infrastructures, cemented its role as a pivotal hub for food manufacturing 

and distribution.  

Food processing industries, which had been present in the region since the late 19th century, underwent 

a significant expansion with considerable impacts on the definition of Bologna’s typical gastronomic 

products. For instance, the rise of large-scale milk and cheese processing plants, many of which had 

historical roots in cooperative structures, turned Bologna into a crucial node in the supply chains of 

iconic products such as Parmigiano Reggiano (De Roest & Menghi, 2000). Similarly, pasta 

manufacturing, traditionally an artisanal or domestic activity, evolved into a major industry, with 

companies like Barilla expanding their operations in the region (Sargiacomo, Gliosca & Quinn, 2024). 

The strategy of combining large-scale industrial food production with an emphasis on the traditional 

authenticity of local products would go on to define Bologna’s agrifood sector in the decades to come. 

A prime example of this is mortadella, Bologna’s most internationally recognised product. The city's 

expertise in charcuterie, dating back to the Middle Ages (Cianflone, 2012), was reconfigured into a 

mass-market commodity that, despite being highly industrially produced, continues to be 

acknowledged as a symbol of local artisanal craftsmanship and Bolognese culinary heritage.  

The industrialisation of the agrifood sector also had a profound impact on distribution networks and 

consumer habits. As supermarkets expanded, they gradually reshaped Bologna’s urban landscape, 

reducing the centrality of traditional open-air markets and small independent grocery shops. In 

Bologna, Coop Italia represented a key example of the local contextual distinctiveness. Founded on 
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cooperative principles, Coop Italia sought to balance commercial efficiency with social responsibility, 

promoting fair pricing and high product quality. Over time, it grew into one of Italy’s leading retailers, 

ultimately competing with the very supermarkets it was originally conceived as an alternative to. This 

paradoxical development reflects the broader tension in Bologna’s agrifood sector, where 

industrialisation and cooperative ideals continued to intersect in complex and sometimes contradictory 

ways. 

Globalization and the Shift to a Market-Driven Agrofood Economy (1990s-2000s) 

With Italy’s increasing integration into the European and global markets, Bologna’s agrifood sector 

underwent significant transformations. One of the most substantial changes was introduced by the 

European Union’s Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), which shifted financial support from direct 

price interventions to subsidies linked to environmental sustainability and quality certification.  

Bologna’s response to these regulatory changes was emblematic of national and European trends 

(Fonte, 2017): rather than competing on price with large-scale global agribusinesses, Italian food 

producers focused on quality certifications such as Protected Designation of Origin (PDO) and 

Protected Geographical Indication (PGI). However, the certification and industrialization processes 

also attracted criticism for promoting the commercialization and rigid standardization of traditional 

food practices. In response, this period saw the rise of alternative food movements advocating for the 

preservation of artisanal traditions, sustainability, and food sovereignty (Guthman, 2007). The Slow 

Food movement, founded in Italy in the late 1980s, found fertile ground in Bologna, where a strong 

culinary identity and cooperative ethos aligned with its values. Slow Food promoted regional 

gastronomy, biodiversity conservation, and fair trade, directly challenging the homogenization of 

global food markets (Petrini, 2003).   

A crucial but often overlooked aspect of this transformation was Bologna’s emergence as a global hub 

for food packaging innovation. The city became a leader in the mechanization and industrial 

standardization of food packaging, ensuring the efficient distribution of both local and international 

products (Curti & Grandi, 1997).  

The Touristification of Bologna’s Agrofood Identity (2010s - today) 

In recent decades, and particularly in the post-pandemic period, Bologna’s agrifood sector has been 

increasingly shaped by the phenomenon of touristification (Dimitrovski, Crespi-Vallbona, & 

Ioannides, 2022). The growth of food-related tourism has led to a proliferation of gastronomic 

businesses, from cooking schools and food tours to high-end restaurants hyping traditional Bolognese 

dishes. These developments have further marginalised long standing local businesses, particularly in 

the historic centre, making some traditional foods less accessible to lower-income consumers. The 

expansion of this trend, observed in many European cities, has sparked criticism particularly 

concerning the commodification of place-based food cultures (Young & Markham, 2019). 

At the same time, over the past fifteen years, Bologna has also been home to various social movements 

and institutional initiatives advocating for a more sustainable and community-centred food system. 

The city boasts a wide network of urban gardens as well as historical food sovereignty movements 

(Alberio & Moralli, 2021) and local square markets. More recently, Bologna has taken further steps 
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towards institutionalising its commitment to food democracy. The city has drafted a Food Manifesto, 

outlining a vision for a more equitable and sustainable urban food system. Additionally, the 

introduction of the "Ius Cibi” (Right to Food) in the municipal regulations has formally recognised 

food as a fundamental right, guiding future policymaking in this area. To facilitate dialogue among 

stakeholders, the city has also established a Food Democracy Forum, bringing together institutions, 

producers, and citizens to co-design their local food system. These developments highlight Bologna’s 

dual trajectory: while the city's food identity is increasingly shaped by tourism and global markets, 

strong local movements and policy initiatives continue to campaign for a more inclusive and resilient 

agrifood system. 

2.2 Bologna’s food system: Food-related organisational census 

Applying the guidelines for mapping actors that were implemented across all cities, the SNS research 

team identified a total of 9,325 food-related actors in Bologna. This large number was achieved thanks 

to the public availability of business registers on the website of Bologna’s Chamber of Commerce.1 

These registers included not only the name and contact information of each registered entity but also 

a code describing their economic activity according to the nationwide standardized classification 

scheme (ATECO) used in Italy, which is a local adaptation of the Statistical Classification of Economic 

Activities in the European Community (NACE). 

Of the more than 3,000 economic activity categories within the ATECO scheme, the research team 

manually identified 38 food-relevant categories, covering all essential activities within and outside the 

food supply chain. These numeric codes were then used to efficiently identify and select food-related 

actors within the Chamber of Commerce registries. As a result, the vast majority of food-related actors 

mapped in Bologna (9,074, or 97%) were sourced from these registries, representing mostly businesses 

and enterprises. These 9,074 business actors involved in food-related activities correspond to 18.4% 

of the total number of businesses and enterprises registered in the Bologna Metropolitan Area. The 

remaining 251 actors (3%) in our census were manually mapped using pre-compiled lists from civil 

society organisations and previous academic research.  

When examining the different broad types of activities within the food system, the chart below in 

Figure 2.1 illustrates the relative distribution of major actor categories within Bologna’s food census. 

The largest group of identified actors was catering and dining businesses, composed mainly of 

restaurants, bars, and similar establishments (3,961 entries, 42%). This aligns with Bologna’s recent 

shift toward a tourism-based economy. The second largest group was food producers, understood as 

comprising both agricultural and livestock producers, as well as the processing and manufacturing of 

food products, with 2,896 entries (31%). These actors are primarily located in the rural areas 

surrounding Bologna, with a significant presence of cereal growers, viticultural producers, and animal 

breeders for meat and milk production. Closely following were distributors and retailers, accounting 

for 2,146 actors (23%), with small grocery stores being particularly numerous. 

 

 
1 These public registries were web scraped using the BeautifulSoup library in Python, with the crucial assistance of Pietro Casari (PhD 
student at SNS). 
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Figure 2.1. Distribution of mapped food-related organisations in Bologna, by role within the food system 

Other, less numerous yet qualitatively significant actors within the food supply chain include 97 non-

profit and solidarity initiatives (1%) engaged in alternative food production and distribution methods. 

Finally, 222 actors (2%) operating outside the food supply chain were also mapped. These entities, 

while not directly involved in food production or distribution, perform crucial food-related activities 

such as advocacy, research, financial services, specialized product and machinery supply, training, 

consulting, and education. 

2.3 Results from the organisational survey 

Sample size and main organisational characteristics 

In Bologna, we collected responses from 97 unique food-related businesses and organisations. Of these 

74 (76%) declared to be for-profit enterprises, while the remaining 24% were non-profit organisations, 

including cooperatives, foundations, associations (both registered and unregistered), and public 

entities. 

Regarding their role within the food system (see Figure 2.2), all 74 for-profit businesses were directly 

involved in the food supply chain. The largest share operated in food preparation and service (i.e., 
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catering and dining) (26 responses, 27%), followed by agricultural and food manufacturing producers 

(24 responses, 25%). Distribution and retail businesses accounted for 8% of the sample. Additionally, 

15 businesses were classified as hybrid actors engaged in more than one supply chain stages. Among 

the remaining organisations, 15 were engaged in non-profit and solidarity-based food-related activities, 

such as food banks, charity canteens, solidarity purchasing groups, and urban gardens. Another 9 actors 

operated outside the food supply chain, but played significant adjacent roles, including regulatory 

public bodies, research institutions, trade unions, umbrella business associations, and environmental 

groups. 

 

Figure 2.2. Distribution of survey respondents in Bologna, by role within the food system 

In terms of geographic scope (see Figure 2.3), nearly half of the surveyed organisations (48, 49%) 

focused their activities on specific neighbourhoods or municipalities within Bologna, while 33 

operated across most of the metropolitan area or extended their reach to the Emilia-Romagna region. 

A smaller share had broader scales of operation, with 6 organisations active nationwide and 10 also 

engaged in international activities. 
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Figure 2.3. Geographic scope of activities among Bologna’s survey respondents 

The survey also gathered detailed information on the internal characteristics of organisations, 

particularly their size in terms of workforce and budget. 

● Workforce Size: Only 5% of respondents represented large organisations with more than 100 

employees or members. Medium-sized organisations (10–100 people) accounted for 29%, 

while 27% of respondents were from small organisations (fewer than 10 people), mostly small 

businesses. However, 40% of respondents did not provide this information. 

● Economic Size: Budget-wise, most organisations operated with relatively limited resources. A 

total of 27% reported an annual operating budget below €100,000, while 24% fell within the 

€100,000–1,000,000 range. Large organisations, with annual budgets exceeding €1,000,000, 

comprised 12% of the sample. Nonetheless, financial data was missing for 37% of the surveyed 

organisations. 

Perceptions of the food system and key challenges 

To assess respondents’ views on key dimensions of Bologna’s food system, we presented a randomized 

battery of seven statements evaluated on a 5-point agreement scale. Five statements addressed core 

dimensions of food system performance and outcomes. The distribution of responses to these five 

statements presented in Figure 2.4 reveals three key trends: 

• Pessimism on equity and sustainability: A majority agreed that the current system fails to 

ensure economic viability (e.g., fair wages/profits) or equal access to healthy food. Over 60% 

also agree that conventional food system operations lead to environmental harm and resource 

depletion. 
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• Power asymmetry: Most respondents (72%) perceived decision-making as dominated by a 

small group of powerful actors. 

• Optimism on civic agency: Despite critiques, more than half of respondents (56%) believed 

ordinary citizens can influence food system practices. 

 

Figure 2.4. Agreement with statements on local food system characteristics among Bologna’s respondents 

Analysis by organisational type revealed generally consistent views across different food system roles, 

with the notable exception of the statement on the environmental impacts of the food system (p=0.001) 

and, more marginally, the perception of the degree of concentration of decision-making power 

(p=0.045). On the appraisal of the environmental impacts of mainstream food production non-profit 

and solidarity groups expressed significantly stronger concern compared to food producers involved 

in agricultural and manufacturing activities. 

The battery also included two items that aimed to explore two distinct opinion dimensions concerning 

climate-related policies in the food sector (Figure 2.5): their necessity, and the perception of negative 
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(unintended) impacts. While most respondents acknowledged the need for green transition policies to 

reduce CO2 emissions, opinions diverged sharply regarding their potential adverse effects. 

 

Figure 2.5. Agreement with statements on green transition policies among Bologna’s respondents 

Moreover, responses to both items varied strongly across types of roles within the food system. 

Agricultural producers and food manufacturers showed the lowest support for the need for green 

transition policies and were most likely to emphasize their negative consequences. In contrast, hybrid 

food businesses, non-profit organisations, and food-adjacent actors generally disagreed with the 

assertion that these policies harm the food sector. This polarization suggests that perceptions of green 

transition policies depend significantly on an organisation's position within the food system. The 

findings reveal both consensus and conflict: while there is broad agreement on the need for 

environmental action, substantial disagreement exists about its implementation and impacts, 

particularly between primary producers and other food system actors. 

The survey further investigated key challenges by asking participants to select up to five issues from a 

list of twenty that most negatively impact both their daily operations and the broader food system. 

Respondents could also specify additional concerns not included in the predefined list. This approach 

provided a detailed overview of both shared and sector-specific challenges. Figure 2.6 below displays 

the most and least common concerns across respondents in Bologna. 

In this case, three issues stood up on top: rising energy costs (selected by 51% of participants), the 

prevalence of unhealthy or low-quality food in the market (43%), and lack of public awareness about 

food production and distribution (39%). While these three concerns are quite cross-cutting across types 

of actors and, generally speaking, issue concerns are relatively consistent across the sample, a closer 

examination by organisational role reveals minor but important variations in priorities, as detailed in 

Table 2.1. 
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Figure 2.6. Relative frequency of problem mentions among Bologna’s respondents 

For instance, distribution and retail operators showed a distinct pattern, with unhealthy food prevalence 

as their primary concern, followed by regulatory conflicts – an issue that ranked much lower in the 

overall sample. The catering sector presented perhaps the most distinctive profile, where workforce 

challenges (lack of skilled workers) and illegal work emerged as particular pain points. Meanwhile, 

hybrid actors and non-profit organisations demonstrated greater concern about climate impacts and 

support for local producers compared to other groups. Food-adjacent organisations like research 

institutions were alone in ranking food waste among their top three concerns. 

Table 2.1.  Top three concerns by role among Bologna’s respondents (vs. overall city ranking) 

Agriculture & 

Manufacturing 
Distribution & 

Retail Catering & Dining Hybrid Actors Non-profit & 

Solidarity initiatives 
Food-Adjacent 

Activities 
#1. Energy costs (=) #1. Low quality food 

(+1) 

#1. Energy costs (=) #1. Low quality food 

(+1) 

1. Low quality food 

(+1) 

#1. Energy costs (=) 

#2. Public awareness 

(+1) 

#2. High food prices 

(+9) 

#2. Lack of workers 

w/ adequate skills 
(+5) 

#2. Extreme weather 

events (+2) 

#2. Public awareness 

(+1) 

#2. Extreme weather 

events (+2) 

#3. Low quality food 

(-1) 

#3. Public awareness 

(=) 

#3. Illegal work and 

organized crime 
(+5) 

#3. Insufficient 

support for local 
producers (+3) 

#3. Insufficient support 

for local producers 
(+3) 

#3. Food waste (+2) 
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Consciousness-raising and advocacy activities 

Following the assessment of broad perceptions of Bologna’s food system and its key challenges, the 

survey explored the extent to which organisations have engaged in food-related public advocacy, 

lobbying, or consciousness-raising activities over the past three years. More than half of the surveyed 

organisations (53%) reported involvement in at least one such activity, while just over a third (37%) 

indicated no participation in these efforts. 

Among the various forms of engagement (see figure 2.7), the most commonly reported activities 

included participation in civic events –such as meetings, conferences, and debates– with other food-

related actors (35%). This was followed by similar meetings with authorities and public institutions 

(25%), as well as campaigns aimed at supporting or opposing food-related policies and projects, and 

engagement in consciousness-raising efforts (both at 20%). 

 
 

Figure 2.7. Participation in advocacy and public engagement activities among Bologna’s respondents 

The 52 organisations that had participated in consciousness-raising or advocacy activities were also 

asked to specify the key issues that drove their mobilization (see Figure 2.8). Three topics stood out as 

the most common areas of focus: food education and awareness (60% of active organisations), 

sustainable agricultural and farming practices (54%), and food safety and quality (44%). 

While mobilization topics were relatively consistent across different types of food system actors, 

notable differences emerged in two areas: sustainable agricultural practices and environmental 

concerns. Sustainable agriculture was particularly salient for food producers, hybrid actors, and non-

profit or solidarity-based organisations, while other actors showed considerably less engagement with 

this issue. Environmental impacts of food production were a major focus for hybrid actors and non-

profits, whereas this topic received less attention from those directly involved in the food supply chain 

or operating outside of it. Interestingly, organisations outside the core food supply chain were the most 

likely to be engaged in food waste reduction initiatives and advocacy on food poverty and social 

inequalities. 
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Figure 2.8. Relative frequency of issue mentions among Bologna’s mobilized respondents 

 

Collaborative networks within and outside the food sector 

One of the key aims of the survey was to capture the network of interconnectedness among food system 

actors and their collaborations with other organisations both within and beyond the food supply chain. 

To this end, the questionnaire included a grid question that asked respondents whether they had 

collaborated with different types of businesses, social entities, and political actors over the past three 

years. Collaboration was conceptualized as multidimensional, allowing respondents to indicate up to 

three forms of interorganisational ties: information exchange, shared resources, and joint participation 

in projects or events. For simplicity, this report consolidates these three types of ties into a single 

measure of collaborative connections, though future academic work can explore their specificities and 

multiplexity in greater depth. 

Respondents were asked about their collaborations with a diverse set of actors spanning commercial 

food businesses (e.g., large retailers, specialty retailers, farmers' markets, online platforms, industrial 

and sustainable food producers), civic and political organisations (e.g., consumer groups, NGOs, trade 

unions, business associations, political parties), public institutions (e.g., local, national, and EU-level 

government bodies, education and research institutions), and financial actors. 

Looking at the overall distribution of reported collaboration (Figure 2.9), only 11 respondents (13% of 

those who answered the question) reported no collaboration with any of the 20 actor types listed, 

whereas most organisations reported at least five collaborative ties (median = 5, average = 5.6). 
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Figure 2.9. Number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types reported by Bologna’s respondents 

However, the average number of collaborative connections varied significantly across different food 

system roles (Table 2.2). Non-profit and solidarity initiatives, along with distribution and retail 

businesses, reported the highest number of collaborative ties, averaging 8.6 and 7 connections, 

respectively. Conversely, catering and dining businesses, as well as agricultural and food production 

enterprises, were much less embedded in collaborative networks, with average connection counts of 

3.7 and 4.5, respectively. 

Table 2.2. Average number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types by food system role among Bologna’s 

respondents 

 

Groups 
Mean reported 

connections 

Agriculture & manufacturing 4.5 

Distribution & Retail 7.0 

Catering & Dining 3.7 

Hybrid actors FS 6.4 

Non-Profit & Solidarity Initiatives 8.6 

Food-Adjacent Activities 6.9 

Overall 5.6 

ANOVA: F(1,83) = 5.83, p = 0.018 

Shifting the focus of analysis to the most frequently reported collaborators, Figure 2.10 presents the 

relative frequency of reported collaborative connections to different types of actors. The distribution 

of reported collaborations reveals a relatively even spread among top-preferred partners. The most 

frequently mentioned collaborators include street and farmers’ markets (51%), local and regional 
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government institutions (49%), ecological/sustainable food producers and distributors (49%), and 

citizen and neighbourhood associations (47%). Academic and research institutions (46%) and 

consumer groups (45%) also feature prominently. At the lower end of the distribution, financial 

institutions and investors (14%), EU-level government institutions (14%), and international 

government institutions (3%) were the least commonly cited collaborators, suggesting limited 

engagement between food system actors and these institutions. 

 

Figure 2.10. Relative frequency of collaborative ties with distinct actor types among Bologna’s respondents 

 

Attitudes towards decision-making and deliberative-participatory initiatives 

In congruence with the overarching focus of the project on participation and deliberation, a core 

objective of the questionnaire was to capture the attitudes of local food system actors toward 

deliberative-participatory initiatives designed to foster food system transformation through democratic 

means. To achieve this, respondents were presented with a battery of seven statements (in randomized 

order) assessing their agreement or disagreement. This was followed by a question gauging awareness 

and participation in a range of both institutional and grassroots participatory initiatives related to food, 

which had been inductively mapped for the Bologna case. 
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The first four statements in the battery focused on general preferences regarding decision-making on 

food-related matters (Figure 2.11). Overall, there was a strong consensus among respondents in the 

Bologna sample in favour of transparency, the involvement of local stakeholders, and greater citizen 

influence over food-related decisions. These statements received high levels of agreement, suggesting 

a shared preference for inclusive and participatory decision-making processes. However, responses to 

the statement on expert knowledge versus citizen input revealed greater ambiguity, indicating potential 

tensions between technocratic and participatory approaches to governance in the food sector. 

 

Figure 2.11. Agreement with statements on decision-making preferences among Bologna’s respondents 

Beyond general decision-making preferences, the questionnaire included three additional statements 

assessing perceptions of deliberative-participatory mechanisms, broadly defined as "Processes that 

bring people together to deliberate and make decisions (e.g., citizens' assemblies or similar forums)." 

These statements captured both positive and critical views: 

● "These processes are an effective way to reach fair decisions on food-related issues." 

● "These processes take too long and are not practical for decision-making on food-related 

issues." 

● "These processes will not lead to significant improvements in the way food is produced, 

distributed, and consumed." 

The response patterns to these three items present a somewhat contradictory picture (Figure 2.12). 

While a majority of respondents expressed agreement with the idea that deliberative-participatory 
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processes can be effective in reaching fair decisions, a significant proportion also endorsed concerns 

about their practicality and promise in leading to significant positive impacts. The co-existence of 

supportive and sceptical attitudes may reflect the complexities and challenges associated with these 

mechanisms in real-world settings. Additionally, the relatively high proportion of "don't know" and 

ambiguous “neither agree nor disagree” responses suggests a degree of uncertainty or unfamiliarity 

with these processes, which could merit further investigation. 

 

Figure 2.12. Agreement with statements on deliberative forums among Bologna’s respondents 

Following these general statements, respondents were presented with a set of ten specific deliberative 

and participatory initiatives identified by the research team based on prior qualitative knowledge of 

the local context. Respondents could also name additional initiatives beyond those listed. For each 

initiative, respondents were asked whether they were aware of its existence and, if so, whether they 

had participated in it. Those who indicated awareness or past participation were further asked about 

their satisfaction with participation and their interest in future engagement. While these detailed 

questions will be crucial in informing subsequent work packages, due to space constraints, we limit 

the analysis here to the awareness and participation levels. 

Examining overall awareness (Figure 2.13), a notable proportion of respondents (24 out of 84 who 

replied to this question, 29%) reported being unaware of any of the listed initiatives. However, on 

average, respondents were familiar with 3.7 initiatives (median = 3), indicating a moderate level of 

knowledge within the sample. 



 

 
  

Integrated report on organisational analysis | 26 

 

Figure 2.13. Number of local food-related participatory initiatives known to Bologna’s respondents 

Awareness of these participatory initiatives varied significantly by respondents' food system roles 

(Table 2.3). Notably, non-profit and solidarity initiatives (7.3 known initiatives on average) and food-

adjacent activities groups (6.4) reported the highest awareness levels. In contrast, actors in catering 

and dining (1.1) and agriculture & manufacturing (2.5) exhibited the lowest awareness, suggesting 

significant holes in the reach of these initiatives across some sectors within the food supply chain. 

Table 2.3. Average number of known local food-related participatory initiatives by food system role among 

Bologna’s respondents 

Groups 
Mean reported 

initiatives known 

Agriculture & manufacturing 2.5 

Distribution & Retail 5.5 

Catering & Dining 1.1 

Hybrid actors FS 4.5 

Non-Profit & Solidarity Initiatives 7.3 

Food-Adjacent Activities 6.4 

Overall 3.7 

ANOVA: F(1,82) = 20.91, p < 0.001 

Shifting the focus to the relative popularity of the different initiatives, Figure 2.14 presents the 

cumulative frequency of awareness and active involvement for each of the listed initiatives. 

Community Emporium 'Camilla' (42%) and CSA 'Arvaia' (41%) emerge as the most recognized 

initiatives, followed closely by the Participatory Budget of the Municipality of Bologna (39%). These 

three initiatives appear to hold the most prominent position within the local food-related participatory 
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landscape. That said, all other initiatives (both promoted by local institutions or grassroots 

organisations do not fall much behind, surpassing 25% of awareness, without major differences among 

them. Notably, two major municipal participatory programs such as Bologna’s participatory budgeting 

and Bologna’s Citizen’s Climate Assembly exhibit a relatively high level of awareness but a lower 

level of active participation, which could reflect both the existence of effective barriers to cross-cutting 

participation as well as skepticism regarding its effectiveness in driving meaningful food system 

change. 

 

Figure 2.14. Relative frequency of awareness and participation in specific local food-related initiatives 

among Bologna’s respondents 
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2.4 Food system and food struggles: A qualitative analysis 

  

Introduction 

The qualitative analysis of Bologna’s local food system is based on 20 in-depth interviews conducted 

between September 2024 and March 2025 through a snowballing approach (Appendix 1.BO).   

The first five interviews were crucial in outlining the key characteristics of Bologna’s food context, 

allowing us to refine initial analytical reflections before engaging with actors with whom we had less 

prior interaction. We began by interviewing two members of a local farmers’ organisation, and official 

partner in the DEMETRA research consortium: we spoke with both a producer (i.BO3.WP3) and a co-

producer (i.BO4.WP3) – terms used within the community to refer to a farmer and an active member 

who is not directly involved in food production. This dual perspective enabled us to grasp the 

complexity of the experience beyond the strictly productive dimension. To complement these initial 

insights, we included another well-established grassroots initiative: a community emporium (i.BO5), 

Italy’s first of its kind to explore innovative, community-led distribution and consumption practices. 

We further enriched the initial sample with academic expertise from a scholar at the university 

(i.BO2.WP3) and a representative from an anti-mafia organisation (i.BO1.WP3) that is currently 

engaged in investigating and denouncing organized crime’s infiltration into the restaurant sector in 

Bologna. We later expanded our representation of alternative food actors by including a representative 

from an independent farmers' market rooted in the Slow Food movement and active since 2008 

(i.BO13.WP3); and a member of a solidarity purchasing group (GAS) based in the metropolitan area 

of Bologna to represent the GAS initiatives that were particularly significant in Italy during the 2000s 

and 2010s (i.BO15.WP3).  

Later, we reconstructed the food value chain by engaging key representatives from different economic 

sectors. To include producers’ perspectives, we interviewed two major farmers' unions: the largest and 

most historically rooted organisation representing direct farmers since the post-war period 

(i.BO10.WP3), a more recent and smaller but still influential association (i.BO11.WP3). To account 

for agricultural labour issues – particularly informal labour and illegal labour brokerage – we included 

a representative from a major agricultural workers' union (i.BO9.WP3). On the distribution side, we 

interviewed a representative from Bologna’s agrifood centre (i.BO12.WP3), which manages wholesale 

food distribution in Bologna and beyond, as well as a representative from a cooperative supermarket 

(i.BO14.WP3), one of the most prominent chains in the region. To complete our analysis of the food 

production chain, we explored issues of food poverty and food waste by interviewing two long-

standing soup kitchens in Bologna: one with a strong social solidarity focus (i.BO17.WP3), and a 

Catholic-based initiative (i.BO19.WP3). Additionally, we examined food waste recovery, two 

Bologna-born projects, facilitating food surplus redistribution (i.BO16.WP3; i.BO18.WP3). To further 

add on the conflict scene in the city we have included one member of an environmental movement 

(i.BO8.WP3), offering an activist perspective on food issues; a member of mutual help and solidarity 

organisation (i.BO7.WP3), a group involved in fighting socio-economic inequalities and adopting 

solidarity initiatives on food; and the owner of a wine shop (i.BO6.W3) well connected to the 

alternative scene of Bologna and former member of ‘Eat the Rich’, a grassroots group involved in 

contentious activities on food issues, but not active anymore over the last years. 
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Despite the diversity and complexity of this sample, several common themes emerged across most 

interviews. Although approached from different positionalities within the local context, certain issues 

cut across all these actors. In the following sections, we will discuss them separately, drawing on both 

interview data and the ethnographic experiences that often accompanied their collection. 

The complexity of the local food system 

Bologna’s local food landscape is composed of a vast array of actors with diverse, and often 

conflicting, interests and objectives. Despite the interdependence between food-related economic and 

cultural activities, the organisations involved – and even more so, the individuals within them – operate 

in a highly fragmented environment, often in relative isolation. This social fragmentation often 

reverberates into a lack of political coordination, both institutionally where legislative initiatives tend 

to be disconnected (i.BO18.WP3) and sector-specific rather than addressing the agrifood sector as an 

interconnected system (i.BO18.WP3). This social fragmentation also affects, as many of our 

respondents have suggested, conflicts and demands related to food are rarely coordinated across 

networks of actors, except in highly specific and limited cases, making collective action far from 

systemic (i.BO1.WP3; i.BO9.WP3). For example, one of the rare instances of coordination among 

different farmers' market organisations involved drafting a regulation for farmers' markets in 

collaboration with the Municipality of Bologna. However, a shared medium-term strategy for broader 

objectives remains absent.   

At a more microanalytical level, the complexity of the food system in Bologna becomes evident in the 

socio-economic contradictions embedded in everyday food practices. Those who advocate for 

sustainability and food justice often align their consumption choices with their values, opting for 

organic, locally sourced, or ethically produced food. However, these choices are largely contingent on 

economic privilege: such products tend to be more expensive and less accessible, restricting them to 

consumers with a certain level of financial stability and cultural capital (i.BO9.WP3). Meanwhile, 

more vulnerable and marginalized groups rely on food distribution circuits that are often the most 

polluting, industrialized, and exploitative such as discount supermarkets and mass retail chains. Similar 

contradictions emerge in efforts to address food poverty and waste. While local initiatives play a 

crucial role in redistributing surplus food to those in need, they often operate within a system that 

depends on the excess production of large-scale food retailers. In doing so, they indirectly reinforce 

and legitimize the conventional food industry, offering it a form of greenwashing through charitable 

work (i.BO18.WP3). Moreover, the food redistributed through these channels is often highly processed 

and nutritionally poor, raising questions about the inequalities embedded in access to healthy food.  

Latent conflicts  

Despite the structural complexities of Bologna’s local food system, latent conflicts remain largely 

unexpressed, failing to materialize into organized movements or large-scale mobilizations. One of the 

key analytical challenges we encountered was defining what constitutes a food conflict in the absence 

of clear empirical examples of collective struggle. While all interviewed actors identified significant 

issues within the local food system, these problems remained confined to their respective domains of 

activity:  hydrogeological instability and the lack of support for small-scale farming (i.BO3.WP3), the 

overwhelming dominance of large-scale retail chains and the progressive disappearance of small 
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independent food retailers (i.BO12.WP3), the exploitation of migrant workers and of the sector in 

general (i.BO9.WP3), rising food prices and the growing difficulty of accessing organic and healthy 

products across the city, the process of touristification of the city (i.BO8.WP3), the organized crime’s 

infiltration into the food sector (i.BO1.WP3), the overproduction of food surpluses (i.BO16.WP3), and 

the increasing reliance on community kitchens (i.BO19.WP3) and food assistance programs not only 

from the ‘classical’ lower strata of society (i.BO17.WP3). However, despite their clear identification 

as systemic problems, these issues have not yet given rise to structured, collective conflicts. Bologna 

lacks institutional disputes, large-scale demonstrations, or street mobilizations cantered around food-

related concerns.  

This phenomenon is particularly striking when considering social movements and alternative networks 

that are active in the city (Bosi, Lavizzari & Voli, 2021), but not directly engaged with food issues. 

Even major environmental movements (i.BO8.WP3) recognize the importance of food systems in the 

climate crisis but remain largely inactive in this regard. Food is acknowledged as a critical issue, but 

it does not translate into concrete mobilization within broader ecological struggles. At the same time, 

however, we observed growing political interest in the concept of convergence: a strategic and 

ideological horizon that aims to unify urban and rural struggles, inspired in part by the post-industrial 

labour resistance model of the GKN factory in Florence, Italy. This vision emphasizes the need to 

bridge the gap between urban antagonism and peasant movements, fostering deeper collaboration and 

shared objectives (i.BO3.WP3). However, even within these emerging efforts, the reality remains that 

food-related activism is still predominantly a niche movement, with low levels of popular engagement; 

it largely involves white, middle-to-upper-class individuals.   

Through the interviews, we were able to identify an alternative interpretation of what resistance might 

mean in the food system. While conventional forms of protest, such as mass movements and street 

demonstrations, are largely absent, a wide and diverse set of mutual aid and solidarity practices has 

emerged as a different mode of contestation. A significant number of actors within the food system 

engage in various forms of resistance that are embedded in everyday life, from cooperative distribution 

networks to grassroots food aid initiatives. These practices do not fit traditional definitions of political 

mobilization, yet they represent an important, and often silenced, dimension of how conflict and 

contestation manifest in the local food system, but also they are interpreted as the prelude to future 

common struggles through the reconstruction of a common socio-political sphere.   

Green transition: diverging perspectives 

A key cross-cutting theme within the latent conflicts of Bologna’s food system is the green transition, 

whose influence on public debate and the everyday functioning of the local food network has been 

interpreted in relatively consistent ways across our sample of interviewees.  

Among so-called alternative actors and grassroots initiatives, including solidarity purchasing groups 

(GAS), community agriculture, farmers’ markets, and small-scale producers, the green transition is 

perceived as a distant and largely irrelevant topic (i.BO4.WP3; i.BO15.WP3; iBO6.WP3). While some 

more moderate voices acknowledge that the renewed public focus on ecological sustainability has had 

a generally positive influence, the predominant view is that concrete measures remain largely absent. 

In some cases, actors even contest the broader policies associated with the green transition, perceiving 
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them as ineffective, or worse, as actively harmful: allegedly designed more to safeguard the interests 

of corporate agribusiness lobbies than to address the demands of agroecological movements.   

This interpretation appears to be reinforced by the perspectives of mainstream actors, such as 

supermarkets, distribution centres, and civil society organisations, which report that the green 

transition has had a tangible impact primarily in the corporate sector. Specifically, sustainability 

regulations, particularly those that introduce binding obligations and enforcement mechanisms, have 

successfully pushed large multinational food corporations toward higher environmental standards 

(i.BO16.WP3). However, more critical actors dismiss these developments as mere greenwashing, 

arguing that such policies fail to bring about any meaningful systemic transformation (i.BO8.WP3). 

The effects and potential of green transition policies remain contested, making them difficult to assess 

in a clear and coherent way. One of the most debated issues appears to be the availability and quality 

of public information surrounding these policies. Many interviewees highlighted a widespread problem 

of misinformation, stemming from two key factors: first, many of these policies are still under 

discussion in legislative assemblies but are already being used as pretexts for confused and 

disorganized opposition, as seen in the recent tractors’ protests (i.BO12); second, consumers have been 

targeted with supposedly misleading sustainability narratives such as the push for zero-kilometre (km 

0) consumption which, while conceptually appealing, is considered logistically unfeasible for 

distributive actors (i.BO14.WP3). 

2.5 Conclusion 

The historical reconstruction of the agrifood sector in the metropolitan city of Bologna well represents 

the complexity of studying local food systems nowadays. While its trajectory aligns with broader 

Italian and European trends, the Bologna case underscores the interplays that can emerge when 

traditional food practices are reshaped by industrialisation, global market dynamics, and the increasing 

commodification of food culture. The transformation of Bologna’s agrifood sector reflects a 

continuous negotiation between tradition and innovation, local embeddedness and global integration, 

cooperation and market competition that is difficult to foresee in its future developments.  

The analyses of survey responses submitted by 98 food-related businesses and organisations from 

Bologna reveal a rather critical view of the current functioning of the food system, although there is 

significant heterogeneity in the main concerns. Key concerns include the economic viability of food-

related activities, social equity in access to food, and the environmental impacts of food production, 

distribution, and consumption. Interestingly, while most respondents recognize the need to undertake 

green transition policies in light of climate change, there is also significant concern about the adverse 

effects of some green transition policies, especially among agricultural producers and food 

manufacturers. Moving to more precise issues, rising energy costs, the prevalence of unhealthy low-

quality food options, and lack of public awareness emerge as major challenges negatively impacting 

food system functioning. Regarding collaboration and participation, the survey reveals considerable 

interconnectedness among food-related organisations in Bologna, with non-profits and distribution and 

retail businesses reporting the most extensive collaborative ties. Local and regional institutions, 

farmers’ markets, and ecological producers emerge as the most common partners, while engagement 
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with financial institutions and national- and EU-level political actors remains scant. In terms of 

consciousness-raising and advocacy, over half of the organisations participate in public events or 

campaigns, focusing on food education, sustainability, and safety. There is broad agreement within the 

sample on the need for greater citizen influence in food governance, though opinions on deliberative-

participatory processes are mixed—many see them as fair but also impractical or slow. Finally, 

awareness of local participatory initiatives varies widely, with non-profits and food-adjacent 

organisations being the most informed, while catering and agricultural actors show the lowest levels 

of engagement. 

The qualitative analysis of Bologna’s local food system reveals a landscape shaped by fragmentation, 

contradictions, and subtle yet significant forms of resistance. While large-scale mobilizations and 

institutional conflicts around food remain largely absent, alternative food networks and grassroots 

initiatives continue to challenge the dominant system through everyday practices of solidarity, mutual 

aid, and cooperative models. However, these forms of resistance often operate within the very 

structures they seek to oppose, highlighting the tensions between systemic critique and market-driven 

adaptations. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for reimagining food struggles beyond traditional 

activism, fostering new pathways for collective action and structural transformation. 
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Appendix: List of interviews conducted in Bologna 

 

Type of 

respondent 
Interview Code Interviewer 

Date of the 

interview 

Expert actor on 

food issues at the 

local level 

(training and 

research) 

i.BO1.WP3 Bosi 6/11/2024 

i.BO2.WP3 Aguiari 03/10/2024 

Representative 

actors of the 

conflict on food 

issues at the local 

level (urban 

farming; circular 

economy; etc..) 

i.BO3.WP3 Aguiari 7/10/2024 

i.BO4.WP3 Aguiari 04/10/2024 

i.BO5.WP3 Aguiari 16/09/2024 

Representative 

actors of the 

conflict on social 

issues at the local 

level (social 

centers, 

autonomous 

actors, etc.) 

i.BO6.WP3 Bosi 12/2/2025 

i.BO7.WP3 Bosi 19/02/2025 

i.BO8.WP3 Bosi 13/2/2025 

Representative 

actor in 

production 

i.BO9.WP3 Bosi 9/11/2024 

i.BO10.WP3 Aguiari 06/12/2024 

i.BO11.WP3 Aguiari 18/12/2024 

Representative 

actor in 

distribution 

i.BO12.WP3 Aguiari 31/01/2025 

i.BO13.WP3 Aguiari 21/02/2025 

i.BO14.WP3 Aguiari 13/03/2025 

Representative 

actor in 

consumption 

i.BO15.WP3 Aguiari 28/02/2025 

Representative 

actor of food 

waste 

i.BO16.WP3 Aguiari 14/02/2025 

i.BO18.WP3 Bosi 2/12/2024 

Representative 

actor in food 

poverty 

i.BO17.WP3 Bosi 15/11/2024 

i.BO19.WP3 Aguiari 13/02/2025 
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3. City Report: Brighton (United Kingdom) 

Sophie Perry, Carlo Hofer and Maria Grasso 

Queen Mary University London 

 

3.1 Contextualization and historical reconstruction of Brighton and Hove’s food system 

Geographical Context 

Brighton and Hove is a city on the south coast of England, 50 miles south of London. It is the main 

commercial centre of Sussex, and is a unitary authority, meaning that one tier of local government 

provides all local services1. Of note here is that Brighton and Hove’s local government has not provided 

food waste collections until now, they are finally set to be introduced in 2025 after a long wait from 

residents and businesses2. In relation to national government, Brighton Pavilion, a constituency within 

Brighton and Hove was the first place in the UK to elect a Green MP, Caroline Lucas, to parliament. 

The seat is still held by the Green Party now, as Sian Berry won the seat in the 2024 election after 

Lucas stepped down. There are approximately 277,000 residents of the city, with a population density 

of 3,345.2 residents per square kilometre,3 an average-sized city within the UK, but one of the biggest 

on the south coast.  

Geographically, Brighton and Hove is bordered by the sea to the south and the South Downs National 

Park to the north (Gilbert, 1949). One interviewee shared that being insulated geographically in this 

way resulted in the city feeling like a community, in which those working in the food sector felt “well 

connected with one another”. With respect to the South Downs, north of the city, these are primarily 

chalk hills, which store water as an underground aquifer and feed springs, rivers and streams in the 

surrounding areas.4 Over 75% of the South Downs National Park is currently farmed, through a 

combination of small farming operations and large industrial farms. Beyond urban farms, allotments 

and community gardens in the city itself, the South Downs National Park’s farmland is the primary 

and the closest area of farming land that could be considered a part of Brighton and Hove’s food 

system. Within this area, the dominant soil types include lime-rich, chalk soil which is relatively thin 

and free draining and best suited to wildflowers as opposed to rich pastureland or horticulture. There 

is also an abundance of free-draining acid sandy soils, which are often used for grazing, and finally 

clay soil5, which is similarly used primarily for pastoral farming and grazing. There are currently plans 

to increase the area managed for nature within this National Park from its current level at 25% up to 

33% by 2030,6 which will entail processes of adapting current land use practices, as well as ensuring 

 
1 Gov.UK 2025. Accessed via: Understand how your council works: Types of council - GOV.UK 
2 Council prepares to start food waste collections next year – Brighton and Hove News 
3Brighton and Hove Local Authority 2021 Census Area Profile. Accessed via: Nomis - 2021 Census Area Profile - Brighton and Hove 
Local Authority 
4 Geology of the South Downs - South Downs National Park Authority 
5 https://www.southdowns.gov.uk/world-soil-
day/#:~:text=Lime%2Drich%2C%20chalk%20soils,even%20in%20very%20rainy%20conditions.  
6 Why do we need to ReNature the South Downs? - South Downs National Park Authority 

https://www.gov.uk/understand-how-your-council-works
https://www.brightonandhovenews.org/2024/11/20/council-prepares-to-start-food-waste-collections-next-year/
https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/sources/census_2021/report?compare=E06000043#section_4
https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/sources/census_2021/report?compare=E06000043#section_4
https://www.southdowns.gov.uk/our-history/geology-of-the-south-downs/
https://www.southdowns.gov.uk/world-soil-day/#:~:text=Lime%2Drich%2C%20chalk%20soils,even%20in%20very%20rainy%20conditions
https://www.southdowns.gov.uk/world-soil-day/#:~:text=Lime%2Drich%2C%20chalk%20soils,even%20in%20very%20rainy%20conditions
https://www.southdowns.gov.uk/renature/why-do-we-need-to-renature-the-south-downs/
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that the remaining 67% of land which will continue to be used for food production is done so in ways 

that support nature.  

The sea, which forms the border at the south of Brighton provides opportunities for fishing and hosts 

a number of fishing businesses with fleets that sell fish to wholesalers and also direct to customers 

within Brighton. There has previously been concern that water quality within the ocean surrounding 

Brighton and Hove has been adversely affected by sewage discharge7, which has adverse effects on 

human health (when using water for bathing) and environmental and ecological health. The Sussex 

coastal area surrounding and beyond Brighton has seen a 95% loss in its kelp habitat since the 1980s, 

caused in part due to fishing practices, storm damage, eutrophication and water quality reduction. 

Regeneration of the Sussex coast kelp is argued to be important for supporting habitats of fish and for 

sequestering CO2 , and the recovery of kelp is monitored by Sussex Inshore Fisheries & Conservation 

Authority8. As part of the effort to support sea quality and healthy marine life, Brighton’s coastline is 

now protected by the Nearshore Trawling Byelaw9 which prevents deep sea trawling from taking place 

within sensitive marine habitats adjacent to the coastline.  

Historical Reconstruction of Brighton and Hove and its Food System  

Post-WWII Agricultural Reconstruction 

Britain’s agricultural practices changed markedly in the mid-1900s, following the end of the second 

world war. In particular, this period saw an increase in the industrialisation of farming across the whole 

of the UK (Robinson & Sutherland, 2002), with the South Downs just north of Brighton and Hove 

being no exception to the broader rule. Taylor (2009) describes how, during the post war years, 

farmland in Sussex saw reduction in grazing land and forests and woodlands, and increases in land 

used for arable crops, with average farm size increasing and the number of farms decreasing during 

this time in line with a more industrial and productivist model of farming. In Brighton, the Brighton 

Corporation's 1925 acquisition of 792.5 acres of farmland in the Newmarket, Norton, and Balsdean 

areas aimed to protect the downs and the Balsdean watershed. These lands were leased back for 

continued agricultural use, indicating the area's role in supporting local food production during and 

after the war.10 

Impact of the Green Revolution 

The Green Revolution primarily occurred between the 1950s and 1960s, with its effects continuing 

into the 1980s. It introduced high-yield crop varieties and modern farming techniques, significantly 

increasing food production globally11. In the UK, this led to a 65% decline in the number of farms and 

a 77% reduction in farm labor, while yields nearly quadrupled.12 While Brighton's urban expansion 

limited large-scale farming, the surrounding areas likely adopted these practices, contributing to 

regional agricultural productivity. 

 
7 England’s top beaches faced 8,500 hours of sewage dumping last year, study says | Water | The Guardian 
8 Habitats 
9 Nearshore-Trawling-Leaflet.pdf 
10 https://southdownhill.com/a-history-of-newmarket-farm/chapter-9-brighton-corporation-1925-present/  
11 https://www.britannica.com/event/green-revolution  
12 https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1365-2664.2002.00695.x  

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/apr/03/englands-top-beaches-faced-8500-hours-of-sewage-dumping-last-year-study-says
https://www.sussex-ifca.gov.uk/habitats#kelp
https://secure.toolkitfiles.co.uk/clients/34087/sitedata/files/Byelaws/Nearshore-Trawling-Leaflet.pdf
https://southdownhill.com/a-history-of-newmarket-farm/chapter-9-brighton-corporation-1925-present/
https://www.britannica.com/event/green-revolution
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1365-2664.2002.00695.x
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EU Integration, the Common Agricultural Policy, and Brexit 

During its EU membership, the UK participated in the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), which 

provided subsidies and support to farmers. However, the CAP faced criticism for favoring larger 

landowners and contributing to environmental issues.  

Shortly after the turn of the millennium, Brighton and Hove was granted city status in 2001. In the 21st 

century, it has held onto its reputation as a coastal resort with the trainline from London continuing to 

serve thousands of tourists throughout the summer (and winter) months. In more recent years, the 

farmland on the Downs has been highlighted as a key opportunity to create more spaces for nature 

alongside the food and farming system, as the uptick in industrialised farming in the 20th century has 

begun to be questioned and reversed. 

Early on during its inception as a city, Brighton and Hove residents founded a local Food Partnership 

in 2003, an organisation devoted to developing a just and fair food system in the city. As this report 

will go on to demonstrate, the partnership has been an enduring actor within Brighton and Hove’s food 

system over the last 20 years. 

Post-Brexit, the UK has sought to develop its own agricultural policies. Recent agreements between 

the UK and EU aim to improve trade in agri-foods and reduce regulatory barriers, with projections of 

a £9 billion annual economic boost by 2040.13 Nonetheless, delays in implementing post-Brexit import 

checks have caused uncertainty among British food producers, including those in Brighton and the 

surrounding regions.14 

3.2 Brighton’s food system: Food-related organisational census  

To map the Brighton and Hove food system into a food-related organisational census, food company 

listings on Google were identified and catalogued in combination with the Food Standards Agency 

listings for Brighton and Hove areas. The Food Standards Agency is a department of the UK 

Government responsible for providing food hygiene ratings to any organisation that handles, stores, or 

processes food to any degree. The listings provided an address and a business name for these 

organisations, which then had to be researched to gain information on their actor type, and online 

contact details. In addition to Food Standards Agency records, food actors were identified through 

snowball sampling specifically via the researchers’ links to farmers, food growers and food sovereignty 

projects in other areas of the UK. These contacts highlighted key players in Brighton’s food system, 

who were mapped as a result. Further to this, interviewees consulted as part of this work package were 

also invited to highlight any organisations that they felt were relevant to Brighton’s food system. An 

exploration of relevant food actors’ websites often yielded links with other actors (for instance, 

restaurants listing their suppliers, or farmers listing their stockists), which were in turn added to the 

census. Through these multiple strategies, 2,166 organisations were mapped, of which the vast 

majority (77%) were restaurants or catering businesses –reflecting the touristic and service-based 

nature of Brighton’s food system today. When examining the different sectors of food activities within 

 
13 https://www.ft.com/content/7e7f481e-92dd-4d95-b46e-1d6adb911b70  
14 https://www.thetimes.com/business-money/companies/article/uk-food-producers-have-wasted-millions-on-delayed-post-brexit-checks-
880sqknz6  

https://www.ft.com/content/7e7f481e-92dd-4d95-b46e-1d6adb911b70
https://www.thetimes.com/business-money/companies/article/uk-food-producers-have-wasted-millions-on-delayed-post-brexit-checks-880sqknz6
https://www.thetimes.com/business-money/companies/article/uk-food-producers-have-wasted-millions-on-delayed-post-brexit-checks-880sqknz6
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the food system, the chart below in Figure 2.1 illustrates the relative distribution of major actor 

categories within Brighton’s food census. 

 

Figure 3.1. Distribution of mapped food-related organisations in Brighton, by role within the food system 

 

3.3 Results from the organisational survey 

Sample size and main organisational characteristics 

71 respondents completed the organisational survey from relevant food actor organisations active in 

Brighton and its surroundings. Of these, 65% (46 orgs) defined themselves as an enterprise, with the 

second most common organisational type being a foundation, selected by 27% of (19) respondents.   

Regarding their role within the food system (see Figure 3.2), the largest share operated as catering and 

dining organisations (25 responses, 35%), followed jointly by distribution and retail businesses and 

non-profit and solidarity initiatives (which each accounted for 12 organisations and 17% of the 

sample). Additionally, 9 actors were classified as hybrid —being involved in more than one stage of 

the food supply chain— 7 were food producers, and 6 were food adjacent organisations such as 

dietitians or food or environmental policy actors.  

In terms of geographic scope (see Figure 3.3), over half of the surveyed organisations (42, 59%) 

focused their activities on specific neighbourhoods within Brighton, while 24 operated across most of 
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the metropolitan area or extended their reach to the East Sussex region. A smaller share had broader 

scales of operation, with 4 organisations active nationwide and 1 engaged in international activities. 5 

respondents did not provide information on their geographical scope.  

 

 

Figure 3.2. Distribution of survey respondents in Brighton, by role within the food system 

 

Figure 3.3. Geographic scope of activities among Brighton’s survey respondents 
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With regard to the characteristics of these organisations’ workforce, medium-sized organisations (10-

100 workers/members) accounted for 51% of the sample, while 21% of respondents were from small 

organisations with 1-10 members/workers. Only one respondent was from a large organisation with 

over 100 employees or members, while 19 respondents did not provide this information in their 

response. In relation to annual operating budget, 38% of (27) respondents reported an annual budget 

below £100,000, while 28% (20) fell within the £100,000 to £1,000,000 range. Large organisations, 

with budgets beyond £1,000,000 comprised 7% (5 organisations) within the sample. Again, this data 

was missing for 19 respondents.  

Perceptions of the food system and key challenges 

Within question 7, respondents were asked to indicate how much they agreed with statements that 

addressed core dimensions of food system performance and outcomes. Over 60% of respondents felt 

that there is unequal access to food and a similar percentage perceive limited citizen influence on the 

food system. Instead, decision-making power was deemed to be concentrated within a few actors (80% 

of participants agreed or strongly agreed with this statement), and over 50% of respondents expressed 

sceptcism that prevailing food system practices support the economic viability of most food-related 

activities.. Over 70% of respondents strongly agreed or agreed that the current food system results in 

environmental harm and damage, reflecting a strong consensus within our sample about the damaging 

nature of the current paradigm. 

 

Figure 3.4. Agreement with statements on local food system characteristics among Brighton’s respondents 
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Looking specifically at the two statements that considered the effects of green transition food policies, 

there was widespread agreement that a green transition was needed within the food system among 

respondents from Brighton. Over 75% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that this change was 

necessary, while less than 10% disagreed or strongly disagreed. The responses exploring the adverse 

effects of existing green transition policies were more complex, with nearly 30% of survey participants 

neither agreeing nor disagreeing, and over 20% claiming they did not know. Over 35% of respondents 

did agree or strongly agree that there was some negative effect of such policies, while just 10% 

disagreed or strongly disagreed with this statement. Together, these results highlight that while there 

is an appetite for a transformation towards sustainable food policies, such policies are already 

identified as having drawbacks and limitations. This demonstrates the complex nature of the task at 

hand: to sustainably transform our food systems. 

 

Figure 3.5. Agreement with statements on green transition policies among Brighton’s respondents 

Survey respondents were then asked to select up to five issues from a list of twenty that most negatively 

impact both their daily operations (egotropic perspective) and the broader food system (sociotropic 

perspective). Respondents could also respond with other concerns that affected them the most, the 

responses from this can be seen in Figure 3.6 below. The results demonstrate that the most concerning 

egotropic issues included rising energy costs (close to 60% of respondents) and high food prices (also 

close to 60% of the respondents), this was followed, by some margin, with lack of public awareness 

and the prevalence of unhealthy and low quality food (both highlighted by about 35% of the 

respondents). When asked to respond to the same question in relation to sociotropic concerns, high 

food prices once again were a top contender (more than 50% of the respondents) followed by rising 

energy costs and lack of public awareness (both highlighted by almost 50% of the respondents). It is 

worth noting here that green transition policies were not identified as one of these key problems at all, 

reflecting the low current importance of them within the UK’s political landscape. Similarly, illegal 

work and organised crime was not selected by any respondents. 
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Figure 3.6. Relative frequency of problem mentions among Brighton’s respondents 

Table 3.1 goes on to break down these concerns by actor type, demonstrating the distinct concerns 

which are most pressing to different actors. Here we can see that, while distribution and retail, non-

profit and food adjacent actors mirror the entire sample in seeing high food prices as most important, 

agricultural actors and hybrid actors see public awareness as the issue which is first and foremost 

concerning, while catering and dining actors see energy costs as the main issue affecting their work. 

Also of note within this table is excessive taxation, which is significant for catering and dining 

businesses (in position 3, 4 places higher than the wider sample), and food waste (in position 2 for 

non-profit and solidarity initiatives, 3 places higher than the wider sample). 

Table 3.1. Top three concerns by role among Brighton’s respondents (vs. overall ranking) 

Agriculture & 

Manufacturing 
Distribution & 

Retail Catering & Dining Hybrid Actors Non-profit & 

Solidarity initiatives 
Food-Adjacent 

Activities 

#1. Public awareness 

(+2) 

#1. High food prices 

(=) 
#1. Energy costs (+1) 

#1. Public awareness 

(+2) 
#1. High food prices (=) 

#1. High food prices 

(=) 

#2. Energy costs (=) 
#2. Public awareness 

(+1) 

#2. High food prices  

(-1) 
#2. Energy costs (=) #2. Food waste (+3) #2. Energy costs (=) 

#3. Food waste (+2) 
#3. Unhealthy & low-

quality food (+1) 

#3. Excessive taxation 

(+4) 

#3. High food prices  

(-2) 

#3. Unhealthy & low-

quality food (+1) 
#3. Food waste (+2) 
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Consciousness raising and advocacy activities  

When asked whether or not they had engaged in public advocacy, lobbying or consciousness-raising 

activities, be that through raising public awareness, meeting with other organisational actors, or 

advocating for specific change, over half (56%, 40 actors) of participants responded positively, while 

38% (27) responded negatively and 5% (4 actors) did not indicate either way. The form of public 

engagement and awareness raising engaged with by the 40 actors was varied, meeting institutions, 

other food actors, fundraising, consciousness raising and providing in kind support all being conducted 

by between 24% and 34% of respondents. In addition, engagement in advocacy campaign supporting 

or opposing specific policies was comparatively low, with just above 10% of the respondents reporting 

engagement in such activities.  

 

 

Figure 3.7. Participation in advocacy and public engagement activities among Brighton’s respondents 

As a follow-on question, respondents were asked what issues their public engagement sought to 

address, the responses to this question are shown below in Figure 3.8 and highlight that food waste 

reduction was the most prevalent driver for public engagement activity, selected by 34% (24) 

participants. This was followed by food poverty and inequality (30%, 21 participants). This reflects a 

recent turn in the UK context, whereby food waste and child food poverty have been prevalent aspects 

of the media narrative, often supported by celebrities or public voices with big followings (E.g. Hugh 

Fearnley-Whittingstall, Jamie Oliver, Marcus Rashford and Tomasina Myers).  The spread of issues 

identified and discussed is wide, with between 15% and 25% of respondents engaging with issues that 

range from plant-based diets, circular economy to public health and nutrition.  
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Figure 3.8. Relative frequency of issue mentions among Brighton’s mobilized respondents 

Collaborative networks within and outside the food sector 

To understand the interconnections and collaboration within Brighton’s food system, it was important 

for the survey to capture to what extent food related organisations interacted internally with one 

another, as well as externally with other actors such as governance institutions. 10 of the 71 

respondents (14%) did not answer this question, almost 10% (7) reported no collaboration or 

interaction with other organisations, while the remaining 76% of the sample did. Of these, Figure 3.9 

shows how many different types of organisations the respondents reported interacting and/or 

collaborating with (across a variety of different levels, from information exchange to attending specific 

events together). Overall, responding participants reported collaborating with up to 14 types external 

organisations, with the mode being an interaction with four types of external organisations.  

In Table 3.2 below, the responses regarding interactions with other organisations are split according to 

the food sector type of the respondent. Here, we can see that while differences among sectors exist but 

are not statistically significant. In fact, the differences between sectors are not marked except for 

Catering & Dining. The highest mean reported connections is that of food-adjacent activities, who 

reported a mean of 7 connections. This is followed closely by agricultural and manufacturing actors, 

with a mean of 6.8 connections, and then non-profit and solidarity initiatives with a mean of 6.6. 

Catering and dining organisations reported the lowest mean in terms of connections with other actors, 

at 3.8 connections on average.  
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Figure 3.9. Number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types reported by Brighton’s respondents 

 

Table 3.2. Average number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types by food system role among 

Brighton’s respondents 

Groups 
Mean reported 

connections 

Agriculture & Manufacturing 6.8 

Distribution & Retail 4.6 

Catering & Dining 3.8 

Hybrid actors 5.4 

Non-profit & Solidarity initiatives 6.6 

Food-Adjacent Activities 7.0 

Overall 5.4 

ANOVA: F(1, 59) = 1.30, p = 0.258 

When it comes to who those organisations were engaging with (i.e. what kind of organisations were at 

the receiving end of these cross-organisational interactions), we can look to Figure 3.10, which 

describes the nature of the organisations that respondents reported interacting with. The most common 

organisation type at the receiving end of collaboration and interaction was that of sustainable food 

producers and distributors, with over 50% of the respondents reporting that they were collaborating or 

interacting with such an organisation. Citizen and neighbourhood associations, education institutions 

and local and regional government were closely situated, with just below 50% of respondents 

indicating their engagement here. This might indicate that the active nature of Brighton’s food system 

in terms of education and advocacy at citizen and local government levels. The lowest levels of 

engagement were reported with national, international, and EU-level government bodies, potentially 

reflecting the high barriers to engaging with institutions at these scales. 
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Figure 3.10. Relative frequency of collaborative ties with distinct actor types among Brighton’s respondents 

Attitudes towards decision-making and deliberative-participatory initiatives 

The survey went on to explore respondents’ views about different participatory and democratic 

processes involved in decision making and food system change. Figure 3.11 highlights that over 85% 

of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that it was important that decisions of this nature were open 

to scrutiny and that key stakeholders and communities should be involved in decision making. Support 

for greater citizen influence was a little less enthusiastic, with over 65% of respondents agreeing or 

strongly agreeing, while less than 40% of respondents felt that expert knowledge should be prioritised, 

with 35% aligning neither one way or another on this statement. 

Below, Figure 3.12 shows the responses to questions that specifically explore survey participants’ 

beliefs about deliberative participatory processes. These results show a wide spread of opinions, with 

39% of respondents disagreeing or disagreeing strongly with the negative statement that deliberative-

participatory changes will not lead to improvements in our food systems, while just under 25% agreed 

or strongly agreed with the same (negative) statement. Over 25% of respondents were not sure, and 

9% did not answer. There was even more uncertainty about whether or not deliberative-participatory 

processes were inefficient or impractical, demonstrated by over 35% of respondents neither 

disagreeing nor agreeing. Finally, over 45% of participants agreed or strongly agreed that deliberative-

participatory processes might be effective. All in all, the graph below shows a relatively complex 

picture of views on deliberative-participatory processes, with some believing they are effective, while 

others see them as inefficient or impractical.  
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Figure 3.11. Agreement with statements on decision-making preferences among Brighton’s respondents 

 

 

Figure 3.12. Agreement with statements on deliberative forums among Brighton’s respondents 

Food actors within the Brighton survey were then asked to indicate if they were aware and, if so,  had 

participated with, any of nine specified initiatives which were in some way deliberative or participatory 

in nature within Brighton. Participants were also able to add other initiatives they were aware of or had 

participated with, which means they could have indicated engagement with up to 10 different 

deliberative-participatory initiatives. Figure 3.13 demonstrates the varying numbers of initiatives that 
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responding organisations reported knowing about or engaging with. The histogram reveals a slightly 

bimodal distribution, with a significant share of respondents aware of 1-2 initiatives (cumulatively 

about 15% of the responses) and a larger share aware of 6-9 initiatives (about 50% of the responses). 

    

 

Figure 3.13. Number of local food-related participatory initiatives known to Brighton’s respondents 

However, there was diversity in the number of initiatives that respondents were aware of when 

compared with the actor type of the respondent. For instance, as Table 3.3 below shows, non-profit 

and solidarity initiatives had the highest mean (7.7) when it came to being aware of or engaging with 

the list of initiatives provided. Catering and dining had the lowest (3.7), showing that there are different 

levels of engagement and awareness of participatory and deliberative initiatives.  

Table 3.3. Average number of known local food-related participatory initiatives by food system role among 

Brighton’s respondents 

Groups 
Mean reported 

known initiatives 

Agriculture & Manufacturing 4.7 

Distribution & Retail 6.5 

Catering & Dining 3.7 

Hybrid actors 6.1 

Non-profit & Solidarity initiatives 7.7 

Food-Adjacent Activities 7.0 

Overall 5.7 

ANOVA: F(1,60) = 6.22, p = 0.015 

 

The final figure below, Figure 3.14, lists the initiatives that were named within this specific question, 

and the percentage of respondents who indicated that they were aware of, or had actually participated 

in them. When considering awareness and engagement together, FareShare Sussex and Surrey, a local 

branch of a nation-wide food charity network, was selected by the most participants, with over 70% of 

respondents (61) either knowing about it or having engaged with it. This could very well be linked to 

the salience of both food waste and food poverty shown in question Q12. Following closely was 
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Brighton and Hove Food partnership, which 50 participants were aware of or had engaged with. 

Notably, this organisation had the highest number of participants, indicating that they had engaged 

with its activities, with 42% (30) having engaged in some way. This is a theme that will be picked up 

in Section 3.3 as we move onto the findings of the qualitative interviews with local food actors and 

note the prevalence of the Brighton and Hove Food Partnership as an actor within the local food 

system.  

 

Figure 3.14. Relative frequency of awareness and participation in specific local food-related initiatives 

among Brighton’s respondents 

 

3.4 Emerging findings from the food actor qualitative interviews   

Seven food actors within Brighton and Hove were interviewed in order to develop a rich understanding 

of the food system unique to this city, which are listed in anonymized form in the Appendix.  

When asked about what it is that makes Brighton and Hove unique in relation to its food system, 

several key themes emerged. These themes, which will be explored and expanded on in turn are: (a) 

the Brighton and Hove Food Partnership and the Gold Sustainable Food Places award; (b) the 

hospitality industry and large number of restaurants in the city; (c) the prevalence of health food shops, 

low packaging food shops, community growing projects, and food banks; and finally, (d) controversial 

issues such as social inequality, and environmental management of the use of pesticides by the council. 

The Brighton and Hove Food Partnership and the Gold Sustainable Food Places Award  

Food partnerships bring together diverse stakeholders across sectors of food production, consumption, 

waste and social issues to set out a localised plan to support food system transitions in their local 
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areas15. The Sustainable Food Places Network has over 100 local food partnership members, including 

Brighton and Hove Food Partnership (BHFP), which was originally set up by local residents in 2003.16 

One of the first food partnerships in the UK,17 Brighton has a reputation as being a leader in this field.   

BHFP is a non-profit organisation supported by a variety of private and public funding organisations, 

their work spans community organisations, local businesses, residents, and statutory agencies.18 The 

BHFP’s work also spans diverse topic areas, from food poverty to sustainable farming and community 

composting. Of note is their efforts in bringing multiple stakeholders together to develop the UK’s first 

city food strategy, Brighton and Hove Food Strategy Action Plan (2018 – 2023), which BHFP 

developed alongside input from 600 stakeholders to set out a map towards their vision of “a city where 

everyone has the opportunity to eat healthy food from sustainable sources.”19 In 2020, the BHFP 

prepared a bid for and was awarded recognition of Sustainable Places Gold Status, the first city in the 

UK to do so. Their bid highlighted the prevalence of food poverty in Brighton, which sits in stark 

consideration to the dominance of high-end restaurants that serve Brighton and Hove’s middle class 

and visitors,20 and described how Brighton addressed these inequalities throughout the covid-19 

pandemic.  

The way in which interviewees discussed the BHFP during WP3 qualitative data collection was 

primarily in relation to their support of the food-related projects that interviewees themselves were 

involved with. For instance, the founder of a community garden and food growing project (i.BR2.WP3) 

highlighted the role of BHFP in enabling them to get set up. She found it very fortunate for Brighton 

to have such an organisation because of its wide remit. When her project was first being set up, the 

Brighton and Hove Food Partnership hadn’t been running very long, and they were keen to promote 

food growing, avoid food waste, and set up food banks, so they awarded a small grant that got her 

project going. 

One interviewee who founded and currently leads of a community supported agriculture farm 

(i.BR6.WP3) highlighted their work in a similar way, noting that the BHFP supported her project 

becoming a CSA (Community Supported Agriculture farms). She recounts that the Soil Association 

did a big drive on promoting CSAs (Community Supported Agriculture farms) around the country, 

gathering councils and interested parties around the UK to see if some CSAs could be developed. Her 

project was in a position to become a CSA, and the Food Partnership were aware of that and happy to 

help her project move forward. So, the project was set up as a CSA over ten years ago and are still 

running now. In addition to the individual support, the interviewee noted that the food partnership acts 

as an important hub for food actors across Brighton. She called the Food Partnership the ‘core of the 

food community’, which meant that the communication between food organisation was coming in and 

out of the partnership.  

 
15 Maximising impact: the vital role of food partnerships in public health | Local Government Association 
16 Governance and Structures Guide FinalAM.pdf 
17 Gold-Food-Places-Bid-2020.pdf 
18 About Us - Brighton and Hove Food Partnership 
19 Final-FULL-WEB-Food-Strategy-Action-Plan.pdf, p.5 
20 Gold-Food-Places-Bid-2020.pdf 

https://www.local.gov.uk/topics/social-care-health-and-integration/maximising-impact-vital-role-food-partnerships-public
https://www.sustainablefoodplaces.org/Portals/4/Documents/Governance%20and%20Structures%20Guide%20FinalAM.pdf
https://bhfood.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Gold-Food-Places-Bid-2020.pdf
https://bhfood.org.uk/about-us/
https://bhfood.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Final-FULL-WEB-Food-Strategy-Action-Plan.pdf
https://bhfood.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Gold-Food-Places-Bid-2020.pdf
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In a similar vein, a representative of a local network redistributing food surplus and of a community 

kitchen (i.BR7.WP3) highlighted the important coordination role that the BHFP have, and the 

influence this has on food policy. He found it fortunate to have the partnership, pointing out that it is 

responsible for coordinating a few of the networks he was aware of, as well as, potentially, other 

networks that he might not be aware of. One area of policy campaign the BHFP has been active was 

the household support fund, which is central government money administered by the Council. This 

interviewee refers to the BHFP mobilising around protecting the household fund, amplifying the 

concerns of individual community food projects like his one.  

Other interviewees were more sceptical of BHFP and their role, and questioned how their work might 

actually lead to change in relation to the food system, particularly change in relation to environmental 

and climate issues. For instance, a specialist within a think tank focusing on climate-related issues 

(i.BR3.WP3) argued that while they were proud to have a liberal town and their gold award, not many 

people would know about it. On the other hand, he continued, there is a very broad remit for something 

like the Food Partnership. The BHFP has people who are interested in food banks, in organic 

agriculture, in allotments, as well as people who are invested in the benefits of having a dairy herd on 

the Downs and similar initiatives. Additionally, the climate think tank representative (i.BR3.WP3) 

raised scepticism with relation to things like the dairy herd, as there is some confusion about what the 

definition of ‘sustainable’ actually is, because in light of the findings from the latest Climate Change 

Commission, it is necessary to be at least carbon neutral before a dairy farm would be able to call itself 

sustainable. 

Read in this way, it seems that actors who work on local grassroots food projects (i.BR2.WP3, 

i.BR6.WP3, i.BR7.WP3) appreciate the backing of the BHFP, which has supported their work, and 

these actors have also understood the partnership to have a wider influence. The Brighton Food 

Partnership and their strategy has been celebrated by many further afield too, with scholars such as 

Professor Tim Lang arguing that decentralising food systems, and supporting local strategies is key to 

sustainability, while others argue that the partnership has had real influence on Brighton’s sourcing of 

food into schools and hospitals, as well as supporting grass roots food growing projects and 

redistribution.21 In contrast, those working on broader policy initiatives and seeking a wider view are 

frustrated by the multiplicity of the BHFP’s approach, and would like a harder line on issues such as 

meat and dairy consumption (i.BR3.WP3). Regardless of opinion, the BHFP was an enduring and 

dominant theme in each and every one of the interviews conducted and has a legacy as one of the 

oldest food partnerships in the UK, setting the bar for a growing number of partnerships across the 

country. 

Hospitality Industry 

Another key theme emerging from the interviews was Brighton and Hove’s hospitality industry, 

specifically the prevalence of cafes and restaurants within the city, which serve the huge number of 

tourists that visit, as well as a subset of Brighton residents. In fact, Brighton and Hove is argued to 

have the highest number of restaurants and cafes per capita in the UK.22 This is a key facet of the food 

 
21 Why Brighton has won the first gold Sustainable Food City award | The Independent 
22 Gold-Food-Places-Bid-2020.pdf 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/sustainable-food-brighton-gold-award-city-b1763464.html
https://bhfood.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Gold-Food-Places-Bid-2020.pdf
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system in the city and has influence on food supply chains and availability of well-sourced food to 

Brighton’s visitors and tourists alike. 

The contribution of restaurants and hospitality to Brighton and Hove’s food system was noted by 

several interviewees (i.BR1.WP3, i.BR5.WP3, i.BR7.WP3). One of them (i.BR7.WP3) described 

Brighton's city centre as somewhat flashy due to its large hospitality industry, which includes many 

high-quality restaurants marketed effectively towards tourists and wealthier demographics. He 

observed that this hospitality scene often represents the visible, surface-level aspect of the city. A 

founder of an organisation seeking influence on climate policy (i.BR5.WP3) identified three main 

components of Brighton's food system: food purchased by local residents, food bought by the city's 

nearly 1,500 pubs, restaurants, and cafes, and food provided through the public sector, including 

hospitals and schools. A interviewee who has held various roles in food waste and hospitality policy, 

and has contributed to a B&H circular economy strategy (i.BR1.WP3), pointed out that Brighton is 

distinctive for its high percentage of privately owned, single-proprietor restaurants compared to chains, 

though chains are also prevalent. He added that restaurants play a significant role in the city's economy, 

mentioning that Brighton previously attracted approximately 11 million visitors annually.  

Of note in relation to Brighton and Hove hospitality is the Sustainability Toolkit, developed jointly by 

Restaurants Brighton and the University of Brighton, and launched in October 2024.23 This includes 

a sustainability checklist and badging initiative, in which restaurants report on water, energy, and gas 

supply, their menu and food waste, waste reduction and chemicals, and social sustainability. In return, 

restaurants receive a sustainability level and a badge that they can display. Thirty local businesses have 

participated so far. Other areas of the initiative include workshops in which hospitality actors are 

invited to come and learn more about best practice in relation to sustainability,24 one of which was held 

in January 2025.  

Beyond this, Brighton and Hove has a current and historic reputation as a hub for high quality low 

waste and sustainable eateries. For instance, Silo, the world’s first zero waste restaurant25 initially set 

up in Brighton in in 2014 before moving to London in 2019,26 while MOSHIMO is Brighton’s current 

most sustainable restaurant, and a winner of the PETA Proggy Award and the Green Apple Award for 

the Environment.27 

Of course, the proponents of the sustainability toolkit and restaurants which explicitly design low 

carbon and low waste menus are not the majority in Brighton and Hove’s hospitality scene, which 

boasts over 1,000 venues. Yet, these initiatives can be seen to indicate a direction of travel or intention 

on behalf of (a subset of) the hospitality sector in this city, which itself is a major player within the 

local food system.  

The prevalence of healthy and low-packaging food shops, community growing projects, and 

momentum 

 
23 Restaurant Sustainability Toolkit | Start your Sustainable Journey 
24 Brighton's sustainable restaurant initiative expands with new workshop, driving eco-friendly hospitality 
25 Silo 
26 Silo in Brighton is packing up and moving to London | The Argus 
27 Brighton's Most Sustainable Restaurant - MOSHIMO Brighton Sushi and Japanese 

https://restaurantsbrighton.co.uk/sustainability-toolkit/
https://www.brighton.ac.uk/news/2025/brightons-sustainable-restaurant-initiative-expands-with-new-workshop-driving-eco-friendly-hospitality
https://www.silolondon.com/
https://www.theargus.co.uk/news/17549887.silo-brighton-packing-moving-london/
https://www.moshimo.co.uk/brightons-sustainable-restaurant/
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All interviewees highlighted the fact that there is a lot of action around the food system in Brighton 

and Hove, naming shops and businesses that are focused on sustainability initiatives such as 

wholefoods and low waste. Perhaps this is unsurprising, given the reputation of Brighton as a food city 

and the levels of support for sustainable food consumption that are fostered by the legacy and 

dominance of the Brighton and Hove Food Partnership. As interviewees pointed out, there is a general 

feeling of momentum when it comes to food sourcing and growing in Brighton. One interviewee 

(i.BR2.WP3) observed that Brighton and Hove appears proactive in promoting food growing, as 

evidenced by the numerous community gardens that continue to emerge across the city. Other 

(i.BR7.WP3) commented on Brighton's notably active community food sector, highlighting the 

unusually high number of wholefood shops, community gardens, horticultural education programs, 

community dining initiatives, and affordable food projects compared to other areas. The expert on 

local food policies (i.BR1.WP3) mentioned the presence of many low-packaging shops in Brighton, 

reflecting a general awareness of sustainable shopping. However, he noted that their customer base 

had likely been reduced due to the rising cost of living. 

While some of these initiatives, for example, the community gardens, will be directly impacted by the 

funding and support offered by the Brighton and Hove Food Partnership, other areas of momentum 

include wholefood and low packaging shops. Of particular note here is Infinity Foods, set up in 1970, 

a stalwart of the Brighton food scene. Infinity Foods is one of the largest organic, natural, vegetarian, 

and vegan stores in the South East and is democratically run by its workers as a co-op. Over the years, 

the shop, which functions as a wholesaler and direct-to-consumer grocery, has won a number of 

awards, from Best Vegan Shop, to Best Food Shop at Brighton & Hove Foodie Awards, to Best Shop 

for Vegetarians and Vegans at Viva!s 20th Anniversary Awards.28 In interviews, Infinity was referred 

to as a leader on the Brighton food scene, which may have laid the path for the successful establishment 

of other sustainable food businesses in the city.   

Latent Food Conflicts: social injustice and policy change on pesticides 

When asking about specific conflicts and food system-related contentions, three key issues were 

discussed by participants, which will be discussed in this section in turn.  

Social Injustice 

Firstly, respondents discussed the divided nature of Brighton when it comes to socioeconomics, with 

specific neighbourhoods experiencing poverty while other areas of the city have a middle-class 

reputation. Compared to the South East of the UK as a whole, Brighton and Hove has higher 

unemployment rates than average.29 The divided nature of Brighton as comprising wealthy and poor 

pockets was reflected upon by two interviewees (i.BR3.WP3, i.BR5.WP3), who highlighted how 

Brighton contains several deprived areas characterized by substantial unemployment and unstable 

seasonal jobs, and how this socioeconomic is also related to differential environmental impacts of the 

diets of poorer vs richer households. A specialist within a climate think tank (i.BR3.WP3) noted that 

Brighton and Hove's average food system emissions are roughly 1.2 tonnes per person annually, but 

 
28 Story - Infinity Foods 
29 Brighton and Hove's employment, unemployment and economic inactivity - ONS 

https://www.infinityfoodsretail.coop/our-coop/our-story/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/visualisations/labourmarketlocal/E06000043/
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this figure varies significantly across different income groups due to the city's socio-economic 

divisions. He highlighted that emissions are about 600 kilos per person in poorer areas, whereas they 

exceed 2 tonnes in wealthier neighbourhoods. He argued that this discrepancy challenges the 

perception that sustainability is primarily a middle-class concern, especially given the significant 

poverty present on the outskirts and nearby coastal towns. 

Building from a description of the inequalities inherent in Brighton and Hove, several interviewees 

(i.BR1.WP3, i.BR6.WP3, i.BR7.WP3) suggest how this impacts the activities of the food system in 

Brighton and Hove. For some, their work specifically engages with deprived communities 

(i.BR6.WP3, i.BR7.WP3), while another pointed out the prevalence of food banks relied upon in the 

context of such deprivation (i.BR1.WP3). One of the interviewees who works in a community kitchen 

(i.BR7.WP3) described a neighbourhood with deeply entrenched deprivation where his community 

project operates. The estate includes around 500 flats, both low-rise and high-rise, and, despite 

proximity to affluent areas, residents face severe financial challenges, mental health issues, low 

educational outcomes, and social isolation. He noted that residents often feel neglected, particularly 

due to poor maintenance of council housing and environmental issues like fly tipping. This 

neighbourhood falls within the top 10% nationally according to indices of multiple deprivation, with 

limited access to healthy food being part of these challenges. The expert on local food policy 

(i.BR1.WP3) emphasized the significant demand for food banks in Brighton and Hove, noting the 

presence of an active network responding to community needs. Sal explained that her outreach focuses 

on lower-income and impoverished areas because she believes these communities face substantial 

barriers to accessing community gardening projects. For example, she works in a garden sponsored by 

the NHS behind a health center, linked to increasing interest in social prescriptions.  

Poverty and social inequality were important not only because of the injustice that poverty within 

Brighton and Hove represents, but because of the way in which food systems and sustainable initiatives 

function. Interviewees referred to ‘green’ shops such as low packaging grocery stores, organic 

businesses that work directly with small farms, and expensive restaurants with sustainability 

credentials, yet all of these remain opportunities for the wealthy to engage with, while functioning to 

exclude those on low incomes from what appear to be ‘green’ initiatives. The Brighton and Hove food 

system is very active in tackling poverty, as highlighted by one interviewee in relation to food banks 

(i.BR1.WP3), yet sometimes the way surplus food systems operate does not support a localised, low 

input food system that many of the food actors I discussed would like to see. For instance, one 

interviewer who works on a surplus food project (i.BR7.WP3), described the work and labour needed 

to sift through out-of-season vegetables for use for his local community. He further explained issues 

with surplus food donations to community projects, describing them as often inappropriate or unusable. 

He gave an example involving large quantities of asparagus donated by supermarkets that were largely 

inedible upon arrival. He emphasized that dealing with these poor-quality donations requires 

significant labour and resources, which burdens community projects.  

Sal describes a worry that such food redistribution can do more harm than good (see below), and 

highlights a Brighton-based project, Grub Hub,30 who are funded to grow organic local food for food 

 
30 Brighton Grub Hub – Stanmer Organics 

https://stanmerorganics.com/projects-2/brighton-grub-hub/


 

 
  

Integrated report on organisational analysis | 55 

banks, avoiding the issue of fostering an international and unseasonal food system in order to support 

low-income families in need of food redistribution. She also raised concerns about the unintended 

consequences of receiving large quantities of unseasonal surplus food like asparagus. She argued that 

distributing these foods to low-income families might inadvertently discourage seasonal eating habits, 

potentially doing more harm than nutritional good by conveying misleading messages about 

sustainable diets. 

Policy change / Pesticides 

Another controversial issue referred to by two interviewees, and reflective of the risks of sudden policy 

change without planning or consultation. In particular, the case they descried was the banning (and 

subsequently resumption of use) of pesticides by Brighton Council. This was initially brought to our 

attention by an interviewee who had helped set up an urban community garden (i.BR2.WP3). She 

highlighted the fact that there was a strong divide between those who were supportive of the weed 

killer ban and those who opposed it, describing this issue as “very controversial.” In 2019, the ban was 

introduced, only to be overturned following a petition and complaints from residents in 2024, with 

some complaining of the health issues of potential tripping hazards of weeds on pavements.31 Another 

interviewee who works as a policy specialist for an environmental activism organisation (i.BR4.WP3), 

was able to elaborate that he felt that party-political competition resulted in a rushed adoption of the 

weed killer ban, which was ultimately harmful for the overall project of minimising the use of 

chemicals in Brighton’s ecosystems. He critiqued the city's implementation of certain environmental 

policies, explaining that poor planning and inadequate phased transitions led to vocal public criticism. 

He mentioned an example where complaints from a small number of individuals, amplified by local 

and national media, including The Daily Mail and The Argus, had significant political repercussions. 

This interviewee argued that the failure stemmed from insufficient foresight and rushed 

implementation, reflecting broader lessons from sustainable agricultural practices, where sudden 

changes without preparation lead to failure. He clarified that, despite perceptions, the problematic 

policy changes were not solely driven by the Green Party but resulted from cross-party decisions, often 

led by Labour councillors attempting to showcase their environmental commitments competitively. 

This highlights the need for gradual and phased planning when it comes to changes in green and 

environmental policies, and while there is hope that 2024 might have been a one-off year for the use 

of pesticides, with the ban potentially being reimposed from 2025, this is not confirmed, and local 

residents and activists (e.g. i.BR2.WP3, i.BR4.WP3) remain worried that this rushed policy 

introduction will leave a permanent distaste for green transitions in Brighton and Hove, specifically in 

relation to pesticide use.  

3.5 Summary and cross-cutting themes  

Brighton is a unique city and has a unique food system. Much like any other city in this report, the 

bounds of the food system surrounding Brighton are not absolute, but permeable, as it relates to the 

wider food policies and practices which are dominant in the UK and further afield. Nevertheless, it is 

possible to indicate some distinguishable features of Brighton’s food system. Key findings have been 

 
31 Brighton & Hove City Council reintroduces weedkiller after ban - BBC News 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c6pyvg724j2o#:~:text=The%20council%20banned%20the%20use,most%20of%20them%20when%20applied.&text=Local%20resident%20Paul%20Rayner%20said,on%20top%20of%20the%20weeds.
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which have been highlighted through the qualitative interviews are: its distinct location between the 

coast and the Downs; the impactful role of its Food Partnership, one of the earliest to be established 

within the UK; and the levels of food-related activity and momentum apparent in the city, arguably 

linked to the role of the BHFP, which has been instrumental in supporting further food projects.  

To speak a little about the importance of these themes, the unique positioning of Brighton means that, 

in comparison with other cities more connected to the rest of the country or with ample surrounding 

farmland, the size of Brighton is tightly constrained. In relation to the food system, this means that 

‘local’ food must come primarily from the farms on the Downs, which (as described in the 

introduction) has very specific soil make up and is not suited to all forms of food production. While 

all cities might struggle to directly access vegetables grown locally, Brighton is particularly limited in 

this regard. The resulting limited access to healthy food for the local population in Brighton (excluding 

a small percentage of wealthy individuals) was a crucial consideration within the Brighton and Hove 

Food Partnership, whose work specifically looks to foster food sovereignty and security. As such, their 

support has focused on realising local growing projects and food redistribution schemes to counter the 

inaccessible nature of healthy and local fruit and vegetables for Brighton’s inhabitants. This has 

resulted in a recent blossoming of Brighton’s food scene, as described by interviewees consulted in 

the preparation of this report.   

Some cross-cutting themes that emerged through the interviews during WP3 have been the links (and 

the barriers) that exist between the food system and broader green transitions. For instance, an 

important factor discussed by respondents was the way in which an environmentally beneficial policy 

change was rushed through in such a way that it hindered, rather than helped, the overall sustainability 

ambitions of reducing herbicide use in the city.  That is to say, had this policy been implemented more 

slowly, with more consideration, the overall outcome for ecologically sound food production and land 

management in Brighton might now be in a better position. Further apparent was the monetisation of 

‘green choices’, resulting in low packaging and health food shops which serve primarily the upper 

classes and tourists that visit the city, this reinforces the inequalities that Brighton and Hove Food 

Partnership and other food actors in the city set out to address, and highlights how food as a 

commodity, especially in a town that caters largely to tourists can exclude those who need it most. 

This, in turn, reveals one of the key underlying conflicts within Brighton and Hove’s food system, and 

this is that there is a deep divide between wealthier residents and visitors, and those who live in poverty 

and struggle to access affordable and healthy food. Noted by multiple respondents who were 

interviewed in the preparation of this report, the finding highlights that addressing the sustainability of 

the food system cannot be done effectively without taking into consideration and addressing broader 

socio-economic injustice. 
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Appendix: List of interviews conducted in Brighton 

Type of respondent Interview code Interviewer 
Date of the 

interview 

Expert actor on food issues at the local 

level 

i.BR1.WP3 Perry 20/11/2024 

Representative actors of the conflict on 

food issues at the local level 

i.BR2.WP3 Perry 12/11/2024 

Representative actors of the conflict on 

food issues at the local level 

i.BR3.WP3 Perry 26/11/2024 

Representative actor of the 

environmentalist world 

i.BR4.WP3 Perry 10/12/2024 

Representative actor of the 

environmentalist world 

i.BR5.WP3 Perry 10/12/2024 

Representative actor in food production i.BR6.WP3 Perry 29/11/2024 

Representative actor in consumption, food 

waste and food poverty 

i.BR7.WP3 Perry 09/12/2024 

 

 

 

 

References 

Gilbert, E. W. (1949). The growth of Brighton. The Geographical Journal, 114(1/3), 30–52. 

Robinson, A. R., & Sutherland, W. J. (2002). Post-war changes in arable farming and biodiversity in 

Great Britain. Journal of Applied Ecology, 39(1), 157–176. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-

2664.2002.00695.x 

Taylor, K. J. (2009). A GIS-based approach to reconstructing mid-20th century agricultural land use 

around Lewes, East Sussex (Doctoral dissertation, Kingston University). 

https://eprints.kingston.ac.uk/id/eprint/20410/ 

  



 

 
  

Integrated report on organisational analysis | 58 

4. City Report: Cologne (Germany) 

Simone Schiller-Merkens, Philipp Degens and Jörn Hamacher 

Witten/Herdecke University and Cologne Food Policy Council (Ernährungsrat Köln) 

 

4.1 Historical reconstruction of the agrifood sector 

Basics on the agrarian structure in the Cologne area 

For agricultural production, Cologne and its surrounding area are for the most part in a favourable 

natural location. The soils, especially in the northwest of Cologne, reach the highest soil points in a 

very mild and rainy climate. The region is therefore generally well suited to Central European crops 

such as wheat, barley, oats, rye, beetroot, potatoes etc. As early as the beginning of the 20 th century, 

Cologne’s soils were described as “beet and wheat soils” (Standt 2003, 63). The low mountain ranges 

surrounding Cologne to the east and southwest, with soils of lower quality and less favoured by the 

climate, are therefore characterized by livestock farming. The so-called ‘Bördelandschaft’ to the 

northwest of Cologne has very good soils and optimal climatic conditions by global standards. 

Therefore, it allows cultivating the highest arable crops (cereals, sugar beet, potatoes). However, 

valuable agricultural land has been eliminated for decades in the open-cast mining of lignite in this 

particular region. The region to the southwest of Cologne, towards Bonn and in the transition to the 

low mountain range was originally characterized by viticulture. With its decline in the 19th century, the 

cultivation of fruit and vegetables was politically favoured. A processing industry also developed along 

the Rhine line in connection with the railway (Standt 2003, Landwirtschaftskammer Nordrhein-

Westfalen 2016). 

To this day, regional disparities in the size and orientation of farms can still be recognized in 

Germany’s agricultural structure, which can be traced back to different power structures and legal 

systems on farm succession in previous centuries (for the differences, see Mahlerwein 2020). In the 

Cologne region, there is a mixture of the two most common systems. In general, however, as in the 

whole of southwest Germany, a rather small-scale, highly parcelled agricultural structure can be found 

here. In the north and the former German eastern territories, large farms predominated, which played 

a decisive role in grain cultivation in Germany from the 19th century onwards. Until well into the 

Second World War, (West) Germany was supplied with bread grain and seed on a large scale from the 

eastern territories (Mahlerwein 2020). That is why the cultivation of bread grain played a subordinate 

role in the Rhineland, despite favourable natural conditions. Other products from the area surrounding 

Cologne, such as feed grain and sugar beet, were exported even before the Second World War (Standt 

2003). 

Industrialization of supply structures  

To this day, the area west of Cologne is characterized by sugar beet cultivation. Sugar beet is expensive 

to transport, so large sugar refineries have been built in the southwest of Cologne. One of the largest 
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sugar producers in Europe is located in Cologne. In the 19th century, great wealth was made from sugar 

beet cultivation. At the beginning of the 20th century, vegetables from the region southwest of Cologne 

were transported by rail to the wholesale market in the city centre. The slaughterhouse established at 

the end of the 19th century in between two industrial districts also had a railway connection (Standt 

2003). 

The industrialization of the city of Cologne led to a strong migration of people from the greater region 

in expectation of higher wages in industrial work. As a result, there was a shortage of labour, especially 

during harvest times, countered by the large-scale use of seasonal workers from the former eastern 

territories of the German Reich and also from abroad. Another solution was seen in the increased 

mechanization and industrialization of agriculture. As a result, artificial fertilizers became highly 

popular. Potash nitrate, the first artificial fertilizer for agriculture in Germany, was produced in 

Cologne from the middle of the 19th century onwards (Kützemeier et al. 2018; Standt 2003). 

The industrialization also led to the creation of allotment gardens in the city. They were created to give 

working-class families – often from rural and agricultural areas – the opportunity to grow their own 

food (Keshavarz & Bell 2016). Until today, the city has many allotment garden sites within densely 

populated housing estates or close to railway tracks and former industrial plants although without the 

supply function they had before. And with population growth from the mid-19th century until 1975, 

the pressure on agricultural land increased. Although the sale of agricultural products in the city 

combined with low transport costs was profitable until well into the middle of the 20 th century, the 

rising land prices often led to the sale of land or to the relocation of farms to areas outside the city 

(Standt 2003). 

Caesura during the Nazi regime and post-war period 

The years of the Nazi regime, the Second World War and the post-war period considerably changed 

German agriculture compared to other European countries. The nationalist and protectionist policies 

of the Third Reich partially reversed developments in globalizing and industrializing agriculture. The 

war years were characterised by a forced agricultural economy with the aim of making Germany self-

sufficient under wartime conditions (Standt 2003). For Cologne, this meant switching from feed grain 

to bread grain. As early as the 1930s, 700 hectares of Jewish agricultural land were expropriated to 

increase the size of previously small farms.  

At the end of the war in 1945, Cologne’s agricultural production fell to a low point. Due to the effects 

of the war, arable land was no longer usable, the number of livestock was reduced, and artificial 

fertilizer and seeds from the eastern territories were no longer available. In order to ensure the supply 

of the population, the Allies also continued the forced economy. Priority was given to the cultivation 

of bread grain, potatoes, sugar beet, and oil crops for human consumption.  

With the currency reform in 1947 and the founding of the Federal Republic of Germany as well as the 

end of the forced economy in 1949 and the slow resumption of industry producing artificial fertilizer 

in West Germany, the supply situation eased. However, the reduction of agricultural businesses in 

Cologne continued, primarily due to a severe labour shortage. The concentration tendencies and the 
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so-called ‘land consolidation’ resulted in the disappearance of micro and small farms not only in 

Cologne but across the whole new Federal Republic (Standt 2003, Mahlerwein 2020). 

Europeanization and decline in agricultural production 

In the late 1940s and 1950s, it was important to create affordable housing in Cologne as quickly as 

possible. Once again, agricultural land was often used for this purpose. To compensate for this, a 

housing estate was built in the neighbouring municipality of Dormagen in the 1960s, where farmers 

were able to grow vegetables intensively in greenhouses. However, many farmers soon switched to 

the more lucrative cultivation of ornamental plants and an increasing number of farms closed (Pfeiffer 

2023). The city of Cologne deliberately refrained from a strategy of providing sufficient agricultural 

land in the urban area to cope with potential constraints in food supply but clearly favoured the 

expansion of residential and traffic areas. This conflict over the use of agricultural land in and around 

Cologne continues to this day. Although Cologne’s agricultural area increased again in 1975 as a result 

of incorporations of adjacent municipalities, it has been continuously reduced and pushed to the 

outskirts of the urban area since then, with a simultaneous increase in traffic and residential areas 

(Standt 2003). In recent years, agricultural land has become further reduced due to legally required 

ecological areas to compensate for new buildings as well as to the use for energy plants. 

The increased use of machinery from 1950 onwards led to intensification and increased productivity. 

This was promoted by the Europeanization of agricultural policy, so that agriculture became 

increasingly performance-oriented and capital-intensive. This also led to a further concentration of 

farms and their specialization on particular farming branches in the Rhineland (Kützemeier et al., 

2018). Thanks to mechanization, rationalization and political price guarantees, Cologne’s agricultural 

sector was still largely able to operate profitably. The guiding principle for sales was not the local but 

the European market (Standt 2003). 

However, in recent decades, the proximity of farms to the city seems to have become a locational 

advantage again, above all through direct marketing and non-agricultural business. Farmers are 

diversifying their offerings with seasonal products such as asparagus and strawberries, farm shops or 

the sale of their own products via vending machines or at markets, as well as cut flowers. In animal 

husbandry, the keeping and breeding of riding horses for recreational use stands out in particular. In 

addition, the non-agricultural added value of the farms is being expanded with leisure and educational 

programmes as well as real estate. Alternative food structures such as rented parcels and community-

supported agriculture can also be found in Cologne and the broader region. All of this is dependent on 

an affluent, environmentally conscious, local clientele which is preferably found in the urban area. 

From the 1970s onwards, environmental issues (such as soil compaction, the use of artificial fertilizers 

and pesticides, and groundwater pollution) increasingly became the focus of public attention, with an 

impact on local agriculture (Standt 2003). In 1980, the regional water suppliers joined forces with the 

affected farmers on the left and right banks of the Rhine to form two working groups in order to combat 

groundwater pollution caused by nitrate. Effective measures to reduce the input of nitrogen and 

pesticides were jointly developed and continuously improved. The cooperation model between water 

management and agriculture has also been an integral part of North Rhine-Westphalia’s water 

protection policy since 1991 (Oelmann et al. 2017). However, ecological agriculture has not become 
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widespread, particularly not in Cologne; only one ecological farm with direct marketing is located in 

the municipality. In arable farming, organic farming is also not widespread in the region and is 

dependent on imports from other regions of Germany and abroad (Freiter 2021). Larger organic farms 

can be found only south of Cologne. They are well connected to the city via weekly markets, 

specialized retailers, and direct delivery to urban consumers. Since the last decades organic 

supermarkets can also be found in the city – offering products mostly from supra-regional sources. 

Although favourable natural factors such as soil and climate are fundamental to agricultural 

production, economic conditions are now decisive (Standt 2003). In Germany, around 60% of 

agricultural land is leased, mostly from the public sector or churches. However, non-agricultural 

private investors are also increasingly entering the lucrative land market (Mahlerwein 2020). In 

Cologne,  almost 40% of the agricultural land with 6900 ha is still owned by the city and is leased to 

local farming businesses (Landwirtschaftskammer Nordrhein-Westfalen 2016). Securing and 

developing this land for Cologne’s food production is also part of current political demands of 

alternative food organisations such as the food policy council and others (Ernährungsrat Köln 2025). 

Modernization, internationalization and privatization throughout the food system 

Some of the impetus for modern food retailing between the 1920s and 1950s came from Cologne, such 

as shops with packaged goods, the establishment of a purchasing cooperative for merchants in food 

retailing – the later REWE Group – and the first supermarket in Germany (REWE Zentral AG 2002, 

Kolbe 2017). The increasing flexibilization and concentration processes, particularly in trading and 

processing of agricultural products were also reflected in Cologne’s food system. In the mid-1970s, 

Cologne still had a functioning wholesale market for the sale of regional products to local retailers, a 

grain mill, a slaughterhouse, and a dairy to which local producers could deliver their products, and a 

family business in the sugar industry. By the end of 2025, only the sugar company will remain. The 

grain mill – conveniently located right next to a Rhine harbour – and the wholesale market will fall 

victim to urban development, the latter also due to its lacking accessibility for modern food logistics 

with lorries and overseas containers. Such logistic structures have been taken over by private 

companies such as the REWE Group and other food wholesalers that have built large warehouses in 

Cologne and its region.  

The city of Cologne is characterized by the headquarters of Germany’s second-largest food retailer, 

REWE Group, which has many subsidiaries and locations across the city and in the surrounding area. 

With 22,000 employees in Cologne and the surrounding area, REWE Group is by far the largest 

employer (IHK Cologne 2025). In its stores, it increasingly supports regionalization through direct 

retailer-producer relationships. Cologne also hosts ANUGA, the world’s largest leading trade fair for 

the international food industry, every two years since 1951.  

Over the past decade, alternative forms of gardening and self-sufficiency have also been developing 

in Cologne most of which can be referred to with the label of the Edible City. With the ‘garden 

laboratory’ model, the city of Cologne is taking up the idea of public plots for private and communal 

use in the sense of self-sufficiency in public spaces – especially in socially disadvantaged 

neighbourhoods (Stadt Köln n.d. b). Developments at the food policy level should also be seen in this 

context: the City of Cologne ratified the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact, it became part of the German 
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network of organic cities (to increase the amount of organic food consumed in the cities), and in 2016, 

Germany’s first food policy council has been founded here. Together with local authorities and civil 

society, the food policy council co-produced a local Food Strategy and the “Edible City Action Plan”, 

both which became approved by the city council (Ernährungsrat Köln 2024). 

To conclude, Cologne is in a favourable agricultural location and is characterized by horticulture and 

the cultivation of sugar beet and grain in the surrounding area. However, agricultural production is 

almost completely integrated into EU agricultural structures and food trade at the global level. Central 

elements of food processing and, to some extent, trade and distribution have disappeared, and the 

Cologne food system is part of a nationally and internationally operating system. As a result of the 

technical, economic, and political developments over the past century, local retailers primarily store 

food products from abroad and other parts of Germany. However, part of the urban population is 

interested in regional food products, which has led to the emergence of various alternative food 

organisations and civil society organisations such as the Food Policy Council Cologne (FPCC). 

4.2 Cologne’s food system: Food-related organisational census 

Applying the guidelines for mapping actors that were implemented across all cities, the German 

research team (UWH and FPCC) identified a total of 1,109 food-related actors in Cologne. Data 

collection was difficult primarily because publicly available business registers do not classify whether 

an organisation acts in the food system, hence searching for “food” and food-related categories was 

either not possible or did not provide usable results. The mapping of actors in Cologne’s food system 

was therefore conducted manually by using a variety of pre-compiled lists from online directories, the 

FPCC, as well as other civil society organisations and the media, supplemented by extensive manual 

online searches. However, not all of these actors could be reached via email, social media or phone. 

Many actors did not have a webpage, and we were only able to identify 988 email contacts. In 11 cases, 

we later found evidence that the business had ceased its activity.   

When examining the different sectors of food activities within the food system, the chart below in 

Figure 4.1 illustrates the relative distribution of major actor categories within Cologne’s food census. 

The great majority of identified actors are businesses working in the sectors of distribution and retail 

businesses (351 entries, 32%), agriculture and manufacturing (330 entries, 30%), and catering and 

dining (297 entries, 27%). Other, less numerous yet qualitatively significant actors within the food 

supply chain include 22 non-profit and solidarity initiatives (2%) engaged in alternative food 

production and distribution activities including urban gardening, community-supported agriculture or 

social movement organisations such as food sharing. Finally, 88 actors (8%) operating outside the food 

supply chain were also mapped. These entities include local political, administrative and regulatory 

bodies, worker associations, research centers and educational institutions. While they are not directly 

involved in food production or distribution, they perform crucial food-related activities such as 

regulation, advocacy, research, training, consulting, and education. 



 

 
  

Integrated report on organisational analysis | 63 

 

Figure 4.1 Distribution of mapped food-related organisations in Cologne, by role within the food system 

Given the difficulties in collecting data for the census, where information on some actor types was 

more easily accessible than on others, this distribution of food-related actors might be biased towards 

certain actor types. For example, we were not able to approach every store of supermarket and 

discounter chains individually nor small scale food vendors that lacked contact information, and 

information on cafés and restaurants was also not complete. However, the numeric dominance of actors 

within the food supply chain in the census (89%) is representative of Cologne’s current food system. 

4.3 Results from the organisational survey 

Sample size and main organisational characteristics 

In Cologne, we collected responses from 99 unique food-related businesses and organisations. Of these 

66 declared to be for-profit enterprises, 17 to be associations, 11 public entities, while the remaining 

organisations were non-profit organisations, including 3 cooperatives. Their distribution by role within 

the food system is shown in Figure 4.2. It shows quite a large share of agriculture and manufacturing, 

whereas distribution and retail, and even more so catering and dining, seem to be underrepresented in 

comparison to their share among the identified actor types in the food census. 
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Figure 4.2. Distribution of survey respondents in Cologne, by role within the food system 

In terms of geographic scope (see Figure 4.3), roughly half of the surveyed organisations (46%) 

operated across the larger metropolitan and regional area or even the whole German Bundesland of 

North Rhine-Westphalia. 31% of organisations focused their activities on specific neighbourhoods or 

municipalities within Cologne, while 16% of organisations acted nation-wide and 6% were also 

engaged in international activities. 

 

Figure 4.3. Geographic scope of activities among Cologne’s survey respondents 

The survey also gathered detailed information on the internal characteristics of organisations, 

particularly their size in terms of workforce and budget. 
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● Workforce Size: 11% of respondents represented large organisations with more than 100 

employees or members. Medium-sized organisations (10–100 people) accounted for 34%, 

while 16% of respondents were from small organisations (less than 10 people). However, 38% 

of respondents did not provide this information. 

● Economic Size: A total of 20% reported an annual operating budget within the €100,000–

1,000,000 range. Large organisations, with annual budgets exceeding €1,000,000, comprised 

17% of the sample. 17% of the responding organisations operated with relatively limited 

resources below €100,000. Nonetheless, financial data was missing for 45% of the surveyed 

organisations, as only about half of the organisations provided information on their financial 

resources. 

Perceptions of the food system and key challenges 

To assess respondents’ views on key dimensions of Cologne’s food system, we presented a randomized 

battery of seven statements evaluated on a 5-point agreement scale. Five statements addressed core 

dimensions of food system performance and outcomes. The distribution of responses to these five 

statements presented in Figure 4.4 reveals three key trends: 

 

Figure 4.4. Agreement with statements on local food system characteristics among Cologne’s respondents 
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● Unsustainability of the current food system: The majority of respondents (66%) agreed that the 

way food is predominantly produced, distributed, and consumed is harmful for the environment 

and depletes natural resources. 

● Power asymmetry in the current food system: Most respondents (71%) perceived decision-

making as occurring primarily among a small number of powerful actors. 

● Optimism on civic agency: The majority of respondents (63%) considered ordinary citizens as 

disposing of significant influence on food production, distribution and consumption.   

Analysis by organisational type revealed consistent views across different food system roles, with a 

few notable exceptions that were statistically significant. These include the statements on the 

detrimental environmental impact of the food system, with non-profit and solidarity organisations both 

expressing significantly stronger concern about environmental impacts compared to food-producing 

organisations in agriculture and manufacturing (p = 0.002). Statistically significant variance across 

groups was also found with regard to the perception of civic agency. Those organisations that are 

currently at the forefront of civic engagement in the food system and engaged in activism against its 

detrimental impacts – that is, non-profit and solidarity organisations – perceived the capacity of 

ordinary citizens to influence current practices in the food system as considerably lower than all other 

types of organisations (p = 0.004). This might be interpreted in the sense that those who currently 

organize collective resistance against contemporary practices and are involved in prefiguring 

sustainable alternatives seemed to be rather pessimistic about the results and impact of civic agency. 

Finally, with regard to social equity in the food system, non-profit and solidarity organisations, 

followed by organisations active in food-adjacent areas, were the most critical types of organisations. 

These organisations expressed significantly greater skepticism than the other actor categories on the 

statement that everyone, regardless of social status, can access enough healthy food (p = 0.004). 

The survey also included two items that aimed to explore two distinct opinion dimensions concerning 

climate-related policies in the food sector (Figure 4.5): their necessity, and the perception of their 

negative impacts. 

 

Figure 4.5. Agreement with statements on green transition policies among Cologne’s respondents 
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Regarding green transition policies to tackle climate change, the great majority of respondents (83%) 

agreed that they are a necessary means for reducing CO2 emissions, also in the food sector. However, 

there were statistically significant differences between the types of organisations (p = 0.02). The 

strongest support for the need of green transition policies came from non-profit and solidarity 

organisations, followed by organisations involved in food-adjacent activities and organisations 

engaged in food catering, dining, distribution and retail. Food producers in agriculture and 

manufacturing were the least convinced about their need, though still the majority of them 

acknowledged their necessity. 

The existence of negative effects of some green transition policies was perceived by 40% of 

respondents, while 34% disagreed that the policies harm the food sector, thus showing a certain degree 

of polarization on this matter. However, differences in the distribution of these views between types 

of organisations was less significant than for other items. That said, most non-profit and solidarity 

organisations—and, to a lesser extent, food distributors and retailers—strongly disagreed with the 

assertion that green transition policies had negative impacts. On the other hand, primary producers and 

manufacturers were more prone to perceive some negative effects of green transition policies, although 

they did not strongly agree on this item on average. These findings again reflect both consensus and 

conflict between different actors in the food field. They suggest that there is broad agreement on the 

general need for climate-related environmental action in the food sector, but less support for specific 

regulatory forms of coping with climate change.  

The survey further investigated key challenges by asking participants to select up to five issues from a 

list of twenty that most negatively impact both their daily operations and the broader food system. 

Respondents could also specify additional concerns not included in the predefined list. This approach 

provided a detailed overview of both shared and sector-specific challenges. Figure 4.6 below displays 

the most and least common concerns across respondents in Cologne. 

Respondents in Cologne were most concerned about the lack of public awareness about the way food 

is produced, distributed, and consumed (selected by 50% of participants as a major general problem of 

the food system), about insufficient support for local farmers and producers (41%), and about the 

prevalence of unhealthy or low-quality food in the market (33%). They saw these issues as general 

problems pertaining to the food sector, indicating that they are well aware about the lack of knowledge 

and education on food-related practices in society. 

The figure further shows two other issues that food actors perceived as particularly harmful for their 

own activities (in yellow). These include rising energy costs (49%) and the lack of workers with 

adequate skills or experience (44%). The latter item seems to be an expression of the lack of skilled 

workers in the German economy as a whole, though it might be particularly acute in food-related 

activities. Sales and gastronomy, for example, are among the top 30 professions with the biggest gap 

in skilled workers (IW 2024). The issue can also be interpreted as being connected to knowledge and 

education on food issues, and might be an indicator of either a lack or inadequacy of educational 

programs for working in the food sector. 
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Figure 4.6. Relative frequency of problem mentions among Cologne’s respondents 

While the three general concerns cross-cut across types of organisations, a closer examination by 

organisational role reveals minor but important variations in priorities, as detailed in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1. Top three concerns by role among Cologne’s respondents (vs. overall city ranking) 

 

Agriculture & 

Manufacturing 
Distribution & 

Retail Catering & Dining Hybrid Actors Non-profit & 

Solidarity initiatives 
Food-Adjacent 

Activities 
#1. Insufficient 

support for local 

producers (+1) 

#1. Public awareness 

(=) 

#1. High food prices 

(+8) 

#1. Public awareness 

(=) 

#1. Public awareness 

(=) 

#1. Insufficient 

support for local 

producers (+1) 

#2. Public awareness 

(-1) 

#2. Lack of workers 

with adequate 

skills (+2) 

#2. Insufficient 

support for local 

producers (=) 

#2. Lack of workers 

with adequate 

skills (+2) 

#2. Lack of public 

interest in our 

activities (+8) 

#2. Public awareness 

(-1) 

#3. Energy costs (+2) #3. Excessive imports 

(+5) 

#3. Excessive taxation 

of food (+12) and 

energy costs (+2)  

#3. Insufficient 

support for local 

producers (-1) 

#3. Unhealthy & low-

quality food (=) 

#3. Unhealthy & low-

quality food (=) 

 

For instance, food distributors and retailers expressed greater concern than other food actors about the 

excessive dependence on international food imports—suggesting they may be more supportive of 

strengthening domestic production, possibly including local and regional levels. Non-profit and 

solidarity initiatives were concerned about the lack of public interest in their activities, which relates 

to the general findings emerging from the interviews (see below) that they experienced the 

mobilization of citizens as increasingly challenging, particularly since the pandemic. The catering and 
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dining sector showed the most distinct pattern by reflecting concern about high food prices and the 

excessive taxation of food products and services –both problems that restrain their activities in the food 

sector. 

Consciousness-raising and advocacy activities 

Following the assessment of broad perceptions of Cologne’s food system and its key challenges, the 

survey explored the extent to which organisations have engaged in food-related public advocacy, 

lobbying, or consciousness-raising activities over the past three years. Nearly three-fourths of the 

surveyed organisations (74%) reported involvement in at least one such activity, while just 14% 

indicated no participation in these efforts. 

 
 

Figure 4.7. Participation in advocacy and public engagement activities among Cologne’s respondents 

Among the various forms of engagement (see figure 4.7), the most commonly reported activities 

included disseminating information to influence public opinion on food issues through newsletters, 

social media, and participation in media broadcasts, with 46% of organisations being active in such 

consciousness-raising activities. This was followed by participation in meetings, conferences, and 

debates on food-related issues with other actors in the food system (44%), and in similar events with 

political or institutional representatives at the local, national, or international level (42%). 

The 73 organisations that had participated in consciousness-raising or advocacy activities were also 

asked to specify the key issues that drove their mobilization (see Figure 4.8). Three topics stood out as 

the most common areas of focus: sustainable agricultural and farming practices (63% of active 

organisations), food education and awareness (52%), and climate change (47%). 

Mobilization topics were relatively consistent across most types of food system actors, and non-profit 

and solidarity initiatives were no exception with mobilizing primarily for sustainable agricultural and 

farming and for climate change. Still, a closer look at issue salience per actor type revealed some 

differences in their primary mobilization topics. Caterers and restaurants were primarily active on 
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different issues than the other actors, in particular on food waste reduction – which was also mentioned 

by food distributors and retailers as their primary topic –  on nutrition and public health, and on the 

promotion of plant-based diets. Hybrid actors also reported mobilizing on the environmental impacts 

of food production – as did food producers – and on the circular economy. 

 

Figure 4.8. Relative frequency of issue mentions among Cologne’s mobilized respondents 

Collaborative networks within and outside the food sector 

One of the key aims of the survey was to capture the network of interconnectedness among food system 

actors and their collaborations with other organisations both within and beyond the food supply chain. 

To this end, the questionnaire included a grid question that asked respondents whether they had 

collaborated with different types of businesses, social entities, and political actors over the past three 

years. Collaboration was conceptualized as multidimensional, allowing respondents to indicate up to 

three forms of interorganisational ties: information exchange, shared resources, and joint participation 

in projects or events. For simplicity, this report consolidates these three types of ties into a single 

measure of collaborative connections, though future academic work can explore their specificities and 

multiplexity in greater depth. 

Respondents were asked about their collaborations with a diverse set of actors spanning commercial 

food businesses (e.g., large retailers, specialty retailers, farmers' markets, online platforms, industrial 

and sustainable food producers), civic and political organisations (e.g., consumer groups, NGOs, trade 

unions, business associations, political parties), public institutions (e.g., local, national, and EU-level 

government bodies, education and research institutions), and financial actors. 

Looking at the overall distribution of reported collaboration (Figure 4.9), only 3 respondents (4% of 

those who answered the question) reported no collaboration with any of the 20 actor types listed, 
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whereas the majority of organisations (64% of respondents) reported at least five collaborative ties 

(median = 6, average = 6.4 reported connections). 

 

Figure 4.9. Number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types reported by Cologne’s respondents 

However, the average number of collaborative connections showed some variance across different 

food system actors (Table 2.2). Actors with food-adjacent activities reported the highest number of 

collaborative ties, averaging 10.3 connections. Food producers (6.2 connections), catering and dining 

businesses (4.9 connections), hybrid actors (5.4), non-profit and solidarity initiatives (5.5) and 

distributors and retailers (5.7) reported a lesser than average embeddedness in collaborative networks. 

Table 4.2. Average number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types by food system role among Cologne’s 

respondents 

 

Groups 
Mean reported 

connections 

Agriculture & Manufacturing 6.2 

Distribution & Retail 5.7 

Catering & Dining 4.9 

Hybrid actors 5.4 

Non-profit & Solidarity initiatives 5.5 

Food-Adjacent Activities 10.3 

Overall 6.4 

ANOVA: F(1, 82) = 5.26, p = 0.024 

Shifting the focus of analysis to the most frequently reported collaborators, Figure 4.10 presents the 

relative frequency of reported collaborative connections to different types of actors. The distribution 

of reported collaborations reveals a relatively even spread among top-preferred partners. Among the 

collaborators mentioned most frequently are educational institutions (58%), ecological and sustainable 
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food producers and distributors like food cooperatives or community-supported agriculture (56%), 

local and regional government institutions (51%), and conventional media outlets (51%). NGOs and 

activists groups advocating for issues related to the environment, public health, social justice, or food 

sovereignty (48%), streets and farmers’ markets (45%), industrial food producers and distributors 

(44%), and academic and research institutions also featured prominently. Conversely, the least 

frequently mentioned partners were governmental actors at the international (4%) and EU level (9%). 

 

Figure 4.10. Relative frequency of collaborative ties with distinct actor types among Cologne’s respondents 

Attitudes towards decision-making and deliberative-participatory initiatives 

In congruence with the overarching focus of the project on participation and deliberation, a core 

objective of the questionnaire was to capture the attitudes of local food system actors toward 

deliberative-participatory initiatives designed to foster food system transformation through democratic 

means. To achieve this, respondents were presented with seven statements (in randomized order) 

assessing their agreement or disagreement. This was followed by a question gauging awareness and 

participation in a range of both institutional and grassroots participatory initiatives related to food, 

which had been inductively mapped for the Cologne case. 

The first four statements focused on general preferences regarding decision-making on food-related 

matters (see Figure 4.11). Overall, there was a strong consensus among respondents across all types of 

organisations in favour of transparency, i.e. that decisions on food-related policies and projects should 
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be made transparent and open to public scrutiny. Results on attitudes towards inclusive and 

participatory decision-making processes revealed greater ambiguity, in particular with regard to the 

role of expert knowledge versus citizen input in food-related decision-making processes. While more 

respondents agreed than disagreed on prioritizing expert knowledge, about one third of respondents 

were rather undecided whether expert involvement should be prioritized over citizen input, reflected 

in the relatively high proportion of ambiguous “neither agree nor disagree” responses. Compared to 

the participation of experts, citizen involvement led to more disagreement, particularly among food 

producers in agriculture and manufacturing, as the only type of organisation showing more 

disagreement than agreement. However, still the largest part of respondents agreed on a greater 

influence of ordinary citizens on food-related decisions. Even more support was given to involving a 

wide range of stakeholders and local communities in open processes. Overall, these results indicate a 

general support for more inclusive and participatory decision-making processes on food-related 

matters. The ambiguity on the role of experts versus citizens in these processes could merit further 

investigation. 

 

Figure 4.11. Agreement with statements on decision-making preferences among Cologne’s respondents 

Beyond general decision-making preferences, the questionnaire included three additional statements 

assessing perceptions of deliberative-participatory mechanisms, broadly defined as "Processes that 

bring people together to deliberate and make decisions (e.g., citizens' assemblies or similar forums)." 

These statements captured both positive and critical views: 

• "These processes are an effective way to reach fair decisions on food-related issues." 
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• "These processes take too long and are not practical for decision-making on food-related 

issues." 

• "These processes will not lead to significant improvements in the way food is produced, 

distributed, and consumed." 

The response patterns to these three items present a somewhat contradictory picture (see Figure 4.12). 

While a majority of respondents agreed with the idea that deliberative-participatory processes can be 

effective in reaching fair decisions, a significant proportion also endorsed concerns about their 

practicality and promise in leading to significant positive impacts. The co-existence of supportive and 

skeptical attitudes may reflect the complexities and challenges associated with these mechanisms in 

real-world settings. 

 

Figure 4.12. Agreement with statements on deliberative forums among Cologne’s respondents 

 

Following these general statements, respondents were presented with a set of ten specific deliberative 

and participatory initiatives identified by the research team based on prior qualitative knowledge of 

the local context. Respondents could also name additional initiatives beyond those listed. For each 

initiative, respondents were asked whether they were aware of its existence and, if so, whether they 

had participated in it. Those who indicated awareness or past participation were further asked about 

their satisfaction with participation and their interest in future engagement. While these detailed 

questions will be crucial in informing subsequent work packages, due to space constraints, we limit 

the analysis here to the awareness and participation levels. 

Examining the overall awareness, only 6% of respondents were unaware of any of the listed initiatives 

(see Figure 4.13). On average, food organisations were familiar with 5.1 initiatives with only catering 

and dining businesses showing relatively lesser awareness, with an average of 2.9 initiatives (see Table 

4.3). More than one-third of the respondents were familiar with more than 7 initiatives. These results 

reveal a good reach of deliberative and participatory initiatives in Cologne to food actors across the 

whole supply chain. 
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Figure 4.13. Number of local food-related participatory initiatives known to Cologne’s respondents 

 

Table 4.3. Average number of known local food-related participatory initiatives by food system role among 

Cologne’s respondents 

 

Groups 
Mean reported 

initiatives known 

Agriculture & Manufacturing 5.3 

Distribution & Retail 6.2 

Catering & Dining 2.9 

Hybrid actors 4.7 

Non-profit & Solidarity initiatives 6.8 

Food-Adjacent Activities 6.4 

Overall 5.1 

ANOVA: F(1,75) = 1.41, p = 0.239 

Shifting to the relative popularity of the different initiatives, Figure 4.14 presents the cumulative 

frequency of awareness and active involvement for each of the listed organisations. 5 initiatives stood 

out as the most recognized, including allotment garden associations (59%), local community gardens 

(57%), the Food Policy Council for Cologne and surrounding areas (56%), community-supported 

agriculture initiatives (56%), and “Marktschwärmer”, an initiative organizing weekly markets to 

distribute agricultural food products sourced directly at regional farmers (52%). Other initiatives, both 

organized by Cologne’s Food Policy Council and officially adopted by the City Council, did not fall 

much behind, with the Edible City Action Plan being known to 43% of respondents and Cologne’s 

Food Strategy to 39%. The food policy council with its two participatory programs in the city were the 

initiatives attracting most participants, with the policy council showing the highest level of active 

participation among respondents (34%). Only the recently opened cooperative supermarket for food 

products “Köllektiv” was less known to respondents (31%) and attracted little participation (2%).  
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Figure 4.14. Relative frequency of awareness and participation in specific local food-related initiatives 

among Cologne’s respondents 

 

4.4 Food system and food struggles: A qualitative analysis 

The qualitative analysis of Cologne’s local food system employs a mixed-methods approach. It is 

based on 13 in-depth interviews conducted between October 2024 and March 2025 as well as on 

participant observation in various events, including but not limited to participatory processes hosted 

by the Food Policy Council Cologne (FPCC), official partner in the DEMETRA research consortium. 

Expertise from FPCC members of Demetra project and the snowball method were used to select 

interviewees. FPCC’s general assembly in fall 2024 and the series of offline and online events 

regarding the “Action Plan Edible City” were predominant settings for participant observation and for 

talks and informal short interviews with attendees. 

We conducted the first three interviews and discussions with experts from the FPCC and its network, 

including former active members and founders (i.CO2). Two of these experts are also active in research 

themselves (i.CO1, i.CO3). This approach, which included numerous interactions in the FPCC in 

preparation for the interviews and joint reflections in-between, allowed us to gain a comprehensive 

overview of recent developments in the local food system, and it offered reflective insights into the 

topic. We conducted further interviews with activists, particularly from the fields of community-

supported agriculture (i.CO4), food sharing (i.CO10) and (food) poverty (i.CO13). We also 

interviewed two conventional farmers who participate in FPCC initiatives (i.CO7-8) and one organic 

farmer who had participated in the past (i.CO11). Other interview partners included an expert from the 

NRW consumer advice center (i.CO5), a representative of the environmental organisation BUND 

(i.CO6), a local food retailer (i.CO9), and a representative of daycare centers that offer communal 

catering (i.CO12). 
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Local food system and main actors 

The local food system in Cologne does not differ significantly from other German cities. According to 

the experts, the boundaries of Cologne’s food system do not include the municipality itself but also its 

surrounding areas. The city has just under 1.1 million inhabitants, but other smaller and larger cities 

(Bonn, Düsseldorf) are nearby. An expert from the consumer advice center cites a metropolitan area 

with over 3 million inhabitants as a relevant reference point (i.CO4). Another interviewee identifies a 

more coherent cluster ranging from Bonn in the south to Düsseldorf in the north (i.CO1). As stated 

above, the surrounding areas include the “Bergisches Land” and the “Eifel” two typical low mountain 

ranges, where crop cultivation is not particularly suitable, but livestock farming and milk production 

is (i.CO5; i.CO11). Furthermore, there are also options for regional fruit and vegetable cultivation in 

the greater region. So far, however, local farmers have tended to produce primarily for supra-regional 

markets, such as rapeseed or barley for pig feed. Overall, Cologne’s food system has a lot in common 

with many other large cities, particularly with regard to the consequences of industrialization and the 

respective centralization of agriculture, processing, and food retailing. However, the greater region 

differs from Bavaria, for example, where regional supply has a different significance (i.CO1, i.CO4; 

i.CO5; i.CO7-8); this is partly due to the smaller farm sizes, but also in particular to organisation and 

marketing (i.CO4). 

The majority of the population buys food in supermarkets and discount stores. Discounters are 

particularly influential in a country where the population spends less on food and nutrition than in other 

countries. The German food retail market is oligopolistic, dominated by just four large corporations, 

all of which dispose of different food chains. Overall, the local food retail market is strongly 

characterized by the Rewe Group with its headquarters being located here.  

Besides the dominant food retailers, various organic food supermarkets can also be found in the city. 

The largest local supplier is Naturata, which has several branches, as well as various nationwide 

organic food chains such as Alnatura and Denn’s (Dennree). Independent owner-operated organic 

retailers mostly rely on the nationwide wholesalers Weiling, Dennree or Alnatura. Conventional 

supermarkets and chemist’s shops also offer a constantly growing range of organic foods from an 

individual trademark. 

Concentration processes in the food retail sector are having a major impact on local food systems, 

which has already led to the closure of wholesale markets in several cities. Their traditionally important 

role as logistical intermediaries in the distribution of food is no longer relevant in times when large 

food retailers have their own food logistics centers. As a result, the wholesale store in Cologne will 

also close on December 31, 2025. Below, we will come back to the related struggles about it.  

Weekly markets in the various districts also characterize the city’s food landscape. Formerly a 

traditional distribution channel for regional products, the traders there now primarily offer inexpensive 

goods, regardless of their origin. Any expectation that these markets predominantly distribute local or 

regional produce is flawed (i.CO4); however, some vendors explicitly label locally produced goods. 

The availability of locally grown produce depends, however, on the particular market – and, arguably, 

the socio-economic status of the neighbourhood. E.g. whereas local producers attend the markets in 

more wealthy areas such as Agnesviertel or Niehl, one interview claims they have never seen a farmer 
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from the region at the Mülheim market where a large part of the population has a migration background 

(i.CO4). In some cases, vendors at these markets sell food that has been produced and packaged for 

the big chains but can no longer be used by them. The low price at the markets is due to the fact that 

such surpluses are sold cheaply. The market in the Nippes district, which takes place almost daily, is 

particularly well known for its wide range of fruits and vegetables that are sold very cheaply in large 

quantities – as it is for its unique atmosphere, reproduced in particular by the Turkish community.  

In addition to the more conventional weekly markets, Cologne also has the so-called “Ökomarkt” 

(“eco-market”) with around six stalls from regional producers who offer mainly their own organic 

food, but also bought-in organic food, on several days of the week at various inner-city locations. There 

are also various alternative food organisations such as Marktschwärmer, community-supported 

agriculture initiatives, and community gardens. In relation to Cologne’s population of over one million 

inhabitants, however, they are currently only a niche phenomenon. Socio-economically disadvantaged 

people in particular generally do not have neither financial nor time resources to consume the products 

or actively participate. In general, although weekly markets currently play a minor role in the regional 

marketing of vegetables, fruit, and animal products, expectations of some or our respondents are high 

that this role could be expanded again in the future (i.CO3, i.CO6, i.CO12). Weekly markets could act 

again as potential sales channels, and regional farmers in particular could possibly be persuaded to 

grow more products for the local market. 

Finally, civil society-led social movement organisations should also be mentioned as building blocks 

of Cologne’s food system. It includes organisations such as food sharing or the “Tafel”, a food bank 

that operates throughout Germany and has seen such a large influx since the pandemic and energy 

crisis that not everyone can be supplied. Furthermore, the food policy council in Cologne, which was 

founded in 2016, can be mentioned in particular. It sees itself as a lobby organisation to support 

sustainable alternatives to the prevailing conventional food supply systems and to influence the city’s 

food policy accordingly. All in all, the local patriotism that is often said to be particularly prominent 

among Cologne residents has not manifested itself in a widespread consumption of local products, 

with the notable exception of the local type of beer, which is called Kölsch, just like the city and its 

dialect. 

Citizen participation and food policies 

Citizen participation is an important aspect of food policy-making in Cologne, in particular since the 

emergence of the local Food Policy Council of Cologne, “Ernährungsrat für Köln und Umgebung” 

(FPCC). The FPCC has put the topic of food back on the municipal agenda. It can be seen as one of 

the most successful food policy councils in Germany, as it managed to have its “Food Strategy for 

Cologne and the surrounding area” – developed in a broad participatory process – adopted by the city 

council in June 2020 as a “guideline for future political decisions” - as was the “Edible City” 

conception the same year. In addition, FPCC’s office is partly financed by the city (in particular the 

two management positions) and direct contact and cooperation partners for the FPCC have been 

appointed in the city administration (in the Green Spaces and in the Environment Office). 

This success is partly based on the approach of creating the broadest possible alliance of stakeholders 

from different areas of society (business, civil society, consumers, science, politics, and 
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administration). The aim of the FPCC is to create a food strategy that is progressive and aims to bring 

about change but that is also politically acceptable and able to find a majority in the city council. For 

this reason, and in addition to mobilizing civil society and consumers (supported by the civil society 

organisations Kölner Freiwilligenagentur and Agora Köln), the FPCC has deliberately invited 

representatives from city administration and politics from its outset. From the political sphere, it 

includes representatives of the Green Party and the Social Democratic Party in particular, with whom 

close relationships exist. Yet also the other major parties (Christian Democrats, Liberals) and Volt are 

represented in the advisory board. Members of the advisory board also include the Chamber of 

Agriculture as well as social movement organisations like the alternative farmers’ association 

“Arbeitsgemeinschaft bäuerlicher Landwirtschaft” (AbL) or the “Regionalwert AG”, aiming to 

strengthen regional and sustainable economic systems. Relationships with some business 

representatives also exist, such as with Rewe Richrath, an influential family business within the Rewe 

Group that explicitly focuses on regional supply and maintains direct links with regional farmers. In 

addition, local farmers were and are also active in the FPCC.  

As it is typical for civil society initiatives that rely on volunteering, there is a certain degree of 

fluctuation in active membership. For example, some of the initiators have been heavily decreasing 

their level of engagement; also some of the local farmers who had been involved in the first phase, 

withdrew. However, any strict dependence on individual volunteers was aimed to be reduced from the 

outset, by ensuring stable and professional structures for the FPCC, most notably paid employees. One 

initiator describes that this opens the potential for long-term and binding cooperation with the city and 

other relevant stakeholders. The FPCC was aimed to be on a sound footing with professional structures 

and thereby differs from other grassroots initiatives such as food sharing, which, albeit equally 

valuable, are dependent on voluntary commitment alone (i.CO3). The advantage of these structures is 

that organisational knowledge is less dependent on individuals (i.CO5, highlighting food policy 

councils in Berlin and Cologne as notable models).   

Beyond (if somewhat connected to) the FPCC, there is also a vital scene of community gardens and 

several community-supported agriculture initiatives in which citizens can get involved. However, one 

of the criticisms levelled at these alternative food organisations is that they tend to be not very inclusive 

as mostly elites participate (interestingly, the same criticism is raised with regard to public participation 

processes that are organized by the city council, e.g. i.CO2; see more on them below). Some expect 

that such selective participation in both civil society-led processes will remain. In fact, alternative food 

organisations have experienced some increased membership during the pandemic, but have been 

suffering from member drop-outs more recently. Food and sustainability have been slightly 

marginalized as most urgent political issues, whereas inflation, the war on Ukraine, and migration have 

been pushed to the forefront. Inflation, i.e. rising costs for everyday life, is regularly attributed as a 

core driver of shrinking csa participation in alternative food organisations such as community-

supported agriculture initiatives (e.g., i.CO4). 

Finally, the City of Cologne has also carried out participation processes in areas other than food, 

although some of these have been criticized by researchers as realizing only minor participation 

potential (e.g. Smart City). From the perspective of civil society actors, the current Head of Urban 

Development appears to be less interested in participation processes. Nevertheless, the city 
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administration has an office for public participation and an online platform “Opinion for Cologne” that 

together organize public participation processes and respective online support. In this regard, the City 

of Cologne aims at systematizing public participation processes, based on a city council resolution in 

2015. Guidelines for participation processes have been introduced, and subsequently, the 

administration has been constantly expanding participatory processes throughout the entire city and 

sectoral policies. 

These participatory processes tend to focus on short-term events or online tools in which citizens are 

asked to reveal their preferences on specific matters. For example, they have been asked to mark spots 

on a map indicating where they would prefer to have green spaces or which littered areas needed to be 

cleaned. While in favour of democratic participation, one activist perceives these processes as rather 

being entertainment. The activist critically describes her reluctance to participate in these events given 

that only few citizens know about them and participate, and feelings that citizens’ contributions remain 

unnoticed by the ones organizing these processes (i.CO4). However, others admire the chance to really 

express their preferences, precisely when it comes to such small-scale decisions in their neighborhoods 

(i.CO13). Experts and citizens agree, however, that public awareness of such processes is rather low, 

as is the degree of participation. This raises the issue of legitimacy. A few of our respondents also 

question the democratic legitimacy of the FPCC and its various initiatives, claiming that only few 

citizens participate, and that food policy councils are not recognized by an association that legitimately 

represents their interests (i.CO5; i.CO7-8). 

Food system transformation and food struggles 

The debate about sustainable food transition has influenced the local food system and is reflected in a 

variety of conflicts and struggles. One of our interviewees refers to the problem of different timelines 

of the actors involved in the debate about sustainable food transformation (i.CO1), suggesting that 

farmers, among others, are interested in quick solutions as opposed to medium- and long-term solutions 

brought forward by civil society organisations. Others indicate that it is precisely farmers who have 

longer time cycles in mind. After all, they are the ones who will have to make or write off large 

investments if they switch to organic farming or take over the pre-processing of products (field note, 

discussion with farmers, November 2024).  

Conflicts and disputes also arise over the definition of what constitutes “sustainable” production, 

particularly between organic and conventional agriculture. Is regional (in Cologne mostly 

conventional) production more sustainable or is it the availability of organically grown products 

(conflict about regionality versus organic)? In fact, all those involved believe that the issue of criteria 

for the allocation of public land has great potential for conflict. Essentially, there are two opposing 

positions: some demand that the city – when leasing out public land –should (exclusively or primarily) 

favor farmers who cultivate their land according to ecological criteria. Typically, it is political 

consumers and activists who take this position, as they are fundamentally in favor of a transformation 

to organic farming. However, most of Cologne’s conventional farmers see their material interests 

threatened by this issue (i.CO7-8; i.CO11). They also consider an exclusive focus on organic farming 

to be unsuitable for achieving the goals of regional supply, arguing that only the productivity of 

conventional farming opens up the possibilities for regional supply. In addition, due to the 
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fragmentation of land, a requirement for organic farming would de facto force tenants to switch to 

organic production not only on urban land, but in its entirety (i.CO7-8). The conventional farmers tend 

to counter the concerns of the consumers with their professional expertise; they also point to factual 

inconsistencies in the demands (such as the confusion between green spaces and arable land). At the 

same time, an organic farmer within Cologne states he would like to increase production, but the city 

does not provide  him further land to lease (field note, talk with farmer). 

This issue already emerged as a source of conflict during the development of the Edible City Action 

Plan and also when the food policy council was founded, and has not changed since. Interest groups 

are also confronting each other in the current participation process and compromises are again being 

sought. However, it has become clear that the city would not support a one-sided preference for organic 

farming. Many informants acknowledge that the conventional farmers effectively organize their 

interests. 

Supplementing these clashes of interests, one of the initiators of the FPCC perceives cultural 

differences associated with this conflict. He sees cultural differences in the fact that, on the one hand, 

many activists are striving for a grassroots democratic platform in which everyone can participate and 

within which decisions can be made, and processes initiated openly and democratically (i.CO3). On 

the other hand, the farmers involved do not come from such a milieu; they do not see lay citizens as 

experts and contrast broad participation with their expert knowledge. At the same time, they are 

organized in the German Farmers’ Association and also hold offices there. This tends to represent 

conventional, conservative sections of the farming community, while there are alternative associations 

that call for smallholder and more sustainable structures (e.g. AbL). Farmers are keen to coordinate 

their activities in (or related to) the FPCC with the farmers’ association. This has been regarded as a 

democratic deficit (i.CO3), as the farmers’ association, mediated by the participating farmers, seeks to 

exert great influence on the decision-making of the food policy council. The German farmer’s 

association including the well-organized farmers in Cologne, seem to dispose of some communication 

channels with the city’s administration through which they have been able to ensure that any policy 

against their interests will raise some level of resistance. At the same time, other FPCC members have 

strong ties into the city’s political decision-makers as well. For example, some activists are also 

experienced in city administration, besides being members of the Green party.  

Such struggles and conflicts are particularly evident in the discussion about new criteria for the 

allocation of leased public agricultural land. The city of Cologne, supported by the FPCC and other 

civil society organisations active for the environment and nature conservation (BUND, NABU), have 

long been discussing the inclusion of organic farming as a criterion for the lease of public agricultural 

land. During the development process, however, it became clear that there was a great deal of resistance 

to ecological criteria within the working group consisting of farmers, environmental organisations, the 

Chamber of Agriculture, the offices involved, RheinEnergie, and council factions. 

Another conflict in the city also relates to the broader question of the use of public land, whether for 

food-related or other issues. It refers to the succession to the closing wholesale market. In principle, 

the wholesale market is a place where the traders at the weekly market obtain their goods. Since its 

closure was decided, the larger and financially stronger traders in particular have been organizing 
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alternative distribution channels. The example of the city of Düsseldorf shows that the disappearance 

of the wholesale market can lead to its functions being taken over by Dutch markets (such as in Venlo) 

(i.CO3). Against this background, the establishment of an alternative fresh food center for Cologne 

(“food hub”) has been discussed for years, and has recently been re-invigorated by the environmental 

civil society organisation BUND (i.CO3; i.CO6). A utilization concept for such a food hub has been 

developed but its implementation seems to be failing due to political will. One problem is seen in the 

availability of a suitable location. In particular, there was resistance from bourgeois neighborhoods to 

relocating the wholesale market to Marsdorf as planned, with their residents and their political 

representatives (both Green and Conservative) who feared a significant increase in traffic (i.CO3; field 

note, April 2025). Underlying though, the core problem seems to lie in the fact that the city prefers to 

use its available public land primarily for housing projects rather than for providing the population 

with healthy, high-quality food (“Daseinsvorsorge”/services for the public).  

Some civil society organisations and researchers are in favor of a new food hub, seeing in particular 

opportunities to thereby tackle several food-related issues. In particular, a food hub could strengthen 

the distribution and processing of regional food products and thereby also provide services that enable 

regional farmers to serve canteen kitchens in Cologne and its broader region. It could also act as a 

central player in education about healthy and sustainable food and offer corresponding events for 

consumers, producers, and schoolchildren, among others (i.CO3; field note, April 2025). The local 

chapter of the civil society organisation BUND is currently mobilizing an alliance in Cologne to put 

the topic of the food hub back on the political agenda. Skeptics argue, however, that it is far too late to 

offer a viable scenario for those vendors and traders that need alternatives immediately, as the 

wholesale market closes this year. They also hint atthe fact that the concept still lacks solutions for 

funding and maintenance costs; some envision a co-operative in the hands of the stakeholders; others 

argue these are not capable of carrying the costs (i.CO3; field note, April 2025).  

4.5 Conclusion 

Our analysis of the local food system in Cologne shows that the system is geographically broader than 

the municipal area itself. It includes the surrounding areas of neighbouring regions and smaller cities 

where vegetables and fruits are grown and animals raised, although not primarily for regional 

consumption but as supply for the industrialized food system. The industrialization of the food system 

has also led to long-term significant processes of change at the local level, in particular to a 

centralization of food production and distribution, with small actors disappearing to a large extent. It 

affects local farms, crafts, processing, and also the food retail trade.  

Over the last decade, several civil society organisations and alternative food organisations, 

fundamentally concerned about the industrialization of the food system and its detrimental effects, 

have started to mobilize for a transformation towards a sustainable food system. One central actor in 

this transformation process is the Food Policy Council Cologne (FPCC) that, started in 2016, is partly 

financed by the city government. It brings the concerns of civil society to politicians and the broader 

public, and is active in various (third-party funded) projects. Its aim is to bring together a broad alliance 

for the sustainability transformation of Cologne’s food system. Major visible successes can be seen, 

for example, in the Food Strategy for Cologne and the Edible City Action Plan, both of which the 
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municipal government has largely adopted – albeit so far rather as a strategy and less in terms of 

concrete implementation. 

The survey found that a significant majority of organisations were engaged in distribution, retail, 

agriculture, and manufacturing. Respondents express a shared concern regarding the unsustainability 

of the food system, with 66% identifying it as environmentally harmful. They also perceive a power 

imbalance, where 71% felt decision-making is concentrated among a few powerful entities, while 63% 

believe that ordinary citizens still have a significant influence on food-related decisions. The primary 

concerns highlighted include a lack of public awareness about food practices and insufficient support 

for local producers. Notably, many civil society and alternative food organisations seem to be actively 

engaged in advocacy and public consciousness-raising efforts, tackling issues such as sustainable 

agricultural practices and climate change. Collaborative efforts among organisations are common, with 

food-adjacent activities reporting the highest number of partnerships. Overall, while challenges exist, 

there is a considerable engagement among Cologne’s alternative food organisations to promote 

sustainable changes within the food system. 

The qualitative analysis allowed a deeper look into some most relevant actors that aim to transform 

the food system. In particular, it shows the complexity of the processes and actor constellations. It 

illustrates the potential for conflict that exists in different attitudes towards the necessity and feasibility 

of organic farming. It also shows the difficulties faced by alternative food organisations and 

environmental civil society organisations in pushing through policies when they place a burden on 

public budgets. 
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Appendix: List of interviews conducted in Cologne 

Type of respondent 
Interview 

Code 
Interviewer 

Date of the 

interview 

Expert actor on food 

issues at the local level 

(training and research) 

i.CO1 Degens & Schiller-

Merkens 

October 11 2024 

i.CO2 Degens & Schiller-

Merkens 

November 7 2024 

Representative actor of the 

environmentalist world 

i.CO4 Degens & Schiller-

Merkens 

December 11 

2024 

online 

i.CO6 Degens January 20 2025, 

online 

Representative actor of the 

conflict on food issues at 

the local level (urban 

farming; circular 

economy; etc..) 

i.CO3 Degens & Schiller-

Merkens 

December 6 2024 

Representative actor in 

production 

i.CO7-8 Degens & Schiller-

Merkens 

January 16, 2025 

i.CO11 Degens  March 3, 2025, 

online 

Representative actor in 

distribution 

i.CO9 Degens & Schiller-

Merkens 

January 24, 2025 

i.CO12 Degens, Hamacher 

& Schiller-

Merkens 

April 3, 2025 

Representative actor in 

consumption 

i.CO5 Degens & Schiller-

Merkens 

January 9 2025 

online 

Representative actor of 

food waste 

i.CO10 Degens & Schiller-

Merkens 

February 4 2025, 

online 

Representative actor in 

food poverty 

i.CO13 Degens & Schiller-

Merkens 

April 4, 2025 
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5. City Report: Geneva (Switzerland) 

Ophelia Nicole-Berva, Elena Reinhart and Eva Fernández 

University of Geneva 

 

5.1 Historical reconstruction and contextualization 

Switzerland: a short historical background 

The modernization of Swiss agriculture took place over more than two hundred years, following, as 

elsewhere in Europe, a series of agricultural revolutions (Moser, 2019). Between 1700 and 1850, fields 

that had previously been used collectively by villages were privatized, livestock began to be kept in 

staples year-round, and new crops were introduced (such as the potato). The second agricultural 

revolution (from 1850 to 1950) brought the introduction of chemical fertilizers and mechanical 

harvesters. The parallel industrial revolution supported the continuous growth of agricultural 

production, particularly through the systematic and scientific selection of animals and plants. From 

1950 onward (the third revolution), yields increased further thanks to advances in motorization and 

chemistry, which freed up land previously used to produce fodder for the many draft animals (Moser, 

2019). 

The Second World War was marked by the Wahlen Plan, implemented starting in 1940 (Tanner, 2021). 

Named after Friedrich Traugott Wahlen, an agronomist and head of the Agricultural Production and 

Domestic Economy Division at the Federal War Food Office, this plan aimed to expand cultivated land 

and increase agricultural production to ensure supply and even achieve food self-sufficiency during 

the Second World War. Sometimes also called “battle for the fields”, the plan was inspired in part by 

Fascist Italy’s “battle for grain” of the 1930s. The Wahlen Plan, for example, called for a reduction in 

livestock in favor of increasing crop production, utilizing all available land – parks, sports fields, and 

even railway tracks were converted into arable land (Ribeli, 2023). The results of the plan were modest 

and fell well short of food self-sufficiency, although the country’s self-supply rate did rise from 52% 

to 59% (Tanner, 2021). After that, between 1950 and 1985, Switzerland implemented strong market 

regulations for grain, milk and sugar, making agriculture an “exceptionalism” amid a context of 

economic liberalization (R. Huber et al., 2024).  

However, this support for national production had to take another shape by the late 20th century, due 

to rising international trade pressures. In 1996, by approving the counter-proposal to the popular 

initiative “Farmers and Consumers – For an Agriculture in Harmony with Nature”, the Swiss 

electorate endorsed the Agricultural Policy 2002 (PA 2002). This vote marked the inclusion in the 

Constitution of the principle of “a production that meets both the requirements of sustainable 

development and those of the market”. The mandate given to agriculture is defined in Article 104 of 

the Federal Constitution and states that agriculture must make a substantial contribution to food 

security, the conservation of natural resources, the upkeep of the rural landscape, and the decentralized 

occupation of the territory. This constitutional article underlines the “multifunctional role of 
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agriculture”, meaning that the sector “not only has a role as a producer of food but also as a steward 

of the environment and a key player in rural development” (R. Huber et al., 2024). 

Subsequently, in 1999, the guaranteed prices for certain products were abolished and “governmental 

spending was converted into direct payments, and tariff-rate quotas were introduced that complied 

with WTO rules” (R. Huber et al., 2024). It is precisely the 1999 Agricultural Act which introduced 

direct payments, which “are conditional on cross-compliance measures” (R. Huber et al., 2024). Some 

requirements regard the farm structure (land exploitation, a minimum of standard labor units, etc.), and 

others are concerned with ecological performance grouped under the concept of “Proof of Ecological 

Performance” (PER). Direct payments exist for different types of goals which are stated in the Swiss 

agricultural policy, namely these six areas: i) ensuring food supply, ii) the maintenance of cultural 

landscapes, iii) the promotion of landscape quality, iv) increasing resource efficiency, v) biodiversity 

conservation and vi) the development of environmental- and animal-friendly production systems (R. 

Huber et al., 2024). According to Curry & and Stucki, (1997) the introduction of direct payment has 

played a more significant role in the Swiss agricultural policy reform than in the European Union. In 

fact, similarly to the reforms under the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) (as Switzerland is not part 

of the CAP), these payments were designed to financially support farmers; yet they also served a 

broader purpose “in the provision of public interest benefits of various types to reinforce the wider 

role of agriculture in rural development” (Curry & and Stucki, 1997). For example, as of 2022, 

approximately 40% of direct payments to farmers are allocated to “biodiversity conservation, 

landscape maintenance, sustainable production systems and animal welfare”, emphasizing a 

distinctive policy approach in the EU context driven by a strong commitment to environmental and 

animal welfare programs (R. Huber et al., 2024) 

Institutional background: Geneva  

Institutionally, the city-canton of Geneva does not have a formal food policy. The cantonal office of 

agriculture and nature (OCAN) is usually the reference when it comes to agriculture policy and food. 

The role of OCAN is to provide “a supportive framework for productive, dynamic, and resilient 

agriculture, and encourages local and sustainable food consumption”. According to a report from 

2019 (OCAN, 2019), Geneva has 384 farms or agricultural enterprises. Most of the production is 

dedicated to arable crops (over 56%), followed by nearly 30% of land used for grassland. Just 2% is 

allocated to vegetable farming. According to the report, 10% of these farms practice organic 

production.  

Further, the canton of Geneva has developed, in 2004, its own “brand” or label: Genève Région – Terre 

Avenir (GRTA). This brand, which follows the logic of promoting urban agriculture (Schweizer & 

Mumenthaler, 2017), makes it possible and easy to identify products originating from local agriculture. 

Many interviewees mention this label as a specificity of the Geneva region, but some of them also 

express some skepticism as the label does not specify the type of agriculture. For instance, a consumer 

would not know whether vegetables were grown in open soil or in a greenhouse. According to some 

experts, this detail is crucial for having a more holistic understanding of production – beyond just the 

territorial label. 
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Despite an absence of official cantonal food policy, the city of Geneva (and its service Agenda 21) has 

developed over the years a specific program regarding the promotion of local and sustainable food 

systems, that addresses the many actors of the system. During the 2020–2025 legislative term, this 

program was called “Nourrir la ville” (Feeding the City) and aimed to “promote food sovereignty in 

the Geneva area, support local businesses, and encourage the consumption of local products”. This 

approach aims at reconnecting urban centers with the countryside and therefore to also reconnect 

consumers with producers, and, in the longer run, to develop a territorial food policy (the role of the 

association Ma-terre, Maison de l’alimentation et du territoire de Genève that could translate as Geneva 

food and territory hub). 

Within the canton of Geneva, municipalities are autonomous to develop their own food program or 

policies to be implemented at the communal level. Several communes are therefore known for their 

engagement in building more sustainable food sectors, for instance by addressing the issue of collective 

catering (in schools, within the administration) as a key area for implementing a more sustainable 

approach. This denotes the importance of the Swiss federal system where not only cantons have an 

important role in initiating and implementing specific policies or programs (for instance through the 

right to food, see below), but where communes (municipalities) can also be drivers of change.  

Geneva: a transborder city and pioneer in community-supported agriculture 

Geneva is a city-canton and is the second-most populous city in Switzerland. The city has just over 

208’000 inhabitants, while the canton has 530,000 inhabitants. The peculiarity of Geneva is that most 

of the city shares its border with France. The canton shares 103 km of border with France and only 4.5 

km with the rest of Switzerland (the canton of Vaud). This geographical particularity translates into an 

economic and political region that spans over the border. Transnational cooperation between the canton 

of Geneva, the Nyon district (in the canton of Vaud) and the French municipalities started in the 1970s. 

Nowadays, this cross-border urban area includes the 117 municipalities of the Metropolitan Hub of the 

French Genevois, the 45 municipalities of the Canton of Geneva, as well as the 47 municipalities of 

the Nyon district, representing more than one million inhabitants (Grand Genève, n.d.). 

This transborder context is further characterized by a high mobility for work, shopping or leisure on 

both sides of the border. This phenomenon is not unique to Geneva but occurs in all of Switzerland’s 

border regions, such as the canton of Ticino (bordering Italy), the canton of Vaud (bordering France), 

or Basel-Stadt (bordering France and Germany). In relation to food, this proximity with the border is 

not without challenge for local producers. Indeed, the costs of production and transformation are lower 

outside of Switzerland, resulting in attractive prices for consumers to cross the border instead of buying 

to producers based within the Geneva territory. Hence, it is common to speak of “shopping tourism” 

to describe Swiss residents who go shopping in France for instance. Despite this tendency, the canton 

of Geneva is also characterized by an infrastructure of community-supported agriculture (CSA, or 

agriculture contractuelle de proximité in French) since the 1970s, making Geneva a pioneer in 

Switzerland in favoring direct relation between local producers and consumers. 

Historically, Geneva is the pioneering canton in Switzerland to adopt a community-supported 

agriculture (CSA) system (Bigler, 2016; J. Huber & Lorenzini, 2022; Sahakian, 2015). The CSA are 

organized under three main forms: cooperative, non-governmental organisation and individual 
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initiatives (Bigler, 2016). While this model began in Japan in the 1970s, the “Jardin de Cocagne” was 

established in 1978 (Sahakian, 2015, p. 145). This cooperative, founded by urban consumers seeking 

a direct connection with food production, still exists today and remains a key reference in the field. Its 

structure as a cooperative means that the eaters are co-operators. This translates for instance into paying 

an annual contribution and taking a few shifts at the farm in exchange for a weekly delivery of 

vegetables. This model is closely related to the movement for food sovereignty (Schweizer & 

Mumenthaler, 2017), and that of food democracy, for the involvement of eaters along with the farmers. 

Since then, urban farms and other agricultural cooperatives that promote a connection with consumers 

– through subscription-based produce boxes or other contractual arrangements for dry goods – have 

flourished. In Switzerland, there are three regional networks according to the linguistic region. 

Conprobio in the Italian-speaking part and Verband Regionale Vertragsland-Wirstschaft (RVL) in the 

German-speaking part. The latter was launched in 2011 with the support of the French-speaking 

coordination Fédération Romande d’Agriculture Contractuelle de proximité (FRACP) created in 2008 

by 13 CSA groups (Bigler, 2016). 

Food and civil society 

Taking the words of an interviewee, while food is a crucial issue of current societies, too rarely it is 

put at the political agenda (i.GE1.WP3). While we have just seen that cities in Geneva are developing 

their own programs and strategies, many food initiatives and processes arise from civil society 

organisations. We provide a non-exhaustive overview of actors and political processes currently at the 

heart of the democratization of the food systems in Geneva.  

In 2018, the Mouvement pour une Agriculture Paysanne et Citoyenne (MAPC) (movement for peasant 

and citizen-led agriculture) was created, with the aim to bring together all actors of the system, from 

farmers, processors, sellers, restaurant owners and eaters. The movement adopts a politically engaged 

stance and clearly works towards a closer relationship between farmers and eaters in a food democracy 

perspective. The MAPC, along with five other local partners, supports a project of a solidarity-based 

food fund (caisse alimentaire or Calim). Two local committees have been established in 2024 in two 

neighborhoods. These committees have gained experience and knowledge about their local food 

system throughout 2024, through visits, workshops and collective discussions. Since 2025, the two 

committees meet together and define more concretely the framework of the fund (how it will work in 

practice), which aims to be functioning from September 2025. This experiment (which echoes many 

of the experiments happening in France, the most famous being the case of Montpellier) is a great 

example of food democracy in practice, where eaters, producers and distributors work to shape a food 

system that facilitates the access to food quality to more people, while promoting local agriculture.  

The project of the solidarity-based food fund is also to be understood in a politically favorable context. 

Indeed, in June 2023, the people of Geneva approved by popular vote the inclusion of the right to food 

in the cantonal constitution, with over 67% in favor. The new constitutional article reads: “the right to 

food is guaranteed. Everyone has the right to adequate food and to be free from hunger”, which should 

then translate into an implementing law (currently in process). The wording of the right to food reflects 

the two key aspects of the right to food in international law (right to adequate food and the right to be 

free from hunger) (Golay, 2024). The right to food at the local and international level has been at the 
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center of a Demopratic forum on the right to food and food sovereignty organized in Geneva in 2023 

to bring a variety of actors to discuss the political consequences of such a right at the cantonal level. 

Following a method of “demopraxy” in order to “connect the practices of different organisations and 

institutions within a governance system that emphasized cooperation and mutual learning” (Opera 

Demopratica Ginevra, 2023). The output of this first forum was a Geneva Manifesto on the Right to 

Food, available in multiple languages. In 2024, another forum was organized, this time gathering actors 

to launch a European Citizen Initiative (ECI) to craft a comprehensive right to food law. The ECI was 

then presented in Rome in October 2024 (Golay, 2024), and according to their website,1 the collection 

of signature will start at the end of 2025.  

In sum, these few examples of organisational and political initiatives and processes depict a local 

environment sensitive to developing and implementing the right to food in a democratic manner.  

5.2 Geneva’s food system: Food-related organisational census 

In Geneva, the research team conducted an extensive census of food-related actors, identifying 5,213 

entities through a combination of administrative data sources and supplementary manual mapping. 

This work was grounded in the shared methodological framework developed for the broader project, 

but tailored to the specific institutional and data landscape of the canton 

The primary source of data was the publicly accessible business registry maintained by the canton of 

Geneva. This registry provides detailed records on all registered enterprises, including legal identifiers, 

contact information, and economic activity codes based on the Nomenclature Générale des Activités 

économiques (NOGA), Switzerland’s adaptation of the European NACE classification system. In order 

to isolate actors relevant to the food system, the research team systematically reviewed the full list of 

NOGA codes, selecting those corresponding to key stages of the food supply chain as well as ancillary 

services such as logistics, research, and education. 

Through this targeted selection process, the majority of food-related actors were identified, 

representing a wide range of businesses engaged primarily in catering, retail, distribution, and food 

production. However, recognising the limitations of administrative registries in capturing the breadth 

of food system actors, particularly in the non-profit and informal sectors, the team complemented this 

dataset with additional manual mapping. This involved cross-referencing pre-existing databases. 

Specifically, we used data from a 2019 mapping of alternative food organisations (AFOs) in Geneva, 

carried out as part of the project " Political Consumerism in Switzerland: Linking Food Consumption, 

Conceptions of Citizenship, and Political Engagements" (SNSF, 2018–2022). Additional data were 

sourced from lists assembled by local civil society groups, for instance an interactive map of all urban 

gardens by the association Genève-Cultive. The other CSOs were mostly gathered through online 

research.  

The breakdown of Geneva’s food-related actors across the different sectors of the food system is 

presented in Figure 5.1, illustrating the relative weight of each category within the local food economy. 

 
1 See the dedicated website : https://www.goodfoodforall.eu/ 
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Figure 5.1. Distribution of mapped food-related organisations in Geneva, by role within the food system 

The largest group of mapped actors consists of catering and dining businesses, such as restaurants and 

bars, accounting for 58.1% (3,029 entries) of all identified food-related entities. This dominant share 

reflects Geneva’s service-oriented economy, with well over half of food system actors engaged in food 

preparation and service. The next most prevalent actors are distribution and retail businesses, 

constituting 33.3% of the census (1,736 entries). Food producers—including agricultural producers 

and food manufacturing businesses—comprise 4.7% (245 entries) of mapped actors. In contrast, non-

profit and solidarity initiatives represent only about 1.6% (85 entries), and food-adjacent entities 

operating outside the core food supply chain (e.g., research or support services) account for around 

2.1% (111 entries). The latter group includes actors linked to policy or governance (0.17%, 9 entries), 

civil society organisations focused on advocacy or education and training (1.3%, 68 entries), and 

miscellaneous actors not fitting into other categories (0.65%, 34 entries), such as museums or research 

institutes, among others. 

5.3 Results from the organisational survey 

Sample size and main organisational characteristics 

In Geneva, we collected responses from 180 actors engaged in food-related activities. Among them, 

the vast majority (133, approximately 74%) identified as for-profit enterprises. The remaining 47 

respondents (26.1%) represented non-profit entities, including cooperatives (5 respondents, 2.8%), 
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foundations (3 respondents, 1.7%), associations (24 respondents, 13.3%), public entities (12 

respondents, 6.7%), and a small number of other organisational forms (3 respondents, 1.7%). 

As shown in Figure 5.2, respondents fulfilled a variety of roles across the food system. Catering and 

dining services represented the largest category, with 54 organisations (30%). This was followed by 

distribution and retail activities (32 organisations, 17.8%) and agriculture and food manufacturing (25 

organisations, 13.9%). A significant number of actors (30, or 16.7%) were classified as hybrid, 

engaging across multiple stages of the food system. Additionally, 20 organisations (11.1%) operated 

as non-profit or solidarity-based initiatives, and 16 (8.9%) were involved in food-adjacent activities. 

A small share (3 organisations) could not be clearly categorised. 

 

Figure 5.2. Distribution of survey respondents in Geneva, by role within the food system 
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In terms of the scale of their activities, most of the organisations surveyed in Geneva operated at the 

local level (see Figure 5.3). Specifically, 55.6% (100 responses) focused their work on neighbourhood 

or city-level initiatives. An additional 26.1% (47 responses) operated across the metropolitan area or 

the surrounding region. A smaller share reported broader scopes: 11.7% (21 responses) were active at 

the national level, while 6.7% (12 responses) also carried out activities internationally. 

 

Figure 5.3. Geographic scope of activities among Geneva’s survey respondents 

The survey also explored key internal aspects of the participating organisations, specifically examining 

their workforce and the scale of their budget. Only a small number (4%) represented large structures 

with over 100 employees or members. Medium-sized organisations, involving between 10 and 100 

people, made up 28% of the sample, while smaller entities with fewer than 10 members accounted for 

24%. Notably, 43% of respondents did provide this information. 

Regarding financial capacity, approximately 18% of the sample reported an annual budget of less than 

CHF 100,000, while 29% had budgets ranging between CHF 100,000 and CHF 1 million. A smaller 

segment (16%) indicated a financial volume exceeding CHF 1 million per year. However, self-reported 

budgetary data were unavailable for 37% of the organisations included in the survey. 

Perceptions of the food system and key challenges 

The survey also assessed general perceptions of Geneva's food system and its main challenges, using 

targeted questions. To evaluate how respondents perceive the local food system, we administered 

seven statements concerning critical aspects of the local food system. Five of these statements 

specifically examined essential aspects related to the performance and outcomes of Geneva’s food 

system (see Figure 5.4). 
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Figure 5.4. Agreement with statements on local food system characteristics among Geneva’s respondents 

The analysis of these five statements highlighted several distinct tendencies. Respondents expressed 

considerable scepticism regarding the sustainability and fairness of the current food system. 64% of 

respondents acknowledged that conventional operations within the system contribute substantially to 

environmental degradation and the depletion of natural resources. Moreover, 55% of actors felt that 

the system does not adequately ensure equitable access to nutritious food. A substantial number of 

respondents also perceived an imbalance of power, with around 70% agreeing that decision-making is 

heavily concentrated among a limited group of influential actors. Despite these critical views, there 

was notable optimism regarding civic participation: 58% of respondents were confident that ordinary 

citizens have significant influence over decisions and practices within Geneva’s food system. No 

statistically significant difference between food system roles has been found, meaning that these views 

are generally consistent across different positions and activities within Geneva’s food system. 
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Figure 5.5. Agreement with statements on green transition policies among Geneva’s respondents 

Additionally, the survey included two distinct items exploring contrasting aspects of climate-oriented 

policies in the food sector: their perceived necessity and their potential unintended negative 

consequences. Although 79% of respondents agreed on the need for green transition policies, opinions 

were more divided over their potential negative effects: 28% disagreed that these policies have adverse 

impacts, 28% neither agreed nor disagreed and 27% agreed. 

When examining responses by organisational type, significant variation emerged regarding the 

perceived negative consequences of policies promoting a green transition. This divergence was 

statistically significant (p=0.017), with actors from the agriculture and manufacturing sectors reporting 

notably greater concerns about adverse effects compared to participants from non-profit and solidarity-

based initiatives. 

To gain a better understanding of the key challenges affecting both individual practices and the wider 

food system, we included a question designed to gather participants' perceptions of the most pressing 

issues perceived by them. Respondents were invited to select up to five issues from a predefined list 

of twenty, identifying those they believed had the most detrimental impact on their day-to-day 

activities and on the wider functioning of the urban food system. Additionally, participants were given 

the opportunity to nominate further issues not included in the initial list, thereby enabling the 

identification of emerging or unanticipated concerns. This allowed to capture both widely shared 

challenges and those specific to particular groups. The results are presented in Figure 5.6, which 

illustrates the frequency with which each issue was cited by respondents in Geneva, highlighting both 

the most and least commonly reported problems. 
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Figure 5.6. Relative frequency of problem mentions among Geneva’s respondents 

The most pressing issues across the Geneva sample are high food prices, limited public understanding 

of food system dynamics, and rising energy costs. Nevertheless, disaggregated analysis by 

organisational role (summarized in Table 5.1) reveals meaningful differences in how challenges are 

prioritized. 

Table 5.1. Top three concerns by role among Geneva’s respondents (vs. overall city ranking) 

Agriculture & 

Manufacturing 
Distribution & 

Retail Catering & Dining Hybrid Actors Non-profit & 

Solidarity initiatives 
Food-Adjacent 

Activities 
#1. Public awareness 

(+1) 

#1. Energy costs (+2) 1. High food prices 

(=) 

#1. Energy costs (+2) #1. Public awareness 

(+1) 

#1. Public awareness 

(+1) 

#2. Energy costs (+1) 
#2. Public awareness 

(=) 

#2. Unhealthy & low-

quality food (+2) 

#2. High food prices  

(-1) 

#2. Unhealthy & low-

quality food (+2) 

#2. Unhealthy & low-

quality food (+2) 

#3. Extreme weather 

events (+6) 

#3. High food prices  

(-2) 

#3. Energy costs (=) #3. Public awareness 

(-1) 

#3. Insufficient support 
for local farmers 

and producers (+2) 

#3. Food waste (+3) 

 

For example, actors involved in agriculture and manufacturing were particularly attuned to the public’s 

limited awareness of the food system, identifying this as their top concern. They also pointed to energy 

costs and, somewhat distinctively, highlighted extreme weather events. For distribution and retail 

stakeholders, energy costs took precedence, followed by concerns about consumer awareness and food 

affordability. In contrast, the catering and dining sector was most preoccupied with high food prices, 
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but also gave significant weight to the widespread availability of unhealthy food and rising energy 

expenses. Non-profit and solidarity-based initiatives placed first the public’s limited awareness of the 

food system and second unhealthy and low-quality food prevalence, but also stood out for emphasizing 

the lack of support for local producers, a priority less prominent in other groups. 

Consciousness-raising and advocacy activities 

The survey also looked at the extent to which Geneva-based organisations have been involved in food-

related advocacy, lobbying or awareness-raising activities over the past three years. Just under half of 

the respondents (47%) reported involvement in at least one such activity, while 39% declared they had 

not taken part in any initiatives of this kind. The remaining 14% of respondents did not reply to this 

question. 

Figure 5.7 outlines the types of engagement undertaken. The most frequently mentioned activities were 

participation in meetings or events with institutional actors (26%) and consciousness-raising efforts 

aimed at informing the public (also 26%). Meetings with other food system stakeholders followed 

closely (23%), highlighting a significant level of peer-to-peer engagement. Campaigning on food-

related issues (16%) and providing in-kind support such as meals or shelter (16%) were also relatively 

common. Less widespread, but still present, were activities like report drafting (8%) and fundraising 

initiatives (4%). These findings suggest that, although a substantial proportion of actors remain 

disengaged from formal advocacy, a diverse subset is actively contributing to the political and social 

debate surrounding food systems in Geneva. 

  

Figure 5.7. Participation in advocacy and public engagement activities among Geneva’s respondents 

The 84 organisations that declared to have taken part in advocacy or awareness-raising activities were 

asked to indicate the main themes that guided their efforts (see Figure 5.8). The three most frequently 

cited areas of concern were food waste reduction (58% of active organisations), food education and 

awareness (57%), and the circular economy (49%). 

Although the key advocacy themes were relatively consistent across food system actors, sector-specific 

patterns did surface. For example, actors in agriculture and manufacturing placed greater emphasis on 

the circular economy, which was their leading issue, while sustainable agricultural and farming 
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practices appeared in the top three only for those involved in catering and dining. Notably, non-profit 

and solidarity-based initiatives in Geneva distinguished themselves by placing urban agriculture and 

food education, as well as food waste, at the top of their priorities. 

 

Figure 5.8. Relative frequency of issue mentions among Geneva’s mobilized respondents 

Collaborative networks within and outside the food sector 

The survey also aimed to map patterns of collaboration among actors engaged in the local food system, 

both within the traditional food supply chain and in adjacent sectors. To explore these networks, 

respondents were asked whether they had established any collaborative ties with a range of entities—

including businesses, civic organisations, political bodies, and public institutions—over the past three 

years. Collaboration was understood in a broad sense and could take the form of information sharing, 

resource exchange, or joint participation in projects or events. Although these dimensions were 

collected separately, they are aggregated here into a single indicator of inter-organisational 

collaboration, with the understanding that more detailed analyses may examine their distinct nature in 

future research. 

In Geneva, the distribution of reported collaborations shows that while some organisations remain 

isolated, many are actively engaging with others in the local food system (see figure 2.9). Out of all 

respondents, 25 organisations (13.9%) reported no collaboration with any of the 20 listed actor types. 

At the same time, 18 organisations (10%) reported just one collaboration, while 20 (11.1%) listed three 

ties—making this the most frequently reported number. 

The median number of collaborations falls between three and four, indicating that half of the 

organisations collaborated with at least three other actor types. A notable share also reported between 

five and eight connections: 7 respondents (3.9%) named five actors, 9 (5%) named six, 7 (3.9%) listed 

seven, and 11 (6.1%) indicated eight. Collaborations involving ten or more partners were relatively 

rare: only 4 organisations each (2.2%) reported ten or eleven nominations, while just one actor reached 

as high as sixteen.  
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Figure 5.9. Number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types reported by Geneva’s respondents 

That said, the number of collaborations reported by actors in Geneva’s food system shows notable 

differences depending on the type of organisation involved. As shown in Table 5.2, stakeholders 

operating in food-adjacent activities reported the highest number of connections, with an average of 

9.4 ties—well above the overall mean of 4.5. By contrast, actors in the distribution and retail sector 

reported the lowest average number of collaborations (2.8), suggesting a relatively peripheral role in 

the local network. Non-profit and solidarity-based initiatives also showed a moderate level of 

engagement, with an average of 4.4 connections. Interestingly, agricultural and manufacturing actors 

were more embedded in the network than other actors involved in the food supply chain, with 5.8 

average connections, followed by hybrid food system actors at 5 and catering and dining businesses at 

3.2. These variations point to differentiated patterns of engagement and suggest that some segments of 

the food system are far more interconnected than others. 

Table 5.2. Average number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types by food system role among Geneva’s 

respondents 

Groups 
Mean reported 

connections 

Agriculture & manufacturing 5.8 

Distribution & Retail 2.8 

Catering & Dining 3.2 

Hybrid actors FS 5.0 

Non-Profit & Solidarity Initiatives 4.4 

Food-Adjacent Activities 9.4 

Overall 4.5 

ANOVA: F(1, 143) = 6.83, p = 0.010 
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The distribution of reported collaborative ties across distinct actor categories exhibits notable variation 

(see Figure 5.10). Ecological and sustainable food producers and distributors are the most frequently 

cited collaborators, mentioned by over 54% of respondents. Local and regional government institutions 

(43%) and citizen and neighbourhood associations (40%) also rank highly, reflecting the importance 

of both public and community-level engagement in Geneva’s food governance landscape. Online 

platforms for food delivery (35%) and education institutions (34%) follow, suggesting a relevance of 

digital and educational actors. Academic institutions and activist NGOs also maintain a notable 

presence, each reported by approximately 30% of respondents. Actors such as financial institutions 

(21%), industrial food producers (21%), and large food retailers (19%) occupy a more marginal 

position, while international and EU-level governmental bodies appear at the bottom of the 

distribution—with less than 8% and 6% of respondents, respectively, mentioning collaboration with 

them. This pattern points to a more locally anchored and civil-society-driven configuration of the food 

system in Geneva, with limited collaborative links with high-level transnational or political bodies. 

 

Figure 5.10. Relative frequency of collaborative ties with distinct actor types among Geneva’s respondents 

Attitudes towards decision-making and deliberative-participatory initiatives 

In the final part of the survey, we explored how local food system actors perceive deliberative and 

participatory processes as tools for transforming the food system. Respondents were asked to react to 

a set of seven statements designed to assess their general attitudes towards participation, inclusion, and 
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decision-making. These were followed by questions about their awareness of and engagement in local 

participatory initiatives mapped for the Geneva context. 

The findings indicate widespread support for participatory approaches to food governance. Roughly 

seven in ten respondents felt that citizens should have a greater say in food-related decisions, while 

only a small minority expressed disagreement. Support was even stronger for the inclusion of key 

stakeholders and local communities in decision-making processes. Transparency emerged as a 

particularly salient value, with nearly nine in ten respondents agreeing that food-related decisions 

should be open to scrutiny, pointing to a strong normative commitment to openness and accountability. 

In contrast, opinions were more divided regarding the role of expert knowledge. While a substantial 

share supported prioritizing expert input, a notable portion expressed disagreement. 

 

Figure 5.11. Agreement with statements on decision-making preferences among Geneva’s respondents 

In addition to questions about general preferences regarding political decision-making, the survey also 

incorporated three specific items designed to evaluate perceptions of deliberative and participatory 

mechanisms. These were described in broad terms as "Processes that bring people together to 

deliberate and make decisions (e.g., citizens' assemblies or similar forums)."  

Perceptions of the effectiveness of participatory processes were cautiously optimistic. A majority of 

respondents viewed these processes as effective, although a smaller share expressed scepticism or 

uncertainty. In contrast, opinions on their practicality were more evenly split. While a significant 

proportion saw them as inefficient or impractical, a comparable share either disagreed or remained 

undecided, pointing to ambivalence about their feasibility in real-world settings. Respondents were 

similarly divided on the likely impact of deliberative initiatives. A sizable group doubted that such 
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processes would lead to meaningful improvements, while others were more hopeful or unsure, 

reflecting broader uncertainty about their transformative potential. 

 

Figure 5.12. Agreement with statements on deliberative forums among Geneva’s respondents 

In a second part, respondents were asked to evaluate their awareness and involvement in a selection of 

seven deliberative and participatory initiatives identified by the research team, with the option to 

mention additional ones not included in the list. For each initiative, respondents were asked if they had 

heard of it and whether they had taken part. Further questions concerning satisfaction and willingness 

to engage in the future were addressed only to those with prior awareness or experience. 

Looking at the distribution of awareness, a small portion of participants (12 out of 180, approximately 

7%) reported not knowing any of the initiatives listed. Nevertheless, the data shows a fair degree of 

familiarity overall: respondents recognized, on average, between three and four initiatives. The median 

number of recognized initiatives was three, pointing to a moderate but not negligible degree of 

exposure to participatory opportunities in the local context. 

 

Figure 5.13. Number of local food-related participatory initiatives known to Geneva’s respondents 

Levels of awareness of deliberative and participatory initiatives varied according to the respondents’ 

roles within the local food system (see Table 2.4). The highest levels of familiarity were recorded 

among respondents involved in non-profit and solidarity-based initiatives, who reported knowing an 

average of 5.5 initiatives, followed closely by those active in food-adjacent sectors (5.2). By contrast, 
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respondents from catering and dining (2.7) and distribution and retail (2.8) reported more limited 

awareness. These variations suggest that certain segments of the food system may be more connected 

to participatory processes than others, highlighting the need for more targeted engagement strategies 

across specific occupational clusters. 

Table 5.3. Average number of known local food-related participatory initiatives by food system role among 

Geneva’s respondents 

Groups 
Mean reported 

initiatives known 

Agriculture & manufacturing 3.5 

Distribution & Retail 2.8 

Catering & Dining 2.7 

Hybrid actors FS 3.3 

Non-Profit & Solidarity Initiatives 5.5 

Food-Adjacent Activities 5.2 

Overall 3.5 

ANOVA: F(1,133) = 13.41, p < 0.001 

Figure 5.14 displays the cumulative frequency of both awareness and active involvement, offering 

insight into the relative popularity of the various initiatives. Among these, ‘À table! Let’s eat locally 

and sustainably’ (55%) and Festi’Terroir – Festival of direct sales and organic produce (53.3%) stand 

out as the most widely recognized initiatives. The campaign on the Right to food in Geneva (41.1%) 

also shows a relatively high level of awareness, while other initiatives such as participatory grocery 

shops (31.7%) or Democratic forum on the right to food (30.6%) received more modest recognition. 

 
Figure 5.14. Relative frequency of awareness and participation in specific local food-related initiatives 

among Geneva’s respondents 
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5.4 Local food system: A qualitative overview 

The qualitative analysis of Geneva’s local food system is based on 17 in-depth interviews conducted 

between December 2024 and April 2025. All interviews were conducted by the same researcher. 

Before starting the interviews, we had informal conversations with two individuals with whom we had 

direct contact. One of them had an academic background and a deep understanding of food-related 

issues; the other had direct contacts in food aid and institutional politics. Thanks to these two initial 

contacts, we began conducting interviews, then proceeded either using a snowball approach or by 

directly targeting experts from diverse backgrounds to ensure a variety of perspectives. Three 

additional informal conversations also helped us define the field. These informal conversations are not 

counted as interviews, but they were instrumental in shaping our understanding of the key issues and 

actors in the field. 

Among our 17 interviews, we have a relatively diverse sample. Interviewees often wear multiple hats. 

For example: former politicians now active in civils society organisations; independent or employed 

experts with experience across numerous organisational and collective initiatives related to food; actors 

within the field of production or consumption; individuals involved in linking food and education; 

organizers of social experiments on the right to food who simultaneously occupy other positions within 

the food system; actors situated within or connected to local institutions; and members of umbrella 

organisations representing producers or the social and solidarity economy.  

From our list of potential interviewees, we also decided to “keep” certain interviewees for future 

packages, particularly WP4, which will focus on political representatives engaged in food-related 

deliberative participatory processes (DPPs) at the city level. In this sense, the interviews conducted for 

the WP3 are also extremely helpful in designing and preparing the field for the next work packages.  

It is also important to mention a challenge we encountered, albeit one that is frequent in qualitative 

research: the non-responsiveness of certain stakeholders. Notably, two key actors in food waste did 

not respond to our outreach, and interview requests to three major retail sector actors either went 

unanswered or were declined. These limitations should be acknowledged, as they influence the scope 

and interpretation of our qualitative analysis. Nevertheless, beyond these isolated refusals, the 

fieldwork was marked by a generally positive reception and a willingness among actors to engage in 

dialogue with researchers, especially in a political and institutional context where food is emerging as 

a central issue. 

Thanks to these first interviews, we can see common themes of interest among these actors. 

Production sector 

In the sector of food production, interviewees speak about the tension between different ways of 

producing, notably the tension between producing more sustainably while staying productive 

(i.GE9.WP3). On the one hand, some producers are well-established, coming from a family of 

producers (hence often having access to land and infrastructure through family). On the other hand, 

there is a renewed interest in agriculture and agroecology from people without previous links to the 

profession. These “neo-rural” often learn on the spot or go through apprenticeship or specific education 

programs. Beyond the biographical differences, actors also note an approach to farming that may 
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diverge. Schematically, there are, on one side, the “large producers” who export beyond Geneva (the 

typical example often mentioned is the production of cherry tomatoes – Geneva being the largest 

producer in Switzerland); on the other side, there are smaller producers who prioritize an 

agroecological approach. It is to note that this notion of “large producers” is also partly contested by 

the production sector, as one interviewee (i.GE10.WP3) explained that the size of farms in Geneva 

(and in Switzerland in general) were moderate in international comparison.  

Among interviewees, the issue of access to land is therefore a key issue (i.GE3.WP3); further, some 

also point at the problems that may emerge from the transborder areas, as the products from France 

are usually cheaper (i.GE10.WP3; i.GE14.WP3). Further, in the production sector, although all are 

producers, these actors do not share the same interests within the food sector. This tension is, for 

example, illustrated by the existence of two umbrella organisations for agriculture in Geneva: on one 

side, the association AgriGenève (also a member of the Swiss Farmers’ Union), and on the other, the 

Geneva section of the peasant organisation Uniterre. The differences among production modes, the 

centrality of organic production as well as a more or less politicized understanding of food production 

were often mentioned as sources of disagreement among actors. 

Distribution: the power of retailers  

A recurring theme during the interviews was the role of major retailers, which in Switzerland are 

historically Migros and Coop. Discounters such as Lidl or Aldi are now also part of the local panorama. 

Retailers are often seen as holding a lot of power over producers through prices notably. Despite their 

omnipresence, supermarkets are rarely present at discussion and negotiation tables; in a way, they are 

highly active yet invisible (as confirmed, for example, by their silence or refusal to respond to our 

questions). Moreover, distributors play an ambivalent role when it comes to food access or food 

poverty. The low prices they offer make them attractive places for consumers with limited budgets. By 

offering “organic” and “local” products, supermarkets respond to demand while still offering lower 

prices than producers or specialized grocery stores. Another example of how large retailers are 

adapting is that some now offer bulk buying sections for cereals or legumes, for instance. In addition 

to this adaptation to consumer habits and changing diets – while remaining affordable – supermarkets 

also play a key role in food banks. Indeed, it is the surplus from stores that is donated to the Geneva 

food bank; but it is also (often) from these same suppliers that the food bank sources products to supply 

its partners, who then distribute food packages to those in need. 

Other low-cost grocery stores, reserved for people in precarious situations, also “make an effort”, 

according to one interviewee (i.GE4.WP3), to provide products from local agriculture. In short, large-

scale retail is everywhere, and it is hard to do without it – especially when it comes to food poverty. 

However, its monopoly is increasingly being challenged. For instance, interviewees often mention the 

potential of community-supported agriculture and participatory supermarkets as alternatives to large-

scale distribution. 

Farmers and eaters: CSA and participatory supermarkets 

Another topic often discussed by interviewees is the importance of the link between farmers and eaters. 

For many of the current initiatives and projects, this relationship between the “countryside” and the 
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“city” is central. It is important not only for current consumers, but also for educational purposes, so 

that children can learn where their food comes from (i.GE12.WP3; i.GE17.WP3). As we have 

explained before, this perspective is also crucial for institutional programs that support projects that 

bring forward the notion of food democracy, hence when eaters are more closely connected to and 

aware of the work conditions of producers. 

They often mention the potential of community-supported agriculture (CSA) and participatory 

supermarkets. Yet, the problem is also raised by many: these activities are still targeting a specific 

audience who is often already “sensible” to the issue of local agriculture, healthy and sustainable diet 

or the environment. Plus, some of them also note the structure of social class that characterizes these 

types of alternatives to big retailers. This is noted not only in terms of financial means (as these options 

are often more costly than retailers) but also in terms of educational level, echoing existing research 

on participatory supermarkets (Lorenzini et al., 2022). 

It is also to note that this relationship between farmers and eaters (or from farm to fork or other 

phrasings) is important for all types of actors, be they institutional representatives, producers or 

members of a civil society organisation. This also echoes an understanding of the food system – in 

other words, most interviewees tend to frame food issues within such system rather than isolate them. 

However, the notion of “system” itself is not always clear, not similar among respondents. For some, 

it is more of an ideal – the idea of “creating a system” (i.GE1.WP3), where actors collaborate and are 

interconnected. For others, this notion of a system is newer and encourages a different perspective 

(i.GE17.WP3). Finally, some prefer to speak of a system in broader terms than just the food system, 

placing food-related issues within a wider context of international trade, among other things 

(i.GE3.WP3). 

Advocacy, education and health 

Finally, a third overarching theme was the importance of advocacy-making around food issues, and in 

particular through educational programs that are also oriented towards healthier food consumption. 

The organisation of workshops or public events to be sensible to the general population was mentioned 

by several interviewees as a core activity of the sector (i.GE5.WP3; i.GE9.WP3; i.GE12.WP3; 

i.GE15.WP3; i.GE16.WP3). Concretely, this implied events such as farm visits, local food festivals, 

or compiling lists of recommended places to buy or eat organic and local products. These are direct 

tools for raising awareness among a broad audience. While there may be differing interests (for 

example, between certain producers or between the market logic of large retailers versus cooperative 

supermarkets), the connection with eaters and the information provided to them appears to be 

fundamental for most interviewees.  

For some, ensuring transparency about the products but also the work conditions associated with food 

jobs is essential (i.GE17.WP3), enabling citizens to make more informed consumption choices. This 

transparency can be applied to information related to food production conditions (i.GE10.WP3, 

i.GE14.WP3), but also to the nutritional quality of purchased food (i.GE16.WP3). The health aspect, 

often linked to educational efforts aimed at both younger and older audiences, emerges frequently in 

interviews. For some, health is an effective lever to encourage more sustainable food practices, both 

from public authorities and consumers (i.GE17.WP3). Indeed, in a context where healthcare costs are 
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exorbitant in Switzerland, the argument of a population paying greater attention to its health, 

particularly through diet, is a compelling one. However, several interviewees also pointed out the 

normative nature of nutritional standards, which can tend to “moralize” certain food choices due to 

their ecological footprint or their nutritional content, which is deemed negligible or even harmful. This 

raises questions, for instance, about what types of products banks should or should not provide, thereby 

questioning the very approach to food insecurity, and whether it should go beyond mere calorie 

distribution to include broader access to healthy food for all (i.GE1.WP3; i.GE4.WP3; i.GE11.WP3). 

5.5 Conclusion 

The historical and contextual background of the case study allows us to better understand the issues at 

stake in the city-canton of Geneva. The Swiss federal system provides a lot of freedom to cantons and 

municipalities to implement their own laws and programs. While some municipalities have already 

been implementing different programs of food initiatives, the institutionalization of the right to food 

in the constitution lays the ground for a cantonal framework. These changes can also be read within a 

national context that experiments with food democracy (with the example of the national assembly on 

food policy).  

The interviewees remain curious – and at times sceptics – about what form the law stemming from this 

new constitutional article will ultimately take. On one hand, numerous projects are emerging in the 

form of pilot programs, citizen initiatives, expert consultations, and forums. A glimpse into these 

bottom-up processes shows the power of food as a lens for everyday politics. Indeed, the various 

initiatives (from farm visits to public events, from food festivals to citizens’ committees for food) allow 

the general public to re-examine their everyday food practices – often taken for granted – by generating 

reflections on their consumption choices, relationship with producers, potential food insecurity and 

access to quality products, the time and knowledge required for cooking, as well as the social 

connections, and the cultural or identity-related dimensions of food. 

Another point worth noting is the strong connection between actors in the food sector (including civil 

society organisations related to food) and public institutions. A real dialogue exists – though not 

without significant disagreements – as well as spaces for discussion. Several interviewees emphasized 

that everyone is “pulling in the same direction” (toward accessible, healthy, and sustainable food, along 

with good – or better – working and living conditions for farmers), but it is precisely the 

implementation and prioritization of specific elements that generate tensions. 

The survey allowed us to capture some information about the perceptions that organisations have of 

the food system. Many respondents expressed concerns about the sustainability and social equity of 

the local food system. While there was broad support for policies aimed at promoting ecological 

transitions, actors in production roles voiced greater apprehensions about potential downsides. Despite 

widespread endorsement of participatory governance, actual involvement in local initiatives remained 

limited, suggesting a disconnection between support for inclusive processes and their practical 

implementation. On the other hand, the overview of the interviews depicts the complexity of thinking 

of the food system as a system while taking into consideration the potential tensions within specific 
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sectors. Further, it also evidences that some thematic (such as that of health, or the closer relationship 

between eaters and producers) are yet transversal concerns.  

 

 

Appendix: List of interviews conducted in Geneva 

Type of respondent 
Interview 

Code 
Interviewer 

Date of the 

interview 

Expert actor on food issues 

(institutional politics, food aid) 

i.GE1.WP3 Nicole-Berva 09/12/2024 

Expert actor on food issues 

(independent and associative sector) 

i.GE2.WP3 Nicole-Berva 10/12/2024 

Expert actor on food issues (employee 

and associative sector) 

i.GE3.WP3 Nicole-Berva 11/12/2024 

Expert actor on food issues 

(institutional politics, international 

work experience with food systems) 

i.GE4.WP3 Nicole-Berva 13/12/2024 

Expert on sustainability in urban 

settings (institutional level) 

i.GE5.WP3 Nicole-Berva 17/12/2024 

Expert on sustainability (social and 

solidarity economy) 

i.GE6.WP3 Nicole-Berva 18/12/2024 

Expert actor on food issues (civil 

society organisations) 

i.GE7.WP3 Nicole-Berva 20/12/204 

Actor of a local food system 

(neighbourhood level), and member of 

civil society organisations  

i.GE8.WP3 Nicole-Berva 07/01/2025 

Expert actor on food issues (previous 

experience in food sector, associative 

sector) 

i.GE9.WP3 Nicole-Berva 14/01/2025 

Expert actor on food production 

(producer and member of an umbrella 

organisation) 

i.GE10.WP3 Nicole-Berva 31/01/2025 

Expert actor with experience in local 

politics regarding agriculture and 

food; member of a CSO 

i.GE11.WP3 Nicole-Berva 03/02/2025 

Expert in food education with children 

in schools 

i.GE12.WP3 Nicole-Berva 04/02/2025 
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Actor with previous experience in the 

associative sector; scholar in the field 

of local food systems 

i.GE13.WP3 Nicole-Berva 05/02/2025 

Expert actor on food production 

(producer and member of an umbrella 

organisation) 

i.GE14.WP3 Nicole-Berva 06/02/2025 

Expert in food education with children 

outside of schools 

i.GE15.WP3 Nicole-Berva 06/02/2025 

Expert in health and food education 

with broad audience 

i.GE16.WP3 Nicole-Berva 07/02/2025 

Expert in sustainable catering 

(restaurateur and member of various 

umbrella organisations) 

i.GE17.WP3 Nicole-Berva 23/04/2025 
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6. City Report: Lille (France) 

Francesco Maria Betti, Sofía Collados and Sabine Weiland  

Université Catholique de Lille 

 

The Métropole Européenne de Lille (MEL), which is characterised by its agricultural and industrial 

past, has a complex food system. The MEL is not only a densely populated urban centre but also the 

largest agricultural metropolitan area in France, with over 50% of its territory dedicated to farmland 

and a strong presence of producers and food manufacturers. This unique dual identity —urban and 

rural, productive and distributive— defines the region’s food system and governance challenges. 

6.1 Historical reconstruction of the agrifood sector  

The Lille European Metropole (MEL), established in 1968 as a territorial unit, has a population of 

1,174,273 inhabitants and comprises 95 municipalities across 672 km² (INSEE, 2018). The metropole 

is located in the region called ‘Hauts de France’ and in the department of ‘Nord’. Its geographical 

location is highly advantageous, as it connects several European capitals (Brussels, London, Paris) by 

train, and is close to the coast. With a rich industrial history that has shaped both its population and 

economic landscape, this metropole has undergone significant diversification over time. Today, 

agriculture remains a key sector, covering 44% of the total land area, though unevenly distributed 

among the municipalities. 

Regarding some of the main characteristics of Lille’s population, the poverty rate stands out. Amongst 

the 1.2 million residents, 19% lives under the poverty line (14,5% at a national level) (INSEE, 2023a). 

The Metropole of Lille is characterized by social inequalities and accumulation of wealth in certain 

areas, making this territory one of the most segregated ones in the country (INSEE, 2023b). This 

accumulation of wealth in certain neighbourhoods can be explained to a certain extent by the industrial 

past and the remaining bourgeois families that built themselves during the 19th century (INSEE, 

2023b). Furthermore, the metropole’s unemployment rate is 1.8 times higher than the national average, 

the labour force participation of women is lower, and the number of single-parent families is also 

higher than the national one; all these factors can partly explain the high poverty rate (ADU, 2018). 

Lille’s industrial past has left its mark as well as its geographical position, which is of strategic 

importance for trade and commerce (MEL, 2018). As a result, the MEL and the northern region of 

France are one of the most densely populated areas (INSEE, 2024). 

Industrial past  

Historically, the Lille conurbation experienced a significant period during which its economy was 

essentially driven by industry, mainly textile. The urban fabric developed around factories, with 

residences built to accommodate workers and their families. In search of employment, a significant 

rural-urban migration occurred during the golden industry years (Provan, 2015). Additionally, due to 

the region’s geographic proximity to coal mines, machinery could be easily powered by locally sourced 



 

 
  

Integrated report on organisational analysis | 113 

coal, which facilitated even more the development of textile industries in the region (Provan, 2015). 

However, after the Second World War, technological advancements in the U.S. and England, outpaced 

the productivity of French workers (Provan, 2015). 

Furthermore, the introduction of synthetic fibres implied a restructuring in production and the need for 

a more qualified workforce. By the 1950s unemployment spiked, and French textile industries could 

no longer compete with the cheap workforce in Asia (Provan, 2015). The global trend of relocating 

industries to regions with cheaper labour did not spare Lille. This crisis meant the emptying of 

factories, economic activity transformation and socio-economic decline (Provan, 2015; Frick, 2023). 

This process of deindustrialization impacted both the urban and the rural landscape, as did the war 

context. Due to the large number of deceased men, many farms were abandoned and the agro-

industries’ workforce drastically diminished (Jessenne & Rosselle, 2008).   

During the post-war years, and as a reaction to the decline of the textile industry, a large-scale plan to 

revitalize the city of Lille was implemented. As part of a national strategy to decentralize economic 

and administrative activities from Paris, new metropolitan areas were established, including the Lille 

Metropole (MEL) in 1968. This new administrative organisation allowed the city to develop large 

sport’s infrastructure, train rails, museums and new modern neighbourhoods. From that point onwards, 

the metropole was able to develop new economic activities.  

Agricultural development 

The strong pressure of urbanization has historically been a challenge. Thus, the conversion of farmland 

for settlement purposes has been an important development in the European Metropole of Lille (MEL) 

but has endangered access to agricultural land (MEL, 2018). However, agriculture has managed to take 

advantage of the urban composition with a large presence of agro-industries, purchasing and 

distribution centres as well as the strategic geographical location (MEL, 2018). Given all the outlets 

available for agricultural products, production has been mainly oriented towards the regional and 

national market (90% of what is produced in the metropole is exported), which consolidates 

agriculture’s role as one of the main economic pillars of the MEL (Greniers d’Abondance, n.d.; MEL, 

2018). The nearby Belgian border has historically created a strong demand for agricultural products 

and has reinforced the development of agri-food industries of starchy products, potato processing, 

sugar beet preparations and, of course, beer brewing (Bonnier, 2023).  Nevertheless, since the late 

1980s, the number of farms began to decline. Between 1988 and 2000, 60% of farms were lost, which 

was endangering the stability and strength of agriculture in the region (MEL, 2018). The first 

agricultural strategy in the MEL was elaborated in 2016, from this period onwards, the local 

government began to make large investments in agricultural development and integrate this area in 

their public policy programmes. 

In today’s metropolitan area, there is a strong presence of engineering schools specializing in 

agricultural studies and agronomy. This has led to an increase in farmers’ qualifications, with younger 

generations settling on farms after completing university studies (MEL, 2018). Based on the latest 

agricultural statistics of the MEL (2018), there are 835 farms, averaging 35 hectares each, with 38% 

of them involved in short-supply chains. Not only agricultural production has an important weight in 



 

 
  

Integrated report on organisational analysis | 114 

the agri-food context, though, but also large agri-businesses. The metropole hosts a significant number 

of agri-food enterprises, including Bonduelle, Lesaffre, and McCain, amongst others. Furthermore, 

major food distributors and retailers like Auchan were founded in the region and are strongly 

represented with large-scale supermarkets in the metropole. 

The metropolitan local government focuses on several key public policy areas, including territorial 

development, social development, urban planning, and ecological transition. Agriculture and food are 

part of several of these domains, particularly within urban planning, social development, and 

programmes to promote ecological transition. This has facilitated the implementation of several public 

policies for promoting agricultural development, food accessibility and social cohesion through food-

related projects (e.g. urban agriculture in vulnerable neighbourhoods, community kitchens, shared 

gardens, etc.). 

Despite the large agricultural surface within the metropole, the local agriculture is characterised by a 

disconnection between agricultural production and food consumption (Barles & Dumont, 2021). The 

food supply of the metropole travels on average 1,200 km before it reaches the consumer (Territoires 

Fertiles, 2024). The main crops that are produced in the area — cereals, potatoes and beetroot — are 

rather exported and oriented to the national processing sites rather than local ones (MEL, 2018). Only 

vegetables and some fruits are sold within the metropole (PARCEL, n.d.).1 Furthermore, according to 

PARCEL, the self-sufficiency potential of the MEL is only 9%. This potential represents the capacity 

of a territory to produce enough to cover food needs; with the current agricultural production, only 9% 

of the needs would be met (Greniers d’Abondance, n.d.). 

Food and agriculture policy 

Since 2016, the local government has integrated agriculture as one of its policy fields. Furthermore, 

over time, food and agriculture are being developed jointly in policy programmes and have also been 

one of the main policy action fields since the Covid-19 pandemic. Already in 2014, the Projets 

Alimentaires Territoriaux (PAT) had been created as a national-level policy programme to develop 

more sustainable local food systems. In 2018, the PAT of the Lille Metropole, called the PAT’MEL, 

was established and, ever since, a network of actors has been collectively engaged in the ecological 

transition around four main areas of action:  

• Promoting access to healthy food for both the local population and tourists. 

• Building a local, sustainable agri-food economy that supports the regional ecosystem. 

• Collaboratively shaping a food system that is sustainable, community-driven, and socially 

inclusive. 

• Empowering all individuals to take part in and contribute to the PAT. 

(MEL, n.d.) 

 
1 PARCEL (Pour une Alimentation Résiliente, Citoyenne et Locale) is an online tool (https://parcel-app.org/) that provides information and 
allows users to simulate and evaluate various scenarios for local food systems. PARCEL is designed to help communities in France 
assess and plan for sustainable, local food systems.  

https://parcel-app.org/
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This project has opened the opportunity to create a network of actors who collaboratively establish 

these four lines of action. Furthermore, this has released new public financing for actions that respond 

to these priorities, which in turn has stimulated collective action in the territory. The Metropolitan 

Government, as the main institutional actor, has taken the role of coordinating the network and creating 

spaces for dialogue and cooperation.  

The PAT’MEL is part of a local food ecosystem that is built up by: 

• A wholesale market of national interest: the ‘MIN de Lomme’, the second largest fresh-food 

market after Rungis near Paris; 

• 36 hectares of municipal land for lease to organic farming and sustainable agriculture within the 

metropole; 

• Transformed industrial sites for sustainable food (urban farms, cooperatives, markets, collective 

kitchens) which are coordinated by civil society actors and institutional actors; 

• Business incubators with a focus on food with food startups that develop innovative food activities; 

• A large presence of alternative food actors. 

(MEL, n.d.) 

6.2 Lille’s food system: Food-related organisational census  

As part of the DEMETRA WP3 mapping of actors across all cities, a comprehensive food census 

carried out by the ICL team identified 12,699 food-related actors across all sectors of the MEL food 

system. The mapping process integrated national registries (INSEE, RNE), digital platforms 

(OpenStreetMap, SIRENE), and local databases. Actors were initially categorised based on 

standardized economic activity codes and their relevance to food-related functions. 

Figure 6.1 illustrates the distribution of these 12.699 actors by category: 

• Agriculture & Manufacturing: 42.48% 

• Distribution & Retail: 25.05% 

• Catering & Dining: 23.17% 

• Non-profit & Solidarity Initiatives: 6.32% 

• Food-Adjacent Activities: 2.98% 

This breakdown reveals a system heavily tilted toward production and processing, underscoring the 

centrality of agriculture and food manufacturing in MEL’s regional economy. The high share of 

distributive and food service actors reflects a densely populated and commercially active urban 

landscape. While solidarity and food-adjacent actors represent a small share of the census, their 

presence stands out in comparison to other metropolitan food systems, where such actors are often 

even less visible (Fraisse, 2022). The MEL hosts a relatively dynamic ecosystem of societal, 

educational, and advocacy-oriented initiatives, laying fertile ground for participatory governance and 

food system innovation.  
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Figure 6.1. Distribution of mapped food-related organisations in the MEL, by role within the food system 

6.3 Results from the organisational survey  

Sample size 

From the initial food census of 12,699 actors, a subset of 2,466 actors was identified for outreach in 

the organisational survey. These actors were selected based on the availability of contact information 

(e.g. email addresses or publicly listed contact points). While the original mapping focused on basic 

categorisation, additional manual cleaning and verification of the contact database were carried out to 

ensure that survey invitations could be successfully delivered. 

As part of DEMETRA, a survey was distributed to food system actors across the Métropole 

Européenne de Lille (MEL). Despite extensive outreach, only 35 organisations completed the survey. 

While this represents a modest response rate, especially compared to the coded sample size (2,466 

actors), this outcome is not unusual in the French context (Desrosières, 2014). 

Several factors may help explain this limited participation. Firstly, cultural attitudes toward surveys in 

France often lean toward low engagement, particularly in professional and organisational contexts. 

Research has shown that French respondents are more hesitant to participate in voluntary surveys 

without a clear institutional incentive or direct affiliation (Desrosières, 2014). Moreover, survey 

fatigue and an overload of administrative requests, mainly affecting small and medium enterprises, 
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cooperatives, and associations, can further reduce participation. Additionally, the Lille food system is 

characterised by a high degree of informality and fragmentation, with many small-scale actors lacking 

the capacity or motivation to engage in surveys, particularly when the perceived benefit is unclear. 

Finally, the timeline and resource constraints of the project itself limited the ability to conduct intensive 

follow-up or provide personalised engagement, approaches that have been shown to significantly 

increase response rates in participatory research (Delli Carpini et al., 2004). 

While the small sample size limits the representativeness of the results, the survey responses 

nonetheless offer valuable qualitative insights into the perceptions, challenges, and collaborative 

dynamics among a heterogenous group of food system actors within the MEL. These findings should, 

therefore, be read as exploratory and indicative rather than statistically generalisable and serve as a 

springboard for further local engagement. 

Main organisational characteristics of the surveyed organisations 

The 35 organisations that responded to the survey represent a diverse cross-section of Lille’s food 

system, encompassing a range of roles across the food supply chain and beyond. 

The distribution of surveyed organisations (see Figure 6.2) is as follows: 

• Food-Adjacent Activities: 8 respondents (22.9%) 

• Distribution & Retail: 8 respondents (22.9%) 

• Catering & Dining: 8 respondents (22.9%) 

• Agriculture & Manufacturing: 5 respondents (14.3%) 

• Hybrid Actors: 3 respondents (8.6%) 

• Non-Profit & Solidarity Initiatives: 3 respondents (8.6%) 

This distribution aligns with Lille’s highly varied and multi-functional food ecosystem. Notably 

sectors such as retail, catering, and food-adjacent organisations (e.g. research institutions, trade unions 

and environmental groups), each account for about a quarter of the respondents. Additionally, a small 

share of hybrid actors is also represented. These organisations operate across multiple supply chain 

stages and often play key connective roles. The presence of non-profit and solidarity organisations, 

though limited in number, offers critical insights into civic engagement, social innovation, and 

alternative food practices. 

In contrast, agricultural producers and manufacturers are less represented among the survey 

respondents compared to their larger share in the broader food census. This difference reflects the 

composition of the sample, which, as intended, aimed to capture a heterogeneous set of food system 

actors rather than a statistically representative cross-section. 
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Figure 6.2. Distribution of survey respondents in the MEL, by role within the food system 

In terms of geographic scope, the survey asked respondents to indicate the scale of their activities to 

better understand how food system actors in the MEL operate within the metropolitan area (see Figure 

6.3). Among the 35 respondents: 

• 19 organisations (54.3%) operate at the neighbourhood or municipal level, 

• 12 organisations (34.3%) are active across the entire MEL/metropolitan area, 

• 2 organisations (5.7%) extend their activities to the national level, 

• 2 organisations (5.7%) report international engagement. 

Over half of the respondents are involved in highly localised activities; these may include small food 

retailers, local associations, urban agriculture projects, and neighbourhood-based caterers or service 

providers, all central to day-to-day food provisioning in the MEL. The 34.3% operating at the 

metropolitan level reflects the MEL’s importance as a functional food logistics, coordination, and 

policy unit. These actors often bridge urban and peri-urban zones, contributing to intra-regional food 

flows and distribution systems. 

Meanwhile, the small share of national and international actors, each representing 5.7% of the sample, 

reveals a more limited but strategic set of organisations. These typically include larger food 

manufacturers, advocacy groups, or research institutions participating in wider policy frameworks or 

export markets. 
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Figure 6.3. Geographic scope of activities among MEL’s survey respondents 

In addition to organisational roles and territorial scope, the survey collected data on respondents’ 

internal structures, focusing on workforce size and annual operating budget. While some respondents 

did not provide this information, the available data offers meaningful insight into the scale and 

diversity of food system actors in the MEL. 

Workforce size: 

• 15 organisations (42.9%) are medium-sized (between 10 and 100 people) 

• 6 organisations (17.1%) qualify as small (fewer than 10 employees or members) 

• 1 organisation (2.9%) is considered large (over 100 people) 

• 13 organisations (37.1%) did not provide information 

Budget size: 

• 9 organisations (25.7%) fall within the €100,000–1,000,000 range 

• 7 organisations (20%) reported an annual budget below €100,000 

• 2 organisations (5.7%) operate with a budget above €1,000,000 

• 17 organisations (48.6%) did not disclose budget data 

Perceptions of the food system and key challenges 

To understand how actors in the MEL perceive the functioning of their local food system, the survey 

included a series of statements reflecting key dimensions of food system performance and governance. 

Respondents were asked to express their level of agreement using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 

“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” 
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Across the board, responses presented in Figure 6.4 revealed several trends. There was a strong 

consensus that the current food system is environmentally harmful, socially unequal, and governed by 

a small group of powerful actors. At the same time, many respondents expressed hope in the possibility 

of citizen-led change and almost unanimously supported the need for green transition policies.  

 

Figure 6.4. Agreement with statements on local food system characteristics among MEL’s respondents 

Respondents were divided on whether the current food system ensures economic viability for food-

related activities. Only 8 respondents agreed or strongly agreed, 15 disagreed, and the rest were neutral 

or nonresponsive. The overall mean score was 2.58, indicating a slightly pessimistic outlook on the 

system's capacity to provide stable, fair livelihoods. This concern was particularly acute among 

agricultural producers (mean = 1.75) and non-profit actors (1.67). In contrast, food-adjacent actors 

were more optimistic (mean = 3.21). 

A full 77.1% of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement that the food system 

ensures equal access to healthy food. The overall mean was just 1.94, marking this as the lowest-rated 

dimension of the food system. This overwhelming consensus reveals widespread concern among 
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respondents about food inequality, particularly affordability, spatial access, and diet quality. The 

responses suggest that food poverty and equal food access remain urgent issues. 

To this, the data adds a strong agreement over the statement that the current food system generates 

significant environmental harm. With a mean score of 3.96 and 27 respondents agreeing or strongly 

agreeing, this item received one of the most consensual responses in the survey. Despite critiques, most 

respondents (65.7%) agreed or strongly agreed that ordinary citizens can influence the food system. 

The mean score was 3.81, suggesting a strong sense of civic empowerment.  

The data shows a strong agreement that decision-making in the food system is concentrated in the 

hands of a few powerful actors. With a mean score of 4.38, this was one of the most unanimously 

supported statements. All organisation types showed strong agreement, from non-profits and food-

adjacent actors to producers and retailers, indicating a shared frustration with opaque, centralised 

governance structures.  

The survey also explored views on climate-oriented transformation through two key questions (Figure 

6.5): support for green transition policies (Q7g) and concern about their unintended consequences 

(Q7a). 

 

Figure 6.5. Agreement with statements on green transition policies among MEL’s respondents 

Nearly all (91.4%) respondents agreed or strongly agreed that green transition policies are necessary 

in the food system, with an overall mean score of 4.37. Not a single respondent disagreed. This reflects 

a clear and consistent consensus across all organisation types, including agriculture and distribution, 

that the current model must evolve to become more sustainable.  

In contrast, responses to the statement that green transition policies may lead to unintended negative 

consequences were more mixed. The overall mean was 3.11, with 11 respondents agreeing and 11 

disagreeing. Notably, non-profits expressed the least concern (mean = 3.00), while food-adjacent 

actors were most wary (mean = 3.57). This divergence suggests that while widespread support for 
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sustainability goals exists, some actors remain cautious about the implementation process, especially 

if it leads to additional burdens. 

The survey further explored the most pressing challenges perceived by food system actors in the MEL. 

Respondents were invited to select up to five issues from a predefined list of twenty items. While the 

questionnaire asked separate consecutive questions about concerns affecting the food system and those 

impacting daily organisational activity, the combined results reveal a high degree of overlap. This 

convergence highlights cross-cutting problems experienced at the structural and operational levels, 

reflecting deep tensions within the current food landscape. Figure 6.6 below displays the most and 

least common concerns across the food actors in the MEL. 

 

Figure 6.6. Relative frequency of problem mentions among MEL’s respondents 

Looking at the overall food system, the most cited issues by respondents were insufficient support for 

local farmers and producers (48.6%), excessive dependence on international imports (45.7%), and high 

food prices (48.6%). These concerns highlight a shared anxiety about the structural vulnerabilities of 

the local food system, particularly regarding food sovereignty, economic stability, and affordability. 

Other prominent concerns included the prevalence of unhealthy and low-quality food (42.9%) and the 

lack of public awareness about food production and consumption processes (45.7%). These results 

point to a food system perceived as facing significant challenges across environmental, economic, and 

social dimensions. 



 

 
  

Integrated report on organisational analysis | 123 

Notably, issues often associated with political resistance to sustainability, such as green transition 

policies (8.6%) and stringent environmental regulations (5.7%), were among the least cited concerns. 

Likewise, topics such as illegal labour, organised crime, or restrictions on motorised transport were 

mentioned only marginally or not at all.  

Table 6.1 summarises the top three concerns by organisational category, allowing for comparison 

between overall trends and sector-specific priorities. 

Table 6.1. Top three concerns by role among MEL’s respondents (vs. overall city ranking) 

Agriculture & 

Manufacturing 
Distribution & 

Retail Catering & Dining Hybrid Actors Non-profit & 

Solidarity initiatives 
Food-Adjacent 

Activities 
#1. Excessive imports 

(+1) 

#1. Unhealthy & low-

quality food (+1) 

#1. Insufficient 

support for local 

producers (=) 

#1. Insufficient 

support for local 

producers (=) 

#1. Excessive imports 

(+1) 
#1. Food waste (+3) 

#2. Unhealthy & low-

quality food (=) 

#2. Insufficient 

support for local 

producers (-1) 

#2. High food prices 

(+2) 

#2. Inconsistent 

regulation (+7) 

#2. Insufficient support 

for local producers 

(-1) 

#2. Energy costs (+2) 

#3. Energy costs (+1) 
#3. Excessive imports 

(=) 
#3. Energy costs (+1) 

#3. Excessive imports 

(=) 
#3. Low wages (+8) 

#3. Unhealthy & low-

quality food (=) 

Across all categories, the most commonly mentioned issue was “insufficient support for local farmers 

and producers,” reflecting a strong and shared concern about the precarious working conditions 

farmers face. The fact that it was prioritized even by actors not directly involved in agricultural 

production might underscore a broad appreciation for the foundational role of local producers and a 

shared recognition of their vulnerable situation. The second most frequently cited issue was “excessive 

dependence on international imports,” which was the first concern for agriculture and manufacturing 

actors and the second for non-profit and food-adjacent organisations. The third concern was the 

“prevalence of unhealthy or low-quality food in the market”. 

Beyond these shared concerns, some categories surfaced as distinct priorities associated with some 

roles within the food system. For example, distribution and retail actors ranked “unhealthy or low-

quality food” as their top issue. In contrast, agricultural actors placed a stronger emphasis on “excessive 

dependence on imports,” reflecting their exposure to production-related inputs. On the other hand, 

hybrid actors gave higher weight to regulatory fragmentation, pointing to the obstacles created by 

inconsistent or conflicting rules that complicate access to funding or collaboration. 

This breakdown underlines the idea that, while there is a high level of convergence on key structural 

issues, different actors engage with the food system through diverse operational logics. 

Consciousness-raising and advocacy activities 

In addition to their operational roles within the food system, respondents were asked about their 

involvement in advocacy, lobbying, and public engagement related to food issues. These activities 

ranged from direct institutional engagement to public awareness initiatives and material support for 

vulnerable groups. 
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The data shown in figure 6.7 reveals that most respondents (71.4%) reported engaging in at least one 

form of advocacy or consciousness-raising activity. In comparison, 22.9% of respondents stated they 

had not been involved in any activities.  

 
 

Figure 6.7. Participation in advocacy and public engagement activities among MEL’s respondents 

Moreover, the most common activities were participation in meetings, conferences, and debates with 

other food system actors (reported by 51.4%) and dissemination of information to influence public 

opinion (45.7%).  

Engagement with institutions was also relatively widespread: 40% of respondents reported 

participating in discussions or events involving political or institutional representatives at the local, 

national, or international level. Other reported activities included providing in-kind support to people 

in need (37.1%), reflecting the continued importance of solidarity-based practices and direct social 

assistance within the food system. A smaller number of respondents also indicated involvement in 

advocacy campaigns (11.4%), fundraising efforts (11.4%), and policy report drafting (8.6%). 

The survey also asked respondents to identify the main issues that motivate or inspire their involvement 

in food-related advocacy, lobbying, or public engagement. Across the full sample, three issues stood 

out as the most frequently selected: 

• Food education and awareness (mentioned by 64% of active respondents), 

• Food poverty and social inequalities related to food (48%), 

• Food waste reduction (44%). 

Other cited issues included the environmental impacts of food production (40%), sustainable 

agricultural practices (32%), nutrition and public health (32%), and the economic viability of local 

food businesses (32%), reflecting an intersectional understanding of sustainability that combines 

ecological, economic, and health-related dimensions. 
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Figure 6.8. Relative frequency of issue mentions among MEL’s mobilized respondents 

Collaborative networks within and outside the food sector 

A central goal of the survey was to map the interconnectedness of food system actors in the MEL and 

better understand how collaboration is practised across commercial, civic, and institutional boundaries. 

To achieve this, respondents were asked whether they had engaged in any form of collaboration 

(including information exchange, resource sharing, or joint participation in events or projects) with 20 

different actor types over the past three years. These connections were aggregated into a single measure 

of collaborative intensity, reflecting the number of actor types with whom each respondent had 

established ties. 

The findings shown in Figure 6.9 reveal that among the surveyed organisations, there is a moderate 

level of interconnectedness, with significant variation in connectivity levels. Among the 35 

respondents, only 6 organisations (17.1%) reported no collaborative connections, while the vast 

majority had worked with multiple actor types. The median number of reported connections was 5, 

and the overall average was 5.7. 

However, a closer look at the distribution shows a clear divide between highly connected and more 

isolated actors. While a handful of respondents reported up to 14 or 15 distinct collaborations, most 

remained in the moderate connectivity range (between 3 and 10 connections). This spread suggests a 

food system where networks exist, but cooperation is uneven, possibly shaped by organisational 

capacity, visibility, or strategic priorities. 
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Figure 6.9. Number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types reported by MEL’s respondents 

When broken down by actor type, important differences emerge, as shown in Table 6.2. Non-profit 

and solidarity initiatives reported the highest level of embeddedness, with an average of 9.7 

collaborative connections, followed closely by food-adjacent actors (9.6). These organisations often 

act as bridging agents across the food system, connecting civil society, governance structures, and 

various commercial actors through their outreach, advocacy, or facilitation roles. 

At the other end of the spectrum, catering and dining actors had the lowest average, with just 2 reported 

connections, suggesting they are possibly more focused on their own activities. Hybrid actors and 

distribution & retail organisations fell in the middle range (3 and 4.3 connections, respectively), 

reflecting selective engagement tied to supply chain partnerships or thematic interests. Surprisingly, 

agricultural and manufacturing actors reported an average of 6.2 connections, possibly driven by their 

involvement in local distribution schemes or policy-oriented initiatives. 

Table 6.2 Average number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types by food system role among MEL’s 

respondents 

Groups 
Mean reported 

connections 

Agriculture & Manufacturing 6.2 

Distribution & Retail 4.3 

Catering & Dining 2.0 

Hybrid actors 3.0 

Non-profit & Solidarity initiatives 9.7 

Food-Adjacent Activities 9.6 

Overall 5.7 

ANOVA: F(1, 31) = 7.11, p = 0.012 

Beyond the total number of collaborative connections, the survey also examined with whom food 

system actors collaborate most often. Figure 6.10 presents the relative frequency with which each actor 

type was mentioned, offering insight into the structure of relational networks within the MEL food 

system. 
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The results reveal a distinct pattern of preferred partners, with ecological, civic, and institutional actors 

at the centre of most collaboration networks. A striking 76.7% of respondents selected ecological and 

sustainable food producers and distributors as the most frequently cited collaborators. Following 

closely, 58.6% of respondents mentioned local and regional government institutions, underlining the 

importance of territorial governance. Similarly, education institutions (51.9%), citizen and 

neighbourhood associations (48.3%), and consumer groups (48.1%) were all reported as frequent 

collaborators. Academic and research institutions (40.7%) and NGOs or activist groups (39.3%) also 

feature prominently. These ties reflect a broad, multi-actor governance environment where 

collaboration goes beyond market logic to include learning, advocacy, and social innovation. 

Commercial actors received more limited attention: street and farmers’ markets (36.7%) and online 

platforms (33.3%) were cited more often than large retailers (28.6%), industrial producers (23.1%), or 

discount/speciality shops (17.2%). At the bottom of the distribution, collaboration with national 

(22.2%) and EU-level (11.1%) institutions was relatively rare. Only 7.7% of respondents reported 

engaging with international governance bodies. Similarly, only around 22% reported collaboration 

with trade unions or political parties. 

 

Figure 6.10. Relative frequency of collaborative ties with distinct actor types among MEL’s respondents 
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Attitudes towards decision-making and deliberative-participatory initiatives 

Given DEMETRA’s central focus on participation and democratic governance, a key objective of the 

survey was to explore how local food system actors perceive different decision-making models, 

particularly those based on inclusivity, transparency, and deliberation. To this end, respondents were 

presented with a battery of seven statements, divided into two thematic groups: general principles of 

food-related decision-making and views on deliberative-participatory mechanisms such as citizen 

assemblies and collective forums. Three major trends emerge from the responses (see Figures 6.11 and 

6.12): 

• First, there is strong support among respondents for participatory and transparent decision-

making processes. A large majority agreed that a wide range of stakeholders, including local 

communities, should be involved in food system decisions (mean score 4.29), and that food 

policy decisions should be open to public scrutiny (mean score 4.37). 

• Second, while most respondents expressed optimism about the fairness and potential 

effectiveness of deliberative mechanisms such as citizens' assemblies (mean score 3.76), there 

was also recognition of practical challenges, with more mixed views regarding the time and 

feasibility of such processes (mean score 3.20). 

• Third, scepticism about the real-world impact of participatory processes was limited. Most 

respondents disagreed with the idea that such processes would not lead to significant 

improvements (mean score 2.55), suggesting a generally positive outlook toward deliberative 

governance models despite some reservations about implementation. 

These findings reflect surveyed actors’ perceptions and indicate broader tendencies in the sample, 

rather than representing the entire MEL food system. 

 

Figure 6.11. Agreement with statements on decision-making preferences among MEL’s respondents 
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Figure 6.12. Agreement with statements on deliberative forums among MEL’s respondents 

Following these general statements, the survey included a dedicated question exploring respondents’ 

awareness and engagement with a set of local participatory initiatives identified by the research team. 

Respondents could also name additional initiatives beyond those listed. Participants were asked to 

indicate how many of the initiatives they were aware of and, if applicable, whether they had 

participated in them. 

The results presented in Figure 6.13 show that awareness of participatory initiatives is relatively high 

among surveyed actors in the MEL. On average, respondents were aware of 5.17 initiatives (median = 

5), suggesting a solid degree of familiarity with local deliberative spaces. Notably, no respondent 

reported complete unawareness (i.e. zero known initiatives), and over half of the sample indicated 

awareness of five or more initiatives. 

 

Figure 6.13. Number of local food-related participatory initiatives known to MEL’s respondents 

However, as shown in Table 6.3, there were clear differences in awareness across food system roles. 

Food-adjacent actors were the most knowledgeable, reporting an average of 7 known initiatives. Close 

behind were non-profit and solidarity organisations, with an average of 6.33 initiatives. These results 

reflect these groups’ strong civic and institutional orientation. 

By contrast, catering and dining actors reported significantly lower awareness, with a group average 

of just 3.14 initiatives. Similarly, hybrid actors, those working across multiple supply chain stages, 

showed limited familiarity (3.5 on average), potentially due to their focus on operational complexity 
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rather than governance participation. Interestingly, agriculture and manufacturing actors reported a 

high awareness rate (5.6), suggesting that proximity to food production does not necessarily translate 

into detachment from participatory processes. 

Table 6.3 Average number of known local food-related participatory initiatives by food system role among 

MEL’s respondents 

 

Groups 
Mean reported 

initiatives known 

Agriculture & Manufacturing 5.3 

Distribution & Retail 6.2 

Catering & Dining 2.9 

Hybrid actors 4.7 

Non-profit & Solidarity initiatives 6.8 

Food-Adjacent Activities 6.4 

Overall 5.1 

ANOVA: F(1,28) = 3.61, p = 0.068 

Focusing now on the degree of awareness, the results show that awareness of participatory initiatives 

is relatively high among the surveyed actors. On average, respondents were aware of 5.17 initiatives 

(median = 5), suggesting a solid degree of familiarity with local deliberative spaces. 

The responses shown in Figure 6.14 reveal a relatively even distribution of awareness, with several 

initiatives enjoying notable visibility and a smaller but significant number of actors also engaging 

directly in them. Initiatives such as the SuperQuinquin and El’Cagette cooperative supermarkets, the 

network of shared gardens (e.g., Le Jardin du Pré Muché, Saint Saveur urban farm), the AMAPs, and 

La Cuisine Commune in Fives Cail were among the most recognised.  

 

Figure 6.14 Relative frequency of awareness and participation in specific local food-related initiatives among 

MEL’s respondents 
 



 

 
  

Integrated report on organisational analysis | 131 

6.4 Food system and food struggles: A qualitative analysis 

This section concerns the qualitative analysis of the semi-structured interviews that took place in the 

Metropole of Lille between October 2024 and January 2025, undertaken by the Institute Catholique de 

Lille (ICL) research team. The sample was built through a snowball approach as well as a convenience 

approach within the existing network of the research team. Most of these interviews were conducted 

in person, except for three of them. The interviews’ length varied between 45 and 80 minutes and were 

all recorded to then be able to transcribe them and analyse them. 

During the first interviews, the snowball approach was more prominent as the same interviewees would 

suggest profiles that would fit on the 10 designated profiles to interview. Eventually, through the 

existing network of the ICL research team, the missing profiles were identified and contacted, 

interviewing those who expressed interest in participating. The order of the interviews followed the 

availability of the interviewees.  

Lille’s Sample 

Concerning the interviews of experts and actors on food conflicts and food issues, we aimed to get 

academic, private business and alternative actor’s points of view. The academic perspective came from 

a head of department of a local engineering school, with experience in policy advising, agronomy and 

research in the territory (i.WP3.01). This actor allowed us to identify the institutional landscape in the 

MEL, the public policy ecosystem and the role of agronomy research in agricultural development 

within the area. The private business actor owns an online platform that allows customers to buy local 

and sustainable food grown in the region, whilst advocating for re-distributing value through the food 

chain, particularly, within production. This actor highlighted the conflicts mainly present in the 

production and distribution of local quality food and of course, presented their alternative solution to 

conventional distribution (i.WP3.03). Finally, the alternative actor was a community-supported 

agriculture (CSA) farmer, one of the oldest in the region. He highlighted food issues and conflicts 

within organic production and consumption, while also mentioning the existing alternative solutions 

within the metropole (i.WP3.02). 

The perspectives were enlarged then by interviewing two representatives of the environmental world. 

Both interviewees were contacted as a result of the snowball approach done in the first interviews. On 

the one hand, we interviewed a representative from an association dedicated to environmental 

education with a particular focus on food and nutrition for young-age students. This actor highlighted 

the issues concerning climate literacy and the challenges concerning environmental education and 

changing food consumption habits (i.WP3.04). This more consumer-focused perspective was 

complemented by a food production perspective coming from an association working to develop 

organic farming in the MEL. This association interacts with all kinds of food actors, from school 

cafeterias, the local and regional government, to farmers and civil society organisations. This actor 

highlighted the challenges organic farming faces in different contexts (political, economic and social) 

(i.WP3.05).  

To reconstruct a narrative encompassing production, distribution, and consumption, one representative 

from each of these sectors was interviewed. For the production sector, efforts were made to interview 
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a farmer from the conventional sector rather than an organic farmer. The chosen farm owner, an 

agricultural engineer, provided a detailed account of the challenges and constraints faced by farmers 

in the region, his perspective on environmental regulations, and how the agricultural sector is 

reinventing itself in the context of the climate crisis (i.WP3.06). 

For the distribution sector, multiple attempts were made — unsuccessfully — to interview a 

representative from a conventional distribution network, such as a large supermarket chain. As no 

positive responses were received, we instead interviewed the head of a cooperative supermarket. His 

insights enriched the discussion by highlighting consumer agency and the spaces where food system 

transformation can occur beyond farms and institutional chambers (i.WP3.07). 

Finally, for the consumption sector, we interviewed a member of a 25-year-old association dedicated 

to food education. With extensive experience in the region, he described the various transformations 

the metropolis has undergone, how the food system has evolved alongside these changes, and the role 

of civil society in that evolution process (i.WP3.08).  

For the key actors representing food waste and food poverty, we interviewed a member of a local food 

bank and the chef of a community restaurant, respectively. The food bank representative highlighted 

the costs associated with French zero-waste laws and the inequalities that exist within the food aid 

sector (i.WP3.09). Interestingly, a small association dedicated to democratizing French cuisine in a 

vulnerable neighbourhood, provided a complementary perspective to that of a large food bank, sharing 

its own objectives and constraints as a smaller organisation fighting against food poverty (i.WP3.10).  

The interviews conducted in the MEL allowed the ICL research team to identify the local food conflicts 

and struggles perceived by a variety of actors. 

Lille’s Food System 

Lille’s food landscape, highly marked by its agricultural character, has an important presence of 

institutional actors but also of civil society organisations. In the last decade, food actors within the 

metropole have been working towards addressing food precarity, protecting agricultural land from 

urbanization and sustaining alternative food initiatives within the territory. Institutional actors such as 

the Metropolitan Government of Lille but also the many municipalities within it, have an important 

role in bringing together food initiatives in order to animate a network of actors and coordinate their 

actions. Unlike other territories, the interviewed actors do visualize a local food system and are very 

much acquainted with the same food issues across their territory. Several collective actions have and 

still are addressing issues like food poverty, food waste and precarious conditions of farmers. Whether 

organized by civil society or local authorities, issues within the food system represent, to some extent, 

a strong field of action at the territorial level. 

From the interviewees’ point of view, Lille’s food system is described as diverse, with a large presence 

of conventional food supply that does however not overshadow the alternative one (cooperatives, CSA, 

organic food shops, producer food shops, farmers markets). Furthermore, the agricultural character of 

this local system is something that was highlighted by most of the interviewees, particularly the large 

presence of peri urban agriculture. This same diversity found on the urban food supply is also present 

in production, where there are different kinds of agriculture being practiced within the metropole: 
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conventional, organic, agroecological, reasoned, amongst others. However, despite its diversity, it is 

perceived as a not self-sufficient system, dependent on food products coming from outside the 

metropole. 

Over the past ten years, the interviewees have perceived several changes in the food system: significant 

increase of small supermarkets within the urban area, loss of popularity of large supermarkets in 

suburban areas, increase of the alternative food offer, growing interest in local products 

counterbalanced by a large presence of fast food all over the metropole. There is enough diversity for 

all food regimes. Nonetheless, interviewees stress that the choice within this large spectrum of food 

supply is largely determined by purchasing power. Thus, socioeconomic level is identified as one of 

the main determinants of food purchasing choices and eating habits within this diverse food ecosystem. 

This creates homogeneous niches of people who consume in organic shops that stand apart from a 

larger population that regularly consumes products from fast food chains or purchases in conventional 

supermarkets and large discount shops.  

The sample of interviewees, mainly coming from the civil society sector, are part of a network of actors 

that collaborate or at least know each other and acknowledge they are confronted with the same food 

issues. Unlike other territories there seems to be a network that has been able to coordinate their actions 

and participate in food policy making at different stages. Institutional actors such as the city 

government and the metropolitan government, are part of this network and have the fundamental role 

of coordinating actions and actors within the territory. Furthermore, food conflicts such as food poverty 

and food waste have activated this network, which coordinates collective action through the Territorial 

Food Project (‘Projet Alimentaire Territorial’ – PAT), public procurement, and various annual calls 

for expressions of interest for various food-related projects issued by the local government. 

Food issues within the Lille Metropole 

One of the main issues identified by the interviewees within the local food system is the water quality 

and quantity within the metropole. The southern part of the city is located over an underground aquifer 

that is absorbing all the water that flows from agricultural fields over the impervious surface into the 

aquifer. For interviewees working in the agricultural field, there is a high level of consciousness 

concerning this issue as well as engagement in mobilizing people and resources to address it. The 

interviewed food issues expert explains this important concern for water quality by the high demand 

for the large agricultural surface of the MEL (i.WP3.01). Both institutional actors and farmers 

coordinate actions in order to manage risks and attenuate the already done damage. In this regard, one 

of the main strategies is involving consulting firms or research institutions to accompany farmers to 

have better water management practices. This expert, coming from an academic field, highlights the 

importance of agronomy to enhance better use of chemical products and stresses that in the ecological 

transition, farmers should be accompanied to learn better practices (i.WP3.01).  

Furthermore, even if the MEL is the largest agricultural metropolitan area in France, change in land 

use (from agricultural to artificial) remains a major issue, according to the interviewed farmers and 

academic (i.WP3.01; i.WP3.02 & i.WP3.06). This area is also not exempt from the national struggle 

faced by new farmers trying to establish themselves, as they encounter significant barriers such as 

limited access to land, financial constraints, and concerns over the economic viability of their activity. 
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Low farmer incomes discourage new people into agriculture and those already in the profession 

struggle to find successors to take over their land. As a result, large farms often buy up available land, 

expanding in size and making land access increasingly difficult.  

Amongst the food issues mentioned by farmers, low wages and unfair food prices stand out during the 

interviews (i.WP3.02; i.WP3.06). France’s involvement in the MERCOSUR treaty poses challenges 

for local producers who struggle to compete with the low prices of imported food products that are not 

subject to the same regulations, stressed the interviewed conventional farmer. The interviewed 

conventional farmer also highlighted the difficulty of competing with imports produced using cheaper 

labour, banned fertilizers and pesticides, and benefiting from minimal taxation (i.WP3.02). This issue 

extends beyond the Metropole and represents a broader national concern for French farmers, who must 

comply with stricter domestic regulations, undergoing higher costs, compared to European standards.  

The e-commerce actor stressed how rare it is to find food supply with transparent and fair prices and 

how the challenge is to give agency to farmers in the food price settling process (i.WP3.03). The 

financialization of agricultural products is very much related to this food issue, and actors within the 

Metropole of Lille have been experimenting with ways to bypass it (cooperatives, CSA farming and 

sponsoring farmers). The CSA farmer highlights how this production model allows him to share the 

risk with his community, to receive a fair and stable salary despite any issues arising throughout the 

year, and to determine product prices based on costs of production (including labour work costs) 

(i.WP3.02). The cooperative supermarket on the other hand proposes sponsoring farmers annually 

(i.WP3.07).  

The organic sector is however faced witheven more complex challenges. According to the association 

on organic farming, the organic sector struggles even more to attract new farmers as their activity is 

much more constrained by regulations and higher costs that make their competitiveness in the market 

a big struggle (i.WP3.05). Even if the local government does provide financial help, there are many 

challenges to overcome such as the marketing of their products and the long-term economic model. As 

mentioned before, there are silos of consumers determined by the socioeconomic level, which means 

that organic products in the Metropole are still far away from being accessible to all. Nevertheless, the 

Metropolitan Government and the City Government of Lille, are actively engaging with organisations 

that promote organic production and are implementing together2 a policy program to increase organic 

food consumption in school cafeterias. According to the farmers and the association for organic 

production that were interviewed, there is still a long way to go, as only 1% of the utilized agricultural 

area (UAA) is organic within the MEL (i.WP3.02; i.WP3.05 & i.WP3.06). Furthermore, the 

interviewees mention that the local government has already implemented financial support to access 

organic fruits and vegetables, and several civil society organisations work on democratizing quality 

food through grouped purchasing, differentiated tariffs and cooperative food shops.  

According to several interviewees, food consumption patterns have changed in the past 10 years 

towards more qualitative and local food products. However, sustainable and local consumption appears 

to be constrained in the metropole by the high prices and the overabundance of conventional food 

staples offered throughout the city. Furthermore, interviewees highlight that the budget allocated to 

 
2 Loi EGALIM: Meals must include at least 50% sustainable and high-quality products, of which at least 20% must be organic. 
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food is the first to be compromised when people face financial struggles, further limiting access to 

good-quality food, which indeed remains more expensive. Within this evolution of food consumption 

habits, interviewees identify the loss of importance given to home cooking. In this same vein, there 

has been a move away from French gastronomy, because of its time-consuming character, especially 

when it comes to traditional recipes. The CSA farmer adds that selling fresh, local vegetables requires 

consumers who are willing to take the time to cook them (i.WP3.02).  

The shift towards fresh and local products tends to come from a niche of higher and middle 

socioeconomic classes. To this the community kitchen chef adds that lower-income groups still 

struggle to access food of any kind, making the environmental impact of food production a distant 

concern for them (i.WP3.10). Moreover, this chef states that her community restaurant focuses on 

democratizing French gastronomy rather than promoting organic products, which she sees as largely 

reserved for privileged classes. This struggle can be partly explained by the high percentage of 

population in the metropole living below the poverty line (19%) (Insee, 2023). The food bank 

representative also stressed the important actions being taken by food aid organisations like the Croix 

Rouge, Les Restaurants du Cœur and the Banque Alimentaire du Nord, all supported by the local and 

national government (i.WP3.09). Food poverty is a reality for many families within the metropole. 

Even though half of its surface is agricultural land and despite all the public and private efforts, it is 

still not sufficient to cover all residents’ nutritional needs.  

Among the topics addressed in the interviews, the relationship between the green transition and the 

food sector was not evident to all interviewees. Depending on their background, food-related issues 

were either directly connected (according to actors from the environmentalist sector) to the green 

transition or perceived as unrelated (according to actors from the food poverty/food waste sector). 

Actors working in the fields of food insecurity and poverty primarily associated food issues with 

accessibility and food utilization, emphasizing that high food prices and low socioeconomic status 

were the main drivers of food struggles (i.WP3.09 & i.WP3.10). In contrast, those involved in 

alternative food networks recognized the link between food struggles and sustainability. Because food 

aid actors are still concentrated in fulfilling basic needs, the question of quality and origin of the food 

they receive appears as a privilege.  

The food bank actor stresses that they have to accept anything they receive as donations from large 

supermarkets, despite the quality or origin (i.WP3.09). Despite the large amounts they receive they 

still need to invest large sums of money to buy enough food for all associations that distribute food 

aids and so, they seek the lowest price. Within their supply chain, only environmentally friendly 

practices like recycling packaging materials are already a huge effort. To this the community kitchen 

adds that the trend of organic and local food is a question of privilege as this kind of food remains very 

much out of their price ranks. If they want to be able to democratise French cuisine, they cannot afford 

organic food, she prefers to buy local products if prices allow her (i.WP3.10). In this regard, the 

conventional farmer, highlighted all the constraints and costs it implied as well as the significant 

decline in agricultural yields this kind of production entails to him (i.WP3.06).  

In this line of thought, it appears that the most common link made by some of the interviewees between 

food production and the environment is organic production as an expensive and likely inaccessible 



 

 
  

Integrated report on organisational analysis | 136 

form of production that not everyone can afford. Therefore, the environmental impact of food 

production remains inevitable. However, it is important to stress out that the actors that are engaged 

with environmental questions are constantly working in making sustainable practices more accessible 

for everyone; farmers, consumers and distributors included.  

The European Green Deal and the ecological transition at the EU level were not explicitly mentioned 

by the interviewees. Furthermore, citizens' participation and food conflicts were also not assessed as 

related to these topics, according to the interviewees.  

Cross cutting themes from the food conflicts in Lille: Institutional response 

It is noteworthy that institutional actors in Lille are actively addressing pressing food system 

challenges—such as land conversion, low farmer incomes, high land prices, and limited access to 

healthy food—through a range of public policy initiatives. Local government policies increasingly 

recognize the environmental impact of agriculture, and this is reflected in tangible commitments such 

as public funding for organic farming, the integration of quality food into school cafeterias (as part of 

a broader national initiative), and the implementation of the territorial food project PAT’MEL as well 

as the numerous food related Call for Offers of Public Interest. These responses reflect a growing 

political will to use food and sustainable agriculture as levers for the ecological transition. 

Regarding agricultural land related issues, some interviewees highlight the land leasing done by the 

Lille Metropolitan Government, financial support for agricultural real estate, as well as the protection 

of agricultural land from urbanization. Regarding the issue of access to high-quality food – organic, 

local and healthy food- interviewees mention that the metropolitan government has put in place several 

policy programs that either provide financial support to help people buy healthy food or subsidize 

school canteens to include organic and high-quality products in students' meals. Within these policy 

programs different actors participate in the policy cycle; either by participating in the design of the 

policy or by implementing the programs. In this regard, we can observe how institutional actors are 

active and responsive to food related issues and how they also seek to invite other food actors in the 

policy cycle. The interviewees not only show a high level of knowledge concerning local food issues 

but also about the actions carried out in the territory to address them.  

Furthermore, interviewees mention repeatedly that they themselves participate in the PAT’MEL and 

that they are part of a food network of actors that carry out actions in the Metropole. The Metropolitan 

Government is indeed very active but so are the different food initiatives in the territory and they often 

act jointly. Particularly within the frame of the PAT’MEL, some of the interviewed organisations 

participated in the design of this food policy project; a whole year of dialogues and co construction 

took place before it launched. Ever since, those same actors continue to be part of a group that meets 

every now and then to create new food related projects and events. The Metropolitan Government of 

Lille appears to have an important role in coordinating the active food actors in the territory. From the 

interviews we can observe a strong institutional response to local food issues with an undeniable 

presence of societal actors in the solutions.  

However, a key concern raised by many interviewees is the temporal fragility of institutional 

involvement. Many local governments rely on short-term, annual project funding, which can create 
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instability for food initiatives that require long-term investment and vision. This short-termism logic 

limits the transformative potential of such initiatives, which need consistency and long-term financial 

support to fully address food issues like food poverty and precarious farmer work conditions. Precisely 

for this reason, certain initiatives strive to make the core of their activities autonomous, avoiding 

relying on political changes. The high dependence on institutional funding across the metropolis 

underscores the double-edged nature of public financial support; while it enables important action in 

the short term, it can undermine resilience if funding is suddenly withdrawn due to political change. 

Despite the latter, collective action between institutional and civil society actors emerges as a defining 

feature of the metropole’s food system governance. These collaborations, often formalized through 

food policies, reveal an important potential for transformation processes through collective action.  

6.5 Conclusion 

Marked by its industrial past, the MEL’s food system has undergone a remarkable evolution and is 

today the largest agricultural metropole of France. The industrial legacy of the region remains visible 

within the urban landscape, with old factories and industrial sites, and an aging population that once 

derived its wealth from the textile industry. Today, agriculture is one of the economic pillars of the 

Metropole of Lille, and almost half of its surface is arable land. However, the local food landscape is 

rather dominated by food chains, large surface supermarkets, and fast food rather than local food 

markets. Furthermore, large-scale retailers and food industries have a dominant presence, influencing 

both supply chains and food accessibility.  

Survey respondents and interviewees characterize the MEL food system by its diversity. Despite 

offering options for a wide range of food preferences and dietary needs, the respondents highlight 

several critical issue areas, notably land use changes, declining water quality and quantity, unequal 

access to healthy food and the precarious working conditions of farmers. Paradoxically, this 

agricultural metropole struggles to adequately feed its own population and provide proper work 

conditions to farmers. This is, however, a frequent observation in contemporary European food 

systems that are highly interconnected on regional, national and international levels (Yap 2023). As a 

result, most of the food production is not consumed within the metropole, which leads to a disconnect 

between food production and consumption, as reported by the respondents. There is rather a heavy 

reliance on imported food, as well as a prevalence of low-quality and unhealthy food options. 

Furthermore, local agriculture faces significant challenges concerning land use and urbanization 

pressure, water quality and quantity and the economic viability of this activity but also significant 

social challenges, including persistent poverty among both farmers and consumers.  

Despite these challenges, the MEL benefits from an active and engaged network of food actors, both 

societal and institutional ones. Alternative food initiatives are particularly dynamic, driving forward 

innovation and pushing for systemic change. These efforts are supported by the local and the 

metropolitan government, which plays a crucial role. Their approach, however, is not to impose top-

down designed policies, but rather to facilitate collaboration and provide platforms and venues for 

dialogue, which potentially can result in designing public policies. This collaborative model, where 

transformation is promoted by societal and institutional actors, is seen as a key strength of the MEL 

food system. 
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Appendix: List of interviews conducted in Lille 

Type of 

respondent 
Interview Code Interviewer 

Date of the 

interview  

Expert actor on 

food issues at the 

local level  

i.WP3.01 Collados 19/11/2024 

Representative 

actors of the 

conflict on food 

issues at the 

local level  

i.WP3.02 Collados 12/11/2024 

i.WP3.03 Collados 15/11/2024 

Representative 

actor of the 

environmentalist 

world 

i.WP3.04 Collados 

 

19/11/2024 

i.WP3.05 Collados 14/11/2024 

Representative 

actor in 

production 

i.WP3.06 Collados 14/11/2024 

Representative 

actor in 

distribution 

i.WP3.07 Collados 8/11/2024 

Representative 

actor in 

consumption 

i.WP3.08 Collados 5/11/2024 

Representative 

actor of food 

waste 

i.WP3.09 Collados 08/01/2025 

Representative 

actor in food 

poverty 

i.WP3.10 Collados 12/11/2024 
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7. City Report: Tartu  (Estonia) 

Kadri Soo, Kelli Pilvet and Mare Ainsaar  

University of Tartu 

 

7.1 Historical reconstruction of the agrifood sector  

Estonia has about 23% arable land, with the rest used for forestry, natural grasslands, and other 

purposes. Estonia’s primary agricultural outputs include cereals, potatoes, oilseeds, livestock (cattle 

for both dairy and meat, pigs), milk and dairy products. Agriculture, fisheries and the food industry 

provide 4% of added value produced in Estonia; 5% of employed people; 9% of Estonia’s total export 

is related with this sector (Ministry of Rural Affairs, 2020). Estonia exports dairy, cereals, and meat to 

the EU and beyond. 

The Estonian agricultural sector is dominated by medium to large commercial farms. Estonian 

agricultural holdings are larger than the EU28 average, however, the standardised monetary value of 

agricultural production per hectare is more than two times lower (Ministry of Rural Affairs, 2020). 

The average farm has 140 ha of land, with 122 ha being arable and horticulture land, 4 ha of permanent 

grasslands and 12 ha of forests. 

After World War II, Estonia was incorporated into the Soviet Union. Private land ownership was 

abolished, and farms were consolidated into collective and state farms. Collectivization in the late 

1940s and 1950s brought great hardship to Estonian agriculture, which during the first independence 

period (1918 – 1940) had been the mainstay of Estonian society. During collectivisation, private 

property was abolished, existing structures were broken down, and people's motivation to work 

decreased. Still, Estonian agriculture remained more productive than the Soviet average. In 1990, there 

were 221 collective and 117 state farms with an average of 350 to 400 workers each. The average 

livestock herd per farm included 1,900 cattle and 2,500 pigs. Estonia was a net exporter of meat and 

milk to the other republics. Agriculture also served as the basis for the republic's strong food-

processing industry (Ministry of Rural Affairs, 2022). During the Soviet period (1940 – 1990) farming 

became more mechanized and centralized, but often inefficient. Production goals were set by the state, 

with little incentive for innovation or sustainability. 

Estonia regained independence in 1991 and rapidly transitioned to a market economy. Estonia 

underwent rapid land reforms, resulting in the privatization and restructuring of collective farms. 

Reform of the Estonian agricultural system began in 1989 with the adoption of the Law on Private 

Agriculture. The law allowed individuals to take up to 50ha of land for private planting and for growing 

crops. The land was heritable but could not be bought or sold. The goal of the reform was to stimulate 

production and restore the spirit of private farming to a countryside worn down by decades of central 

planning (Lotman, 2018). 
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Land reforms returned property to former owners or their descendants, leading to the break-up of 

collective farms. In 1991, roughly 12% of the labour force was employed in agriculture, producing 

15.4 percent of Estonia's GDP. By the late 1990s, agricultural restructuring began to stabilize the 

sector. After privatization, many collective farms began to disintegrate. A number of Estonia's more 

successful farms were reorganized into cooperatives.  

At the same time, Estonians maintained a very high rate of consumption of home-grown fruits and 

vegetables. For example, a 1993 survey by the Estonian State Statistics Board indicated that nearly 

80% of all potatoes consumed by Estonians were either privately grown or were received from friends 

or relatives. 30% of eggs were received outside the market as well as 71.5 percent of all juice. Overall, 

Estonians reported getting over 20% of their food from private production or from friends or relatives 

(Lotman, 2018). 

With joining the European Union in 2004 farmers gained access to EU subsidies, modernization funds, 

and a larger export market. In 2023, there were 10,700 agricultural holdings in Estonia with nearly 

980,000 hectares of utilized agricultural area. This means, in Estonia, there are 91 hectares of 

agricultural area per holding. Based on the results of the 2020 agricultural census, the EU average was 

17 hectares. The number of agricultural holdings is decreasing, and the majority of holdings in Estonia 

are small, containing less than 20 hectares of utilized agricultural area and are only involved in 

agricultural production on a part-time basis. A fifth of holdings have at least 100 hectares of utilized 

agricultural area. 2,400 biggest holdings were responsible for 93 percent of Estonia's total agricultural 

production (ERR News, 2024). 

The current food production sector is characterised by technological advancement in Estonia. Estonian 

agriculture is now one of the most digitally advanced in Europe and benefits from newest technology. 

Use of precision farming, drones, and GPS-guided equipment is growing, online farm management 

systems and data platforms support decision-making. 

At the same time Estonia has embraced sustainability, with over 20% of farmland certified organic. 

Nearly 23% of agricultural land in 2019 was organic farmland, which places Estonia second in the EU 

after Austria. Nearly half of all cattle and sheep are farmed organically (Ministry of Rural Affairs, 

2020, 2022). There is also strong consumer and policy support for environmentally friendly farming 

from the government 

Agriculture and Fisheries Strategy 2030 sets that Estonia will prefer local food, a healthy environment 

and biodiversity, thriving food businesses and viable rural and coastal communities. The strategy has 

two sub-objectives which are related to the state budget programs: (1) smart and sustainable 

agriculture, food production and rural life, safe food and a well-maintained environment; (2) 

sustainable fisheries that ensure the competitiveness of the fisheries sector and the sustainable 

management of fish stocks. Both general sub-objectives and related eight directions with specific 

objectives and action lines consider the needs of sustainable development as well as climate change 

mitigation and adaptation. Horizontal development themes include bio-economy and exports as well 

as the environment and integrated rural development. 
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The overall agricultural strategic document “Agriculture and Fisheries Strategy 2030” was endorsed 

by the government in 2020. Strategy is implemented through programmes. The funding plans for the 

programmes were originally planned in the budget of the Ministry of Regional Affairs and Agriculture 

and the Ministry of Environment. Programmes will be renewed annually on a rolling basis, adding one 

year. The implementation of the strategy will be financed from the state budget, ensuring its 

consistency with the state budget strategy. The total expected cost of the strategy for 2020–2030 is 

around EUR 4.7 billion. More detailed cost estimates are prepared each year as part of the state budget 

planning process. The strategy is the basis for the strategic planning of the European Union's (EU) 

Common Agricultural and Fisheries Policy’s programming period (2021-2027) in Estonia, and it also 

contributes to the European Green Deal's “Farm to Fork” objective of moving towards a more 

sustainable food system. More than 500 experts from more than 140 institutions and organisations 

participated in the preparation of AFS 2030 (Ministry of Rural Affairs 2021). 

7.2 Overview of food production and distribution in the Tartu region 

In general, Tartu County is similar to many other agricultural regions in Estonia, and does not have a 

very original agricultural policy or agricultural production system compared to the rest of Estonia. 

However, Tartu County is one of the most densely populated regions in Estonia, with a higher number 

and variety of food enterprises and central food warehouses. The popularity of organic production can 

be seen as a specific feature of Tartu County. It also has relatively short supply chains and local food 

networks, which contribute to the faster availability of local fresh food. For example, all educational 

institutions in Tartu are users of organic food. In some other Estonian counties there are a few such 

institutions. The Farmers' Association of Tartu County is the largest organisation of farmers in Estonia. 

There are no such organisations in every county. The association has just under 200 members, who 

produce 95% of the whole milk and 72% of cereals production in Tartu region. According to the Food 

Strategy for Tartu County (Toidustrateegia, 2022), a distinctive feature of the Tartumaa food network 

is the skillful application of research and development potential, based on universities and development 

organisations active in the field. Tartumaa is distinguished by its extensive network, encompassing a 

diverse range of participants, including prominent and smaller producers, caterers from both urban and 

rural areas, public sector institutions, and numerous others. 

Food-related initiatives in the Tartu region 

In Tartu County, the initiative 'Tartu Food' has been launched, with the label of „Tartu Food“ to 

promote local food specialities and traditions. The Estonian Ministry of Regional Affair and 

Agriculture annually announces one region as a Food Region to promote local food. Tartu county was 

named Food Region of the year 2025. There are several activities and projects in Tartu in the field of 

food: a circular economy roadmap (organised by the city of Tartu) and a Green Agreement of Tartu, 

which covers food issues, as well as urban and community gardens, food cupboards, food saving, food-

related civic initiatives and educational programmes. Tartu has added an organic food production 

requirement in the procurement of school food production, which has affected the functioning of the 

food system in Tartu. Below we will introduce some of the initiatives in more detail. 
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Kindergarten food and food cupboards. According to the new regulation, at least 50% of the food 

provided in Tartu's educational establishments must be organic, with the exclusion of semi-

manufactured products allowed. Kindergartens’ food cupboards in Tartu represent a novel initiative in 

the field of sustainable food. The food cupboards are used to store food left over from the children's 

meals, which parents can take home in the evening. To prevent wasting food, it was offered to families.  

Provision of food education in kindergartens and schools. Children are taught about sustainable food 

consumption and healthy eating habits through practical and experiential learning activities, such as 

portioning food on one’s own plate and the introduction of new tastes through sensory training. 

Feedback from children is requested and it is tried to be taken into account when preparing food. 

Furthermore, children are involved in the utilisation of leftovers to make new foods (e.g. preparing 

smoothies from leftovers and drying fruit). The objective of the initiative is to cultivate favourable 

attitudes towards food in children and thereby influence  the consumption habits of their families. 

Urban and community gardens. The first urban garden in Tartu was established approximately 15 years 

ago. Today there are about ten gardens (Tartu, 2024). The municipality provides land to gardening 

associations (non-governmental organisations) and charges a rent based on the agricultural land tax 

rate (around €200 per hectare). In the garden, the members of the association grow, autonomously or 

collectively, agricultural products for their personal consumption or for sale to other people. Sales are 

conducted via the online platforms, in cellars or in stores. Part of the harvest is donated to the Food 

Bank. The aim of the food sales is to generate the necessary resources for the operation and 

development of the urban garden. Neither the NGO nor the garden members benefit financially from 

these activities.  

Food cupboards. Food cupboards were originally introduced in Tartu. The first cupboard was launched 

10 years ago, but it did not last very long. Today, the activities of food cupboards are quite successful 

and there are plans to expand them, including across the country. The food cupboard initiative 

(transferring food left over from shops to cupboards) is currently run entirely on a voluntary basis. 

However, it is quite labour-intensive and can jeopardise its sustainability. 

Food sharing and saving. In the Tartu region, as well as elsewhere in Estonia, the sharing and sale of 

organic and locally produced foodstuffs through e-commerce platforms has gained momentum. The 

food bank operates in both Estonia and Tartu on the initiative of an entrepreneur from the Netherlands. 

The food bank has a cold storage facility and ongoing contracts with producers and farmers. Volunteer 

food savers operate in Tartu, and their activities can take the form of rescuing food from a shop or 

dumping rubbish. The food is taken to the cupboard. In addition, some of the activists rescue food from 

shops which has an expiry date. Volunteers collect them and take them to the pantry or distribute them 

at public food distributions. Their activities also include raising environmental awareness. Various 

food saving campaigns (e.g. “Empty your fridge”) have been run under the initiative of the Rimi 

supermarket chain to encourage people to reduce food waste. In order to address this issue, the retailer 

has developed a digital tool. For example, there is a mobile software application that provided 

suggestions (recipes) on what to do with the available food at home.  
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Tartus’s food system: Food-related organisational census 

A total of 2,399 actors were identified as a result of the food census for Tartu County. For mapping 

the food-related actors, we mainly used the Estonian E-Business Register database, which contains the 

names and contact details of economic actors (natural and legal persons) as well as the codes of their 

area of activity. In the register, the Classification of Economic Activities in Estonia (EMTAK) are used 

which is an adapted version of the classification of economic activities in the European Union. We 

supplemented the list from the E-Business Register with some actors found using Google searches. 

The added actors were mainly non-commercial actors and food-adjacent activities (e.g., urban and 

community gardens, food-saving initiatives, civil society organisations, food-related academic and 

research institutions). Figure 7.1 presents the relative distribution of actors in the food system of Tartu 

County by sectors of food activities. 

 

Figure 7.1. Distribution of mapped food-related organisations in Tartu, by role within the food system 

The largest group of actors in Tartu County was food producers (1,587 entries, 66%). The majority of 

them are agricultural enterprises (e.g., farmers growing cereal and livestock, fish farms) and food 

processing and preserving industries. The farms are mainly located outside the city of Tartu, where 

there is an active agricultural area. Fish farms and fishing are mainly practised near the large lakes that 

border Tartu County. The second largest group of actors was catering and dining businesses, including 

restaurants, bars, cafés and fast-food places (550 items, 23%). The majority of catering enterprises are 

located in the city of Tartu, the biggest centre in South Estonia. Distributors and retailers, the third 

largest group, comprise 10% (n = 225) of the actors in the food census. 
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There are few non-profit and solidarity initiatives in the Tartu region, which provide alternatives to 

traditional food production and distribution, such as community and urban gardens. In addition, we 

identified a small number of food-related civil associations, food sharing initiatives and actors engaged 

in research, science, training and education. 

7.3 Results from the organisational survey 

Sample size and main organisational characteristics 

In Tartu, responses were collected from 104 different food-related businesses and organisations. Most 

of them (89 actors; 86%) defined themselves as for-profit enterprises. The rest were non-profit entities, 

like associations, cooperatives, foundations, and public institutions. 

The majority of actors declared themselves to be agricultural producers and food manufacturers (51 

respondents, 49%) (see Figure 7.2). This was followed by actors involved in food preparation and 

services, such as catering and dining (20 respondents, 19%). Enterprises involved in distribution and 

retailing made up 9% of the final sample. Some actors were involved in non-profit solidarity-based 

and food-related activities, such as urban gardens, food sharing, a museum, and an umbrella 

organisation of agricultural enterprises. In addition, 16 businesses were categorized as hybrid actors, 

operating at different stages of the supply chain.  

 

Figure 7.2. Distribution of survey respondents in Tartu, by role within the food system 
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In terms of geographical areas (see Figure 7.3), almost two thirds of the organisations (64, or 62%) 

operated in the whole city of Tartu or in the county. Almost a fifth of the actors (19 entities) functioned 

at the national level. Another 17 conducted their activities in specific neighbourhoods or their 

surroundings within Tartu. A small number of participating food-related enterprises had a wider scope, 

being internationally active. 

 

Figure 7.3. Geographic scope of activities among Tartu’s survey respondents 

In the survey, respondents were invited to provide supplementary information concerning their 

business or organisation, including the number of employees or members and the size of their budget. 

● Workforce Size: A significant proportion of the respondents identified as small or medium-

sized organisations. Specifically, small actors with up to ten employees or members accounted 

for 35% of the businesses or organisations surveyed, while medium-sized actors (i.e. 10–100 

people) accounted for 18%. The proportion of respondents comprising large organisations with 

at least 100 employees was minimal, constituting a mere 1% of the total. However, 46% of 

participants did not provide their workforce data. 

● Economic Size: The majority of the participated organisations operated with limited financial 

resources. Nearly half of the actors (44%) reported a yearly operating budget below €100,000. 

Less than a fifth (17%) indicated budgets within the range of €100,000 to €1,000,000 range. 

However, a small proportion of organisations (7%) had  annual budgets in excess of 

€1,000,000. Financial information was not available for 32% of the respondents. 

 



 

 
  

Integrated report on organisational analysis | 148 

Perceptions of the food system and key challenges 

In the following, we will look at the views of participants on the functioning of the Tartu food system. 

Respondents were asked to indicate to what extent they agreed with seven statements on the features 

of food production, distribution and consumption in the Tartu region. Figure 7.4 visualises the 

distribution of agreement with five of these statements. 

 

Figure 7.4. Agreement with statements on local food system characteristics among Tartu’s respondents 

Views on equity and economic viability: Surveyed food-related actors in the Tartu region were quite 

critical in their assessment of the equity and sustainability of food production, distribution and 

consumption. Approximately half of respondents (47%) did not agree that the prevailing food system 

was capable of ensuring the economic viability of most food-related activity areas. In contrast, less 

than a third held a positive view, believing in the fairness and economic viability of the current food 

system. In addition, 55% of respondents expressed concern that not all people, regardless of their social 

status, have adequate access to healthy food.  
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• Environmental sustainability: Most respondents disagreed with the statement that the 

prevailing way of producing and consuming food depletes natural resources and harms the 

environment. However, 35% of participants believed that the system had a negative impact on 

the environment. 

• Power asymmetry: A large proportion of participants (58%) considered that decisions on food 

production, distribution, and consumption are taken by a small number of powerful actors. A 

fifth holds the opposite view. 

• Optimism on civic agency: A large share of participants (46%) believed in the ability of 

ordinary citizens to influence food system practices. However, more than a third disagree that 

citizens have such a significant influence. 

 

Figure 7.5. Agreement with statements on green transition policies among Tartu’s respondents 

Two questions concerned attitudes towards climate-related policies in the food sector, with a particular 

focus on the perceived necessity and potential impact of policies aimed at reducing CO2 emissions. 

Figure 7.5 demonstrated that slightly more participants disagreed than agreed with the statement that 

it is also necessary to implement environmentally sustainable transition policies to reduce CO2 

emissions in the food sector to combat climate change (shares of 38% and 32%, respectively). At the 

same time, participants were fairly unanimous (71% agreed with the item) that some green transition 

policies to reduce CO2 emissions have a negative effect on the food sector. Only about a tenth did not 

believe that a negative impact would occur. 

An analysis by organisational type showed broadly similar views on different food system 

characteristics, with the exception of the statement on the need for green transition policies to combat 

climate change. In this aspect, statistically significant differences emerged between groups (p = 0.02). 

Specifically, non-profit and solidarity groups expressed significantly greater support for the 

implementation of green transition policies than food producers engaged in agriculture, catering, and 

distribution. In addition, non-profit organisations and food-adjacent actors, compared to enterprises 

involved in food production and consumption, were more sceptical about people's sufficient access to 

healthy food. 
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In the survey, we also explored key challenges by asking participants to choose up to five issues from 

a list of twenty that they felt most negatively affected both their organisation’s day-to-day operations 

and the overall food system in Tartu and its surroundings. Participants could also mention additional 

concerns not listed. Figure 7.6 illustrates the ranking of issues perceived by participants. 

 

Figure 7.6. Relative frequency of problem mentions among Tartu’s respondents 

Two issues emerged as the most common: rising energy costs (selected by 60% of respondents as a 

problem for the wider food system) and excessive taxation on food products and services (49%). These 

were followed by  issues such as high food prices (40%) and insufficient support for local farmers and 

producers (38%). Less than a third of respondents also cited green transition policies, the prevalence 

of unhealthy or poor-quality food on the market, and inconsistent or conflicting regulatory schemes as 

problems that negatively impact the overall way food is produced, distributed, and consumed. 

Table 7.1 shows that four issues – rising energy costs, excessive taxation, insufficient support, and 

high food prices – appear in the top three for most types of actors, indicating perceived challenges both 

in their own operations and in the functioning of the regional food system. Agricultural producers also 

identified green transition policies as a major concern. This finding is in line with the attitudes towards 

the functioning of the food system discussed above, whereby agricultural businesses were among the 

most critical of measures to reduce CO2 emissions. 



 

 
  

Integrated report on organisational analysis | 151 

Table 7.1. Top three concerns by role among Tartu’s respondents (vs. overall city ranking) 

Agriculture & 

Manufacturing 
Distribution & 

Retail 
Catering & Dining Hybrid Actors 

Non-profit & 

Solidarity initiatives 
Food-Adjacent 

Activities 
#1. Energy costs (=) #1. Energy costs (=) #1. Excessive taxation 

(+1) 

#1. Excessive taxation 

(+1)  

#1. Excessive imports 

(+7) 

#1. Energy costs (=) 

#2. Insufficient 

support for local 

farmers and 

producers (+2) 

#2. Excessive taxation 

(=)  

#2. High food prices 

(+1) 

#2. Energy costs (-1) #2. Energy costs (-1) #2. High food prices 

(+1) 

#3. Green transition 

policies (+2) 

#3. Insufficient 

support for local 

farmers and 

producers (+1) 

#3. Insufficient 

support for local 

farmers and 

producers (+1) 

#3. High food prices 

(=) 

#3. Excessive taxation 

(-1) 

#3. Excessive taxation 

(-1) 

 

Consciousness-raising and advocacy activities 

After examining general perceptions of the food system of Tartu and its main challenges, the survey 

turned to the extent to which organisations have been involved in food-related public advocacy, 

lobbying, or awareness-raising activities over the past three years. More than half of the studied 

organisations (56%) reported engaging in at least one of these activities. However, slightly more than 

a third (36%) revealed no involvement. 

Among the various types of engagement (see Figure 7.7), the most frequently mentioned activity was 

participation in meetings, conferences, and public debates on food-related issues with other 

stakeholders in the food sector (38%). More than a fourth of respondents (28%) asserted having 

engaged in awareness-raising activities by disseminating food-related information to the public via 

newspapers, social media or other ways. One in five (19%) had taken part in meetings or conferences 

with political or institutional representatives at different levels. 

 
 

Figure 7.7. Participation in advocacy and public engagement activities among Tartu’s respondents 
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The 59 organisations that had reported engaging in advocacy or consciousness-raising activities were 

also asked to specify the main topics of these activities (see Figure 7.8). The three most common food-

related issues, mentioned in roughly equal proportions, were nutrition and public health (49% of active 

organisations), food safety and quality, and food education and awareness (47%). The economic 

viability of local food businesses, sustainable agricultural practices, and the reduction of food waste 

were slightly less frequently mentioned (36-39%). 

When analysing the responses of different types of food system actors separately, a number of 

similarities in the themes of mobilization emerged, but also some differences. Sustainable agricultural 

practices were particularly important for food producers. Catering and food distribution businesses, as 

well as food-adjacent activities, were the most likely to report on reducing food waste.   

 

Figure 7.8. Relative frequency of issue mentions among Tartu’s mobilized respondents 

 

Collaborative networks within and outside the food sector 

The survey aims to get an overview of the network of food system actors and how they collaborate 

with other organisations, both within and outside the food supply chain. The questionnaire included a 

grid asking whether respondents had collaborated with various types of businesses, social, and political 

actors in the last three years. Collaboration was defined broadly, covering three types of activities: 

sharing information, sharing resources, and working together on projects or events. The list of potential 

collaborators included commercial food enterprises (such as large or speciality food retailers, street 

and farmers' markets, online platforms, and both industrial and sustainable producers), civic and 

political entities (like consumer groups, NGOs, trade unions, business associations, and political 
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parties), public institutions (including local, national, and EU-level government bodies, as well as 

educational and research organisations), and financial institutions. 

According to the overall pattern of reported collaborations (Figure 7.9), 12 respondents (12% of the 

entire sample) indicated no collaboration with any of the 20 listed actor categories. About a quarter of 

the organisations reported between 1 and 3 cooperative ties, while 52% declared at least 4 ties (the 

average was 4,9 and median 4). 

 

Figure 7.9. Number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types reported by Tartu’s respondents 

The average number of collaborations varied widely according to the type of organisations in the food 

system (see Table 7.2). Non-profit and solidarity initiatives reported the highest number of links 

(average of 8). In contrast, agricultural and food production enterprises were less likely to report 

collaborative activities (average number of ties 3.8). 

Table 7.2. Average number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types by food system role among Tartu’s 

respondents 

Groups 
Mean reported 

connections 

Agriculture & Manufacturing 3.8 

Distribution & Retail 6.6 

Catering & Dining 5.6 

Hybrid actors 5.7 

Non-profit & Solidarity initiatives 8.0 

Food-Adjacent Activities 5.5 

Overall 4.9 

ANOVA: F(1, 88) = 4.41; p = 0.039 
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Figure 7.10 instead illustrates the relative frequency of the different collaborators mentioned in the 

survey. The largest proportion of respondents (65%) had collaborated with business associations. 

Slightly less than half of the surveyed actors (45%-49%) reported collaborating with street and 

farmers’ markets and industrial food producers and distributors. This was followed by educational 

institutions and local or regional government institutions (40%). Respondents have had the fewest 

collaborative ties with EU-level and international governmental institutions, trade unions, and political 

parties (4%).  

 

Figure 7.10. Relative frequency of collaborative ties with distinct actor types among Tartu’s respondents 

 

Attitudes towards decision-making and deliberative-participatory initiatives 

The project aimed to understand how local food system actors view deliberative-participatory 

initiatives intended to drive food system transformation through democratic means. Respondents were 

invited to indicate their agreement with seven statements about how decisions about food production, 

distribution, and consumption should be made in the Tartu region. In addition, they were later asked 

about their awareness of and involvement in various institutional and grassroots food-related initiatives 

identified in the Tartu case. 
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The four statements in the set (see Figure 7.11) addressed general preferences about how decisions on 

food-related issues should be made. Almost all respondents (98%) from the Tartu area showed strong 

agreement on the importance of transparent decisions on food-related policies and projects. In addition, 

60% of respondents thought that decision-making processes should be open and involve different 

stakeholders and representatives of local communities. The surveyed actors were somewhat 

contradictory in their assessment of whether expert knowledge or the input of ordinary citizens should 

be preferred in decision-making. However, there were slightly more respondents who would prefer to 

prioritize experts’ knowledge than greater citizen influence. 

 

Figure 7.11. Agreement with statements on decision-making preferences among Tartu’s respondents 

In addition to general decision-making preferences, the questionnaire included three statements to 

gauge views on deliberative-participatory processes. These statements reflect both supportive and 

critical views on the functioning of processes that bring people together in food-related decision-

making (e.g., citizens' assemblies and similar forums). 

The responses to these three statements reveal a somewhat mixed picture (see Figure 7.12). A 

significant proportion of respondents (41%) agreed that deliberative-participatory processes can help 

achieve fair decisions. A quite similar share of actors (44%), however, expressed doubts about their 

practicality and potential to bring meaningful change. Such conflicting views may reflect the different 

experiences and expectations of the participants. Moreover, the high number of neutral responses 

indicates that some respondents may be unfamiliar with these processes. 
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Figure 7.12. Agreement with statements on deliberative forums among Tartu’s respondents 

After the general statements, respondents were shown a list of ten specific deliberative and 

participatory initiatives or activities identified by the research team based on prior knowledge of the 

local context and the qualitative interviews. For each one, respondents were asked whether they were 

aware of it and, if so, whether they had participated.  

 

Figure 7.13. Number of local food-related participatory initiatives known to Tartu’s respondents 

The vast majority of participants reported being aware of some of the listed initiatives. The highest 

number of respondents were aware of 7 different initiatives (24 out of 88 who replied to this question, 

27%). Only a few actors were not familiar with any of the initiatives, or knew only one of them. There 

were no significant differences in awareness of food-related initiatives between the various types of 

actors (see Table 7.3), with the average number of mentioned initiatives ranging from 6.3 for 

agriculture and manufacturing to 7.5 for distributors.  
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Table 7.3. Average number of known local food-related participatory initiatives by food system role among 

Tartu’s respondents 

Groups Mean reported 

initiatives known 

Agriculture & Manufacturing 6,3 

Distribution & Retail 7,5 

Catering & Dining 6,2 

Hybrid actors 6,9 

Non-profit & Solidarity initiatives 7,0 

Food-Adjacent Activities 6,8 

Overall 6,6 

ANOVA: F(1,85) = 0.67, p = 0.414  

Next, we take a closer look at awareness of and active participation in the different initiatives (see 

cumulative distribution in Figure 7.14). The most familiar initiatives were food banks, farmers' 

markets, producer-to-consumer distribution, food cupboards and food sharing, and the bio-waste 

collection system. Community and urban gardens were mentioned somewhat less frequently. Most 

participants had been involved in the bio-waste collection scheme and the producer-to-consumer 

initiative. The retailer-initiated food use appeal was the least known initiative. 

 

Figure 7.14. Relative frequency of awareness and participation in specific local food-related initiatives 

among Tartu’s respondents 
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7.4 Food system and food struggles: A qualitative analysis 

The qualitative analysis of Tartu’s local food system is based on 8 in-depth interviews with experts 

conducted between November 2024 and March 2025 through a snowballing approach (see Appendix 

below). Among the interviewees were two local government employees, one academic food 

sustainability researcher, shops network representative, urban gardening activist, food sharing 

enterprise, representative of a union of producers, representative of an actor of against food waste 

movement. 

The situation of sustainable food production and distribution in Estonia 

Compared to many other countries, food production in Estonia is more dependent on foreign markets 

due to the absence of internal market protection mechanisms. In Estonia, food policy is primarily 

overseen by the Ministry of Regional Affairs and Agriculture, while local governments are responsible 

for various food-related initiatives and projects, and have the opportunity to participate in national-

level programs. One such initiative is the Estonian Food Programme, which is linked to activities of 

the European Union. 

Today, food trade is largely international, especially for major retail chains. The extent to which 

ecological and sustainability issues are considered in the food business, including food donation 

practices, often depends on the leadership of these retail chains. Local legislation creates the foundation 

for implementing food-saving measures. For instance, a sales director from a supermarket (I.TA8.WP3) 

highlighted that while their mother company operating abroad can simply leave food surplus at a 

church doorstep, strict regulations and food safety requirements in Estonia make such donations too 

complex to carry out, often resulting in the excess food being incinerated instead. 

For large food enterprises, sustainability reports are of considerable importance. These reports require 

businesses to engage with food sustainability issues in a deliberate and systematic manner. 

Additionally, companies often contribute to food sustainability for marketing purposes. However, 

problematic aspects related to sustainability reporting were also revealed. One interviewee 

(I.TA8.WP3) argued that only superficial changes have been made thus far—changes that may look 

impressive externally but have limited actual impact. In many cases, these reports are commissioned 

from external sources and subsequently disregarded within the enterprises. As such, large enterprises 

wield significantly greater influence than smaller ones in the transition toward sustainable food 

production and consumption and should serve as role models. 

Promoting food sustainability 

There are two primary ways to influence food sustainability: participation in policymaking or 

involvement in the work of civic organisations, which participate in policy processes. Also practical 

activities count—for example becoming a member of a community garden to grow organic food for 

themselves or donate it. Specialists who are genuinely committed to food sustainability and recognize 

its potential are considered valuable resources in this context. Changes in this field are generally 

initiated from the grassroots level, often as citizen-led initiatives. Without dedicated implementers, 

these initiatives would not function effectively. 
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Participants felt that citizens have not been substantially involved in food-saving efforts, although 

various active interest groups are working in this field. To further promote the topic, it would be 

necessary to disseminate research and statistics to raise public awareness of food waste and the 

opportunities to reduce it. One proposed solution is to increase the cost of waste collection. In Estonia, 

waste disposal is relatively inexpensive, which discourages both companies and individuals from 

reducing waste. Food businesses could significantly improve their practices by sorting food more 

effectively and donating the surplus. However, stores often lack the workforce or find the related 

activities too costly to prioritize food-saving measures. 

Decisions related to food saving are largely influenced by the attitudes of company leadership. 

Scandinavian companies are often cited as exemplary due to their strong interest in sustainability. For 

example, Rimi (a Swedish-origin company) actively seeks to avoid food waste, thereby setting an 

example for others. The state could do more to support or promote food-saving initiatives. 

Additionally, interviews indicated a need to amend legislation to make food sharing easier. 

Communities and citizens have played a significant role in food-saving efforts, particularly through 

initiatives such as food-sharing cupboards. These actions have signaled to businesses that discarding 

and wasting food is neither sustainable nor sensible. While food donation is highly regulated to ensure 

food safety and public health, excessive bureaucracy can hinder donation activities. 

For most consumers, food price is the main purchasing criterion. As a result, organic, local, or healthy 

products are often overlooked. However, consumers can significantly influence food sustainability by 

opting for these types of products. Respondents suggested that lowering VAT on organic products and 

offering discounts on healthy items would make these products more attractive to consumers. 

Therefore, experts see a major role for policymakers and legislators in creating an environment that 

supports organic food producers and enables retail chains to sell such products under more favorable 

conditions. 

Conflicts within the local food system 

Most interviewed experts did not identify major conflicts in food production, distribution, or 

consumption in the Tartu region. However, some complex situations were mentioned. Food production 

requires land and other resources, but according to the interviewees, they have encountered situations 

where their development proposals or ideas have not received political support at the local level. There 

were also descriptions of conflicts arising from the economic interests of different actors. For instance, 

caterers aim to acquire products at the lowest possible cost, whereas producers seek fairer 

compensation. In the absence of state protection, production activities become more difficult. Retail 

chains are often unwilling to pay fair prices to farmers, prompting some farms to cease offering their 

products to these chains. For example, one local farm withdrew from one such chain because the 

retailer intended to retain one-third of the price. Small producers lack the bargaining power that large 

enterprises possess. Consequently, domestically produced food is underrepresented in supermarkets, 

where pricing dictates selection, especially in the case of vegetables. Furthermore, there is no market 

protection for organic raw materials. Smaller producers often cannot access supermarket distribution 
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due to production volume requirements. Instead, they market their products at fairs and at the farmers' 

market in Tartu. 

Interviewees expressed minor concern over various contradictory trends within society. Generally 

there are no public conflicts. Possible threats were seen for example, certain (radical) activist groups—

such as vegans— who have potential to generate tensions and backlash within the food sector.  A new 

emerging problem may be resistance to cattle farming due to its carbon footprint among young people, 

despite the important ecological role of livestock in landscape maintenance and reducing the need for 

mowing. 

Experts viewed the uniform environmental requirements imposed by the European Union on all 

member states as problematic, as these regulations often fail to account for national or regional 

specificities. As one expert noted, “Some member states have practically no forest, yet we talk about 

carbon sequestration.” In Estonia, ecological requirements are seen as excessive—even stricter than 

the EU average. Respondents perceived these overly stringent environmental regulations as a 

significant burden on farmers, “killing off livestock farming”. This is not just a regional concern in 

Tartu but a broader issue affecting agricultural production throughout Estonia. 

Criticism was also directed at the packaging legislation, with recent changes perceived to create an 

unequal situation between food retailers and producers. For instance, if a customer purchases pre-

packaged pancakes made by a food production company and sold in a store, the reusable packaging 

requirement does not apply. However, for food packaged on-site and sold in bulk, the requirement is 

enforced. The cost of compliance with the new packaging regulation is reflected in the product's price, 

making freshly prepared food less attractive to consumers. As a result, customers are more likely to 

opt for cheaper, pre-packaged alternatives, which are exempt from return obligations. This could lead 

to a situation where more food is pre-packaged in advance, thereby reducing consumer choice. 

An interviewee involved in food saving and dumpster diving highlighted the problem of locked waste 

bins. According to this participant, individuals engaged in food saving operate based on strong moral 

principles, including maintaining cleanliness around the bins—at least to the level it was before the 

activity. Nevertheless, the interviewee sensed that the public perceives food saving efforts negatively, 

which in their view constitutes a conflict. 

Key problems and proposals 

Interviews with experts revealed several challenges and some proposed solutions related to sustainable 

food production, marketing, and consumption in the Tartu region and more broadly in Estonia.  

The interviewees noted that food producers, particularly farmers, had expressed dissatisfaction with 

the excessive bureaucratic requirements, particularly with regard to efforts to reduce CO₂ emissions. 

Organic producers face additional difficulties. The regulations governing organic production are strict, 

and the existing support schemes do not sufficiently incentivise new producers to adopt organic 

farming practices. At the same time, maintaining soil fertility poses further challenges, particularly 

given the limited availability of natural organic fertilisers such as manure. As a result, producers are 

compelled to resort to alternative methods, such as cover crops and crop rotation including leguminous 
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plants. However, these practices lead to increased production costs. Another significant concern for 

organic and small-scale producers is the inequitable structure of the supply chain, whereby 

intermediaries and retailers add considerable mark-ups to the products. In Tartu County, for instance, 

small-scale producers achieved better prices by exporting their products to Lithuania for packaging, 

and then re-importing into Estonia. This highlights deficiencies in  Estonia’s system for regulating and 

supporting organic production, which, according to the interviewees, requires substantial reform. 

Participants emphasised that local food often cannot compete with cheaper imported alternatives, 

hindering the development of local and sustainable food production. At the same time, public 

environmental awareness remains relatively low. Many individuals are unaware of local food system 

initiatives and do not consider how they might contribute to food conservation. A lack of awareness, 

time, and motivation limits the public’s willingness to make more environmentally friendly choices. 

The widespread use of plastic in food production and consumption is also a pressing issue. Advocates 

of urban gardening strive to promote a culture of plastic-free food production and raise awareness of 

the environmental and quality implications of food packaging. Retailers commonly display all 

available vegetables at once, which leads to rapid spoilage. The lack of cold storage facilities in 

supermarkets make pre-packaging unavoidable; however, prolonged storage in plastic packaging 

deteriorates vegetable quality. One proposed solution is to establish cold storage facilities both at retail 

outlets and near producers and urban gardens. This would allow fresh food to be stored and sold 

unpackaged.  Unfortunately, organic producers generally lack the resources to establish such facilities 

without the support of local governments. 

The organisation of urban and community gardening relies entirely on voluntary work. The burden of 

management and administration falls on a small number of active members, which makes initiatives 

vulnerable, particularly if key leaders experience burnout. The limited involvement of younger 

generations and the generally low culture of volunteerism in Estonia further hinder the sustainable 

development of such initiatives. The region is also characterized by a high turnover rate among 

gardening association members, often due to relocation, health issues, or loss of motivation. Departing 

members often leave their garden plots unattended, placing additional strain on the community. 

Managing membership records and administrative tasks is resource-intensive and requires stronger 

organisational support. 

Participants also highlighted the fragmented nature of actors in the fields of food and green economy 

sectors in Tartu County. Currently, there is no central platform that aggregates and disseminates 

reliable information. According to the interviewed experts, local governments could take the initiative 

in developing a web-based platform for this purpose. Greater cooperation among food sector 

enterprises should also be encouraged, with increased emphasis on innovation and sustainable 

solutions. Local authorities should play a leading role in this process by creating enabling conditions 

that support environmentally friendly food production and the development of a more informed and 

responsible approach to consumption. 
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7.5 Conclusion 

The Tartu county represents a typical Estonian agricultural region. Since the transition to private 

ownership of land in the early 1990s, the country has essentially lacked protection for agricultural 

producers against external factors and is therefore open to global competition. This affects all types of 

agricultural producers. Already some time before  Estonia joined the European Union in 2004, 

production and consumption began to be influenced by European Union regulations and schemes. A 

distinctive feature of Estonia and Tartu is the high importance of organic farming in agriculture. 

The survey conducted among 104 food-related businesses and organisations in Tartu area provides a 

comprehensive overview of the structure, perceptions, challenges, and collaborative dynamics within 

the local food system.  

Respondents expressed generally critical views of the current food system, particularly in terms of 

economic viability, equity, and the influence of powerful actors. Nearly half believed the system fails 

to support financially sustainable food practices or ensure universal access to healthy food. There was 

also significant concern over power imbalances in decision-making, with most respondents agreeing 

that a small number of influential actors dominate the sector.  

Environmental concerns and green transition policies received mixed responses. Although many 

acknowledged the importance of climate policies, a larger proportion viewed current CO₂-reduction 

measures as detrimental to the food sector. Key operational challenges highlighted by respondents 

included rising energy costs, excessive taxation, insufficient support for local producers, high food 

prices, and the burden of environmental regulations. These concerns point to a disconnect between 

sustainability goals and the realities faced by food-related enterprises, especially smaller and more 

ecologically-oriented actors. 

Despite the challenges, over half of the surveyed organisations had engaged in food-related advocacy 

or awareness-raising activities in recent years. Topics of focus included nutrition and public health, 

food safety, education, and sustainable agriculture. Collaboration across sectors was relatively 

common, especially with business associations, markets, and local governments, though ties with EU 

institutions and political parties were minimal. Participants strongly supported transparency and 

stakeholder involvement in food-related decision-making, yet opinions were divided on the 

effectiveness of deliberative-participatory processes such as citizen assemblies. Awareness of local 

food initiatives—such as food banks, farmers' markets, and bio-waste collection—was widespread, 

though active participation varied. 

The findings of qualitative interviews with experts revealed that the current state of sustainable food 

production and distribution is shaped by a variety of interlinked economic, environmental, and social 

challenges. One of the key issues is the country’s reliance on foreign markets due to a lack of internal 

market protection, which puts local food producers—especially small-scale and organic farmers—at a 

disadvantage. The disconnect between policy making and local-level implementation, combined with 

restrictive regulations and inadequate support systems, limits the effectiveness of grassroots initiatives. 

Community-driven efforts, such as urban gardening and food-sharing cupboards, play a crucial role in 

promoting food sustainability and reducing waste. These initiatives often arise from citizen 
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engagement rather than top-down policies, highlighting the importance of grassroots leadership. Still, 

barriers such as limited public awareness, inadequate infrastructure (e.g., lack of cold storage), and 

restrictive legislation—particularly concerning food donations—hamper their potential. Volunteers are 

essential to the success of urban gardening projects, yet high turnover and burnout among organizers, 

combined with a weak culture of volunteerism, pose persistent obstacles. 

Experts emphasize the need for systemic reforms to address the issues of sustainable food production 

and distribution. These include improved support for organic farming, better land access for small 

producers, streamlined food donation laws, reduced VAT on sustainable products, and stronger 

cooperation among food system stakeholders. In addition, greater efforts are needed to raise 

environmental awareness and reduce overreliance on plastic packaging. Local governments are 

encouraged to take a more active leadership role in fostering innovation, supporting green practices, 

and coordinating among actors.  

Overall, the findings underscore both the challenges and opportunities within the Tartu food system. 

While economic and regulatory pressures weigh heavily on many actors, there is a clear appetite for 

more inclusive, sustainable, and collaborative approaches. Strengthening civic engagement, easing 

bureaucratic barriers, and aligning policy with the realities of local producers and communities will be 

essential to building a more resilient and equitable food system in the region. 
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Appendix: List of interviews conducted in Tartu 

Type of respondent Interview Code Interviewer 
Date of the 

interview 

Expert actor on food issues at 

the local level (training and 

research) 

I.TA3.WP3 Ainsaar 04.11.2024 

Representative actors of the 

conflict on food issues at the 

local level (urban farming; 

circular economy; etc..) 

I.TA4.WP3 Pilvet  10.01.2025 

Representative actors of the 

conflict on social issues at the 

local level (social centers; 

autonomous actors; etc..) 

I.TA5.WP3 Ainsaar 22.01.2025 

Representative actor in 

production 

I.TA6.WP3 Pilvet  25.01.2025 

Representative actor in 

distribution 

I.TA8.WP3 Pilvet  07.04.2025 

Representative actor in 

consumption 

I.TA7.WP3 Soo 18.12.2024 

Representative actor of food 

waste 

I.TA1.WP3 Pilvet  03.12.2024 

Representative actor in food 

poverty 

I.TA2.WP3 Pilvet  10.12.2024 
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8. City Report: Uppsala (Sweden) 

Andreas Johansson and Katrin Uba  

Uppsala University 

 

8.1 Historical reconstruction of the agrifood sector  

After World War II, Uppsala County’s agrifood sector entered a period of far-reaching transformation, 

shaped by national agricultural policy, technological modernisation, and, later, integration into 

European governance frameworks. The 1947 Agricultural Act launched a highly interventionist era in 

Swedish agriculture, aiming to boost production, stabilise farm incomes, and secure the national food 

supply (Myrdal and Morell, 2011). These goals were pursued through policy instruments such as 

guaranteed prices, production quotas, and import restrictions. Strong state control defined this period, 

with policies focused on protecting domestic production and promoting self-sufficiency (Flygare, 

2004). 

By the 1970s, however, this model came under increasing pressure. Surpluses in key sectors and rising 

food prices led to public criticism and a political push for reform. In 1990, Sweden dismantled many 

of its price guarantees and other regulatory supports, exposing farmers to market competition and 

global price fluctuations (Myrdal and Morell, 2011). The transition continued with Sweden’s accession 

to the European Union (EU) in 1995. Uppsala’s farmers were brought under the Common Agricultural 

Policy (CAP), which reintroduced subsidies—no longer tied to production but instead linked to 

environmental compliance and rural development objectives (Wästfelt and Eriksson, 2017). This 

marked a broader shift away from national protectionism toward a multilayered policy environment 

shaped by European integration and international competition. 

These policy changes were closely intertwined with transformations in agricultural practices. 

Mechanisation, chemical inputs, and scientific advances dramatically increased productivity. By the 

1950s and 60s, tractors and combine harvesters had entirely replaced horse-drawn equipment, while 

synthetic fertilisers and pesticides significantly boosted crop yields (Myrdal and Morell, 2011). As 

production became more efficient and competitive pressures grew, many smaller farms became 

economically unsustainable. Between 1975 and 2023, Uppsala County saw a 40% decline in the 

number of farms, while the average farm size increased by about 65%—reflecting a broader trend 

toward consolidation and specialisation across Sweden and much of Europe (Naturvårdsverket, 2023). 

In Uppsala, fertile southern and eastern areas increasingly focused on cereal crops such as wheat, oats, 

and barley. In contrast, with less arable land, the northern uplands shifted toward livestock farming, 

and some cropland reverted to pasture. Over the same period, the cattle sector underwent especially 

sharp restructuring: the number of cattle farms fell by 78%, while average herd size nearly tripled—

highlighting the move toward fewer, larger, and more intensive operations (Naturvårdsverket, 2023). 

Food processing and distribution followed a similar trajectory of centralisation and industrialisation. 

In the mid-20th century, Uppsala County had numerous local dairies, mills, and abattoirs serving nearby 
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communities. Over time, these were replaced by large-scale facilities, often located outside the county. 

Dairy cooperatives merged into larger entities like Arla Foods, and many small milk and cheese plants 

closed (Tellström, 2023). Grain once milled locally—by windmills or Uppsala’s historic steam mill—

was redirected to industrial mills elsewhere. Similarly, meat processing consolidated: by the 1990s, 

large slaughterhouses outside the county replaced many of the region’s small abattoirs. These changes 

were driven by cost pressures, technological advancements, and stricter hygiene regulations (Wästfelt 

and Eriksson, 2017). 

At the same time, retail and distribution systems were reshaped by the rise of supermarket chains such 

as ICA and Coop, which replaced local markets and channelled food produced in Uppsala into national 

and global supply networks. Digital technologies reinforced this shift by streamlining inventory 

management, coordinating large-scale distribution, and allowing retailers to source products from a 

wider network with greater speed and efficiency. While these developments expanded reach and 

productivity, they also reinforced a scale-driven logic and increased reliance on external markets and 

global economic conditions (Gebresenbet and Ljungberg, 2001; 2002). 

Changing consumer habits both influenced and reflected the structural transformations in Uppsala’s 

agrifood system. After World War II, Swedish diets became more varied and affluent. By the 1970s, 

milk and meat consumption had increased sharply, and the 1980s saw the rapid rise of supermarkets 

and convenience foods (Myrdal and Morell, 2011). Traditional, locally based diets gave way to 

imported and processed products. A 2005 study estimated that Swedish reliance on farmland abroad 

grew from about 12% in 1962 to 35% by 1994—highlighting a marked decline in self-sufficiency and 

growing global interdependence (Deutsch and Folke, 2005). 

While this shift brought greater variety and year-round availability, it also deepened reliance on 

international supply chains and widened the gap between producers and consumers. From the early 

2000s, however, counter-trends began to take shape: growing interest in organic food, farmers’ 

markets, and local sourcing reflected rising concerns about health, sustainability, and food origins 

(Granstedt and Thomsson, 2022; Basnet et al., 2023). Still, Swedish diets—Uppsala included—

continue to exceed ecological thresholds, particularly due to high consumption of meat and dairy 

products. These contribute disproportionately to greenhouse gas emissions and land use impacts 

(Moberg et al., 2020; Martin and Brandão, 2017). 

These structural and dietary shifts also reshaped Uppsala County’s rural economy. As farming became 

more mechanised and market-oriented, its role as a major employer declined sharply. Today, 

agriculture accounts for just 1–2% of the regional workforce and contributes a similarly modest share 

of GDP (SCB, 2020), reflecting broader national trends of rural depopulation and urban expansion. 

Nevertheless, agriculture continues to play a key role in land use, covering around 20% of the county 

and supporting adjacent sectors such as food processing and agricultural machinery (Naturvårdsverket, 

2023). Beyond its economic functions, farming contributes cultural and ecological value by preserving 

open landscapes, rural traditions, and biodiversity. At the same time, rising interest in sustainability 

has opened up new opportunities—such as farm shops, vegetable box schemes, and agri-tourism. 

Producers of regionally distinctive goods, like Upplandskubb bread and artisanal cheeses, have also 
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gained renewed visibility, often supported by local food networks and cooperative efforts (Tellström, 

2023). 

Environmental change and global disruptions have introduced new pressures while also generating 

interest in a more adaptive food system in Uppsala. Erratic weather—such as spring droughts and 

intense rainfall—has raised concerns about crop reliability, soil health, and farm planning. The region’s 

agricultural research institutions, notably the Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences (SLU) and 

Uppsala University (UU), play a central role in developing responses through innovations in precision 

farming, climate-resilient crops, and circular resource use. At the same time, the COVID-19 pandemic 

and supply chain disruptions have drawn attention to the vulnerabilities of long-distance food systems. 

In Uppsala, this has coincided with growing interest in initiatives such as REKO-rings (local direct-

to-consumer food distribution networks), farm-to-school programs, and regional farmers’ markets—

suggesting potential future moves toward shorter, more flexible value chains (Lönnerud, 2012). 

However, researchers note that systemic transformation remains constrained by persistent barriers, 

including fragmented governance, limited municipal capacity, and unequal access to innovation—

especially for smaller producers (Ulvenblad and Ulvenblad, 2016; Alarcón, 2021). 

In sum, the trajectory of Uppsala’s agro-food sector reflects a broader arc of transformation: from 

postwar self-sufficiency to global integration, and now toward climate adaptation and sustainability. 

Farming has become more specialised and efficient, food systems more centralised, and diets more 

diverse—though with trade-offs such as rural depopulation, biodiversity loss, and increased external 

dependency. While efforts are seemingly underway to reposition the sector around sustainability and 

resilience, significant challenges remain. Uneven access to innovation, market pressures, and climate-

related risks continue to shape the future of farming in the region. Moreover, the current economic 

structures of the agrifood system are described as creating “lock-in effects” that limit the potential for 

deeper transformation, making it difficult to shift away from the dominant production paradigm 

(Nilsson, 2009). Uppsala’s agrifood sector thus stands at a crossroads—facing both opportunities for 

renewal and the enduring constraints of a system still adapting to complex environmental, economic, 

and social demands. 

8.2. Uppsala County’s food system: Food-related organisational census 

Applying the mapping guidelines shared across the consortium partners, 2,842 food-related actors were 

identified in Uppsala County. Actors were primarily collected from three main types of publicly 

available sources. First, municipal registers—used for food safety inspections—provided a detailed 

view of officially recognised food businesses. Second, the County Administrative Board’s list of 

producers in the county—also used for inspection and regulatory control—gave a targeted overview 

of local farms and food producers. Third, the national company register from the Swedish Companies 

Registration Office was consulted. To extract relevant entries from the register, food-related SNI codes 

were applied. These codes, aligned with the European NACE system, classify businesses by their 

primary economic activity and enable systematic identification of actors in production, processing, 

distribution, retail, catering, and other services. 
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To capture additional actors—such as public bodies and informal, non-profit, or community-based 

initiatives—a complementary manual mapping process was conducted. This involved outreach to local 

networks and digital platforms. 

After removing inactive or irrelevant entities, the final dataset of 2,842 actors presents a comprehensive 

view of food system organisations in Uppsala County. Figure 8.1 offers an overview of the relative 

sizes of the various actor categories included in the census. 

 

Figure 8.1. Distribution of mapped food-related organisations in Uppsala, by role within the food system 

The largest share of actors—over half of the total (52,4%)—are engaged in agriculture and food 

manufacturing, reflecting the county’s strong agricultural base and long-standing focus on primary 

production. These include, for example, cereal producers primarily located in the southern parts of the 

region, and livestock farms are more common in the north. A smaller number of food processors are 

also part of this group, though their presence is relatively limited and mainly concentrated around 

urban centers. 

The second most prominent group (30%) consists of catering and food service providers, such as 

restaurants, cafés, school kitchens, and catering businesses. This sector is shaped by growing urban 

demand, shifting consumption patterns, and an expanding landscape of both private and public food 

services. 
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Distribution and retail actors represent 10% of the total. This relatively small share reflects the high 

degree of centralisation in the sector, where a few major supermarket chains dominate the market and 

limit space for smaller, independent retailers. 

A smaller portion (6.3%) comprises food-adjacent actors, including, e.g. training and consultancy 

services, equipment suppliers, research institutions, and public bodies supporting the broader food 

system. 

Finally, non-profit and solidarity-based initiatives account for 1,3% of the identified actors. These 

include, for example, REKO rings, community-supported agriculture, and grassroots organisations 

focused on various food-related issues. 

8.3. Results from the organisational survey 

Sample size and main organisational characteristics 

In Uppsala, survey responses were collected from 266 unique food-related organisations, representing 

a response rate of 9.4%. This aligns with typical rates observed in organisational survey research. 

Regarding organisational form, 219 respondents (82%) identified as for-profit enterprises, while the 

remaining 47 (18%) were classified as non-profit. The latter group includes cooperatives, foundations, 

associations, public entities, and organisations categorised as 'other.' 

Regarding roles within the food system (see Figure 8.2), 243 organisations (91%) reported direct 

involvement in the food supply chain. The largest group operated in agriculture and food 

manufacturing (149 organisations, 56%), followed by those engaged in catering and dining, with 49 

organisations (18%). Distribution and retail activities accounted for 23 organisations (9%), while 22 

organisations (8%) were identified as hybrids, active across multiple supply chain stages. 

Among the respondents operating outside the food supply chain, 9 organisations (3%) focused on non-

profit or solidarity-based food initiatives. Another 10 actors (4%) played important supporting roles, 

including regulatory public bodies, research institutions, business umbrella organisations, and 

environmental groups. An additional 4 organisations (2%) selected the “other” option and did not 

clearly specify the type of food-related activity they were engaged in.  

In terms of geographic scope (see Figure 8.3), the majority of surveyed organisations (64%) focused 

their activities within specific neighborhoods or municipalities in Uppsala County. Another 19% 

operated across the broader region. A smaller share had a wider reach, with 10% active at the national 

level and 5% engaged in international operations. 
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Figure 8.2. Distribution of survey respondents in Uppsala, by role within the food system 

 

 

 

Figure 8.3. Geographic scope of activities among Uppsala’s survey respondents 
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The data also includes information on internal organisational characteristics, focusing on workforce 

and budget size. Three percent of respondents represented large organisations with more than 100 

employees or members. Medium-sized organisations—defined as those with 10 to 100 individuals—

accounted for 20% of responses. Small organisations, primarily small businesses with fewer than 10 

individuals, made up 33%. The remaining 44% did not provide information about their workforce size. 

In terms of financial capacity, most organisations operated with relatively modest budgets. 

Approximately 31% reported an annual operating budget below €100,000, while 24% fell within the 

€100,000 to €1,000,000 range. A smaller portion—around 11%—reported budgets exceeding 

€1,000,000. Financial data was not available for 34% of the organisations. 

Perceptions of the food system and key challenges 

When respondents in Uppsala County were asked to evaluate a randomised set of statements related 

to key characteristics of the local food system using a 5-point agreement scale, the distribution of 

responses—presented in Figure 8.4—highlighted two themes: 

 

Figure 8.4. Agreement with statements on local food system characteristics among Uppsala’s respondents 

• Mixed views on sustainability: Respondents expressed divided opinions on whether the current 

food system is socially, economically, and environmentally sustainable. These responses 
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highlight uncertainty around the system's ability to support long-term well-being and fairness. 

Specifically, 44% agreed that the system fails to ensure economic viability (e.g., fair wages and 

profits), 47% believed that conventional food system practices contribute to environmental 

harm and resource depletion, and 47% agreed that the system ensures equal access to healthy 

food. 

• Power asymmetry and limited civic influence: A significant majority (73%) believed that 

decision-making in the food system is concentrated among a small group of powerful actors. 

At the same time, 41% felt that ordinary citizens can still influence food system practices, 

suggesting a degree of optimism regarding civic agency. 

 

Analysis by organisational type in Uppsala showed generally consistent views across food system 

roles, with the exception of perceptions of environmental impacts. On this item, differences were 

statistically significant (p = 0.013), with agricultural and manufacturing actors expressing significantly 

lower concern about negative environmental impacts compared to the other organisational types. 

The survey also included two items related to climate policies in the food sector (Figure 8.5), aimed at 

capturing views on the perceived necessity of green transition policies and the potential for unintended 

negative impacts of such policies. In Uppsala, 74% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that such 

policies are necessary to reduce CO2 emissions. However, opinions were more divided regarding 

possible downsides: 55% agreed that green transition policies may have negative effects. 

 

Figure 8.5. Agreement with statements on green transition policies among Uppsala’s respondents 

Responses to both items on climate policies varied across organisational roles. Agricultural and 

manufacturing actors were the least supportive of green transition policies and expressed greater 

concern about possible negative effects. In contrast, non-profit organisations, distribution and retail 

actors, and catering and dining services were more supportive and less concerned. Food-adjacent actors 

stood out, being the most supportive yet also the most concerned. These differences were statistically 

significant (p = 0.0004 for necessity; p = 0.026 for adverse effects). Overall, the results suggest that 

views on green transition policies depend on the organisation’s role within the food system. 
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Respondents were also asked to identify up to five issues—selected from a predefined list of twenty—

that most adversely affect their daily operations and the wider food system. Figure 8.6 below illustrates 

the most frequently and least frequently cited concerns among respondents in Uppsala County. 

 

Figure 8.6. Relative frequency of problem mentions among Uppsala’s respondents 

The most frequently cited concern was a lack of public awareness about how food is produced, 

distributed and consumed, selected by 45% for their own organisation and 40% for the system overall. 

This was followed by excessive dependence on international food imports (29% own, 37% system), 

rising energy costs (40% and 35%) and inconsistent or conflicting regulations (39% and 30%). Other 

notable concerns included insufficient support for local producers, high food prices and extreme 

weather events, the latter felt more strongly at the organisational level (29%) than system-wide (19%). 

Table 8.1 highlights how different actor types perceived and prioritised challenges. Lack of public 

awareness was a consistently important concern across nearly all groups. Agriculture and 

manufacturing emphasised excessive dependence on international imports and inconsistent 

regulations, while distribution and retail focused on rising energy costs and excessive taxation, the 

latter ranking much higher for this group than in the overall sample. Catering and dining services were 

most concerned with high food prices—another issue that rose sharply in rank compared to the overall 

results—alongside international imports. Non-profit and solidarity initiatives prioritised international 

imports, energy costs and high food prices. Food-adjacent activities stood out for highlighting 

regulatory barriers and a lack of skilled workers, the latter of which ranked much lower in the full 
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sample but appeared among the top concerns for this group. These differences reflect how shared 

challenges are experienced differently across the food system. 

Table 8.1. Top three concerns by role among Uppsala’s respondents (vs. overall city ranking) 

Agriculture & 

Manufacturing 
Distribution & 

Retail Catering & Dining Hybrid Actors Non-profit & 

Solidarity initiatives 
Food-Adjacent 

Activities 
#1. Public awareness 

(=) 

#1. Energy costs (+2) #1. High food prices 

(+5) 

#1. Energy costs (+2) #1. Excessive imports 

(+1) 

#1. Public awareness 

(=) 

#2. Excessive imports 
(=) 

#2. Excessive taxation 
(+10) 

#2. Excessive imports 
(=) 

#2. Insufficient 
support for local 

producers (+4) 

#2. Energy costs (+1) #2. Inconsistent 
regulation (+2) 

#3. Inconsistent 
regulation (+1) 

#3. Public awareness 
(-2) 

#3. Public awareness 
(-2) 

#3. High food prices 
(+3) 

#3. High food prices 
(+3) 

#3. Lack of workers 
w/ adequate skills 

(+8) 

 

Consciousness-raising and advocacy activities 

Following the assessment of broad perceptions of the food system and its key challenges, the survey 

also explored the extent to which organisations have engaged in food-related public advocacy, 

lobbying, or awareness-raising activities over the past three years. A total of 42% of organisations 

reported involvement in at least one such activity, while 47% indicated no participation (see Figure 

8.7). The most commonly reported forms of engagement included meetings, conferences, and debates 

with other food-related actors (24%), followed by similar meetings with public authorities and 

institutions (23%). Awareness-raising activities, such as disseminating information to influence public 

opinion on food-related issues, were reported by 19% of respondents. 

When the organisations that had participated in consciousness-raising or advocacy activities were 

asked to specify the key issues that drove their mobilisation (see Figure 8.8) the three most commonly 

reported topics were sustainable agricultural and farming practices (51% of active organisations), 

economic viability of local food businesses (42%), and food safety and quality (36%). 

These three topics were shared priorities across all types of organisations, appearing in the top three 

for nearly every group. While the overall pattern of engagement was similar, some variation did 

emerge. Distribution and catering services placed more emphasis on food waste reduction and food 

education, while food-adjacent organisations highlighted education and awareness more strongly than 

core supply chain actors. 
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Figure 8.7. Participation in advocacy and public engagement activities among Uppsala’s respondents 

 

Figure 8.8. Relative frequency of issue mentions among Uppsala’s mobilized respondents 

 

Collaborative networks within and outside the food sector 

To capture the network of interconnectedness among food system actors and their collaborations with 

other organisations outside of the food supply chain, respondents were asked whether they had 

collaborated with different types of businesses, social entities, and political actors over the past three 

years. The overall distribution of reported collaboration is presented in Figure 8.9. 

Out of those who responded, 30 organisations (about 13%) reported no collaborations with any of the 

20 listed actor types. The number of reported connections varied widely, ranging from none to as many 
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as 20, but most responses were concentrated at the lower end of the scale. The average number of 

reported collaborations was 4.5, and over half of the organisations listed between one and five partners. 

 

Figure 8.9. Number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types reported by Uppsala’s respondents 

Collaboration levels also differed across sectors (Table 8.2). Food-adjacent organisations reported the 

highest number of connections on average (8.5), followed by non-profit and solidarity initiatives (7). 

On the other end, distribution and retail actors had the fewest connections (3), suggesting that certain 

types of organisations are more embedded in cross-sector networks than others. 

Table 8.2. Average number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types by food system role among Uppsala’s 

respondents 

Groups 
Mean reported 

connections 

Agriculture & Manufacturing 4.4 

Distribution & Retail 3.0 

Catering & Dining 4.4 

Hybrid actors 3.9 

Non-profit & Solidarity initiatives 7.0 

Food-Adjacent Activities 8.5 

Overall 4.5 

ANOVA: F(1, 223) = 5.67, p = 0.018 

As for the most frequently reported collaborators, Figure 8.10 shows the relative frequency of 

connections with different actor types. Collaboration patterns in Uppsala reveal a fairly broad 

distribution, with several types of actors standing out as common partners. The most frequently 

mentioned collaborators were local and regional government institutions (46%) and business 
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associations (45%), followed closely by ecological and sustainable food producers (36%) and street 

and farmers’ markets (34%). 

Academic and research institutions, industrial food producers, and educational institutions also 

featured prominently, each nominated by around 30% of respondents. At the other end of the spectrum, 

fewer organisations reported ties with financial institutions (9%), EU-level bodies (11%), or 

international government institutions (8%), indicating limited collaboration with more distant or 

formal actors. 

 

Figure 8.10. Relative frequency of collaborative ties with distinct actor types among Uppsala’s respondents 

Attitudes towards decision-making and deliberative-participatory initiatives 

As in other parts of the survey, Uppsala respondents were presented with seven randomised statements 

designed to assess local food system actors’ attitudes toward deliberative and participatory approaches. 

This was followed by a question about their awareness of and participation in various institutional and 

grassroots food-related initiatives in Uppsala County. 

The first four statements focused on general preferences regarding decision-making in food 

governance (Figure 8.11). The strongest consensus emerged around transparency: 92% of respondents 

agreed that decisions should be open to public scrutiny. There was also broad support for involving 

stakeholders (67%) and prioritising expert knowledge (65%). Interestingly, the level of support for 

expert input nearly matched that of stakeholder engagement, suggesting that many respondents see 
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these approaches as complementary rather than opposed. Views were more mixed on the idea of giving 

ordinary citizens greater influence—only 44% expressed support, while 25% disagreed, making it the 

most contested statement. 

 

Figure 8.11. Agreement with statements on decision-making preferences among Uppsala’s respondents 

The questionnaire also included three statements assessing perceptions of deliberative-participatory 

mechanisms. The results reveal a somewhat ambivalent view among respondents. While 37% agreed 

that such processes effectively reach fair decisions, 30% disagreed. Similarly, 45% agreed they are too 

time-consuming or impractical, while 17% disagreed. When asked whether these approaches would 

fail to lead to meaningful improvements in the food system, 42% agreed and 26% disagreed. Across 

all three items, around one-third of respondents either neither agreed nor disagreed or selected “do not 

know,” pointing to widespread uncertainty or limited familiarity with these forms of participation. 

While overall differences between actor groups were moderate, some statistically significant patterns 

emerged. Non-profit and solidarity initiatives expressed stronger belief in the effectiveness of 

deliberative processes, and were less likely to see them as impractical or ineffective. In contrast, actors 

in agriculture, manufacturing, and retail tended to be more sceptical—especially regarding feasibility 

and the likelihood of meaningful impact. Although the differences in average responses were not large, 

they point to meaningful variation in how participatory approaches are viewed across the food system. 
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Figure 8.12. Agreement with statements on deliberative forums among Uppsala’s respondents 

Respondents were also presented with a list of seven specific deliberative and participatory initiatives, 

selected based on prior qualitative knowledge of the local context. They were asked whether they were 

aware of each initiative, and for those they recognised, whether they had participated. 

Awareness of initiatives appeared generally limited among respondents (Figure 8.13). Nearly 29% of 

those who answered the question reported not recognising any of the seven listed initiatives. The 

average number of initiatives known per respondent was 1.6, indicating low to moderate awareness 

across the sample. 

 

Figure 8.13. Number of local food-related participatory initiatives known to Uppsala’s respondents 
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Knowledge levels varied across different types of food system actors (Table 8.4). Food-adjacent actors 

stood out with the highest average awareness (3.4 initiatives), followed by non-profit and solidarity 

initiatives (2.4). In contrast, those working in distribution and retail, hybrid actors, and agriculture and 

manufacturing reported the lowest levels of awareness, with averages between 1.0 and 1.6. Though 

not stark, these differences suggest that specific sectors may remain more disconnected from local 

participatory efforts than others. 

Table 8.3. Average number of known local food-related participatory initiatives by food system role among 

Uppsala’s respondents 

Groups 
Mean reported 

initiatives known 

Agriculture & Manufacturing 1.6 

Distribution & Retail 1.1 

Catering & Dining 1.8 

Hybrid actors 1.0 

Non-profit & Solidarity initiatives 2.4 

Food-Adjacent Activities 3.4 

Overall 1.6 

ANOVA: F(1,205) = 2.65, p = 0.105 

Figure 8.14 presents awareness and participation levels for each of the seven listed participatory 

initiatives in Uppsala County. The Regional Development Strategy of Region Uppsala was the most 

widely recognised initiative, known by 30% of respondents, followed by Local Eco-Villages (25%) 

and the Regional Action Plan for Food Production: ÄT Uppsala län (24%). Awareness of the remaining 

initiatives ranged between 7% and 16%, suggesting relatively limited visibility for most. 

As for participation, levels were considerably lower across the board. The highest reported 

involvement was 8.6%, in the Regional Action Plan for Food Production. Participation remained below 

6.5% for all other initiatives, and in some cases (such as community gardens or other unlisted 

initiatives), even lower. This gap between awareness and involvement—particularly in the better-

known regional and municipal initiatives—suggests possible barriers to participation or a lack of 

perceived relevance or opportunity for engagement. 
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Figure 8.14. Relative frequency of awareness and participation in specific local food-related initiatives 

among Uppsala’s respondents 

 

8.4. Results from the semi-structured interviews 

Information about the interviews 

Twelve semi-structured interviews with organised actors were conducted in December 2024, with one 

third carried out in person and the rest via telephone or Zoom (see the Appendix below). The 

interviewees were selected according to the common sample frame, providing a broad understanding 

of Uppsala County’s food system by including actors with diverse roles and relationships. Participants 

were identified through local food-related workshops and snowball sampling. 

The sample included a researcher and a program director from a national research initiative focused 

on food, agriculture, and sustainability (i.UU1.WP3); two regional public officials responsible for 
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coordinating participatory processes related to food issues (i.UU2.WP3, i.UU3.WP3); and two 

representatives from local environmental and national animal rights organisations (i.UU4.WP3, 

i.UU5.WP3). 

It also included actors involved in primary production in the region, including representatives of small-

scale, organic, and large-scale conventional farming (i.UU6.WP3, i.UU7.WP3, i.UU8.WP3); 

representatives from food industry and business development organisations (i.UU9.WP3, 

i.UU10.WP3); a representative from a community food council (i.UU11.WP3); and a representative 

from an organisation working with food waste reduction and voluntary food distribution 

(i.UU12.WP3). 

Several themes recurred throughout the interviews, many of which are not included here due to space 

constraints. Instead, the presentation below focuses on two topics that were central to the interview 

guide and stood out in the responses: food-related conflicts and the green transition. 

Food-related conflicts and divisions 

The first and most frequently raised struggle among interviewees—particularly those representing the 

production side—is the divide between consumers and producers, described as both social and 

geographic (i.UU7.WP3; i.UU8.WP3). Despite Uppsala’s physical proximity between farmland and 

urban centers, these actors noted that meaningful connection remains limited. According to producers, 

consumers are largely unaware of how food is produced or the challenges involved, and agriculture—

especially livestock—is often met with criticism rather than understanding. This disconnect, they 

argued, is reinforced by the region’s development priorities, which emphasise sectors like academia 

and biotech while sidelining agriculture. As a result, local food lacks visibility, and consumers rarely 

associate products with the Uppsala region. Several interviewees believed this weak regional food 

identity makes it harder for producers to differentiate themselves in the market, even with a sizable 

consumer base nearby (i.UU1.WP3; i.UU8.WP3; i.UU9.WP3; i.UU10.WP3). 

These representatives also pointed to a gap between what consumers claim to value—such as 

sustainability and local food—and how they actually shop. Especially in times of economic strain, 

price tends to override ethical or environmental concerns. Producers voiced frustration that their efforts 

to meet higher standards often go unrecognised and unrewarded. This inconsistency, in their view, 

creates a vicious cycle: farmers feel underappreciated, and consumers remain unaware of the true costs 

and conditions of food production (i.UU8.WP3). Without stronger public understanding and better 

alignment between stated values and purchasing behavior, they warned, efforts to support a more 

sustainable and locally grounded food system will continue to face structural barriers. 

A second major concern raised by interviewees—especially those representing organic, permaculture, 

or small-scale farming—is the structural conflict over scale and market organisation. These actors 

described a food system fundamentally geared toward high-output, standardised production, where a 

large-scale, industrial “norm” dominates at the expense of smaller alternatives. According to 

interviewees, regulations, logistics, and procurement practices consistently favor large volumes and 

uniformity, inherently benefiting bigger farms and food companies and making it difficult for smaller 

operations to compete (i.UU4.WP3; i.UU6.WP3; i.UU8.WP3). 
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These concerns extended to public procurement and retail supply chains, which were said to prioritise 

suppliers capable of delivering steady, high-volume output—something small producers often cannot 

provide. Interviewees also noted the lack of local processing capacity as a barrier, since centralised 

infrastructure outside the region limits opportunities to refine and add value to products locally. While 

some municipalities have tested more flexible procurement models, these were seen as limited in both 

reach and impact (i.UU1.WP3; i.UU3.WP3) 

Smaller producers were also reported to carry a disproportionate burden in meeting regulatory 

demands—such as certifications, documentation, and inspections—costs that larger firms are better 

positioned to absorb (i.UU2.WP3; i.UU8.WP3). EU agricultural subsidies came under similar 

criticism: interviewees highlighted how area-based payments reward land ownership rather than 

innovation or diversification. They also pointed to a research and breeding system focused heavily on 

conventional, export-oriented crops, offering limited institutional support for agroecological or 

regionally adapted practices (i.UU8.WP3). 

Importantly, these actors stressed that the bias toward scale carries not only economic but also social 

costs. The decline of small farms and the concentration of production were described as eroding the 

fabric of rural life. Interviewees emphasised that when family farms close, it is not only jobs that 

disappear but also local knowledge, social cohesion, and generational continuity. What may appear to 

policymakers as a rational drive for efficiency, they argued, brings long-term social consequences that 

remain insufficiently addressed in current food policy (i.UU1.WP3; i.UU8.WP3). 

A third recurring source of tension raised in interviews—and echoed in the survey—is the burden of 

complex, outdated, and inconsistently applied regulations. Across the food system, actors described 

a policy environment that often impedes rather than supports innovation and sustainability. Yet behind 

this shared frustration lies a clear divide over the kind of regulatory change needed—and for whom. 

Representatives for large-scale producers tended to frame the issue around competitiveness. They 

argued that Swedish regulations often exceed EU requirements, placing domestic producers at a 

disadvantage (i.UU7.WP3; i.UU9.WP3). The mandatory grazing law for dairy cattle was frequently 

cited: these actors viewed it as a costly constraint not faced by competitors abroad. From their 

perspective, deregulation or better alignment with EU norms is essential for economic viability. 

By contrast, representatives for small-scale and organic farming largely defended such regulations. For 

them, rules like the grazing requirement are essential for animal welfare, biodiversity, and 

sustainability. They supported keeping such standards in place, but called for adjustments—such as 

financial compensation—to ensure smaller farms are not penalised for meeting higher expectations 

(i.UU4.WP3; i.UU6.WP3; i.UU8.WP3). These actors saw regulation not as a burden, but as a tool for 

guiding the food system toward broader social and ecological goals. Smaller actors also emphasised a 

structural disadvantage: support systems such as subsidies, food safety compliance, and administrative 

guidance are more accessible to those with the resources to navigate them (i.UU8.WP3). Several 

interviewees noted that larger businesses, or those with administrative staff, are better positioned to 

handle complex procedures. In contrast, smaller producers, new entrants, and grassroots initiatives 

often lack that capacity, making it harder to access available support and entrenching existing 

inequalities. 
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Similar challenges were noted beyond agriculture. Food waste initiatives reported that vague 

regulations and liability risks discourage food donations, leading edible surplus to be discarded rather 

than redistributed (i.UU12.WP3). Urban growers faced bureaucratic barriers to accessing land, water, 

or greenhouses—despite policy frameworks that nominally support urban cultivation (i.UU6.WP3). 

A fourth area of conflict identified by interviewees concerns intensifying competition over land and 

natural resources. Uppsala’s rapid population growth and urban expansion are putting increasing 

pressure on farmland, particularly near city centers. Producers voiced concern over the continued loss 

of prime arable land to housing, roads, and infrastructure—estimating that around 100 hectares of high-

quality farmland have been built over in the past decade (i.UU7.WP3). They argued that spatial 

planning prioritises urban development with too little attention to food production. 

Public officials and representatives for urban agriculture echoed these concerns. They reported 

growing public interest in cultivation, evidenced by long waiting lists for garden plots, yet noted that 

municipal planning rarely allocates land or infrastructure for community or commercial urban farming 

(i.UU2.WP3; i.UU6.WP3). The result is a clear mismatch: demand for food-growing spaces is rising, 

while fertile land continues to be converted for other uses. Interviewees interpreted this as a sign that 

food and farming remain undervalued in land-use policy, despite sustainability rhetoric (i.UU3.WP3). 

Competition extends beyond land to other critical resources. In several parts of the region, climate 

change has intensified water-related challenges—some producers face repeated flooding, while others 

struggle with water scarcity due to drought and pollution. Interviewees described ongoing tensions 

between agricultural drainage needs and environmental efforts to restore wetlands and protect natural 

water levels (i.UU1.WP3; i.UU2.WP3; i.UU4.WP3). Although coordination forums exist, many felt 

that competing objectives remain unresolved in practice. 

Energy infrastructure also emerged as a bottleneck. Several interviewees noted that limited grid 

capacity is already blocking planned investments in electrified farming equipment and transportation. 

As agriculture moves toward fossil-free systems, energy access is seen as both a short-term hurdle and 

a long-term strategic issue (i.UU1.WP3; i.UU2.WP3). 

Additional resource conflicts were raised around fisheries and food waste. Some interviewees reported 

that industrial offshore fishing has displaced marine wildlife toward the coast, undermining local 

fisheries and eco-tourism (i.UU1.WP3; i.UU2.WP3). Meanwhile, food waste was framed as a 

contested resource: although large quantities of surplus food could be redistributed, legal barriers and 

liability concerns often lead it to be diverted to biogas or incineration instead (i.UU12.WP3). Civil 

society actors involved in food rescue initiatives described these regulations as major constraints on 

their work. Taken together, these examples reflect growing tensions around how land, water, energy, 

and natural resources are managed—and which food system needs are prioritised in planning and 

policy. 

The fifth and final area of conflict identified by the interviewees centers on the economic asymmetries 

that affect both producers and consumers. Rising costs and unequal market power leave many 

producers financially vulnerable, while consumers face higher food prices and limited access to 
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sustainably produced options. These imbalances were seen to underpin and intensify several of the 

other tensions in the food system (i.UU1.WP3; i.UU6.WP3). 

Farmers and local food businesses described being caught in a persistent cost–price squeeze. Input 

costs for fuel, feed, fertiliser, energy, and transport have surged in recent years, yet producers often 

struggle to command prices that reflect these increases. Global competition exacerbates the issue, as 

Swedish producers must compete with lower world market prices that do not account for the country’s 

higher environmental and welfare standards (i.UU6.WP3; i.UU9.WP3). 

At the same time, interviewees noted that consumers—particularly during economic downturns—tend 

to priorities price and convenience over production method or origin (i.UU6.WP3; i.UU11.WP3). 

While interest in sustainable and locally produced food has grown, purchasing behavior often does not 

align with these values, making it difficult for producers to receive prices that reward higher standards. 

Some actors noted that this economic pressure is leading producers to simplify operations—for 

example, shifting away from labor-intensive branches such as animal husbandry toward less 

demanding crops—potentially reducing the system’s diversity and resilience (i.UU7.WP3). 

Interviewees also described persistent power imbalances in the supply chain. With the grocery sector 

dominated by a few large retail chains, small producers have limited bargaining power and faces 

significant barriers to entry (i.UU1.WP3; i.UU2.WP3; i.UU7.WP3). These include high volume 

requirements, delayed payments, and the need to meet complex logistical standards, often through 

intermediaries. Dominant cooperatives—especially in grain markets—were also seen as limiting small 

producers’ ability to negotiate fair terms. Alternative models, such as REKO rings and on-farm shops, 

were highlighted as promising for helping producers retain more value and connect directly with 

consumers (i.UU1.WP3; i.UU2.WP3). However, these models remain small in scale. Regulatory 

hurdles and ingrained consumer habits continue to limit their wider adoption. 

Survey results supported these concerns. Fewer than half of respondents believed that the current food 

system ensures the economic viability of most actors, and many cited rising costs and import 

competition as major challenges. Interviewees stressed that these pressures not only limit investments 

in sustainability and innovation, but also foster mistrust and fragmentation across the food chain—

making collaboration toward shared goals more difficult. 

The green transition 

Just like the survey responses, the interviews revealed strong support among stakeholders for a greener 

food system—but also widespread concerns about how the transition is currently unfolding. 

Representatives across sectors acknowledged the urgent need for more ecological and climate-friendly 

approaches in agriculture to mitigate environmental harm, address climate change, and meet evolving 

consumer expectations. However, many described a significant gap between high-level goals and 

actual outcomes. According to the interviewees, sustainability ambitions often remain confined to 

strategic documents or temporary projects, without being translated into meaningful, system-wide 

change. This lack of implementation was seen as a core weakness that threatens to erode trust in the 

transition process if not addressed. 
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A repeated concern raised by interviewees was the uneven distribution of burdens and benefits. 

Farmers were frequently cited as carrying a disproportionate share of the costs—facing regulatory 

pressure, the need to invest in new technologies, and demands to adapt practices (i.UU7.WP3; 

i.UU9.WP3). These changes were said to involve high risks and short-term productivity losses. 

Meanwhile, other parts of the food system—such as processors, retailers, and consumers—were 

viewed as changing more slowly or facing fewer direct demands. On the consumer side, representatives 

noted that aside from offering more “sustainable” products, business-as-usual largely persists 

(i.UU11.WP3). Interviewees viewed this imbalance as unfair and demotivating, especially for 

producers who feel they are expected to drive the transition with limited corresponding change or 

support across the broader system. 

Interviewees also highlighted that current economic incentives are not aligned with sustainability 

goals. They pointed to subsidy schemes and market structures that continue to support conventional, 

high-volume production. Representatives from the organic sector repeatedly noted that organic 

farming entails higher costs for certification, labor, and lower yields, yet these contributions to 

environmental stewardship are not adequately compensated through either public support or market 

pricing. This was seen as a structural flaw that discourages innovation and penalises those already 

leading on sustainability (i.UU4.WP3; i.UU8.WP3). 

Ethical and ideological divisions around the future of animal agriculture also appeared in the 

interviews. Representatives from environmental and animal rights backgrounds argued that the 

existing policy framework continues to advantage meat and dairy production through subsidies and 

tax structures, placing plant-based alternatives at a competitive disadvantage (i.UU4.WP3; 

i.UU5.WP3). Others—particularly those from the farming sector—emphasised the importance of 

livestock in sustainable agricultural systems and argued for improving current practices rather than 

eliminating them (i.UU8.WP3). These opposing positions were said to create tension and mistrust, 

making open, solution-oriented dialogue difficult. Interviewees described how policy discussions 

around dietary shifts, such as proposals for vegetarian menus in public institutions, often spark public 

resistance—highlighting the cultural sensitivity of food-related sustainability measures (i.UU2.WP3; 

i.UU3.WP3). 

Innovation was described by many as essential to the green transition, but also as uneven in its 

accessibility and impact. Interviewees welcomed developments in plant-based foods, hybrid products, 

and precision agriculture, citing their potential to improve environmental outcomes (i.UU9.WP3; 

i.UU10.WP3). At the same time, several warned that these technologies often require high capital 

investment and technical expertise—barriers that smaller or newer producers may not be able to 

overcome. Without adequate support mechanisms such as financing, training, and knowledge-sharing, 

interviewees feared that innovation could reinforce existing inequalities rather than reduce them 

(i.UU2.WP3; i.UU7.WP3). 

Governance was identified as a critical factor influencing the success of the green transition. All 

interviewees described food system governance—particularly at the regional level—as fragmented, 

short-term, and poorly coordinated. Although multiple strategies and plans exist, they were seen as 

lacking the coherence and continuity needed to drive long-term sustainability goals. This governance 
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gap was viewed as a major obstacle to achieving systemic change, with several stakeholders stressing 

the need for a permanent, cross-sector coordination body to align efforts across production, 

consumption, land use, procurement, and food system resilience. Without unified leadership and 

strategic direction, the green transition risks becoming a patchwork of disconnected projects rather 

than a cohesive shift. 

Participation was also seen as essential to making the transition both effective and fair. Many 

interviewees—especially those from small farms, nonprofits, and community-based initiatives—felt 

excluded from meaningful influence over food policy (i.UU4.WP3; i.UU8.WP3; i.UU12.WP3). They 

emphasised that top-down consultation processes often fail to reflect diverse, on-the-ground realities. 

Barriers such as limited time, complex policy language, and lack of access to decision-making 

spaces—particularly at the EU level—were said to disproportionately affect smaller actors. This lack 

of inclusion was described not only as a matter of fairness but as a structural weakness that limits the 

ability of the transition to reflect the full range of knowledge, innovation, and needs within the food 

system. 

8.5. Conclusion 

The transformation of Uppsala County’s food system reflects broader national and European trends—

shifting from postwar protectionism and local self-sufficiency to global market integration, 

technological specialisation, and centralised food chains. While productivity and efficiency have 

increased, these changes have also led to farm consolidation, the decline of local processing capacity, 

and greater dependence on external supply networks. 

The comprehensive mapping identified nearly 3,000 food-related organisations in the region. Primary 

production dominates the system, while catering and food services form a significant part of the sector. 

Retail, logistics, and community-based food initiatives are present but less prominent. This structure 

points to a food system centered on agriculture, yet limited in downstream infrastructure for value-

adding and local distribution. 

Survey results from food-related organisations highlight concerns about economic fragility, 

environmental pressures, and concentrated control within the food system. While there is widespread 

recognition of the need for green transition policies, many producers express uncertainty or concern 

about the pace and distribution of the transition, especially when support mechanisms are seen as 

insufficient. Rising energy costs, regulatory burdens, dependence on imports, and low public 

awareness of food system dynamics emerged as key challenges. 

Collaboration across sectors appears limited. Many organisations are engaged in advocacy and 

communication activities, particularly around sustainability, food safety, and local economic 

resilience. However, awareness and involvement in participatory governance initiatives remain low—

especially among producers and private-sector actors. 

Interview findings reinforce these themes. Stakeholders described governance as fragmented, with 

coordination gaps between actors and policy levels. Tensions between small and large-scale 

operations, coupled with uneven regulatory impacts, were recurring issues. Producers, in particular, 
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feel overburdened by sustainability demands while lacking influence in decision-making processes. 

Land use pressures, energy access, and water management are also growing concerns. While there is 

broad support for ecological transition, interviewees emphasised the need for clearer coordination, 

more inclusive governance, and better-aligned policies to ensure that sustainability goals are 

achievable and equitably implemented. 
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Appendix: List of interviews conducted in Uppsala 

Type of 

respondent 

 

Interview 

Code 
Interviewer 

Date of the 

interview 

Expert actor on 

food issues at 

the local level 

(training and 

research) 

i.UU1.WP3 Johansson  11/12/2024 

Representative 

actors of the 

conflict on food 

issues at the 

local level 

(urban farming; 

circular 

economy; etc..) 

i.UU2.WP3 Johansson  2/12/2024 

i.UU3.WP3 Johansson  6/12/2024 

Representative 

actors of the 

environmentalis

t world 

i.UU4.WP3 Johansson  10/12/2024 

i.UU5.WP3 Johansson  13/12/2024 

Representative 

actors in 

production 

i.UU6.WP3 Johansson  12/12/2024 

i.UU7.WP3 Johansson  4/12/2024 

i.UU8.WP3 Johansson  16/12/2024 

Representative 

actors in 

distribution 

i.UU9.WP3 Johansson  16/12/2024 

i.UU10.WP3 Johansson  23/12/2024 

Representative 

actor in 

consumption 

i.UU11.WP3 Johansson  6/12/2024 

Representative 

actor of food 

waste and food 

poverty 

i.UU12.WP3 Johansson  9/12/2024 
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9. Comparative organisational analysis 

 

Alejandro Ciordia, Irina Aguiari and Lorenzo Bosi 

Scuola Normale Superiore 

 

9.1 Historical reconstruction 

Across Europe, urban food systems have undergone deep transformations shaped by industrialization, 

changing dietary practices, socio-political shifts, and environmental concerns. A comparative look at 

the histories of Bologna (Italy), Brighton (United Kingdom), Cologne (Germany), Geneva 

(Switzerland), Lille (France), Tartu (Estonia), and Uppsala (Sweden) reveals both shared trajectories 

and distinct local adaptations. These cities offer insight into how local histories and governance models 

influence the structure and governance of contemporary local food systems. 

Post-WWII modernization and industrialization 

All seven cities experienced significant transformations in their food systems following World War II, 

marked by a general shift from localized production to industrialized and commercial food supply 

chains. This was often coupled with a decline in small-scale farming and an increase in the role of 

supermarkets, processed food, and logistical centralization. 

In Cologne, Lille, and Brighton, the post-war period saw a marked acceleration of urban expansion 

and a detachment of the city from its surrounding agricultural territory. Especially in Brighton, as a 

maritime city, these changes have also affected fishing practices that contributed to environmental 

degradation, such as the significant loss of kelp habitats along the Sussex coast. The incipient 

mechanization of agricultural production together with the centralization of food provisioning 

impacted not only regional landscapes and economic activities, but also diets and everyday eating 

habits. Industrialization had a lasting impact on food culture, producing working-class diets based on 

cheap food and animal calories that agroecological movement and grassroots activism would later 

challenge. Similarly, after the 70s, Bologna witnessed the progressive decline of traditional 

cooperatives and markets in favour of industrial food logistics. In other cities, industrialization and 

concentration may have not been related to the post-war reconstruction phase. Tartu’s evolution has 

been marked by Estonia’s dramatic political shifts, especially the post-Soviet transition to a market 

economy and EU integration.  

Divergent institutional and policy frameworks 

The contested effects of global food supply chains have brought food to the core of local political 

initiatives in the last decades, both at the institutional and grassroots level. The integration of food into 

urban policy varies significantly across the different contexts. Some cities have developed 

comprehensive strategies; others are still in exploratory phases. Bologna, for instance, benefited from 

a long tradition of public sector engagement and cooperative governance in food systems, reinforcing 
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the integration of food into urban policy. In Brighton, contemporary policy frameworks have aimed to 

restore marine ecosystems, improve water quality, and promote sustainable fishing as part of a broader 

commitment to environmental stewardship. Geneva represents a hybrid model where the food system 

is influenced both by transnational governance (due to its international institutions) and by local Swiss 

federalist traditions. The city has gradually incorporated food into its public policy, although this has 

come later than in cities like Bologna or Lille. Lille, influenced by French national agricultural policy, 

has seen efforts to reconnect food systems with regional production through public procurement and 

urban agriculture. However, industrial legacies and socio-economic inequalities continue to pose 

challenges. In Uppsala, sustainability has become a dominant narrative, driven by Sweden’s 

environmental priorities, while Tartu has only recently begun to develop local food strategies, often 

inspired by European networks and rural traditions. 

Civic engagement has also been a driving force in many of the studied cities for the transformation of 

local food systems. Brighton and Cologne stand out for its vibrant civil society, with initiatives such 

as the Brighton & Hove Food Partnership or the Food Policy Council Cologne influencing both 

practice and policy. These cities are integrating food sovereignty into municipal strategies, creating 

alliances between public institutions, civil society, and farmers. Community gardens, agroecological 

projects, and local food platforms are also key elements in this shift. Geneva, Lille, and Bologna have 

also seen the rise of community-supported agriculture (CSA) and alternative food networks, often 

filling gaps left by formal institutions. Here, food practices like solidarity purchasing groups, school 

food education, and farmers' markets reflect a culture of participatory governance and civic 

engagement. In contrast, Tartu and Uppsala show less institutionalized civic food governance but 

growing interest in sustainable and participatory models, especially in response to global climate 

concerns and food security debates. In recent years, efforts have begun to formalize food strategies, 

with the municipality exploring food sustainability and urban-rural linkages. The municipalities play 

a proactive role in promoting sustainable diets, especially through public procurement in schools and 

healthcare, with institutions emphasizing healthy, climate-smart food. Academia plays a leading role 

in shaping food discourse, while new civic initiatives are emerging in tandem with broader European 

sustainability frameworks. 

9.2 Comparative macroscopic analysis: Food-related organisational censuses across cities 

Across the seven cities studied in the DEMETRA project—Brighton, Cologne, Bologna, Geneva, 

Lille, Tartu, and Uppsala—the food-related organisational censuses provide a valuable comparative 

bird-eye view of the structural composition and diversity of the local food systems under study. While 

local specificities and methodological differences affect data completeness and categorization, several 

broad patterns emerge that shed light on shared tendencies and contrasts across contexts. These 

macroscopic insights are crucial for understanding the institutional and economic landscapes within 

which deliberative and participatory food system transformations must operate. 

The total number of actors identified in each city varies widely, from just over 1,100 in Cologne to 

nearly 12,700 in Lille, sometimes reflecting differences in local population size and economic activity 

but mainly the public availability and accessibility of administrative data. Cities with access to detailed 

public business registers using standardized classification schemes (Bologna, Geneva, Lille, Tartu, and 
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Uppsala) were able to compile broader and more granular lists of food-related actors. In contrast, cities 

relying more heavily on manual searches and less comprehensive available registries, such as Cologne 

and Brighton, tended to produce smaller censuses. This variation underscores the importance of data 

infrastructure in supporting systematic food system analysis and the need for investment in improving 

data transparency and categorization, especially for non-commercial actors. A consistent and 

unsurprising finding across all seven contexts is the overwhelming numerical dominance of economic 

actors, mostly for-profit businesses, performing different activities within the food supply chain: 

production (agriculture and manufacturing), distribution and retail, and catering and food services. In 

all cities, these three categories together account for more than 90% of mapped actors. This reflects 

not only the commercial centrality of food-related activities in urban economies but also the fact that 

such actors are typically easier to identify and classify through formal registries and standard industrial 

codes. 

Despite these methodological constraints, several aspects can be highlighted when comparing the 

relative distribution of food system roles across cities, which are visually summarized in Figure 9.1. 

 

Figure 9.1. Relative distribution of mapped food-related organisations by role across cities 

The varying weight of production vs. consumption 

The relative weight of each of these two major roles within the food system varies starkly by city  

(χ² = 7489, df = 24, p < 0.001), shaped by factors such as urbanization patterns, regional economic 

orientation, and availability of arable land. For example, Tartu (66%) and Uppsala (52%) exhibit 

particularly high concentrations of food producers, underscoring their rural or peri-urban character and 

the historical significance of agriculture in their local economies. Lille (42%) and Bologna (31%) also 

display strong production sectors, though these coexist with large and diverse urban food markets. In 
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contrast, Brighton (78%), Geneva (58%), and, to a lesser extent, Bologna (42%) are heavily skewed 

toward catering and food service actors, indicating the prominence of hospitality and tourism-oriented 

activities. These cities’ food systems are shaped by service economies with high densities of 

restaurants, cafés, and takeaway outlets catering to both residents and visitors. 

Secondary but relatively consistent size of retail and distribution 

Retail and distribution actors occupy a significant intermediary role in all local food systems. Their 

numerical weight ranges from around 10% in Uppsala and Tartu to over 33% in Geneva, and 41% in 

Lille, where their role in governance and transition processes also appears more pronounced. These 

actors serve as key gatekeepers in food value chains and can mediate between producers, consumers, 

and public authorities. In cities where the relative size of actors involved in distribution and retail is 

smaller —particularly Uppsala and Tartu— it is important not to conflate their lower numerical 

presence with lesser relevance or power. In fact, the sector is often highly centralized, with a few large 

supermarket chains dominating the landscape. This concentration limits the visibility and room for 

manoeuvre of smaller, independent, or alternative food retailers, potentially constraining the 

diversification and localization of food systems. 

Non-profit and solidarity actors: sparse but qualitatively essential 

Something that food censuses across all cities share is the limited numerical presence of non-profit, 

solidarity-based, and alternative food initiatives. Typically representing between 1% and 2% of total 

mapped actors, these include community-supported agriculture groups, food sharing networks, or 

urban gardens. Lille (6.3%) stands out as a relative outlier. Despite their small numbers, these actors 

are widely recognized for their outsized role in innovation, civic engagement, and the pursuit of food 

justice or sustainability goals. They often operate at the margins of formal registries and are harder to 

identify through standard economic databases, which likely leads to undercounting. Furthermore, their 

hybrid and informal nature may challenge existing classification schemes and complicate their 

integration into public governance structures. 

Other actors outside the food supply chain 

A final major composite category of actors is what we have termed “food-adjacent actors”, which 

encompasses all kinds of actors operating outside of the food supply chain but engaged in food-

adjacent activities such as technical and machine supply, regulation, education, research, and 

consulting, is present in all cities, typically comprising between 2% and 8% of identified organisations. 

These include universities, vocational training institutes, local authorities, public health bodies, 

suppliers of equipment, and civil society organisations involved in advocacy or activism. While modest 

in number, these actors are often central to building and coordinating institutional capacity for food 

system governance. Their involvement in training, standard setting, knowledge production, and policy 

design makes them important facilitators of transitions, especially in settings where participatory 

processes are under development. Cologne (8%) and Uppsala (6%) are particularly illustrative of this 

type of actor’s significance. 
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9.3 Online survey results across cities 

Overall sample composition and differences across cities 

In total, across the seven DEMETRA cities we received 852 unique valid responses from food-related 

businesses and organisations, with response numbers varying greatly across different cities. Figure 9.2 

below represents the relative contribution of each city to the overall sample examined in this chapter. 

In terms of organisational form, most respondents (644 ; 76 %) were for‑profit enterprises. The 

remainder comprised non‑profits (140 ; 16 %), public bodies (48 ; 6 %), and 20 cases (2 %) with 

unclear legal status. A chi‑square test confirms that the legal‑form mix varies significantly by city 

(χ² = 78.1, df = 30, p < 0.001). Lille shows the sharpest contrast, with a relative shortfall of for‑profit 

firms (49 %) and a surplus of non‑profits (40 %); Brighton is likewise rich in associations and 

co‑operatives (28 %), whereas Uppsala’s large sample (N = 266) contains comparatively few 

non‑profits (8 %). 

 

Figure 9.2 Number of unique valid responses by city 
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In terms of the geographic scope of their activities, half of all organisations operate in a single 

neighbourhood or municipality, a further third covers their wider metropolitan region, and the rest 

work at national (11 %) or international (6 %) scale. Territorial reach again differs by city 

(χ² = 124.4, df = 24, p < 0.001). Cologne and Tartu stand out for their broader reach: in Cologne almost 

two‑thirds of respondents serve the region or country, and in Tartu nearly two‑thirds are region‑wide. 

By contrast, the samples of Brighton, Bologna, Lille and Uppsala are dominated by very local actors 

(50–64 %), with Uppsala showing the lowest share of region‑wide organisations. Geneva shows the 

most even spread across scales. 

Regarding organisational size, respondents split almost evenly between very small entities (< 10 

employees or active members, 27 %) and medium‑sized ones (10–100 people, 28 %); genuinely large 

organisations involving hundreds of staff and/or members are rare (4 %), and head‑count is missing in 

roughly 40 % of cases. Size mixes also vary significantly (χ² = 62.6, df = 18, p < 0.001). Brighton is 

dominated by medium‑scale operations—fully half fall in the 10‑to‑100 range—whereas Cologne 

shows an unusually high share of large actors (11 %). Tartu and Uppsala are skewed toward 

micro‑scale initiatives; about one third mobilise fewer than ten people. 

Turning to financial size, annual budgets present a similarly mixed picture. Across the full sample, just 

under three‑tenths of respondents reported small budgets below €100,000 (or equivalent in local 

currency), one quarter operated between €100,000 and €1 million, and roughly one in eight 

exceeded €1 million, while budget data was not available for 36 % of organisations. Distribution again 

differs by city (χ² = 45.5, df = 18, p < 0.001): Brighton and Tartu contain the highest shares of 

small‑budget actors (38 % and 44 %), whereas Cologne has the greatest concentration of large‑budget 

organisations (17 %). 

Turning to the more substantive and analytically meaningful aspect of respondents’ roles within the 

food system, the survey invited participants to self-describe their organisation using a detailed, non-

mutually exclusive list of 45 actor types, with the option to add further specifications through open-

text entries. This granular classification served as the basis for grouping organisations into six broad 

macro-categories, each reflecting a general role within the food system: agriculture and manufacturing 

(green), distribution and retail (orange), catering and dining (yellow), hybrid actors involved in 

multiple stages of the food system (grey), non-profit and solidarity initiatives (red), and organisations 

engaged in food-adjacent activities outside the core supply chain (blue). Their relative distribution is 

shown in Figure 9.3. These six categories, along with their associated color codes, will serve as the 

primary framework for the intergroup analyses presented throughout this section. 

The largest share of respondents corresponded to food producers and manufacturers (34%), followed 

by actors involved in catering and dining services (23%). Distribution and retail businesses accounted 

instead for 12% of the sample, very similar in size to hybrid actors engaged in more than one stage of 

the food supply chain (13%). Finally, both non-profit and solidarity initiatives (e.g. food banks, charity 

canteens, solidarity purchasing groups, urban gardens, etc) as well as food-adjacent actors operating 

outside the food supply chain (e.g. regulatory public bodies, research institutions, trade unions, 

business umbrella associations, environmental groups, etc) accounted each for about 8% of the cross-

national sample. When zooming in the specific types of activities that respondents indicated, the 
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internal heterogeneity of the sample becomes even more evident, spanning a wide range of actors 

across the food supply chain as well as outside of it. The two most prevalent self-reported activities 

were agricultural production (249 respondents, 29%) and on‑site food and beverage provision in 

establishments such as restaurants, bars, cafés or pubs (214, 25%). Grocery retail (110; 13 %), livestock 

farming (103; 12 %), and craft processing (99; 12 %) follow. 

 

Figure 9.3. Distribution of surveyed food-related organisations for the entire cross-city sample, by role within 

the food system. 

 

The relative prevalence these six broad system roles differs sharply across city samples 

(χ² = 185.6, df = 36, p < 0.001), as shown in Figure 9.4. Bologna’s profile mirrors the overall pattern 

most closely, though it hosts twice the average share of non‑profit/solidarity actors. Tartu and Uppsala 

are dominated by primary producers and manufacturers (≈ 50 % each), whereas producers are 

markedly rarer in Brighton, which instead shows an over‑representation of non‑profit initiatives. 

Geneva shares this tilt, albeit less strongly. Cologne’s sample is distinguished by an excess of hybrid 

actors that straddle multiple supply‑chain stages, and both Cologne and Lille feature the highest shares 

of food‑adjacent organisations. These contrasting distributions across cities broadly parallel the 

structural differences uncovered in the city‑wide censuses (Figure 9.1), although they do not exactly 

mirror them, since survey participation rates were not uniform across different actor types. 

Because neither of the city subsamples can be considered a representative probability sample of their 

respective food-related organisational populations, nor can they be considered directly comparable 

given their heterogeneous composition, it would be misleading to compare mean values across cities 
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directly. Therefore, the remainder of this chapter analyses response patterns primarily by 

organisational role rather than by city, noting city‑specific effects within the same food system role 

only where statistically meaningful deviations emerge. 

 

Figure 9.4. Relative distribution of survey respondents by role across cities 

Perceptions of the food system and key challenges 

To gauge how organisations perceive key aspects of their local food systems, respondents were 

presented with a randomized battery of seven evaluative statements, each rated on a 5-point Likert 

scale (1 = strong disagreement, 5 = strong agreement, with 3 as a neutral midpoint). Five of these items 

addressed core dimensions of food system performance and outcomes, inviting respondents to express 

their agreement with assertions concerning: the economic viability of food-related activities, equity in 

access to sufficient and healthy food, ecological sustainability, power concentration in decision-

making, and citizen influence. 

Figure 9.5 displays the average agreement level by organisational role for each item, along with 95% 

confidence intervals. Overall, the responses show a relatively coherent cross-role picture, with 

considerable overlap in central tendencies. However, a few statistically significant divergences 

emerge. On equitable access to healthy food, non-profit and solidarity initiatives register the strongest 

disagreement, followed—though less markedly—by food-adjacent organisations. In contrast, other 

categories display more moderate or neutral views. For the statement on ecological harm, the pattern 

reverses: agricultural producers and food manufacturers are significantly less likely to agree that 

dominant food practices are environmentally damaging, whereas all other groups express greater 

concern. 
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On the items regarding citizen influence and power concentration, mean-level differences across roles 

are limited. Nonetheless, scepticism about inclusiveness and perceived power imbalances is most 

pronounced among non-profit actors. For economic viability, views vary modestly overall, with no 

group showing strong consensus, although non-profits again lean more clearly towards disagreement. 

 
Figure 9.5. Average agreement with statements on local food system characteristics by food system role 

Color legend: green: agriculture & manufacturing; orange: distribution & retail; yellow: catering & dining; 

grey: hybrid actors; red: non-profit/solidarity; blue: food-adjacent. 

A closer look at within-role variation across cities reveals several statistically significant outliers that 

highlight important place-based inflections: 

• Catering and dining services diverge most clearly on ecological sustainability and citizen 

influence. Tartu-based catering businesses are the least likely to view dominant food practices as 

environmentally harmful, while those in Cologne express the strongest concern. On citizen 

influence, Brighton’s catering actors are the most pessimistic, in contrast to those in Cologne, who 

are relatively optimistic. 

• Among hybrid actors, perceptions of citizen influence differ markedly: respondents in Uppsala 

and Brighton report more negative views, while those in Bologna are notably more optimistic. 

• For non-profits and solidarity initiatives, views on citizen influence also vary: Bologna and 

Geneva actors express higher confidence in public participation, while those in Brighton are 

distinctly more sceptical. 

• Food-adjacent organisations show noteworthy differences across several items. On economic 

viability, respondents in Uppsala and Lille report greater concern, while those in Brighton and 

Geneva are less worried. On access to healthy food, Uppsala-based actors are relatively optimistic, 

in contrast to more negative assessments from Bologna, Geneva, and Lille. Perceptions of power 

concentration are also split, with Tartu and Uppsala expressing less concern, and Brighton 

respondents reporting greater apprehension. 
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Finally, agricultural producers and food manufacturers display the clearest and most consistent inter-

city contrasts across the entire battery. In terms of economic viability, actors in Bologna, Geneva, and 

Tartu are notably more pessimistic, whereas those in Cologne report greater optimism. On ecological 

harm and social equity, producers and manufacturers in Bologna and Geneva show higher awareness 

of systemic problems, while those in Uppsala tend to agree more readily with statements suggesting 

environmental and social balance. On citizen influence, producers and manufacturers in Bologna, 

Geneva, and Cologne express greater optimism, while those in Uppsala are markedly more sceptical. 

These patterns suggest that the positionality of producers and manufacturers is shaped not only by 

organisational role but also by broader city-level political and economic contexts. 

Two other items in the evaluative battery explored organisational views on the ecological transition, 

asking respondents to rate their agreement with the assertions that stated: (1) that green transition 

policies are needed in the food system, and (2) that such policies may have adverse effects. Figure 9.6 

presents mean levels of agreement by organisational role, along with 95% confidence intervals. 

Clear contrasts emerge across roles for both items. Regarding the need for green transition policies, 

agricultural producers and manufacturers are the least likely to agree, while for-profit businesses and 

food-adjacent organisations express the strongest support. The second item elicits a more ambivalent 

pattern: most categories cluster around the midpoint, suggesting cautious or uncertain views. However, 

agricultural producers and manufacturers show a clearer tendency to agree that green transition policies 

may have negative side effects, while non-profits and solidarity initiatives are significantly less 

concerned. 

 

Figure 9.6. Average agreement with statements on green transition policies by food system role 

Color legend: green: agriculture & manufacturing; orange: distribution & retail; yellow: catering & dining; 

grey: hybrid actors; red: non-profit/solidarity; blue: food-adjacent. 

While role-based differences are prominent, a closer look at within-role variation across cities reveals 

several notable geographic inflections within the same food system role, especially within for-profit 

actors involved in the food-supply chain. 
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• Among agriculture and manufacturing actors, those in Bologna and Tartu show the lowest support 

for the need for green transition policies, in contrast to their counterparts in Geneva, who are more 

supportive. Conversely, Tartu producers express the highest concern about potential adverse 

effects, while Bologna producers are much less alarmed. 

• Distribution and retail actors in Tartu are also least convinced of the need for transition policies, 

whereas those in Lille and Cologne are most supportive. Regarding potential downsides, Tartu 

and Brighton distributors are particularly concerned, while those in Cologne and Geneva express 

less apprehension. 

• Similar patterns are found among catering and dining businesses. Tartu-based actors again report 

the lowest support for green transition policies, while those in Brighton, Cologne, Lille, and 

Uppsala express stronger endorsement. When it comes to potential negative impacts, Tartu and 

Brighton catering actors register higher concern, while Cologne and Bologna counterparts are less 

troubled. 

• Among hybrid organisations, views on the need for transition policies do not vary significantly by 

city. However, perceptions of potential adverse effects differ: Tartu and Uppsala actors are more 

concerned, while those in Bologna and Geneva show lower levels of concern. 

• For food-adjacent organisations, support for green transition policies remains relatively uniform 

across cities. Yet differences appear in perceptions of adverse effects: respondents in Uppsala and 

Tartu are more apprehensive, while those in Bologna, Brighton, and Lille are less so. 

Notably, non-profit and solidarity organisations exhibit relatively stable views across cities, both in 

recognising the need for ecological transition and in downplaying its potential harms. This suggests a 

more ideologically consolidated stance among this segment, in contrast to the more fragmented and 

context-sensitive views among producer and market-facing actors. 

Diagnosing problems in local food systems 

To identify which issues are perceived as most problematic for the functioning of the local food system, 

respondents were asked to select up to five challenges from a predefined list. Across the full sample, 

the five most frequently selected issues were: rising energy costs (40%), low public awareness of how 

food is produced and distributed (39%), insufficient support for local farmers and producers (31%), 

high food prices (31%), and the widespread availability of unhealthy or low-quality food (30%). These 

problems consistently ranked among the top concerns across all five cities, though local nuances 

sometimes emerged (as described in preceding city-specific chapters). 

Figure 9.7 displays the percentage of respondents within each broad organisational role who selected 

each of these issues among their top five concerns, along with 95% confidence intervals. As Figure 9.7 

illustrates, perceived problems are widely shared across actor types, especially regarding rising energy 

costs and insufficient support for local farmers and producers, which cut across organisational roles. 

However, some issues reveal more marked divergences. Low public awareness is more frequently 

identified as a problem by food-adjacent organisations and non-profits, while catering and dining 

businesses are much less likely to prioritise this issue. In contrast, high food prices rank much higher 

for catering actors, but receive little attention from agricultural producers. Meanwhile, concerns about 

the widespread availability of unhealthy or low-quality food are driven primarily by actors outside the 
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conventional market-driven food supply chain, particularly non-profit food initiatives and, to a lesser 

extent, food-adjacent actors. 

 

Figure 9.7. Share of respondents citing the five most-mentioned problems, by food system role 

Color legend: green: agriculture & manufacturing; orange: distribution & retail; yellow: catering & dining; 

grey: hybrid actors; red: non-profit/solidarity; blue: food-adjacent. 

Although role-based patterns are generally consistent, a more granular view reveals several significant 

city-specific differences within roles, highlighting how organisational perceptions are also shaped by 

local context: 

• Among agricultural producers, low public awareness is seen as a key concern in Bologna, but 

much less so in Tartu. Similarly, high food prices are a noteworthy issue for Geneva producers 

(32%), but almost negligible in Cologne (below 5%). 

• For distribution and retail actors, rising energy costs are a top concern in Tartu (80%), while much 

less salient in Cologne (22%). The reverse is true for low public awareness, which is highlighted 

by 78% in Cologne, but by only 20% in Tartu. Similarly, views on support for local farmers 

diverge: Bologna respondents do not mention it at all, and concern is very low in Uppsala, while 

it is pronounced in Lille and Tartu (over 50%). Perceptions of high food prices also vary widely, 

being very prominent in Bologna and Uppsala (over 50%), but much less so in Cologne. Concern 

about unhealthy or low-quality food is especially strong in Bologna, Brighton, Lille, and Tartu, 

but relatively less pronounced in Uppsala and Geneva. 

• Among hybrid actors, concern over high food prices is non-existent in Bologna and Lille, and very 

low in Cologne, while much more prominent in Tartu, and to a lesser extent in Brighton and 

Geneva. 
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• For food-adjacent actors, concern about rising energy costs is especially acute in Tartu and 

Bologna, while almost negligible in Geneva. 

Notably, catering and dining businesses as well as non-profit and solidarity organisations show no 

statistically significant variation across cities, suggesting a relatively uniform set of problem 

perceptions within these actor types. 

Consciousness-raising and advocacy activities 

Following the assessment of broad perceptions of their local food systems and their key challenges, 

the survey explored the extent to which organisations have engaged in food-related public advocacy, 

lobbying, or consciousness-raising activities over the past three years. More than half of the surveyed 

organisations (52%) reported involvement in at least one such activity, while just over a third (37%) 

indicated no participation in these efforts. Among the various forms of engagement, the most 

frequently reported activities included participation in civic events with other food actors (30%), 

followed by meetings with authorities or public institutions (27%), and consciousness-raising actions 

aimed at influencing public opinion (26%)—for example, via newsletters, social media, or public 

broadcasts. Less frequently reported, though still notable, were in-kind support to people in need (14%) 

and advocacy campaigns focused on food-related policies (12%). 

When comparing the share of organisations that engaged in one of these activities across organisational 

types (Figure 9.8), marked differences across organisational types emerge. Non-profits and solidarity 

initiatives, as well as food-adjacent actors, report the highest levels of engagement—unsurprising 

given the advocacy or public-oriented nature of many such organisations. Among actors in the food 

supply chain, hybrid organisations (which are active at multiple stages of food production and 

distribution) stand out as more engaged than producers, and especially more than distributors, retailers, 

and catering/dining businesses, whose involvement is considerably lower. 

 

Figure 9.8. Share of respondents involved in advocacy or public engagement activities, by food system role 

Color legend: green: agriculture & manufacturing; orange: distribution & retail; yellow: catering & dining; 

grey: hybrid actors; red: non-profit/solidarity; blue: food-adjacent. 

Looking at the issues on which these activities focused, The most common issues these efforts focused 

on were: food education and awareness (48% of those mobilized, 25% of the full sample), sustainable 

farming practices (47%), and food waste reduction (42%). Engagement in climate change-related 



 

 
  

Integrated report on organisational analysis | 205 

advocacy, though central to the project’s overarching goals, remains comparatively lower, ranking as 

the sixth most frequently mentioned issue among the mobilized (33%). Looking at the breakdown of 

these proportions by major actor categories (Figure 9.9), additional role-based contrasts appear. For 

instance, food producers are particularly active in sustainable farming practices, yet much less engaged 

in food waste reduction. The inverse pattern is visible among catering and dining actors, for whom 

food waste is a more salient issue, highlighting how collective action often reflects the practical 

realities of day-to-day operations. Finally, engagement in climate change-related advocacy is 

comparatively lower among food supply chain actors, most notably distributors and retailers. 

 

Figure 9.9. Share of respondents active on selected advocacy issues, by role within the food system 

Color legend: green: agriculture & manufacturing; orange: distribution & retail; yellow: catering & dining; 

grey: hybrid actors; red: non-profit/solidarity; blue: food-adjacent. 

While these role-based trends are broadly consistent, city-specific patterns within roles also reveal 

notable contextual variation: 

• Among agricultural producers, overall engagement was highest in Cologne, with Bologna also 

more active but Geneva notably less so. Mobilisation on food waste reduction was relatively 

higher in Bologna and Geneva, and lower in Tartu and Uppsala. 

• Among distributors and retailers, engagement in any form of advocacy was more common in 

Bologna, Cologne, and Tartu, and significantly lower in Geneva and Uppsala. 
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• For catering and dining actors, mobilisation on sustainable farming and food waste was strong in 

Brighton and Geneva, and much weaker in Cologne, Tartu, and, in the case of food waste, 

Bologna. 

• Among hybrid actors, engagement on sustainable farming practices was especially pronounced in 

Bologna, Cologne, and Uppsala, while lower in Brighton, Geneva, and Tartu. 

• Finally, food-adjacent actors were most active on food education and awareness in Cologne and 

Lille, with much lower levels of engagement in Bologna, Brighton, and Uppsala. 

Collaborative networks within and outside the food sector 

A central objective of the survey was to map the web of interconnections among food system actors 

and their collaborations with other organisations, both within and beyond the food supply chain. To 

achieve this, the questionnaire included a grid item that asked respondents to indicate whether they 

had engaged in collaboration with a variety of organisational types over the past three years. 

Collaboration was treated as a multidimensional phenomenon, allowing respondents to report up to 

three forms of interorganisational ties: information exchange, resource sharing, and joint participation 

in projects or events. For the purposes of this report, these dimensions are aggregated into a single 

measure of collaborative ties. However, future academic analyses may delve into the specific nature 

and multiplexity of these relationships. 

The question covered a broad array of 20 actor types, including: conventional food businesses (e.g. 

large retailers, specialty shops, online platforms, food producers), proximity and sustainability-

oriented food actors (e.g. farmers’ markets, ecological/sustainable producers and distributors, 

solidarity purchasing groups), civic and political organisations (e.g. consumer associations, NGOs, 

trade unions, business associations, political parties), public institutions (e.g. local, national, and EU-

level government agencies), educational and research institutions, and other external actors (e.g. media 

and financial organisations). 

As shown in Figure 9.10, the average number of reported collaborative connections varies notably 

across different organisational profiles. Actors adjacent to the food system (e.g. NGOs, public 

institutions, research institutes) report the highest levels of collaboration, with an average of 8.7 ties. 

They are followed by non-profit and solidarity-based food initiatives, which average 5.5 collaborative 

links. In contrast, actors operating within the for-profit food supply chain report fewer collaborations 

on average (ranging from 3.2 to 4.4), although hybrid organisations display slightly higher levels of 

connectivity within this group. Remarkably, this overall pattern largely holds across all seven cities 

surveyed, as there are no statistically significant differences in the number of reported ties for the same 

organisational types across different urban contexts. 

 While the overall number of collaborative ties reported by food system actors remains relatively stable 

across cities, it is also necessary to examine the types of partners involved in these reported 

collaborations. At the aggregate cross-city level, no single category overwhelmingly dominates the 

collaboration landscape. Local and regional governments (46%), ecological and sustainable food 

producers (46%), business associations (40%), and educational institutions (39%) are among the most 

frequently cited partners, suggesting a balanced distribution of collaboration across public, civic, and 
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economic actors. At the other end of the spectrum, trade unions and EU-level or international 

governmental institutions were the least frequently mentioned collaborators, with fewer than 10% of 

respondents reporting ties. 

 

Figure 9.10. Average number of collaborative ties with distinct actor types by food system role 

Color legend: green: agriculture & manufacturing; orange: distribution & retail; yellow: catering & dining; 

grey: hybrid actors; red: non-profit/solidarity; blue: food-adjacent. 

City-level examinations, however, reveal important variations in the patterns of who collaborates with 

whom, which reveals that while collaboration is widespread, the underlying structure of these local 

interorganisational networks differs significantly across the surveyed urban contexts. Figure 9.11 

offers a more detailed view of these dynamics by presenting an incidence matrix and corresponding 

heat map. These visualizations cross-reference the percentage of respondents, disaggregated by food 

system role, who reported collaborative ties with seven aggregated macro-categories of actors 

(conventional food businesses, sustainable food actors, governmental institutions, political parties and 

economic interest groups, civil society and advocacy groups, knowledge and education institutions, 

and media and finance actors). This representation allows for a clearer identification of dominant 

patterns and city-specific configurations, highlighting both commonalities and divergences in how 

different types of organisations embed themselves with other actors within and outside the food supply 

chain. 
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Figure 9.11. City-level incidence matrices showing frequency of reported collaboration by food system role 

(rows) with different partner types (columns) 

In Bologna, collaboration is both broad and relatively balanced, with particularly dense ties 

collaborations reported by hybrid and non-profit actors and, to a lesser extent, distributors and retailers, 

with sustainable and small producers (particularly street markets) and civic and advocacy 

organisations. Brighton shows a similar pattern but stands out for the intensity of collaboration with 

educational and advocacy actors, especially among agricultural and non-profit respondents. Cologne 

exhibits a distinctive configuration where food-adjacent and distribution actors report, respectively 

high and moderate levels of collaboration across nearly all categories, though especially with 
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sustainable producers, civic organisations, and media/finance. Geneva’s network reveals strong 

engagement from food-adjacent actors with all kinds of actors except for political and economic 

interest representative groups, whereas other groups show more focalized patterns: food producers are 

particularly well connected with sustainable food actors and governmental institutions, hybrid actors 

almost equally with conventional and sustainable food producers/distributors, and the collaborative 

ties of non-profits concentrate with civil society and advocacy groups. Lille is characterized by 

especially dense connections from food producers/manufacturers, non-profits and food-adjacent actors 

to sustainable producers and local government, reflecting a civic and territorially grounded orientation. 

Tartu stands out for the more active engagement of distribution, catering, and hybrid food supply chain 

actors, all of whom maintain strong ties to conventional food businesses and political-economic actors. 

Uppsala presents a relatively less dense but balanced profile, with food-adjacent and non-profit actors 

showing more intense and broader engagement, particularly with sustainable food actors, 

governmental institutions, business institutions and educational and research centres. 

Attitudes towards decision-making and deliberative-participatory initiatives 

In line with the broader focus of the DEMETRA project on democratic innovation, a core objective of 

the organisational survey was to explore how local food system actors think decision-making on food 

issues should be organised as well as how they perceive deliberative-participatory initiatives as tools 

for food system transformation. To this end, the questionnaire included a battery of seven Likert-scale 

items gauging levels of agreement (1 = strong disagreement, 5 = strong agreement) with key statements 

about food system governance. These items were divided into two main clusters: four focused on 

general preferences for food-related decision-making, and three assessed views on deliberative forums, 

broadly defined as processes that bring people together to deliberate and make decisions (e.g., citizens’ 

assemblies or similar mechanisms). This was followed by a question gauging awareness and 

participation in a range of both institutional and grassroots participatory initiatives related to food 

specific to each city, on which we briefly comment at the end of the section. 

As shown in Figure 9.12, actors’ perspectives on governance principles—such as citizen influence, 

transparency, and the role of expert knowledge—differ markedly across roles within the food system. 

The only point of widespread and consistent agreement concerns the need for more transparency and 

public accountability in food policy, with average levels of support consistently high across all actor 

categories. Beyond this shared baseline, notable divergences appear. Non-profits and solidarity 

initiatives—and to a slightly lesser extent food-adjacent actors—express strong support for inclusive 

decision-making that gives more voice to citizens and diverse stakeholders. Conversely, for-profit 

actors in the food supply chain are generally less supportive of broader participation, and place greater 

emphasis on expert-driven decision-making. Agricultural and manufacturing producers in particular 

stand out for their ambivalence toward expanding citizen influence, suggesting a more cautious or even 

sceptical stance on participatory governance. 
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Figure 9.12. Average agreement with statements on decision-making, by food system role 

Color legend: green: agriculture & manufacturing; orange: distribution & retail; yellow: catering & dining; 

grey: hybrid actors; red: non-profit/solidarity; blue: food-adjacent. 

A closer examination of within-role variation across cities reveals several noteworthy localised 

patterns. Support for greater citizen influence is significantly higher among agriculture and 

manufacturing producers in Geneva, while producers in Cologne, Tartu, and Uppsala show lower 

agreement levels. On the widely supported item of transparency and public accountability, minor city-

level differences appear: support is nearly unanimous among producers and caterers in Uppsala, while 

slightly weaker—even if still high—in Bologna and Cologne. Attitudes toward the primacy of expert 

knowledge show interesting geographic inflections among food-adjacent actors. In Brighton and Lille, 

disagreement with this principle is more frequent, while, in contrast, in Uppsala, prioritization of expert 

knowledge receives stronger support. These differences may be partially due to the different internal 

composition of the food-adjacent macro-category in these cities, as these respondents were 

predominantly activist or advocacy-oriented in Brighton and Lille, whereas in Uppsala, public 

institutions and research or academic-oriented centers were comparatively more prevalent. 

In addition to general governance preferences, respondents also evaluated deliberative forums more 

directly through three items—one positive, two critical: 

• “These processes are an effective way to reach fair decisions on food-related issues.” 

• “These processes take too long and are not practical for decision-making on food-related 

issues.” 

• “These processes will not lead to significant improvements in the way food is produced, 

distributed, and consumed.” 
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As illustrated in Figure 9.13, responses to this battery paint a nuanced and sometimes contradictory 

picture. While a majority of respondents believe that deliberative processes can help reach fair 

decisions, many also voice concerns about their practicality and limited transformative potential. These 

tensions underscore the complexities and trade-offs inherent in real-world participatory processes. 

Again, distinct patterns of responses by organisational type are clear. Non-profits and solidarity 

initiatives are the most supportive of the democratic potential of deliberative mechanisms, followed 

closely by food-adjacent actors. In contrast, actors within the for-profit food supply chain—especially 

agricultural producers and manufacturers—tend to express greater scepticism, particularly with respect 

to practical feasibility and potential impact and be less optimistic about the potential effectiveness of 

deliberative forums to effectively reach fair decisions on food-related aspects. 

 

Figure 9.13. Average agreement with statements on deliberative forums by food system role 

Color legend: green: agriculture & manufacturing; orange: distribution & retail; yellow: catering & dining; 

grey: hybrid actors; red: non-profit/solidarity; blue: food-adjacent. 

Unlike other previous variables, city-level variation in attitudes toward deliberative forums is rare, 

suggesting that perceptions are shaped primarily by organisational role rather than local institutional 

context. The sole statistically significant variation was found on the responses about the effectiveness 

of deliberative forums among agriculture and manufacturing producers, who show higher agreement 

in Geneva and Tartu and instead a much more sceptical stance in Bologna and Uppsala. 

Finally, moving to awareness and participation in specific food-related local deliberative and 

participatory processes (DPPs),  response patterns varied widely both across food system roles and 

across cities, reflecting strong differences in the density, visibility, and inclusivity of the participatory 

ecosystems. Tartu, Lille, Brighton, and Cologne stood out as contexts where food actors, on average, 

reported high familiarity with multiple local initiatives, with median awareness levels typically above 
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five initiatives per respondent. In contrast, cities like Bologna, Geneva or Uppsala revealed more 

moderate levels of familiarity. Interestingly, in most cities, catering and dining actors consistently 

reported the lowest levels of awareness, suggesting these sectors remain on the margins of local 

participatory governance efforts. Non-profit organisations and food-adjacent actors, by contrast, 

showed the highest average levels of awareness and engagement across all cities, confirming their 

centrality in urban food governance networks. 

Although the specific initiatives for which we asked varied considerably across urban contexts—from 

food policy councils and participatory supermarkets to community gardens and bio-waste systems—a 

few trends are worth highlighting. First, institutionalized forms of participation (such as participatory 

budgeting or government-led food policy strategies) were generally well known but less often actively 

engaged with, hinting at possible scepticism about their relevance to food systems change or the 

presence of barriers to access. Grassroots or civil society-led initiatives, particularly those embedded 

in food redistribution or cooperative provisioning (e.g., CSAs, food banks, cooperative stores), tended 

to garner both high recognition and moderate participation, likely due to their multiplicity, 

decentralized nature, and perceived practical and community-fostering value. Overall, while many 

actors showed familiarity with local DPPs, actual engagement remained uneven, pointing to the need 

for more inclusive and cross-sectoral participation strategies if food governance is to be truly 

deliberative and transformative. 

9.4 Qualitative comparative analysis 

As European cities increasingly focus on sustainability, food systems are recognized as central in 

addressing pressing challenges such as climate change, resource management, social inequality, and 

economic resilience. This report merges and compares the insights gathered from the qualitative work 

conducted in Bologna (Italy), Brighton (United Kingdom), Cologne (Germany), Geneva 

(Switzerland), Lille (France), Tartu (Estonia), and Uppsala (Sweden). By analysing the experiences 

and perspectives of local actors across different areas of local food systems, the integrated report seeks 

to provide a comprehensive overview of the key challenges and opportunities within urban food 

systems within the European context. As concentrations of population, consumption, and 

policymaking, urban centres are uniquely positioned to pilot new approaches to food governance, 

sustainability, and equity. However, they are also embedded within global agri-food dynamics that 

often run counter to local ambitions. By structuring the analysis around a set of recurring themes, we 

aim to move beyond a descriptive account of individual cases and toward an interpretive synthesis that 

can inform policy and academic debates. 

Food system struggles: common issues and local specificities 

Across the cities examined, there are several recurring themes that describe the struggles within local 

food systems. Although the intensity and specific nature of these issues varied from one location to 

another, these commonalities seem to describe socio-economic processes that are recurrent across the 

European context. 
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A key challenge in many cities was the significant divide between producers and consumers. Modern 

food systems are marked by a growing cognitive, spatial, and economic separation between producers 

and consumers. As food chains lengthen and market logics dominate, the everyday act of eating is 

increasingly detached from the ecological and labour realities of food production. This disconnection 

undermines sustainability and limits public engagement with food politics. In Uppsala, for example, 

producers expressed frustration with the limited understanding consumers have regarding food 

production, particularly the complexities of agriculture and the environmental costs of livestock 

farming. Similarly, in Tartu, small-scale farmers reported struggling to connect with consumers, 

despite growing demand for sustainable food. In Bologna and Geneva, changing consumer habits, 

often influenced by convenience and price, have led to a decline in direct farmer-consumer 

relationships. Brighton, while demonstrating strong consumer consciousness and interest in 

sustainable food, struggles with the scalability and affordability of short supply chains. These examples 

point to the need for policy interventions and civic initiatives that can rebuild the links – material and 

symbolic – between food production and consumption, restoring food as a shared social and ecological 

practice. 

Another prominent challenge across these cities was the divide between small-scale, organic, or 

agroecological producers and large-scale industrial farming. Although small-scale producers are often 

heralded as key actors in the transition to sustainable food systems, they continue to face structural 

disadvantages that limit their viability. These include limited access to markets, disproportionate 

regulatory burdens, and the domination of supply chains by large retailers and processors. In Geneva 

and Cologne, producers emphasized how subsidies and public procurement systems are geared toward 

industrial agriculture, making it difficult for smaller operations to compete. In Tartu, the centralization 

of food production and the lack of local processing infrastructure were also pointed out, while in 

Bologna, organic and agroecological initiatives remain marginal relative to the broader food economy. 

Brighton’s case shows how community-supported agriculture can thrive when institutional support is 

present, but also illustrates the precarity of such models. These barriers reflect a broader contradiction: 

while sustainable agriculture is rhetorically supported at all levels, economic and policy frameworks 

still privilege scale, efficiency, and industrial integration. 

In terms of access to resources, cities like Cologne, Brighton, and Geneva noted increasing competition 

for land, water, and energy. As cities expand, the competition over land intensifies, often to the 

detriment of agriculture. Land use planning, real estate speculation, and infrastructural development 

place pressure on peri-urban farmland, making it harder to sustain local food production in proximity 

to urban markets. The pressure on agricultural land, especially near city centres, was highlighted in 

Lille, where urban farming spaces were in high demand but were not being allocated adequately in 

urban planning. Similarly, Bologna faced challenges in preserving fertile land amidst ongoing urban 

growth, while Tartu was dealing with the impacts of climate change, such as fluctuating water 

availability, which affected local farming. Resource and climate governance often rely on 

technological innovation to fix asymmetries in access and distribution. Yet, technological innovation 

without a policy agenda can entrench existing inequalities or displace more democratic and 

participatory alternatives. In Uppsala and Cologne, innovation is tied to high-tech solutions, including 

biotech and precision agriculture. However, many actors expressed concern that the high costs 
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associated with these technologies were prohibitive for small producers, who often lack the capital or 

technical knowledge to implement such innovations. Tartu and Geneva present a more cautious view, 

where stakeholders stress the need for social innovation, education, and institutional redesign. Lille 

illustrates a hybrid approach, combining digital tools with grassroots food initiatives. Brighton’s 

success in scaling civic food innovation underscores the value of experimentation from below. Across 

cases, the key insight is that innovation must be critically assessed: not only for efficiency but for its 

implications for equity, agency, and long-term resilience. 

Across these cities, food system governance did reveal common challenges, particularly regarding 

fragmented policy approaches and short-term thinking, which hinder efforts for long-term 

sustainability. Besides technological innovations, food systems intersect with multiple policy domains 

(health, environment, transport, agriculture) but governance often remains fragmented and 

jurisdictionally incoherent. This fragmentation weakens the capacity of cities to implement 

transformative food policies and limits the coordination needed for systemic change. In Uppsala, the 

lack of coordinated efforts across different sectors was highlighted as a major issue. While food 

policies exist, they often clash with broader regional development strategies that prioritize sectors like 

academia and biotechnology, leaving agriculture sidelined. This concern was echoed in Bologna, 

where local food policies were seen as disjointed and not fully integrated into city planning processes. 

In Geneva, the fragmentation of governance was viewed as an obstacle to achieving coherent, long-

term food system strategies. A similar sentiment was voiced in Tartu, where interviewees expressed 

concerns that policies aimed at encouraging sustainable food practices were not being fully 

implemented, leaving smaller actors struggling to gain traction. Regional support varied across the 

cities. In Tartu and Lille, local and regional initiatives were more focused on encouraging sustainable 

food production, but these efforts were still limited in scope and reach. Brighton had a rich history of 

fostering grassroots food movements such as food-sharing initiatives and community-supported 

agriculture (CSA), yet policies supporting these movements have often failed to scale them or 

overcome regulatory barriers. Geneva, in contrast, reported that while local food networks have seen 

some success, bureaucratic barriers to food distribution remain significant, limiting the potential of 

these initiatives. Overall, the regulatory environment was described in many cases as overly complex 

and inconsistent. In Cologne, farmers reported that environmental regulations, while well-intentioned, 

often placed additional burdens on small farms that were not matched by support. In Geneva, the 

regulatory framework was seen as too rigid, particularly when it came to supporting innovative farming 

practices that could help reduce environmental impacts. Similarly, in Lille, the regulatory landscape 

around urban agriculture created barriers to accessing land and water resources for food growing. 

Regulatory burdens were particularly connected to sustainability policies. All cities generally 

expressed agreement about the urgent need for a green transition in the local food system, yet the 

progress and challenges they face in realizing this transition varied. In Uppsala, there is a strong 

commitment to supporting ecological farming, but small producers reported struggling with the high 

costs of certification and regulatory compliance, which made it difficult for them to compete with 

larger, more industrialized operations. Similarly, in Cologne, while there is significant investment in 

plant-based food systems and urban sustainability projects, small producers are often left behind due 

to the high costs associated with adopting sustainable farming practices. Also in Geneva, small-scale 
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farmers voiced concerns about being asked to bear the financial burden of sustainability efforts without 

adequate compensation or support. The uneven distribution of the costs and benefits of the green 

transition was a major point of contention in several cities. Indeed, without explicit attention to 

distributive justice, the costs and labour of going green are often offloaded onto the most vulnerable 

actors (farmers, small-scale entrepreneurs, and low-income consumers) while the benefits accrue 

elsewhere. In Geneva, farmers highlighted that while they faced increasing pressure to adopt 

sustainable practices, processors, retailers, and consumers did not face similar demands or 

responsibilities. Cologne and Tartu noted that while larger producers had more resources to cope with 

the costs of transitioning to more sustainable practices, smaller producers found themselves at a 

disadvantage, often bearing the brunt of the financial risks without the same access to support. Lille 

also highlighted the role of local government initiatives in supporting small-scale agriculture, but it 

was clear that these efforts had not yet been scaled sufficiently to make a meaningful impact on a 

broader level. In Bologna, environmentalist activists pointed to the ambiguous definitions and different 

political agendas that may be behind the concept of green transition, advocating for a bottom-up 

transformation of local food systems.  

In this sense, an important consideration emerged from the experiences of all the cities is that food is 

deeply entangled with identity, tradition, and cultural belonging. As such, changes to food practices, 

especially when promoted through public institutions, can provoke resistance or be perceived as moral 

imposition if they bypass rather than engage with these cultural matters. Food policies are not only 

about infrastructure and regulation but also about narratives, values, and contested meanings.  

9.5 Conclusion 

The comparative historical reconstruction provides an analysis of the historical development of urban 

food systems in seven European cities - Bologna, Brighton, Cologne, Geneva, Lille, Tartu, and Uppsala 

- showing how each has been shaped by industrialization, post-war modernization, political shifts, and 

environmental concerns. After World War II, all cities underwent significant transformations, moving 

from localized, small-scale food production to industrialized, centralized systems dominated by 

supermarkets, processed foods, and mechanized agriculture. This shift led to a detachment between 

urban areas and surrounding rural landscapes, a decline in traditional food cultures, and new dietary 

patterns based on convenience and affordability. Despite these shared trends, local governance 

structures and civic dynamics produced distinct responses. Bologna, for example, echoed past 

cooperative models and public sector engagement, while Brighton's progress in sustainable food policy 

was driven mainly by grassroots activism. Cologne and Geneva developed hybrid approaches, 

blending civic initiatives with institutional efforts, whereas Lille’s strategy was shaped by national 

agricultural policy and public procurement practices. In contrast, Tartu and Uppsala began engaging 

with food policy more recently, drawing on European sustainability frameworks and local traditions. 

Across all cities, food has increasingly emerged as a tool for addressing broader issues such as climate 

change, health disparities, and social equity. Civic engagement, community-supported agriculture, and 

alternative food networks have become important in reshaping urban food governance. Although each 

city’s context, institutional capacity, and historical path differ, they all reflect a growing recognition 

of food as a central element of sustainable urban development.  
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The comparative overview of the desktop-based ‘food census’ inventories reveals a core structural 

feature shared across all cities: the centrality of economic actors involved at different stages of the 

food supply chain, even if the relative weight of production, catering, and distribution varied greatly 

depending on each local context. Key differences in organisational composition reflect a combination 

of deeper variations in historical legacies, geographic features, urban form, economic specialization, 

data infrastructure, and civic mobilization. From the agricultural strongholds of Tartu and Uppsala to 

the service-heavy economies of Brighton and Geneva, these contrasts point to the importance of 

tailoring governance and participatory initiatives to each city's profile in terms of organisational and 

business composition. That said, the numeric prevalence or visibility of an actor group does not 

necessarily align with its strategic relevance. Smaller, less formalized actors—particularly in the non-

profit or food-adjacent sectors—often play catalytic roles in experimentation, coordination, and civic 

engagement, even if they are smaller in proportion within large-scale datasets. Methodologically, this 

underscores the need to complement quantitative mappings with qualitative insights and participatory 

diagnostics. 

Together with the food census inventories, the organisational survey offers a multidimensional 

perspective on urban food systems across the seven cities. While the census provides a bird-eye view 

of the structural composition of the food system in each city, the survey provides a unique opportunity 

for intergroup comparison in order to investigate how different types of businesses and organisations 

involved at different stages of the food supply chain (and also outside of it) perceive, engage with, and 

influence the food system. Responses reveal a complex mix of shared concerns and role-specific 

divergences: while rising energy costs and insufficient support for local producers are broadly 

acknowledged, issues like equity in food access, ecological sustainability, and public awareness show 

sharper divides, particularly between conventional supply chain actors and more civic- or advocacy-

oriented organisations. Patterns of engagement in advocacy and collaboration similarly vary, with non-

profit and food-adjacent actors consistently more active in public-facing initiatives and inter-

organisational networks than food-related businesses. Notably, attitudes toward participatory 

governance and deliberative mechanisms diverge sharply by role: while non-profit and solidarity 

initiatives express strong support for inclusive, citizen-centred approaches, agricultural and 

manufacturing producers remain more sceptical, favouring experts’ leverage over citizens’ influence 

and holding feasibility concerns about deliberative forums. These latter patterns are shaped more by 

organisational role than local contexts, underscoring the importance of actor-centred strategies for 

fostering deliberative and transformative food governance. 

The comparison of food systems in Bologna (Italy), Brighton (United Kingdom), Cologne (Germany), 

Geneva (Switzerland), Lille (France), Tartu (Estonia), and Uppsala (Sweden) underscores both 

common challenges and local-specific dynamics in the transition to more sustainable food systems. 

While there is a shared commitment to sustainability and the green transition, significant barriers 

remain, particularly around the divide between producers and consumers, the dominance of large-scale 

industrial farming, and the uneven distribution of the costs and benefits of sustainability efforts. 

Furthermore, fragmented governance, regulatory burdens, and limited support for small-scale farmers 

exacerbate these issues. However, there is also a wealth of innovative solutions emerging at the local 

level, particularly in the form of community-supported agriculture (CSA), urban farming, and food-



 

 
  

Integrated report on organisational analysis | 217 

sharing initiatives. As these cities continue their journey toward sustainable food systems, greater 

coordination across sectors and support for smaller producers will be essential to ensure that the green 

transition is both equitable and effective. 
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