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About TRANSMANGO: 

TRANSMANGO is an international research project that aims to explore diverse transition pathways to a 

sustainable and secure food system. It is funded by the European Commission and runs for four years, 

from 2014 until 2018. The Transmango consortium consists of 13 partners from nine European countries 

and Tanzania. For more information, visit our website: http://www.transmango.eu/.  

 

About this Document/Disclaimer: 

This report is part of Work Package 6 of TRANSMANGO which is focussed on ‘local’ level analysis of 

FNS pathways in Europe. This report is based upon ‘D6.1 Case-study selection and methodological 

guidelines for local level analysis of FNS Pathways’ (transmango.eu). The guiding research questions for 

the Work Package 6 ‘local’ level analysis were: 

1. To what extent, and how, do the selected FNS practices / pathways reflect novel 

responses to FNS concerns in specific settings? 

2. To what extent are these novel practices / pathways promising and successful? 

3. To what extent do the stakeholders involved search up- and out scaling potentials? 

4. How do stakeholders characterize their interaction with institutional settings? 

5. How relevant is EU level policy making in this interaction with institutional settings? 

This report is focussed upon land access in the metropolitan area of Rome, in Italy. It presents the 

researchers’ interpretations, and does not necessarily reflect the views and nuances of the initiatives and 

respondents themselves. In total, there are nine separate ‘local’ level analysis reports from ten 

consortium members and they will feed into the ‘D6.4 Syntheses report on FNS pathway-specific drivers, 

potentials and vulnerabilties’. 
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ARSIAL Agenzia Regionale per lo Sviluppo e l'Innovazione dell'Agricoltura del Lazio 
(Regional Agency for Agricultural Development and Innovation in Lazio) 

AVM Adapted Vulnerability Matrix 

CRAT Coordinamento Romano per l'Accesso alla Terra 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The case study addresses the issue of access to public land for professional farming activities within the 

metropolitan area of Rome, analyzing the grassroots campaigning initiatives on the one side, and the 

policy measures on the other, and with a focus on the effects that these initiatives can have for food 

security and resilience in Rome.  

 

Rome Municipality has a population of about 2.8 million people and represents the largest Italian 

municipality in terms of surface area (1.285km2) and Utilized Agricultural Area (43,271 ha in 2010, 

according to the latest agricultural census (with a quite surprising positive trend, if compared to the 

37.035ha estimated in the 2000 census)
1
. The city’s peri-urban historical heritage includes urban and 

archeological parks, natural protected areas and agricultural land. Professional farming is practiced in 

various suburban green areas, and many others have the potential for it. The Total Agricultural Area 

(57,960 ha), in 2010 covered 45% of the total area of the Rome Municipality.  

Rome is by now considered a "metropolitan area". In 2011, 35% of the residents in the Province of Rome 

lived outside the Capital city, compared to 23% in 1981. 15 Municipalities around Rome accounted for 

more than 30.000 dwellers and seven for more than 50.000. The boundaries for agriculture and the 

interconnection between the city and the neighboring countryside should thus be considered in a physical 

and social broader sense than just administrative.  

The municipal area of Rome is characterized by different forms of urban and peri-urban agriculture, 

ranging from community-based urban gardens (150 mapped in Rome
2
), to various forms of social 

agriculture for the inclusion of marginalized groups, to well-established professional farms (2.656 in 2010, 

compared to 1.893 ten years earlier
3
, another feature which witnesses the particular dynamism of the 

primary sector in the area).  

TABLE 1 FARMS RECORDED FROM 1990 TO 2010 CENSUS 

Year Lazio region Rome province Rome municipality 

1990             221.985                    66.386                   5.139  

2000             189.505                    51.397                   1.893  

2010               98.216                    21.631                   2.656  

 

Each of these typologies present specific characteristics in relation to issues like land tenure, production 

methods, multifunctional farming, networking, formal and informal arrangements, and dialogue with local 

administrations. Besides, the presence of forms of traditional retailing where local products are marketed 

(street markets, corner shops, informal stalls) is a well know feature of Roman life, representing a typical 

form of relations between the urban context and the surrounding countryside (the so-called "agro 

romano"). The culture of quality, in this context, informs part of food consumption patterns and becomes 

an important opportunity for urban and peri-urban farmers.  

                                                      
1
 Source: https://www.comune.roma.it/PCR/resources/cms/documents/settima_Inchiesta_settore_agroalimentare.pdf 

2
 Source: http://www.zappataromana.net/mappa/. 

3
 Source: University "Roma Tre" (2013): VII survey on the Job market in Rome - The agro-food sector in Rome and in 

the "Agro Romano", Rome Municipality: https://www.comune.roma.it/pcr/it/aepfl_osl_anm_7inch.page. It must be 
noticed that this number may be overestimated as some farms are registered in Rome, but are established in other 
areas (however, this does not influence the positive trend). 

https://www.comune.roma.it/PCR/resources/cms/documents/settima_Inchiesta_settore_agroalimentare.pdf
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Youth unemployment and attractiveness of alternative forms of living are leading to an increased interest 

in agriculture by young people, including graduates and those with an urban background (we refer here 

mainly to the perspective of professional farming, yet urban gardens may also be interested). In 

particular, there is a growing activism for access by young farmers to the significant amount of farming 

land that is potentially available in Rome, mostly held in public hands. At national level, new regulations 

and policies (the Decree on liberalizations in 2012, the Decree "Terre vive" in 2014) made the legal frame 

more supportive to these claims. 

In the last years various grassroots initiatives aimed at pushing competent local administrations (Rome 

Municipality, the Province of Rome, the Lazio Region) towards the distribution of public land to (young) 

farmers, were promoted to grant an easier access to professional farming activity. Among them the 

"Coordinamento Romano per l'accesso alla terra" (Roman coordination for access to land), a network set 

up by a group of young farmers and gathering various organizations and potential beneficiaries), was 

particularly active in organizing a mobilization based on public initiatives like flash-mobs, symbolic 

occupations of abandoned areas, meetings, educational seminars and active participation to academic 

and institutional conferences.  

Some important results have been achieved in 2014. Two tenders have been published in relation to the 

use of public land in the Lazio Region. The first one has been promoted by the Regional Agency for 

Agricultural Development and Innovation (ARSIAL) with the twofold objective of enhancing access for 

young farmers to agricultural land and of protecting the quality of the land stock owned by the Region for 

economic and social purposes. Another bid has been promoted directly by the Municipality of Rome, 

which published the bid "Terre pubbliche ai giovani agricoltori" (Public land to young farmers), inspired by 

the "Coordinamento" initiatives. 

Overall, 10 individual young farmers and cooperatives set up a newly established farm, based on these 

assignments. Probably not a great achievement. Nevertheless, once put in a historical context, it may 

anyway appear as a significant progress: at the time of Italy reunification and the fall of the Church 

temporal power, in 1870, 30% of the land belonged to ecclesiastical institutions, 40% to aristocrats and 

the remaining 30% was rented from these two constituencies to renters usually serving their interests.  

 

The case study in relation to Transmango key issues 

The case study is meant to address some of the Transmango key issues and research ambitions, as 

briefly described below.  

 

 Understanding of systemic complexity of FNS relations.  

Land access and urban farming in the metropolitan area of Rome are strictly linked to issues such as land 

tenure regulation, urban and peri-urban planning, green infrastructures, youth and unemployment, access 

to suitable markets for local farmers, social mobilization, food education. Thus, complexity is a key 

element to be explored.   

 Multi-dimensionality and multi-scalar nature of FNS factors and vulnerabilities. 

Various vulnerability factors for FNS are potentially addressed by these initiatives. Among them, 

economic crisis, social welfare cuts, weakening of political action, impoverishment, social marginalisation 

in the peripheries, low awareness of environmental and social impacts of food chains, diffusion of 

unhealthy food. An analysis of the case study with regard to vulnerability factors and vulnerability areas, 

developed through the application of a "vulnerability matrix", will be provided in section 2.2.4. 

 Policy as one of the system drivers. 



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS pathways in Italy  

   

 

 

 6  

The land access issue is intrinsically linked to the policy sphere in fields like land and urban planning, 

infrastructures, support to farming and regulation on food production and distribution. In particular, the 

adoption of the Municipality Masterplan in 2008 allowed an increased availability of the land owned or 

controlled by the Administration. This is a consequence of the implementation of the "compensation 

planning system", described in the following chapters, which brings new environmentally sensitive areas 

under the management of the municipality. 

 Centrality of systemic interrelations and re-assembling of spaces, resources, actors. 

The case study focuses on practices of re-appropriation and new utilisation of urban and peri-urban areas 

towards the development of multifunctional agriculture. In a metropolitan area marked by an intense and 

long-standing human presence. These processes entail a re-assemblage of spaces, infrastructures, 

functions, communities of practice and governance dynamics. Even a re-organisation of institutional 

competences is on-going, as it will be shown by the case of the "Castel di Guido" agricultural estate, 

owned by the Lazio Region and managed so far by the Rome Municipality and currently back under 

Regional custody, in view of a possible assignment to farmers cooperatives (mobilizing for that). These 

multiple dynamics provide challenges and opportunities to policy actors, but also to the business sector 

and to civil society itself. 

2. CASE STUDY DEVELOPMENT 

2.1. Research questions & Methods  

 

The case-study aims at exploring, and at providing answers to, the following research questions: 

 What are the key elements enabling or hindering access to farming land in the urban and peri-

urban area of Rome, in particular for young people? 

 Which role social mobilization and bottom-up initiatives can play to facilitate the creation of 

transparent and effective procedures for access to land and urban farming promotion? 

 Which are the aims and the strategies of young would-be farmers in Rome? 

 Which contribution urban and peri-urban farming can give to food and nutrition security in a 

metropolitan area like Rome? 

 How ideal and plausible scenarios on access to land can orient access to land and, ultimately, 

FNS policies and practices in the Metropolitan area of Rome? 

 

The research has been conducted through a desk analysis followed by some interviews and enriched by 

a scenario workshop articulated into two separate meetings. The following main steps have shaped the 

process. 

1. A desk-based analysis has been carried out to develop the explorative phase of the research. The 

research scrutinised policy documents, media articles, scientific and gray literature pertinent to land 

access and urban agriculture. This work led to a preliminary assessment of the relevance of the case 

study and to the identification of vulnerability factors and vulnerable groups likely to be targeted by an 

improved access to public land. Scrutinised literature was referred to the metropolitan area of Rome, but 

also to higher geographical and institutional levels (Province, Region, State) when deemed pertinent. 

2. A two-day scenario workshop has been organised with various actors, experts and stakeholders. This 

step (not formally required in this case-study) has been deemed a helpful exercise bringing additional 

elements to the study. At the same time, it has been developed in order to provide a space of debate and 
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a range of suggestions for the activity of individuals and organizations that are variously involved and/or 

interested in the initiatives. 

3. The results of the explorative phase and workshops have been then elaborated. Some additional 

interviews have been carried out to integrate the collected information and to harvest some final 

reflections. Attention has been paid in particular to good practices, critical points, ideological and 

pragmatic considerations, hampering and supporting factors, further opportunities and possible threats for 

the development of the initiatives, with specific focus on the implications for food and nutrition security.  

4. Research findings have been also analysed through the lens of the Vulnerability Matrix (VM) for FNS 

developed in WP2.  

These methodological steps are related to the research question, also in order to operationalise them, as 

follows: 

TABLE 2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OPERATIONALISATION 

Research questions Operationalisation 

What are the key elements enabling and/or 

hindering access to farming land in the urban and 

peri-urban area of Rome, in particular for young 

people? 

Initially through the desk analysis, then integrated 

and validated. 

Which role social mobilization and bottom-up 

initiatives can play to facilitate the creation of 

transparent and effective procedures for access to 

land and urban farming promotion? 

Through desk analysis (step 3) and additional 

interviews (step 5) with regard to the recent past 

and present initiatives; during the workshops (step 

4) as far as future scenarios and plans are 

concerned. 

Which are the aims and the strategies of young 

would-be  farmers in Rome? 

Through the workshops and the interviews with the 

farmers. 

Which contribute urban and peri-urban farming can 

give to food and nutrition security in a metropolitan 

area like Rome? 

Mainly through the final overall reflection on the 

elements harvested during the process (step 5). 

How the ideal and plausible scenarios on access 

to land can orient access to land and, ultimately, 

FNS policies and practices in the Metropolitan area 

of Rome? 

Through the implementation of the workshops 

(step 4) and the reflections on their outcomes (step 

5). 
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2.2. Research findings 

2.2.1 The context  

As mentioned in the introduction, the presence and distribution of arable land in Rome denote some 

relevant peculiarities, due to the history of the "eternal city" as well as to the spatial distribution of the 

contemporary settlements. Before analysing these peculiarities, some general information on the current 

national level regulation on access to land is given, as legislation influences the procedures to be followed 

at municipal level on land tenure, but also because the discussion about governance and public land 

witnesses the regained relevance of this issue at the public level. 

Regulation at the national and municipal level 

At national level the current regulation for land access is marked by some recent acts that pave the way 

to the possibility for the public owned land to be sold or rented to private actors. The two main points of 

references are the Decree on Liberalizations (DL, "Decreto legge 24/01/2012, n. 1) and the Decree "Terre 

vive" (living lands), approved in 2014.  

According to the DL, every year the Ministry of Agricultural, Food and Forestry Policies (MiPAAF) can 

identify and dismiss (through the "Agenzia del demanio", the agency for the management of the public 

properties) portions of publicly owned arable and agricultural land. The same applies to local authorities 

like Regions, Provinces, Municipalities. The procedures give young people (below 35 years old) a priority 

access to the allotments. It must be noted that the overall aim of the measure is more economic than 

social, being focused on the reduction of the public deficit through a more sustained growth (Italian 

Government 2012). The Decree "Terre vive", issued in cooperation with the Ministry of Economics and 

Finance (MEF), gives concrete application to the DL, with some modifications (for example the age limit 

for the land access priority is 40 years old), for 5,500 hectares of public agricultural land. Assigned 

allotments cannot be used for other purposes than agriculture for at least 20 years after the assignment. 

In the Decree "Terre Vive" the stated aim is more explicitly socially-oriented, as argued in the Agenzia del 

demanio website: "With this initiative we aim at giving new life to state-owned land suitable for agriculture, 

transforming them in a job opportunity for the new generations" 

(http://www.agenziademanio.it/opencms/it/terrevive/).  

The two legislative acts give young actual and would-be farmers the opportunity to get access to land, at 

list potentially. Actually, the cost for the land makes young farmers' positions quite weak, and their 

potential priority difficult to be fully valorised. The rationale of the acts - as witnessed by the role played by 

the MEF, is less oriented towards land access policy than towards harvesting financial resources to 

reduce the public deficit. 

With specific attention to the generational rejuvenation in agriculture, the access to financial resources is 

another key issue. A first channel for resources is represented by the II pillar of the Common Agricultural 

Policy (although the criteria adopted in the related tenders are not always tailored on the real new 

farmers' capabilities and needs, as argued below). An interesting option is provided by a recent tender 

issued by the Institute of services for the agro-food market (ISMEA), offering financial support to newly 

established young farmers
4
. A contribution up to 70,000 euros has been made available for new farmers 

under certain personal and administrative requirements and after the presentation of a specific business 

plan. As we will see, even in this case the admission criteria do not fit with the profile of many newly 

established famers. 

                                                      
4
 The "Bando per l'insediamento dei giovani in agricoltura" (Tender for the youth settlement in agriculture, 

DDG 230/2016). 
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Within this national frame, municipalities are often the key actors in terms of power and responsibilities for 

land access, and more generally land management. The specific land use destination is regulated at 

municipal level through the adoption of the Piano Regolatore Generale (Municipal master plan, PRG). 

The PRG is a long term document which is only rarely re-designed (the current Rome PRG, approved in 

2008, replaced the former one approved in 1966) so that political struggles develop on the various 

variants which are approved along the years. With regard to the case of Rome, the Province and the 

Lazio Region have been key institutional actors, too, thanks to the fact that they directly own large 

portions of arable land.         

The Roman situation presents some specificities also due to a particular legal framework that, after the 

adoption of the Municipal Masterplan in 2008, allows an increased land availability with regard to the land 

owned or controlled by the municipality. This is a consequence of the implementation of the 

"compensation planning system", which brings new environmentally sensitive areas under the 

management of the Municipality. According to the compensation system, the construction of new 

buildings can be prohibited by the Municipality in areas owned or acquired by a building company. When 

this happens, the company is then allowed to build elsewhere, but only if the bonded area is handed over 

for free to the Municipality. About 700 hectares of potentially available public land suitable for agriculture 

in the Rome province (owned by various public institutions: Municipality, the Province of Rome, the Lazio 

Region and ARSIAL) are due to "compensations". 

 

The spatial context 

The Rome territory is characterised by the coexistence of built and green areas that can be found not only 

in the outskirts of the city, but even in areas closer to the city centre. This can be explained, among other 

reasons, by the presence of historical villas, and archaeological sites that prevented those areas to be 

built, yet not necessarily with their adequate valorisation. Areas with high ecological values in terms of 

landscape and biodiversity, also favoured by the presence of two rivers (Tevere and Aniene) and other 

wetlands, are also present around and within the city borders.  

The combination of an impressive peri-urban historical heritage and a rich ecological diversity of the 

countryside is a specific feature of roman periphery and outskirts, which nevertheless coexist with large 

portions of territory that are abandoned or marked by the wild and irrational urbanization that took place 

after the second world war. 

Besides, new settlements invaded the roman countryside in more recent years, sometimes connecting 

Rome with already existing villages. This happens in particular, but not exclusively, along the main roads 

departing from the town in all directions, often without, or regardless, any planning regulation (Malusardi 

1989). Hence, in the peri-urban area the spaces suitable for agriculture have often to compete with other 

destinations of use for which a strong economic and/or social pressure exists (housing, transport 

infrastructures).  

In particular, the influence of the building sector must be underlined. Some well-established family-owned 

building companies traditionally exercise a strong economic power and wield great influence on the 

municipal administration and policies. The lobbying pressure exercised by the powerful building sector is 

at the roots of one of the most peculiar forms of agriculture in the “Agro Romano”. It is the so-called 

"agricoltura di attesa" (that could be translated as "waiting for agriculture"), where no farming business 

plans are established and only residual agricultural activities are carried out, as the landowners are just 

waiting for those areas to become suitable for urbanisation. 

This complex and contradictory urbanization process leaves, even nowadays, wide non-built spaces, with 

a mosaic landscape in the Agro Romano. Agricultural land uses are prevailing, but with clusters of 
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residential, services and industrial areas (Barbati et al. 2013), which make Rome looking very different 

from the more compact urban settlement that characterizes other large Italian cities, and make any land 

planning "extraordinary difficult" (Krumholz 1992). 

According to the Municipality of Rome (2009, quoted in Dell’Orco, 2010) “the green areas in fact make up 

two-thirds of the entire municipal landscape: one third of the city's territory consists of agricultural land 

and another third of protected areas subject to a rigorous regime of environmental safeguard”.  

 

Forms of urban agriculture in Rome 

In this spatial and geographical context, the Municipal area of Rome is characterized by different forms of 

urban and peri-urban agriculture. They range from professional farming to community-based urban 

gardens, to various forms of social agriculture aimed at the inclusion of physically, mentally and socially 

disabled people. These practices can be grouped as follows (Dell’Orco 2012, Uttaro 2012): 

 small scale semi-subsistence farming, performed by single households in small plots of land 

along the river banks of the Tevere and of the Aniene or in other marginal areas; 

 recently but rapidly emerging initiatives of collective urban gardens, mainly aiming at enhancing 

the quality of life and with cultural and recreational purposes. In some cases a specific social aim 

is identifiable (just to give two examples: the urban garden "Eutorto" has been established by the 

former employees of the electronic company Eutelia after being fired; in the "Orto Capovolto" 

young disabled people -mainly affected by autism- are trained in agriculture under the supervision 

of a group of therapists).  

 pastoralism, mainly sheep rearing, which characterises almost abandoned green spaces even 

quite close to the city centre. This is also one of the typical ways in which the building sector 

companies occupy the land (the already mentioned agricoltura di attesa), in the perspective of 

future building permissions. As it will be explained below, some shepherds, used to occupy 

informally (and illegally) portions of public land eventually assigned to young farmers, refuse to 

leave them. 

 professional farming, mainly placed in suburban areas. In some cases, farms are managed in 

form of cooperative or are associated at local level to benefit from collective services. These 

experiences are led by groups of farmers inspired by social or political ideals, but also capable of 

a (alternative) market-oriented approach. Experiences like the cooperatives "Agricoltura Nuova" 

and "Cobragor" are exemplary in this sense. Both were established informally in protected areas 

of the Roman outskirts in the late seventies, then received formal permission to farm in those 

areas, and nowadays represent successful multifunctional farms adopting organic methods and 

engaged in short food chains. 

Given the informality of many of these practices, it is difficult to estimate the relative proportions of these 

types of land occupation. It is possible to suppose that the first two types regard a few thousand people 

established in micro areas, whereas the two latter practices involve less people (few hundred) but on a 

relatively extended acreage.  

Each of these typologies is characterised by different aims, interests and values. They presents distinct 

features in relation to issues like land property, production methods, possibility to develop multifunctional 

farming, networking, formal and informal arrangements, relations with local administration. 

The landscape of Roman urban agriculture would not be complete without mentioning two large farms 

directly managed by the Municipality (the “Tenuta del Cavaliere” and the already mentioned “Castel di 
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Guido”). These farms, converted to organic farming, represent a significant potential for food provisioning 

and multifunctionality, not least because of their overall large extension (more than 2,5 thousands 

hectares). Currently, their management is deemed not satisfactory by both institutional actors and 

activists
5
, but their existence is in itself an opportunity that could be better exploited in the future. 

 

Short food chains: from street markets and corner shops to consumer groups and box schemes 

As far as retailing patterns are concerned, the city of Rome nowadays presents the common features of a 

large metropolitan area of a western country, with the diffusion of big corporate retailers and discount 

shops. Nevertheless, the role of local street markets and corner shops is still relevant in terms of both 

market share and social life.  

In the last 15-20 years innovative models of short chain delivery of food have been created by producers 

and citizens actions, occasionally supported by the public administration and are still growing at city or 

regional level. 

Consumers and producers started organizing themselves since the early 1990s. Consumers, following 

the experiences of fair consumers groups born in Northern Italy, aggregated families’ demand for 

collective purchase of food and other products usually characterised by ethical values. Already in 2011 

more than 90 consumers groups were active in Rome with various organisational models (Fonte et al., 

2011). The growing of consumers groups offered a new market opportunity to many small farmers that 

would find it difficult or inconvenient to supply mainstream retailers. 

A more explicit political engagement characterises the GAS (Gruppi di Acquisto Solidale - Solidarity 

Purchase Groups). They began to spread in Rome in the first years of the last decade, inspired by youth 

social centers, fair trade shops, catholic communities, left-wing political parties, and aiming at giving food 

a fair and remunerative price (Fonte 2013). A network of these initiatives is active on the web
6
. 

Among the producers-led initiatives, about 200 farms are engaged in direct selling
7
 and box schemes, 

even in cooperation with GAS and other consumers' group. Some farms, like the cooperative "Agricoltura 

Nuova", hired a transport company to deliver products throughout the city, in the aim to save time while 

keeping control on the chain. At a different scale,  the farmers' markets initiative "Campagna Amica", 

organised by the Italian largest farmers' organisation (Coldiretti) throughout the country, proved to be 

quite successful in Rome with 8-10 markets active in town: two of them open every day, the others on a 

weekly or monthly basis
8
. 

Specialised retailers are another emerging feature of short food chains in Rome. They find a role in the 

chain, and room for business, connecting farmers and consumers when the former do not have the 

capacity or the willingness to personally engage on direct selling, on-farm or in street markets. The 

retailer "Zolle", established in 2008, is an exemplary case in this regard. It connects producers and 

consumers through a box scheme purchased from small and medium farmers, mainly settled in the 

Roman countryside, personally selected by the company's managers. Products are daily gathered in the 

company's headquarters (in a peripheral neighborhood of Rome), and then re-assembled into the single 

boxes, tailored on customers' needs and wills, to be then delivered throughout the city through a 

                                                      
5
 Personal communications received during intervieews and workshops. 

6
 http://www.retegas.org. 

7
 Interview to Carlo Hausmann, at the time manager of the "Azienda Romana Mercati", the arm of the 

Chamber of Commerce of Rome for the promotion of the agro-food sector, and currently Regional 
Minister for agriculture, hunting and fishery at the Lazio Region. 
8
 Interview to Tony de Amicis, Coldiretti's responsible for Campagna Amica.  
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combination of vans and bicycles. Currently about 20 persons are working for the company; an average 

of 1,300 households receive the box every week (for a total amount of about 2,500 customer 

households), for a turnover of about 2 million euros. The same company was recently offered to open a 

corner shop in one of the main city railway stations to deliver organic local produce: further than for 

business, this is also intended as a showcase for the agro romano, being quality food a touristic attraction 

to liaise with the larger territory. “SpazioBio” is another specialized shop for local organic foodstuff, 

directly owned by farmers aggregated by AIAB (the Italian Organic Farming Association), and having the 

selling point in the Città dell’Altra Economia (the City of the Other Economy), an area allocated to social 

movements by the Rome Municipality a decade ago. 

This evolving landscape of urban short food chain initiatives witnesses an emerging consumers' interest 

for the new concept of food quality based on localness, traceability, direct relation with the producers, 

green production methods and traditionality. Possibly altogether. Small local producers gain a new 

visibility and a role in the public imaginary, after decades of industrial "colonisation" of the urban food 

landscape. Being food secure increasingly means, in the eye of many Roman dwellers, also having 

access to a diversified range of market channels, and to local food productions. 

 

The renewed interest for access to agricultural land in Rome 

It has been argued how in the recent decades social and technological changes transformed the spatial 

distribution of the city and the social habits in relation to food production and consumption. Industrialized 

long food chains became dominant in terms of market shares, while urban settlements invaded the city 

surroundings. 

We have also seen how both the production side (for the availability of public arable land) and the 

consumption side (for the interest in local food and short chains) leave room for a recovery, in new forms, 

of a vibrant urban agriculture.  

In the meantime the economic crisis is still deeply influencing the social context in which urban farming 

activity is developing. Though limited in scale, youth unemployment is leading young people to an 

increasing attention towards this type of agriculture, even when they are graduated and with an urban 

background. In particular, there is growing activism for the access of young farmers to the large amount 

of farming land potentially available in Rome. Conferences and seminars dedicated to this topic are being 

followed by a high number of persons and the same applies to training courses on organic or low input 

agriculture. 

Despite this growing interest in farming, the difficult access to credit for young farmers willing to start up 

agricultural activities is hampering the multiplication of such experiences. High costs of land and 

limitations to loans are often mentioned by economic reports and farmers' organisations
9
 as obstacles to 

the establishment of new farms and the development of new initiatives.  

To sum up, access to agricultural land in the Roman context is hampered by various factors: lack of or 

sporadic political will, unclear distribution of property rights and competences among different 

administrative levels, as well as among various municipal departments themselves, sharp competition for 

the use of land by the building sector, high prices in the arable land market, difficult access to credit. At 

the same time, there are interesting opportunities represented by the large amount of public land, by the 

presence of a critical mass of consumers potentially (or already) interested in local high value products, 

                                                      
9
 http://www.askanews.it/cronaca/agricoltura-cia-per-giovani-sempre-piu--difficile-accesso-al-credito_71193052.htm; 

http://www.ismea.it/flex/files/1/8/b/D.1b62a671dcb5fcb4b8db/Report_Credito_T1_2013__Def.pdf 
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the presence of a number of street markets and corner shops, the increasing diffusion of new forms of 

critical consumption.  

 

2.2.2 The mobilization for the access to land 

The roots of the mobilization for land access can be described as follows. 

Groups of young farmers, already working in existing farms or willing to engage in this activity, gathered 

since 2011 and established two youth farmers' cooperatives ("Co.R.Ag.Gio.
10

" and "Pisacane"), with the 

support of already existing cooperatives like Agricoltura Nuova and Co.Bra.Gor. The role of these well-

established coops, with their experience of social activism and political engagement since the battles for 

the public space occupations of the 1970s, was important to provide initial suggestions and guidance, 

also because some of the most pro-active young activists were actually working for these two previously 

existing cooperatives.  

The cooperatives Co.R.Ag.Gio. and Pisacane
11

 developed their statements and declarations of intent, 

centred on the possibility to create occupation while at the same time recovering abandoned land and 

providing fresh quality food to urban consumers. In both cases, more explicitly in the Pisacane case, 

these endeavours were seen as elements of a wider social and political change in the use of territory
12

.  

On January 2012 a presidium was organised in an estate the Municipality was trying to acquire from its 

private owners (the area of "Tor Marancia": 200 hectares of agricultural land within the archaeological 

park of the "Appia Antica"). This initiative was the cradle for the creation of the "Coordinamento romano 

per l'accesso alla terra" (Roman network for access to land - CRAT), which gathered the two youth 

cooperatives, the two historical ones, plus the socio-ecological networks "Equorete" and "Forum 

Agricoltura Sociale", the environment and urbanistic association "Territorio Roma", the NGOs "Terra 

Onlus" and "Centro Internazionale Crocevia", the Italian Association for Organic Farming (AIAB), the 

trade-union organisations (close to the centre-left political constituencies) ALPA-CGIL, CGIL Rome and 

CGIL Lazio. 

The CRAT organised flash-mobs in front of the Municipality offices and of the ARSIAL headquarters, 

symbolic occupations of abandoned public plots, murales, educational seminars for would-be farmers and 

public meetings under the name "Coltiva il tuo futuro" (Grow your future). 

During the educational seminars, information was given on legal aspects of the procedures for accessing 

to land as well as to the obstacles and opportunities for credit access and to the technical problems 

farmers have to face after the land's assignment. These seminars, hosted by existing farms supporting 

the mobilization like "Agricoltura Nuova", were attended by an unexpected high number of hopeful 

farmers and became an additional lever for the diffusion of the mobilization. The increasing youth 

unemployment, mentioned above, was probably a major lever for this interest.  

Lobby on local authorities and policy makers was another element of the strategy. Meetings with 

municipal and provincial council members and with the head of the regional agency for agricultural 

development (ARSIAL) have been organised to promote the network ideas. The CRAT was also publicly 

received by the Mayor of Rome.  As one of the most engaged activist said in an interview: "It’s our task to 
                                                      
10

 http://www.coop-coraggio.it/. 
11

 The two names refer to the word "courage", obtained through an acronym, and to a 19th century 
socialist patriot respectively.  
12

 Declarations of intents can be found in http://retedellereti.blogspot.it/2013/03/manifesto-dintenti-con-
coraggio-per-una.html for the "Coraggio" and in http://www.legacooplazio.it/agricoltura-nasce-la-
cooperativa-carlo-pisacane/ for the "Pisacane". 
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put pressure on the institutions: we don’t want to wait for their initiatives, and then blaming them for their 

missing or bad interventions. We cannot take their place, but we can give suggestions". 

All the CRAT initiatives were also aimed at attracting attention by local media, in order to gain more 

resonance and increase awareness among citizens and local authorities.  

The catalyst of the mobilization was a declaration of intent called "Vertenza" (literally "dispute"). This 4-

page document, introduced by a quote of the Mahatma Gandhi, aims at submitting to the institution the 

problem of an adequate valorisation of the public land suitable for agriculture in Rome (CRAT 2011). It 

states the objectives of the mobilization with a sophisticated rhetoric. It expresses the need for clear and 

transparent procedures for public land assignment to young farmers, in the aim to recover abandoned 

plots of land while establishing a new alliance between urban farmers and consumers. The document 

describes the steps needed to achieve those objectives: from the public acquisition of the private areas 

where the "compensation planning system" was supposed to enable further buildings to a complete 

mapping of all the agricultural areas under the control of the Municipality. 

It is important to underline that the CRAT was not in favour of public land selling (indicated as the main 

option in the DL and in the Decree "Terre vive): the suggestion was for those areas to be rented to 

farmers (or farming cooperatives) interested in developing agriculture and green services. "We imagine 

the Agro Romano - it was stated in the Vertenza - and the urban agricultural land being managed with the 

creativity, the vitality  [...] the enthusiasm and the openness to the future of the young agricultural 

entrepreneurs". This strong opposition to the selling of public land is witnessed by the CRAT pressure on 

the Lazio Region against the selling of Castel di Guido estate to privates, in favour of a social use under 

public control
13

. 

With regard to the use of the land after the assignment, attention is paid to the potentials of 

multifunctional agriculture, but deeply rooted in food production. "The absurd of our times - it is argued - 

can be visualised in those "vie consolari"
14

 congested by trucks full of products brought to large shopping 

mall, whereas surrounding agricultural land is abandoned".   

It must be noted that the frequent initiatives carried out by the network were meant to preserve the 

participants' engagement. The different priorities of the organisations, but also the unpredictable 

opportunities and problems that the single would-be farmers had to deal with, were a constraint for the 

continuation of the mobilization. One of the responsible of the movement said “one of the main problem is 

to keep the heterogeneous network active for the long time required to get the result”. 

 

The tenders 

Also thanks to the mobilization, two tenders were finally issued in spring 2014 from ARSIAL and from the 

Municipality of Rome. 

The ARSIAL-Regional tender. The first tender has been issued by the ARSIAL on February 2014. It had 

two main objectives: enhancing access for young farmers to agricultural land and protecting the quality of 

the land owned by the Region while using it for economic and social purposes.  A total of 320 hectares for 

the main part in the province of Rome (290 ha) and in the province of Viterbo (30 ha) have been 

interested by the procedure, to be assigned to young farmers for 15 (renewable) years alongside overall 

financial resources for 650,000 euros. 

                                                      
13

 This specific campaign lead the CRAT to meet personally the President of Lazio. http://www.coop-
coraggio.it/blog/tag/coordinamento-romano-accesso-terre/ 
14

 The ancient roman roads connecting the centre of Rome with the countryside and other towns. They 
are still widely used and tend to be congested everyday as they cannot cope with modern traffic levels. 
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The Municipal tender. The second tender has been issued on May 2014, with 4 allotments to be assigned 

in the municipal territory. The tender was meant to be the first step of a wider policy of land distribution 

whose header "Roma, città da coltivare" (Rome, a city to cultivate) expresses the idea that taking care of 

Rome means also promoting agriculture and farming. 

Figure 1 shows the localisation of the allotments identified for the assignment. The black ring, 

representing the speedway that encompasses the city centre and most of (but not all) the periphery, gives 

an idea of the proximity to the centre.  

FIGURE 1. ALLOTMENTS IDENTIFIED FOR THE ASSIGNMENT  BY THE MUNICIPAL TENDER 

 

 

The size of the four areas identified for the assignments ranged from 14 to 33 hectares, with a total 

amount of 97 hectares. A rural building was present and available for use (at least partially) by the 

assignment holders in all of them.  

With regard to this second tender, two main criteria were adopted for the farmers' selection: 

- farmers had to be professional farmers or would-be farmers under 40. Even in the case of 

professional farmers, priority was given to those less than 40 years old; 

- farmers had to present a technical proposal (business and development plan) based on elements like 

multifunctionality, organic or green production methods, preservation of biodiversity and landscape.   

Both these requirements are consistent with the platform developed by the CRAT and promoted in the 

"Vertenza".  

 



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS pathways in Italy  

   

 

 

 16  

Allotments assignments and first problems for the new farmers 

Ten allotments have been assigned (and three others should be in the next future) by the two tenders for 

a total amount of about 400 hectares, for the large part in the Rome municipal area and province.   

In particular, three allotments have been assigned through the Municipal tender to two individual farmers 

and the cooperative "Co.R.Ag.Gio", for a total amount of 83 hectares. As shown in the map in figure 1, all 

of them are quite close to the city centre in an urban- more than peri-urban context. 

The three selected proposals have been chosen out of a group of 104 (another confirmation of the high 

interest for agriculture), submitted in the 80% of the cases by young farmers and for 34% by women. 

Following the selection criteria and the technical proposals, assignment contracts indicated a range of 

activities to be realised in each area alongside food production, like direct selling, didactical farming, 

social gardens, employment of disadvantaged people, a rural restaurant and an adventure park. 

Thereafter, some new farmers had to face organisational and technical problems due to the poor state of 

the soil, but also to the impossibility to use some rural buildings, as foreseen in the assignment contract, 

due to delays in the refurbishment of the structures. This is the case of the rural buildings in the 

"Borghetto San Carlo", assigned to the cooperative "Co.R.Ag.Gio. The land, with an ancient and 

degraded rural building, was owned by one of the most powerful building companies in Rome and was 

given to the Municipality in 2010 in the context of the compensation planning system. According to the 

agreement between the Municipality and the company, the building should have been refurbished by the 

company itself already in 2013. Yet, in the beginning of 2016 nothing had been done yet. This led the 

cooperative to mobilise again in order to raise the media interest and speed-up the process. After a 

demonstration and a flash-mob on March 2016 the Municipality asked the company to behave according 

to the contracts. Yet on May 2016 the cooperative, though already engaged in the actual agricultural 

production, cannot rely upon any premise where machinery and raw materials can be recovered. 

This is just an example of a wider range of problems the farmers have to cope with in the months 

following the assignments. More generally, the scarcity of water and the bad conditions of the soil, which 

had not been farmed for years, and not rarely had become an informal disposal site for any sort of waste 

affected, with different intensity, most of the assignees. As mentioned above, in other cases there is a 

more surprising problem: the former (informal and illegal) users of the land, usually shepherds, do not 

want to leave and it seems to be difficult to have public authorities forcing them to. 

In the meantime the winners of the Municipal tender (not the ARSIAL ones) have to pay an annual rent (a 

few thousands euros, varying according to the assignment size, for an activity which is not yet profitable 

and it does not seem to become profitable for some months to come. Not as a mere provocation, the 

farmers argue that at least in this preliminary phase they should be paid for the recovering of degraded 

land rather than paying a rent. 

Last but not least, there is the well-known problem of credit access. The new more restrictive regulation 

on credit makes more difficult for young farmers with an entrepreneurial idea but without adequate 

guarantees to get access to credit. As mentioned in the Introduction, a recent tender for the funding of 

young first-time farmers' activities issued by ISMEA within the RDP 2014-2020 was expected to provide 

an important financial support for the newly established farmers (up to 70,000 Euros available per each 

farmer, which may eventually be used as a guarantee to get more credit from the banks). Unfortunately 

for them, some of the winners of the two land assignment tenders  were not able to participate because 

they did not comply with the admission criteria (in particular: VAT number got in less than a year before 

the tender, expected income no less than 15,000 Euros per year).  

In the expectations of the new farmers the two tender should have been the beginning of a process more 

than the conclusion, but in spring 2016, no follow-up seems to be visible. The peculiar political moment, 
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with the crisis of the former Municipal council, and the governmental commissary in charge of the current 

affairs from October 2015 to June 2016, is another critical element. The former administration proved to 

be looking at the mobilization with favourable attitude, and farmers are currently waiting for a new truly 

political administration to explore possibilities for some support. The freshly elected majority should –in 

principle- be supportive to those experiences, but no concrete indications are yet available in this respect. 

These difficulties are weakening some of the young farmers which cannot afford to work for months 

without earning any income. The new situations have also transformed the network created around the 

CRAT. The assignment of the allotments to some of the would-be farmers, but not others (some of them 

did not even compete) differentiated interests and priorities. Nowadays the CRAT, yet never explicitly 

dismantled, is not active anymore. Participants are now gathering occasionally, according to each specific 

priorities. The cooperative Pisacane itself does not exist anymore. A new connection has been informally 

established between some of the winners of the tenders ("Coordinamento nuove terre pubbliche", New 

public land network) which has a more specific focus on the practical issues those farmers have to face.  

In more general terms, these initiatives (both the campaigning and the farming activity following the 

assignment) are exposed to the weakening of the activists' commitment. Even if most of them are 

motivated by visions and ideals about how the land should be managed and how food should be 

delivered to urban consumers, the search for a job inevitably plays a major role. Besides, in many cases 

the need for an income is urgent and those people carry out external part-time activities even after being 

assigned the land (at least where assignments have been made to cooperatives), with the result of a 

reduced time dedicated to the farm and a further weakening in the farm's business perspective.    

 

Access to land as an open issue 

Beyond the support to be given to the new farmers, the issue of access to public land in Rome is still 

open with regard to the use of all the remaining agricultural land, and to the Regional farms valorisation 

(so fr managed by the Rome Municipal Administration). In June 2016 an important declaration of interest 

on this regard has been advanced by the leader of the regional branch of Coldiretti. He asked the 

President of the Region to give Coldiretti the opportunity to share among Coldiretti farmers the 20,000 

hectares of land in the hand of the regional administration (plus the 50,000 hectares belonging to the 

"Agrarian Universities" in Lazio, managed as commons). The President replied with a preliminary positive 

answer, and also the Castel di Guido estate was mentioned in the same perspective.  

It is too early to assess whether this could be a viable policy option, yet controversial, which should 

certainly have a relevant impact also in the municipal area of Rome. What is already relevant is the 

entrance in this process of a very powerful and representative player like Coldiretti. This involvement 

would inevitably open opportunities for transformation of wide portions of agricultural land, but also 

conflicts with other actors, and probably a market-oriented development trajectory quite different from the 

social and political CRAT view, at least for the Castel di Guido farm. 

 

2.2.3 Objectives and visions 

The objectives of the mobilization 

The analysis of the activities of the CRAT and of the documents they produced (The Vertenza in the first 

place) and the information directly harvested through interviews and workshops lead to the identification 

of the main objectives of the mobilization. They can be summarised as follows:  

1. the search for an occupation, mainly for young unemployed persons, based on an ethical 

entrepreneurship; 
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2. a useful and socially fair utilisation of public land which is in most of the cases abandoned or used for 

illegal waste disposal, in order to develop a new sustainable relationship between the built city and the 

natural urban areas based on multifunctional faming. In the Vertenza it is stated: "[...] in the urban context 

agriculture and rural life come back to light in the interstitial spaces, on the rivers' banks, refurbishing 

degraded areas"; 

3. the delivery of fresh and nutritious local food to urban dwellers at reasonable prices, with the promotion 

of a more advanced food and nutrition awareness; 

4. a challenge to a narrowly market-oriented vision for the management of public land on the one side 

and for the urban food system on the other, to trigger a transition towards a radical civil and political 

change on land use. 

These four objectives are interlinked and complementary. The search for an occupation is the basic need 

these mobilizations were aimed to address. Yet, this aim has to be pursued, in the eye of the activists, 

through an ethical engagement capable to move towards the achievement of the second and third 

objectives. The fourth one is the more political one and the more ambitious. It is not by chance that 

organic farming is by far the reference production method: this responds to both a development model 

and a better marketing opportunity. 

In general terms these objectives have been agreed by all actors (actually it has been stated in explicit 

terms in the Vertenza and other documents). This converging vision was one of the points of strength of 

the mobilization, in relation to both the activists' commitment and to their coordination.  

However, priorities and ways in which they had to be pursued (in particular the fourth one) were not 

always shared by all the groups. 

 

Converging and conflicting visions 

Some diverging visions emerged in particular around the role farmers (the future and the newly 

established ones) should play in relation to a broader social transformation. Similarly, nuances emerge 

vis-à-vis the engagement of urban communities and the use of public spaces.  

One activist identified this conflict in relation to a distinction between "farmers" and "urbans". The 

"farmers" regard urban farming as a way to produce food with a certain impact on food consumption and 

food habits of the people. The aim of an urban farmer should be firstly focused on improving the food 

urban dwellers have access to. The person suggesting this distinction placed herself among the "farmers" 

and connected this distinction also to the background of each person.  

The "urbans" would be more interested in developing multifunctionality, with agricultural production 

playing a supportive role vis-a-vis a much wider range of services typically oriented towards urban 

consumers/dwellers. An activist supporting this view argued that this distinction is not crucial, as the 

urban settlement of the farms is in this vision an unavoidable condition farmers have to cope with. 

Multifunctionality is not a choice for farms willing to compete on urban markets despite their small size 

and limited capacity to achieve scale economies. At the same time metropolitan areas offer a critical 

mass of people interested on green and ecological services that can guarantee economic viability to 

farms. Food production relevance is not denied, but considered as an element among others in the whole 

picture. 

Related to this distinction is a different way to look at the urban gardens initiatives (social gardening, 

proximity gardening etc.). The "farmers" tend to look at those initiatives as detached from the truly 

agricultural ones, as their focus is on community building and leisure time more than on food production 

per se. The "urbans" perceive them as part of the same mobilization, yet conducted in different forms, 



‘Local’ level analysis of FNS pathways in Italy  

   

 

 

 19  

towards the development of a range of multifunctional land uses, and with which common activities and 

advocacy should be implemented.  

Another distinction relates to the role of the movement as an element of radical social transformation, 

beyond the land assignment and the farming activity. The "farmer" activist we interviewed expressed the 

need to regard land access as a part of a wider political change in the use of land for social purposes, 

and explained that this vision was not necessarily shared by the "urbans". The battle for the public land 

access is seen in this view as a part of a wider mobilization for a different use of the two farms managed 

by public institutions, but also for a deep land policies reform in wider terms. In this view, the mobilization 

in favour of land assignments should be paralleled by a campaign activity for a new organisation of the 

Castel di Guido farm towards a social use of the land (this is actually a campaign in which some of the 

formers CRAT members are engaged in). In the words of an activist, the opportunity for such a link 

between twin battles has been lost, with priority given only to the establishment of farms in the public 

plots. 

The so-called (but not by themselves) "urbans" argued that this ideological aim is also relevant for them, 

but that they decided to challenge the mainstream "on its field". This means exploring all pathways and 

tools the system offered (advocacy and lobbying, public relations with policy makers and building sector, 

funding and grants for credit access and investments) in parallel to more radical criticism of the dominant 

state of art. In this regard focussing on the assignment of the allotments means pursuing a concrete and 

achievable result, to use as a basis for further development of the mobilization. With the words of another 

activist "even repairing a tractor engine to keep ploughing can be a political act". 

It seems that the actual difference between the two militant areas relied less on visions and ideology than 

on the attitude towards policy makers and local authorities. Some were more open to the search of a 

collaboration with the institutions, whereas others showed a more confrontational attitude. 

A last element of distinction among activists regards the centrality of the need for employment in the eyes 

of the different participants. Some of the activists considered crucial the search for a job, whereas for 

others this was as central as the fight for a social transformation. This is more a practical than an 

ideological point, as it is also related to the personal conditions of each activist: the ones who could afford 

to work for free for a certain time are more capable to keep working on the field, waiting for the business 

to develop despite problems and delays described in the previous paragraph. 

In order to draw some conclusions, it can be argued that the various components of the mobilization 

share a common political view on the social relevance of their activity. An access to land open to young 

farmers but also open to green production methods and to a social use of the land is promoted by all 

committed activists. The food sovereignty perspective is sometimes explicitly argued, as a cultural 

horizon within which the development of these initiatives is framed. Food sovereignty means, in this 

regard, the establishment of socially driven procedures for land access and of alternative (mainly organic) 

food chains whose control relies on small actors' hands.  

The frequent choice of the organic method is linked to this food sovereignty perspective. Farming 

organically means not only the adoption of an environmentally friendly and healthy practices, but also the 

possibility to establish high value added chains, better promoting food values and meanings to the 

consumers, and to create networks of ecologically and socially committed actors, also beyond the 

agricultural environment as it has been the case for the "Vertenza". This means on the one side retaining 

more control on the chain in the farmers' hands; on the other contributing to the promotion of a new 

development model based on a sustainable use of resources and pollution reduction. 
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Aims and visions with regard to food and nutrition security 

If we focus the analysis on the role that food and nutrition security plays in the mobilization and in the 

activity of the newly established farms, we find more similarities than conflicts among the various 

positions within the movement. 

There is agreement on a vision of agricultural land use in the urban area as an element for the further 

development of short chain alternatives to the industrialised mainstream ones. Food production is given a 

different centrality by different actors, as reported above, but this seems to be more an interesting 

theoretical debate than an actual point of disagreement, at least as long as it does not lead to opposite 

attitudes towards powerful players like local authorities and the building sector. 

Delivering fresh and safe quality food to urban population at affordable prices is a common aim for those 

involved in the mobilization. Multifunctionality does play a crucial role for the business, but still in the aim 

to be able to reach working-class consumers. “The poor has not only the right to food, but also the right to 

quality local food", has been stated by one of the activists (and newly established farmers). This has been 

confirmed in the workshop scenario (better described in the following chapter), when the "back to the 

countryside" scenario was discussed. In a context of urban dwellers polarisation between the rich and the 

poor, the common aim of the new farmers was to consider the latter as the consumers to address as 

customers, and potentially to engage as active stakeholders. The possibility to achieve economic 

sustainability supplying high-price food productions for well-off consumers has been deemed as a 

betrayal of the true aim of the movement. 

The new urban farmers are aware that feeding the Rome population is far beyond their capability, even if 

all the land potentially involved in future assignments would be considered. However, they consider their 

contribution to food and nutrition security relevant at least in two regards. First, in terms of availability of 

different market channels for all urban dwellers, with a significant offer detached by long industrialised 

chains. Second, in terms of possibility even for the poor or disadvantaged groups to acquire safe, 

nutritious and fresh products without being confined to the low-price and low-quality industrial food.  

 

2.2.4 The case-study through the lens of the vulnerability matrix 

 

The initiatives aiming at creating clear procedures for the access to public land and at developing a range 

of small urban and peri-urban farms have to cope with difficulties and challenges at various levels. The 

previous sections showed the variety of problems the new farmers are facing. In other words, these 

initiatives are vulnerable to a set of factors that can hamper their success and further diffusion.  

These elements can be visualised through the Vulnerability Matrix (VM) developed in the TRANSMANGO 

project WP2. We remind that the VM is an MxN matrix where M vulnerability factors are put in relation to 

N types of vulnerable areas, each of them articulated into specific vulnerable elements. That Matrix was 

designed according to the EU level analyses outcomes (media analyses, in particular), and eventually 

filled-in according to the same informative base. 

Figure 3 provides the adapted vulnerability matrix (AVM) with the same structure emerging from the WP2 

exercise, but tailored to this case-study
15

. This means that the AVM identifies the vulnerabilities to which 

the practices of access to land and urban farming in Rome are particularly exposed to. Hence, starting 

                                                      
15

 The original Matrix is in Annex, but also available on the transmango.eu website and retrievable at: 
http://bit.ly/291XNBZ 
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from the original VM, we "confirmed" the vulnerable elements (hot spots) pertinent to the case-study, 

while those inapplicable to or not emerging in the case study were removed for sake of clarity.  

In addition, the AVM also presents some additional hotspots marked in red, which represent specific 

vulnerabilities emerging in consideration of the context peculiarities. These hotspots had not been shown 

in the EU-level VM as they were not deemed strong or relevant enough to be displayed at that general 

level of assessment. Access to land and livelihood of peri-urban farmers are in fact subject to additional 

stressors than those emerging at broader European level. The red hot spots thus identify integrative 

categories exposed to factors that can operate in a context of local agriculture and short value chains 

around Rome, threatening the practices highlighted by the case study and ultimately having a potential 

FNS effect at local level. 

The informative base is in this case provided by the desk analysis, the interviews with the stakeholders 

and the outcomes of the two scenario workshops. 

TABLE 3 THE VULNERABILITY MATRIX APPLIED TO THE CASE-STUDY 

 

 

As we can see, the initiatives seem to be exposed to a wide range of factors. 11 out of the 16 factors 

highlighted in the EU VM are relevant for the two processes described by the case study (access to land 

and urban farming), while 5 are not deemed relevant and are faded in pale grey in the AVM. 

The ecological factors are generally relevant for the farmers and obviously exercise their influence in the 

arable urban and peri-urban land as well as in other more rural contexts. Since the majority of these 

Factors Vulnerable Social groups Territories Food needs and preferencies Sectors/Supply chains Food systems

Soil fertility degradation F A F

Plant and animal diseases F A F

Extreme weather events F A O-LA FV F

Water shortages F A FV-MD F

Increasing pollutants spread F A O-LA FV F

Unsuitable technologies adoption

Impoverishment P-E-CA-M-F A-S F-C

Prices levels and volatility P-F-M-E A-S FV-MD F-P-D-C-G

Power/market concentration F A-S O-LA FV-MD G-F

Unhealthy food commercials

Geopolitical tensions

Weakening of political action F A-S LA FV-MD F-G

Unfair/reduced agricultural 

support
F A-S O-LA MD-FV G-F

Social welfare cuts E-M-P-CA-F S C-G-F

Accidental food contamination

Food frauds

LEGEND

ENVIRONMENTAL
CHILDREN ADOLESCENTS CA AGRICULTURAL AREAS A SPECIAL DIETARY NEEDS SD GRAINS and TUBERS GT IMPORT I

TECHNOLOGICAL
ELDERS E MOUNTAINOUS AND REMOTE AREAS MRLOCAL/ARTISANAL CHAINS LA MEAT M FARMING F

SOCIO-ECONOMIC
POOR P SUBURBS S ORGANIC O MILK&DAIRY MD PROCESSING P

POLICY
MIGRANTS M ISLANDS I AGROINDUSTRIAL PRODUCTS  APFISH F DISTRIBUTION D

OTHER
FARMERS F DESERTIFICATION-PRONE AREAS D VEGAN-VEGETARIAN V VEGETABLE OIL VO CONSUMPTION C

RELIGIOUS RESTRICTIONS RR FRUITS&VEG FV GOVERNANCE G
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initiatives are adopting (or intend to) organic methods and aim at relying upon artisanal localised short 

chains, they are particularly vulnerable to extreme weather events and pollutants also in this regard. 

Economic factors are again relevant for the urban farming component of the case study, in this case more 

on the demand side. Impoverishment and high prices may push consumers towards low-cost industrial 

food, hence weakening the potentially strong demand for quality local food produced by the new farmers. 

Urban suburbs, where many new farms are located and where local communities could represent an 

important (yet not exhaustive) clientele, could be particularly exposed to these factors. 

The two groups of factors discussed above (environmental and economic) may particularly affect the 

farming practice and the farms business. In other words: on what happens after the land assignments. On 

the contrary, the political and institutional factors potentially influence the issue of access to land itself.  

The research highlighted the problems and difficulties the young farmers had to address in order to be at 

least listened by the local authorities and policy makers. These problems were actually the reasons 

behind the mobilization. These factors are more than just potential reasons for vulnerability: they are 

already present as element of weakness. The processes which should guarantee a fair and effective land 

access and viable pathways for agricultural land valorisation are troubled, exposed to unstable political 

will and to the constraints due to public budget reduction. 

Hence, these factors impact on both the procedures for land access and the support public authorities 

could give to the newly established farms.   

 

2.2.5 Perspectives and future scenarios  

 

As mentioned, an important step in the research process has been represented by the two scenario 

workshops held in Rome on February 16
th
 and on April 1

st
 2016. This step (not formally required in this 

case-study) has been deemed a fruitful exercises bringing additional elements to the study, while at the 

same time supporting the activity of individuals and organizations that are involved in the actual 

processes on the field. A "light" version of the Transmango common methodology has been developed 

and applied in collaboration with the Oxford team. 

This methodology has been tailored on interests, capabilities and availabilities of the invited stakeholders. 

It has been based on two single-day workshops mainly aimed at developing a tailored scenario, at 

encouraging knowledge and ideas sharing among stakeholders, and at coordinating them towards the 

development of consistent and wide-ranging possible development paths.  

It must be noticed that only two future scenarios out of the four suggested have been submitted to the 

participants and used as a base for the tailoring and planning exercises. This choice was due to the 

limited number of participants, but also to the researchers' opinion that not all the four scenarios 

suggested relevant and pertinent differences with regard to the issue of land access and urban farming in 

Rome.  The two scenarios, considered the more functional for the issue at stake in the case study were: 

“Fed-up Europe” (reworded in Italian as “In Europa si alimenta la sfiducia”) and “The price of health” (“Il 

prezzo della salute”) 

The workshops have played a central role in the case-study development for three main reasons. 

 They provided the opportunity for various stakeholders (farmers, professionals and technical 

advisors, academic experts, local administration representatives) to dialogue on themes that 

were detached from the everyday issues and controversies. This is particularly relevant given 

the diversity of positions that in some cases the participants were representing. 
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 They guided stakeholders to think in terms of future opportunities and threats, with focus on 

potential actions likely to be undertaken thanks to cooperation and synergies among actors. 

 They represented moments of "action research", in which researchers have actively supported 

(even if within the limits of their facilitators' role) the stakeholders’ strategic thinking and action 

planning. 

With regard to these three points, some reflections on the process itself can be made. The participation 

was quite active by all people attending the workshops. However, it was more focused on short-term and 

concrete issues than on debating about future scenarios and uncertain futures. This is true not only for 

the two suggested scenarios but also with regard to the ideal vision. The vision, despite projected to 

2030, looked rather rooted in shorter-term opportunities and challenges, as if the participants wanted to 

remain substantially ‘down-to-earth’, avoiding too illusory scenarios, and focussing on more immediate 

possibilities. This made the vision more concrete, yet less visionary and useful in perspective when more 

courageous planning is desired. 

With regard to the two "plausible" scenarios, a certain dissatisfaction was expressed by a number of 

participants who found them quite unrealistic with respect to their plausibility and consistency. All 

attendees anyway accepted to play under those criteria and showed a good inclination vis-à-vis the 

workshop simulation, acting as if they had to cope with the given scenarios elements. 

Quite interestingly, the two adopted scenarios, well distinct in their overall EU-level description, were 

adapted to the case-study (by two different sub-groups) in a manner conducive to a certain convergence, 

at least with regard to the issues potentially influencing opportunities and risks for the initiatives. The 

discussion lead both groups to "translate" those two scenarios into two quite pessimistic narratives 

representing the fears, more than the hopes, of the participants.  

This can be seen for example with regard to three aspects: pressure on peri-urban land, evolution of 

urban food consumption patterns, civic engagement ad social activism.  

 The dominance of agro-food industry on the one side, and the return to the countryside as a reaction 

to the decline of urban life, were similarly leading to more pressure on the agro romano, with higher 

prices and more difficult land access for peri-urban farmer.  

 A  polarisation between rich and poor urban dwellers, with low food quality for the poor was described 

for both the scenarios; exceptions were represented by those poor living in the "enclaves" of social 

resistance for the first scenario, and by the self-subsistence based rural households in "The price of 

health". 

 Civic engagement and trust in collective action was deemed weak, because of social rights reduction 

and power concentration for "Fed-up Europe", and as a result of the spreading of population into 

inward-looking rural households in "The price of health". 

 

As a result the strategic plans (though not fully developed in the second workshop due to a limited 

participation) did not diverge significantly, being both based on the strengthening of the initiatives through 

improved governance and the establishment of technical networks for information and resources 

exchange on one side, and on the cultural activism to promote an alternative sustainable way of life on 

the other.  

Some final reflections can be made with regard to the role of the workshops as elements of research 

action, or at least as events capable to influence positively the initiatives object of the study. 

It is worth underlying that the workshops were quite reflexive and did not boost further action, per se. 

However, a clear expectation on positive spill over effects fed some of the participants since the 
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beginning of the first workshop. An EU-funded research project, aimed to fix food vulnerability at 

European level, inevitably grants a moral acceptability of any ‘legitimate’ by-product. This was the spirit 

animating participation and it is likely that the Transmango findings, with particular reference to the local 

case study report on access to land in the Metropolitan area of Rome, will be mentioned, delivered and 

valued once the mobilization will be resumed vis-à-vis local authorities. Similarly, the scenario workshop 

methodology and the tools discussed during the meetings represent promising learning opportunities for 

actors. 

The credibility of an authoritative EU research project and consortium may in fact realistically influence 

decision making, providing a scientific status to the reasons backing a grassroots and militant 

mobilization. Actors can thus gain some legitimacy if backed by research. 

Vice-versa, the case study largely benefitted from the dialogue with key actors and stakeholders. The 

connections between access to land and FNS clearly emerged during interviews and scenario 

discussions, as inter-scalar relations highlighted how clear and democratic procedures for access to 

productive resources are key to ensuring access to food at any territorial and social scale. In the words of 

an activist, it is difficult to talk about access to food without referring to the access to the resources used 

to produce food, land and local land in the first place. The experiences showed that multiple FNS 

dimensions can be addressed by recovering attention to food and to the places where it is generated 

(including those non-places such as urban outskirts): social mobilisations proved to be very effective in 

this respect, dynamising socio-cultural behaviours and interests, further to enact renewed value chains. 

 

2.3. Summary and Reflection on Transformative Capacity 

2.3.1 Short summary of strong and weak points 

These initiatives represent interesting examples of social engagement and civic participation that proved 

to be to a certain extent successful in Rome and may be an example for other contexts. Some strong 

points and good practices are recorded: 

 in times of economic crisis and high youth unemployment rates, urban agriculture becomes attractive 

as a way to generate income while also engaging in an interesting and emotional activity; 

 bottom-up mobilizations for land access can be effective when stakeholders from different fields of 

interest (agriculture, organic farming, environment, urban planning, trade-unionism) are gathered in a 

common endeavour. A document (like the Vertenza") can act as a catalyst to gather actors and to gain 

media attention; 

 the use of green urban areas for agricultural purposes has the potential to enhance food and nutrition 

security through food chains diversification and the possibility to raise citizens' interest towards the 

access to healthy and nutritious local food; 

 the multifunctional character of urban agriculture (Zasada  2011) is confirmed by the activists' agenda 

and reflected in the policy planning as translated into the tender's selection criteria; 

 broadly speaking, the case study actors show a high social commitment and they mobilise around 

topics that go beyond selfish objectives. 

 

At the same time some critical points emerged in relation to risks and obstacles this kind of initiatives 

have to face. In particular: 
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 the presence of different positions and visions among activists who are supposed to share the same 

objectives. These differences are interesting per se, but also represent weakening elements for the 

mobilization; 

 the assignment of the allotments of land, a success in itself, should be only the first step of an ongoing 

process of policy support to young farmers, but weak political will, budget cuts and political instability 

hamper these developments; 

 a need arises for a coordination at Municipal level for all issues related to urban agriculture, food 

policy, land planning and social welfare. These fields are currently covered by different offices 

inefficiently communicating with each other.     

 

2.3.2 Assemblage approach and transformative capacity 

These case study initiatives can be described through the categories of the assemblage theory (deLanda 

2006). We remind that the assemblage approach recognises that in reality complexity is not organised as 

a coherent "system": different processes are going on at once in an often uncoordinated manner. 

Moreover, they sometimes compete with each other for resources and spaces. At the same time, a 

process (an initiative, a project) can use existing resources and spaces derived from previous processes) 

and re-engage them towards different objectives.  

This approach is particularly capable to grasp some key aspects of the case-study. It is important to 

remind that the peripheries, the outskirts and the surrounding countryside of a city like Rome are all far 

from being "natural". Buildings, transport infrastructures, objects and spaces designed for ancient uses 

and no longer efficient, used for different purposes or simply abandoned populate this large areas. They 

characterise spaces where communities with different backgrounds, capabilities and aims coexist. 

Initiatives born with different purposes (community strengthening, social care, small private business, 

etc.) can in this context either conflict or create synergies with each other. Any social project has to face 

with this pre-condition, which provides opportunities but also limits for the design of an appropriate 

pathway.  

Most of the business practices developed by new farmers are based on a re-utilisation of (peri)urban 

spaces and manufacts already present in the area that were not necessarily created for farming (or for 

current sustainable farming models), but that can be recovered and re-engaged to pursue multifunctional 

agricultural purposes. In other words, they are based on a re-assemblage of spaces, structures, 

functions. 

The expected re-utilisation of existing buildings is exemplary in this sense. Using an ancient building 

(sometimes a rural estate of a rich family) as a depository for machineries, but also as a place for a 

selling point, a kindergarten or a restaurant is a clear example of re-assemblage. Multifunctional 

agriculture is often built upon these strategies, and in the Roman outskirts this is even more factual. 

A socio-professional re-assemblage also occurs. Many newcomers in farming around Rome do not have 

an agricultural background, neither within the family nor in terms of studies, also due to employment 

blockages. They reinvent their careers and their social status as farmers, sometimes having to attend 

training courses to acquire basic skills. Intellectuals or advanced scholarised people (two interviewed 

farmers have an Anthropology degree title and used that competence and quotes during the interviews) 

proudly claimed the new farmer -or even peasant- identity. 

The mobilization also re-articulated social groups and constituencies, merging old-time farmers and city 

dwellers struggling for land. As already said, the Rome outskirts are neither city nor rural areas. They are 

home of the masses in anonymous buildings and of wealthy families in villas. The two hardly positively 
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interact, but peri-urban agriculture fatally provides a sort of trait d’union, through food, as short circuits 

actually feed families across classes in Rome. Similarly, the access to land mobilization was enacted by 

an inter-classist (mainly leftish) group.  

Assessing the transformational potential of a group of initiatives also entails understanding for how long, 

and overcoming which changes, these initiatives can last and possibly develop. In our case, this means 

reflecting on what happens in the transition from the civic mobilization to the actual startup of the farm. 

The possibility to resume a coordinated mobilization after the land assignments to some of the most 

committed activists is a matter of debate.  

For some activists, the momentum is considered lost once the first assignments were granted, as the 

assignations demanded energies and turned the priority on farm management (in difficult conditions). In 

this perspective, the social use of land has to materialize through a permanent political action, for 

instance on public farms having a symbolic status, granting their better use and functioning. For others, 

the mobilization changes its nature, but without denying its overall goals. In this view even practical work 

(as cleaning the land, restoring the existing infrastructures or even repairing the tractor) is part of a 

pedagogic activity and political struggle (“we use public land and produce public goods, showing that it 

can be remunerative while keeping those lands under the public domain”).  

In this regard, these initiatives (the mobilizations, but also the small farms) can be regarded as niches (in 

the transition jargon) but also - using a Gramscian terminology - as "casematte" (bunkers/outposts). They 

can have both a defensive role (niches where novelties can develop partially protected from the powerful 

mainstream forces) and a pro-active transformative role, when they establish a sort of neuronal network, 

connecting each other and with other similar initiatives.  

These bunker/outposts are also in condition to organise citizen-oriented educational activities where food 

can play an aggregating role. This view relies on the assumption that change can be achieved from the 

bottom and at local level: once you succeed and show that alternatives are viable, the model can be 

exportable, as one interviewed activist argued. 
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3. SYNTHESYS OF FINDINGS 

Rome is characterised by the coexistence of built and green areas, not only in the city outskirts, but even 

closer to the city centre. Public green areas are used for various purposes, but more often tend to be 

abandoned or used for informal, sometimes illegal, uses. In the peri-urban areas spaces suitable for 

agriculture have often to compete with other destinations for which a strong economic and/or social 

pressure exists (housing, transport infrastructures), usually exercised by the powerful building sector. 

However, this complex and contradictory urbanization process leaves wide non-built spaces ‘unutilised’, 

providing a great potential for the use of these public assets in the perspective of a more effective 

(agricultural) land management. This leads to food system diversification and, not least, to job 

opportunities creation for young unemployed people. 

In the last years, various grassroots initiatives have been promoted to grant young would-be farmers an 

easier access to those unutilized or badly used portions of land, and to give them the opportunity to 

develop a professional farming activity. Among them the Coordination for access to land - CRAT, a 

network set up by a group of young (existing and would-be) farmers and gathering various organizations 

and potential beneficiaries), was particularly active in organizing a mobilization based on flash-mobs, 

symbolic occupations of abandoned areas, meetings, educational seminars and participation to 

conferences. Important results have been achieved in 2014, with the publication of two tenders for the 

use of public land: one promoted by the Regional Agency for Agricultural Development and Innovation 

(ARSIAL), the other directly by Rome Municipality. 

Overall, 10 individual young farmers and cooperatives set up new farms, based on these assignments. 

These new farmers are developing their initiatives, but they are also facing problems due to the poor state 

soil conditions and to the impossibility to use some rural buildings, as foreseen in the assignment 

contract, due to delays in the refurbishment. Besides, the new more restrictive regulation on credit makes 

more difficult for young farmers with an entrepreneurial idea but without adequate guarantees to get 

access to credit. 

The research has been focused on two interrelated aspects of the access to land issue: the mobilisation 

aiming at creating opportunities and clear procedures for the access to public land by young farmers, and 

the analysis of the potential contribution that urban farming developed in the new allotments can give to 

enhance FNS. 

The work has been conducted through various methodological tools. In particular, after a desk analysis 

and some interviews with key stakeholders aimed at a general description of the case study, a scenario 

workshop has been carried out. The workshop played a central role in the case-study development as it 

provided the opportunity for stakeholders (farmers, professionals and technical advisors, academic 

experts, local administration representatives) to dialogue on themes detached from the everyday issues 

and controversies, to focus on future opportunities and threats and on future actions to be undertaken 

through cooperation among actors. 

Another interesting methodological tool was represented by the Vulnerability Matrix developed in WP2. 

The use of the matrix (N vulnerability factors x M vulnerability areas) was twofold. Firstly, it has been 

applied to identify the vulnerabilities specific to the case study initiatives. Secondly, it has been re-

designed to identify the initiatives’ potential capacity to mitigate those vulnerabilities. 

The main research findings can be summarised with regard to three key issues: the presence of 

converging and conflicting visions among activists and stakeholders; the identification of strong points 

and weaknesses in the mobilisation; the transformational potential of these practices (with regard to both 

mobilisations and actual farming) towards a more food secure food system. 

Some diverging visions emerged in particular around the role new farmers should play in relation to a 

broader social transformation. Some would-be/new farmers regard themselves as actors of a wide social 

change, which is expected to occur also through a new relation between urban spaces, communities 
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activism, food production and consumption. The idea is to promote a public reflection on FNS issues and 

food production control, based on the belief that food access cannot be improved without addressing the 

issue of the control over the resources used to produce that food, land in primis. Food production and 

food access are hence at the core of this vision. In this view, the assignments themselves should not be 

regarded as ultimate achievements, as they were just steps of a deeper socio-political change.  

Tactical divergences emerge, within a broader consensus on ultimate goals, such as the idea of 

challenging the mainstream "on its field". This means exploring all pathways and tools the system offers 

(advocacy and public relations with policy makers and building sector, funding and grants for credit 

access) to develop viable and socially fair activities based on food production but also on a multifunctional 

use of resources. In this regard focussing on the assignment of the allotments means pursuing a concrete 

and achievable result, to use as a basis for further development of the mobilization and for a possible 

scaling out of the initiatives. 

The use of green urban areas for multifunctional (yet food-centred) agricultural purposes has the potential 

to enhance food and nutrition security through food chains diversification and the possibility to raise 

citizens' interest towards the access to healthy and nutritious local food. Bottom-up mobilizations for land 

access are a crucial element of this development pathway, as local authorities' interest and will need 

often to be triggered by civil society initiatives, particularly if gathering different constituencies and 

stakeholders in a common endeavour. 

There is an interesting transformational potential for these initiatives. It is more a potential than an actual 

capacity, as the scale of the initiatives is still limited: the assigned allotments are small in number and 

size, and the farming activity is still in an initial phase. In particular, two policy-related critical points 

emerged from the analysis. 

 the allotments assignment should be only the first step of a process of policy support to young 

farmers. Local authorities should help would-be farmers to deal with the bureaucratic burden, to have 

access to credit, to operationalise the given support; 

 a need arises for a closer administrative coordination at the Municipal level for all issues related to 

urban agriculture, food policy, land planning, social welfare. 

Despite these problems, a transformational potential is clearly visible, in particular if we consider the two 

parallel processes of scaling-out (replication of the initiatives, both in the Roman context and elsewhere) 

and scaling-deep (influence of these initiatives on attitudes and behaviours of the political and business 

spheres: a sort of "contamination of the mainstream".  

If a relevant share of the public land potentially available for farming would be assigned in the years to 

come, that would have an impact on the local food system in terms of distributing channels diversification, 

new food-related job opportunities, promotion of food awareness and availability of quality local food. The 

analysis conducted through the Vulnerability Matrix also highlighted the potential of land access and 

urban farming in terms of mitigation of some socio-economic vulnerability factors, and increased system 

resilience vis-à-vis those factors (see Annex 4 for more details). 

In times of ongoing dominance of agro-food industry, these can be seen as niche initiatives. However, 

these niches can be regarded as outposts of a new way to approaching food production and consumption 

that could develop in the future towards a more diversified and resilient urban food system, or even 

towards a more radical social change in the relation between communities, territory and food.   

Whether these transformations will be achieved will depend on the capability to cope with the criticalities 

and vulnerabilities highlighted above, and by the wider social transformation of the territorial context in 

which land access procedures and urban farming are embedded. 
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ANNEXES 

Annex 1. Figure 2 Map of use of land in Rome (Source: Rome municipality) 
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Annex 2. Table 4. Vulnerability Matrix developed in WP2 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Factors Vulnerable Social groups Territories Food needs and preferencies Sectors/Supply chains Food systems

Soil fertility degradation F A-D GT-VO F

Plant and animal diseases F A GT-M-FV-MD-VO-F F-I-C

Extreme weather events F A-MR-I-D GT-FV-VO F

Water shortages F A-I-D FV-MD F

Increasing pollutants spread F A FV F-P-C

Unsuitable technologies adoption A-D LA-O-AP-SD G-FV-M-VO-F F-P-C

Impoverishment P-E-CA-M-F MR-S SD M-F F-C

Prices levels and volatility P-F-M-E A-S SD GT-VO-M-MD F-P-D-C-G

Power/market concentration F O-SD GT-M-VO-F-MD I-P-D-G-F

Unhealthy food commercials CA-E-P FV-F C

Geopolitical tensions GT-VO I-G

Weakening of political action A-M-S G

Unfair/reduced agricultural support F A-MR O-LA-AP GT-VO-M-MD-F-FV G-F

Social welfare cuts E-M-P-CA S-MR-I SD C-G

Accidental food contamination SD-LA-AP-O GT-FV-M-MD P-D-C-I

Food frauds O-V-SD-AP-RR FV-M-MD-VO P-D-C-I

LEGEND

ENVIRONMENTAL
CHILDREN ADOLESCENTS CA AGRICULTURAL AREAS A SPECIAL DIETARY NEEDS SD GRAINS and TUBERS GT IMPORT I

TECHNOLOGICAL
ELDERS E MOUNTAINOUS AND REMOTE AREAS MRLOCAL/ARTISANAL CHAINS LA MEAT M FARMING F

SOCIO-ECONOMIC
POOR P SUBURBS S ORGANIC O MILK&DAIRY MD PROCESSING P

POLICY
MIGRANTS M ISLANDS I AGROINDUSTRIAL PRODUCTS  APFISH F DISTRIBUTION D

OTHER
FARMERS F DESERTIFICATION-PRONE AREAS D VEGAN-VEGETARIAN V VEGETABLE OIL VO CONSUMPTION C

RELIGIOUS RESTRICTIONS RR FRUITS&VEG FV GOVERNANCE G
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Annex 3:  Transformational capacity: further elements of analysis  

 

1. Four possible scaling pathways 

Any metropolitan area establishes a complex range of inward and outward flows to meet its (citizens') 

needs. In times of economic crises and uncertainties this "urban metabolism" is more and more often 

connected, at least in the aims of many municipalities and civil society actors, with the areas immediately 

surrounding the city, and in particular with the natural and the agricultural peri-urban systems (Di Iacovo 

2011).  

The case study reveals that the agricultural areas in the outskirts of Rome can play a decisive role in 

strengthening those connections and have the potential to give a significant contribution to FNS for 

Roman dwellers. In more general terms, the presence of urban agriculture conducted with green 

production methods and relying upon short food chains has the potential to meet the increasing demand 

expressed by urban citizens for direct and traceable access to fresh food. Suitable channels have been 

created to grant consumers an easily accessible natural environment, with also the opportunity to 

establish new extra-market social relations (di Iacovo, 2011). Through these practices, the urban and the 

rural spaces tend to overlap, and the traditional industry-shaped distinction between the spaces and the 

moments of food production and consumption becomes meaningless. The borders between the city and 

the countryside become dynamic and shaped by the consumers' behaviors (Caravaggi 2011). 

What emerges from the case-study is the possibility to exploit the potential an urban context has for food 

production and multifunctional agriculture development towards a perspective of "multifunctional FNS". In 

other words, a contribution to FNS can certainly be offered by these small scale initiatives, as long as 

they strengthen their position through the activation of a range of services and synergies, while in parallel 

consumers food preferences move towards new concept of food and lifestyle quality.  

It is important to notice that the expected achievement of a situation of economic viability through these 

processes is not seen by the activists as a success per se, but as a condition for the development of a 

range of activities and initiatives aiming at a social transformation.  

Actually, the initiatives described in the case study seem to have a relevant transformational potential whit 

regard to the development of a new attitude of urban citizens towards food consumption and FNS, in 

particular if the core values of the initiatives are considered as levers of a transition process. In this 

perspective land access and urban farming can be associated to several similar processes that in the last 

decades influenced the development of the food systems, such as the development of the organic sector, 

the concept of agroecology and the concept of local food systems. 

This potential requires some conditions for a fruitful exploitation, ranging from the commitment and 

capabilities of the activists to the attitude shown by local authorities and policy makers. At the same time, 

weaknesses and risks clearly emerged, as well as room for conflicts, as summarized on paragraph 2.3.1. 

These elements can be analyzed looking at the various ways in which a small scale initiative can have a 

wider societal transformation potential in terms of FNS. Using the jargon and the approaches of the 

transition theory, we will analyze how and to what extent these niches and initiatives can influence 

dominant food regimes.  

A wider transformational potential can be hardly seen in the size increase of the small farms originating 

from the land assignments. The dimensional growth of newly established farms is hampered by their 

nature of small-scale proximity-based initiatives, and the activists themselves aim at a future with a larger 

number of small farms instead of larger farms. Other pathways have hence to be considered. 
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We identified four possible pathways, described by the existing categories of "scaling-up", "scaling-out", 

and "scaling deep", to which we add the concept of "scaling for". For the definitions of the first three 

concepts we rely upon Moore et al. (2015) who distinguish between: 

 Scale up: Impacting laws and policy through institutional change. 

 Scale out: Impacting greater numbers through replication and dissemination. 

 Scale deep: Impacting cultural roots through changes in relationships, cultural values and beliefs. 

1. The scaling up.  

Both the stages of the case study, the CRAT mobilisation and the establishment of the new farms, are 

characterised by a continuous yet troubled interaction with local policy makers, and administrators. 

The mobilisation proved to be successful on raising authorities' interest for land access and on 

shaping the subsequent policy acts. The two tenders are exemplary in this sense, as their selection 

criteria have been designed also according to the dialogue the issuing agencies had with the activists.  

The same can be said with regard to the pressure the new farms are putting on local authorities to 

convince them that the assignment is nothing but the first step of a longer process of interaction 

between farmers and public sector. It is too early to speak about "institutional change" triggered by 

these initiatives, but a certain impact has already been witnessed and future developments are 

possible. 

2. The scaling out.  

The existence of radical experiences that are often seen as promising examples and niches is 

indirectly supporting the development of further similar experiences in other contexts. Referring to the 

case study, the fact that Rome municipality developed tenders to give public land to young farmers is -

and can be- used by many other activists in other cities to push their institutions to develop similar 

tenders.  

This is also strengthened, in the case at stake, by two specific factors: the importance of what 

happens in Rome as an example for other areas, even thanks to the media coverage and its symbolic 

profile, and the specific relational skills of some of the main activists in the mobilization. This type of 

transformative capacity is one of the strongest in the type of experiences we are talking about and it is 

the one that goes more in the FNS direction. 

3. The scaling deep.  

The CRAT initiatives received a certain attention by the local media, and many people got in touch 

with the flash mobs, the murales and the other public initiatives organised by the network. Media 

coverage made these initiatives a debated example of civic engagement, capability to trigger a 

dialogue with the political institutions, and attention to the relation between urban spaces, food 

production and youth unemployment. 

Besides, the existence itself of urban farms created by young people, inspired by active citizenship 

values and willing to promote debates on FNS and land use, can be a source of collective reflection on 

these issues, contributing to a change in attitudes and perceptions about food among urban dwellers. 

4. The “scaling for”.  

This is not a pathway for a colonisation of the mainstream. Rather, it is the opposite. This idea is 

based on the concept of –washing. The existence of niche experiences developing novelties for FNS 

can be inspirational for large players of the food systems that need to “wash” their image on the 

market. This process might bring innovative ideas in the mainstream. However if the coherence of 
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pioneer experiences and their core values are not considered, the transformative capacity in term of 

FNS will be really low or even counterproductive. A different more fraudulent risk is related to "false" 

actors profiting of some trends and opportunities linked to the success of these niches. An example is 

given by nation-wide tenders where young farmers are actually dummies for other hidden players 

willing to acquire land at low prices. 

The consideration of this fourth additional "tricky" pathway is useful to become aware of the distinction 

between a truly transformational and a transformist-timeserver attitude. 

The case study enabled to observe specific conflicts, such as those around the food system model and 

rationale, land use and land function (e.g. food production Vs services, urban activities Vs agricultural 

activities), land ownership and legitimacy of its use. Those conflicts do not always trigger an explicit 

mediation by institutions, which tend to limit their interventions when social welfare is at stake, not 

necessarily in a timely and adequate manner. The case study shows how the tender requirements to 

assign lands were the main tool for the Rome municipality to influence the future use of public lands. The 

transformative potential of the case study experience is strongly based on the capacity to attract the 

attention of public institutions and to call for their commitment in the direction of FNS.  

Barbier and Elzen (2012) see the transition towards sustainability as a process that can follow two 

different approaches: the one of system optimization or the one of system innovation. Both processes are 

needed to change a complex reality. However, it should be made clear if the transformative capacity is 

contributing to one or another approach. If we look at transition towards FNS with the same perspective, 

we could say that the convergence and mutual reinforcement of scaling-up, scaling out and scaling deep 

processes may lead to radical changes in the mainstream systems that can lead to system innovation.  

 

2. Niches, outposts, networks 

Assessing the transformational potential of a group of initiatives also entails understanding for how long, 

and overcoming which changes, these initiatives can last and possibly develop. In our case, this means 

reflecting on what happens in the transition from the civic mobilization to the actual startup of the farm. 

The possibility to resume a coordinated mobilization after the land assignments to some of the most 

committed activists is a matter of debate. For some activists, the momentum is considered lost once the 

first assignments were granted, as the assignations demanded energies and turned the priority on farm 

management (in difficult conditions). In this perspective, the social use of land has to materialize through 

a permanent political action, for instance on public farms having a symbolic status, granting their better 

use and functioning. For others, the mobilization changes its nature, but without denying its overall goals.  

In this regard, during the scenario workshops these initiatives where debated in terms of "casematte" 

(bunkers/outposts), using a Gramscian jargon. They can have both a defensive role (niches where 

novelties can be developed partially protected from the powerful mainstream forces) and a pro-active 

transformative role, when they establish a sort of neuronal network, connecting each other and with other 

similar initiatives. For example, a crucial role can be attributed to alliances with non-farming 

constituencies (neighboring dwellers, pupils’ families and moms, local administrators), going beyond 

theoretic and ideological visions. Once the social function of land is re-established, addressing those 

citizens who have pragmatic approaches to their daily matters might even reduce the potential for 

conflicts. Food, again, has a strong potential in bridging interests and constituencies and may represent 

the engagement angle for a reconsidered role of farming land, too.  

These bunker/outposts are also in condition to organise citizen-oriented educational activities where food 

can play an aggregating role, (reference can be made to the "scaling deep" pathway).  
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For these niches to function and expand, they need various enabling conditions, such as policy 

interlocution, social living labs, concretization, as it is argued that a more transformative condition is 

necessary, driving to a substantial change in the development model and political approaches. In this 

respect, the food and farming ambit provides a good potential, being more than just an economic sector: 

the mainstream is in fact already exploring new routes and undergoing a change, even though still 

functional to safeguard prevalent interests. For this reason, interviewed farmers deemed necessary to 

upscale the ambitions and broader areas of consensus surrounded more far-reaching political proposals, 

including food sovereignty, social housing, smallholders & markets and other aspects not narrowly framed 

within purely land issues. 

Finally, as indicated by the scenario workshop participants, both governance and technical networks are 

of utmost importance. Governance ultimately implies politics and both may be influenced by activism and 

mobilizations; dialogue and lobby are similarly considered relevant and necessary to achieve results. Past 

experiences, in this respect, are overall not so frustrating and provide useful insights on how to achieve 

more.  Networks are also far-reaching, particularly if based on solidarity and sharing principles on 

concrete aspects (e.g. exchange of farming machineries, labor and services, or even cooperation in 

marketing), further to the political sphere. 
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Annex 4:  Fixing vulnerabilities: the FNS potential in the light of the vulnerability matrix 

 

The transformation potential of the initiatives described in the present case study can also be analysed 

with regard to their capability to reduce the food system vulnerabilities to the factors identified in WP2. 

This analysis is in strict coherence with the overall project development, as the case studies have been 

selected for their capability - at least potential - to address those vulnerabilities, thus contributing to a 

more stable and resilient FNS. 

Hence, we revised the Vulnerability Matrix with a different aim vis-à-vis the procedure we followed in 

section 2.4. In that case, we analysed the factors to which land access initiatives were vulnerable to, 

through an adaptation of the original matrix to this case study. Differently, we now look at the potential 

impacts these initiatives may have in terms of food system vulnerability alleviation. In other words, we 

start from the original matrix developed in WP2
16

 and we identify those vulnerability areas for which land 

access in a peri-urban context may have a positive impact. The potential constructive case study 

contribution is defined in terms of either factor's harmful effects mitigation or increased hotspots resilience 

to individual factors. Capacity to serve both mitigation and resilience dynamics is also taken into 

consideration. These effects are graphically distinguished in the Vulnerability Matrix representation given 

in Table A1. 

Before analysing the areas where the access to land case study may play a beneficial role on FNS, two 

preliminary considerations are made. 

Firstly, it must be underlined that the matrix is filled-in with regard to the potential effects of a widespread, 

clear and transparent access to land, and to the successful establishment of a system of urban farms in 

the public land in and around Rome. In other words, the vulnerability reduction effects here described are 

likely to materialise when a significant share of urban public land is made accessible and used for 

farming.  

Secondly, following the rationale of the original VM, the vulnerability hotspots (i.e. the initials in the cells 

referring to specific vulnerability areas described in the colunm) represent subjects benefitting from the 

practice under scrutiny.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                      
16

 The Vulnerability Matrix is presented in Annex 2 and and extensive description of its development and 
rationale is given in Grando et al. (2016). 
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TABLE A1. CAPABILITY OF THE CASE STUDY INITIATIVES TO ADDRESS FOOD SYSTEM VULNERABILITIES. 

 

Hotspots with coloured initials are the only ones to be activated by the case study. At a first glance, only a 

limited number of vulnerabilities are addressed by the initiatives. This is not surprising: we are dealing 

with small scale and quite specific initiatives, which can have positive and meaningful impacts only on 

some factors. Access to land in peri-urban areas is clearly not a sort of panacea capable to solve the 

wide range of potential FNS vulnerabilities existing in a complex food system such as that of a 

metropolitan area. Differently, the potential positive impacts of these initiatives are much wider (for 

example in terms of social inclusion and public spaces management) and go beyond aim and scope of 

the matrix. 

Two main clusters of "active" cells are visible, mostly in connection to the economic factors. Moreover, 

not so surprisingly, they refer to the two vulnerability areas initially considered by Transmango as main 

entry points: vulnerable people and (food) systems. This leads to two considerations.  

There seems to be a specific capacity of these initiatives to address economic factors, either mitigating 

them or increasing system resilience. This may be quite surprising, considering the social and ecological 

aims of the land activists. Two possible explanations are nevertheless possible. One the one side, we 

deal with socio-economic factors, more than strictly economic ones (impoverishment, prices, even public 

budget cuts could be considered here). On the other side, the analysis of the events (and even the direct 

activists voice) witnessed that the main mobilization justifications have a social and economic content. 

The would-be farmers want to reduce socio-economic vulnerabilities while fulfilling ecological 

sustainability, more than addressing ecological vulnerabilities as such.   

Factors Vulnerable Social groups Territories Food needs and preferencies Sectors/Supply chains Food systems

Soil fertility degradation F A-D GT-VO F

Plant and animal diseases F A GT-M-FV-MD-VO-F F-I-C

Extreme weather events F A-MR-I-D GT-FV-VO F

Water shortages F A-I-D FV-MD F

Increasing pollutants spread F A FV F-P-C

Unsuitable technologies adoption A-D LA-O-AP-SD G-FV-M-VO-F F-P-C

Impoverishment P-E-CA-M-F MR-S SD M-F F-C

Prices levels and volatility P-F-M-E A-S SD GT-VO-M-MD F-P-D-C-G

Power/market concentration F O-SD GT-M-VO-F-MD I-P-D-G-F

Unhealthy food commercials CA-E-P FV-F C

Geopolitical tensions GT-VO I-G

Weakening of political action A-M-S G

Unfair/reduced agricultural support F A-MR O-LA-AP GT-VO-M-MD-F-FV G-F

Social welfare cuts E-M-P-CA S-MR-I SD C-G

Accidental food contamination SD-LA-AP-O GT-FV-M-MD P-D-C-I

Food frauds O-V-SD-AP-RR FV-M-MD-VO P-D-C-I

LEGEND

ENVIRONMENTAL
CHILDREN ADOLESCENTS CA AGRICULTURAL AREAS A SPECIAL DIETARY NEEDS SD GRAINS and TUBERS GT IMPORT I

TECHNOLOGICAL
ELDERS E MOUNTAINOUS AND REMOTE AREAS MRLOCAL/ARTISANAL CHAINS LA MEAT M FARMING F

SOCIO-ECONOMIC
POOR P SUBURBS S ORGANIC O MILK&DAIRY MD PROCESSING P

POLICY
MIGRANTS M ISLANDS I AGROINDUSTRIAL PRODUCTS  APFISH F DISTRIBUTION D

OTHER
FARMERS F DESERTIFICATION-PRONE AREAS D VEGAN-VEGETARIAN V VEGETABLE OIL VO CONSUMPTION C

RELIGIOUS RESTRICTIONS RR FRUITS&VEG FV GOVERNANCE G

EFFECTS ON VULNERABILITIES FACTOR MITIGATION MORE RESILIENT HOTSPOT MITIGATION AND RESILIENCE
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Second, there is a connection between people’s vulnerabilities (at individual, household, and community 

levels), on one side, and systemic vulnerabilities, on the other. This reflection, already suggested in the 

WP2 VM Report (Grando et al. 2016), seems to be confirmed in this case.  

Much lighter and isolated impacts are visible with regard to the three intermediate vulnerability categories 

(territories, foods needs and preferences, sectors/supply chains). 

If we look at the specific matrix cells in more detail, some more specific contributions to the reduction of 

FNS vulnerabilities can be discussed, addressing the various vulnerability types column by column. 

Land access means a mitigation of the farmers "impoverishment" due to the business opportunities 

opened by the assignments. At the same time, farmers' capability to cope with a possible impoverishment 

improves, thanks to the assets they can rely upon to generate income which make them more resilient to 

this factor. A similar potential effect is referred to the factor "social welfare cuts", listed among the "policy" 

factors but with a clear economic implication. The practices described in the case study cannot mitigate 

the factor, but can be a source of resilience vis-à-vis the risks of increasing public welfare cuts. 

Similar considerations can be made with regard to the risks for FNS due to high price levels or volatility. 

Farmers involved in land assignments have an implicit business plan oriented to responsive local 

consumers granting purchase at given farm-gate prices or even pre-paid conditions, thus limiting 

exposure to price volatility or squeeze. 

Similarly, the possibility to rely upon a more diversified range of local food producers ‘feeding’ alternative 

circuits, mitigate the strength of the power/market concentration in the food sector. Would a large amount 

of the public land made accessible to young farmers, this mitigation effect could be noticeable even in a 

large and highly populated area like Rome, at least on some food products like fruit and vegetables or 

dairy.  

Similar considerations can be made with regard to the impact on unhealthy food commercials on 

consumers' choices. In this case, we can hardly say that land access and urban farming can mitigate the 

factor strength. However, given the pervasive presence of food commercials and standardized 

consumption habits based on low cost industrial food, the presence of a network of initiatives promoting a 

different concept of food quality can increase resilience to these forces. The new farms are usually aiming 

at delivering a range of services like picnic areas, didactical farming, direct selling (as already taking 

place in the established farms regarded as exemplary by the would-be farmers). These activities can 

increase awareness and sensitiveness towards food. This may be particularly true for groups like the poor 

and among children and adolescents, sometimes indicated as the most exposed to unhealthy food 

consumption patterns. 

If we look at the vulnerable territories, the matrix is much less populated. Most of the vulnerable areas 

identified in the VM are neither urban nor peri-urban, which are the areas where the initiatives at stake 

take place and may have an impact. Yet, a potential impact can certainly be seen in the suburbs (and in 

more general terms, in the poor city neighbourhoods). The vision inspiring the would-be farmers, even the 

more business-oriented, has a clear social focus. The physical presence of small farms scattered 

throughout the suburbs of Rome, inspired by ideas of social inclusion, fair pricing, community 

involvement, is likely to have a positive impact on the territory, and to a certain extent to make it more 

aware of FNS issues and more resilient to impoverishment. 

A contribution to FNS in terms of specific food needs and preferences is identifiable mainly with regard to 

the organic food production, which is the method chosen by most of the would-be farmers engaged in the 

mobilisation. The point is that the presence of small-scale farms based on proximity and relying upon a 

critical mass of local consumers create the conditions for the development of trust, personal engagement 

and informal information flows. These conditions make organic producers (and also those engaged in 
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small-scale artisanal processing) more capable to bypass market concentration (also with specific regard 

to the organic sector), but also to cope with agricultural support reduction. At the same time, proximity 

and personal commitments potentially reduce the possibility of frauds. Organic and artisanal food 

consumers in Rome could hence see their FNS enhanced by the diffusion of these urban farming 

initiatives. 

The nature of the initiatives here examined make the fourth column, accounting for the possible effects on 

FNS for specific sectors, not specifically relevant. We may just argue that some productions, like fish and 

grains, seem to be particularly not relevant for this case-study, whereas consumers of fruits and 

vegetables, milk and dairy, meat could be more interested in the activity of these new farmers. Yet, a 

specific contribution in terms of FNS vulnerability, which is the focus of the VM, cannot be identified. 

Finally, if we look at the vulnerabilities of the food system activities, we first notice that the potential 

impact of the case study initiatives concentrates on the farming phase. This is not a surprise, as we are 

dealing with land access for farmers and urban farming development. The attention paid by these farmers 

to green methods is likely to mitigate the strength of increasing pollutants spread. This is, by the way, the 

only identified vulnerability mitigation concerning ecological factors.  

It is worth noting that this positive potential impact goes beyond the individual farm-gates: given the social 

and ecological commitment of the new farmers, those farms can act like presidia of environmental 

sustainability for the surrounding territory (whose ecological conditions are also crucial for the individual 

farm development). The presence of illegal waste disposal sites in the outskirts of Rome is well known 

(and witnessed by some new farmers that are currently working to clean the allotments). The presence of 

new farms would enhance the social control on the use of land, acting as a barrier also to this specific 

form of pollution. 

For the reasons argued in regard to the "vulnerable social groups" column, food production vulnerability 

to impoverishment and price levels and volatility can also be reduced through the establishment of small 

farming and short chains in an urban context. Expected impacts are on both factor mitigation and 

resilience increase for the impoverishment factor, and on resilience increase with regard to price levels 

and volatility. This can have a systemic impact, beyond the farms' individual trajectories, allowing the 

"activation" of this fifth column.  

A relevant potential impact is seen on the mitigation of the factor "power-market concentration", if 

attention is paid to the land market. The mobilisation described in the case study is aimed at clear and 

transparent procedures for land access for young farmers, which entail a more democratic access to the 

land and a less concentrated ownership. As stated by an activist, food access is interlinked with the 

access to the resources used to produce it. Hence, a more secure and democratic access to food would 

be strengthened by the full success of these initiatives. 

The only vulnerability reduction beyond the farming activity is noticed with regard to consumption, whose 

resilience vis-à-vis unhealthy food commercial and junk food diffusion might improve. 

 


