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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 Sustainable Food Cities and initiatives to Access to fresh fruit and 

vegetable in the UK . This report presents the interpretations of the researchers, 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 vulnerabilities’. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

TRANSMANGO is an EU Seventh Framework Programme project on the “Assessment of the impact of 

drivers of change on Europe’s food and nutrition security”. This interdisciplinary research project focuses on 

the vulnerability and resilience of European food systems in a context of socio-economic, behavioural, 

technological, institutional and agro-ecological change and aims to enhance understanding of the new 

challenges and opportunities that the food sector will face in the future (for more information visit 

http://www.transmango.eu/index.html). As part of the project we are conducting different case studies around 

Europe that illustrate potential pathways towards delivering food security 

The purpose of this report is to provide insights into local transition pathways in the European food and 

nutrition security (FNS) landscape and will feed into the WP6 synthesis focused on the heterogeneity of FNS 

transition pathways. This report sets out to explore FNS pathways in UK with a focus on practices that aim to 

build self-reliance and practices that aim to alleviate vulnerabilities. To explore these practices we have 

chosen two diverse case-studies that combine both national relevance and innovative features: the 

sustainable food cities network and initiatives to access fresh fruit and vegetables in the city. The first case, 

the sustainable food cities network, is the ‘main’ case which includes a foresight workshop. The second case 

about access fresh fruit and vegetables in the city is a lighter ‘satellite’ case
1
. 

2. SUSTAINABLE FOOD CITIES NETWORK CASE STUDY REPORT 

2.1 Introduct ion  

Throughout the world, pioneering communities at every scale - from individual institutions through to entire 

city-regions - have recognised the key role food can play in dealing with some of today’s most pressing 

social, economic and environmental problems. From obesity and diet-related ill-health to food poverty and 

waste, climate change and biodiversity loss to declining prosperity and social dislocation, food is not only at 

the heart of some of our greatest problems, but also a vital part of the solution. Cities are emerging as new 

food policy actors around the globe, uncovering pitfalls and the potential of urban food systems, and at the 

same time reasserting their responsibility to shape a more sustainable and just foodscape (Morgan and 

Sonnino, 2010; Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 1999). Initiatives ranging from urban agriculture to food waste 

recovery, from hospital meals to restrictive planning for takeaways or from food cooperatives to community 

cookeries are mushrooming in urban settings. This new phenomenon in many cases implies developing 

urban food strategies alongside the creation of new spaces of deliberation, where civil society and local 

government meet to envision a food system that delivers good food for all (Moragues-Faus and Morgan, 

2015). 

These spaces are taking different forms. In 1982, the first Food Policy Council (FPC) was established in 

Knoxville, Tennessee (Harper et al., 2009), since then the number of food policy councils, coalitions and 

networks have escalated. This process has intensified in the last decade, at the moment accounting for 

around 200 FPC in US (Patel, 2013) and in Canada at least 64 municipalities are actively working to improve 

the food system (MacRae and Donahue, 2013), partly lead by the Toronto FPC which became an 

international reference for urban food policy-making (Blay-Palmer, 2009). Urban areas from the global South 

are also part of this phenomenon, with leading examples from Bello Horizonte where the process is highly 

supported by the state (Rocha and Lessa, 2009) and African cities such as Dar es Salam and Kampala 

which are stressing the role of urban agriculture and food planning to improve their citizens’ livelihoods 

(Morgan, 2009). In the UK, the recently created Sustainable Food Cities Network
2
 already covers 44 cities 

and there is an increasing number of initiatives blossoming around Europe (Moragues-Faus et al., 2013).  

                                                      
1
 The main case study on the sustainable food cities network was conducted by Ana Moragues Faus, the 

satellite case study was conducted by Ana Moragues-Faus, Barbora Adlerova and Tereza Hausmanova. 
2
 For more information visit http://sustainablefoodcities.org/keyissues  

http://www.transmango.eu/index.html
http://sustainablefoodcities.org/keyissues
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The Sustainable Food Cities Network (SFCN) is a unique initiative in Europe, connecting an increasing 

number of urban food strategies in the same country, the UK. The SFCN is a partnership project that brings 

together public, private and third sector organisations who believe in the power of food as a vehicle for 

driving positive change and therefore are committed to promoting sustainable food for the benefit of people 

and the planet. The SFCN aims to help people and places to share challenges, explore practical solutions 

and develop best practice in all aspects of sustainable food. The SFCN constitutes a step forward in scaling 

up and out urban food strategies in a national context, representing a pioneer and unique experience in the 

world of urban food policy.  

The network was launched in August 2013, and at the moment (June 2016) gathers 44 cities, towns, 

boroughs, counties or districts. In order to ground the concept of sustainable food, the SFCN has selected 

six key issues to guide the development of programmes in the cities: 

1. Promoting healthy and sustainable food to the public  

2. Tackling food poverty, diet-related ill health and access to affordable healthy food 

3. Building community food knowledge, skills, resources and projects 

4. Promoting a vibrant and diverse sustainable food economy 

5. Transforming catering and food procurement 

6. Reducing waste and the ecological footprint of the food system 

The key issues also structure the Sustainable Food Cities Award, designed to recognise and celebrate the 

success of those places taking a joined up, holistic approach to food and that are achieving significant 

positive change on a range of key food health and sustainability issues. The Award is open to any place - be 

it a city, town, borough, county or district - which: 

 has an established cross-sector food partnership in place; 

 is a member of the Sustainable Food Cities Network; and  

 is implementing an action plan on healthy and sustainable food.  

Each year, Sustainable Food Cities focuses on a key food issue and works to help towns and cities across 

the Network to drive significant change on that issue as part of a national campaign. The focus for 2014 is 

food procurement, using the Sustainable Fish Cities initiative as a hook. In 2015 and 2016 the focus has 

been on food poverty, which connects particularly well with food security, that is, TRANSMANGO's main 

topic. The SFCN is particularly committed to tackle food poverty in the UK supporting policy changes and 

practices at the local but also national level. In this context, and building on the work of Cardiff University with 

Food Cardiff (the local Sustainable Food City initiative) and more broadly in Wales, the Wales Food Poverty 

Alliance (WFPA) was collaboratively identified as a timely initiative to conduct the TRANSMANGO 

workshops and discuss which policies and practices need to be put in order to assure food security in Wales. 

In order to support these initiatives in thinking about and taking action toward these transitions, we focused 

on developing transition pathways and scenarios in a specific context: Wales. The overall purpose of the 

workshops was to develop concrete sets of actions that can be taken by different actors such as those 

participating in the WFPA in order to contribute to systemic transition towards sustainable and equitable food 

and nutritional security in Wales, test these actions in the context of diverse, relevant future scenarios and 

thereby develop portfolios of actions that are robust across a range of future uncertainties. The process was 

co-designed between TRANSMANGO, the SFCN, Food Cardiff and the WFPA.  The workshop report 

presents the results of this process. 

The main aim of this case study is to understand how a network of sustainable food cities -and therefore also 

city wide food partnerships and their action plans- can contribute to deliver FNS at different levels. 

Particularly, the key research questions revolve around how the SFC network, as an assemblage of diverse 

sustainable food cities, addresses UK FNS vulnerabilities. This includes analysing the FNS practices that are 

implemented in different cities and in the network as well as the evolution of discourses around FNS. We 
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build on the definition of FNS practice of WP6, where “a FNS practice refers to new routines, new patterns of 

connecting and/or reconnecting FNS resources in new ways, leading to new routines and patterns (as well 

as new social relationships). The degree to which a practice is new or innovative is contextually dependent”. 

As Hargreaves et al. (2013) describes, practices are formed, changed and potentially fossilized, as the links 

between the elements of which a practice consists can be made, maintained and/or broken. Innovative 

practices are about the making and breaking of these practices and about making different assemblages of 

practices that in the end constitute new routines, new patterns and ways of connecting. 

The reminder of the main case study report is organised as follows. First, we introduce the research 

questions and research approach by describing the operationalization of the questions, data collecting tools 

and analysis techniques. In section three, we present the research findings. These consist of a thick 

description of the Sustainable Food Cities Network, followed by an analysis of how the SFCN network 

addresses UK’s FNS vulnerabilities. For that purpose, we introduce the UK FNS vulnerabilities identified in 

the UK TRANSMANGO report and how they interact with different FNS outcomes (see Moragues-Faus et 

al., 2015). This is followed by an exploration of how different cities and the network itself relate their work to 

achieving FNS outcomes, providing specific examples to illustrate FNS practices. We conclude these results 

section by discussing the contribution to FNS in the wider context establishing connexions to the UK 

vulnerabilities identified in the UK TRANSMANGO report and reflecting on the future of the network. The 

fourth section presents some of the main results of the workshop. Finally, we summarize the case study 

highlights and reflect on the linkages between the case and the case study methodology as well as its 

transformative capacity. 

2.2 Research Questions & Methods  

The main aim of this case study is to understand how the SFCN and associated city wide food partnerships 

can contribute to deliver FNS at different levels. For that purpose we designed a case study consisting of 

different methods and interrelated data collection tools. It is important to highlight that the overall research 

approach is underpinned by an ethos of developing science with people. Consequently, the research 

process was developed with an explicit awareness of ‘being useful’ (Taylor, 2014) and also contesting 

conventional power asymmetries between researchers and the research object. This approach was 

implemented through an active participation of the researcher (Ana Moragues) in the SFCN activities as 

described below, including regular involvement in Food Cardiff meetings and activities, regular conversations 

and contact with SFCN coordinators and attendance to a number of local, regional and national events. This 

research approach has allowed the researcher to access relevant information, have fruitful interviews and 

conversations, organise highly attended workshops and ultimately pave the way for a higher impact of this 

piece of work. 

In terms of methods, a first round of data collection consisted of selecting and analysing secondary data-

sources at the network level. These sources included the SFCN website, the newsletter, award applications 

of different cities, webinars and internal (and confidential) documents and reports of the SFC Network 

including evaluations. This step was instrumental to understand the functioning of the network, refine the 

research questions and design the semi-structured interviews with the three SFCN coordinating 

organisations: the Soil Association, Food Matters and Sustain. The three people initiating and coordinating 

the SFCN in these organisations were interviewed face to face or on the phone, although in the three cases 

the researcher had already met face to face and discussed informally with the interviewees different aspects 

of the network. Following the WP6 guidelines, these interviews revolved around four main areas as 

highlighted below: 

 Origins and Evolution of the network:  

o Who are the principle initiators of these initiatives (Urban Food Strategies (UFS)/Sustainable 

Food for Cities Network (SFCN)?  

o Why does the SFCN emerge?  
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o How has the SFCN evolve over time (milestones): activities, organisational features, 

resource mobilisation and discourses (understanding of problems/solutions. 

o What external events or processes have influenced the network 

 SFCN in the national context: 

o How relevant are Urban Food strategies in the national Food and Nutrition Security debate? 

How relevant is the Sustainable Food Cities Network in the national Food and Nutrition 

Security debate? 

o To what extent do UFS/SFCN address Food and Nutrition Security vulnerabilities? Are there 

trade-offs? (Relate to UK national report) 

o What are indicators for success and failure? 

 Future:  

o Resilience of SFCN: (in-) dependent from public support, funding, individual champions, etc. 

o What plans/visions does SFCN have for the coming 5-10 years? 

 National/European linkages: 

o How does the SFCN relate to national and European policy processes (and awareness of 

it)? 

o What are the policy recommendations that emerge from this initiative?  

In every case, there were follow up conversations that allow cross-checking information on the network. A 

second round of data collection consisted of selecting and analysing secondary data from the appointed 

SFCN officers based in six different UK cities (Cardiff, Belfast, Bournemouth and Pole, Newcastle, Liverpool 

and Stockport). This data included internal documents, websites and evaluation reports. The results of the 

analysis informed the design of semi-structured interviews, allowing as well contextualising better the 

conversation. The interviews revolved around the following aspects: 

 Origins and Evolution of your initiative:   

o Who are the principle initiators of your initiative?   

o Why does the initiative emerge?   

o How has the initiative evolved over time (milestones)  

 Characterising the initiative itself  

o How does your initiative address food security challenges?  

o Who participates? How would you characterise that participation?  

o What are the main challenges your initiative is facing?  

o What are your main strengths?  

 Future:   

o Resilience or sustainability of SFCN and the initiative: (in-) dependent from public support, 

funding, individual champions, etc.  

o How do you envisage your city and the SFCN evolving in the coming 5-10 years?  

As highlighted above, participant observation has been a key aspect of the research approach, including 

participation in the events listed below: 
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Event Location Date Topic 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 16/09/2014 Food partnership meeting 

Cardiff Food Summit Cardiff 20/10/2014 Food partnership event to define food action plan 

ERSC seminar the future 

of our food  

Cardiff 19/11/2014 Academic and practitioner event featuring cities 

and SFCN 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 14/01/2015 Food partnership meeting 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 23/04/2015 Food partnership meeting 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 08/07/2015 Food partnership meeting 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 07/10/2015 Food partnership meeting 

Enhancing the Impact of 

Sustainable Urban Food 

Strategies 

Cardiff 05/11/2015 Regional meeting to define successful SFCN and 

measurements 

SFCN Networking Event 

in Scotland 

Edinburgh 06/11/2015 Strengthening the network and exchange between 

cities.  

Enhancing the Impact of 

Sustainable Urban Food 

Strategies 

London 02/12/2015 Regional meeting to define successful SFCN and 

measurements 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 13/01/2016 Food partnership meeting 

Measuring food security 

in the UK 

London 18/01/2016 Sustainable Food Cities, Oxfam, the Food 

Foundation and the Food Research collaboration 

to look at how we can measure and monitor 

household food security. 

Enhancing the Impact of 

Sustainable Urban Food 

Strategies 

Edinburgh 10/02/2016 Regional meeting to define successful SFCN and 

measurements 

Right to Food campaign Cardiff 15/03/2016 Co-organisation of UK wide campaign on the right 

to food where SFCN is a key partner. 

SFC Conference Liverpool 21-22/03/2016 Annual SFCN conference 

Visit Esmee Fairbain to 

Cardiff Food Council 

Cardiff 13/04/2016 Evaluation of the SFCN programme 

Cardiff Food Council 

meeting 

Cardiff 26/04/2016 Food partnership meeting 

Celebrating Silver SFC 

Award 

Bristol 05/05/2016 As part of Food Connections Festival, reflecting 

how to go for gold 

Food Poverty Alliance Cardiff 26/05/2016 Planning and coordinating actions to tackle food 

poverty in Wales 
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2.3 Research Findings 

2.3.1 Building a Sustainable Food Cities Network 

The programme to develop a Sustainable Food Cities Network was driven by the Soil Association in the early 

days, organising a conference in Bristol in 2011. The Soil Association is one of the UK’s leading membership 

charities campaigning for healthy, humane and sustainable food, farming and land use. The charity was 

established in 1946 as one of the pioneers of the organic movement in the world. They work in three 

strategic themes: making good food available for all (particularly enabling procurement of sustainable 

through their food for life catering mark), managing the UK’s largest organic certification body and 

championing practical solutions to farming’s modern day challenges. The Soil Association quickly integrated 

two other main UK food organisations Sustain and Food Matters in developing the Sustainable Food Cities 

Network. Sustain or The alliance for better food and farming was launched at the UNED-UK hosted Healthy 

Planet Forum on 17 June 1999. It was formed by merging The National Food Alliance and the Sustainable 

Agriculture Food and Environment (SAFE) Alliance, both of which had been established for over 10 years. 

The alliance now represents around 100 national public interest organisations working at international, 

national, regional and local level; advocating food and agriculture policies and practices that enhance the 

health and welfare of people and animals, improve the working and living environment, enrich society and 

culture and promote equity. Sustain develops an important part of its work in London, while Food Matters is 

based in Brighton. Food Matters is a not-for-private-profit, national food policy and advocacy organisation 

that came into existence in 2003. The aim of the organisation was to help local areas understand how to 

translate national and European food policy into meaningful strategies and actions to make their local food 

systems fairer, more sustainable, more joined-up and relevant to their circumstances. Food Matters was a 

pioneer in setting up urban food strategies in the UK, helping to develop the Brighton and Hove Food 

Partnership. Consequently, the SFCN built on the experience of these three organisations, specifically on the 

urban food policy work supported by the Soil Association in Bristol and Plymouth, Food Matters in Brighton 

and Sustain in London. 

The motivation of these organisations to create the SFCN also came from the recognition that with 80% of 

the UK population living in cities, “if you could get city to change its food culture that then would be a primary 

driver of fundamentally changing the food system” (SFCN initiator). This driver was also linked to the 

previously recognised lack of national leadership in addressing vulnerabilities of the food system (Moragues-

Faus and Morgan, 2015). As an informant puts it “there was also a sort of dawning recognition that in the 

absence, or the likely absence, of significant national government action, particularly in England there was a 

certain locus of power within cities which was essentially untapped”. The disconnection between national 

food policy and programmes, mostly revolving around the Common Agricultural Policy payments and 

increasing austerity cuts pushed for urgent local action to address pressing challenges such as increasing 

numbers of food bank users and other food insecurity outcomes. Furthermore, the experience of these three 

organisations in individual programmes such as public procurement or food growing projects had proven that 

“if we really wanted to see major change at a city level or an urban level you had to get institutional partners, 

such as local authorities, public health and others collaborating with and building something common local 

communities and NGOs. Without that most of what those NGOs and community groups might be trying to 

achieve would probably fall over once funding was removed.” Therefore, the SFCN highlighted the potential 

of local government to use food as a vehicle for change, by scaling up, consolidating and establishing 

synergies among ongoing activities and key actors. 

In 2011 the first SFCN conference was organised in Bristol. In this conference, the SFC network was 

launched with five members: Bristol, Plymouth, Brighton, London and Manchester. Basically, these five cities 

were places already doing an important breath of activities around food in the UK and therefore became the 

sustainable food cities pioneers. However, at that point there was no funding to support the development of a 

UK wide network. In those early days the main activities were primarily about networking. This informal 

networking arose from organisations working in different cities realising they were doing the same sort of 
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things, grapping similar problems. At the same time, some cities like Brighton were getting many queries and 

interest from other places, “which meant there was something to respond to there. The goal then was to get 

those cities to share, exchange and learn from each other and build that sense of the network” (SFCN 

facilitator). 

Funding was secured two years later, when the Esmee Fairbain Foundation supported the development of 

the SFC network lead by the Soil Association, Food Matters and Sustain with a grant of £970,107 to fund a 

programme for three years (November 2013-November 2016). During the period between the launch of the 

network and securing funds, the functioning of the network was very loose and did not have any 

infrastructure. When the network was funded these dynamics became more formalised, having even a 

second launch of the network with 15 cities involved in June 2013. Therefore, despite the lack of funding, 

between 2011 and 2013 the network managed to attract 10 cities more. This growth in numbers was due to 

the organic evolution of cities doing sustainable food cities work for a couple of years without any support 

from a formal network. For example cities like Cardiff, Durham or Edinburgh started developing food 

charters, alliances and plans without any formal support. Nevertheless, there were informal interactions 

between different cities for example through academics, other practitioners or previous relationships due to 

participants involved in the wider UK food movement. The SFC network therefore emerges and develops in a 

context where many places are already considering or actually implementing activities that fit with the 

‘sustainable food cities approach’. 

 The ‘sustainable food cities approach’ is about: 

 Creating a city-wide cross-sector partnership of public agencies (health, environment, 

economy), businesses, NGOs, community organisations and academic bodies. 

 Developing a joint vision and common goals on how healthy and sustainable food can 

become a defining characteristic of their city.  

 Develop and implementing an action plan that leads to significant measurable 

improvements in all aspects of food, health and sustainability. 

As an informant puts it: “It is about completely re-imagining, and ultimately reshaping, a city (or town, 

borough, district, county) through the lens of good food”. This process of re-shaping the city takes in place in 

close collaboration with institutional partners such as the city council and the National Health Service. The 

departments involved from the city council range from city to city, mainly including services that deal with 

sustainability and economic development. City administrations and the NHS recognise the potential of 

working closely with civil society organisations working on the ground, and are particularly interested in 

establishing synergistic relationships in a context of severe cuts to public budgets, specially affecting local 

councils. Local civil society organisations, activists and sustainable entrepreneurs also play a key role in 

developing urban food strategies in particular cities and therefore constitute important network builders. 

When the second launch took place in June 2013, the network had developed some simple criteria for new 

members to join underpinned by the SFC approach. These criteria consisted mainly of having an action plan 

(or charter) and a partnership in place. Before this second launch, a SFCN website was set up that contained 

information about how to support cities to develop charters, partnerships and action plans. Since then, the 

network has experienced a huge growth, having at the moment 45 members. The funding from Esmee 

Fairbain has allowed developing a network that offers support for its members through different activities and 

platforms as described below. However, the first round of funding has also allowed the network to evolve 

organically. That is, the programme of work was relatively loose, apart from some specific targets such as 

signing in 50 cities by the end of 2016 or organising a conference. This flexibility facilitated experimentation 

and at the same time required collaborative reflexive practices and progressive definition of the ‘what’ and 

the ‘how’ of the network. At the moment, the network has applied for a second round of funding to expand 

and consolidate its work. So far, the main activities of the network are the following: 
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a) Communication platforms 

The SFCN created a website with information about the network, the Sustainable Food Cities award, 

campaigns and the individual cities. This website aims to become a central point of reference for food city-

related initiatives as well as offer a platform for those cities without specific websites to showcase what they 

are doing to both other cities and for their own supporters locally. The content of the website has been 

evolving throughout time including now the full applications of the successful SFC awarded cities (see 

below), a set of webinars and a repository of resources and city initiatives around the six key issues tackled 

by the network (i.e. promoting healthy and sustainable food to the public; tackling food poverty, diet-related ill 

health and access to affordable healthy food;  building community food knowledge, skills, resources and 

projects;  promoting a vibrant and diverse sustainable food economy; transforming catering and food 

procurement and reducing waste and the ecological footprint of the food system). The webinars constitute a 

tool to disseminate good practice at low cost within the network due to the geographical dispersion of its 

members. The webinars have revolved around the following topics: sugar smart cities, prescribing good food, 

shaping food research, eat less meat, local food, supermarkets, food growing and planning, procurement 

and school food plans. The network also offers an email forum, where members can posit questions or 

queries to other members.  

The SFCN is active in disseminating information within and beyond its membership base through meetings, 

events and social media such as Facebook and twitter. The SFCN also compiles a monthly newsletter with 

six sections, including: news related to sustainable food and food security covering updates from different 

cities, city to city queries, suggestions to take action and participate in different campaigns or initiatives, calls 

for funding, updates on resources available and a list of relevant events. 

b) Networking events 

The network organises different events to promote collaboration and share experiences among different 

cities. After the two launches, the first UK wide SFC Conference took place in Bristol in 2015 under the 

theme Good Food for All: from tackling immediate crises to designing long-term solutions. The second 

conference was held in 2016 in Liverpool around The True Cost of Food: Who profits, who pays & what 

needs to change? An extra regional event took place in Scotland in 2015 co-organised with Food for Life 

Scotland and Sustainable Food Cities. These conferences typically exhibit inspirational panel discussions but 

also hands-on advice through workshops designed to share experiences and implement practical solutions 

to city’s everyday challenges. The two UK wide conferences also include the yearly SFC award ceremony 

(see below). This face to face exchanges and networking events are highly rated by participants and the 

network is aiming to offer more local and regional spaces for interaction in the coming years.  

c) Campaigns  

Each year, the Sustainable Food Cities Network focuses on a key food issue and works to help towns and 

cities across the Network to drive significant change on that issue. In 2014 the focus was on public 

procurement, using the sustainable fish cities
3
 initiative as a hook. So far, 16 cities have taken the 

Sustainable Fish Cities pledge, or have publicly committed to adopting the same principles. This public 

commitment does not necessarily mean that these cities already serve fully sustainable fish but they are 

being supported to do so by specialist and expert organisations. One of the best examples is the city of 

Bournemouth and Poole which became the first Sustainable Fish City in the world in 2015. A range of 

caterers (including schools, restaurants, local authorities, hospitals, universities and workplaces) serving 

over 2.5 million meals per year across the towns of Bournemouth and Poole are now committed to serving 

only demonstrably sustainable fish. 

                                                      
3
 http://www.sustainweb.org/sustainablefishcity/  

http://www.sustainweb.org/sustainablefishcity/
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In 2015 and 2016, the campaign has focused on the role of cities in addressing food poverty. The SFCN has 

partnered with cities to tackle the root causes of food poverty in the UK, reverse the demand for emergency 

food assistance, provide a publicly-funded safety net for the most vulnerable and ensure that low-income 

households can afford and access good food. The campaign is entitled Beyond the Food Bank, calling on 

national and local government to take action to reduce food poverty rather than focusing on charity-based 

solutions. Therefore the campaign acts at two levels. First, it aims to guide action at the local level, for 

example encouraging cities to adopt living wage policies to ensure work is a pathway out of poverty or 

nurturing local innovation through local enterprise and community initiatives to increase access to healthy, 

affordable and culturally-appropriate food. The campaign also calls for members of the SFCN to establish a 

multi-sector partnership that is resourced and empowered to lead a strategic approach to assessing and 

tackling the full range of issues that contribute to food poverty in their city. By sharing good practice between 

cities the network also aims to scale up these solutions and participate in the food poverty (food security) 

debate at the UK level. For example, the SFCN developed in consultation with its members, a food poverty 

declaration
4
 that has been signed by 30 cities. This declaration builds on the sustainable food city approach 

and the award framework, constituting a call on local but also national governments to take urgent action on 

different fronts, including national competences such as reduction of benefit delays, review how benefit 

sanctions and welfare reforms are being implemented and make sure work pays enough to meet basic 

needs. Furthermore, the SFCN is part of a growing list of organisations such as Church Action on Poverty, 

Oxfam, Trussell Trust, the Feeding Britain Inquiry, and the Fabian Commission on Food and Poverty that are 

building a national campaign to end food poverty and hunger. 

d)  Other forms of sharing experience and training: 

The SFCN programme offers support to the cities, although there is not a clearly defined package of support 

to the network members. This is partly due to the need to respond to cities’ demands which could not be 

predicted before the funding application, particularly given the diversity of the network but also the innovative 

character of this initiative. Therefore, it was important to have built-in flexibility to co-evolve, attuning the 

network’s facilitation with its expansion and development as well as with the work in the individual cities. 

However, the three organisations facilitating the network offer support to new cities when they express an 

interest in SFC, as an informant puts it: “We usually go and meet with them and do a presentation. That has 

helped them to put together an action plan/charter and partnership in place.” 

An example of this support is exemplified by Cambridge’s experience. Cambridge Sustainable Food started 

very much as a grass-roots organisation with two community organisations -Cambridge Carbon Footprint 

and Transition Cambridge food group -both running a number of grass-roots practical projects and 

organising food-related events. These two voluntary sector organisations took the lead and started working 

with the Council sustainability officer to create a city-wide group to look at sustainable food in a holistic way. 

At that time the local government was mostly working on specific activities related to reducing carbon 

emissions that were measurable, such as infrastructure, transport, food waste and building. After hearing 

about the SFCN launch in June 2013, these three people thought it was a good opportunity to build on the 

national momentum and engage with the city council. A SFCN facilitator from Sustain advised them 

throughout the process, as an informant puts it: “we will never have done it if it wasn’t for the Sustainable 

Food Cities Network. He advised about the type of event and about what worked in other places.” Enlisting 

help from the Sustainable Food Cities Network, a successful consultation meeting was held in November 

2013 with 36 invited guests from wide range of food interests: growers, councillors, health workers, 

businesses, caterers, community groups and education. The event included short presentations from 

different organisations and a presentation on the Sustainable Food Cities Network. Participants discussed 

whether they wanted to have this type of initiative, voted and decided to do it.  

                                                      
4
 

http://sustainablefoodcities.org/Portals/4/Documents/Food%20Poverty%20Declaration_FINAL_20151604.pdf  

http://sustainablefoodcities.org/Portals/4/Documents/Food%20Poverty%20Declaration_FINAL_20151604.pdf
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Apart from the initial mentoring, there are also informal exchanges, as a coordinator states: “We are at the 

other end of the email or phone line so we do get a lot of calls and random emails from people from different 

places around how to set up a plan or organisational issues.” 

Furthermore, the network also promotes city-to-city exchanges. A recent evaluation of the networks’ activity 

shows nearly all cities are having contact with other cities. These contacts constitute one of the main 

objectives of the network, since they are instrumental to transform a collection of cities into an assemblage, 

with the capacity for collective agency (McFarlane, 2009). In order foster this type of interaction, the SFC 

programme developed the communication tools described above, however there are more elements involved 

in making these relations work productively: 

“You can formally construct opportunities and yes we did that through the national conference and a couple 

of regional events, but that is resource intense. So you really want some kind of spontaneous connecting 

between cities themselves. And that is probably what we intended from the shop windows on the website, is 

people being able to look at those, like Cardiff is doing a lot on procurement so let’s speak about that. But I 

don’t think is enough to do that.” (SFCN facilitator) 

Weaving a stronger network through city to city exchanges is key to build on previous food policy 

experiences and progress on FNS outcomes. Particularly, establishing connections and knowledge 

exchanges that do not rely on third partners will be instrumental to sustain the network in the future and build 

resilience, particularly due to the potential lack of external funding.  

e) Funding six Sustainable Food City Officers: 

 As part of the grant funded by Emee Fairbain Foundation, six Sustainable Food City Officers were appointed 

in 2014 under following a highly competitive process. The cities selected out of 12 short-listed candidates 

were Belfast, Bournemouth, Cardiff, Liverpool, Newcastle and Stockport. In order to secure this funding, 

cities had to develop an inspirational vision of positive change, a clear action plan on how to achieve it and a 

committed and inclusive cross-sector partnership with the political buy in and resources to make it happen. 

Through these co-funded posts, the SFCN programme aimed to create six exemplar models of what a city 

can do to transform its food culture. The SFCN has conducted an evaluation of the six cities after two years 

of having an officer in place. This evaluation revealed the importance of the quality and breadth of food 

partnerships to progress on the cities food plans, but they also identified other key variables that affect the 

pace and extent of this progress. These variables include the time needed to develop the partnership; the 

economic context, priorities, and political willingness of specific cities; the experience of personnel and their 

potential role in public institutions; and the capacity to raise funds to match the SFCN contribution but also 

develop additional activities in the city as well as assure the sustainability of the initiative. Among others, this 

intermediate evaluation shows the range of achievements of these six cities and their food partnership work, 

such as setting up strategic networks; developing community growing projects; establishing food markets or 

community shops; developing food strategies in hospitals to deliver sustainable procurement objectives, and 

much more.  According to the SFCN, the majority of this work would not have happened, or would have 

happened at a much slower pace and not as well, without the presence of the food partnership and SFC 

officer. 
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f) Sustainable Food Cities Award 

The Sustainable Food Cities Award is designed to recognise and celebrate the success of those places 

taking a joined up, holistic approach to food and that are achieving significant positive change on a range of 

key food health and sustainability issues. The Award is open to any place - be it a city, town, borough, county 

or district - which: 

 has an established cross-sector food partnership in place; 

 is a member of the Sustainable Food Cities Network; and  

 is implementing an action plan on healthy and sustainable food.  

There are three tiers to the award - bronze, silver and gold - each requiring an increasing level of 

achievement in terms of action and outcomes. Until now, the network has developed guidance to apply for 

the bronze and silver awards. The gold award will be launched in 2016, and according to the SFCN 

facilitators, in the gold application there will be a certain amount of flexibility in order to allow each city to 

define how a gold should look like in their specific contexts (presentation at the Bristol 2016 Food 

Conference – Celebrating Silver). Applications for the different awards are reviewed on an annual basis by a 

national panel of experts. Places achieving an award are able to use an award badge in their 

communications and marketing materials (see below). 

                              

For each level of the award, a place must meet a number of minimum requirements relating to their: 1) food 

partnership, 2) action plan and 3) the extent to which healthy and sustainable food is embedded in local 

policy.  As well as meeting these minimum requirements, applicants have to provide evidence of action and 

outcomes across the six key food issues introduced above, mainly:  

1. Promoting healthy and sustainable food to the public. 

2. Tackling food poverty, diet-related ill-health and access to affordable healthy food. 

3. Building community food knowledge, skills, resources and projects. 

4. Promoting a vibrant and diverse sustainable food economy. 

5. Transforming catering and food procurement. 

6. Reducing waste and the ecological footprint of the food system. 

The SFCN has provided a list of actions or outcomes under each of the six key issues to rate the sustainable 

food status of each city (see http://sustainablefoodcities.org/awards). Each of these actions/outcomes can 

score points that might result in obtaining an award. The awards aim to recognise both the totality of food-

related activity and continuous improvement year on year. So while a bronze award may be given based 

entirely on evidence of food related activity and achievements to date, silver and gold awards are only given 

where there is clear evidence that such activity and achievements are building year on year. The SFCN also 

acknowledges that circumstances, challenges and opportunities differ between places and also strives to 

celebrate innovation, consequently under each of the six issues you can score points for actions that are not 

listed in the tables provided but that are contributing to tackling that issue. To score a point, the action must 

be deemed ‘significant’ by the selection panel. For example, to score a point for ‘The public have a wide 

range of free opportunities to see, taste and learn about healthy and sustainable food - e.g. through 

http://sustainablefoodcities.org/awards
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demonstration, sharing and celebration events such as food festivals and town meals’, the city needs to 

show that they are doing a number of these things. 

To help places navigate the award process and to provide guidance on the relative significance of various 

actions, applications are facilitated by a member of the Sustainable Food Cities Team. This involves an initial 

discussion, reviewing a draft application, providing feedback on areas of weakness, attending a meeting of 

the local food partnership (at silver) and, should a final application go to the expert panel, acting as the 

advocate for that application. The selection panel’s decision is final, but feedback is given on both successful 

and failed applications. A charge of £250 is made for each level of the award to cover the cost of the 

application process, including support from the Sustainable Food Cities Team. Cities do not have to achieve 

the bronze award before applying for the silver, but they apply direct for silver the cost is £500 to cover the 

additional facilitation work involved.  

To make the process as transparent as possible, one condition of receiving the award is that all successful 

applicants agree to make their application accessible to other members of the Sustainable Food Cities 

Network through a link to their ‘shop window’ on the Sustainable Food Cities web site. The network also 

expects applicants to provide short case studies on selected areas of their work, based on particularly 

innovative and inspiring initiatives that other members of the Sustainable Food Cities Network can learn 

from.  

Each award is given for a two year period. If the award holder has not made an application for a higher 

award by the end of that period, they will be expected to stop using the award and to stop referring to 

themselves as awards winners in all communications and promotional activity or to reapply for their existing 

level award.  

At the moment there are nine cities that are award holders, that is, that they have made significant progress 

in the six key areas identified by the SFCN. Brighton & Hove and Bristol hold a silver award, while seven 

other cities have secured a bronze award: Plymouth, Lambeth, Greenwich, Cardiff, Cambridge, Belfast and 

Bath & North East Somerset. The process of applying to the award has constituted a tool for different cities 

not only to gain UK recognition for their work but actually to map the sustainable food activity in the city and 

make relevant connections among initiatives and stakeholders. Several cities recognise the usefulness of 

this data collection and reflective process, pushing places to implement the holistic approach championed by 

the SFCN. Furthermore, in some cases such as Cardiff the award scheme has become instrumental to 

define and update a city-wide action plan, offering inspiration and guidance. Nevertheless, other cities 

struggle to work across the six areas simultaneously, which is a requisite to achieve the award. In some 

cases cities prefer to focus their efforts on specific pressing topics such as food poverty and health. 

Furthermore, the multifunctionality of the awards – working as a guide but also as an internal and external 

communication and assessment tool- necessarily incorporates specific activities to report against, which 

sometimes are viewed as prescriptive when applied to specific contexts. However, the network actively tries 

to incorporate some degree of flexibility in the award in order to be relevant for its UK wide audience made 

up of a diverse range of places and stakeholders.  

2.3.2 SFCN contribution to FNS 

The former section introduced the SFCN, presenting how the network emerged and its evolution. This 

presentation included unpacking the SFCN approach to build more sustainable and fair food systems, its 

functioning and main activities. This section tackles how the SFCN network contributes to FNS and 

addresses UK’s FNS vulnerabilities. For that purpose, we first introduce the UK FNS vulnerabilities identified 

in the UK TRANSMANGO report and how they interact with different FNS outcomes (see Moragues-Faus et 

al., 2015). Secondly, we present how interviewees relate their work to Food and Nutrition Security outcomes 

and provide specific examples of some of the cities involved in the network to illustrate their FNS discourses 

and practices. Finally, we discuss the contribution to FNS in the wider context establishing connexions to the 
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UK vulnerabilities identified in the UK TRANSMANGO report and reflect on the future sustainability of the 

network. 

2.3.2.1 Food and Nutrition Security vulnerabilities in the UK 

FNS vulnerabilities refer to a state of potential insecurity of the food system. That is, vulnerabilities point out 

areas of the food system (at the general or at a sub-system level) exposed to perturbances, in the form of 

stresses and/or shocks that might potentially cause food and nutrition insecurity for specific vulnerable 

groups or for the society as a whole. Vulnerabilities do not represent problems or weaknesses per se, they 

have to be considered in connection with the drivers that are likely to affect the system, as well as include the 

level of sensitivity, exposure and adaptive capacity of those system/sub-systems affected. 

In the UK TRANSMANGO report (see Moragues-Faus et al., 2015), we conducted a media research in order 

to identify vulnerabilities in the UK. This research comprised the analysis of 475 text units from eight main 

British newspapers
5
 in the 2010-2014 period. The text units were selected from the lexis-nexis database 

introducing ‘food security’ or ‘food poverty’ as key words which resulted in a total of 2572 articles. The text 

units were selected according to their relevance, source, topic and number of articles in that source. The 

qualitative software NVIVO was used to code and characterise a total of 21 vulnerability drivers and 18 food 

system vulnerabilities that are associated with both immediate and more basic causes and with a diversity of 

food security framings. The table below shows the main food system vulnerabilities for the UK. 

TABLE 1 VULNERABILITIES IDENTIFIED IN THE UK MEDIA ANALYSIS 

Ecological 

vulnerability  

Socio-cultural 

vulnerability 

Economic 

vulnerability 

Political 

vulnerability 

Technological 

vulnerability 

Soil fertility Lifestyle, health 

and wellness 

Oligopoly / power 

concentration  

Fragmentation and 

weakness of public 

regulation and 

enforcement  

Property rights and 

public access  

Biodiversity  Skills Choice editing and 

influence on 

consumers’ 

behaviour 

Ethics (and 

democracy) 

Reliance on non-

renewable inputs  

Production Social inequality 

and low incomes 

Reliance on 

importing food and 

inputs  

 

 

Food safety  

Water Ethics (and 

democracy) 

Access to land   

 Information Financialisation of 

food 

  

 

However, our analysis shows that vulnerabilities cannot be considered in isolation, particularly when 

assessing their impact on Food and Nutrition Security outcomes; that is, availability, access and utilization of 

good food for all and the stability and control of these outcomes (see FAO, 2008). The figure below shows 

the interaction of different UK vulnerabilities with FNS outcomes illustrating that most vulnerabilities impact 

on more than one FNS outcome. For example, social inequality and low incomes or skills might affect 

                                                      
5
 The newspapers selected included: the Guardian, Telegraph, The Sun, The observer, The Independent, 

The evening standard, The Daily Mail and The Mirror. 
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utilization but these vulnerable areas might also lead to select foodstuffs that are not appropriate for a 

healthy diet due to a lack of physical or economic access to nutritious food.  

FIGURE 1 UK VULNERABILITIES AND FNS OUTCOMES 

 

2.3.2.2 Addressing food security challenges through the SFCN  

Network facilitators and specific city food partnerships were interrogated about how the SFCN and also 

specific city initiatives address food security challenges. However, despite the multiple activities delivered by 

sustainable food cities to tackle food insecurity, food security is not part of the cities or network jargon. As an 

informant for a specific city puts it: 

“When you look at strategic objectives and you look at the actions we are doing, we don’t mention food 

security once. When I first did a presentation around what we were doing all that I talked about was food 

security, this is the issue, food security is the issue, here is the action plan that we have and here the actions 

we are delivering but essentially the whole thing is underpinned by the challenges of food security. (…) I 

found that is a much more difficult challenge to engage people with, because it is one that the awareness is 

very low, that they don’t necessarily recognise it in their own personal context or business context. Because 

for them there is no indications of it happening or starting to happen so it is a bit of a theoretical discussion. 

So despite that fact, we have just updated our action plan, and I still think that everything we are delivering in 

this action plan is related to food security from one way or another because that is the underpinning principle. 

We don’t talk about it and when I go and give presentations I rarely mention it unless someone explicitly asks 

me to talk about food security. Because it is much easier to engage people around issues they understand, 

they can see happening, they are hearing about in the news… you can talk about food poverty and people 

get it straight away or about food waste and people get it, or community gardens or growing or cooking skills 

and they get it straight away but you talk about food security and they say, I don’t know about this. And you 
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give them some statistics and they go oh that’s horrifying, and you say of course it is, but they have nothing 

to associate it with in their personal and professional life; it doesn’t seem to engage people very effectively.”  

Throughout the interviews, many practitioners asked for a specific definition of food security. When prompted 

to elaborate their own definition most respondents either assimilated food security to food poverty, attuning 

with the social justice frame identified in the UK report, or related food security to availability of food and self-

sufficiency, recalling elements of the productivist frame (see Moragues-Faus et al., 2015). Nevertheless, in 

both cases individual cities displayed their holistic approach to transforming the food system (championed by 

the SFCN) identifying a number of interconnected areas where they are focusing their efforts, as illustrated 

through city partnership examples below. 

A key aspect of Food Newcastle’s strategy to address FNS challenges has consisted on creating a food 

poverty working group where several representatives from the local authority participate jointly with voluntary 

sector organisations. According to an interviewee, “the food poverty working group gives as a good platform 

from which to be asking the question of who and why is food insecure, and what can we do about that.” In a 

city with the unhelpful reputation of having the most used food bank in the UK
6
, through this working group 

they are trying to overcome narrow solutions to food poverty challenges such as food banks and instead 

influencing policy design to ensure that everybody has access to enough food as well as work towards 

reducing economic and health inequalities in the city. However, strengthening regional supply networks is 

also part of the food security agenda for Food Newcastle that sees its partnership as playing “a middle-man 

role in some of the food production end of things”, but also as constantly raising the profile of food insecurity 

in the city working to “make sure that is addressed through the actions of local authorities but also other 

partners”. For example Food Newcastle engages with big regional employers to promote the living wage. “So 

it is really about us pooling the collective knowledge of the partners that we work with and through that 

identifying where there are gaps (…) and then about how can we use our combined resources to do 

something about it.” 

Food Cardiff understands that their “obvious contribution is about food security for the disadvantaged, for 

those that are food insecure.” They deliver specific activities such those around food waste or the successful 

Summer Holiday Enrichment Programme to address school holiday hunger in Cardiff. This programme 

involved over 20 partners, including the City of Cardiff Council Education Catering, Sport Cardiff, Cardiff and 

Vale UHB (Local Public Health team and Public Health Dieticians). Delivery took place in five different school 

and community settings across the City seeing more than 170 children in attend their schools outside term-

time, where they were fed healthy meals, learned about food and played sports. The impact of this 

programme on food security has been recognised through two national public health awards and it is also 

being rolled out across Wales to reach school children throughout the summer of 2016. Other activities of 

Food Cardiff include developing an urban growing strategy “to improve our own food security”. However, 

they also see their work at a strategic level essential to drive changes in the ground. For example, Food 

Cardiff actively participates in different boards and platforms, such as the Wales Food Poverty Alliance and 

the Food and Drink Industry board to drive change in different sectors and governance levels of the food 

system. In the case of Food Cardiff, many of the activities but also strategies have the potential to impact at 

the national level (Wales). For example, the Cardiff Health Board signed a commitment to the Sustainable 

Fish City campaign resulting in NHS Wales Shared Services supplying sustainable fish to all hospital sites in 

Wales. Food Cardiff tries to add value and find synergies between programmes, for instance they linked the 

dietetic led  National Nutrition Skills for Life Programme to Love Food Hate Waste training package and vis 

versa. According to an informant “one of the main strengths of Food Cardiff as I see it is how links have been 

made across sectors as well as within and between government departments (local and Wales).” 

In the case of Feeding Stockport, tackling the economic dimension of sustainability and food poverty 

constitutes a cornerstone of their FNS practices. This includes “working with food businesses, supporting 

                                                      
6
 http://www.chroniclelive.co.uk/news/north-east-news/behind-scenes-newcastle-food-bank-10381937  

http://www.chroniclelive.co.uk/news/north-east-news/behind-scenes-newcastle-food-bank-10381937
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their work, developing business plans and teaming them up with suppliers” but also making the provenance 

argument, “asking what are you buying, can you get it locally, or regionally? Trying to look after our 

production base”. Supporting food businesses constitutes a way of nurturing the local talent and also building 

Stockport as a food destination. In order to scale up these efforts, Stockport is developing a food enterprise 

centre to create new supply chains, practical workspaces and build knowledge and information networks. As 

an informant puts it: “We are trying to make the area’s food better and at the same time trying to drive 

employment through it and trying to bring more money into the city; so, ultimately, trying to pull people out of 

poverty as well so they can afford to buy slightly better food and get that sort of circling in the right direction. 

And that is how we are trying to deal with the food security of the area.” However, Stockport also values 

other initiatives such as the promotion of community gardens by the National Health Service and changing 

public sector contracts “so that they can be savvier with what they are buying”. As the interviewee concludes: 

“Those things are not going to feed the world but they are going to create a better relationship with food, and 

in the interim that is all we can hope for. Half an acre of reasonable productive land is required to feed a 

person, so in Stockport we have a population of 300.000, we could never be food secure but we could be 

better at how we design things, how we use the land, how we connect people up and people needs to waste 

less so it’s that whole process”.  

The Liverpool Food Partnership recognises their limitations in addressing the availability dimension of food 

security: “We don’t have an agricultural side here, we really don’t so it is very hard for us to do that, but what 

are we looking at when it comes to the food security in Liverpool is food poverty, or as we prefer to call it 

food access. So it’s access to nutritious and healthy and fresh food for everybody in the city and not just the 

privileged few who live in the leafy suburbs.” The partnership has been working for more than two years to 

embed food access in the city’s policies and plans, joining forces with the council to develop a food poverty 

strategy. This strategy aims to change the “attitudes towards how important food is for those who are in crisis 

and how food banks are not the answer and there needs to be a much more broad brush approach”. This is 

particularly relevant in a city like Liverpool that has suffered dramatic cuts resulting in the council having “less 

money to manage worst deprivation than the rest of the country”. In this austere context, local governments 

are particularly keen to co-manage public space and services with communities. Organisations like the 

Liverpool Food Partnership seize these opportunities by facilitating the creation of allotments and community 

gardens in green spaces. Also the partnership has set up the Knowledge Quarter Sustainability Network in 

collaboration with the Royal hospital, University of Liverpool & John Moores University to create synergies 

between academic/ medical, cultural and community spaces within the city centre. For example, a 

Bioscience group is investigating aquaponics and other technology smart solutions to grow food in the city, 

using energy and space from industrial buildings. Other projects include developing a food corridor in the city 

or innovative solutions to deal with food waste.  

2.3.2.3 The SFCN in the national and European context: tackling UK food system 

vulnerabilities 

As the former sections highlight, the contribution of SFCN and the individual cities to food security is varied, 

practically and also discursively. Interventions around food security included creating food poverty 

partnerships, dealing with food waste, expanding and improving public procurement, generating economic 

opportunities in the food sector or campaigning for living wages. There is also a breath of activities aiming to 

develop shorter food supply chains in order to value local produce and foster food businesses and 

knowledge in urban areas. Although food security is seldom mobilised as a concept per se, these 

partnerships have the capacity to create a consensus frame around what is a sustainable food city that 

allows them to advance in several fronts. The malleability of the concepts helps to forge alliances with 

diverse sectors and stakeholders, appealing to diverse audiences. Consequently, there is a wide range of 

FNS practices enacted at the local or city level, from creating food poverty working groups to establishing 

school holiday hunger programmes, and also at the network level such as knowledge sharing and 

campaigning.  
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The SFCN is a relatively recent actor in the UK, however, their contribution to food poverty alleviation at the 

national level has already been recognised by other key stakeholders. For example, the Fabian Commission 

(a UK-based think tank) conducted a national enquire on food poverty resulting in the report Hungry for 

Change (2015)
7
. Among their recommendations they identified 14 action points including the establishment 

of food access plans by local authorities building on the work already conducted by the Sustainable Food 

Cities Network to boost access to affordable, nutritious food in local areas. As described above in the 

introduction of the network, the SFCN is also active through their food poverty campaign in establishing 

alliances and making the case to measure food insecurity in the UK. Nevertheless, the work of SFCN is at 

the national level has been secondary in these three years given the primary focus on building the actual 

network of cities. The two campaigns counted so far have been important to amalgamate some of the UK 

wide concerns, and particularly the food poverty campaign has been instrumental to engage in the political 

domain and work collaboratively on food security challenges.  

This campaign has been developed in midst a fragmented UK food security debate, with diverse interests 

framing the causes and solutions to food insecurity very differently; from stressing individual responsibility for 

experiencing food poverty to social justice narratives calling for the maintenance and expansion of the 

welfare state (see Moragues-Faus et al 2015). As interviews conducted with experts in the stakeholder 

survey reveal (see WP2 TRANSMANGO stakeholder survey), the UK debate on food security is dominated 

by individualistic, productivity and free-trade approaches to understanding and solving FNS challenges. This 

approach is championed by the current UK government which has been particularly proactive in denying 

food poverty and contesting the surge of food banks as a result of increasing levels of destitution in the 

country. In this context, the SFCN has developed its own approach and campaign to fight against food 

poverty based of government action at different tiers, building effective partnerships and ensuring the right to 

food of individuals beyond charitable food aid.  

In answering how relevant is the SFCN in the national food poverty/food security debate, one informant 

states: “From now on it (the SFCN) could – with the right management and drive forward- become more 

relevant and more influential. The cities want that. The work in food poverty (...) in the last few years has 

taken the network and taken sustainable food cities into that role where they can offer solutions, (...) but also 

be critical and be more forceful about the role of this tier of government, municipalities, etc. But that is yet to 

come”. Indeed, the solution-driven approach of SFCN constitutes a key contributor to not only disseminate 

but scale-up and out FNS practices, as an interviewee puts it: “the network is providing a very useful 

infrastructure or meta-structure -whatever you want to call it- for helping to bring together and drive action 

around the food poverty aspects of food security; and I think, more importantly, if food security or food 

sovereignty actually came up with a national agenda the network can provide a ready vehicle for helping to 

drive that response”. 

As the analysis shows, the SFCN and individual sustainable food cities contribute mainly to deliver FNS 

outcomes related to the access dimension, as well as the utilisation and sustainability dimensions. In terms 

of UK vulnerabilities they are therefore particularly active in addressing the following vulnerable areas 

identified in WP2: skills; social inequality and low incomes; ethics (and democracy); choice editing and 

consumer behaviour; information; lifestyle, health and wellness; and particularly fragmentation and weakness 

of public regulation. As many respondents highlight, food availability in the UK is manly reliant on global food 

chains, and therefore they consider their city-based actions anecdotal in the global production of food. 

Nevertheless, they do emphasize the importance of activities such as urban agriculture or waste reduction in 

contributing to FNS by changing people’s behaviour, sharing skills and building resilience. However, their 

capacity to influence food production policies or governance arenas is deemed as limited, first because of 

the urban focus and competences of local authorities, and second because of limited influence in agricultural 

and rural issues at the national and European levels. The connections to European policies or initiatives is 

relatively low, despite their forefront position in developing urban food policies. Greater connections and 

                                                      
7
 http://www.fabians.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Hungry-for-Change-web-27.10.pdf  

http://www.fabians.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Hungry-for-Change-web-27.10.pdf
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alliances are being forged through the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact or different countries and initiatives 

(Nordic contries, IUFN, ect) calling on their expertise, however there is still a scope for greater collaboration. 

In terms of the sustainability of the network, the SFCN programme has applied for a second round of funding 

to Esmee Fairbain in order to expand the network and reach a critical mass. This will include developing 

enough models of what sustainable food cities look like, as well as establish the necessary structures to 

facilitate knowledge exchange and inspiration among cities. Ideally, this process will be underpinned by a 

greater ownership of the network by its members which will lead to develop a body independent from 

external funding and probably of the three funding organisations. The overall aim is to empower cities to run 

a self-managed network of sustainable food cities with a recognised UK voice.  

2.4 Scenarios Workshops:  Towards a Food Secure Wales  

2.4.1 Introduction to workshops 

As part of the UK case studies with the Sustainable Food Cities Network and access to fresh fruit and 

vegetables in Cardiff, we conducted two participative workshops to explore FNS in Wales. The workshops 

were designed with the Sustainable Food Cities Network, Cardiff Food Council and Wales Food Poverty 

Alliance to explore different scenarios and transitions pathways towards a more food secure Wales. The 

workshops were held in Cardiff, the 25
th
 of January and the 9

th
 of March 2016, with relevant stakeholders 

from civil society organisations, public and private sectors. These workshops were informed by a previous 

survey with participants around the main challenges and strengths of Wales’ food system highlighting welfare 

reforms, labour conditions, cost of living, knowledge and skills as key aspects affecting food security in 

Wales.  

The first workshop started with a visioning exercise, consisting of brainstorming and clustering of elements 

that describe how a food secure Wales might look like. The result of this exercise was a list of twelve 

prioritised goals that are key to achieve a food secure Wales according to workshop participants. The three 

most voted goals - Integrated Food Systems Strategy for Wales, Food education and Diverse farming 

systems - were selected for back-casting. Back-casting is a systematic process for working backwards from 

a desirable future to identify the steps required that connect the future to the present. Therefore, these three 

goals were turned into specific plans that detailed the steps needed to achieve an Integrated Food Systems 

Strategy for Wales, a population with a broad range of Food Knowledge and skills, and a Diversified Farming 

Systems for Wales. The final part of this first workshop consisted of adapting European scenarios developed 

by TRANSMANGO to the Welsh context. Scenarios are a useful tool for future-oriented thinking in a way that 

is mindful of future uncertainty and the multidimensional scope required to look at planning contexts, 

accepting that the future might not be just a continuation of current trends. Throughout the workshop 

different stakeholders developed exploratory scenarios engaging multiple legitimate perspectives involved in 

framing and addressing messy challenges such as food security and sustainability. The result were three 

Welsh scenarios for 2050 (see below for an extended summary): Wales Wails is based on privatisation of 

resources and public services, growth of the precariat living just above the poverty line and increasing health 

and environmental problems; It’s Wales, Dai but not as we know it! describes a future where the state has 

intervened to deliver healthy food through high-tech solutions dis-embedding the agricultural and food sector 

from its context and causing job and skills losses; and Preserving Wales is a story where the majority of 

Welsh people return to rural lives embracing vegetarian diets out of necessity due to high levels of poverty 

and health inequalities, exacerbated by global environmental pressures, and in the context of strong EU 

policies and decentralisation of state support and investment. The development of these scenarios included 

describing the main elements and drivers operating in these future worlds, identifying the steps and process 

that have led to that particular reality and exploring the chains of cause and effect amongst the main 

elements of the scenario by drawing causal maps.  

The second workshop revolved around developing more robust plans for the Integrated Food Strategy, Food 

Education and Diversified Farming System by using the scenarios developed in the first workshop. 
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Stakeholders analysed the plausibility of the steps needed to reach each one of these goals under very 

different circumstances as defined by the three Welsh scenarios. This process allowed developing more 

robust plans, thinking creatively and prioritising key actions. Finally, participants discussed results and 

agreed that there is a sense of urgency coming out of the analysis under different scenarios, calling for extra 

efforts to change food culture and mobilise civil society and the public sector. The main actions identified 

revolved around influencing the new education curriculum, linking these plans –and particularly the creation 

of a food policy council as proposed by the integrated food strategy plan – to ongoing processes and spaces 

such as the Food Poverty Alliance, The Food and Drink Industry Board, Food Cardiff, The Food Manifesto, 

Wales Future Generations Act, etc.; and develop a study on dietary preferences, needs and the suitability of 

Wales’ food system to deliver against health and sustainability goals.  

2.4.2 Summary of Wales scenarios 

Scenario 1: Wales Wails. Wales is experiencing a mixture of diet-related diseases, with diabetes and 

obesity widely spread among the population and causing premature deaths. The welfare system has largely 

collapsed just supporting those that are temporary out of work due to illnesses. The NHS is completely 

privatised having to pay for healthcare and devolving responsibility for health to individuals. Unemployment is 

very low, but there is no decent work; employers offer bad working conditions that allow people to live just 

above the poverty line. There is a clear growth of the precariat, mostly working on manufacturing industries 

and with families struggling to get by. The industries that had fled Wales looking for cheap labour abroad 

have come back. There is a need for food to be cheap in order to feed low income families. There is poor 

access to local and healthy food, with a clear proliferation of fast food outlets and processed food provided 

by few and powerful companies. Concentration of power in the food supply chains also affects infrastructure, 

owned by few global retailers and where local food has been replaced by cheap imports. There are small 

pockets of wealth that enjoy better food and services. Consumer options have also been individualised, with 

the media and other actors running a moral crusade against consumption. Despite the increased availability 

of information around products, there is a steady loss of knowledge and skills particularly in the food domain. 

Wales is also suffering from climate change impacts, with summers being a reminiscence of the past. Floods 

are common and housing developments compete with other land uses, which together with intensive farming 

practices contribute to soil degradation. There are also increasing water pollution problems linked to low 

environmental standards of manufacturing industries. Wales’ impact on the environment has increased 

steadily, partly due to meat production replacing fruit and vegetable fields. Despite the decreased life 

expectancy, population increases due to migration. Places are more crowded and there are also increasing 

flows between urban and rural areas. The mood swings between social unrest and apathy, since people 

have just enough to get by. Politicians pride themselves on this ‘absence’ of poverty and blame migrants and 

global dynamics when discontent rises. There is a mixed-bag of diluted policies in midst political apathy. The 

Common Agricultural Policy has disappeared and the private sector is taking over most services, including 

catering in schools. Income and corporate taxes are low, but other services are taxed such as food or tolls in 

order to pay for the basic welfare provided. We arrived to this scenario by basically doing nothing and letting 

current trends deepen. 

Scenario 2: It’s Wales, Dai, but not as we know it! In this scenario, Wales is changing fundamentally, but 

to many, the changes go unnoticed until they are complete. The UK government and the EU are responding 

to challenges of increasing (global) demand of livestock products and the perceived need to make food 

systems more efficient and better able to provide healthy and safe food by enacting strong policies, with 

intensive and exclusive collaboration with large food companies. These alliances create highly integrated, 

intensive food systems that proceed to out-compete traditional agricultural production and create clinically 

healthy and safe, but standardized, highly artificial and processed foods, which are introduced without 

fanfare, while attempts to educate consumers on diets have been abandoned as failures. In Wales, this 

heralds the end of traditional agriculture, including lamb production, and the end of traditional Welsh 

landscapes with it. Due to these changes, small-scale farming becomes less and less profitable, and in 
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combination with other failing rural economic activities, this strengthens the already existing rural decline and 

urban growth.  People are flocking to cities and rural areas become unmanaged, with those few who remain 

caught in poverty traps. Local farmer’s markets and shops disappear. The disappearance of farms, 

especially sheep farming, means that parts of the countryside become inaccessible – people are mainly 

living in towns and cities and on the coast. The tourist sector suffers. Cities struggle to accommodate this 

influx of new inhabitants. 

Unemployment rises both in rural and urban areas, resulting in distinctly rural and urban types of poverty, 

and welfare is extended to deal with this – but it is difficult to get out of such welfare traps because of the 

exclusivity of the marketplace. The stricter control of available foods and drinks means that physical health 

increases on average, with obesity decreasing as people simply are not able to easily attain unhealthy foods. 

Older people are an exception – these still suffer from legacy effects on their health. The homogenizing 

economy means that employment also becomes less diverse – the main increase in jobs happens in the 

food industry and technology sectors, but these are highly skilled jobs. Food production and processing that 

happens in Wales is based around highly processed and artificial foods, based on insects and, more 

recently, in vitro meats, with nutrients added. Production is safe and fairly efficient, with fewer environmental 

impacts and reduced food waste – but there is no connection to the environment and culture of Wales. 

Unemployment and a loss of identity has created political unrest – nationalism has increased among those 

who struggle the most; those who cherish rural life rally against a highly artificial and urbanized existence. 

Niche movements aim to provide unprocessed food, but this is often too expensive for most; allotments 

expand and with the rewilding of rural areas, foraging also increases. 

Scenario 3: Preserving Wales. ‘Preserving Wales’ is a story that sees the majority of Welsh people 

returning to rural lives because of changing social norms and political conditions; for many out of necessity 

due to high levels of poverty and health inequalities, exacerbated by global pressures; and in the context of 

strong EU policies and subsidies supporting re-ruralisation and sustainable local food production. The 

process of renationalization happening in Europe, results in more devolvement of power to Wales. The 

Welsh government invests in building infrastructure and the provision of goods and services in rural areas. 

This transition is facilitated by decentralized service provision which leads to increased employment in local 

schools, hospitals etc.; as well as technological advances in communications which allow people to have 

creative and intellectual off-farm work whilst residing in thriving rural villages. These changes boost Welsh 

cultural heritage around rural lifestyle including language, sport, countryside skills hedgerow laying and local 

music. 

The Welsh government, in partnership with many social movements and cooperatives initiates major 

campaigns about nutrition and sustainability, cooking and farming. These issues are eventually fully 

incorporated into mainstream education. Social change and the nature of distributed local food production 

means different skills and jobs are valued differently than they are around 2015 – farmers are valued more 

than bankers. Within Wales, growing your own food is seen as ‘decent work’. To some degree resilience of 

food supply goes up because Wales has a wider range of produce, more of which is produced locally, 

however, there is more vulnerability to shocks effecting local food production and distribution because there 

is less of anything coming from abroad. Only the very rich live in cities, these people are large land owners 

who subcontract farm work to others. People travel to cities for tourism because they are novel as most 

people don’t live in them anymore. There are tensions due to poverty, vegetable rustling and land wars take 

place but these ultimately strengthen the necessity to collaborate in communities. Population declines 

because there is an aging population and very low immigration.  

Following up on a number of food safety scares in Europe, vegan and vegetarian societies (motivated 

themselves by environmental and ethical concerns) undertake massive marketing campaigns. Slowly, there 

is a shift in dietary patterns so that vegan and vegetarian diets become the norm, though people still eat 

some lamb, particularly for cultural reasons.  Many lamb farmers go out of business and the uplands change 

to arable and horticulture, fuels and energy generation, particularly wind farms. However, these changes 
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boost Welsh cultural heritage around rural lifestyle include language, sport, local rugby, countryside skills 

hedgerow laying, fox and rabbit hunting and local music. Climate change leads to more wineries on the south 

west coast of Wales. Destabilisation of the retail sector means less consumerism. People are much 

healthier, getting much more fresh air, eating healthy food, getting more exercise and spending more time 

living outside. In general people are happier living rurally in rich cultural communities. The health benefits of 

lower consumption of animal products become apparent together with increased mental health from contact 

with nature and social inclusion in community activities result in reduced health care costs overall. There are 

some vulnerable communities in this scenario – anyone who can’t grow their own food, such as the elderly, 

rely on volunteering and community support structures. Fortunately, community spirit is strong. 

2.4.3 Reflection on the scenarios workshops 

Below we have conducted a reflection on the scenarios workshop guided by three key questions: 

What are the most important differences between the 3 EU Scenarios in terms of opportunities and 

limitations for the ‘local’ case study initiatives? To what extend are these differences also translated into 

diverging strategic choices for the future? 

The most important differences between the three Welsh scenarios revolve around governance, and 

particularly the role of the three main actors: public sector, civil society and private sector. In the first 

scenario, Wales Wails, the public sector is completely absent and civil society is very inactive, mainly due to 

work overload and general apathy of the population. This influences the possible strategic choices for the 

future very clearly. Indeed, changes proposed under this scenario in the back-casted plans revolved around 

engaging with the private sector and developing solutions that were cost-effective, that is, solutions that 

profit-driven organisations will be interested in implementing since they will result in higher returns for them. 

In this context, climate change and its potential economic side effects can become a threat but at the same 

time a tool to persuade companies to invest in sustainable agriculture and food chains that will increase their 

resilience. In this scenario, acting quickly and improving education were considered as key levers for 

change. The SFCN will find very difficult to operate in this scenario, particularly, they will struggle to create 

cross-sectoral partnerships in cities where the local governments and other public agencies have a key role. 

Furthermore, there will be no funding or match funding to support city officers and neither to finance the 

basic structure of a national network. 

In the case of Wales, Dai the key powerful actors are the government and large companies, excluding from 

this alliance smaller business and civil society organisations. Consequently, the back-casted plans relied on 

a very strong government that could intervene easily in different aspects related with food security, such as 

expanding the welfare state or creating new policies. Nevertheless, in this world the government was not 

able to create a healthy job market that could lift people out of poverty and create positive loops. In this case, 

early actions to avoid this scenario revolved around developing more inclusive policy making processes, 

such as those promoted by the SFCN. Partnerships could then be instrumental to avoid the scenario but 

difficult to implement once this world has been established. In a state-centric scenario that only cooperates 

with large businesses the SFCN is unfeasible, given its reliance at the national and city level in civil society 

organisations.  

Finally, the Preserving Wales scenario shows a synergistic relationship between Wales and European 

governments and civil society. While the scenario describes some initial negative aspects around economic 

and health inequalities; these are progressively tackled by a strong and decentralised government in 

collaboration with civil society. However, a key aspect of this scenario is the return to rural areas and 

therefore the urban bias of the SFCN would be inappropriate in this scenario. There are many opportunities 

for cooperation and collaboration among different stakeholders and sectors; however, the SFCN and the 

individual cities would need to develop a city-region or rural perspective that allows integrating rural needs 

but also the capacity for innovation and creation of sustainable food systems driven from the countryside. 
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The high level of decentralisation of this scenario would benefit a SFCN approach based on partnerships to 

address FNS challenges. 

Which kind of other outcomes of the scenario work is important to highlight and understand overall case 

study initiatives dynamics? 

This workshop was designed in conjunction with the SFCN, but differently from other workshops, it did not 

revolve around the SFCN work but aimed to progress in developing integrated policy responses to food 

poverty in Wales. This approach shows the commitment of the SFCN to generate change and create multi-

stakeholder partnerships throughout their work. The workshops revealed the key role that Food Cardiff – The 

SFCN local partner– plays in the Welsh foodscape, having capacity to lead on plans and convene key 

institutional and non-institutional actors around the table. In fact, one of the backcasted plans revolved 

around creating an integrated food policy including a Welsh wide food policy council that resembles the 

approach championed by the SFCN. This capacity of a local food partnership to intervene and inspire 

national policies and actors shows the potential of the SFCN approach not only to institutionalise some of its 

practices in different government levels but also integrate concerns that are not only urban, and therefore 

having a wider impact on UK’s FNS.  
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2.5 Summary and Ref lection on Transformative Capacity  

This case study has presented the functioning of the Sustainable Food Cities Network, discussing its 

contribution to Food and Nutrition Security in the UK. For that purpose, this report analyses the FNS 

practices of the network, from developing campaigns to awards and hosting different networking and 

communication activities. However, it is equally important to understand how different cities within the 

network discursively and practically engage with the concept of FNS. We provide a set of examples that 

illustrate the holistic approach of these sustainable food cities. Finally, we have linked the contribution to 

FNS of the SFCN and individual cities to the food system vulnerabilities identified in the UK National report 

(WP2), demonstrating how the SFCN approach addresses mainly three key dimensions of FNS: access, 

utilisation and sustainability.  

According to WP6 guidelines, transformative capacity can be understood as the complex interactions and 

interlinkages between different case study related actors, practices and institutional settings that transform 

into agency and capacity to mobilize resources (broadly defined). A FNS practice can exhibit little/weak 

transformative potential, as well as high/strong transformative potential (constraints/possibilities). The SFCN 

is based on creating and recreating complex interactions and different levels. It is indeed a network of 

networks (i.e. the city food partnerships) and therefore relies in complex interactions across sectors and 

levels. Following this definition of transformative capacity, the SFCN would have an enormous potential for 

transformation. However, this case study shows the importance of defining the normative goal associated to 

this ‘transformative potential’ or the direction of change. In the case of the SFCN they do define a shared a 

vision of a sustainable food city that includes the main goals of FNS. In the context of TRANSMANGO’s 

goals, the analysis of the SFCN has allowed us to identify the main aspects that make this network 

innovative and foster its transformative capacity, that is, its capacity to contribute to FNS. The table below 

summarizes these characteristics. However, some of these characteristic have also associated challenges 

that might diminish the impact of the SFCN in FNS. These challenges are also outlined in order to develop a 

critical assessment of the transformative potential of national sustainable food cities networks. 

 

Transformative capacity:  

Contributions to FNS 

Challenges 

SFCN promotes an holistic approach to 

sustainable food. 

Place-based needs and priorities push local actors to 

focus on specific and pressing issues. 

SFCN proposes the establishment of multi-actor 

partnerships as a necessary element of a 

sustainable food city. 

Partnerships are very diverse, with different spaces for 

participation and inclusivity, actors play different roles.  

Cities and municipalities as key transition places. 

They have responsibilities, powers and capacity to 

build more sustainable food systems.  

The focus on cities raises issues around spatial justice 

(hinterlands and rural areas) and also the incorporation 

of global dynamics.   

The network can contribute to debates at different 

levels.  

Political context hinders progress at UK level. The 

SFCN does not engage at the EU level. 

Capitalizing on synergies among different sectors 

and actors, relying on the public and voluntary 

sector. 

The resilience and long term sustainability of individual 

cities and the network are conditioned by public 

funding and civil society involvement. Also individual 

food champions play a key role. 

Cities are engaging in policy making, developing 

action plans, and specific programs.  There are 

increasing levels of activity and more cities joining 

the network. 

How to measure success constitutes a key challenge 

to inform internal decisions but also gain support from 

local and national governments and funders. 
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3. ACCESS TO FRESH FRUIT AND VEGETABLES 

3.1 Introduct ion 

Access to fresh fruit and vegetables for all constitutes one of the key elements to deliver Food and Nutrition 

Security (FNS) in the UK. Economic access to good food is one of the main concerns for UK’s population, 

with food prices raising 18% in real terms between 2007 and their peak in August 2012 (DEFRA, 2014b). 

This affects mainly low income households, who have changed their diet buying more pork, poultry and eggs 

in front of fruit, fish or more expensive meats. Household food purchases do not generally match the 

Government recommended eatwell plate, particularly consuming more food and drinks high in fat and/or 

sugar and less fruit and vegetables. Government figures estimate that there are around 13 million people in 

poverty in the UK (Department for Work and Pensions, 2014). Alternative measures, state that four million 

people suffer from food poverty and around 3 million people suffer from undernourishment or are at risk of 

being underfed (Brotherton et al., 2010; Gordon et al., 2000). In England, 64% of the population is 

overweight, affecting mostly low income families (HSE, 2013). There has also been an emergence of food 

banks around UK, with estimates of around 500,000 now reliant on food aid, and the Trussell Trust food 

banks having delivered 3 days emergency food to 913,138 people in 2013/2014 (Lambie-Mumford et 

al.,2014). Finally, the UK produces just 55% of the total supply of vegetables for the country and only 10% of 

the fruit consumed in the UK (DEFRA, 2014). Furthermore, as the WP2 TRANSMANGO report on UK food 

system vulnerabilities shows (see  Moragues-Faus et al., 2015), some of the main vulnerability drivers in the 

UK food system revolve around unsustainable purchasing and eating practices, increasing social 

inequalities, economic crisis and food price surges. Consequently, initiatives that aim to provide fresh fruit 

and vegetables are key to reduce the vulnerability of people to experience food insecurity.  

The debate on Food and Nutrition Security (FNS) has by and large focused on the production and 

consumption ends, ignoring other range of functions such as processing, storing, distribution that are key to 

provide FNS for all (Sonnino et al., 2014).Closing this gap, there is a range of food hubs that are instrumental 

both for producers to sell their products and for consumers to access them (Morley et al., 2008). In this 

satellite case study we investigate two food hubs that provide fresh fruit and vegetables to Cardiff residents: 

food cooperatives (co-ops from now on) and organic vegetable box-schemes. Support to vegetable food 

schemes and food co-operatives are part of the food plan developed by Food Cardiff (the SFCN local partner 

in Cardiff). Furthermore, some of the box-schemes and particularly the facilitators of food co-ops (RRU) 

actively participate in the Food Cardiff partnership. In this report we analyse the emergence and evolution of 

these initiatives, identifying key actors and their motivations. Ultimately, we aim to understand the socio-

material practices that make up food coops and box-schemes and particularly their contribution to FNS. For 

that purpose, we build on the framework proposed in WP 6 mobilising the concept of FNS practices, that is, 

unveiling new routines, new patterns of connecting and/or reconnecting FNS resources in new ways. 

According to Shove and Pantzar (2005), practices are made up of ‘images’ (meanings, symbols), ‘skills’ 

(know-how, forms of competence), and ‘materials’ (artefacts, technologies) that are actively and recursively 

integrated through everyday performance. At the same time, practices can be formed, changed, and 

potentially ‘fossilised’ through creating, maintaining or breaking the links between their elements (Hargreaves 

et al., 2013). Nevertheless, the degree to which a practice is new or innovative is contextually dependent.  

The reminder of the report is structured as follows. We first outline the methodology and research questions 

that underpin these case studies. Subsequently we present the results of the research conducted with food 

coops and box schemes. Both analytical sections follow the structure of the research questions, including an 

introduction of the initiatives, their origins and main actors involved; an analysis of how their practices relate 

to different FNS outcomes; the policy implications of these findings and a concluding section. Finally, the last 

section summarizes the main findings linking these results to the previous work conducted in the UK in the 

context of TRANSMANGO. 
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3.2 Research Questions & Methods  

This research is based on textual analysis of secondary data available from the food cooperatives and box-

schemes operating in Cardiff as well as on semi-structured interviews with key informants. In the case of the 

food co-ops this study has looked specifically at co-ops in Cardiff and South Wales area. Information about 

individual co-ops as well as the network as a whole has been gathered through a variety of methods, 

including interviews with key stakeholders, document analysis and visits to 8 community food co-ops.  This 

study has focused solely on community food co-ops not based in schools. 14 community co-ops in Cardiff 

were contacted through the area coordinator out of which 7 have decided to take part. An additional co-op 

has been approached in South Wales area based on a recommendation by the area coordinator. In every 

co-op, lead volunteer, other volunteers and customers were interviewed. Two area coordinators and general 

project manager were also interviewed, alongside one local wholesaler supplying over 70 co-ops. 

Documents analysed included Rural Regeneration Unit’s website, RRU Programme Overview 2012 – 2015, 

Interim Report: Adding Value and demonstrating sustainable development in the Community Food Co-ops in 

Wales (Cox 2015), Evaluation of the Community Food Co-operative Programme in Wales (Jones 2012) and 

Evaluation of Community Food Co-ops Pilot in Wales (Elliot, Parry & Ashdown-Lambert 2004). In the case of 

the vegetable box schemes, four local vegetable schemes were analysed. These were selected in 

conjunction with local experts, aiming to represent different organisational models attending to the 

relationship between producers and consumers. There are other two key box-schemes operating in Cardiff, 

Riverfood and Abel and Cole that were not considered in this study given their UK-wide approach in contrast 

with the four initiatives based in Wales. The analysis of secondary data included information contained on 

websites and social media. Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with key actors from the 

selected box schemes. 

The main research questions that guided both case studies were the following:   

- What are the origins of this project and how has it evolved?  

- Who takes part and why?  (consumers, producers, traders, transport, volunteers, etc.) 

- How does this project contribute to FNS? Explore views on FSN and dimensions: 

o Availability: price, types of foodstuffs offered, quantity, origin, etc.  

o Access: price, physical access, social networks, etc. 

o Utilization: cooking, waste, skills, preservation, etc. 

o Sustainability: economic, environmental and social dimensions, and evolution in the future. 

- How could this initiative contribute to a more food secure Wales in the future? Policy 

recommendations 
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3.3 Research Findings 

3.3.1 Food Co-ops in Cardiff 

3.3.1.1 Introduction 

The main objective of community food co-ops in Wales is to offer healthy and affordable fresh produce for all, 

while promoting local businesses and making local supply chains more resilient. The project was piloted in 

North and South East Wales in 2004. Funded by the Welsh Government, it has been run by the Rural 

Regeneration Unit (RRU), a social enterprise with a previous experience with running food co-ops in 

Cumbria, England. In the beginning, the project targeted socially deprived areas included in the Community 

First programme,
8
 in order to fulfil in part the governmental commitment to tackling inequalities in health 

(Elliot et al 2004) as a report published earlier in 2004 revealed that only 41% of Welsh population eat 

recommended 5 portions of fruit and veg a day (Bourne 2012). Focusing on enabling access to, and 

encouraging consumption of, fresh produce, it has also aimed at supporting local producers and wholesalers 

both in rural and urban areas of Wales. During the years, the focus has widened beyond socially deprived 

areas and until now, the RRU has helped to establish and supported over 300 co-ops across the whole 

Wales. Due to a change in funding, since 2015 RRU does not officially establish new co-ops and instead 

works with a core group of 140 co-ops to make them more sustainable.  

This satellite case study looked specifically at co-ops in Cardiff and South Wales area. They are not co-

operatives per se, in a sense that they are not autonomous enterprises democratically governed and owned 

by its members, but rather they are buying groups. The mixture of desk-based research and fieldwork 

revealed that individual co-ops within this initiative are strongly rooted in the geographical, social and other 

contexts of a particular place. This is a common aspect shared amongst a variety of local food projects, that 

is, the territorial embeddedness of these initiatives shapes their characteristics and in turn these projects 

contribute to distinct place-making processes (Moragues-Faus and Sonnino, 2012). Therefore it is important 

to note that the empirical data presented in this report and subsequent findings are circumscribed to the city 

of Cardiff area.  

In the Cardiff area we can distinguish between two types of food co-ops, community food co-ops and school 

food co-ops. They both run on the same basis, with two main differences: the food co-ops at schools are 

innovatively run by pupils themselves, with an adult as a lead volunteer. They are also usually closed during 

school holidays which has a direct impact on the availability aspect of their contribution to FNS. The 

community food co-op works by linking volunteers running the co-op, in majority cases affiliated with an 

already existing community initiative such as a church or a housing association, to a local supplier who can 

be a local direct producer or a wholesaler. Customers then choose from several types of veg and fruit bags 

(See Figure 1), order and pay for them a week in advance and pick them up from a stall opened usually for a 

couple of hours on a designated day the following week. In 2012 food co-ops also started to offer ‘Additional 

Welsh Produce”, linking consumers to local producers of milk, eggs, meat or bread. Therefore, the main 

actors involved and their motivations vary from co-operative to co-operative but mainly include volunteers 

who are also buyers seeking for cheap fresh fruit and vegetables, volunteers linked to the community 

initiative that physically hosts the food co-op, facilitator of the RRU, users, providers and/or producers.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
8
 Communities First is a regeneration programme funded by the Welsh Government delivered in the most 

deprived communities in Wales, according to the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation.  

FIGURE I SALAD, VEGETABLE AND FRUIT BAGS, EACH SOLD FOR £3 
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3.3.1.2 Contribution to Food and Nutrition Security – The benefits behind benefits 

By offering healthy, affordable food for all, food co-ops can support both consumers’ household food security 

as well as the national food security of Wales by strengthening local supply chains. In Cardiff, for example, 

over 85 food co-ops as a collective are an important customer of local wholesalers based on the Bessemer 

Road Wholesale Market, the only wholesale market in Wales, which have been threatened to be closed 

down for past four years. This initiative therefore has an impact on the availability of fresh fruit and 

vegetables beyond production stages and the access to affordable healthy food. Food co-ops also relate to 

the other two dimensions of food security, utilisation and sustainability as described below.  

Availability 

The original drive to set up food co-ops revolved around tackling socio-economic inequalities and health 

problems, focusing primarily on the access dimension of food-co-ops (Elliot et al 2012). However, as the 

governmental emphasis and subsequent funding widened from health to supporting local production (for 

more information see Welsh Government Food and Drink Action Plan 2014-2020), RRU started to focus on 

cooperation with local growers and producers. In 2015, more than one third of all produce supplied by food 

co-ops was grown or produced in Wales and between 2012 and 2015 only, the programme has generated 

£1,458,301.40 in income for Welsh businesses (Rural Regeneration Unit 2015). Whereas co-ops in South 

Wales are supplied by wholesalers because of the lack of suitable producers nearby, North and West Wales 

is mostly supplied by growers, who can be wholesalers too – growing veg and buying-in fruit (and veg out of 

season). Supplying produce in season is also economically advantageous for wholesalers. In Cardiff, for the 

rest of the year and during the hungry gap especially, produce is supplied from all over the world especially 

in terms of fruit, with some preference for British vegetables. Consequently, food co-ops rely on a mixture of 

Welsh, British and international producers handled by local suppliers. While the food supply chain created by 

these co-ops does not conform with ‘localness’ attributes of other alternative food networks, it does offer 

opportunities to reconnect local producers to consumers and furthermore, build a social and physical 

infrastructure where producers, wholesalers, middleman, organisations, volunteers and consumers are 

interlocked.   

Food co-ops also challenge some of the ‘meanings’ around local food widely researched in the alternative 

food movement. For example, whereas there exists a clear top-down narrative promoting local (meaning 

Welsh) produce and businesses from RRU, following governmental framework on sustainability, interviews 

showed that the interest amongst volunteers and customers was rather weak. Similarly, although volunteers 

and customers were engaged with the idea of seasonality, there was a degree of confusion over what “being 

in season” mean and this knowledge was not linked to seasonal produce in the UK. This points out to a need 

for more research into how people engage with the concept of seasonality, how people know what is in 

season and what/whose knowledge is valued and how, especially in grass-root organisations. Consequently 

the image and skills of these social practices differ from idealised notions of alternative food initiatives.  

On a material level, community food co-ops practices can be compared to the other case study explored in 

this report on veg food boxes (see below). They provide customers with a pre-determined set of produce and 

the consumers themselves have a little choice of what directly goes into the bags. Hence especially in the 

case of 2 wholesalers supplying over 85 co-ops together in South Wales, this points to a considerable power 

of the supplier over what consumers receive every week. As a following quote shows, wholesalers’ 

understanding of what people are demanding and what they are eating is as important as what is perceived 

by the wholesaler to be economically beneficial for him as well as the consumer: 

“R: And what about those mushrooms? [pointing at big, Portobello mushrooms wrapped in packs of three] 

W: No, I don’t put them in. You know, people wouldn’t know how to cook them. They prefer having a bigger 

pack, more of everything.” 
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This framing of food options is informed by the experience of the supplier and his relationship with the 

clients/consumers. For example, the same supplier stressed his active encouragement of feedback from 

customers and volunteered couple of occasions when that influenced what goes into the bags: “Last week 

someone called if they could get some courgettes. So we looked into it and got courgettes to all [70] co-ops 

this week.’. This illustrates a certain degree of flexibility over what goes into bags and communication 

between the supplier, volunteers and customers is vital. The quality of produce which stays long fresh is one 

of the most important predictors of co-op’s success and hence giving feedback to suppliers is highly 

encouraged by RRU. Furthermore, some food co-ops in Cardiff cater also for different ethnic minorities as 

non-traditionally Welsh produce is included on purpose, such as sweet potatoes. As reported by one project 

coordinator, a separate type of a veg bag, a stir-fry bag, was born out of a suggestion by a food co-op 

affiliated with Student Union with a number of international students. 

Access 

Food co-ops especially improve the access dimension of FNS, both by a very affordable pricing (see Figure 

1) as well as facilitating physical access to fresh fruit and vegetables. Consequently, the social and physical 

infrastructure created by food co-ops reconnects availability and accessibility elements of FNS. As explained 

by the General Manager, “Food co-ops are not just about food but it meets the food poverty agenda. 

Because those people who feel that they can’t afford to eat fresh, can, and they can see that they can”. Food 

co-ops also accept Healthy Start vouchers, a governmental scheme providing vulnerable young families with 

food vouchers to buy milk, fresh or frozen fruit and vegetables, and formula milk.
9
 However, in 8 co-ops 

visited, only a handful of customers did actually pay with those voucher over the past 6 months. In rural 

areas of potential “food desserts” with limited options of shopping spaces, the infrastructure created by food 

co-ops is particularly important. As a new sourcing outlet it potentially gives the community a choice over the 

food they eat. Where this is linked directly with local producers and participatory mechanisms it could be 

seen as a manifestation of food sovereignty.  

Food co-ops therefore tackle financial and physical barriers to accessing fresh fruit and vegetables but they 

also build and strengthen community ties. Apart from the quality of the produce, running alongside other 

initiatives proved important for food co-ops success. These can include Credit Union meetings, doctor’s 

surgeries or community meals. Over and above their function of providing affordable, fresh, local produce, 

food co-ops provide an opportunity for customers to socialise with each other and with volunteers. 

Supporting local community was also mentioned as an important motivation to shop there. The social aspect 

praised by many volunteers and customers alike seems to be as important as reaching out to different 

groups of customers. For example, in one co-op, a session on health and well-being organized by 

Community First worker attracted young women to their stall, whereas in another case a toddler group 

brought young families to the co-op. Strengthening social networks and building community support 

constitute as well an important asset to deliver FNS outcomes. 

Utilisation 

One of the reported challenges with veg box schemes in general is the associated potential increase of food 

waste. This constitutes a more acute problem in initiatives where the set of produce is pre-determined and 

therefore consumers might be unfamiliar with some of the foodstuffs delivered. In order to address these 

issues, at the beginning of the programme RRU created a set of recipe cards tailored to the produce in each 

type of bag and encouraged food co-ops to give them away. Teamed up with the Community First 

programme they also delivered cookery classes using food co-op produce. As food in the UK in the past 10 

years became more prevalent both in media, amongst public and on the political and third sector agenda, 

this actually resulted in RRU investing less resources in raising awareness around cooking and healthy 

eating, as explained by the general manager: “As time went on, we felt that that was not necessary. Because 

                                                      
9
 https://www.healthystart.nhs.uk/  

https://www.healthystart.nhs.uk/
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there is so much cooking information out there, it is not something we get asked about whereas we did 

previously.” 

At the same time, some co-ops embedded in other community initiatives still run their own cookery classes. 

Those anecdotally showed to be a “safe space” for experimenting with new ingredients, making customers’ 

diet more varied as a result. For example, according to one volunteer, a young mum decided to include 

swede into her cooking when she saw her son enjoying it in a curry, although previously he rejected it.   

Sustainability 

If food co-ops have a positive impact on customer’s household food and nutrition security, then there is a 

close relationship between the sustainability of food co-ops and the sustainability of FNS of their customers. 

Below we discuss how food co-ops relate to the different sustainability dimensions of FNS: 

 Social: Like local food projects in general, co-ops are run by volunteers and hence their 

sustainability as individual projects depends on their ability and commitment to provide that 

support (Elliot et al 2012). Therefore volunteers’ burnout or drop out is often detrimental to co-

op’s survival and hence limiting their ability to benefit customers’ household food security. This 

reliance on voluntary labour and public funding through the support of RRU raises important 

questions around the resilience of these initiatives. However, as previously recognised in the 

food movement around the value of non-waged labour (Ekers et al., 2015), these can also 

contribute to community strengthening and social movement building which can conversely 

have a positive impact on building resilience.  

 

 Economic: The main narrative of sustainability of food co-ops shared across different 

stakeholders (volunteers and project coordinators alike) is their non-profit nature. In this way, 

sustainability was viewed by one project coordinator as “doing more with less”, as she stated 

that “[we] have always felt that having no running costs is more sustainable.” And indeed 

many volunteers saw no costs as their main asset, especially free venues. However, those ‘no 

costs’ are more often costs borne by other organisations food co-ops are linked with, 

illustrating that the successful development and sustainability of co-ops is largely dependent 

on their embeddedness in other local initiatives and the extent to which they are networked. 

For example, when the Communities First programme changed to their current funding, they 

lost some venues as a part of their restructuring which led toa  closure of a number of co-ops. 

Hence being linked with other organisations can make co-ops over dependent. This was 

visible in the case of promotion and attracting new customers, also an important aspect of 

food co-ops sustainability, when co-ops rely on printing costs or social media exposure 

provided solely by the local initiative they are linked with, after initial support (bags, banners, 

leaflets etc) from RRU. In one case, a food co-op was prohibited from creating a social media 

profile as this might have conflicted with an official one by their partner organisation. 

Notwithstanding food co-ops contribute to the local economy, among others by creating jobs in 

the supply chain. For example, a supplier interviewed for this case study reported that two 

jobs have been created in his business as a direct result of food co-ops work. Lastly, the 

economic sustainability of these initiatives also relies on the ability to maintain affordable fruit 

and veg prices, especially in places where the supplier is a wholesaler and not a direct 

producer. As was explained above, the choice of produce in bags depends to large extent on 

the affordability of fruit on the wider market and subsequent profitability for the wholesaler.  

Environmental Regarding environmental sustainability, the main framework of reference for interviewees 

were food miles when food from nearby was seen as more environmentally friendly than food from afar. This 

can be seen in the underlying line of promotion of “local production”, especially by the wholesaler and RRU. 

Overall, the supplier perceived environmental sustainability mostly in economic terms – eg. saving money 

spent on fuel by reducing food miles. There was also a strong emphasis on and encouragement to reduce 
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their number of trips (grouping deliveries) and reduce/reuse/recycle packaging. Packaging of individual items 

in bags provided an interesting dilemma between practicality, environmental friendliness and provenance 

awareness. According to one of the project coordinators, changing volunteers’ and customers’ habits was 

crucial at the beginning of the project when there was a desire to bag individual items because of food safety 

issues. Although this has been successfully revoked in large part especially when the supplier is a grower 

himself/herself, this still seems to be the case with a major wholesale supplier interviewed for this case study. 

However, individual packaging in plastic or paper bags was welcomed both by volunteers and the supplier as 

produce was much easier to handle that way, rather than for example receiving a sack of potatoes and 

weighting them out. At the same time, if produce has been already received packaged by the supplier and 

not packed by the supplier himself, this often provided the only information about the provenance of the food 

co-ops have. However, individual volunteers and customers were much less engaged with the idea of “local 

food” and the questions of its provenance more generally as stated above. 

3.3.1.3 Policy implications: Food banks or food co-ops? 

With the food crises of 2008, more and more of British people have found themselves threatened by 

household food insecurity, or the inability to afford nutritious, culturally and socially acceptable food. One of 

its symptoms has been the increase in the establishment and subsequent usage of food banks (Lambie-

Mumford et al., 2014). With the rise of their prominence both in media and public awareness, there seems to 

be some degree of confusion between what a food bank is and what a food co-op is and for whom, as 

pointed out by one area coordinator: “From my experience working with co-ops, people think oh I can’t come 

here because I can afford to go to the supermarket,” One food co-op customer, a government worker, put it 

this way: “Sometimes I feel guilty. This is not for me,” while another volunteer called for the need to 

overcome the stigma connected with food co-ops. This seems to be a recurring problem, as the evaluation of 

2004 pilot programme suggests that “in some areas, food co-ops are perceived generally as a subsidised 

resource available only to people on low income. Despite local advertising efforts promoted by volunteers, 

food co-ops found it difficult to overcome this image and attract new customers,” (Elliot et al 2012: 10). This 

points out that the confusion between food co-ops and food banks can be a barrier to accessing them which 

might be problematic for people already struggling with food insecurity.  At the same time, some food co-ops 

did not encounter this confusion at all, showing how much each individual co-op is embedded in their locality 

and community. Some co-ops even perceived their customers and food banks clients as two very different 

groups of people and not the same clientele.  

Although in the contemporary policy climate of encouraging food banks to offer ‘food plus’ services and also 

signposting to other services the cooperation between food banks and food co-ops might seem natural, to 

date there has been only a very few and rather unsuccessful partnerships where food banks were identified 

as not being interested, focusing instead on their own agenda.  

Throughout this research we have identified three main challenges in the food co-op model. The first 

challenge revolvers around food prices and competition by other outlets. Although food co-ops offer a very 

good value for money, the contemporary food price volatility and temporary lower prices in supermarket may 

make their offer less attractive especially in urban areas with more shopping options. Secondly, the inability 

to choose (or predict) what goes into the bags was often listed as a reason for dropping out of the scheme or 

not being interested in the first place. As one lead volunteer stated, she recommends the co-op to people 

“who like everything”, in order to prevent food waste. However, a number of customers revealed innovative 

ways of avoiding food waste, such as swapping items when ordering in bigger groups (eg. workplaces) or 

splitting the content of bags (eg. pensioners living on their own). Finally, although the message that food co-

ops are for all is strong, their opening hours which are usually from late morning to early afternoon may make 

it inaccessible to some people.  
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3.3.1.4 Conclusions 

Food co-ops in Cardiff and South Wales are strongly socially and economically embedded within their 

communities, if not so much ecologically (Sonnino and Marsden 2006, Sonnino 2007). As a part of local food 

chains they do promote “socially embedded economies of place” (Seyfang 2006: 386), even if the place is 

defined and delineated in more of a social, rather than environmental sense. Whereas it is often argued that 

farmer’s markets and other alternative food networks foster a direct relationships of trust between producers 

and consumers (Sonnino 2007), this did not materialize to such a great extent in the food co-ops in this 

particular area, although an often-cited motivation for customers was to support the community initiative food 

co-ops present in itself, if not so to support the producers down the supply chain. However, this again reflects 

the experience of co-ops in a specifically urban area where the relationship with producer is mediated by, or 

rather fully constructed by, the wholesaler.  

On a different level, the community food co-ops provide an interesting example of an attempt for an 

integrated approach to food policy, as food demands a policy response across different sectors, be it public 

health, agriculture or business (Barling, Lang and Caraher 2002).  Although the pilot was primarily funded by 

the Public Health department which was translated into an emphasis on healthy eating in deprived areas, 

between 2006 – 2012 when the program was rolled out across whole Wales it was jointly funded by the 

Department for Health and Social Affairs, providing policy lead, and former Department for Rural Affairs 

(Jones 2012). From 2012 – 2016, the project has been jointly funded by the Department for Health and Food 

Division of Department for Environment and Rural Affairs whose goal was to provide more local food from 

local producers. As explained by one project coordinator, this was not only to acknowledge materially the 

interconnectedness of food but also an explicit attempt to bring different public sectors together, with 

representatives of both departments sitting on project’s steering group (Jones 2012).  However, to what 

extent have this interconnectedness been working in practice can be questioned by the anecdotal evidence 

of the need to produce two different reports for each department. 

The different narratives around local food also highlight the role of governments and top-down vs. bottom-up 

governance in general in the potential transformation of food system. Whereas there was a clear political and 

organisational top-down desire and a variety of motivations to promote local food production, this did not 

resonate to a great extent with individual co-ops. An argument that “local food is a myth, it is a myth that 

people want local food” put forward by one volunteer is a telling, albeit extreme illustration of an apparent 

disinterest in the provenance of food amongst co-op volunteers and customers. This destabilizes the notion 

of a policy (or even a community initiative, for that matter) as a ‘constant object’ that can be transplanted 

from one place to another. Instead, as Law and Singleton (2014: 381) suggest, ‘policy is a set of 

heterogeneous practices done variably in multiple locations,’ In every single food co-op, the governmental 

policy supporting local production, Welsh Food Strategy and even Sustainable Development Goals agenda 

has played out a bit differently, with a varied degree of engagement and subsequent positive outcomes. 

Future policy interventions around local food should consider how quality and particularly the concept of local 

food is constructed by people with low food budgets; including a more critical assessment and 

communication to the public about why local food should be promoted. Furthermore, the disconnection 

between top-down narratives promoting Welsh produce and businesses from RRU and the seeming lack 

of/weak interest amongst volunteers and customers of the food co-ops shows the importance of including 

diverse set of stakeholders in the development of food policy as well as design long term interventions that 

can deliver cultural and structural changes. 

Overall, food co-ops in Cardiff area contribute to some extent to all different dimensions of FNS, especially in 

terms of access to affordable healthy food and the social aspect of utilization, bringing communities together. 

They tackle both economic and physical barriers to accessing fresh fruit and vegetables as well as 

strengthening the communities’ ties. This impact might be even more profound in rural areas, as in Cardiff, 

food co-ops have been struggling in the past 6 – 9 months with falling numbers of bags and customers, 

ascribed to the decrease in prices of produce in supermarkets. In this context, and with RRU funding running 

to an end, it is particularly challenging to scale up and out this initiative in the city. Although there was little 
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interest in local food amongst customers and volunteers interviewed, the project nevertheless helps to build 

more resilient food chains in Wales by top-down emphasis on engaging local suppliers, both wholesalers and 

actual producers, especially in terms of the Additional Welsh Produce. 

3.3.2 Vegetable box schemes 

3.3.2.1 Introduction 

In order to understand the contribution of vegetable box schemes to food security, we studied four different 

vegetable box providers: Blaencamel, Penylan Pantry, Riverside Market and the Welsh Food Box Company. 

These four schemes represent the main ‘local’ vegetable box schemes in Cardiff, apart from other UK wide 

box-schemes such as Riverford or Abel and Cole. Furthermore, these four schemes are markedly different 

regarding the stakeholders involved and overall organisation as described below. This section introduces 

each vegetable box project in order to contextualise their contributions to FNS.  

Blaencamel vegetable box scheme is the only farm-based project from the four case studies. They sell just 

the produce they grow on their organic farm near Aberaeron, in West Wales (150km from Cardiff). They 

established their vegetable box scheme in 2007, when they stopped supplying supermarkets with their 

vegetables. Their main motivations for this decision were, first, to sell within Wales; second, to know their 

customers and share with them their successes and failures; and third, to retain autonomy to grow what they 

want. Blaencamel is a family-run farm involving three family members. The farm also employs four full-time 

workers and a few casual workers over the summer. Regarding customers, the interviewee from Blaencamel 

notes that “they just order when they want and because of that I send an email every week… I have a 

database of up to 300 people… and it tends to fluctuate between 25 and 50 veg boxes a week I guess. It’s 

weird, it’s rarely the same people.” Customers cannot customize their boxes, which is not the case with the 

other providers. A £12 box usually consist of six to seven items, including delivery. However, if collected at 

the weekly Cardiff’s farmers market, it is £10. 

Penylan Pantry’s vegetable box scheme began in July 2015 and is running alongside the business with a 

café and deli. The Pantry’s ethos is to promote local producers, the community, and the respect for the 

environment; the same applies to their vegetable boxes. The project consists of two full-time and three part-

time workers. They receive the produce from the Organic Fresh Food Company based in Lampeter, Wales 

(118km from Cardiff) and the Riverside Market Garden near Coed Hills (see below). A significant portion of 

the produce is local and seasonal, but they also get products from abroad, such as lemons, oranges, and 

courgettes from Spain. The Pantry aims to provide personalized vegetable boxes to fully satisfy customer’s 

wishes, hence if customers want lemons, they have to import them. Through this personalization, they intend 

to eliminate waste: “The last thing we want is that people get their VB and chuck it out in the bin.” About 40 to 

50 vegetable boxes are sold per week and their prices range between £10 and £35, but the most popular are 

between £15 and £20. The Penylan Pantry’s vegetable boxes are unique in the way that they deliver them 

by bicycle in order to reduce one stage of transportation-related fossil fuel emissions. It is also possible to 

order other produce sold in the Pantry with the box. 

The Riverside Market Garden (RMG) is a small-scale intensive horticultural operation that will supply both 

institutional customers and farmers’ markets in South East Wales. The RMG is part of the Riverside 

Community Market Association which runs three farmers markets in Cardiff since 1998. The Market Garden 

is located at St Hilary, 10 miles west of Cardiff. Their vision is to enable people in South Wales to enjoy 

lifestyles that are sustainable. The Garden aims to demonstrate a model of sustainable livelihood that 

supports a quality of life without damaging the health of the environment, the economy, and the community. 

The Garden operates like a co-operative where people can buy shares. They have sold about 150 shares. 

However, as one of the Garden’s representative notes, they hoped that these shareholders would become 

volunteers and would help them with running the Garden. Unfortunately only three shareholders are 

involved. In addition, the shareholders receive 10 per cent discount on their veg boxes. The Garden received 

a grant from the Welsh government between 2011 and 2015 to launch and to be a demonstration project. 

https://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&q=define+%C2%A3&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjAlv2uye_LAhULuBQKHWMbA9UQ_SoIIDAA
https://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&q=define+%C2%A3&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjAlv2uye_LAhULuBQKHWMbA9UQ_SoIIDAA
https://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&q=define+%C2%A3&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjAlv2uye_LAhULuBQKHWMbA9UQ_SoIIDAA
https://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&q=define+%C2%A3&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjAlv2uye_LAhULuBQKHWMbA9UQ_SoIIDAA
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One of the founders of the Garden describes their situation as following: “We’ve had a few people coming to 

the farm, to show them what we’re doing. We’ve got the grant to do a so called knowledge transfer. For the 

first four years we lost money. (…) This is our first year without any grant.” Overall, they aim to provide an 

example of an alternative economy. They began selling vegetable boxes in 2012 and now they deliver 

between 40 and 50 boxes a week to a loyal customer base. Customers have the option of customizing their 

boxes. During the “hungry gap” (winter-spring period when there is generally less availability of produce in 

the UK due to weather conditions), around 80 per cent of the produce is bought in from the Organic Fresh 

Food Company with the Garden providing only salad that is grown in their three big greenhouses. In the 

summer, they sell their products almost exclusively – customers can choose between 100% their produce or 

with staples such as carrots and potatoes bought in. Since 2015, they started to deliver boxes to people’s 

houses; before they had five different pick up points in the City. In terms of people involved in the scheme, 

they have one grower, two part-time workers, and one volunteer. They offer three different sizes of vegetable 

boxes, ranging from £10.50 to £16.50. 

The Welsh Food Box (WFB) Company started to deliver vegetable and fruit boxes in 2011, when they took 

over an existing scheme (Green Cuisine Organics) which had been running for 20 years. They began to 

specialize on Welsh produce and expanded the range of food to include meat, dairy, and dry goods. Their 

main motivations have been “commercial, whilst maintaining an ethical and health-driven focus.” From all the 

schemes studied, they are the largest one, delivering about 100 boxes per week. They source the produce 

both directly from farmers as well as via wholesalers.
10

 Consumers can tailor the boxes, for example they 

can contain just fruit or vegetables, as well as mixture of 50 fruit/50 vegetable, 70 fruit/30 vegetable or 30 

fruit/70 vegetable. The price varies from £10.50 to £20. It is also possible to order other produce together 

with the box, such as freshly baked bread, eggs, cheese and meat. 

3.3.2.2 Contribution to FNS 

Vegetable box schemes contribute to different aspects of food security, including the availability of and 

physical access to fresh and nutritious food, better utilization of local produce, as well as contributing to 

different dimensions of sustainability. However, their main constraint is economical access; not everyone can 

afford the organic and local produce they offer. This section explores the contribution of these vegetable box 

schemes to FNS including the views of vegetable box providers.  

Availability 

All four schemes contribute to the availability of fresh, organic and local food in the city. As an informant from 

Blaencamel points out, the produce can be unique, such as Jerusalem artichokes or fresh wild garlic that 

customers do not normally see in supermarkets. In addition, he notes that “when you eat [seasonal stuff], it’s 

delicious. … If you go to a supermarket, you don’t necessarily get this experience. And I think people that 

shop with me, they get really interesting stuff that they don’t see anywhere else… we can do things that 

mainstream shops are not really doing.” The WFB shares a similar philosophy, and apart from premium 

quality fruits and vegetables from the UK and overseas, the WFB’s customers opt for a “local hero box” 

which consists of only the best local produce.  

Overall, the content of all boxes is relatively similar. Apart from Blaencamel, which only provides local and 

seasonal vegetables, the other boxes include a mixture of local and imported produce, the latter of which 

increases during winter. For example, the Pantry’s box includes root vegetables (such as carrots, potatoes, 

sweet potatoes, parsnips, celeriac, beetroots, ginger), leafy greens (including kale, rainbow chards, and 

spinach), and tropical fruits (bananas, oranges, and lemons). When purchasing boxes from Pantry, 

Blaencamel, and WFB, it is possible to add extras such as milk, butter, cheese, honey, fresh bread, coffee, 

and quinoa. Blaencamel offers home-made specialities, including hummus, chutneys, chilli sauce, and 

                                                      
10

 Full list of providers available here: 
http://www.welshfoodboxcompany.com/index.php?route=information/information&information_id=8  

https://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&q=define+%C2%A3&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjAlv2uye_LAhULuBQKHWMbA9UQ_SoIIDAA
https://www.google.co.uk/search?hl=en&q=define+%C2%A3&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjAlv2uye_LAhULuBQKHWMbA9UQ_SoIIDAA
http://www.welshfoodboxcompany.com/index.php?route=information/information&information_id=8
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tomato passata. Selling these products also helps Blaencamel to deal with the “hungry gap”, that is, when 

they do not have such a vast range of vegetables available. 

Throughout the interviews contradictions emerged around how the different box schemes define seasonal 

and local. For example, an interviewee from the Riverside Market Garden claims that they are providing 

seasonal boxes, yet they import some produce from Spain. To what he adds that “we won’t have things like 

tomatoes in winter. We’re putting things that could be almost-grown [outside] here [such as broccoli, 

cabbage, cauliflower].” The configuration of the boxes is constrained by the availability of ‘local’ (which 

mainly refers to Welsh or ‘as close as possible’) produce while at the same time creating economically viable 

initiatives that gain support from consumers by differentiating them from other outlets, from conventional 

(supermarkets with UK produce, local veg shops) to more alternative options such as other veg box 

schemes, including Riverford the largest supplier of organic vegetables in the UK (Clarke et al., 2008). 

Access 

According to interviewees, the main obstacle of vegetable boxes to contribute to FNS is their price, and 

therefore they struggle to become a tool to secure people’s economic access to fresh produce. This criticism 

has been widely acknowledged in the critical food studies literature, mainly pointing out how alternative food 

networks such as veg boxes reproduce neoliberal traits including limited financial and cultural access to this 

‘idealised’ initiatives (Guthman, 2008a, 2008b).  Penylan Pantry and the Riverside Market Garden are aware 

of this financial obstacle, whereas Blaencamel and the WFB do not seem to be. Penylan Patry recognizes 

that their vegetable boxes are not financially accessible to everyone: “If you can’t afford organic fruits and 

vegs, or you think you don’t want to spend the money, then it’s not the right place for you.” Similarly, boxes 

from the Riverside Market Garden are not accessible to everyone because, as an interviewee from the 

Riverside Market Garden describes, “you can buy vegetables cheaper from other places than from us. … To 

me food security seems to be a problem for people on particularly low incomes. I know people on welfare, 

struggling to have nutritious, healthy diet. Are we helping them? No, for two reasons. First, none of them are 

our customers, and second, they would be able to buy more for their money from somewhere else.” 

However, he sees themselves more as a long term contributor to food security, particularly in its availability 

dimension by increasing the resilience of the Welsh agricultural sector; for example if oil begins to run out or 

importing food becomes very expensive, then it will be important that Wales would be as self-sufficient as 

possible. Despite Blaencamel’s emphasis on physical rather than economic obstacles within veg box 

schemes models, there is an awareness of the characteristics that make up their set of consumers: “(my 

main group of customers is) a lot of people who do master’s or PhD, and care a lot about the environment… 

Generally I think the biggest group is 25 to 40 years old. It tends to be white middle-class, well-educated and 

predominantly female.” Hence, the recognition of class, education and gender traits in the consumer 

population does indicate the potential exclusion of FNS vulnerable groups from these schemes. Indeed, 

these type of alternative food initiatives have been reported as generally available only to those who have 

the economic means as well as the social and cultural resources to access them (Guthman, 2011) . 

However, vegetable boxes do contribute to improving people’s access to fresh fruit and vegetables as an 

essential part of a sustainable diet. The Pantry sees the delivery of vegetable boxes to people’s homes as a 

big advantage, which is beneficial for either busy people or those who cannot easily leave the house.  Gareth 

from the Pantry explains: “I guess we contribute by making it easy for people to get good quality, organic 

stuff. And we also take away the element of shopping and choice away. ... There’s no time pressure on you 

or an endless choice.” Similarly, the WFB states on its website that it aims to help people that “are far too 

busy to make weekly treks around farmers markets and farm shops to get the quality and variety of produce 

that they would dearly like” (Welsh Food Box Company, 2011). In addition, Blaencamel acknowledges that 

despite veg boxes being a niche, “quite a lot of people don’t drive and you know they can’t get to farmers 

market. So it’s a niche but it’s a very important one.” Nevertheless, the physical access is also limited to a 

certain extent by geographical area, which is especially evident with the Pantry’s boxes, since their delivery 

system relies on bicycle. For example, they do not deliver to Ely, Caerau, Faiwater, Pentyr, or Llanrumney. 
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Utilization 

One of the reported limitations of seasonal vegetable boxes is the lack of cooking skills of some clients, 

particularly of unusual vegetables, as an interviewee states: “It’s bizarre that we live in a culture where 

people don’t recognize their native vegetables”. In order to address this limitation, all schemes provide 

recipes in their boxes. Riverside Market Garden interviewee notes that “if there’s something unusual we tend 

to explain what it is. But I think our customers tend to be those who look it up on the internet anyway.” 

Blaencamel’s informant writes a blog with recipes and talks to people about what to do with the vegetables; 

he shares with them their enthusiasm: “I also have to be very positive about them [the vegetables] when 

speaking because, you know, if people think it’s a work, it won’t become a habit that they will keep… I will 

never want veg boxes to be a pain…. It’s so important to be positive.” Consequently, these initiatives are 

sharing and creating knowledge and skills in order to improve people’s capacity to utilize local and unusual 

vegetables. 

The initiatives analysed were also concerned with creating less waste. For example, Pantry’s customers can 

let them know which products they have not used yet and do not wish to receive in their next box. 

Communication with customers and sharing recipes, were considered key tools to reduce waste and 

encourage people to eat vegetables that are not available in conventional outlets. Hence, to a certain extent 

the vegetable box schemes contribute to “reconnecting” people with native vegetables and to have a 

healthier and more sustainable diet. 

Sustainability 

Vegetable box schemes relate differently to FNS main aspects: availability, access and utilisation. In order to 

understand the sustainability of these initiatives and their potential contribution to address FNS challenges, 

we discuss how box schemes relate to the three dimensions of sustainability. 

 Environment: All schemes consider themselves as environmentally sustainable, given that 

they all source organic produce and minimize food miles. Yet there are different levels of 

awareness around transportation and their environmental costs because some initiatives put 

special emphasis on the food miles of foodstuffs but not on the impact of their own delivery 

systems. According to this definition of environmental sustainability (local and organic), 

Blaencamel is probably the most environmentally sustainable, since they consider their farm 

to be carbon-neutral in terms of production methods and rely solely on their own produce in 

their vegetable boxes. However, they do add food miles to their veg boxes through the home 

delivery system. Contrastingly, the Pantry is aware of the costs of sourcing food from 

Lampeter, and hence in the summer they try to source their products from nearby producers 

as much as possible. Nevertheless, their bicycle delivery service does convey environmental 

values in terms of transport-related emissions. In addition, in the case of sourcing the produce 

from outside the UK, in all cases it is shipped, not air frightened, which releases less global 

gas emissions (Wakeland et al., 2012). Also home delivery is perceived as more efficient than 

if every customer use a car for picking up their boxes, since vehicles delivering the boxes are 

being highly utilized and the route is usually planned in advance. Packaging constitutes the 

second element of concern for veg box schemes. The Pantry interviewee acknowledges that 

they use quite a lot of packaging – “some leaves are packed in plastic and they might go bad 

when it is warm,” and “the only way to deliver VB on a bicycle and to keep the box on the bike 

is the cling film.” Notwithstanding, all schemes offer the possibility of reusing the boxes, which 

they collect from their customers on each delivery.  

 

 Social: As we described above, the level of volunteering is quite low, however the 

commitment of customers to these schemes is essential to overcome hungry gaps or other 

challenges associated to running pitfalls. Three of these schemes are particularly active in 

nurturing the social dimension of their projects. For example, Blaencamel organises different 
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activities to bring people back into agriculture, such as regular visits by local schools. They 

also host visits from universities and organic groups of consumers. According to them, “it’s 

important to engage people with agriculture. You know, it’s part of our history. But people are 

very disconnected from that.” In contrast, the Pantry, “is like a community hub, where 

everyone knows each other.” According to the Riverside Market Garden interviewee, their 

initiative creates jobs and hosts various events. He adds that “we have an open house when 

we invite people to come, do some digging… so that people can connect with the planet, with 

the universe, with nature. It’s part of psychological well-being to get that sense of connection 

for human beings.” Hence, through involving people, the schemes aim to create a community 

around their schemes, to raise awareness about food production, and to contribute to people’s 

well-being.  

 

 Economic: Some of these initiatives are not economically sustainable, that is, they rely on 

funds from other sources to continue operating. In this case, Blaencamel and the WFB are 

economically sustainable. Blaencamel does not receive any subsidies or external grants, and 

both make enough profit to sustain themselves. Contrastingly, the Pantry currently subsidizes 

the veg box scheme through their deli café business, yet they hope to be economically 

sustainable in about six months. Similarly, the Riverside Market Garden expects to be 

economically viable soon, since this is the first year when they do not receive any grants from 

the Welsh government. All four though contribute to the local economy, creating new markets 

and also jobs.  

3.3.2.3 Policy implications: can exclusive initiatives promote long-term resilience? 

These four box schemes emphasize different contributions to addressing sustainability and food security. A 

key aspect revolves around creating new relationships between different stakeholders (producers, 

consumers, intermediaries, cafes, etc.) and spaces (urban/rural, local food and imported) but also 

establishing new linkages between sustainability and FNS dimensions. The clearest example comes from 

how vegetable box schemes contribute to connecting consumers with producers, as noted by the WFB.  

However, there are more complex relations at play. For instance, one of Blaencamel’s aims is to reconnect 

the countryside with the city, but also to strengthen the linkages between human health and environmental 

aspects: “I think if you’re involved in understanding how produce is grown, you’re much more likely to be able 

to cook and to look after yourself and nourish yourself in a good way.” The Riverside Market Garden finds 

that through its activity they contribute to developing a resilient society “where food is better produced, closer 

to the point of consumption for reasons of economy, ecology, society and everything else. So we’re a role 

model for that.” On another note, some of these schemes highlight their participation in broader movements, 

such as the Penylan Pantry that sees itself as part of the Slow Food Movement.  

Interestingly most of the policy recommendations highlighted by interviewees revolve around agricultural 

policy changes and to some extent food education. Mainly vegetable box providers suggested measures to 

support organic agriculture, food education, and training. Blaencamel’s interviewee stated that “We have to 

pay to say that we are organic… We have to pay to say that we’re doing the right thing. But people who 

pollute, they don’t. In fact, they get paid. So I think you need a reform of agricultural policy.”  Similarly, the 

Riverside Market Garden calls for more policy initiatives that support projects like theirs. For example, they 

want the Welsh government to make more land available for people who want to grow food, provide training, 

and mentoring. Food education was also stressed as a key area of concern, mostly in order to regain 

cooking skills that facilitate the consumption of (native) vegetables. 

3.3.2.4 Conclusions 

Vegetable box schemes in Cardiff contribute to the availability of and physical access to fresh, organic and in 

most cases local vegetables. Three out of the four schemes also provide non-seasonal organic fruits and 

vegetables from overseas. This type of food hub and associated practices have the potential to improve the 
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utilization of foodstuffs and address some of the environmental and social dimensions of unsustainable food 

systems by reconnecting different stakeholders, themes -such as health, education and environment- and 

spaces. However, socio-cultural and economic access remains the main obstacle of the boxes in comparison 

to non-organic vegetables and fruits from supermarkets or buying groups as shown above. Mainly, vegetable 

boxes are regarded as not affordable for people on low incomes or those who do not want to pay more for 

their fruits and vegetables than they would do in supermarkets. The research shows the awareness of some 

of the vegetable boxes of these potential exclusionary practices, exemplified by a white, educated middle-

class customer base. However, the other two schemes lack this reflexive approach to their contribution to 

food security. In this sense, this study confirms many of the exclusionary dynamics observed in the 

alternative food literature around social justice and inclusiveness (Tragear, 2011; Allen, 2008) 

This research has also shown the different types of veg boxes operating, as well as the changes they 

experience. For example, Blaencamel notes that people used to order one month in advance, but now “some 

people want [a box] once in two weeks, once a month or in two months, and some people want to get it just 

for Christmas or Easter… or if they love tomatoes, they’ll buy it in the summer.” For Blaencamel, the idea of 

a vegetable box is “so much of a non-written contract for the relationship with the customer, when you’re 

planning your crops and stuff… it’s an income you know you’re going to make... It gives you a financial 

security.” However, it is now much harder to rely on income from vegetable boxes when the customer base 

fluctuates from weekly orders. This volatility challenges the long term sustainability of these schemes and 

pushes for new models and innovations. Indeed, only Blaencamel maintains this original idea of vegetable 

boxes, since it is the only one that creates direct contact between the producer and customers. Penylan 

Pantry and the Welsh Food Box are only intermediaries between customers and organic producers, with 

customers having difficulties tracing up the origins of their food since vegetables and fruits come from 

various places – different farms as well as wholesalers. In such case, the original idea of vegetable boxes – 

creating direct contact between producers and consumers – is materially dismissed although maintained in 

their discourse as shown above. Riverside Market Garden mixes the two approaches; they source from other 

places only when they do not have enough of their produce. These hybrid forms show the importance of 

developing flexible social and physical infrastructure in order to deliver sustainable and healthy food in the 

long term, as well as the potential to scale-up and out these initiatives in the city. 

3.4 Summary and Ref lection on Transformative Capacity  

These two cases studies have highlighted the importance of food hubs and particularly the ‘connective’ role 

performed by a diversity of producers, consumers, wholesalers, retailers and caterers in developing FNS 

practices. As described throughout the report, Cardiff’s provision of fresh fruit and vegetable presents a 

highly fragmented foodscape, exemplified through a wholesale market on the verge of closure, disconnected 

vegetable box schemes and a set of food co-ops that are running out of government support. The two 

iniatives studied are used by different groups as well, with users of food co-ops being attracted to cheap 

fresh fruit and vegetables, and clients of vegetable boxes conforming to other quality constructions in line 

with the alternative food movement (e.g. environmental standards, local, organic, direct selling). 

Nevertheless, these initiatives actively contribute to different dimensions of FNS. The food co-ops provide 

access to cheap fresh fruit and vegetables, as well as contribute to a better use of those foods through 

knowledge and information sharing. Furthermore, they are socially embedded in different communities 

fostering other social benefits for their users and volunteers. In the case of the vegetable boxes, they 

contribute to the longer term goal of providing sufficient food through sustainable production methods, as 

well as impact on access to certain groups and food utilisation.  

The comparison of both initiatives allows us identify a set of common practices, mainly providing and 

purchasing fresh fruit and vegetables in Cardiff through non-conventional outlets, and at the same time we 

can point out some key differences in the materiality, knowledge and skills that make up these FNS 

practices. In terms of materiality the price of foodstuffs makes a big difference, as well as the quality of the 

vegetables provided (organic, non-organic, types of vegetables, etc.) or the economic regard of producers or 
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intermediaries. In terms of knowledge, we have displayed the different discourses and meanings mobilised 

by actors involved, from a low engagement with the notion of local and/or seasonal in food co-ops, to a 

whole reworking of these loose terms to construct definitions that actually match the ethos of the initiative. 

Finally, the skills used by different actors are also diverse, from co-ops volunteers to organic food producers. 

However, in many cases wholesale or retail skills are mobilised by different actors, such as producers, café 

owners, associations, volunteers or even consumers. These similarities and differences emphasize the 

hybridity of these food hubs and the importance of developing flexible social and physical infrastructure in 

order to deliver sustainable and healthy food in the long term. 

The transformative capacity of palliative character is therefore not straightforward and also, it does not only 

depend on the context but in the capacity of these FNS practices to address root causes of food insecurity 

and provide long-term change. In this line, food co-ops contribute to addressing some of the vulnerability 

areas of the UK’s food system as identified in the UK national report and summarised in the table below. 

Mostly, food co-ops address social inequality and low incomes; choice editing and consumers’ behaviour; 

lifestyle, health and wellness; and also contribute to the provision of information and skills development. In 

the case of the vegetable boxes they contribute to preserving soil fertility and biodiversity by promoting 

environmentally friendly and native production of foodstuffs, they also address UK’s reliance on importing 

food; impacting as well on choice editing and consumers’ behaviour; lifestyle, health and wellness. 

Vegetable box schemes also contribute to the information provision and skills development. Furthermore, in 

both cases these initiatives are challenging a key vulnerable area of UK’s food system around oligolopolis 

and power concentration creating more distributive food economies.  

FIGURE  1 UK VULNERABILITIES AND FNS OUTCOMES 
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