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Editorial 

Citizen Science for Sustainable Food Systems: Open 
Innovation, Traditional Knowledge & People's Active Role

The need to develop sustainable food systems is 
soon to become an agenda no government in the 
world will be able to ignore. The global food system 
is broken: though there’s enough food on the plan-
et for everyone, price volatility, on-farm and end-
point wastage of food, food diverted for use as fuel, 
land buy-ups, and corporate control of agriculture 
have led to a scenario in which agricultural policies 
are not working for farmers or consumers in most 
countries of the world. In Europe, farmers survive 
only through subsidies and in the UK, in 2017 over 
2,500 food banks provided emergency food sup-
plies to thousands of families living in poverty. In 
December 2017 WTO talks, trade and farmers’ repre-
sentatives expressed despair at the unilateral poli-
cies of the USA, with the business interests of corpo-
rations having trumped the food security concerns 
of millions of farming-dependent households. On 
top of this, the unsustainable, fossil fuel intensive 
agribusiness sector contributes a major share of the 
greenhouse gas emissions driving a shift in climate 
patterns that is spiralling out of control.

The industrial revolution set in motion the destruc-
tion of local food systems; both in the colonised 
countries and in the hinterlands of the colonising 
countries where peasants were forced off their land 
to fill and labour in the factories. In India, the British 
East India Company bled the Indian peasantry dry 
through taxation: by the late nineteenth century, 
agricultural taxes amounted to half or more of cul-
tivators’ gross produce, leaving them with less food 
than they needed to support their families. Shashi 
Tharoor’s recent book An Era of Darkness shows that, 
undivided, India’s share of world GDP went from 23 
percent at the onset of British rule, to 3 percent at 
the time of Indian independence. 

Capitalistic economic development is a system that 
destroys all the structures that came before it, down 
to the community and family structures that not 
only benefited the capitalism of the past, but that 
make life liveable. This is why we are seeing farmer 
suicides not only in India, where the rates are astro-
nomical, but in so-called developed countries like 

Dr. Joe Hill  is currently working as a volunteer researcher at the Society for Promotion of Wastelands Development, Eastern 
Regional Office, India. He’s carrying out research and building a coalition of civil society organisations and concerned persons 
to tackle the menace of increasing chemical pesticide use, decimation of landraces of crops; and promoting agro-ecological 
farming. He is a member of the Editorial Board of the Future of Food: Journal on Food, Agriculture and Society.
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Australia, the USA, the UK and France.2  The more 
recent onset of neo-liberal capitalism – the system-
atic retreat of states from any regulation or control 
of the activities of profit-making enterprises – has 
had more sinister effects on local food systems that, 
due to the WTO, are now firmly interconnected with 
global corporate interests. This extremist attempt 
by neo-liberal forces to hand over human society 
to market forces had no precedent in earlier phases 
of capitalist development in the Western countries; 
which might explain why regulatory systems still 
exist in these countries. The regulation of chemical 
pesticides sale and use in agriculture provides an 
example in this regard.

Chemical pesticides are a global concern; it 
wouldn’t be an understatement to say a global cri-
sis. In Europe, pesticides are grossly over-used even 
though regulatory systems are in place. A recent 
study in Germany shows that over the past 27 years, 
the biomass of flying insects in nature reserves has 
declined by 76 percent. Another study shows a 15 
percent drop in Germany’s bird population over 
the past 10 years.3  In France, a study of 1,000 farms 
has shown that less usage of insecticides would 
result in more production on 86 percent of farms 
and no farms would suffer a loss in productivity.4  In 
the UK, data was presented at a conference in No-
vember 2017 showing that the number of chemi-
cals applied to the vegetables sold in supermarkets 
has increased 17-fold over the past 40 years. In the 
same conference, evidence was presented to show 
that the regulatory system for pesticides is failing: 
as one scientist pointed out, “there are simply too 
many potential combinations of chemicals to test 
and regulate.”5  In sum, there is no way of ensuring 
safe use of pesticides in agriculture. And this is the 
situation in Europe.

In India, home to roughly one fifth of the world 
population, which includes the largest share of 
the world’s chronically poor, there is no function-
ing  regulatory system for pesticide sales and use. 
The country’s Insecticides Act, which was most like-
ly framed to encourage pesticide use, will be 50 

years old in 2018. On the ground, regulation simply 
doesn’t exist in the majority of India’s states. Pesti-
cide companies sell pesticides to dealers, who sell 
them on to farmers, who apply them in unknown 
and unsafe dosages to crops with no knowledge of 
correct usage or waiting periods,6  after which the 
crops are harvested and taken by middlemen to be 
sold to the public without testing for residues. The 
Comptroller and Auditor General of India (CAG) re-
cently carried out an audit of the Food Safety and 
Standards Authority of India (FSSAI), finding that 10 
years after the enactment of the Food Safety and 
Standards (FSS) Act 2006, the FSSAI is yet to frame 
regulations and guidelines to govern different 
procedures.7  The CAG looked at the food analysis 
reports of over 200 food testing laboratories and 
found that 99 percent of the samples were not an-
alysed for pesticides, and 96 percent were not an-
alysed for microbial contamination.8  The sector is 
almost entirely unregulated.

What are the implications of the above for citi-
zens, consumers, academics and farmers across the 
globe? Our food systems, like our governments, are 
being increasingly compromised, meaning that we 
seemingly have less and less control over the food 
reaching our plates. Aside from the most prestigious 
of higher educational institutes, most of which are 
based in the West, research funding to academics is 
drying up; or in some cases has never been made 
available. Foreign funding to civil society organi-
sations is also being strongly clamped down upon 
in many countries, India included. Those wanting 
to work for sustainable food systems or indeed on 
matters relating to other systems, be they health, 
education or livelihood, are finding it necessary to 
find new ways to innovate. The way forward is par-
ticipatory research, termed citizen science when de-
fined as “public participation in organised research 
efforts” (see Pollard et al. in this issue).

Citizen science for sustainable food systems is 
the response needed across the globe for sever-
al reasons. Firstly, as mentioned above, because           
democratic spaces are shrinking and funding for 

1. Online https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/dec/06/why-are-americas-farmers-killing-themselves-in-record-numbers
2. Online https://www.legalreader.com/people-finally-noticing-insect-collapse/
3. Online https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/apr/06/farms-could-slash-pesticide-use-without-losses-research-reveals
4. Online http://www.gmwatch.org/en/news/latest-news/17988-scientists-warn-of-toxic-chemical-cocktail-in-food
5. Online https://thewire.in/187597/farmers-shouldnt-die-government-addresses-rampant-pesticide-misuse/
6.  Online http://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/doubts-raised-on-food-safety-in-india-59367
7. ‘Unsafe’ rap on food regulator (December 20, 2017) The Telegraph (Ranchi edition)
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people-centric initiatives is drying up. People have 
the right to know about and to question the results 
of government or industry-sponsored research – 
because it affects their health and lives. Secondly, 
and more importantly, because citizen science is 
the most effective response to neoliberal policies 
pushed by an increasingly powerful corporate lob-
by that has effectively taken control of most demo-
cratic(-in-name-only) governments. French philos-
opher and sociologist Jean Baudrillard wrote that 
capital  “was never linked by a contract to the society 
that it dominates. It is a sorcery of social relations, it 
is a ‘challenge to society’, and it must be responded 
to as such.” 9 In other words, to challenge and over-
come the capitalist system in its current degraded 
form, as researchers and activists we must not limit 
our work solely to that for which we can find fund-
ing. 

The best example of this is the work of Dr Debal 
Deb, who along with his colleague Debdulal Bhat-
tacharjee conserves on just 2.3 acres over 1,300 
landrace varieties of paddy – about one-fifth of the 
total varieties still being grown in India. This he does 
without government or private sector backing. His 
mission is to conserve and distribute the rice vari-
eties to farmers. On top of this, Deb regularly pub-
lishes studies on the varieties, thus preventing the 
varieties from being patented by companies and 
corporations whose strategy has been to take farm-
er-varieties, crossbreed them, bag them up and sell 
them back to farmers at exorbitant prices.10  

As scholars, activists and global citizens, we must 
find ways to develop the systems we need to live – 
in this case sustainable food systems– and to do so, 
we must work with farming communities, allowing 
them to co-own the research and other activities. 
Farmers are themselves scientists – we should keep 
in mind – for they themselves practice, hold and 
share forms of traditional knowledge that cannot 
be found in text books or research articles. Freed 
from the constraints of capital, we can develop al-
ternative structures that will allow us to exit from 
the unsustainable systems within which we’ve be-
come tightly enmeshed.

This issue begins with an article titled “The case for 

citizen science in urban agriculture research” by Pol-
lard, Roetan and Ward from the University of South 
Australia, Adelaide. The authors argue that in an un-
certain future of climate change and constrained re-
sources, urban agriculture is a suitable and increas-
ingly necessary approach to improve food security. 
Their concern is to enumerate the productivity of 
individual food gardens, to gauge the impact such 
farming can have on the lives of urban residents. 
The second paper by Nemoto and Biazoti, titled 
“Urban agriculture and how bottom up initiatives 
are impacting on the space and policies in the city 
of São Paulo,” takes an approach that shows how, 
beyond mere provision of fresh and healthy food, 
urban farming can connect citizens, transform pub-
lic spaces, and engage citizens in the planning of 
their cities to improve their lives. Writing from a city 
in eastern India, where one is forced to buy pesti-
cide-laced vegetables from sellers sitting along gut-
ters on congested roads, and where one finds few 
clean, green spaces, and little public participation in 
city planning, these articles provide plenty of ideas 
for possible initiatives. 

Gray’s article, “Duelling the consumer-activist dual-
ism: The consumption experiences of modern food 
activists,” debates at length the contradictions in-
herent in consumer-based food activism. A way of 
life for those concerned with the agribusiness in-
dustry and its ill-effects, this paper provides food for 
thought for food activists. We wish Gray the best for 
her ongoing research! The fourth article concerns 
that industry which comes to mind when talking 
of global agribusiness, namely the oil palm indus-
try, most notorious for its active decimation of the 
last wild orangutans. Tittor takes a political ecology 
lens to examine the oil palm industry in Nicaragua, 
drawing on the work of two NGOs and fusing this 
with her own extensive fieldwork. Her paper “Docu-
menting the social and environmental consequenc-
es of oil palm plantations in Nicaragua” concludes 
that, though the negative impacts of the trade ap-
pear to outweigh the positive ones, further research 
is very much needed. 

I would like to thank the Head of the Board and the 
Managing Editors of Future of Food journal for invit-
ing me to write the editorial to this timely thematic 

8.   Baudrillard, J. (1981). Simulacra and Simulation (translated by Sheila Glaser). University of Michigan Press.
9.   Online  http://cintdis.org/basudha/
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issue. I take pleasure in peer reviewing articles for 
the journal and am happy to see the journal pro-
gress over the years. Let 2018 be a rewarding year 
for the journal’s readers, contributors and editorial 

team members – may our work to create a fairer 
and more equitable world include, more actively, 
the participation of those we seek to represent and 
support.
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Abstract 

In an uncertain future of climate change and constrained resources, urban agriculture is widely 
viewed as a sustainable and scalable approach to improving food security. While its social, health 
and wellbeing benefits are well documented, there is a major knowledge gap in terms of the fi-
nancial accessibility of urban food production for all households. The implications are far-reach-
ing: if urban agriculture is purely a middle-class discretionary activity, then it will play a limited 
role in improving food security on a city-wide scale. While community gardens are relatively 
well studied, research into the inputs and productivity of individual household food gardens 
presents profound practical challenges, notably the sheer number of geographically separated 
gardens, the enormous diversity of garden sizes and types, as well as highly variable cultivation 
and irrigation techniques. In this paper, we demonstrate that a citizen science approach offers 
a unique method to overcome many of these research challenges. We report on the Edible Gar-
dens project in South Australia, a citizen science project developed to investigate the inputs 
(labour, costs and water use), and outputs (produce yields and value) of urban food gardens. 
Citizen science enables a large cohort of gardeners to measure these inputs and outputs and 
report on a wide variety of production methods over an extended period of time. We conclude 
that citizen science is an effective approach for future urban agriculture research.

Introduction

Although there has been a recent revival of interest 
and engagement in urban agriculture in the developed 
world (Matos & Batista, 2013; Schupp & Sharp, 2012; Wise, 
2014), there remains concern over the lack of field-based 
quantitative data on the required inputs and productiv-
ity of urban food gardens (Pourias, Duchemin, & Aubry, 
2015; Taylor & Lovell, 2013; Ward, Ward, Mantzioris, & 
Saint, 2014; Wise, 2014). In this paper, urban agriculture 
(UA) is defined as home, community, school and allot-
ment gardens within urban areas, including the keep-
ing of urban livestock such as poultry, fish and bees. UA 
has been found to enhance connection to place (Turner, 
2011), connection to nature, and assist the mental and 
physical health of the people involved (Alaimo, Packnett, 
Miles, & Kruger, 2008; Balmer et al., 2005; Galhena, Freed, 
& Maredia, 2013). Those interested in the productivity of 
UA are concerned with whether or not it can help house-

holds to save money, grow more food on less land, pro-
duce highly nutritious food, improve self-sufficiency, or 
grow more food with less water (Algert, Baameur, & Ren-
vall, 2014; Gerster-Bentaya, 2013; Ward & Symons, 2017; 
Ward, Ward, Mantzioris, et al., 2014). UA in developing re-
gions of the world, such as parts of Africa, Asia and Latin 
America, is often guided by very different motivations 
and faces different challenges than UA in developed 
countries (Nugent, 2000; Petts, 2005; Van Veenhuizen 
& Danso, 2007). Consequently, the scope of this paper 
is UA in developed countries, as the research approach 
demonstrated here is most applicable to countries with 
similar UA to Australia. In this context, a citizen science 
project, “Edible Gardens” is presented, amid discussion 
of how it was developed to address practical UA research 
concerns.

Citation (APA):
Pollard, G., Roetman, P., Ward, J. (2017). The case for citizen science in urban agriculture research. Future of Food: Journal on Food, Agriculture and 
Society, 5(3), 9-20.
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Research into the productivity of urban food gardens 
faces many practical challenges, notably: the sheer di-
versity of food gardens, their geographic spread across 
suburbs, towns and cities, and their low physical acces-
sibility (Conway & Brannen, 2014; Kortright & Wakefield, 
2011; Taylor & Lovell, 2013). Initial interest in the pro-
ductivity and possible economic benefits of urban food 
gardens resulted in detailed studies on small numbers 
of purpose-built experimental gardens. Recent research 
has shifted more towards generalised studies on larger 
numbers of pre-existing food gardens. The broader ap-
plicability of past studies is limited due to the small num-
ber of gardens involved (Cleveland, Orum, & Ferguson, 
1985; Pourias et al., 2015; Stall, 1979; Stephens, Carter, 
& Van Gundy, 1980; Utzinger & Connolly, 1978; Vitiello, 
Nairn, Grisso, & Swistak, 2010; Vitiello, Nairn, & Planning, 
2009), short data collection periods (Conk, 2015; Gittle-
man, Jordan, & Brelsford, 2012; Stephens et al., 1980; Vi-
tiello et al., 2010; Vitiello et al., 2009; Zainuddin & Mercer, 
2014), and the difficulty of measuring relevant inputs 
such as labour, costs and water use.

Historically, urban food production has flourished during 
times of need, such as times of change, war, economic 
downturn or environmental concern (Gaynor, 2006; Gert, 
1996; Kemp, 1977; Zilans et al., 2016). In major European 
and British cities, urban allotment gardens began ap-
pearing during the industrial revolution (Matos & Batista, 
2013; Zilans et al., 2016). With such widespread rural-ur-
ban migration, housing was often severely overcrowded 
and shortages of fresh food were common. Originally, it 
was suggested that allotment space be provided to the 
urban poor to enable them to supplement both their 
fresh food supplies and reduced incomes (Barthel & Isen-
dahl, 2013; Barthel, Parker, & Ernstson, 2013; Kemp, 1977; 
Kim, 2014; Matos & Batista, 2013). In Northern France in 
the late 1800’s, the situation was so dire that as much as 
50-90% of a household’s weekly budget could be spent 
on food (Kim, 2014). Since the 1980’s, however, urban 
food production in developed countries, such as Austral-
ia, New Zealand, the US, the UK, Europe and Canada, is 
now more commonly viewed as an expression of enjoy-
ment, leisure, exercise and health, rather than a produc-
tive undertaking (Matos & Batista, 2013; Nugent, 2000; 
Petts, 2005). This view lies in direct contrast with devel-
oping countries, where UA persists as a major livelihood 
for many of the world’s cities, for example, Nairobi, Cairo, 
Cuba, La Paz and Hubli-Dharwad (Nugent, 2000).

Putting aside for the moment the documented social, 
physical and wellbeing benefits of participating in UA, 
there is a practical need to establish whether the origi-
nal purpose of encouraging urban food production (i.e. 
to help supplement the fresh food supplies and reduced 
incomes of the urban poor) is still accessible in modern 

urbanised areas. The implications are far-reaching: if UA 
is purely a middle-class discretionary activity, then it will 
play a limited role in improving food security on a city-
wide scale. A recent report by the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (ABS) (2015b) found that just under 25% of the 
Australian population depends upon government assis-
tance for between 50-100% of their gross household in-
come. Attempting to follow healthy food habits, such as 
those recommended by Australian standards, was found 
to be a serious fiscal challenge for welfare-dependant 
households (Kettings, Sinclair, & Voevodin, 2009). Indeed, 
4% of the Australian population reported experiencing 
food insecurity, i.e., when a household runs out of food 
and cannot afford to buy more (ABS, 2015a). Participa-
tion in some forms of UA, such as community gardens, 
has been found to help reduce food insecurity (Carney 
et al., 2012; Kingsley & Townsend, 2006) and increase 
access to fruit and vegetables, especially in low-income 
areas (Armstrong, 2000; McCormack, Laska, Larson, & 
Story, 2010). However, it remains unclear whether it is 
feasible for households to save money by growing some 
of their own food, if all the relevant inputs are taken into 
account (Ward & Symons, 2017).

Citizen science is defined as “public participation in or-
ganised research efforts” (Louv, Fitzpatrick, Dickinson, & 
Bonney, 2012). Citizen science engages members of the 
public to assist in a range of activities, with data collec-
tion being the most common task (Catlin-Groves, 2012; 
Cooper, Dickinson, Phillips, & Bonney, 2007; Williams, 
Stafford, & Goodenough, 2014). It is suitable for large ge-
ographic scales and hard-to-access places, for example 
private land, homes and gardens (Cooper et al., 2007; 
Louv et al., 2012; Williams et al., 2014). In their study to 
quantify community garden crop yields, Gittleman et 
al. (2012) employed citizen science principles and tech-
niques in their project’s design, data collection methods 
and online infrastructure. Their ‘citizen scientists’ collect-
ed data on their own community garden sites. Arrang-
ing access for scientists to a large number of sites would 
have otherwise been both time consuming and costly 
(Toms & Newson, 2006; Williams et al., 2014). Citizen sci-
ence is also capable of collecting large quantities of data 
over extended time periods (Bonney et al., 2009). Study 
results are typically presented to the citizens involved or 
made accessible for their use. Projects with greater levels 
of engagement provide ways for participating citizens 
to record and track their data, share it with others and 
even analyse it to draw their own conclusions (Louv et 
al., 2012; Wiggins & Crowston, 2011). 

This paper reviews and critically evaluates past and re-
cent research into the inputs and productivity of UA. 
The main challenges and issues of such research are dis-
cussed in depth. The second half of the paper demon-
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strates citizen science as a suitable approach to mitigate 
many of the inherent challenges of future urban agricul-
ture research. We report on the Edible Gardens project 
in South Australia, a citizen science project developed to 
investigate the inputs (labour, costs and water use) and 
outputs (produce yields and value) of urban food gar-
dens. 

UA yield research
Research into quantifying the yields, economic benefits 
and required inputs of UA can be roughly divided into 
two timeframes. It was in the US in the 1970’s that re-
search initially began on the feasibility of urban home 
food gardens to save household money. Of five initial 
studies, four of them collected data from purpose-built 
demonstration gardens (Cleveland et al., 1985; Stall, 
1979; Stephens et al., 1980; Utzinger & Connolly, 1978), 
while the fifth collected estimated survey data from 
pre-existing home vegetable patches of small farms 
(Gladwin & Butler, 1982). The inputs and outputs for 
a small number of gardens, such as labour, yield (with 
retail value calculated) and basic costs, were typically 
measured over a period of three to twelve months. All 
studies presented their results as a total average yield of 
kilograms per square metre (or pounds per square foot), 
with no differentiation between different crops. Two of 
these studies recorded high yields of more than 6 kg/
m2 (Stall, 1979; Utzinger & Connolly, 1978), while anoth-
er two reported lower yields of between 1.2-2.7 kg/m2 
(Cleveland et al., 1985; Stephens et al., 1980). Gladwin 
and Butler (1982) did not calculate an average yield per 
square metre. Labour was recorded by all five studies, 
although only Stephens et al. (1980) reported net finan-
cial savings. Water use has often been overlooked in UA 
research. Utzinger and Connolly (1978) and Stephens et 
al. (1980) recorded water use merely as a cost.  Cleveland 
et al. (1985) conducted the longest study, collecting data 
from two purpose-built gardens over 2.5 and 3 full years. 
This investigation remains the only field-based UA yield 
study to measure water use as an input (albeit from “ex-
perimental” gardens).

Research into the economic viability and productivity of 
UA gardens then experienced a lull until 2009. This is not 
to say that research into UA ceased entirely, rather that 
research during this time shifted its focus towards com-
munity gardens (Armstrong, 2000; Gert, 1996; Twiss et 
al., 2003), the relationship between urban food produc-
tion and urban planning (Ellis & Sumberg, 1998; Lawson, 
2004; Schmelzkopf, 1995), related health benefits (Brown 
& Jameton, 2000), and finally into the value of social, 
place-based and community-driven forms of alternative 
food supplies (DeLind, 2002; Moisio, 2004; Sage, 2003). 
In the intervening years, the cost of fresh water has risen 

considerably (Ward, Ward, Saint, & Mantzioris, 2014). The 
increased cost of required inputs may have an impact on 
the net value of urban food production. 

Since 2009, there have been eight studies into the pro-
ductivity of UA in modern urban environments. Of these 
eight studies, five of them were concerned purely with 
community-style gardens (Algert et al., 2014; Gittleman 
et al., 2012; Pourias et al., 2015; Vitiello et al., 2010; Vi-
tiello et al., 2009), while the remaining three studies 
concentrated on home gardens (Codyre, Fraser, & Land-
man, 2014; Conk, 2015; Zainuddin & Mercer, 2014). All of 
these studies collected data only during their respective 
“growing seasons”. For some, this was as short as three 
or four months (Algert et al., 2014; Conk, 2015; Vitiel-
lo et al., 2010; Vitiello et al., 2009; Zainuddin & Mercer, 
2014), while the longest recorded growing season was 
eight months in Paris (Pourias et al., 2015). While Gittle-
man et al. (2012) did collect data from two growing sea-
sons and Conk (2015) collected data from three growing 
seasons, none of these more recent studies spanned an 
entire year. With regards to yield, two studies reported 
high yields of between 5-7 kg/m2 (Gittleman et al., 2012; 
Vitiello et al., 2009), three studies reported intermediate 
yields of between 2-4 kg/m2 (Algert et al., 2014; Conk, 
2015; Vitiello et al., 2010), and three studies reported 
lower yields of between 0.35-1.7kg/m2 (Codyre et al., 
2014; Pourias et al., 2015; Zainuddin & Mercer, 2014). 
Again, results were presented as total average yield per 
square metre. High documented variability among in-
dividual garden yields was common (Algert et al., 2014; 
Codyre et al., 2014; Conk, 2015; Pourias et al., 2015; Vi-
tiello et al., 2009; Zainuddin & Mercer, 2014). All but one 
study (Zainuddin & Mercer, 2014) calculated the retail 
value of the crops harvested. Measurement of related 
inputs such as labour, costs and water use was uncom-
mon. Codyre et al. (2014) included labour and costs as 
part of their research, while the other seven studies did 
not. Water use was not measured at all. 

Over time, research into the productivity of UA has tran-
sitioned from detailed studies on a small number of pur-
pose-built experimental gardens, to more generalised 
studies on a larger number of pre-existing food gardens. 
The measurement of related inputs remains challenging, 
particularly as the number of gardens involved increas-
es. In order to study UA productivity effectively, differ-
ent UA practices, approaches and crops must be clearly 
defined. This provides a clearer context for the different 
yields and input or resource requirements of various ap-
proaches, thus allowing for enhanced analysis and com-
parison.
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Issues with past research into urban agriculture pro-
ductivity 

Home food gardens have been considerably overlooked 
with regard to research, interest and support (Conway & 
Brannen, 2014; Taylor & Lovell, 2013; Zainuddin & Mer-
cer, 2014). This is particularly true in comparison to com-
munity gardens (Golden, 2013; Gray, Guzman, Glowa, & 
Drevno, 2014; Kortright & Wakefield, 2011). This disparity 
is perceptible in the public government acknowledge-
ment and support in Adelaide, South Australia. Current-
ly, the 30 Year Plan for Greater Metropolitan Adelaide 
supports community gardens for their contribution to 
social interaction and physical wellbeing (Government 
of South Australia 2010, Chapter D: Policies and Targets; 
Health and Wellbeing – Policy 2, pg. 101). No mention is 
made of either home food gardens, or of the capacity of 
urban food gardens to actually produce food.

Explanations for the scarcity of home food garden stud-
ies include: the enormous diversity of food gardens, the 
difficulty in allowing for the variety of growing styles and 
methods in research, and the low visibility and physical 
accessibility of home food gardens (Conway & Brannen, 
2014; Kortright & Wakefield, 2011; Taylor & Lovell, 2013). 
The six main issues with past UA yield research identi-
fied by this review include: using experimental gardens 
instead of pre-existing gardens, using small data sets or 
commercial yield rates for theoretical extrapolations of 
potential UA yields, the lack of water use data, how to 
value time invested as labour, and finally, what consti-
tutes reasonable productivity and nutritional contribu-
tions. 

1. Monitoring experimental food gardens rather 
than pre-existing food gardens
Collecting data from purpose-built experimental food 
gardens is likely to represent “best case scenarios” as 
they are designed, planted, tended and monitored by 
scientists. Such experimental gardens differ from the 
widely varying range of pre-existing home and commu-
nity gardens, which are designed, built and tended to by 
regular citizens (with their own range of knowledge and 
experience). Another consideration is that the majority 
of studies based on experimental gardens only collected 
data on one production type or gardening approach, for 
example “in-ground beds” or “organic gardening”. In their 
study on home food gardens in Melbourne, Zainuddin 
and Mercer (2014) found that most of their participants 
made use of more than one gardening approach. Differ-
ent approaches may have individual merits or disadvan-
tages, which in turn could influence the various efficien-
cies and productivity of food gardens.

2. Theoretical extrapolations of UA yields
Due to the lack of rigorous large-scale input and yield 
data, there has been a tendency to base theoretical ex-
trapolations of potential large-scale UA yields on either 
relatively small data sets (Vitiello et al., 2010; Vitiello et 
al., 2009) or commercial yield rates and input require-
ments (Garnett, 2000; Ward & Symons, 2017). Estimating 
potential yields, particularly for city-wide predictions, is 
considered both difficult and generally unreliable due to 
the number of variables involved (Ackerman, 2011). One 
recent study by Ward and Symons (2017) showed that 
crop selection could be theoretically optimised to de-
sign “best case” food gardens, and that such optimised 
gardens could potentially deliver non-trivial household 
savings, even accounting for the high price of water and 
dry climate of a city such as Adelaide, South Australia. 
However, a lack of UA input and yield data means that 
their study relied on applying commercial yields and 
theoretical crop water use requirements. For the pro-
posed benefits to be achieved in practice, real-world 
data must be obtained to inform proper garden design 
and implementation.

3. Water as an input 
Very little is known about the current water consump-
tion of UA (Ward & Symons, 2017; Ward, Ward, Saint, 
et al., 2014). As noted earlier, Cleveland et al. (1985) 
remains the only field-based UA input and yield study 
to measure water use. Water was their single largest 
expense—almost 30% of the total costs for each gar-
den—while watering by hand took approximately 50% 
of the total hours spent. Not only is fresh water a valua-
ble and sometimes scarce resource, but in many parts of 
the world, the price of fresh water is rising. The produc-
tive capacity of UA must therefore take into account the 
amount and price of the water required to produce food. 
If the cost and/or availability of water is found to be a 
barrier to cost-effectiveness in UA, then future research 
can begin to look into possible water saving techniques 
(e.g. drip or precision irrigation, the use of timers or alter-
native water sources) or alternative production methods 
for greater water use efficiency. 

4. Labour as an input 
It is difficult to measure the value of labour. The hours 
spent producing food can be dismissed if the activity is 
perceived as a discretionary leisure activity, or as valua-
ble purely for its social, health or wellbeing benefits. Such 
an approach is acceptable, providing the household in-
volved is not attempting or expecting to save money. Of 
the previous studies which measured labour as an input, 
five of them found that any small financial savings made 
were negated once the minimum wage rate of the time 
was applied (Cleveland et al., 1985; Codyre et al., 2014; 
Gladwin & Butler, 1982; Stall, 1979; Utzinger & Connol-
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ly, 1978). The most recent of these studies, by Codyre et 
al. (2014), even found that their average gardener was 
paying 39% more by producing their own fruits and veg-
etables even before apply a labour wage, simply due to 
the recurring costs involved. Stephens et al. (1980) was 
the only study to report net financial savings once their 
minimum labour wage of US$3.10/hour was applied. No 
recent study has yet reported net financial savings once 
applying a minimum wage to the time invested in urban 
food production. Alternatively, for urban farmers in de-
veloping regions of the globe, their labour is not strictly 
measureable by the categories of industrial wage labour. 
For example, 68% of urban farmers in Carapongo, Peru 
live on less than US$2 per person per day (Villavicencio, 
2008). Thus, it is once again important for researchers to 
define the kind of UA which they are researching to en-
sure that the applicability of their work is clear.

With regard to the length of UA data collection, none of 
the more recent aforementioned studies collected data 
on an entire year, or longer. This is understandable due 
to the substantial investment in resources to conduct 
long-term in-field research. Consequently, short-term lit-
erature on UA cannot take into account the production 
of early or late crops, or how additional time to maintain 
and prepare food gardens is often required throughout 
the other months of the year. Time spent could also be 
profiled according to each related food growing activity, 
such as weeding, planting or watering. Unfortunately, 
few studies have the resources to record labour to this 
level of detail, yet it could be a comprehensive way to 
compare the labour efficiency of different garden setups. 

5. Productivity and nutrition
The yield rate required to make UA financially or nu-
tritionally worthwhile for individuals and households 
in modern urbanised areas is highly subjective. Some 
high yields have been documented and may be achiev-
able under certain circumstances (Gittleman et al., 
2012; Nugent, 2000; Vitiello et al., 2009). However, op-
posing research remains sceptical that the estimated 
UA yields can be attained (Conway & Brannen, 2014; 
Ward, Ward, Mantzioris, et al., 2014). Recorded yields 
from past UA research ranged from as low as 0.35 kg/
m2 (Zainuddin & Mercer, 2014) to as high as 6.85 kg/m2 
(Utzinger & Connolly, 1978), typically with high levels of 
variability among gardens (Algert et al., 2014; Codyre et 
al., 2014; Conk, 2015; Pourias et al., 2015; Vitiello et al., 
2009; Zainuddin & Mercer, 2014). This lack of differenti-
ation between individual crop yields is problematic and 
doesn’t allow for accurate comparisons among various 
crops, production methods or gardening approaches. 
For example, a yield of 1 kg of potatoes per square me-
tre is very different from 1 kg of eggs per square metre 
with regards to nutrition (e.g. energy or protein), retail 

value, and required inputs (e.g. time, money and water). 
It is also possible for gardeners to utilise different gar-
dening approaches in order to enhance their garden’s 
productivity. Five such approaches which are relatively 
well known include: Continuous Productive Urban Land-
scapes (CPULs), Grow Biointensive, SPIN farming (small 
plot intensive), Permaculture and high-tech urban horti-
culture. Currently there is a lack of scientific studies com-
paring different gardening approaches in terms of their 
productivity and efficiency, which would shed light on 
whether any of these approaches are reliable in practice.

Another aspect of UA which may influence productivi-
ty is the gardener’s level of experience. The majority of 
the people growing food in the original allotment gar-
dens had the benefit of agricultural experience, having 
recently moved from rural areas (Barthel et al., 2013). By 
comparison, there is currently concern over the dispar-
ity in food growing knowledge and skills between sin-
gle generations (Barthel & Isendahl, 2013), in addition to 
discussions about the loss of skilled labour in traditional 
farming (Millar & Roots, 2012). Indeed, the owners of a 
small Adelaide-based urban farm, Wagtail Urban Farm, 
recently told the authors of how they had to travel in-
terstate to find someone with the skills and knowledge 
of small-scale continuous production to teach them. UA 
input and productivity studies have not collected suffi-
cient data to analyse the relationship between garden-
ing experience and productivity, with the exception of 
Codyre et al. (2014). By comparing their 50 home food 
gardens, gardeners with more than seven years’ experi-
ence were found to be statistically more productive. In 
the Californian-based study by Algert et al. (2014), gar-
deners with less than four years of gardening experience 
were intentionally disregarded. 

Past research has advocated the benefit of increasing 
people’s access to fresh fruit and vegetables (Armstrong, 
2000; McCormack et al., 2010), and how best to supple-
ment people’s fruit, vegetable and protein needs (Ward, 
Ward, Mantzioris, et al., 2014). Even in places where the 
need is greater, such as in some developing countries, 
urban food gardens are still commonly only a supple-
mentary food source (Nugent, 2000). One long-running 
program in the US called SNAP (Supplemental Nutri-
tion Assistance Program), provides more than 46 mil-
lion low-income households with credits to purchase 
fresh produce (Simon, 2012). These credits can also be 
used to obtain seeds and food plants; however, this is 
not well known, and there is currently no monitoring of 
how many SNAP households do purchase seeds or food 
plants, or how successful they may be in producing food 
(Simon, 2012). There is therefore a need to collect addi-
tional data not only on the physical inputs and yields of 
UA, but also on the related motivations and experience 
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of gardeners who choose to grow their own food.

Citizen science
Home food gardens remain challenging to study due 
to their sheer diversity, geographic spread, low visibility 
and physical accessibility (Conway & Brannen, 2014; Kor-
tright & Wakefield, 2011; Taylor & Lovell, 2013). The main 
issues of past research into the inputs and productivity 
of UA include: the need to collect data on pre-existing 
food gardens; the tendency to omit vital inputs such 
as labour, water use and costs; and the need for longer 
studies on a greater number and variety of urban food 
gardens. One research approach which can overcome 
many of these challenges is citizen science. Indeed, it has 
already been employed for UA research by Conk (2015) 
and Gittleman et al. (2012). 

There are some challenges of using a citizen science ap-
proach in this context. The first is that public participants 
are untrained; therefore, they may require training or, 
at the very least, need to be provided with explicit and 
tested protocols to follow (Bonney et al., 2009). Partici-
pant-collected data may also be inconsistent or skewed 
(i.e. measured or recorded incorrectly) and it is best to 
ensure verification by suitably trained people (Bonney 
et al., 2009; Dickinson, Zuckerberg, & Bonter, 2010; Louv 
et al., 2012). Regardless, the people involved in citizen 
science projects can include the untrained general pub-
lic, or can target special interest groups (e.g. engaging 
experienced birdwatchers for ornithology research pro-
jects) (Catlin-Groves, 2012). The second challenge is that, 
for long-term projects, it can be difficult to continuously 
engage large numbers of participants over time (Louv et 
al., 2012). As a demonstration of the suitability of citizen 
science for UA research, the following section outlines 
the design of an Adelaide-based citizen science project 
launched in September 2016. 

The Edible Gardens project
The Edible Gardens project was developed to investi-
gate the inputs (labour, costs and water use), and out-
puts (produce yields and value) of urban food gardens 
in South Australia. This is a project of the Discovery Cir-
cle - a citizen science initiative of the University of South 
Australia. The project team (all authors of this paper) was 
carefully comprised of a citizen science specialist (PR), an 
environmental water engineer (JW) and a PhD candidate 
specialising in UA (GP). 

The Edible Gardens project targeted urban gardeners 
over the age of 18 who grew food in home, community 
or school gardens in South Australia. There was no re-
quired skill-level for participation in the project; begin-

ner gardeners were equally as welcome as gardeners 
with many years of experience. The gardens involved 
included a wide variety of fruit, vegetable and herb 
gardens, and even those keeping urban livestock such 
as chickens, bees and fish. The project was designed 
around two main phases: an online survey and an in-
field garden data collection by selected participants. 
Due to the current enthusiasm for learning about “grow-
ing your own” (Pourias et al., 2015), recruiting gardeners 
for this project was expected to be relatively straightfor-
ward. The project was promoted via the Discovery Cir-
cle website, newsletter and Facebook page. Other print 
materials and press releases were circulated via local and 
state-wide channels, particularly by the project funders 
(see acknowledgements). 

Phase 1 of the project involved creating an online sur-
vey (via Survey Monkey), which asked respondents 
about their motivations, any challenges, their years of 
experience and from where they learned to grow food. 
They were also asked to describe their food gardens 
(size, production method, gardening approaches, water 
sources and irrigation methods), and estimate their typ-
ical yields, labour, expenses and water use. Thus far, over 
400 gardeners have responded to the online survey.

Phase 2 involved selecting participants to collect data 
on their own food gardens. This phase required the 
development of a number of project protocols and re-
sources, including data collection toolkits and custom-
ised online infrastructure. A web developer was hired to 
create the online infrastructure, including a database for 
data storage (hosted by Microsoft Azure) plus a web in-
terface (embedded in the Discovery Circle website). This 
infrastructure allows each participating garden to have 
an online description and photograph, linked to data 
entry and data visualisation pages. It was designed so 
that, as participants enter data,  graphs of their data are 
automatically generated to display preliminary results 
for each individual garden. These online graphics can be 
used to compare food production areas within gardens 
(e.g. between two different garden beds) and between 
gardens (i.e. participants can access data from other 
participants and compare their productivity, water use, 
and labour, all displayed on a per square metre basis for 
easy comparison). Figure 1 is an example of the labour 
recorded in four different growing areas belonging to 
one garden.

Approximately 70 of the survey respondents were se-
lected and proceeded to register their gardens for Phase 
2. During registration, participants first described their 
garden and gave it a name. They then entered the num-
ber, size and location of the “growing areas” they wished 
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to collect data on. Growing areas were defined by their 
production method and typical crop (e.g. 1st area: in-
ground vegetable patch; 2nd area: fruit trees in pots; and 

3rd area: chickens in a chicken run). Participants also en-
tered information on the water source (e.g. mains, rain, 
bore or grey water), irrigation system and tap type for 

Figure 2: Three gardens and measurement (Photo Credit: Georgia Pollard)

Figure 2: Labour invested per square metre for four growing areas in one garden
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their growing areas. These details were important to 
ensure that each participant’s data collection toolkit 
was customised to best suit his or her garden. The data 
sheets and instructions were adapted with permission 
from the Harvest Count section of the Farming Concrete 
Data Collection Toolkit created by Gittleman et al. (2012). 
Sections were added to record additional data on wa-
ter use, time spent and costs. The Edible Gardens tool-
kits were posted as a package containing data sheets, 
a spring balance to weigh harvests, one or more water 
meters (depending on each irrigation setup), and explic-
it instructions complete with images and examples, as 
recommended by Bonney et al. (2009). 

Participants collected data on three types of inputs: relat-
ed expenses, time spent on specific garden activities and 
water use. They also collected data on harvested yields, 
and recorded any produce shared with others outside 
of their household. This is currently the widest range 
of inputs recorded on non-experimental food gardens. 
Participants were able to choose how long they wished 
to collect data. Some collected data for three months, 
while others have completed ten months thus far. In 
order to keep participants engaged with collecting and 
entering their data online, emails were sent every two 
months with updates on how the project was progress-
ing, the number of people involved, what sort of data 
was being collected and reminders to please enter their 
data monthly.

With regard to the data collected and stored in the on-
line database, it was expected that it would need verifi-
cation and cleaning before it could be analysed by the 
project team (Bonney et al., 2009; Dickinson et al., 2010; 
Louv et al., 2012).  Although the majority of the Edible 
Gardens participants entered clean data, a few did have 
issues. Occasionally, yields were entered as grams rather 
than kilograms (e.g. 900 kg of broccoli instead of 0.9 kg 
of broccoli from a 6m2 growing area). Such mistakes are 
relatively easy to spot and did not require too much time 
to correct. One recurring issue was partly due to the con-
figuration of the data entry webpage. Participants who 
kept chickens often entered the quantity of eggs collect-
ed (e.g. 3 or 4) into the “Yield (kg)” column, resulting in a 
yield calculation issue. This particular mistake required 
some changes to the structure of the underlying data-
base.

A fundamental component of citizen science is the re-
ciprocal relationship with the citizens who contribute 
to the project (Roetman, 2013). Without citizens con-
tributing their valuable time and effort, the Edible Gar-
dens project could not be so detailed or so large-scale. 
Therefore, providing reciprocal benefits was an impor-

tant part of the project design. While collecting garden 
data, participants were able to download their raw data, 
while also visualising and interacting with the prelimi-
nary data displayed in their results charts (Figure 2). 
These charts could be downloaded, emailed or shared 
on social media. Once data collection is complete, each 
participant will receive a personalised report of their 
garden’s results. In addition to summarising their to-
tal inputs (i.e. labour distribution, costs and water use) 
and yields, the report will also calculate the estimated 
retail and nutritional value of the crops they harvested. 
Finally, the overall project results and raw data will be 
made publically available and published as open-access 
research articles. This acknowledgement of the citizens’ 
contribution is necessary (Droege, 2007; Roy et al., 2012; 
Silvertown, 2009), and can assist in greater recruitment 
and retention of citizen volunteers (Graham, Henderson, 
& Schloss, 2011).

Conclusion

There is uncertainty as to whether UA, as currently 
practiced, can realistically improve food security at the 
household scale in modern urbanised areas. Further re-
search to evaluate the full inputs and productivity of ur-
ban agriculture for a range of production methods, gar-
dening approaches, climates and locations is necessary. 
Research into the inputs and productivity of UA – espe-
cially on the individual household scale – faces a number 
of practical challenges, emanating from the dispersed 
and disconnected nature of the practitioners and the 
wide variety of skills and techniques being employed. 

We contend that the challenges above can be overcome 
by utilising a citizen science approach, as implemented 
by the Edible Gardens project, to engage the urban food 
producers of South Australia in collecting quantitative 
data on their own food gardens. Custom online infra-
structure allows the project to be promoted and data to 
be captured, stored and visualised in a timely and effi-
cient manner. The online infrastructure includes descrip-
tions of registered gardens, a data entry portal, and auto-
matically-generated visualisations of preliminary results. 
This setup also allows participants to interact with each 
other (and the project) across a wide geographic area. 

As part of the reciprocal relationship with the citizens 
who contribute to the project, participants can access 
their raw data and view their preliminary garden results 
and interactive charts. Personalised final reports will also 
provide participants with a detailed overview of their re-
sults, including their inputs (i.e. labour, costs and water 
use), yields, and the estimated retail and nutritional val-
ue of their recorded harvests. This will inform further re-
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search (via a post-participation survey) to determine the 
impact of the project (specifically, the act of quantifying 
inputs and yields) on their own attitudes and practices 
towards food gardening.

Citizen science facilitates the combined collection of 
quantitative and qualitative data by a large number of 
UA participants relating to the motivations for practising 
UA, as well as the physical inputs and outputs of food 
gardens. The outcomes of this shared approach will be 
to provide essential insights into the sustainability, scal-
ability and accessibility of this fascinating form of food 
production.
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Abstract 

The growing demand for the creation of urban gardens in large cities has created a discussion 
about the need for green spaces in cities that fulfil multiple functions. Beyond the production 
of fresh and healthy food, these spaces should also connect citizens, transform the public space 
through collective action, and engage the participation of society in the policies and planning 
for a greener city with a better quality of life. This paper addresses the case of São Paulo spe-
cifically, and illustrates how urban gardens have been boosted in the city through a dynamic 
process mainly driven by bottom-up initiatives arising at the local scale. These initiatives have 
been able to advance strategies and policies, including those regarding urban agriculture, in 
the Municipality’s agenda. The paper also discusses how these urban gardens have created and 
reinforced social innovation and social capital among the actors, with the common objective of 
building a more sustainable and democratic city.

Introduction

Considering the estimates that more than two-thirds of 
the global population will be living in cities by 2050, the 
rapid rate of urban growth will increasingly create enor-
mous challenges (World Health Organization (WHO), 
2010). While cities concentrate opportunities, jobs and 
services, on the other hand, the challenge of planning 
and implementing urban policies aiming to maintain the 
well-being and quality of life of citizens in an inclusive 
way has become more complex.  In this context, green 
urban areas play an important role in health, leisure, 
landscape aesthetics, and social interaction and as a ref-
uge from noise and the daily rush in cities. According to 
the WHO (2010), a minimum of 9 m2 of green space per 
inhabitant is recommended. In a similar perspective, the 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United 
Nations recognizes the challenges of feeding a growing 
urban population and adapting agriculture to climate 
change scenarios. According to the FAO, sustainable 
crop production with strong rural-urban linkages will 

need to thrive, putting urban agriculture at the center 
of the issue. Urban and peri-urban horticulture have be-
come essential strategies to overcome malnutrition and 
build more sustainable and resilient cities (FAO, 2010). 

The aim of this paper is to discuss and analyze the role 
of urban gardens in São Paulo as green spaces which 
contribute to the production and consumption of fresh 
food, environmental awareness, and building proximity 
and social cohesion in communities. Additionally, this 
paper will discuss how urban gardens have become a 
main driver for bottom-up initiatives to re-appropriate 
the city space, address actions demanding a better qual-
ity of life and negotiate rights for citizens at the local 
and municipal scales. To this end, the concepts of urban 
agriculture and its multifunctionality, social innovation 
and social capital are presented in order to analyze the 
positive impacts and the advances of the recent phe-
nomenon of increasing and spreading urban gardens in 
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São Paulo (Brazil). In addition, in order to describe the 
current context of the study case, secondary data will 
be presented based on official documents, laws and 
policies defining urban agriculture in the city, academic 
studies, as well as the participatory observation during 
urban gardening activities.

Literature Review

Urban Agriculture
Historically, urban agriculture emerged from different 
context and needs. The main drivers in the past decades 
was alimentary needs, given the accelerated process of 
urbanization in developing countries and the increasing 
demand for food in the cities. Another driver concerns 
the political and economic crises. For example, during 
the Second World War, urban agriculture played a stra-
tegic role in providing food in cities like Berlin and Vien-
na as well as in British towns. The USA and Canada also 
promoted urban agriculture as a defensive strategy.  In 
a recent article, researchers from University of Califor-
nia-Berkley and Stanford found that urban agriculture, 
defined as agriculture present in urban areas or within 
twenty kilometers from the city center, globally com-
prises an area equivalent to the European Union, total-
ing 456 million hectares worldwide (Drechsel, Thebo & 
Lambin, 2014). 

The debate over conceptualization has been striving 
to build internal cohesion, based on urban agriculture 
practices in the territories, and an external functionality 
that relates it to other types of agriculture (Mougeout, 
2000). The conceptual structure considers different di-
mensions, such as the types of economic activities per-
formed as well as the categories and subcategories of 
food and non-food products produced. It also takes into 
account the characteristics of the urban or peri-urban 
location of the activity, the types of areas where agri-
cultural production is located, the types of systems of 
production, production allocation, and production scale 
(Mougeout, 2000). What defines urban agriculture, ac-
cording to Mougeout and other authors who analyze 
the theme and its history, is its integration with the ur-
ban economic and ecological system (Mougeout, 2000). 
In addition to the clear nature of food supply, urban ag-
riculture has also been linked to benefits in the public 
health sphere (Costa, 2015), territorial planning (Barbi-
zan, 2011), urban space production (Almeida, 2016), cit-
ies’ sustainability and food systems (Deelstra & Girardet, 
2000), and gender equality (Mougeout, 2006). Commu-
nity gardens also have activist and countercultural char-
acteristics, by counteracting the capitalist mode of pro-
duction of the city with the perspective of a city built by 
and for the people (Nagib, 2016). Furthermore, the FAO 

presented the concept of the Multifunctional Character 
of Agriculture and Land (MFCAL) in 1999, which encom-
passes the entire range of environmental, economic and 
social functions associated with agriculture and related 
land-use, recognizing that agricultural systems have ful-
filled more than just their primary aim of producing food, 
fiber and fuel. Moreover, an in-depth approach present-
ed by Baycan-Levent et al. (2009) regarding the urban 
agriculture and greenspaces discussion addresses the 
taxonomic approach to define a variety of urban green-
space values, classified according to five categories: (i) 
the ecological values as intrinsic natural value, genetic 
diversity value, and life-support value; (ii) the economic 
values as market value; (iii) the social values exemplified 
by recreational value, aesthetic value, cultural symbol-
ization value, historical value, character-building value, 
therapeutic value, social interaction value, and substitu-
tion value; (iv) the planning value: instrumental/struc-
tural value, synergetic and competitive value; and (v) the 
multidimensional values as scientific and policy value.

Another feature to be emphasized in this paper refers 
to urban agriculture multifunctionality and its strong 
attachment with the territory, describing a new kind 
of locally-embedded model of agriculture represent-
ing a different farming system that is more territorially 
embedded. This system makes use of local resources, 
taking into account the local specificities and trying to 
build a new relation among community insiders as well 
as outsiders, acting to reach common interests (Wilson, 
2001; Renting et al., 2003; van der Ploeg & Roep, 2003, 
Huylenbroeck et al., 2007). In addition, urban agriculture 
has been increasingly considered in the strategies and 
policies of cities in order to create urban resilience, since 
local food production in urban and peri-urban areas can 
contribute to reduced dependence on the global food 
system, which is considered to be vulnerable to distur-
bances (Olsson et al., 2016).

In this paper, we will consider the urban agriculture cate-
gories suggested by McClintock (2014): residential, allot-
ment, guerrilla, collective, institutional, non-profit and 
commercial/for-profit. These categories will help to cre-
ate a better understanding of the diversity of São Pau-
lo’s urban agriculture and frame our research objective 
clearly. Regarding urban agriculture implementation in 
different contexts, diverse cities of industrialized and 
developing countries have shown increasing interest 
in urban agriculture, which has resulted in a growth in 
the number and diversity of urban collective gardens in-
volved in some form of gardening, including bottom-up 
and top-down approaches and initiatives (Evers & Hodg-
son, 2011; McClintock, 2010; Taylor & Lovell, 2012; Pou-
rias et al., 2016). For instance, Paris, Montreal, New York 
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City (NYC), Toronto and São Paulo are reference cities 
where collective gardens are proliferating and waiting 
lists to join a garden are growing longer. Consequent-
ly, the municipalities are being pushed to advance and 
adopt official programs to regulate and promote the in-
tegration of gardens into the cities’ spatial planning (De-
mailly, 2014; Gittleman et al., 2012; Ohmer et al. 2009; 
Saint-Hilaire-Gravel, 2013; Pourias et al., 2016; Oliveira, 
2017).

On the one hand, some of the main challenges to de-
veloping urban agriculture in large urban centers are 
related to the high price of land, high taxes and the com-
petition between urban gardens and other “best use 
of land,” such as commercial or residential use. On the 
other hand, while land is a critical element, people and 
community are key to solving the problems with land 
(Angotti, 2015).  The case of NYC emerges as a reference 
of a densely developed city where urban agriculture has 
spread through community gardens, school gardens, 
commercial green roofs and small farms, currently total-
ing around 700 community gardens, despite the main 
constraint of the high cost of land (Angotti, 2015). More-
over, urban agriculture has been considered a strategy 
to mitigate public health and environmental problems 
in NYC, since the city suffers from higher than average 
rates of obesity and diabetes, and additionally, since the 
diet-related diseases and inadequate access to healthy 
foods are more frequent in areas where the city has va-
cant land (Ackerman, 2011). Therefore, urban agricul-
ture has been seen as a strategy to tackle these issues 
by offering access to fresh and healthy food, promoting 
positive behavioral changes in food habits in the long 
term, as well as potentially reducing disparities between 
neighborhoods (Ackerman, 2011).

Turning to the case of Europe, Paris is an example of 
densely-populated city where the number of communi-
ty gardens (jardins partagés) have increased since 2002. 
The types of gardens can be distinguished as jardins fa-
miliaux, gardens in which families have their own plots, 
of which there were 2 in Paris intra-muros in 2013, and 
jardins partagés, gardens shared by citizens living in the 
vicinity, accounting for 122 gardens in inner Paris in 2013 
(Pourias et al., 2016). In 2013, a municipal program called 
Main Verte was adopted to manage and promote urban 
gardening through the jardins partagés, with the aim of 
encouraging social interactions in the neighborhoods 
(Pourias et al., 2016).

Furthermore, an interesting and different case compared 
to NYC and Paris is Detroit, an example of a shrinking city. 
Detroit had a boom in population and significant growth 
as the capital of the automobile industry in the begin-

ning and middle of the 20th century. Later in the post-in-
dustrial context, the city lost its economic attractiveness 
and has suffered a population decline. In this context, 
urban agriculture has arisen as an alternative for an age-
ing industrial cities in order to address main topics such 
as converting vacant areas into productive land, provid-
ing access to fresh and healthy food, employing people, 
and promoting the revitalization of the city through lo-
cal food production and trade, which strengthens sus-
tainable practices and social cohesion (Draus, Roddy, & 
McDuffie, 2014).

Social innovation and territory 
The term social innovation has been used since 1960, 
originally in the US and Europe, and it has received a 
growing interest, including varying interpretations and 
fields of application (Moulaert & Mehmood, 2017). Thus, 
to guide the paper’s discussion, some of the main ref-
erence concepts in social innovation are presented. In 
1982, Chambon, David and Devevey investigated “the re-
lationship between social innovation and the pressures 
bound up within societal changes” and demonstrated 
“how the mechanisms of crisis and recovery, both pro-
voke and accelerate social innovation” (Moulaert, 2009, 
p. 13). Furthermore, Chambon et al. connected social in-
novation with social needs:

Socially innovative […] practices are more or less 
directly aimed at allowing an individual – or a 
group of individuals – to deal with a social need – 
or a set of needs – that could not be satisfied from 
other means. (Chambon et al., 1982, p.8).

According to Moulaert (2009), social innovation tackles 
the “satisfaction of specific needs thanks to collective ini-
tiative, which is not synonymous with state intervention” 
occurring in different communities and spatial scales, 
but characterized by “processes of consciousness rais-
ing, mobilization and learning” (p.13).

Social innovation in contemporary social science has 
been applied in four spheres: management science, arts 
and creativity, territorial development, and political sci-
ence and public administration (Moulaert, 2009). In this 
paper, the focus is given to social innovation and the 
territorial development, considering the spatial context, 
the spatial relations, and the transformation in the gov-
ernance systems, including the establishment of new 
governance structures and organizations. Such changes 
are coupled with local and regional specificities and they 
are “negotiated between agents and institutions that 
have a strong territorial affiliation” (Moulaert, 2009, p.12).
Moreover, thinking about social innovation as a way to 
foster social cohesion in an inherently territorialized and 
local process (Van Dyck & Van den Broeck, 2013) led us 
to the concept of Integrated Area Development (IAD). 
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IAD is based on two pillars: the “territorially based needs 
satisfaction” and “the innovation in social relations and 
socio-political empowerment”(Moulaert, 2009, p.18). 
Therefore, the combination of these two elements stress-
es the importance of creating ‘bottom-up’ institutions 
for participation and decision-making, “based on the 
empowerment of citizens deprived of essential materi-
al goods and services, and of social and political rights” 
(Moulaert, 2009, p.18). Along these lines, Van Dyck and 
Van den Broeck (2013) suggest:

[…] different actors should grasp their relations with-
in their space in order to improve the uses of space. 
Further, different groups, actors and agents with area 
based development agendas have to interactively 
learn how to build in the spatial dimensions. (p.137).

Social Capital
The concept of social capital has been used by many au-
thors in recent years, although it has its roots in Hannif-
an’s work on rural school community centers (Hannifan, 
1916; 1920). This work addresses the capacity for action 
of social actors (understood here as non-state actors), 
strengthened by relationships of trust and reciprocity. 
The networks of relationships between individuals and 
with organizations can facilitate action towards achiev-
ing mutual benefit, including education, coordination 
and cooperation of actors. Different authors have focused 
on particular issues regarding these networks. For ex-
ample, Bourdieu developed the concept of ‘weak ties’ in 
everyday practices. The associations (in a broader sense, 
including aspects of trust and reciprocity in informal 
contexts) between people can sustain a particular social 
advantage or disadvantage (Bourdieu, 1986). Many au-
thors also sustained that the concept was underpinned 
by economic development, in which a community with 
high social capital would more easily thrive economical-
ly. It’s by this close relation to economic development 
that the concept reached important institutional dis-
course, such as at the World Bank (The World Bank, 2010). 

The concept of social capital brings the notion that ‘rela-
tionships matter’ (Field, 2003) and that they work as a ‘so-
cial glue’ (Putnam, 2000). Community building, personal 
commitment and the development of a social fabric are 
features that are enhanced with high social capital. Trust 
is the basic element for the constitution of social capital. 
It is in face-to-face encounters that trust is built (Beem, 
1999; Giddens, 1990) and social cohesion is further en-
hanced. This can have indubitable benefits for a com-
munity, but can also play a role for exclusion and subor-
dination of a particular group by powerful elites. Social 
capital, therefore, could be described as a social struc-
ture that facilitates the actions of the individuals within 
the structure (Coleman, 1994). Bourdieu (1986) analyzed 
social capital from a Marxist perspective, attesting it to 

be an attribute of elites, in which particular networks 
hold themselves in power, reinforcing unequal access to 
resources and class formation. This account is important 
to avoid the naïve assumption of social networks as al-
ways empowering a community. 

Participatory spaces, i.e. spaces for social networking 
and development of political allegiances (Cornwall & 
Coelho, 2007), can reinforce inequalities of modern so-
cieties, such as power and gender distinctions (Hildyard 
et al., 2001). But other authors have focused on a more 
non-elitist account of social capital, in which marginal-
ized communities and workers could benefit from it in 
their struggle for inclusion (Coleman, 1988).  Putnam, 
one of the main authors in the field, then brought a 
different account into the discussion (drawing on Cole-
man’s perspective), focusing on the significance of asso-
ciation and civic community for the development of a 
more democratic society. For him, the concept was es-
sential for the enhancement of the quality of life, as an 
individual in connection with others is able to test the 
veracity of her/his views, build trust, and cooperate to 
resolve collective problems. This perspective is even 
more important when considering environmental is-
sues, once, as Macnaghten and Urry (1998) argue, there 
is no single concept of ‘nature’, but multiple contested 
concepts, which are constantly being reconstructed by 
social interaction. Therefore, social capital is important 
for the construction of a shared concept of (and identity 
with) nature within a community.

Another important discussion regarding social capi-
tal relates it to the functioning of a democratic society, 
emphasizing the importance of trust relations between 
networks and between representative organizations or 
stakeholder groups and the people they represent (Ev-
ans et al., 2005).  The nature and level of social capital 
influence both expectations of a ‘good government’ (i.e. 
demand of civil engagement) and the social infrastruc-
ture in which a representative government acts (i.e. 
supply of civil engagement). It does so in the same way 
that social capital is influenced by encouragement of 
local institutions through, mainly, capacity-building pro-
cesses (Evans et al., 2005). Social capital needs to exist 
in decision-making processes so that stakeholders can 
feel included and can impact the outcomes of the pro-
cess. In this research, social capital will be analyzed from 
the perspective of building trust among citizens in their 
encounters in the garden and the political action that 
arises from the consciousness of the common territorial 
struggle to produce food in the neighborhoods.

Methodology

The literature review provided broad definitions of key 
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concepts addressing urban agriculture and its multi-
functionality, social innovation and social capital. Subse-
quently, these concepts will be applied to the case study 
of the city of São Paulo (Figure 1). In order to present the 
current context of São Paulo, the research was based on 
official documents from the municipality of São Paulo, as 
well as the laws and policies defining urban agriculture 
in the city. Furthermore, academic studies and social me-
dia web pages were also considered in order to grasp the 
organization and impact of the urban agriculture initi-
atives. In addition, participatory observation during ur-
ban gardening activities was conducted in order to un-
derstand the motivations and practices of some of the 
urban dwellers of the city's gardens. This methodology is 
important for ethnographic study and allows incursion 
into the field of action of urban farmers for the collec-
tion of data not often described or presented during in-
terviews and documental analysis, but which are expe-
rienced in practice by the research objects. In the next 
section, we connect how the emergence of the urban 
agriculture in the city is related to social innovation as a 
locally-embedded process, linked to strong bottom-up 

initiatives and citizen empowerment. 

Case Study

São Paulo case study: Urban gardens and grassroots 
initiatives towards a city for citizens

Current context 
The city of São Paulo, founded in 1554, is located in South-
east Brazil, with an estimated population of 12,038,175 
and an area of 1,521 km² (Instituto Brasileiro de Geogra-
fia e Estatística, 2015; 2016). São Paulo is one of the most 
industrialized and the largest city in South America , rep-
resenting the most important economic hub in Brazil, 
accounting for 17% of total GDP in 2016 (Euromonitor 
International, 2017). Regarding the urbanization rate of 
the municipality, between the years of 2000 and 2010, it 
increased from 94.05% to 99.10% (Atlas do Desenvolvi-
mento Humano, 2017). 

Concerning the green areas in the city, according to the 
Environment Municipal Secretary of São Paulo (2012), 

In red, the community gardens; in yellow, the farmers from COOPERAPAS (farmer`s cooperative associa-
tion); in green, the farmers from the East Zone Farmer's Association (Associação de Agricultores da Zona 
Leste -AAZL); in purple the Landless Movement Camp Irmã Alberta (Acampamento Comuna da Terra Irmã 
Alberta - MST); and in blue the pork producers from APAFA association. The research focus on the commu-
nity gardens, in red.

Source: Map is adapted from openstreetmap.org; author’s own depiction.

Figure 1: Agricultural activities in São Paulo, Brazil  
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the average green area per person is estimated to be 
2.6 m², a very low amount compared to the 9 m² recom-
mended by the WHO. This average is calculated based 
on public areas that can be frequented by the popula-
tion, e.g., parks and squares. Furthermore, the vegetated 
areas are characterized by unequal spatial distribution, 
with the highest concentration of green areas in the 
south and north areas of the city, whereas the central 
and eastern areas, which are densely populated, contain 
a very low vegetated area, potentially causing the dis-
satisfaction among citizens. Thus, the current context re-
flects the deficient spatial planning of São Paulo in terms 
of green public areas and well-being, resulting from neg-
ligence regarding the maintenance of green areas in the 
city planning, combined with fast growth, urbanization, 
and land overvaluation. Besides the lack of nature and 
green spaces, the metropolis faces the usual challenges 
of big cities: traffic jams, air pollution, insecurity, food se-
curity concerns and so on.

Regarding agriculture in São Paulo, there are approx-
imately 400 farms occupying a total area of 5,000 ha 
(Valdiones, 2013). Most of the farms are around 0.1 to 
5 ha, except in the southern region, where farms are 
both larger and greater in number. In the central region, 
where most of the collective/community gardens are lo-
cated, most gardens have less than 0.5 ha. Of these 400 
farms, approximately 28 are organically certified and 60 
are in agroecological transition. The main agricultural 
products in São Paulo are vegetables, medicinal herbs, 
ornamental plants, pork (in the northern region) and 
fruit (in the eastern region). These farms represent the 
commercial/for-profit category of urban agriculture sug-
gested by McClintock (2014).  Collective (or community) 
urban gardens, which will be described below, were not 
considered in Valdiones’ study. 

Agriculture in São Paulo is characterized by multiple 
types of farming, such as family farming, small enterpris-
es, urban agriculture, community gardens, institutional 
gardens, homestead gardens and livestock production. 
In this study, we will focus on community gardens in pub-
lic areas in the center of the city. Baron (2017), studying 
the Metropolitan Region of São Paulo (which involves 39 
municipalities), found approximately 412 urban farms  
in 11 municipalities, varying from commercial, to institu-
tional, collective, allotment and non-profit gardens. With 
respect to the community/collective gardens alone, the 
Urban Movement of Agroecology (MUDA) of São Paulo, 
the main collective movement that mobilizes and advo-
cates for urban agriculture in the city, mapped collabora-
tively  around 106 gardens in the central area of the city 
which Valdiones’ study did not  consider (MUDA, 2017).

It is important to note that within these studies, there is 

a lack of exact information regarding agriculture in São 
Paulo. Even though there have been projects dealing 
with agriculture for over 20 years, there has never been a 
qualitative study about agriculture in the city. Consider-
ing it is the biggest city in Latin America and recognized 
for its urbanized environment, agriculture never played 
a role in the city’s economy or social life and, therefore, 
was invisible during its development (Figure 2). There is 
no information regarding the amount of vegetables pro-
duced in the farms and gardens throughout the city.

With respect to public policies, in 2004, São Paulo 
launched the Urban and Peri-Urban Agriculture Program 
(PROAURP) with law n. 13.727/04, which aims to support 
and encourage local production by helping to imple-
ment garden projects and establishing access to techni-
cal assistance, agroecological guidance, tools, seeds and 
other inputs (Secretaria Municipal do Verde e Meio Am-
biente, 2013). In 2016, the Municipality created the first 
Municipal Plan for Food Security, which included urban 

Figure 2:Ciclista Community Garden 
Photo credit: Pops Lopes 
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gardens in the actions to be supported until 2020. In the 
same year, the Municipal Conference for Rural Develop-
ment was conducted with the participation of farmers 
and gardeners of the city, in order to define the priorities 
for the Rural Development Plan which will be created 
over the next years.

Due to the conjuncture of a few, disjointed policies ad-
dressing green spaces, the dissatisfaction of citizens re-
garding the amount of public green areas, and the lack of 
recreational and free space within the city, coupled with 
increasing access to the internet and social networks, an 
interesting movement arising from citizens towards a 
greener, healthier, more sustainable and more inclusive 
city started to gain strength and visibility in São Paulo. 

The grassroots initiatives 
In the last six years, a series of bottom-up initiatives 
arising from neighborhood communities, civil society 
groups, associations and NGOs have begun to emerge 
and gain strength in São Paulo. The initiatives address 
various topics concerning the quality of life and the 
rights of citizens in the city as agents of transformation 
with shared responsibilities for the management of their 
city and territory. These initiatives address topics such 
as the use and regeneration of public squares, mobili-
ty planning (e.g. prioritization of bicycle use and public 
transport improvements), urban gardens and agricul-
ture in the city, and gender equality, among others.

In this context, a public group was created on Facebook 
in 2011 called Hortelões Urbanos (Urban Gardeners) in 
order to gather people interested in exchanging person-
al experiences with domestic organic food planting and 
also aiming to inspire the formation of community gar-
dens.  Although Hortelões Urbanos is not characterized 
as a political movement or association, members of the 
group actively work in community gardens and related 
initiatives (Hortelões Urbanos, 2017).  When speaking 
about how the initiative started, Visoni (2014), an urban 
gardener and one of the founders of Hortelões Urbanos, 
stated that the city of São Paulo had reached a limit and 
the quality of life had fallen in recent years. These factors 
triggered people and collective movements willing to 
reverse this situation (Sesc São Paulo, 2014). 

Therefore, from the social network discussions, some 
members of the Hortelões Urbanos took the initiative 
to promote meetings and to discuss strategies and ac-
tions of occupation of the public space in order to create 
community gardens (Nagib, 2016). The active members 
also organized meetings to exchange seeds, seedlings 
and information (Figure 3). The bottom-up initiative 
was thereby strengthened, and with the help of the lo-
cal community, gave rise to many gardens spreading 

throughout the city. Examples include the Hortas das 
Corujas (the first community garden which emerged 
from Hortelões Urbanos), Horta do Ciclista, Horta do 
Centro Cultural São Paulo, and Horta das Flores, among 
others. These gardens, created in the Hortelões Urbanos 
network, are mostly all considered collected/community 
gardens according to the categories suggested by Mc-
Clintock (2014).

Regarding the common characteristics of emerging ur-
ban gardens in São Paulo, they are generally located in 
public spaces, without an official prior authorization for 
their installation. They are the fruit of community mobi-
lization, so people living in the neighborhood come to-
gether to produce in the gardens through social media 
or territorially-based outreach.  The cultivation of vege-
tables, fruits and medicinal herbs are for self-consump-
tion. Furthermore, anyone has the right to harvest and 
eat the production, since the garden is located in a pub-
lic space. The community understands that everybody 
has the right to benefit from it. The amount of food pro-
duced is not large enough to feed its participants, due to 
the small size of the gardens, the challenges of self-or-
ganization, and the lack of technical support to enhance 
production. However, it does produce enough to supply 
the volunteers with complementary food. 

There are not any scientific studies that have conduct-
ed in-depth research on the profile and motivations of 
participants in São Paulo's urban gardens. Through our 
active participation, observation and informal conver-
sations with the core groups of volunteers in Horta das 
Corujas, Horta do CCSP, Horta das Flores, Horta da Saúde, 
Horta City Lapa, Horta do Ciclista and Horta da FMUSP, 
we could perceive three different levels of volunteer en-
gagement and estimate the following number of partic-
ipants in each urban garden. The first, the core group, is 
formed by approximately 10 participants, who organize 
the activities and care most intensely for the garden. The 
second, the participants group, is dynamic and encom-
passes approximately 40 people, which frequently par-
ticipate in the task force days. The third, the support net-
work, is the most dynamic group, involving roughly 100 
or more people who support the garden and participate 
occasionally. Many of those people from the support 
network participate in more than one garden, and some 
volunteers from the core or the participant group from 
one garden participate in the support network of an-
other. Unfortunately, there is not any scientific research 
providing more accurate data regarding the dynamics of 
such participation. 

Regarding the internal organization and task division, 
each garden organizes daily care and task force days. 
The collective work, symbolically called "mutirão," an 
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indigenous tupi word which means "working together," 
represents the self-driven task force day, in which people 
manage and organize the tasks to be done in the gar-
dens in a horizontal decision-making process.  Moreo-
ver, in parallel to the emergence of urban gardens in São 
Paulo, a platform to support organic agriculture in the 
city was formed and coordinated by 3 key institutions: 5 
Elementos NGO, Kairos Institute, and Associação de Agri-
cultura Orgânica (Organic Agriculture Association, AAO), 
combined with other NGOs and cooperative organiza-
tions of urban and rural farmers of the city. The Platform 
was responsible for discussing proposals to support ag-
riculture in the city and to articulate the topic with pol-
iticians. More specifically, these were three legislative 
councilors belonging to different political parties who 
were supporters to the cause. 

As part of a dynamic process, complementary to the 
Hortelões urbanos and the Platform, a third movement 

emerged in 2014. The Movimento Urbano de Agroeco-
logia (Agroecology Urban Movement, MUDA) proposed 
the creation of a greener city reconnected to nature; 
the promotion of family farming; the construction of a 
fair and solidary productive chain; and the responsible 
and collective occupation of the public space (MUDA, 
2017). In this regard, one of main projects put in place by 
MUDA, with the support from the Municipality, is called 
Cidades Comestíveis (Edible Cities), which aims to pro-
mote urban agriculture in São Paulo through a collab-
orative platform for the exchange of resources, knowl-
edge and work among urban gardeners. Moreover, 
MUDA played a role in creating a map of the city of São 
Paulo and surroundings pointing out the community 
gardens, organic free markets and restaurants; creating 
an organic free market in Villa Lobos Shopping Center, 
which helps urbans farmers in the commercialization of 
their products throughout the city; enhancing permac-
ulture movements in the peripheries, such as PermaPeri-

Figure 3: E - São Paulo`s Cultural Center Community Garden (Horta CCSP)
Photo credit: Pops Lopes 
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fa Network; and intervening directly in the development 
of public policies and social accountability. 

Regarding the peripheries and low-income neighbor-
hoods, there are several initiatives that demonstrate the 
possibility for income generation through urban gar-
dens, such as the Association of East Region Agricultures 
(AAZL, n.d.). Commercial agriculture has been recog-
nized by the municipal councils and the municipality as 
a way to promote the development of low-income fam-
ilies. The reclaiming of the rural zones in the Municipal 
Strategic Plan is an example of this. 

There are also examples of non-profit and communi-
ty gardens in low-income neighborhoods, such as Vila 
Nova Esperança Garden (in the Vila Nova Esperança 
neighborhood), Quebrada Sustentável Garden (in the 
São Miguel Paulista neighborhood) and Horta Cores e 
Sabores (in the Capão Redondo  neighborhood), and we 
suspect more of them exist, but are not mapped. Some 
of these gardens have being supported by the munic-
ipality through income transfer programs (as a schol-
arship), but do not have frequent technical support to 
develop their activities. In addition, low-income popu-
lations do have a will for food production as a means to 
alleviate poverty, but they lack official support from the 
municipality to develop residential and collective gar-
dens for self-consumption, and also face land use, wa-
ter and self-organization challenges. There is a potential 
social structure and capital in low-income communities 
for urban agriculture to grow and develop in São Paulo, 
but the fragility of public policies targeting these popu-
lations restrain it. 

Nevertheless, we believe that the initiatives presented 
in this article are helping to develop a critical mass to 
influence public policies to enhance budget and public 
structures to allow the functioning of a broader urban 
agriculture program. In summary, three parallel bot-
tom-up initiatives were presented: (i) the Hortelões Ur-
banos, a Facebook group in which many gardening in-
itiatives arose, all of them acting within neighborhoods 
to create community gardens; (ii) the Support Platform 
for Organic Agriculture,  performing on the public policy 
issues, and (iii) the MUDA, playing the role of connecting 
and advocating for stakeholders with the political actors 
in order to influence the policies and planning of the city 
as a response to the demands of citizens. In addition, a 
recent discussion has been conducted in the horizontal 
sphere of the gardeners in São Paulo with the intention 
to create a community garden association. The aim is to 
enable the organization of gardeners to enter a dialogue 
with the public authorities about the regularization 
of the gardens and other support from the municipal-

ity. Therefore, we can perceive that the described bot-
tom-up initiatives are complementary, recent and very 
dynamic. Some advances and challenges in this ongoing 
process will be analyzed subsequently.

Findings and discussions

Impacts on governance: Advances regarding the ur-
ban agriculture agenda 
On a very local scale, the urban gardens have flourished 
and reinforced the citizens’ demand for more public 
spaces in São Paulo that accomplish multiple functions 
(e.g. contact with nature, food production, learning and 
leisure, education and social interactions) and serve as 
elements that place citizens as owners who are co-re-
sponsible for the well-being of their territory.

Since the local, bottom-up initiatives started around 
2011, their ideas and strategies were quickly disseminat-
ed through social media, which enabled a connection to 
be made between citizens to discuss urban agriculture, 
either in private or public spaces, to exchange their ex-
periences and inputs, as well as to plan joint actions to 
start community gardens in public spaces. As stated by 
Rabello (2016), although the gardens cultivated in the 
metropolis were initially rare, now they have engaged 
enough people willing to develop more greenery within 
the city. In addition, in most of these gardens, organic 
farming is preferred.  Thus, from the concrete actions 
of building urban gardens, it also triggered positive ad-
vances regarding research in academia, dialogue with 
public authorities as well as broader civil society partic-
ipation, and influenced discussions concerning policies 
and strategies for urban agriculture in São Paulo.

Regarding the main achievements and political role 
arising from the urban gardens movements impacting 
the public policies, it’s possible to emphasize two main 
actions. First, the mobilization of a representative group 
of urban gardeners in order to participate in the public 
hearings to build the Municipality's Goals Plan and the 
São Paulo's Strategic Master Plan of 2014 (Plano Diretor 
Estratégico, PDE) pushed the discussion to strengthen 
agriculture in the city planning and agenda and contrib-
uted to the social control of public policies. Second, the 
urban gardeners participated in the municipal councils 
and conferences which address food security and rural 
development issues in order to actively contribute in the 
proposition of public policies that meet the demands 
of citizens for a better food system, a greener city and a 
common management of public spaces.

Indeed, in 2014, the concept of rural areas in the city was 
reinserted into the São Paulo Master Plan, including the 
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new idea of multifunctionality, i.e. rural areas as a place 
for food production, water supply, leisure and ecotour-
ism. The recognition of rural area includes the objectives 
of restraining urban expansion, encouraging organic 
farming, sustainable management of natural resources, 
and preserving natural ecosystems (PDE, 2014). Aside 
from these three main achievements, other advances 
were perceived by the gardeners in their dialogue with 
politicians, such as the elaboration of a proposed law 
which establishes the gradual insertion of organic food 
into school meals, as a means to encourage healthier 
nutrition for students, and the strengthening of local or-
ganic producers in São Paulo. Furthermore, in 2015 the 
Municipal Law n. 16.212 provided guidelines including 
community gardens in the use of public squares and in-
volving more actively the Municipality in the manage-
ment of these projects. The activist approach of MUDA, 
in dialogue with the Municipality, also achieved other 
benefits for the farmers, such as the maintenance of Ibi-
rapuera's Organic Free Market and the approval of budg-
ets for the urban gardens. 

The bottlenecks
With regard to the current bottlenecks to urban agricul-
ture development, although the São Paulo Strategic Plan 
2014 has recognized the existence of rural areas, there is 
still a lack of regularization of community gardens. For 
this purpose, the city must officially recognize the ex-
istence of these gardens. According to Luis Henrique 
Marinho Meira, Environment Specialist in the Municipal-
ity of São Paulo, the Urban and Peri-urban Agriculture 
Program (PROAURP) legislation addressed the establish-
ment of a register of available land for gardening in the 
city. The Municipality would manage the register of the 
farmers in order to enable the regularization and man-
agement of the activity. Nonetheless, this question did 
not advance. Another obstacle is the fragmented public 
policies on the topic of urban agriculture (Miguel, 2016). 
Furthermore, the procedure to set up a new garden and 
the process to find out if the property is public or private 
remains a challenge. In this sense, the issue should be 
actively addressed by the Municipality, acknowledging 
the current legislation on the topic and the demands of 
the urban gardens. Therefore, the lack of political sup-
port and budget for urban agriculture programs and the 
low acknowledgment of the existing laws negatively af-
fect the creation of new gardens and the continuity of 
the existing gardens. Finally, other obstacles concern the 
changes in the political context and partners related to 
the lack of continuity in the programs and policy action 
across each election. Besides that, the gardeners must 
currently exert concentrated efforts to demand the mu-
nicipality’s support in order to access  available resourc-
es in the city, e.g., organic waste that could be used to 

produce compost for the gardens. 

Urban gardens, social innovation and social capital in 
São Paulo
From the perspective of Baycan-Levent et al. (2009) re-
garding multifunctional greenspaces and considering 
the conception and profile of the emerging urban gar-
dens in São Paulo, we can see that they generally accom-
plish the following five functions: 

(i) Ecological value: when reintroducing gardens into 
urban space, besides the food production, there are 
others gains related to biodiversity and the domi-
nantly organic production in the gardens, coupled 
with practices that promote soil and water conserva-
tion and its secondary benefits such as the temper-
ature control, the balance of the micro-climate, the 
creation of fauna refuge and so on.
(ii) Economic value: the urban gardens described are 
not necessarily market oriented, but can serve as a 
supply of food for self-consumption, independent 
from market relations. Therefore, the money saved on 
food can be invested in other needs.
(iii) Social value: some of the most remarkable im-
pacts are related to the creation of proximity and so-
cial cohesion in neighborhoods, the strengthening of 
the feeling of belonging of citizens within their ter-
ritory, and reaffirmation of “the right to the city” for 
citizens, thus promoting social capital.
(iv) Planning value: the regeneration and re-signifi-
cation of abandoned areas through urban gardens 
boost the discussions addressing green space poli-
cies and planning in São Paulo. In this case, the urban 
gardens play a role in the creation of political capital 
of citizens, engaging them in discussion about city 
planning, increasing social accountability and partic-
ipation, as well as promoting urban resilience by re-
ducing the dependency of the city on large chains of 
food production.
(v) Multidimensional value: the positive impacts from 
urban gardening pass from the local scale to the city 
scale, influencing research and discussions in aca-
demia as well as in the political sphere, resulting in 
the integration of urban agriculture into legislation, 
budgets, policies and the agenda of the city.

From the perspective of social innovation, we verified 
that the urban gardens initiatives in São Paulo are one 
among other initiatives that have emerged as a reaction 
to the dissatisfaction of citizens and civil society organi-
zations to the low quality of life. Therefore, this São Paulo 
study case illustrates the statement of Moulaert (2009) 
about how the mechanisms of crisis and recovery pro-
voke and accelerate social innovation led by bottom-up 
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actors. Other elements that allow us to analyze the 
emerging urban gardens in São Paulo in light of social 
innovation concern the processes of transformation and 
empowerment of citizens and neighborhoods through 
their mobilization to pursue their collective needs. In 
this regard, the concept of social capital interacts with 
social innovation, as the urban gardens serve as space 
not only for building trust among the participants, but 
also for capacity building, knowledge sharing and polit-
ical engagement.

The bond created between the urban garden partici-
pants has enhanced their sense of affiliation to a group, 
which is territorially based, enabling the creation of new 
institutional arrangements which confront the local 
power of the Municipality and engage them in partici-
pation in policymaking, thus increasing social account-
ability and enhancing local governance. Moreover, the 
initiatives have advanced to upper levels of governance, 
besides the horizontal articulation among urban gar-
deners from different neighborhoods, gaining strength 
with the support of associations, NGO’s, and academia. 
The subsequent expansion of the demands to the po-
litical sphere has triggered positive outcomes to urban 
agriculture's visibility, territorial planning and the agri-
cultural agenda in public policies in São Paulo.

The success and spread of the urban gardens in São Pau-
lo also illustrates the IAD pillars, such as the satisfaction 
of territorially-based needs (in this case, 'citizen' needs 
related to the contact with nature, production of healthy 
and fresh food, the exchange of information, and regen-
eration of the public space) add value to the green areas 
in the city and contribute to the strengthening of this 
agenda. Another noteworthy IAD pillar relates to the 
innovations in social relations and institutional arrange-
ments. In this regard, the Support Platform for Organic 
Agriculture and the Urban Gardens represents an inno-
vative arrangement of citizens and political actors, which 
contributes to enhanced democracy. By doing so, this 
process has combined different scales and bottom-up 
initiatives to address the citizens’ needs using diverse 
models of organization (via Facebook groups, Platform, 
and political movements).

The initiatives, articulated through a network of political 
actors acting on different levels, promote dialogue and 
strategies to advance agreements with the municipality 
in order to promote food security, access to urban re-
sources and achieve sustainability. Such elements illus-
trate the concept of land democracy (Abelman, 2015) in 
urban space as a “field of negotiation between people, 
places”, and power (p. 105). This mobilization has shaped 
new and strong relations among urban gardening com-

munities. Therefore, the process of raising awareness, 
empowerment and building social and political capital 
are present in their actions, transforming the space and 
evolving towards common achievement of more sup-
port to develop their activities. 

Moreover, besides self-consumption, the community 
gardens contribute to the educational process, combin-
ing environmental awareness with a learning-by-doing 
process, in which knowledge and different world views 
are shared, confronted and used for decision making 
over the garden management. From the perspective of 
political action, the urban gardens also express citizens’ 
rights to the city and work as a territorial platform where 
neighbors meet, discuss issues related to the garden 
(and beyond), and agree over needs and challenges for 
urban agriculture to thrive in the city. 

Also, it is worth pointing out the locally-embedded pro-
file of the urban gardens and their independence from 
other gardens and from the Municipality. Urban gardens 
are able to independently decide the arrangement of 
their space according to their specific needs, as well as 
decide their partnerships and strategies in each neigh-
borhood. Self-organization plays a key role in citizens’ 
rights to city, as the public space is occupied and man-
aged directly by the people, contributing to a better us-
age of resources and social accountability. In addition, 
the aspiration to create the community gardens asso-
ciation, if brought to fruition, could also strengthen the 
struggle and negotiation of urban gardeners for more 
rights. Finally, the initiatives presented in the São Paulo 
case study are quite recent and dynamic, but they have 
gained strength locally and at the municipal level. 

Conclusion

The fast growth of population, the urbanization process 
and economic development in São Paulo have result-
ed in negligence regarding planning and policies that 
prioritize the citizens’ well-being, leading to decreased 
quality of life in the city. Thus, while planning the city 
for citizens seems obvious, it has not always been pur-
sued. Therefore, the recent emergence of urban gardens 
in São Paulo has very positively impacted mobilization 
of different actors in various scales of action. Citizens, 
neighborhoods, civil society organizations, farmers as-
sociations and researchers in academia are engaged 
in dialogue with politicians in order to achieve more 
rights and support for green spaces in city, such as ur-
ban gardens. In order to advance the cause further, it is 
also crucial to guarantee continuous engagement from 
the Municipality through the creation of spaces for dia-
logue with officials and public consultations, as well as 
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to form a commitment to build solid laws and programs 
and direct budget for urban agriculture consolidation in 
São Paulo. Nonetheless, the urban gardens already serve 
multiple roles besides food production, such as educa-
tion and environmental awareness, the process of learn-
ing by doing, and providing spaces of leisure, coopera-
tion and well-being. The gardens play a remarkable role 
in citizens’ empowerment, placing citizens as the main 
agents of change, transforming spaces, building rela-
tions, and joining forces that are impacting practices and 
policies at the local and municipal level. Therefore, these 
initiatives have proven to be a strong movement with a 
holistic approach, combining territorial action and social 
cohesion as a political strategy capable of re-appropriat-
ing public spaces and engendering a shift of power re-
lations to positively influence sustainability, well-being 
and democracy in São Paulo and in other cities. 

Acknowledgements

The authors are thankful for the collaboration of the 
urban garden volunteers, as well as the practitioners 
and activists from NGOs, farmers associations, and also 
government officials that tirelessly engage in the pro-
motion of a healthier, greener and food secure city. We 
would also like to thank our research institutions, such 
as the Department of History, Geography and Antiqui-
ty Sciences (DissGea),  Università Degli Studi di Padova. 
the University of Leuven, the Environmental Education 
and Policy Laboratory (OCA), and the Interinstitutional 
Programme of Applied Ecology (PPGI-EA), University of 
São Paulo (USP). We also acknowledge the Università 
Degli Studi di Padova and the Coordenação de Aper-
feiçoamento de Pessoal de Nível Superior (CAPES) for 
the scholarship support, which guaranteed the realiza-
tion of this research.

Conflict of Interests

The authors hereby declare that there is no conflict of 
interests.

References

Abelman, J. (2015). Cultivating the City: Infrastructures 
of abundance in urban Brazil. Future of Food: Journal on 
Food, Agriculture and Society, 3(1), 101-109.

Ackerman, K. (2011). The potential for urban agriculture 
in New York City: Growing capacity, food security, and 
green infrastructure. New York, NY: Urban Design Lab at 
the Earth Institute Columbia University.

Almeida, D. A. O. De. (2016). Isto e aquilo: Agriculturas 
e produção do espaço na Região Metropolitana de Belo 

Horizonte (RMBH) (Doctoral dissertatiton). Universidade 
Federal de Minas Gerais (UFMG), Belo Horizonte, Brasil.
Angotti, T. (2015). Urban agriculture: Long-term strategy 
or impossible dream? Lessons from Prospect Farm in 
Brooklyn, New York. Public Health, 129(4), 336-341.

Associação de Agricultores da Zona Leste. (n.d.). Re-
trieved October 28, 2017 from http://agricultoreszonal-
este.org.br/

Barbizan, T. S. (2011). Integrating urban and peri-urban 
agriculture into public policies to improve urban growth: 
São Paulo as a case study (Master Dissertation). Universi-
ty of Technology, Berlin, Germany. 

Baron, B. C. (2017). Agroecologia e urbanidade: uma 
investigação a partir da agricultura urbana na Região 
Metropolitana de São Paulo (Bachelor Thesis). Faculdade 
de Filosofia, Letras e Ciências Humanas (FFLCH/USP), 
São Paulo, Brazil. 

Baycan-Levent, T., & Vreeker, R., Nijkamp, P. (2009). A 
multi-criteria evaluation of greenspaces in European 
cities. European Urban and Regional Studies, 16 (2), 219-
239.

Beem, C. (1999). The necessity of politics. Reclaiming 
American public life. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press.

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J. Richardson 
(Ed.), Handbook of theory and research for the sociology of 
education (pp. 241-258). New York, NY: Greenwood.

Chambon, J. L., David, A., & Devevey, J. M. (1982). Les 
innovations sociales. Paris: Presses Universitaires de 
France.

Cidades Comestíveis. (n.d.). Retrieved April 29, 2017 
from http://www.cidadescomestiveis.org/projeto/  

Coleman, J. C. (1994). Foundations of Social Theory. Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Coleman, J. C. (1988). Social capital in the creation 
of human capital. American Journal of Sociology, 94, 
S95-S120.

Cornwall, A., & Coelho, V. S. (2007). Spaces for change? 
The politics of participation in new democratic arenas. 
In A. Cornwall, & V. S. Coelho (Eds.), Spaces for change? 
(pp. 1-25). London: Zed Books.

Costa, C. G. A. (2015). Agricultura Urbana e Periurbana 



      ISSN-Internet 2197-411x  OLCL 862804632                 33
UniKassel & VDW, Germany-December 2017

Future of Food: Journal on Food, Agriculture 
and Society, 5 (3)
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Abstract 

Consumer-based food activism (CBFA) is increasingly a symbol of modern politics. Through 
eating, food purchasing, and other consumer behaviours, individuals advocate for social jus-
tice causes. However, CBFA is critiqued for being enabled or produced by neoliberal ideologies, 
which emphasize individuals’ market-based positions as consumers over other (activist) roles, 
effectively diminishing any influence such personal behaviours have on changing broader struc-
tural systems. This project is an exploratory study investigating i) the types of food activism food 
activists are engaged in; ii) whether they experience CBFA as an effective means to cause social 
change; and iii) if their roles as consumers and activists are conflicting. In other words, this study 
seeks to ground the theoretical debates involving the ineffectiveness of CBFA and the dualistic 
consumer-activist identity. An online survey of self-identified contemporary food activists al-
lowed the collection of data using both close-ended and open-ended questions. The results in-
dicate that these food activists understand their roles as consumers as an opportune component 
of being food activists, while their effectiveness is both enabled and constrained by neoliberal 
market systems. While other studies investigate CBFA through particular forms such as organic 
or local food, this project contributes to the literature by recognizing that food activism is not 
confined to singular forms of CBFA, nor is it utilized to advocate for single food issues. Future 
research involving CBFA must continue to unpack the complexities involved in contemporary 
food activists’ understandings of CBFA, its effectiveness, and their roles as both consumers and 
activists, while contemplating the stomach as a political space.

Introduction

Food activists have become a symbol of modern politics. 
From the lifestyle changes of vegans, locavores, and free-
gans, to local rallies raising concern over the safety and 
corporatization of genetically-modified foods (GMFs), to 
international bloggers initiating petitions to persuade 
food industries to alter their products or behaviours, 
food has entered the political arena of activism from a 
multitude of directions. Roles concerning citizenship, 
civic duty, and social justice activism are interacting with 
roles of consumerism, individual decisions, and lifestyle 
changes in new and complex ways. 

While food has long been recognized as a nexus for the 

intersection of public and private spheres (Johnston, 
2008; Winson, 1993), and eating noted as a complex be-
haviour that is both habitual and structuring (Bourdieu, 
1984), more recently, food consumerism is understood 
as a type of privileged entry point into the broader world 
of social justice issues and associated responsibilities 
(Barnett, Cloke, Clarke, & Malpass, 2005; Sayer, 2003; Ga-
briel & Lang, 2005). Even though “for most consumers, 
the problems and paradoxes of the corporate food sys-
tem remain a distant abstraction, out of sight and mind, 
if not stomach” (Belasco, 2007: 252), many modern food 
activists are embracing their stomachs, and associated 
eating decisions and practices, as political spaces. That 
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is, growing, purchasing, and eating food are recognized 
as exercises of power.

This has led to an expansion of a specific form of food 
activism termed ‘consumer-based food activism’ (CBFA). 
While there is a whole spectrum of forms of activism in-
volving food products and issues, I focus specifically on 
CBFA in this paper, characterizing it as a form of activism 
which aims to connect individual purchasing and/or con-
suming behaviours with broader social issues. Also de-
fined as ‘alternative consumption’ (Gabriel & Lang, 2005), 
‘ethical consumerism’ (Hilton, 2003), ‘reflexive consumer-
ism’ (Bakker & Dagevos, 2012), or ‘conservation through 
consumption’ (Johnston, 2008), CBFA involves methods 
of activism which target changes to consumerism at the 
individual level, which is argued to be a modern, signifi-
cant, unprecedented, and even preferred scene for polit-
ical participation involving social justice matters (Guth-
man, 2008; Arnould, 2007; Adams & Raisborough, 2010; 
Schudson, 2007; Bakker & Dagevos, 2012). 

Critical perspectives in academia have responded to 
CBFA in predominately negative ways. Specifically, CBFA 
is attacked for being ineffective in producing (broader) 
social change (Allen, 2010; Brower, 2013; DuPuis & Good-
man, 2005; Guthman, 2008; Johnston, 2008; Khoo, 2011; 
Roff, 2006) and for (re)producing a false or unequal hy-
brid-dualistic understanding of consumption and activ-
ism (DuPuis & Goodman, 2005; Johnston, 2008; Bakker & 
Dagevos, 2012; Johnston & Cairns, 2012; Grosglik, 2016). 
It is with this academia-driven criticism of individual-lev-
el CBFA that this project begins. 

In this project, I aim to critically question this CBFA 
criticism by exploring contemporary food activists’ un-
derstandings of the (in)effectiveness of CBFA and how 
they experience the consumer-activist dualism with-
in CBFA. The point of this research is to compare the 
practical-based experiences of food activists using con-
sumer-based methods with the theoretical-based un-
derstandings of CBFA. In other words, I seek to contrast 
the opinions within academia with those of individuals 
within the general population. To accomplish this, there 
are three main objectives emanating from this question. 
First, I explore and compare the types of food activism, 
the share of food activism which utilizes CBFA, and jus-
tifications for food activism. Second, given the negative 
critique within the literature of the ineffectiveness of 
consumer-activism, I investigate if food activists share 
this understanding. Finally, I aim to identify if food activ-
ists experience the consumer-activist dualism as roles in 
tension or as complementary. 

To accomplish these objectives, this paper will be struc-
tured as follows. First, I review recent literature involving 

the critique of consumer-based activism as being inef-
fective, and outline the consumer-activist dualism and 
its social construction. Next, I outline the project meth-
ods, including survey construction, participants, data 
collection, and analysis processes. After this, I summarize 
the findings of the survey, organized by the main objec-
tives of the project. I finish with a brief discussion of the 
results, and offer the limitations of the study along with 
areas for future research. 

Literature Review

Although not solely a recent phenomenon, the increas-
ing domination of individual consciousness by a com-
moditized culture of consumerism increases the prob-
ability of political action emerging through consumer 
roles (Hilton, 2003). In this way, alternative consumption 
and CBFA is a form of action-at-a-distance, mobilizing a 
vast quantity of people for a variety of political causes 
(Barnett, Cloke, Clarke, & Malpass, 2005). In general, CBFA 
is not akin to social movements, but is more personal, 
involving episodic individualized decisions within non-
conflictual processes (Johnston & Cairns, 2012). There 
is an ease with which CBFA can be facilitated, whereby 
consumers are not required to be members of a specif-
ic social or cultural community, but can behave in their 
impersonal environments without obligatory burdens 
(Lang & Gabriel, 1995). Processes of buying and eating 
food are experienced as having value beyond that of 
foods as products, by a recognition of the potential of 
food and ‘eating for change’ (Johnston & Cairns, 2012; 
see also Pietrykowski, 2009). 

This shift toward CBFA is (partially) driven by a neoliberal 
ideology observed (virtually) globally. Within a neolib-
eral ideology, individuals are grounded in market com-
petition, defined as autonomous and rational, free and 
responsible, and condemned to the insecurity of persis-
tent management of choice and action (Brown, 2015; 
Burchell, 1996; Campbell & Sitze, 2013; Cruikshank, 1999; 
White, 1999). Neoliberalism represents and demands an 
obligation of freedom (Chandler & Reid, 2016). Individu-
al self-interest – achieved through market competition 
– is assumed to be the sole life force and focus of hu-
man existence and accomplished by means of consum-
er choice (Hilgers, 2012; Gilbert, 2013; Ventura, 2012).  A 
neoliberal ideology is characterized by a downplaying of 
government obligation toward (dietary) behaviour and 
a growing responsibility of individuals (Anderson, 2008; 
Khoo, 2011), whereby the purchasing of ‘good things’ is 
emphasized at the expense of wider questions of sus-
tainability, ethics, and justice (Roff, 2006). For example, 
the ‘locavore’ rationale limits addressing social justice 
to the jurisdiction of altered personal behaviour (De-
Lind, 2011), and consumer choice is aligned with ideals 
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of self-improvement, progress, and political freedom 
(Guthman, 2008; Dauvergne & Lebaron, 2014). Through 
such behaviours, CBFA is argued to reproduce this ne-
oliberal ideology and its responsibilization of individ-
uals-as-rational-consumers (Brower, 2013; Guthman, 
2008).

A fundamental criticism within academic literature is 
that by promoting a false level of individual agency and 
by utilizing individual-level practices as the key source 
of social change, CBFA is ineffective in eliciting (broad-
er) social change (Allen, 2010; Brower, 2013; DuPuis & 
Goodman, 2005; Guthman, 2008; Johnston, 2008; Khoo, 
2011; Roff, 2006). This idea largely stems from a political 
economy perspective, which highlights the stark struc-
tural inequalities prevalent throughout a neoliberal so-
ciety, which do not adequately enable social justice is-
sues to be rectified through individual choice ideologies 
and practices (White, 1999; Allen, 2010). Consumerism 
provides uneven protection to individuals, in which the 
consumer choices of the poor and disadvantaged are 
struggles (Johnston & Cairns, 2012), and those who are 
food insecure or who lack resources are prevented from 
participating in certain consumption processes (Barta, 
2017). Within consumerism, more specific processes, 
such as ‘voting with your dollar’, are problematic since 
they allow the wealthier and those with higher purchas-
ing power to have more votes (Lang & Gabriel, 1995). For 
instance, WalMart is one of the top organic food distribu-
tors; thus, the conscientious consumer is hardly ‘sticking 
it to the man’ through organic purchases at these stores 
(Belasco, 2007). Essentially, over-embracing CBFA comes 
with the risk of forgetting about the underlying politi-
cal-economic causes of injustice in food systems and 
“falling back into the trap of commodity fetishism” (Bar-
ta, 2017, p. 30; see also Goss, 2004).

I must clarify here, that this academia-driven criticism of 
CBFA largely represents a specific (normative) perspec-
tive. Such an evaluation is highly critical of neoliberal 
ideology and the capitalist socio-economic structures it 
produces, and it critiques social movements and activ-
ism forms – such as CBFA – that may not (significantly) 
oppose neoliberalism or be necessarily anti-capitalist. 
Of course, individuals and groups who utilize forms of 
CBFA have various goals for their behaviour that may or 
may not include transforming the fundamental systems 
of society, albeit this may be due to those actors not em-
bracing their sociological imaginations and recognizing 
the connections between the food on their forks and the 
industrial agricultural processes which produce, process, 
transport, market, retail, and govern that same food. 
What is important to note is that CBFA is defined here 
in terms of its methods, not its objectives, and that CBFA 
must not be necessarily anti-capitalist or challenging of 

neoliberal ideologies. 

That being said, the effectiveness of CBFA remains ques-
tionable in that its methods are problematic because 
they are embedded within such capitalist structures. 
While forms of CBFA have promising targets at the struc-
tural level (e.g. shifting towards alternative or opposi-
tional food systems), the consumer-based practices of 
some food activists are less threatening – if threaten-
ing at all – due to lack of abilities and resources (Allen, 
FitzSimmons, Goodman, & Warner, 2003; Kennedy, Par-
kins, and Johnston, 2016). According to Zerbe (2014), 
“these alternatives remain limited by their grounding 
in broader market relations … [and] ultimately are lim-
ited by the neoliberal model of consumer sovereignty 
from which they implicitly draw” (p. 87). In other words, 
consumer-based activism remains victim to commod-
ity-bound relations and can only elicit change that is 
based around those relations.

However, while the methods that CBFA involves may not 
produce certain types of change, they may facilitate a 
higher frequency and quantity of participation. Schud-
son (2007) argues that at some level, “consumption can 
create the condition for political action and mobilization” 
(p. 240) and consumption behaviour cannot be reduced 
to only self-interested motivations. Further, Arnould 
(2007) argues that effective citizenship should take place 
through market-mediated forms because these are the 
most understood and available forms to the masses – 
a phenomenon that Schweikhardt and Browne (2001) 
suggest requires recognizing the markets as a modern 
political arena. In other words, while consumer activism 
may not upend capitalist food systems, it does “wield 
power to shape the food system” (Goodman & Dupuis, 
2002: 13). Although academic literature predominately 
criticizes CBFA for being ineffective in generating sys-
temic change, this does not mean that its methods are 
wholly powerless, especially if significant quantities of 
consumers-as-activists simultaneously and successfully 
utilize CBFA with like-minded goals.

Moreover, academia’s criticism of CBFA may be more 
theory-driven than empirically-founded. The prevalent 
idea that consumption itself is bad is illogical, as human-
ity depends on some level of consumption, even if just 
considering the physiological need to eat food and drink 
water. Rather, consumption is enigmatic and ambivalent 
(Bauman, 1990; 2002). Regardless, academia is critical of 
consumption despite the lack of empirical evidence to 
ground such a perspective (Warde, 2017). Deconstruct-
ing the history and consequences of this is beyond the 
scope of this paper, but is an important consideration 
when contextualizing this project and broader ques-
tions of CBFA.
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Finally, a focal concept within academia is the modern 
dualistic identity of the citizen-consumer. This hybrid 
conceptualization combines the roles of consumers and 
activists to represent the identity of someone employ-
ing CBFA. Johnston (2008) argues that the marketplace is 
filled with individuals defined through a consumer-citi-
zen hydrid, which neoliberal ideology frames as celebrat-
ing the citizen role (re: decreased, sustainable, and just 
consumption) while hiding the fact that the interests of 
the consumer role (re: individual ‘consumer choice’ and 
purchasing power) are actually being served. For exam-
ple, in the case of organic food consumption in Israel, 
Grosglik (2016) finds that this ‘citizenship-consumerism’ 
dualism is a concept whereby food activists associate or-
ganic food consumption with civic meanings, but these 
values are subordinated by the dominant global individ-
ualized neoliberal consumer culture. 

The utilization of this dualist concept is not favoured by 
all. Some argue that the binary language itself harms the 
potential for social justice within the food system (DuPuis 
& Goodman, 2005), or that these binaries of citizen-con-
sumer and consumer-activist obscure the possibilities of 
change (Johnston & Cairns, 2012). Bakker and Dagevos 
(2012) accuse the dualism as being abstract and artificial, 
and demand a broader understanding of individuals en-
gaged in various forms of activism. This project seeks to 
explore how contemporary food activists utilizing CBFA 
understand and experience this dualism, and whether 
the two roles are in opposition or somewhat comple-
mentary, within the context of a neoliberal food system.

In sum, the critical academic literature argues that CBFA, 
as an increasingly common form of food activism, is in-
effective in eliciting systemic change by working to re-
produce contemporary neoliberal food systems, and 
produces an unequal hybrid identity of food activists 
using CBFA between their roles as consumers and ac-
tivisms. Academia argues that in this consumer-activist 
dualism, the former is exalted. This project surveys the 
understandings of food activists on these two issues. 
While other research on food activism has dealt with 
these issues (in part), it has focused on specific forms of 
CBFA, such as organic consumption (Grosglik, 2016) or 
eating local (Kennedy, Parkins, and Johnston, 2016). The 
contribution of this project involves a broader inclusion 
of food activists who engage with a multitude of food 
issues and various forms of food activism.

Methods

Data was collected through the distribution of an online 
survey to enable broader dissemination without high re-
source commitment. After approval from the Research 

and Ethics Board (REB) of the University of Windsor, the 
survey was distributed through an electronic link posted 
to consenting food-related social media sites, both aca-
demic and entertainment-oriented, the names of which 
remain confidential in line with REB conditions. The link 
brought potential participants to a university-secure on-
line survey program. Participants were encouraged to 
share the link across any relevant social media platform 
to which they had access, while the link remained active 
during June 15th to October 15th, 2015. There was no 
limit on the geographic reach of the survey link. While 
informal pilot testing, performed by the principle inves-
tigator and colleagues, suggested that the survey length 
was approximately 30 minutes, the majority of the par-
ticipants who filled out the entire survey took several 
minutes longer. This is likely due to an underestimation 
of the depth of thought required to answer many of the 
questions. Analysis of the uncompleted surveys shows 
that the majority of partial-participants did not continue 
the survey shortly after the descriptive and demograph-
ic questions which may be simpler or easier to answer 
than later questions dealing with the challenges, impor-
tance, and consequences of food activists’ lifestyles and 
behaviour.

The questions were informed by key concepts, relation-
ships, and questions within the literature. The survey was 
predominately comprised of close-ended questions, but 
also included open-ended questions or comment boxes 
throughout to allow willing participants to provide more 
detail or explain their choices (see Table 1 for a more 
in-depth description of the survey themes). Due to the 
exploratory nature of this project, many questions were 
first asked allowing for ‘select all that apply’ responses, 
and then followed by a similar question asking for a 
single response to represent the primary or more com-
mon option. The survey also included definitions of key 
concepts and terms (e.g. food activism, consumer activ-
ism, neoliberal ideology, etc.) to yield a more consistent 
understanding among participants. Respondents were 
anonymous, and no form of compensation was given for 
participation.

Analysis of the close-ended questions involved a pre-
dominately descriptive strategy, justified by the explor-
atory nature of the project, produced in SPSS version 22 
(IBM Statistics). Analysis of the open-ended questions 
involved the use of ‘versus coding’ techniques, whereby 
the focus was on comparing binaries (e.g. activism is ef-
fective versus ineffective; individual as consumer versus 
activist). The findings of the qualitative questions were 
then used to exemplify (or provide additional informa-
tion regarding) the results associated with the quantita-
tive findings. In sum, this study had three objectives: 
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Food Activist Identity • Age, gender, marital status
• Education, employment, income
• Effect of identity on activism*

Defining Food Activism • Importance of various food issues
• Ranking of various food issues
• What does it mean to be a food activist*

Focusing Food Activism • (Primary) types of activism
• Justifications for (primary) types of activism
• Justifications for not utilizing other types of activism
• Reasons for, and goals of, activism*

Changing the Food System • If activism produces social change
• Type(s) of social change caused by activism
• Reason(s) why activism is effective
• Influence of food system change on continuing activism*

Barriers in Food Activism • Reason(s) why activism is not (more) effective
• Ways activism could be more effective
• Barriers to activism
• Impact on individuals when activism has limited effectiveness*

Politics and Food • Extent that food is political
• Social level where food is the most political
• How food activism is political*

Forms of Consumer Activism • Importance and effectiveness of ‘voting with your dollar’
• Importance and effectiveness of ‘consumer choice’
• Importance and effectiveness of ‘altering personal behaviour’
• Utilization and value of these forms*

Consumer Activism Effectiveness • If consumer activism is effective
• (Primary) reason(s) why consumer activism is effective
• (Primary) reason(s) why consumer activism is not effective
• If roles of consumer and activist are at odds*

Ideologies and Structures • If neoliberal food systems limit activism
• If neoliberal food systems encourage non-consumer activism
• If neoliberal food systems encourage consumer activism
• If activists can be effective using consumer activism within neoliberal food sys-

tems
• If neoliberal food systems can effectively change as a result of consumer activism
• How consumer activism is discouraged/encouraged in neoliberal food systems*

Table 1: Survey Themes and Information Collected

Objective 1: Explore the types of activism utilized by food activists, noting the share of food activism which 
utilizes CBFA, and justifications for their use.
Objective 2: Investigate if food activists agree with the negative critique of CBFA as being ineffective in cre-
ating social change.
Objective 3: Identify if food activists experience the consumer-activist dualism, and if they perceive these 
roles as complementary or in tension. 

Participants in the study were all adults (≥ 18 years old at the time) who self-identify as food activists (i.e. character-
ized as people putting forth any type of effort toward advocating, promoting, or impeding social, political, econom-
ic, or environmental change as it relates to food or the food system). They all had English-reading comprehension 
and at least temporary access to the Internet, as was required in order to complete the survey. Throughout data 
collection, 68 individuals accessed the survey, but only 28% of these individuals fully completed the survey. The fol-
lowing analysis only includes those who fully completed the survey (n =19). The age of participants ranged from 23 
– 69 years old, with a majority of female respondents (14). Description of the demographics is purposely limited here 
in order to maintain a level of anonymity, given the small sample size. However, the average participant was White or 

*Open-ended, qualitative questions



      ISSN-Internet 2197-411x  OLCL 86280463240 UniKassel & VDW, Germany- December 2017

Future of Food: Journal on Food, Agriculture 
and Society, 5 (3)

Caucasian, married, with no religious or spiritual identity, 
highly educated (graduate degree), and employed full-
time. None of the participants in the final sample volun-
teered to provide their country of residence. Nearly half 
(9) of the participants defined themselves as food activ-
ists for 10 years or longer. 

Findings

The results are presented in three subsections organized 
around the objectives of the research project. First is a 
descriptive analysis of the types of issues and forms of 
activism which food activists deem important and uti-
lize, including their justifications or reasoning for (not) 
engaging with them. The second theme involves the 
types of change the sampled food activists perceive that 
CBFA elicits, reasons for the (in)effectiveness of CBFA, 
and barriers to engaging in (successful) CBFA. Finally, the 
third theme examines the relationship between the role 
of consumer and activist, the experience of the consum-
er-activist dualism, and the influence of neoliberalism in 
valuing the former at the expense of the latter.

Experiencing Food Activism
The participants deemed a wide variety of food issues 
as important, but there was a noticeable thematic dif-
ference in what was deemed more important versus 
less important. The most common food issues ranked as 
‘more important’ by participants were: environmentally 
conscious production (18), environmentally conscious 
products (18), and safe food production (17). The food 
issues most frequently described as ‘less important’ 
were food processing worker safety (9), animal rights 
(9), vegetarianism (9), and veganism (7). This shows that, 
to some extent, participants consider food issues that 
concern broader systemic goals or processes more im-
portant, while food issues ranked less important involve 
more individual or lifestyle matters. 

Similarly, extra-personal spaces were perceived as sites 
where food was political more often. All participants 
agreed that food is a political issue, with the majority be-
lieving food to be political most or all of the time (16). 
However, when asked ‘where is food the most political?’ 
the responses indicate a somewhat hierarchical pattern. 
While 2 participants answered ‘everywhere’, the most 
common answer was ‘global food systems/global trade’ 
(9), followed by ‘national food systems’ and ‘regional food 
systems’. Thus, while participants understand food as fre-
quently political, the site of food politics is at-a-distance. 
The types of food activism that participants engaged 
in were diverse. In order from most-utilized to least-uti-
lized, the types of food activism were: educating others 
(19), consumer choice (18), personally grow food (18), 
lifestyle change – decisions and behaviours relating to 

personal lifestyles such as being a locavore, vegetarian, 
or freegan (15), individual boycotting (14), petitions (13), 
participating in social movements (10), public demon-
stration (5), contacting governments (5), and other (4: 
social media blogging, presentations, donating food, 
and sharing seeds). The types of food activism that par-
ticipants were most often engaged in involved efforts at 
a more personal level, while the participants engaged 
less in methods which seek to directly modify societal 
policies or processes. Thus, the participants were utiliz-
ing personal-level methods (education, growing own 
food, consumer choice), but as the previous rankings 
suggest, the majority of participants deemed extra-per-
sonal concerns (environmentally conscious production 
and products) as more important. 

Consistent with this finding, almost half of participants 
selected ‘consumer choice’ (8) as their primary type of 
food activism, followed by personally growing food (4), 
lifestyle change (2), and educating others (2). The rea-
sons for engaging in these primary forms of activism 
included personal ability (18), awareness that their pri-
mary type of activism is a form of activism (16), and to 
educate others (14). Reasons for not engaging in other 
(non-primary) forms of activism were more varied, with 
‘lack of resources’ (7) and ‘lack of personal ability’ (5) as 
the top responses. This information suggests that the 
primary forms of activism were utilized as known means 
of activism which the participants were able to engage 
in without significantly impacting their personal resourc-
es. While the most common primary forms of activism 
were at the personal level and the most common form 
of activism (consumer choice) was consumer-oriented, 
the second most common form of activism (personally 
growing food) was not consumer-oriented, but more 
production-focused.

Consumer-Based Food Activism Effectiveness
The participants perceived that their food activism – 
defined broadly at this point (re: not only CBFA) – was 
associated with a broad range of changes at multiple 
levels. The most common cited change associated with 
food activism overall was a change in the awareness or 
education of family and peers (17), closely followed by 
personal lifestyle change (16), and lifestyle changes in 
family and peers (15). None of the participants indicat-
ed their activism had resulted in no change(s), suggest-
ing confidence in the effectiveness of their behaviour. 
When asked about the primary change associated with 
their food activism, the participants overwhelmingly se-
lected personal change (8). The responses that were not 
selected included: change in awareness or education of 
non-personal connections, creating debate concerning 
food policy, and assisting in changing the social morals 
or ideologies. 
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Similarly, the primary reason for the effectiveness of 
general food activism was ‘due to personal hard work 
and effort’ (10), followed by ‘due to an already changing 
social environment’ (6), while the primary reason for its 
ineffectiveness was tied between ‘lack of personal time 
or resources’ (5) and ‘lack of legal policy change’ (5). Thus, 
participants most commonly perceived food activism 
as effective in producing change in themselves or their 
family and peers due to personal efforts, while attribut-
ing less or no change to systemic-level concerns due to 
lack of personal resources and policy-level change. This 
suggests that food activists create change according to 
their abilities, but are aware that their personal efforts 
are limited in causing broader social change. 

Focusing more specifically on CFBA, the participants be-
lieved that it is effective for a range of reasons. Overall, 
the most common justifications for the effectiveness 
of CBFA were demand-driven supply processes (food 
industries produce based on what consumers want to 
buy) (18), corporate punishment (18), frequency of ac-
tivism (individuals can do this often) (17), and quantity 
(many individuals can do this at the same time) (17). 
The primary reason given for why CBFA is effective was 
demand-driven supply processes (8), while the primary 
reason selected for why it is ineffective was differential 
ability (7), defined as the idea  that not all individuals are 
able to engage in consumer-activism (equally) due to 
differences in resources and abilities. 

An open-ended question asked if participants value and/
or practice forms of CBFA, probed with three common 
examples (consumer choice, altering personal behav-
iour, and voting with dollars). All participants responded 
yes in some form (19), most with highly positive things 
to say about CBFA. For example: ‘I believe in it 100 per-
cent’; ‘I values [sic] and practice each of these with each 
decision that I make. I feel that this is one thing that I can 
consistently do and should do’; ‘do my best every day’; 
‘these are the things I do everyday [sic] and are what I 
believe most in’. Many participants agreed that ‘voting 
with your dollar is the easiest and most effective way to 
make change’, but some noted its limitations: ‘I feel if I 
had more dollars I’d vote with them more’. These com-
ments support the data from the close-ended questions, 
which suggests that CBFA is effective at some level (per-
sonal) but less effective at other levels (e.g. systemic).

Consumer-Activist in Neoliberal Contexts
The survey included a definition, grounded in the litera-
ture, of neoliberal food systems as modern food systems 
associated with neoliberal ideology, which emphasizes 
the individual as a rational actor with goals of economic 
gain in a capitalist structure of privatization and dereg-
ulation of markets. After being primed with this defini-

tion, participants were asked ‘do neoliberal food systems 
limit the methods of your activism’? Of the 15 which 
responded, about one-third answered yes (6) and the 
remaining answered no (9). To probe further, two addi-
tional questions incorporated how neoliberal food sys-
tems are linked to non-consumer-based activism versus 
consumer-based activism. While most participants agree 
that neoliberal food systems encourage consumer-activ-
ism (14 of 16 valid responses), less than half (6 of 15 valid 
responses) agree that non-CBFA is similarly encouraged. 

To collect data specifically on the consumer-activist du-
alistic roles, participants were asked ‘can an individual 
be an effective activist using consumer practices within 
a modern neoliberal food system’, to which the major-
ity answered yes (12 of 13 valid responses). Qualitative 
comments by these 12 affirmative participants suggest-
ed ways in which this happens: ‘buy locally’, ‘through 
supply and demand’, ‘every dollar spent or not sends a 
message’, or ‘boycott products’. A key theme involved the 
prevalence of (consumer) choice as enabling CBFA. For 
example, ‘a neo liberal [sic] food system provides options 
and choices for the consumer to be able to participate in 
any type of activism’, or ‘the system gives the consumer 
the opportunity to influence supply by his [sic] choices’.
 
A final open-ended question asked ‘is your role as a con-
sumer at odds with your role as a food activist?’ Many 
participants answered no (6 of 15 valid responses) and 
one acknowledged that ‘there is always a clear battle’. 
However, the remainder (8) acknowledged that this 
tension happens sometimes. Many noted the key issue 
perpetuating this tension as the differences in resourc-
es and abilities: ‘due to convenience’, ‘it takes sacrifices’, 
or ‘limited funds as a consumer limits my ability to “vote 
with my dollar”’. This suggests that that because neolib-
eral food systems are perceived as encouraging CBFA 
and facilitating consumer choice, contemporary food 
activists are not at odds with their roles as consumers, 
apart from (occasional) resource limitations.

Discussion

The participating self-identified food activists in this 
project experienced their lifestyles as both activists and 
consumers, creating change or ‘eating for change’, in 
complex ways. While the results cannot be generalized 
to greater populations, this exploratory study has pro-
vided important and stimulating information aiming to 
critically question the academic criticism of CBFA. The 
following section is organized according to the three 
objectives of the study.

The first objective of the study was to describe the im-
portance of different food issues and the use of CBFA 
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among contemporary food activists. The data shows that 
these food activists valued structural-level or systemic 
food issues, while predominately performing forms of 
activism at the personal-level, such as educating others, 
using their choices as consumers, or growing their own 
food. All participants noted that they used some form of 
CBFA, and the primary form of activism engaged in was 
‘consumer choice’ (a form of CBFA) because these indi-
viduals were personally able to perform in this manner 
compared to other forms of activism which these indi-
viduals lacked the resources or abilities to perform. This, 
combined with the data showing these food activists 
overwhelming perceived neoliberal food systems as en-
couraging CBFA, supports Hilton’s (2003) argument that 
a neoliberal culture of commoditized consumerism is 
increasing the use of consumer roles for political action. 

The second objective of the study involved situating 
contemporary food activists’ understandings within the 
negative critique of CBFA in academic literature as inef-
fective in causing social change. The data suggests that 
these food activists highly valued and practiced various 
forms of CBFA, but were also aware of its limitations. In 
particular, they were aware of the unequal abilities and 
differential resources available to food activists engag-
ing in CBFA, which reproduce the balance of power in fa-
vour of well-to-do consumers – a finding consistent with 
many researchers (Lang & Gabriel, 1995; White, 1999; 
Allen, FitzSimmons, Goodman, & Warner, 2003; Belasco, 
2007; Allen, 2010; Johnston & Cairns, 2012; Kennedy, Par-
kins, & Johnston, 2016; Paddock, 2016). 

However, a comparison of the justifications for using 
any type of food activism, versus using specifically CBFA, 
shows that while both are limited due to lack of resourc-
es and abilities, the primary reasons given for their effec-
tiveness differ. Food activism in general is deemed effec-
tive due to personal hard work and effort by individuals, 
while CBFA is deemed effective because it influences the 
food system through supply of food driven by consum-
er demand. In other words, many of these food activists 
understand CBFA as effective because it is grounded in 
market relations; as one food activist argued in the final 
open-ended question, ‘we can’t influence the political 
system but the market is ultimately more powerful… I 
hope’. This supports Schweikhardt and Browne’s (2001) 
argument for recognizing markets as modern political 
arenas. Due to the ease of access, consumer-based ac-
tivism is an entry point into politics and agency, where 
vulnerable populations can find empowerment and 
achieve social and cultural goals (Brown, 2017). 

However, because the types of changes associated with 
their food activism involved predominately person-
al-level changes (modifications of their own or peers’ 

lifestyles or education of family and friends), it is rea-
sonable to continue to criticize CBFA as market-bound 
and unsuspecting of systemic structures and discours-
es (Johnston & Cairns, 2012; Zerbe, 2014), as well as a 
weak expression of ‘caring at a distance’ by adhering to 
“an uncritical acceptance of consumption as the primary 
basis of action” (Bryant & Goodman, 2003: 344). In other 
words, if activism involves predominately consumption 
behaviours, this will cultivate a consumer-oriented soci-
ety and may idolize the role of consumers all of which 
does not threaten, but rather reproduces the systemic 
production-consumption power relationships that exist. 
As the next objective touches on, the dialectical produc-
tion-consumption relationship cannot be ignored while 
alternative consumption, such as CBFA, is celebrated 
(Goss, 2004).

The third objective of the study involved identifying how 
food activists experience the consumer-activist dualism, 
and if these roles are complementary or conflicting. The 
data suggests that while these food activists perceived 
neoliberal food systems as facilitating consumer choice 
and CBFA more generally, the roles of consumer and ac-
tivist are not at strict odds with each other, apart from 
potential constraints based on differential abilities and 
resources. However, the explanations provided for why 
individuals can be effective activists using consumer 
practices – that is, that the market enables activism by 
offering consumer choices – suggest that the commod-
ified consumer culture may be hegemonic in scope. In 
other words, the consumer role is privileged at the ex-
pense of the activist or citizenship role (Johnston, 2008; 
Brown, 2015). There are consequences to this prioriti-
zation. For example, labelling food activists’ power as 
consuming or ‘shopping’ constructs an understanding of 
these activists which does not recognize or respect their 
employment of agency within these actions (Brown, 
2017).

However, support for this is not straight forward. The 
majority of participants located ‘food politics’ at sites at-
a-distance from individuals – predominately as global 
or national food systems. This understanding does not 
bode well for the individualized consumerism culture. It 
also brings into the question the argument that food ac-
tivism is a more intimate and individualized experience 
(Johnston & Cairns, 2012), as the site of food politics was 
perceived to be far from the grocery carts and mouths of 
individuals. This suggests that – for these food activists 
–consumer roles are not necessarily a veil for more tra-
ditional political roles involving citizenship and activism. 
Rather, being a consumer is a notable and opportune 
part of being an activist.

Project Evaluation
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As with all research projects, this study has limitations. 
First, the survey itself may have had a role in reproducing 
the binary language of consumer-activism by separating 
non-consumeristic food activism from CBFA, which may 
have impacted the opinions on the potential or possi-
bilities of social change perceived by participants (see 
DuPuis & Goodman, 2005; Johnston & Cairns, 2012). By 
using the dualistic concept within the study, the issue of 
food activism generally, and CBFA specifically, may have 
been unintentionally oversimplified. Alternatively, the 
hybrid concept could be researched in ways which rec-
ognize that dualisms are complex and nonlinear, such as 
incorporating the ways in which (food) corporations (re)
construct broader nature-culture dualisms which paral-
lel consumer identity and gender dualisms (Irving & He-
lin, 2017). 

Second, there were methodological limitations. As a con-
venience sample, there was sampling bias, a non-repre-
sentative sample, and a high non-completion rate, which 
means the results cannot and should not represent or 
be applied to all contemporary food activists’ experienc-
es and understandings. This sample excluded potential 
participants that could not exercise sufficient English 
comprehension to read and respond to the survey, as 
well as those whom did not have access to a computer 
or similar device with access to the Internet. 

While it is also important to question how this sample 
may relate to the broader population of food activists, 
this is a difficult task without data on the socio-demo-
graphics of the food activist population. Research de-
scribes the population of social activists beyond food 
issues as predominately white, female, thin, and part 
of the middle class (Wrenn, 2016; Heng, 2017). Studies 
involving media representations of activism involving 
veganism and the rights of nonhuman animals  find a 
similar typography of activists being over-represented: 
thin, female, white persons (Harper, 2010). The average 
demographics from this sample (i.e. female, white, high-
ly educated, and employed full-time) were comparable. 
However, implying that the population of food activ-
ists parallels the population of activists more generally 
may be problematic. As outlined in the introduction, 
peoples’ relationships with food are extremely intimate 
and unique-something which many other social justice 
issues, particularly those involving non-material objects 
such as climate change or labour rights, lack. 

Nonetheless, the contribution of this study is found in 
its broader definition and inclusion of food issues, food 
activism forms, and food activists. While other studies fo-
cus on particular types of food activism or types of CBFA, 
this project recognizes that food activism is not confined 
to singular forms nor utilized to advocate for single food 

issues. Additionally, this project critically-questioned the 
negative criticism of CBFA by academia, despite empiri-
cal evidence, by contrasting it with the practical-based 
experiences of contemporary food activists utilizing 
CBFA. Albeit in a small way, this project is able to chal-
lenge academia’s theoretical understanding of CBFA, 
particularly involving its effectiveness in creating social 
change and the role of the modern food activist as a hy-
brid consumer-activist.

Beyond performing more in-depth qualitative research 
to collect ‘thick’ descriptions, future research should also 
seek more representative and larger sample sizes in or-
der take into consideration intervening variables. For 
example, gender is an important consideration in food 
activism, since women are much more likely to engage 
in forms of CBFA, such as boycotting (Klein, Smith, & 
John, 2014). Additionally, future research should explore 
any (possible) differences between ‘eating’ and ‘buying 
food’ within both CBFA and more general or tradition-
al forms of food activism. This is especially crucial to the 
debates surrounding the effectiveness of CBFA, because 
‘eating’ does not necessarily directly result from ‘buying 
food’. In this study, a noteworthy number of participants 
considered growing personal vegetable gardens or rais-
ing ‘backyard’ livestock as one of their primary forms of 
food activism. These types of behaviour are not neces-
sarily market-based or involving a fundamental consum-
er role, but can quite easily still be considered forms of 
CBFA through ‘eating’ rather than ‘buying’. This is a crucial 
point of differentiation for future research.

Conclusion

This project was an exploratory study investigating i) the 
types of food activism food activists are engaged in; ii) 
whether they experience CBFA as an effective means to 
cause social change; and iii) if their roles as consumers 
and activists are conflicting. Data collected from this 
small sample of self-identified contemporary food ac-
tivists suggests that CBFA is a commonly-used form of 
food activism, but not the only form utilized. Addition-
ally, these food activists understood CBFA as an effec-
tive means to create change according to their abilities 
and resources, while being aware that some of these 
efforts may not cause significant social change, or only 
bring about smaller, more personal or local instances of 
change. More specifically, CBFA was believed to be pri-
marily effective because virtually everyone is frequently 
engaged with markets in which consumers’ behaviour 
can impact the supply-and-demand relationship. How-
ever, everyone has differing capacities and (economic) 
resources, thus this participation is unequal and based 
on inconsistent fields of possibilities. As a result, rather 
than perceiving tension between their activist and con-
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sumer roles, consumer-based food activists see the mar-
ket as a welcoming site for (effective) activism regardless 
of resource-based restrictions, although these food ac-
tivists also perceive that neoliberal food systems encour-
age and facilitate CBFA.
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Abstract 

Palm oil production is expanding in many tropical areas worldwide. The implications for the 
landscape, social relations and living conditions in the respective areas are the subject of a con-
troversial debate. This article explores the social, economic, and environmental impacts caused 
by palm oil production in two places in south-eastern Nicaragua: Kukra Hill and Boca de Sábalos. 
From a theoretical perspective of political ecology, this article reflects on the opportunities and 
limitations of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and researchers in documenting social 
and environmental impacts of one crop within a process of agrarian change in a local setting. 
The study sheds light on the social and environmental consequences of oil palm cultivation in 
both places. The text departs from reports and documentation gathered by two Nicaraguan 
NGOs, Centro Humboldt and Fundación del Rio, who used participatory methods to gather in-
formation. Their documentation is complemented by interviews of additional actors involved 
and affected by oil palm, impressions of field work at both sites, as well as an analysis of news-
paper articles. The findings of the analysis concern multiple topics. Firstly, the research suggests 
that large-scale oil palm plantations accelerate land use changes, contribute to deforestation, 
and decrease local food sovereignty. Secondly, with large-scale oil palm plantations, the overall 
use and contamination of water increases and pesticide use multiplies, which has severe im-
pacts on human and animal health. Nevertheless, local authorities perceive themselves as facing 
a dilemma: they welcome the tax revenue and job creation, and therefore some ignore their 
citizens’ complaints, while others perceive that they themselves lack control mechanisms. Fur-
thermore, bad working conditions, low safety standards, and ignorance of workers’ rights are 
subjects of conflict. 

Introduction
More and more places within tropical regions worldwide 
are covered with oil palm plantations.  Palm oil compa-
nies and governments in different countries promise 
many positive effects, such as jobs, investment in in-
frastructure, and growing wealth in the respective re-
gions due to job creation and tax revenue. Nevertheless, 
negative consequences are also reported. The effects 
of oil palm expansion are the subject of a controversial 
debate within the literature (Barin-Burgos, 2015; Cas-
tellanos-Navarrete & Jansen, 2015; 2013). Most of the 
discussions concentrate on land enclosure and access 

(Backhouse, 2015; Edelman & León, 2013; Pichler, 2015), 
while others focus on working conditions (Pye, 2014) or 
water scarcity (Merten et al., 2016). Studies from Guate-
mala, Honduras, and Colombia stress the violent nature 
of the dispossession of small farmers and indigenous 
communities from their land (Alonso-Fradejas, 2013; 
Mingorance Cruz, 2009; Ocampo Valencia, 2009). 

In Nicaragua, oil palm expansion is not implemented 
with as much violence as in Colombia, Honduras, or Gua-
temala, but nevertheless, the impacts on the water-food 
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nexus, working conditions, as well as human and animal 
health are significant and often underestimated in stud-
ies of other countries. Until now, Nicaragua had not ap-
peared in the scientific discussion concerning oil palm. 
In quantitative terms, the country only produces 0.5% of 
the palm oil made in Latin America. In 2013, Nicaragua 
manufactured 15,000 tons of palm oil, which is much 
less than the 425,000 tons produced by its neighbor, 
Honduras.

Currently, available information on the issue of palm oil 
production in Nicaragua is limited to some studies by 
international agencies promoting an expansion of oil 
palm (Instituto Interamericano de Cooperación para la 
Agricultura (IICA), 2007; van der Veen, Lindy, 2008; Sáenz 
Mejía, 2006). Additionally, a short documentation of one 
case in Nicaragua (Kukra Hill) exists within the Environ-
mental Justice Atlas1. Against this background, this ar-
ticle explores the social, economic, and environmental 
impacts of palm oil production in Nicaragua at the local 
level. The article is written from a political ecology per-
spective and investigates the opportunities and limita-
tions of NGOs and researchers in documenting the social 
and environmental impacts of an overall agrarian change 
in a local setting. Kukra Hill and Boca de Sábalos are the 
two cases examined throughout this article. The study 
departs from the material two NGOs generated to give 
voice to local peasants, workers, ex-workers, farmers, 
and neighbors. The author of this study complements 
this material with semi-structured interviews of further 
actors involved and affected by palm oil production, im-
pressions from own field work at both sites, as well as an 
analysis of newspaper articles and online sources. 

Theoretical Framework 

The broad field of political ecology figures as a back-
ground for this article, insofar as the author shares many 
theoretical assumptions and commitments of politi-
cal ecology. First, political ecology is understood as a 
“theoretical commitment to critical social theory and a 
post-positivist understanding of nature and the produc-
tion of knowledge about it, which is inseparable from 
social relations of power” (Bridge, McCarthy, & Perrault, 
2015, p. 7). Political ecology is conceptualized as a study 
of power relations and political conflict over ecological 
distribution and social struggles for the appropriation of 
nature. It is the field in which power strategies encoun-
ter the distribution of ecological costs and potential 
constructions of sustainability. Additionally, it asks how 
these discourses themselves are linked to power rela-
tions and personal interests (Leff, 2015). Second, political 

ecology has a methodological commitment to conduct 
in-depth, direct observation and/or document analyses, 
often within a mixed-method approach (Bridge et al., 
2015). Interviews and direct observation are frequently 
combined with quantitative data and embedded into a 
historical approach that reveals how the current situa-
tion came to exist (Davis, 2015). Political ecology consists 
of mostly empirical, research-based explorations to ex-
plain linkages and changes of social and environmental 
systems and the way these changes are connected to 
power relations (Robbins, 2012). Third, political ecology 
has a political commitment to social justice and political 
change, aiming to make visible the struggles, interests, 
and voice of marginalized populations (Bridge et al., 
2015).

Political ecology is not a theory, nor a discipline, but a 
lens through which to view socio-environmental rela-
tions. Its origins are mainly in geography and develop-
ment studies, but today it draws from many different dis-
ciplines, such as sociology, political science, economics, 
geography, history, biology and agronomy. It relies on 
and contributes to many specific questions and discus-
sions in development studies, agrarian/peasant studies, 
green materialism, de/postcolonial studies, feminism 
and gender studies, and environmental economics.

Within Nicaragua, this field of research is hardly known. 
Nevertheless, some interesting works with a similar 
perspective on environmental narratives and conflicts 
around land access have been conducted (Martí i Puig 
& Baumeister, 2017; Nygren, 2000; 2004) as well as con-
cerning the plans to build an interoceanic canal (Aca-
demia de Ciencias de Nicaragua, 2014; Fuchs & Navas, 
2016; Huete-Perez, Tundisi, & Alvarez, 2013).

Political ecology is not only an academic endeavor, but 
also initiated and led by protagonists from social move-
ments and local initiatives (Batterbury, 2015). As Robbins 
(2012) puts it:

Indeed, the ongoing, small-scale, empirical research 
projects conducted by countless non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) and advocacy groups around the 
world, surveying the changing fortunes of local people 
and the landscapes in which they live, probably com-
promise the largest share of work in political ecology. 
Published only in local meetings and development re-
ports, this work is as much a part of the field as well-cir-
culated books or refereed journal articles in formal sci-
ence (p. 13).

As the quote highlights, citizens who experience the 

1.      The Environmental Justice Atlas is an online platform that gives information on more than 2,200 environmental conflicts worldwide. Th 
case of Kukra Hill is documented on http://ejatlas.org/conflict/palma-africana-kukra-hill-nicaragua
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changes in their daily lives, can offer valuable descrip-
tions of certain aspects of environmental change. Many 
of their insights are incorporated into NGO reports and 
notes of local meetings. Thus, it is not only academics 
who produce knowledge for the field of political ecol-
ogy: NGOs and advocacy groups have a key role here. 
Collaborations between researchers and local activists 
often help to make conflicts more visible and give voice 
to people with very limited resources. In the last years, 
global research projects, such as Environmental Justice 
Organisations, Liabilities and Trade (EJOLT) have begun 
mapping environmental conflicts worldwide and mak-
ing this information open access.2  They are bringing 
science and society together to catalogue and analyse 
ecological distribution conflicts and confront environ-
mental injustice. This article is in line with this kind of 
thinking and takes seriously the claim that NGOs con-
tribute to environmental knowledge production. 

At the same time, the role of environmental NGOs is the 
object of controversial discussions.  Their work is often 
characterized by contradictory logics and dilemmas. A 
few big international NGOs are controlling an increasing 
proportion of budgets for environmental conservation 
and are involved into projects that displace communi-
ties (Brockington & Igoe, 2006; West, Igoe, & Brocking-
ton, 2006). In the last decades, nearly 8.5 million peo-
ple worldwide have had to leave their homes because 
the territory they lived in was transformed into nation-
al parks (Cernea & Schmidt-Soltau, 2006).  Some NGOs 
have contributed to the transformation of spectacular 
landscapes into national parks or high-end tourist at-
tractions.  Others legitimized the destruction of areas 
to enable large-scale development, infrastructure, and 
extraction projects if nature elsewhere was protected 
(Igoe, Sullivan & Brockington, 2009). Therefore, conflicts 
between local communities and NGOs have exploded. 
Additionally, this can cause severe conflicts between 
different NGOs or within NGOs that sometimes lead to 
institutional splits. NGOs considerably differ in their pol-
icies, practices, and ways of working. The same NGO can 
act differently in different locations, and NGOs within 
one region often change their practices considerably. As 
Igoe, Sullivan and Brockington (2009) put it, “this is not 
a sector which can be easily typecast” (p. 6). Additional-
ly, different dynamics can change the situation of NGOs. 
For example, often the success of NGOs in winning the 
confidence of local populations and representing their 
claims comes into conflict with tendencies of a growing 
professionalization and efforts to meet donors’ expecta-

tions about reports, budget planning, and fast decisions 
(Grandia, 2009). NGOs can therefore be victims of their 
own success. In other cases, after winning the confi-
dence of local groups, they were invited to participate in 
the administration of highly complex and dynamic inter-
national frameworks, such as REDD+3,  which local NGOs 
can hardly understand or influence. As a result, they feel 
powerless, as if they are just legitimizing decisions that 
are made elsewhere, and their credibility becomes con-
tested (Nuesiri, 2018). 

Many NGOs claim to be advocates for the people, and 
are widely recognized as such. Nevertheless, they are 
not elected, nor is it often clear if the position they re-
port as “the communities’ view” is shared by all or at least 
the majority of the members of that community, or if it 
is just the interpretation of a certain elite who are able to 
articulate their demands. Spivak (1993) reminds us that 
the “subaltern cannot speak” (p. 104). Based on her stud-
ies of women in rural India in the 1980s, she concluded 
that for the most underprivileged segments of society, it 
is almost impossible to articulate and express their own 
interest in a way it is heard by others. First, this is because 
the concept of individual subjectivity itself is very distant 
from the daily experience of the subaltern. Second, what 
first world intellectuals are mistaking as the voice of the 
underprivileged is often the expression of local elites, 
the rural gentry, and the impoverished landlords pre-
tending to speak for all. It is the most-educated (often 
male) population who starts to express their views, while 
marginalizing and ignoring those of other social groups 
within the same territory (Spivak, 1993). 

Spivak´s argument is important. Nevertheless, there is 
an immense difference between the situation of wom-
en in rural India, and the forms of epistemic and other 
violence against them, and conditions in Nicaragua 
in the 21st century. It is a society in which, after taking 
over the government in 1979, the Sandinistas and their  
party, Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (FSLN), 
realized an immense alphabetization campaign. From 
1979-1990, they tried to implement socialism, and wom-
en, although in contradictory forms, were empowered 
to participate actively in politics (with mixed results). 
Recently, a farmers’ movement against the construction 
of the interoceanic canal consolidated itself without sig-
nificant support from the urban middle classes and intel-
lectuals (Fuchs & Navas, 2016). Nevertheless, as research 
about many movements and protests has shown, those 
speaking in public, complaining about the situation, and 

2.    One of the impressive outcomes is an interactive world map which provides information about hundreds of environmental conflicts. See    
        http://www.envjustice.org/ejatlas/. Further reports and information can be found at http://www.ejolt.org/ 
3.     REDD+ (i.e. Reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation) is a program to reduce net emissions of greenhouse gases  
        through forest management in developing countries within the United Nation´s Framework on Climate Change. The rules and details  
       about measuring, reporting and verifying successes were under constant negotiation and changes between 2005 and 2015.
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expressing their own interests tend to be the more edu-
cated people within society and tend to be men rather 
than women. 

Methodology and Data

The author of this article is aware of the danger of re-
iterating the view of local elites or NGOs who are very 
distant from the affected population. During the re-
search, therefore, the attitudes of different NGOs were 
compared and complementary interviews with actors 
who are not sympathetic to these NGOs were conduct-
ed. In Nicaragua, as elsewhere, different NGOs exist 
with different approaches to environmental issues and 
varying commitments to the problems of local commu-
nities. Against this background, it was an active choice 
to search for cooperation with Fundación del Rio and 
Centro Humboldt, who for years have indeed played a 
key role in documenting the impacts of oil palm pro-
duction and use participatory methods to involve the 
local population. Centro Humboldt started to monitor 
oil palm effects because of citizens´ complaints. Both 
NGOs have supported ex-workers who suffered work ac-
cidents, sensitized the local authorities to the issues of 
the farmers and communities, and struggled to limit the 
expansion of oil palm monocultures at both case study 
sites. They have sought independent information and 
initiated public discussions about the consequences of 
oil palm expansion. 

 This article departs from the documentation of the ef-
fects of oil palm cultivation in Nicaragua which these 
two NGOs, Fundación del Rio and Centro Humboldt, 
have published (Centro Humboldt et al., 2012; Fun-
dación del Rio, 2011; 2013; Madriz Paladino, 2011; Ruiz, 
2010; 2012; Fandiño & Ruiz, 2011). Additionally, the 
websites of the enterprises Palmares del Castillo S.A. 
(PALCASA) and Cukra Development Corporation, which 
are involved in palm oil production at both sites, were 
considered.4 Moreover, articles from the two Nicaraguan 
newspapers with a national scope, El Nuevo Diario and 
La Prensa, were taken into account. After having care-
fully studied the existing documentation, the author did 
field work and conducted interviews in both areas. In 
October 2014, conversations with workers, union mem-
bers, and peasants within the oil palm plantations near 
Boca de Sábalos, enabled by the support of Fundación 
del Rio, provided the author with a personal impression 
of the situation on the oil palm plantations within the 
municipality of El Castillo. 
Furthermore, in November 2014, the author had the op-
portunity to accompany a team of NGO members on a 
five-day field trip through the area of oil palm planta-

tions in Kukra Hill. The trip was organized by the environ-
mental NGO Centro Humboldt, and the team included 
members of the Nicaraguan human rights organization 
Centro Nicaragüense de Derechos Humanos (CENIDH), 
the (faith-based) Swedish organization Diakonia, and 
the Finish development organization Kepa. During this 
trip, the whole team had an intense dialogue, interviews, 
and informal talks with more than 25 persons differently 
affected by oil palm plantations. Others were involved in 
the regulatory framework of oil palm cultivation. Some 
persons were workers and ex-workers on the oil palm 
plantations, while the majority of them were people liv-
ing in the area but making their living from other sourc-
es, including small-scale agriculture. The team also met 
members of afro-descendant groups, the local adminis-
tration, regional delegates of the Ministry of Health and 
the Ministry for Natural Resources and Environment, as 
well as an employee of the National Institute of Forestry 
in the regional capital, Bluefields.

It should be acknowledged that people who are neg-
atively affected or organized in local committees and 
unions are more likely to talk to NGO delegations and 
the researchers accompanying them. Therefore, the ma-
terial gathered by the NGOs and in collaboration with 
them was critically evaluated by triangulating this infor-
mation with independently gathered material and inter-
views. Conversations with workers and local inhabitants 
who have a positive evaluation of oil palm in the region 
were also conducted. Additionally, two interviews were 
conducted with members of other NGOs active in the 
respective regions, but with other foci, namely FADCAN-
IC and FUNDAR, as well as one interview with a member 
of the territorial government of indigenous and afro-de-
scended population (Gobierno Terriorial Rama-Kriol 
(GTR-K)) and one with a member of the regional envi-
ronmental authority Secretaria de Recursos Naturales y 
el Ambiente (SERENA). All their descriptions of the prob-
lems facing these regions were quite similar to those 
presented by Fundación del Rio and Centro Humboldt.
Unfortunately, and despite many attempts, requests for 
interviews with the oil palm companies Palmares del 
Castillo S.A. (PALCASA) and Cukra Development Coop-
eration as well as with the Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Environment (Ministerio de Recursos Naturales y 
Ambiente (MARENA)) remained without response.

Despite the broad range of actors considered, this kind 
of case study approach in collaboration with the local 
NGOs has several limits. It is very sensitive to the inter-
pretations and perceptions of those individuals encoun-
tered in dialogues and interviews, while the views of 
those who did not want to talk about the issues were 

4.       Online  http://www.palcasanicaragua.com/ and http://www.cukra.com/
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not taken into account. In the current context of Nica-
ragua, this includes almost all persons working within 
the state apparatus and/or affiliated with the FSLN, as 
the government and the administration explicitly did 

not want communication with researchers. Secondly, 
migrant workers on the plantations could not be inter-
viewed within the scope of this research.

Boca de Sábalos 
(Oct. 2014 )

Kukra Hill  
(Oct. 2014/May 2016)

    Kukra Hill                 
   (Nov. 2014) 

Other documents

6 interviews: 
• farmer
• union mem-

ber/worker 
• member of 

local water 
committee

• uninvolved 
neighbor 

• 2 NGO mem-
bers (Fun-
dación del Rio 
and FUNDAR)

7 interviews:
• worker on palm oil 

plantation
• farmer
• 2 NGO members 

(Centro Humboldt 
and FADCANIC)

• environmental au-
thority (SERENA

• local afro-de-
scendant authority 
(GTR-K)

• local politician

Dialogue with 25 persons 
during field trip led by Centro 
Humboldt (and including 
Diakonia, Kepa and CENIDH):
• workers, 
• ex-workers,
• neighbors, 
• local administration,
• ministries of health and 

environment,
• institute of forestry

• websites and presenta-
tions of the oil palm 
companies

• consultancy studies
• newspaper articles 
• reports on online plat-

forms (EJOLT, landma-
trix.org)

• recorded, fully transcribed, and themati-
cally coded with Atlas.Ti

• field notes, photos, 
collective unpublished 
report

• thematically coded 
with Atlas Ti

Table 1: Overview of interviews and data

 Source: own elaboration

Case Studies 

Before presenting the results of the empirical work, the 
text will briefly introduce both cases where the empirical 
research was conducted, i.e. Boca de Sábalos and Kukra 
Hill, and explain how oil palm cultivation came into ex-
istence there. Afterwards, key information about the two 
NGOs involved is given.

Regions under Examination
Kukra Hill is a small town in the southern part of the At-
lantic Coast of Nicaragua, within the municipality of the 
same name. It is located about 30 km north of Bluefields 
and the municipality has a growing population (7,455 in 
1995 to 9,559 in 2012). In the past, cotton and banana 
plantations were created within this area, but fishing 
and small-scale agriculture remained key activities for 
the population. Boca de Sábalos is a small town located 
at the confluence of Rio Sábalos and the 192 km Rio San 
Juan, which constitutes much of the border between 
Nicaragua and Costa Rica. Boca de Sábalos is part of 
the municipality of El Castillo. The number of inhabit-
ants within the municipality has risen dramatically from 
9,717 (1995) to 30,150 (2012) (INEC, 2013). Historically, 
cattle rearing, small-scale agriculture, and the collection 
of products from the forest were the main economic ac-
tivities of the local population. 

IIn Boca de Sábalos, palm oil cultivation dates back to 
the 1980s; in Kukra Hill even to the 1960s. Nevertheless, 
until the end of the 20th century, attempts to grow oil 
palm only occurred in small areas and with limited suc-
cess. In Boca de Sábalos, the factory to extract oil did not 
work most of the time, and in Kukra Hill, plagues and 
sanitation problems caused large harvest losses. 

In Kukra Hill, a new company started to invest in palm oil 
beginning in 1999, but still operates with the old name, 
Cukra Development Corporation. In different articles, it 
is mentioned that the new investors are of Costa Rican 
origin, which was proven by the International Finance 
Corporation’s loan to the Costa Rican Grupo Numar to 
expand oil palm production at Kukra Hill (see below). 
The Cukra Development Corporation has expanded con-
tinuously and, according to their website, now officially 
has 7,082 ha of oil palm plantations. Additionally, they 
buy the fruits of oil palm from 76 independent produc-
ers that cultivate the plant on 1,870 ha.

In Boca de Sábalos, a new enterprise, PALCASA, bought 
the prevailing plantation in 2005 and set the already ex-
isting factory into continuous operation. The factory had 
been constructed within the framework of the Sandin-
ista Agrarian Reform, and the plantation was set up by 
agrarian cooperatives. In 2005, PALCASA directly owned 
about 1,500 ha planted with oil palm, and about 500 
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ha stayed in the hands of the members of Cooperativa 
Multisectorial Empresarios Palmeros (COMEPA). COMEPA 
was supported by the Austrian Development Coopera-
tion, which tried to improve the functioning of the co-
operatives (Sáenz Mejia, 2006). In 2008, COMEPA had 43 
farmer families as members, and was composed of 129 
persons (van der Veen, 2008). COMEPA never owned a 
factory to produce the oil; the COMEPA members trans-
ported the harvested fruits to the factory of PALCASA for 

processing (van der Veen, 2008). 

In both cases, new enterprises re-activated the business. 
In both cases, they cultivated it as a monoculture and 
tried to expand significantly, as Table 2 highlights.  Ad-
ditionally, the table shows that within the Northern At-
lantic Autonomous Region of Nicaragua (RAAN), new oil 
palm fields have been planted in the last years. 

Figure 1: South-Eastern Nicaragua; Source: Open Street map with 
author´s additions

Department 1963 2001 2011 2016

Rio San Juan -- 2,287 mz (1,611 ha) 5,708 mz (4,021 ha) 5,902 mz (4,158 ha)

RAAS (South Atlantic 
Autonomous Region)

500-1,500 ha 2,186 mz (1,540 ha) 12,998 mz (9,156 ha) 23,000 mz (16,201 ha)

RAAN (North Atlantic 
Autonomous Region)

-- -- -- 11,257 mz (8,000 ha)

Total nationwide 4,556 mz (3,209 ha) 18,809 mz (13,249 ha) 40,159 mz (28,359 ha)

Table 2: Local and national expansion of oil palm in Nicaragua

 Source: own elaboration based on data from the Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas y Censos (INEC) (2003a; 2003b; 2013) ;  Conver-
sion from Manzana (mz, a Nicaraguan area measure) to hectar (ha) according to https://converterin.com/area/hectare-ha-to-manza-
na-nicaragua.html; for 2016: Interview with Maura Paladino, September 25, 2014, Managua and Cleanenergybrief (December 11, 
2016).
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NGOs Involved
Fundación del Rio is a NGO founded in 1990 that engag-
es in environmental protection in the south-eastern part 
of Nicaragua. One of their offices is located in Boca de 
Sábalos, near the area transformed by oil palm mono-
cultures. Fundación del Rio, among others, has present-
ed various documents to support their critiques, both in 
a language accessible to the local population and in a 
more scientific manner, as a policy proposal to limit the 
expansion of oil palm monocultures (Fundación del Rio, 
2011; Ruiz, 2010). Furthermore, both Fundación del Rio 
and other organizations have published documents to 
raise awareness about the negative consequences of oil 
palm within the communities. Of crucial importance in 
the spread of information is the  radio station and pro-
gram Voz Juveníl, which informs on environmental and 
social issues within the wider area. Additionally, films 
such as Piratas del Castillo and Resistencia and various 
booklets inform about the social and environmental 
impacts of oil palm monocultures (Fundación del Rio, 
2013).

Centro Humboldt is an environmental NGO working 
at the national level, with headquarters in Managua. It 
started to monitor oil palm in Kukra Hill in 2010 because 
two local farmers negatively affected by oil palm planta-
tions nearby contacted the NGO and asked for help. Gre-
gorio Romero Campos and Santo Ignacio Gonzalez Soho, 
the two farmers from the community Las Limas, issued a 
public letter on February 16th, 2010 accusing the compa-
ny Cukra Development of destroying the environment in 
their community of 20 families. As the local authorities 
did not respond to their claims, they contacted Centro 
Humboldt. Centro Humboldt has published detailed 
reports about the case of Kukra Hill (Centro Humboldt 
et al., 2012; Madriz Paladino, 2011) and are planning to 
publish several follow-up reports, as they do a monitor-
ing field trip every year. Furthermore, Centro Humboldt 
raises awareness of the impacts by initiating local round-
tables about the consequences of palm oil production in 
the region. The roundtables initiated a public discussion 
at the regional level, which involved the company, civil 
society, and local population. 

Findings and Discussion

In the following section, the text will present the dif-
ferent problems and dilemmas that local farmers, in-
habitants of both areas, and NGO members mentioned 
in interviews and/or which had been documented by 
films, newspaper articles, or NGO reports. Within the 
discussion about the effects of oil palm cultivation, the 
question of scale becomes relevant: a few oil palm trees 
within a mixed agricultural setting do not have the same 

effects as large monocultures. In different countries, 
various social settings, and concerning different prod-
ucts, the limits defining where large-scale cultivation 
begins differs considerably (Borras et al., 2012). The In-
ternational Land Coalition and Land Matrix count every 
land acquisition beyond 200 ha in their statistics. Others 
propose to define large-scale as at least twice the aver-
age national land holding, whereas the World bank and 
many researchers use the term large-scale if the land 
is bigger than 1,000 ha. The cases studied in this paper 
are clearly large-scale monocultures according to any of 
these definitions. 

The effects of these plantations can be divided into dif-
ferent issues: a) land-use changes, deforestation, and 
food sovereignty, b) use and contamination of water, 
use of pesticides, and impacts on human and animal 
health; c) dilemmas of the local authorities concerning 
taxation and job creation, as well as the lack of control 
mechanisms; d) working conditions, safety standards, 
and workers’ rights. In the following, the text presents 
the different views on all elements of discussion which 
were encountered. All quotes have been translated from 
Spanish to English. Those names where an * is added 
were changed at the interviewees’ request. 

Deforestation, land use changes, and their impacts on 
food sovereignty
The expansion of oil palm cultivation in both cases has 
meant a reduction of forest areas and small-scale agri-
culture. The environmental NGOs present the following 
numbers about the land use changes: according to Cen-
tro Humboldt, in Kukra Hill in the middle of the 1990s, 
about 85% of the area of the municipality was used for 
staple food production and cattle rearing, and only 2.1% 
(150 ha) for oil palm. The permission that Kukra Hill got 
for oil palm cultivation means that nowadays 58% (4,140 
ha) can be used for oil palm. The transformation of land 
use had the effect that less than 10% of land in the mu-
nicipality was used for cattle and agriculture as of 2015 
(Oral presentation by Maura Madriz Paladino, January 
14, 2015).

In Boca de Sábalos, Fundación del Rio calculated that in 
the period from when palm oil cultivation began in 1983 
until 2002, the cultivation area expanded at the expense 
of forest (41%) and agrarian use (58%) (Fundación del Rio, 
2011). Of the cultivation area added in the following pe-
riod from 2002 to 2009, 23% had previously been forest, 
29% had been in agrarian use and 49% had been open 
secondary forest. Forest areas were therefore consider-
ably reduced in both periods. The involved companies, 
PALCASA S.A. and Cukra Development, disagree with the 
claim that they contribute to deforestation. They argue 
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that deforestation is an overall problem in Nicaragua 
and that they had bought land at fair prices. In Novem-
ber 2012, PALCASA uploaded several presentations to 
the internet that present the company as socially and 
environmentally responsible, and as providing a service 
to the community. They defend themselves against the 
accusations that they exert pressure on the local popu-
lation to sell their land – at least “no systematic pressure” 
(PALCASA, June 3, 2013, p. 17).

They bought the majority of land between 2005-2007 
and state that 56% of the farmers who sold territories to 
PALCASA sold only a part of it, whereas 44% sold their 
entire land. 2/3 of those who sold are reported to have 
bought new land5.  Furthermore, they argue that: 

"Deforestation is a national problem and a conse-
quence of the socio-economic situation of the country. 
Therefore it is outside of PALCASA's business (PALCASA, 
2014)." 

In another presentation, they even blame the smallhold-
ers:

"The principal driver of deforestation is the transfor-
mation of forests into multiple small-scale agricultural 
uses, predominantly cattle ranging (PALCASA, June 3, 
2013, p. 17)." 

This is a typical continuation of the old narrative that lo-
cal peasants are the key drivers of deforestation, despite 
an intensive academic discussion about the reasons for 
deforestation from the 1990s onwards, that showed that 
small peasants were very often blamed for deforesta-
tion in order to omit the complex driving forces (Back-
house, 2015a; Fairhead, Leach, & Scoone, 2012; Robbins, 
2012; Utting, 1993). Research from other regions of Lat-
in America has shown that the imagination of “already 
degraded land” is used as a key rhetoric element to im-
plement strategies to expand oil palm production (Back-
house, 2015b) and projects to mitigate climate change 
(Fairhead et al., 2012). 

Although the companies deny having cleared any pri-
mary forest for oil palm plantations, there are still many 
locals who claim the opposite. For the case of Kukra Hill, 
one of the workers, who in general was very content with 
his job in palm oil production, responded as follows: 

Interviewer: In these zones of oil palm plantations, 
what was there before? 
Interviewee: It was forest before.

Interviewer: Who destroyed the forest? The company? 
Interviewee: It is the company who destroys the forest.
Interviewer: Was this only in the past or do they contin-
ue to increase their terrain and to deforest? 
Interviewee: Yes, they continue to destroy forest. Be-
cause close to the Tortuguero they started to sow oil 
palm (Interview with Juan Bermúdez*, September 23, 
2014, El Rama). 

On the local level, the expansion of oil palm in Boca de 
Sábalos means that the oil palm company is buying a 
lot of land in the municipality of El Castillo and the lo-
cal farmers lose this land for production of food. Fidel 
Álvarez, who is living in Boca de Sábalos and is an active 
member of the local water committee, described the 
change as follows:

If the people, every time, have less land to produce 
their own food and only plant oil palm or trees, the 
guarantee that enough food for all persons is available 
disappears and food sovereignty decreases. The best is 
if there is a balance and the farmers own land. They can 
work their land, lend the land, or lease the land so that 
anyone else can work and produce food on it. In that 
form, local exchanges and social relations exist. But 
with those companies, there are no transactions that 
help the population; those who own land no longer 
help those who do not. . . . Nowadays the company 
owns all the land, and it will never sell or lease terri-
tories to farmers so that they can plant food. Further-
more, the company bought the land for a very low price 
(Interview with Fidel Álvarez, September 23, 2014, Boca 
de Sábalos).

Fidel Álvarez is very worried about the long-term effect 
of transformation of production patterns: instead of pro-
ducing food, now oil palm and timber6  are grown. How-
ever, this does not contribute to local food sovereignty. 
As is the case for many Nicaraguans, he does not consid-
er oil palm food (although it is in part used to produce 
margarine and cooking oil), but as a product for export 
or sale on other markets. Food is rather understood as 
locally-produced basic staple crops, such as corn, beans, 
bananas, or vegetables. Furthermore, he is worried that 
land which has been sold to a company will never come 
back to the hands of small-scale farmers, because, in his 
experience, companies never sell or rent out land. The 
land owned by the company is not used for the culti-
vation of food anymore, therefore food sovereignty de-
creases. In times of economic crisis, the population will 
be even more vulnerable: many persons now try to find 
employment within the palm oil company, while others 

5.       The company draws on the Estudio de Rastreo (2010), that was done by UNIQUE, a consultancy firm from Freiburg, Germany.
6.       Within the same area, at least 8,000 mz (5.635 ha) of Melina (Gmelina arborea, a fast-growing tree from Asia that is adapted to the  
          tropics) is planted in monoculture. Since this counts as reforestation, it is free of tax. When the trees are grown, they are exported to  
          Costa Rica, which is just on the other side of the Rio San Juan. From an ecological standpoint, this timber monoculture should not be  
          considered reforestation because nothing is to be gained in terms of biodiversity. In terms of land concentration, Melina cultivation in  
          Boca de Sábalos worsens the problem that oil palm had generated. 
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have migrated to other areas. In many cases, they move 
towards the nearby core zone of the Biosphere Reserve 
Indio Maíz, which in the past was one of the best-pro-
tected primary forest areas within Central America, with 
more biodiversity than all of Europe. In the last ten years, 
newly arriving migrants, who sold their land elsewhere, 
deforested more and more land parcels. Another effect 
of the land transactions is that there is a tendency to-
wards the re-concentration of land within the area, as 
many interviewees stated. Although official data on the 
topic is missing, many people describe the situation that 
nowadays, as before the Sandinista land reform, a few 
landowners again possess a huge amount of land.

Similar developments occurred in Kukra Hill, where the 
company easily managed to buy a lot of land in a short 
period because, as in Boca de Sábalos, people have low 
incomes: 

Something we have learned is that for economic rea-
sons, in the situation of poverty, people sell their land. 
Even whole communities who live in poverty can be 
easily persuaded to sell if you offer them 10,000 dollars 
– it is a lot for them (Interview with Roe Kirkman, Octo-
ber 3, 2014, Managua).

In many cases, the land-use change is almost irreversi-
ble. Once a primary forest is destroyed and the land is 
used for monocultures for a longer time, it is difficult to 
re-forest. One of the reasons lies in the exhaustion of soil, 
as Allan Clair, a member of the territorial Rama-Kriol gov-
ernment (GTR-K) explains: 

"We do not agree with the cultivation of oil palm for 
various reasons, among them that the soil is not able to 
produce something else anymore (Interview with Allan 
Clair, September 22, 2014, Bluefields)."

Additionally, on the Atlantic Coast, fishing in the rivers 
and lagoons is the backbone of food and income gen-
eration for all, but especially for poor households, as 
fishing grounds are considered a commons. The high 
consumption and contamination of water (see below) 
due to oil palm cultivation therefore has a high impact 
on food sovereignty, especially for the indigenous and 
afro-descendant population of the wider area who used 
to consume a lot of fish. 

Water contamination and the overall use of water by 
oil palm
A second major controversial topic is the consumption 
and contamination of water due to the use of pesticides. 

Local farmers in the community Las Limas, located next 
to oil palm plantations of the Cukra Development Cor-
poration, wrote a public letter accusing the palm oil 
company of water contamination, which has caused se-
rious impacts on the cattle and their properties:

By signing this letter, we want to denounce that we are 
directly negatively affected by oil palm cultivation. The 
plantations are so close to our farms that they are con-
taminating the water and the environment so that we 
are literately without access to the vital liquid. There-
fore, our cattle died or were seriously affected. We had 
to construct water basins and watering places for our 
cattle, we had to spend money on medications for the 
sick livestock, and we have to care more for our animals 
to prevent that them from feeding or drinking in the 
polluted sections. All this increased the costs for cattle 
farming. Additionally, the value of our properties has 
fallen significantly, as without access to water, it has al-
most no value anymore (Gregorio Romero Campos and 
Santo Ignacio Gonzalez Soho within the letter re-pub-
lished by Madriz Paladino, 2011, p. 34f ).

Similarly, the effects of water contamination are docu-
mented by Fundación del Rio in the municipality of El 
Castillo. The farmer Don Felicito Palacios, whose small 
farm is about 1 km from the palm oil factory, describes 
the situation as follows:

The other problem is the water contamination: after 
spraying they are washing the containers for fertiliz-
er in the river, they are constructing drainages for the 
plants and afterwards the polluted water is getting into 
the rivers, it passes my property and then goes into the 
water we all drink. Therefore we are drinking polluted 
water and the animals miscarry (Don Felicito Palacios, 
documented by Fundación del Rio).

Hence, the NGO Centro Humboldt includes water qual-
ity analysis in their monitoring, with water samples tak-
en from different points in the community of Kukra Hill. 
They are brought to a laboratory in Managua that anal-
yses the samples. They report that various maximum 
permissible values set by national regulation7  were sur-
passed at least 3 times, while some were exceeded as 
many as 59 times in 2010 (Madriz Paladino, 2011). In the 
following years, the intensity of water contamination de-
creased, but still surpassed the official maximum limits.
The situation of water contamination due to intensive 
use of pesticides is even more dangerous, as most peo-
ple in the region are not familiar with the risks involved 
and the classification system of pesticides: a project of 
the Instituto de Biodiversidad y Estudios Ambientales de 

7.       The Article 34 of the decree 33-95 “Disposiciones para el Control de la Contaminación Proveniente de las Descargas de Aguas Resid 
          uales Domésticas, Industriales y Agropecuarias” (Dispositions for the Control of Contamination of Effluents from Domestic, Industrial  
          and Agricultural Water Use) defines the maximum permissible amount of certain substances within used water before it reaches natu 
          ral waters (Madriz Paladino, 2011). 
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la Bluefields Indian and Caribbean University (IBEA-BI-
CU, 2011) found out that the most-used pesticide with-
in the area was Roundup. Of all pesticides used, 45% 
were lightly toxic (indicated by a yellow label) and 25% 
moderately toxic (indicated by a blue label). However, 
the same study also showed that the knowledge of the 
local population about the agrochemicals was low: the 
majority of small and medium-size independent farm-
ers involved in oil palm cultivation (68%) had never par-
ticipated in a training about agrochemicals (IBEA-BICU, 
2011). Over 90% did not know about the meaning of the 
color code on the labels of the boxes they were handling 
(IBEA-BICU, 2011).

Besides the contamination of water, another issue is the 
high consumption of water by the oil palm plantations. 
This can potentially create competition with local needs 
for water, as a local member of the Water Committee 
described. Especially during the dry season, scarcity of 
water is a potential problem, which will increase further 
with climate change. Silver Borge from the NGO FAD-
CANIC8 explained that more rain also causes problems 
because it can potentially flood the detention basins:

At the Southern Caribbean Coast, in areas such as 
Kukra Hill, an annual rainfall of 4,200 mm is common. 
Oil palm needs about 4,000 liters of water for every ex-
ported ton. They have big leaching cesspools, where 
water should evaporate. But during winter, when there 
is a lot of rainfall, these cesspools get flooded and the 
water goes into the big rivers. . . . Therefore the environ-
mental problems are immense. For me, most of these 
problems are irreversible; the contamination of rivers 
caused by oil palm production is enormous (Interview 
with Silver Borge, September 17, 2014, Managua).

During the field trip in Kukra Hill, the research team 
observed that a man with a huge hydraulic pump was 
pumping water from the tank into the fields without any 
form of treatment. When the team asked him why, he ex-
plained that he is employed by the Cukra Development 
Company and they asked him to do this work. Pumping 
should delay the process for the tank to be filled, as the 
existing capacity of tanks is not big enough. 

Dilemmas of the local authorities: Taxation, job crea-
tion, and the lack of control mechanisms
Despite the documentation of many negative effects of 
oil palm cultivation, local authorities see themselves in 
a dilemma: they perceive the oil palm companies as im-
portant taxpayers and creators of job opportunities, and 
therefore many times did not respond to citizens’ com-

plaints about different kind of problems. The local au-
thorities have been notified multiple times of the illegal 
behavior of the companies, but the overall perception of 
the local population is that the state institutions are not 
willing to react. Several persons share this view:

We complained at all levels: at the global and the re-
gional level. We also went to the institutions in the Pa-
cific [the national government], but there they laughed 
at us. . . . As members of the government are involved in 
the oil palm business, the authorities arrive, they docu-
ment the cases, but they never do anything (Interview 
with Allan Clair, September 22, 2014, Bluefields).

In a similar manner, newspapers report that even state 
employees feel helpless: the territorial delegate of Insti-
tuto Nacional Forestal (INAFOR) said: 

"The people [involved in the oil palm business] have 
achieved that they can do whatever they want and the 
authorities stay blind, deaf, and silent (León,  March 7, 
2011)." 

Regarding this issue, the previously quoted farmer, Don 
Felicito Palacios, stated:

"I went to complain to the radio, to MINSA [Ministry of 
Health] and to MARENA [Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Environment]. . . . The MINSA is responsible for ana-
lysing the water, but they are not present. Nobody is 
helping us (Documented by Ruiz, 2010, p. 12)." 

Once when the Cukra Development Corporation was 
clearing land without having conducted a preliminary 
study about the flora and fauna within the area, they 
got into trouble with local authorities and had to pay a 
penalty. It seems that for the company, the fee was an 
acceptable price to continue to deforest: 

When we talked to the CEO of the company, they open-
ly told us that they prefer to pay the penalty, because it 
is cheap and in this way, they proceed faster. . . . It was 
the maximum environmental penalty in Nicaragua, 
which is 10,000 dollars. Compared to the credits they 
got, that is nothing for them. The day after, they paid 
it (Interview with Maura Paladino, September 5, 2014, 
Managua). 

Silver Borge from FADCANIC has a similar interpretation:  

MARENA detected various irregularities; nevertheless, 
they only paid fines of 10,000 dollars. Meanwhile, the 
Interamerican Development Bank gave a loan of 30 
million dollars to the oil palm company. Therefore, it is 

8.       FADCANIC (i.e. Fundación para la Autonomía y el Desarrollo de la Costa Atlántica de Nicaragua/ Foundation for the Autonomy and  
          Development of Nicaragua´s Atlantic Coast) is an independent, non-profit civil society organization that strives to improve the quality  
          of life of the peoples of the Caribbean and achieve development with equity and social justice. See http://www.fadcanic.org.ni/
 



      ISSN-Internet 2197-411x  OLCL 86280463256 UniKassel & VDW, Germany- December 2017

Future of Food: Journal on Food, Agriculture 
and Society, 5 (3)

convenient for them to pay these fines (Interview with 
Silver Borge, September 17, 2014, Managua).

Many of the local authorities fear conflict with the oil 
palm enterprises as they hope for jobs, increased tax 
revenue, and development of the area. In both cases, 
the companies paid fewer taxes than expected, as they 
found opportunities for tax avoidance. 

The former mayor of El Castillo, from the Liberal Party, 
stated that although the company brings work oppor-
tunities, the management is not concerned about social 
aspects. They try to avoid taxes and only pay small con-
tributions that are not even high enough to repair the 
damage their vehicles do to public roads. He does not 
want the company to leave, but to take their corporate 
responsibility seriously. The mayor publicly claimed that 
PALCASA avoided paying taxes worth 250,000 Cordo-
bas (11,324 USD) in 2010 (Fundación del Rio, 2011). In a 
company presentation, PALCASA claimed to provide 600 
permanent jobs and to be the biggest taxpayer within 
the municipality. They state that they bring growth to 
the region by spending around 100,000 USD on salaries 
and fees for services per month (PALCASA, November 12, 
2012).  The farmers who denounced the missing reaction 
of MARENA and the municipality of Kukra Hill came up 
with the same explanation: as the company is the big-
gest taxpayer in the municipality, the authorities do not 
dare to criticize them (Jarquín, September 5, 2010). 

In Kukra Hill, the authorities receive less tax revenue as 
only one of the companies pays taxes, because officially 
there are two independent enterprises. Cukra Develop-
ment Corporation, S.A., manages the plantation, but the 
oil is produced by the officially independent enterprise 
Empresa Río Escondido Industria, S.A. Both enterprises 
are on the same land, have the same parking lot, and are 
not distinguishable for a visitor. Nevertheless, one of the 
companies is operating under the regime of a free-trade 
area and therefore does not pay any taxes. After ten 
years, in 2013, when the juridical framework of tax-free 
operation was to be phased out, the company changed 
its name and structure, despite being owned and man-
aged by the same persons. Thus, the company will re-
main tax-exempt for another ten years. 

Nevertheless, the International Finance Corporation 
(IFC) investment is for both companies at the same time. 
The IFC perceives both companies as a unit: 

Cukra Development Corporation and Rio Escondido 
Industrial S.A. (collectively “Cukra”) is a greenfield palm 
oil operation based in Nicaragua. Its main operations 
include the cultivation and harvesting of palm oil fresh 
fruit bunches, and processing the fresh fruit bunches 

into crude palm oil (CPO) (International Financial Cor-
poration, n.d.).

The companies present themselves as benevolent spon-
sors of local development. Both companies try to prove 
their social responsibility by financing local activities, e.g. 
sponsoring the local football or baseball team, charity 
activities in collaboration with churches, and financing 
a maternity ward and an ambulance as well as schools 
(PALCASA, 2012; Cukra Development Corporation, 2014).    

Working conditions, safety standards and workers’ 
rights
Work conditions in both plantations are another con-
tinuous issue of criticism and struggle. In the first years, 
work was very precarious and work safety standards 
were not met. Changes have occurred for two reasons: 
1) there is some public attention, and 2) within PALCASA, 
a workers’ union was established and they succeeded in 
negotiating a collective agreement. In 2010, Fundación 
del Rio reported that PALCASA had 200 company em-
ployees and around 700 temporary workers. The per-
manent workers earned 80 Cordoba per day (and if they 
worked 7 days, an additional 57 Cordoba). The tempo-
rary workers received around 50 or 60 Cordoba per day. 
Salaries were defined in different ways (e.g. per day, per 
area, or per number of fruits). Many times the workers 
did not understand which other costs were deducted—
sometimes for food, sometimes for health care—but in 
their perception, this was often for services they did not 
receive. There are reports of persons under 18 years old 
and even younger than 14 who worked at the palm oil 
plantations. The salary was near the minimum wage, 
which had been 59 Cordoba/day for agricultural work 
in 2010 (Ministerio del Trabajo, August 13, 2010) Work-
ers had been exposed to different pesticides, especially 
those persons who were spraying the plants. They often 
did not receive clothes to protect themselves.

In September 2013, more than 500 workers went on 
strike for six days to protest the violation of their basic 
rights, poor working conditions, and abuses. In 2014, the 
workers succeeded in founding a union. Afterwards, they 
negotiated a collective agreement, which helped them 
to achieve the workers’ rights that had always technical-
ly been guaranteed by law, but had not been enforced 
in the company. One of the founding members of the 
union, who is now general secretary, proudly explained: 

By law, we had certain workers’ rights, but nevertheless 
the employer did not care about these rights, they did 
not let us facilitate our rights. . . . Therefore, we found-
ed a union after having organized a strike. Afterwards, 
we achieved some agreements; we got some benefits 
and reached mutual respect. . . . Yesterday we went to 
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the ministry and together with the company negotiat-
ed a collective agreement. In the future, this collective 
agreement will regulate everything. For example, if a 
worker wants to quit, after ten days, he gets his com-
pensation as the law defines. Before, every worker who 
tried to defend his rights for whatever reason, the first 
thing the employer did was to dismiss him. Before 
when you tried to fight for your rights, you sometimes 
achieved something, but sometimes not. But now, with 
the new collective agreement, there will only be dis-
missals for lawful reasons (Interview with Juan Hilario 
López Jarquín, September 24, 2014, near Boca de Sába-
los).

The hope of the unionist is that more rights are respect-
ed now and that dismissals have to be justified in the fu-
ture. The unionist also pointed out that pregnant women 
who are working in the plantation now have more time 
to rest and nurse their babies. However, as it will be dif-
ficult to execute this right, they can take the additional 
resting time together and therefore stay at home on Sat-
urdays. In general, the unionist is very optimistic about 
the future and hopes to achieve more improvements, 
such as the construction of a clinic nearby where work-
ers are treated in case of accidents. He recognizes the im-
portance of the company for the region and thinks that 
the company will contribute to alleviating poverty for 
many people. 

Officially, a union was established in the Cukra Develop-
ment Corporation as well, but the research team did not 
manage to contact union members. In response to a crit-
ical video about oil palm, the company wrote that they 
have a collective contract that guarantees minimum sal-
aries above the level required by law and several benefits, 
such as transportation, housing, and financial support in 
case of emergencies (Cukra Development Corporation, 
November 23 2015). Many local residents share the view 
that, despite all other issues, the establishment of the oil 
palm companies within the communities generated in-
come and jobs. For example, one worker, who has been 
employed in the Cukra Development Corporation since 
1998 and living in the Kukra Hill community, answered: 

Interviewee: The poor people are very glad about the 
palm oil company. If they would not be there, they 
would have nothing to eat. 
Interviewer: And are all people happy with the compa-
ny or are there also people who criticize oil palm culti-
vation? 
Interviewee: No, everybody is very happy with the 
company (Interview with Juan Bermúdez*, September 

23, 2014, El Rama).

During the field trips, it did not seem to be the case that 
everybody was happy with the situation. Nevertheless, 
there were a considerable number of people who eval-
uated that, although there is an environmental cost, the 
creation of jobs and wealth for the region is good. Addi-
tionally, many persons did not want to share their per-
sonal views on the issue. Workers, in particular, did not 
want to criticize the company during the interviews, but 
afterwards reported several inconveniences.
 
Even those who were, for environmental reasons, very 
sceptical about the long-term effects of oil palm did not 
deny the short-term economic benefits: 

We know that oil palm as a monoculture causes many 
illnesses in the communities and in the traditional 
plants they are growing and eating. . . . We also saw 
negative impacts when some of the members of the 
community sold their land for oil palm. . . . But the en-
tire consequences are not clear for everybody. As envi-
ronmentalists, we have to understand that most peo-
ple do not see all impacts. They see the jobs that are 
created. And we cannot deny that these plantations are 
generating income and work in the region (Interview 
with Roe Kirkman, October 3, 2014, Managua).

Another very important issue has to do with worker safe-
ty. During the visit of the research team in Kukra Hill, we 
met several ex-workers in Kukra Hill with severe damage 
to their nervous systems due to work accidents with pes-
ticides.9  Furthermore, some children in the region were 
born with disabilities, which are possibly connected to 
the intensive use of pesticides. Meanwhile the affected 
persons, most of them living in extreme poverty, have 
to struggle with the companies, the local administra-
tion, and several health institutions for compensation. 
In some cases, the companies have started to pay com-
pensation, while denying any responsibilities in other 
cases.10

Conclusion and Outlook

This article has shown that with the expansion of oil 
palm, entire landscapes are transformed, social relations 
change profoundly, and socio-environmental problems 
multiply. Instead of mixed, small-scale agriculture, rain 
forests, and fallow land, now oil palm monocultures 
are the main form of land use. More and more people 
sell their land. The younger generation, in particular, is 

9.       Some of the cases are also documented in the video Palma Africana, la verdad tras la palma, available at https://www.humboldt.org.ni/ 
            node/1553
10.     The Cukra Development Corporation responded to the video Palma Africana, la verdad tras la palma in an 8-page letter (Cukra Develop 
           ment Corporation, November 23, 2015). They continue to see the health problems of some of the mentioned persons as unrelated to  
          work accidents and rather due to common causes
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employed (although in precarious conditions) and has 
stopped farming their own land. Monocultures typical-
ly cause several difficulties: these problems range from 
deteriorating public health caused by the intensive use 
of pesticides, water contamination and deficient waste 
management, to land-ownership concentration, pre-
carious working conditions, and low safety standards. 
All of this happened in both cases examined in this ar-
ticle. In response, local protests, the foundation of un-
ions, and independent monitoring by NGOs endured. 
From 2012 onwards, the enterprises reacted by starting 
to present themselves as responsible actors that respect 
environmental laws and labor rights, and contributed to 
the development and wealth of the respective regions. 
To prove their social and environmental qualities, they 
started to seek certification. Especially in the case of 
Boca de Sábalos, the company PALCASA accused the 
NGO Fundación del Rio of presenting false information 
and attempting to defame the company. From 2014 to 
November 2017, this has been the first message on the 
company’s website. Nevertheless, this complementa-
ry research has shown that other actors interviewed at 
both sites express similar views about oil palm mono-
cultures. It is not only the NGOs Fundación del Rio and 
Centro Humboldt who report and document the nega-
tive impacts, but many other persons living in the area 
as well. Although some of them evaluate the job and in-
come creation as positive, others are skeptical about the 
long-term impacts. 

Taking the views and experiences of local, marginal-
ized populations into account is an important concern 
of political ecology. This research shows how impor-
tant collaboration between researchers and NGOs can 
be to document environmental and social impacts of 
monocultures. Nevertheless, there are several limits of 
an in-depth, case-study approach with narrative inter-
views and participatory observation: only the percep-
tion of those who are both accessible and willing to 
share their views are represented. Consequently, sever-
al perceptions are missing—in this specific case, those 
of the FSLN members and migrant workers on the oil 
palm plantations. In future research, therefore, it would 
be very important—but also very difficult—to consider 
these groups. Additionally, surveys about oil palm in the 
respective regions and a systematic quantitative analy-
sis about migration into the protected areas as well as 
about changes in land-ownership would be helpful. 
Some of the changes in ownership are documented 
in the online platform land matrix11,  but many more 
probably occurred. On both issues, the government 
and other institutions are currently not publishing any 

data, so the reported perceptions leave many questions 
open. Research on ongoing agrarian transformations in 
Nicaragua shows that the current Nicaraguan govern-
ment encouraged agricultural production directed at 
exports and is more supportive of the interests of tra-
ditional business sectors than of workers, with the re-
sult that peasants are negatively affected (Martí i Puig 
& Baumeister, 2017). Complementary data, information, 
and research in the future could contribute to a deeper 
understanding of socio-ecological change in the region 
and the importance of oil palm within it. This attempt to 
document the views of the local population is only the 
beginning of a bigger research agenda. 
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News in Short

16th  session of the UN Permanent Forum on indigenous issues  

A new set of recommendations were presented re-
cently to the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD), which is an international treaty for the conser-
vation of biodiversity, the sustainable use of the com-
ponents of biodiversity, and the equitable sharing of 
the benefits derived from the use of genetic resourc-
es. The recommendations are usually considered dur-
ing the periodic meetings of the working group of the 
UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII), 
which is a high-level advisory body established in 
2000 with the mandate to deal with indigenous issues 
related to economic and social development, culture, 
environment, education, health and human rights. In the report of the 16th session of the UNFPII in April-May 2017, 
paragraph 33 stated important recommendations on conservation and human rights.

The recommendations were suggested by the ICCA Consortium, Natural Justice, USC Canada, Global Forest Coali-
tion, Ecoropa, Uusi Tuuli, Mexican Alliance for Biodiversity, Ecoropa, EcoNexus and Japan Civil Network for the UN 
Decade on Biodiversity. Some recommendations concern the alarming trend of killings of environmental defend-
ers, including indigenous people and local communities specifically. These bodies and organizations encouraged 
the working groups to: 1) take up the issue of environmental defenders as part of the UN’s system-wide action plan 
on the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and 2) protect environmental defenders across the 
work of the Convention, including in the ongoing work to mainstream biodiversity in key sectors. Other recom-
mendations include urging the working groups and parties to implement the Permanent Forum recommenda-
tions on conservation and human rights and giving special attention to the CBD Conference of the Parties’ deci-
sions related to protected area governance and equity with immediate effect.

Statement by the ICCA Consortium, Natural Justice, USC Canada, Global Forest Coalition, Ecoropa, Uusi Tuuli & 
Mexican Alliance for Biodiversity. (2017, December 15). ECO Journal, 55(4). Retrieved from http://www.cbd-alliance.
org/en/cbd/eco/2017/eco-55

Virtual Classroom Visit 

On Wednesday, April 4, 2018, Jonathan Safran Foer, a critically-acclaimed novelist, will have a number of virtual class-
room visits to discuss his bestseller Eating Animals, using professional webinar technology. These sessions will be 
funded by the Farm Forward organization. Farm Forward is an American nonprofit organization which implements 
innovative strategies to promote sustainable agriculture and reduce farm animal suffering. As part of its broader 
educational efforts, Farm Forward is covering all costs of this program for educators who discuss Eating Animals in 
their courses.

Eating Animals presents the most critical issues of industrial farming. Since it looks at animal consumption from 
different perspectives, this book can been successfully used as an educational tool across several academic fields, 
including Business, English, Environmental Studies, Nutrition, Philosophy, Public Policy, and Religious Studies.
On the day of the event, there will be 4 available sessions to choose from:
Schedule of Sessions (U.S. Eastern Time) - Wednesday, April 4, 2018

• Session 1 – 12:00pm - 12:35pm
• Session 2 – 12:45pm - 1:20pm
• Session 3 – 1:30pm - 2:05pm
• Session 4 – 2:15pm - 2:50pm

To sign up a class for a session, instructors can visit:
https://farmforward.com/virtual-classroom-visit-2018-sign-up/
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Retrieved from https://networks.h-net.org/node/19397/discussions/1078235/2018-jonathan-safran-foer-virtual-class-
room-visit 

The 3rd German Future Earth Summit (2018)

The German Future Earth Summit (2018) in Berlin, the 
third of its kind, is a national gathering that provides an 
opportunity for German researchers and stakeholders to 
network and exchange ideas on global sustainability. The 
main focus of the 2018 Summit, held on February 8th and 
9th, will be Future Earth Knowledge Action Networks 
(KANs). The German Committee Future Earth is now invit-
ing the German Future Earth and World Climate Research 

Programme communities, as well as all researchers and stakeholders interested in discussing topics related to Health, 
Natural Assets, Ocean, Sustainable Consumption & Production, Sustainable Development Goals, Transformations, 
Urban, Water-Energy-Food Nexus, and Finance & Economics in the context of the Knowledge Action Networks. More 
information at https://www.dknsummit18.org

Ecological Armageddon 

Insects play the key role in many ecosystems. Around 60% of birds feed on insects, and more than 75% of wild plants 
depend on insects for pollination. It is likely that if insects disappeared, ecosystems in the area may collapse.
 A new study declared that flying insect biomass has decreased by more than 75%  over the last 27 years in the pro-
tected areas across Germany. In their research, Hallmann and his team (2017) reported the massive decline of the 
flying insect biomass (decreased by 76% and up to 82% in midsummer). This research has been monitoring the total 
flying insect biomass using Malaise traps in more than 63 nature conservation areas around Germany since 1989. 
Recently, a new study supported the results by Hallman et al. (2017) with the finding that some vulnerable insect 
species, such as butterflies and wild bees, have decreased in number. 

Worse yet, the researchers were not able to explain this decline or attribute it to changing weather or habitat char-
acteristics. They suggested that a more complete range of climatic and agricultural variables must be more deeply 
investigated to determine the reason for this decrease. Hallman stated that this decrease in flying insect biomass 
had been suspected for a long time, but the results show that it is more severe than was previously thought. Thus, 
more research is urgently needed to study the real causes of this decline, and its present and future impacts on our 
ecosystems.

Sources
• Caspar A., Hallmann, Sorg, M., Jongejans, E., Siepel, H., Hofland, N., Schwan, H.,...de Kroon, H. (2017). More than 

75 percent decline over 27 years in total flying insect biomass in protected areas. PLOS ONE, 12(10)
• ScienceDaily. (2017, October 19). More than 75 percent decrease in total flying insect biomass over 27 years 

across Germany: Changes in weather, land use, habitat do not explain overall decline. Retrieved from www.sci-
encedaily.com/releases/2017/10/171019100927.htm 
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Polluters pay?  

The German Federal Council has agreed on a new law called the “Nutrients flow balance regulation” which was sug-
gested by the Minister of Agriculture, Christian Schmidt. This regulation mainly concerns how to handle nutrients at 
the workplace.

Felix Prinz Löwen, the chairman of the Federation of the Organic Food Industry (BÖLW) said:
“The nutrient flow balance regulation (Stoffstrombilanz-Verordnung) (SSBV) deals with problematic farms which are polluting 
the groundwater with too much nitrate.  It should not make life difficult for the farmers who are protecting the waterbodies, 
and thus are part of the solution. The existing law will not succeed because if one applies too much nitrogen, he is able to hide 
it through the way the amount is calculated. And the farmers who are protecting the groundwater with their management, are 
being burdened with meaningless required documentation and obligations.

Therefore, the German states are still far away from their objective. They must improve the present law. The new regulation 
will force the polluters to change their practices. Only in this way may the SSBV become a part of the solution to encourage 
water-friendly agricultural practices.

Until now, the water pollution is still free of charge for polluters. The cost of the polluted water is being paid for by drinking 
water consumers and the environment. The treatment of drinking water costs billions of euros” (Bund Ökologische Lebensmit-
telwirtschaft, 2017)

On the 14th of June 2017, the Federal German Cabinet submitted the legal drafting on how to handle the nutrients 
at the farm and how to create the operational material flow balances. The regulation is the last component of the 
Fertilizer-Package (“Düngepaket” in Germany), which emphasizes improving fertilization, overall nutrient efficiency 
and environmental protection.

The aim of the SSBV regulation is to control farm 
nutrient flows in a transparent and a verifiable way. 
It regulates how farmers should deal with the nutri-
ents and how to compile the operational material 
flow balance (as defined in paragraph § 11a number 
1 and 2 of the Fertilizers Law).

But what do farmers have to do? According to the 
draft regulation, the farms are required to submit an 
annual balance sheet including the following data:

• Nutrient intake: The amounts of nitrogen and 
phosphorus which are supplied by feed, seeds 
(including seedlings and propagating material), livestock, legumes and other substances.

• Nutrient release: The amounts of nitrogen and phosphorus which are released on the farm by the plants and 
animals, such as manure, feed, seeds (including seedlings and propagating material), livestock, as well as oth-
er substances.

This regulation will enter into force on 1st January 2018.
To learn more, visit the Federal Council page: 
• http://www.bundesrat.de/DE/plenum/plenum-kompakt/17/962/962-pk.html?nn=4352768&cms_selectedTab=sec-

tion-13#section-13 
• Bund Ökologische Lebensmittelwirtschaft. (2017, November 24). Stoffstrombilanz-Verordnung muss Wasser 

schützen und Ökolandbau stärken. Retrieved from https://www.boelw.de/presse/pm/stoffstrombilanz-verord-
nung-muss-wasser-schuetzen-und-oekolandbau-staerken 

• Das Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft.  (2017, November 24). Stoffstrombilanz: Mehr 
Transparenz über Nährstoffe in landwirtschaftlichen Betrieben. Retrieved from  https://www.bmel.de/DE/Land-
wirtschaft/Pflanzenbau/Ackerbau/_Texte/Duengung.html 
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New hope for the damaged coral reefs

New research found that in the Great Barrier Reef (GBR) in Australia, there are still 100 well-connected, unexposed, 
undisturbed reefs that could provide necessary larvae (fertilized eggs) to regenerate the damaged reefs. Although 
these 100 reefs make up only 3% of the entire GBR, they can provide larvae to more than 45% of the entire ecosys-
tem in one year, thus promoting a regional recovery of the ecosystem after the current major damages. The results 
that were published on the 28th of November by the Australian Institute of Marine Science reported that these reefs 
were found to fulfil the most important criteria to promote coral larvae for recovery. The first criteria is location with-
in a cool area and protection from the risk of bleaching. The second criteria is being located in area where it would be 
possible to supply larvae to as many reefs as possible through the ocean currents. The third important factor is that 
the healthy reefs can only spread the coral larvae, not the crown-of-thorns starfish larvae. However, the existence of 
these well-connected reefs does not mean that the GBR corals are safe from damage. More effective local protection 
and reduction of carbon emissions are required to keep these reefs in good condition. According to the research, the 
need for such a natural recovery mechanism is likely to be increased in the future due to continuous climate change, 
which affects the reefs badly. 

Sources
• Hock, K., Wolff, N. H., Ortiz, J. C., Condie, S. A., Anthony, K. R. N., Blackwell, P. G, Mumby, P. J. (2017). Connectivity 

and systemic resilience of the Great Barrier Reef. PLOS Biology, 15(11), e2003355.
• ScienceDaily. (2017, November 28). Resilience of Great Barrier Reef offers opportunities for regeneration: 

Regionally connected undisturbed reefs could provide larvae necessary to regenerate damaged reefs, but re-
searchers warn that effective local protection is required.  Retrieved December 5, 2017 from www.sciencedaily.
com/releases/2017/11/171128230407.htm 
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Report

Rural agriculture – can creative methods bring 
new ideas?
Luttmissen workshop, Germany 2017 

Farmers and consumers are connected in a rela-
tionship based on the food system and the eco-
nomic system that was chosen by society. Most 
farmers are part of the complex market network. 
They are just an element of some intangible econ-
omy that maneuvers within the “new economy.” 
This new system changes the way of conducting 
business and the organizational structure (Kinsey, 
2001). But a farmer can be an empowered person 
if he/she understands the way this system func-
tions and his/her role within the system.

The creative workshop for saving rural agriculture 
took place on the 1st and 2nd of July, 2017 in 
Luttmissen, Germany. The two-day workshop 
gathered experts from different areas:  an entre-

preneur, an artist, a professor of electrical engineering, a managing director from the water industry, a student, a 
software specialist, a lawyer, a hotel professional, a publisher of an online journal and 3 farmers .  

The questions which are of importance to the whole of society and inspired the activists to organize a creative work-
shop are also highly significant for our current rural agriculture:

• “Is it a political solution idea to just hope for a political solution when the number of farmers forced to 
leave the land is increasing enormously?

• Nutrition concerns everybody - can we really afford to just protest, hoping that politicians and the food 
business will change in favor of a more sustainable agriculture?

• Throughout the economy, creative minds are developing new ideas, turning the markets upside down. 
Why not in agriculture?

• How to create completely new ideas with creative methods?”

The two-day workshop was intensively planned: there were only a few small breaks for coffee, lunch and small-talk 
with other participants. But the interest in the topic was so huge that even these breaks were filled with hot debates. 
What exactly is rural agriculture? What makes it different from industrial agriculture? While it seemed plausible to 
everybody that farming should be done with love, there was lively, even controversial debate on why small-scale 
farms are so important and whether big farms could possibly deliver similar results. "Is it possible to love 1000 cows?" 
All participants were so committed that the debate continued over venison ragout and rhubarb cream at lunchtime.
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What do we need in order to get new ideas into rural agriculture, especially for small-scale 
farming? An international conference? A scientific symposium? A congress or summit? The an-
swer is unexpected: No. Just three motivated activists and a creative workshop!
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During the creative phase, the debate focused on the questions "How can farm products be marketed?" and "How 
can farmers and consumers be linked?" To find answers, the participants approached the problem from the perspec-
tive of non-agricultural players (e.g. of a bodybuilder, a genius or a magician)
The result: more than 150 ideas: from soil perfume to marketing happy pigs or sweet potatoes. From co-operation 
with mass media stakeholders to creating a shop "direct from the producer" in the city.

The second day, all ideas were rated and ranked according to the criteria such as ordinary / unusual, feasible / not 
feasible and little effort / high effort. It should be noted that it is not always obvious which of these "rough dia-
monds" has potential. For this, they would have to be further developed and tested in practice.

The idea of the "creative workshop" has completed its first practical test. The result: unusual / practical / high effort. 
And of course, there's potential for optimization.
With an even more concrete question, with fewer guidelines, and more space in the creative section, the different 
potentials of the participants would be more effective. "The mix of people was incredibly exciting. I would have 
loved to have had more time to talk to others, the breaks were much too short!" explained one of the participants.
Ultimately, there is only one possibility to convey the advantages of rural agriculture to the point that outsiders un-
derstand it immediately:  permanently work on it.

Because the interest is there:

"Especially the discussions with the farmers changed my world view and really made me think about agriculture”

Written by Olga Olashyn, Rami Al Sidawi, Sisira Withanachchi and Sibylle Bahrmann
 
Source
 
Kinsey, J. D. (2001). The new food economy: consumers, farms, pharms, and science. American Journal of Agricultur-
al Economics, 83(5), 1113-1130.
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Reports and Analyses

Networks for Citizen Science in Europe and 
Germany

---------------------------------
1. https://ecsa.citizen-science.net/
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    1 Bürger schaffen Wissen, Museum für Naturkunde Berlin, Invalidenstraße 43, 10115 Berlin, Germany, 
     e-mail: david.ziegler@mfn-berlin.de
    2 ECSA – European Citizen Science Association, Museum für Naturkunde Berlin, Invalidenstraße 43, 10115 Berlin, Germany,    
     e-mail: andre.mascarenhas@mfn-berlin.de  
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Context 
Citizen science is a rapidly developing research ap-
proach, increasing in popularity within the science 
community and civil society, as well as in the media and 
among policy-makers (Pettibone et al., 2017). Various at-
tempts to define citizen science have been made (e.g. Ir-
win, 1995; Bonney et al., 2009; Wiggins & Crowston, 2011; 
Shirk et al., 2012; Haklay, 2015), most of which encom-
pass a kind of active participation of volunteers in the 
scientific process. In recent years, networks have played 
an important role in the development and professional-
ization of citizen science (Göbel et al., 2017; Storksdieck 
et al., 2016). In this article, we present an overview of the 
European Citizen Science Association (ECSA) and Bürg-
er schaffen Wissen (roughly translated to “citizens cre-
ate knowledge”), an online platform for presenting and 
networking citizen science projects in Germany.

Europe: European Citizen Science Association
The European Citizen Science Association1  is a non-profit 
association that has grown from an informal network of 
researchers and communicators interested in citizen sci-
ence into the European reference network of citizen sci-
ence initiatives, launched during the EU Green Week in 
June 2013. ECSA’s mission is to connect citizens and sci-
ence by fostering active participation, with the vision that 
by 2020, citizens in Europe will be valued and empowered 
as key actors in advancing knowledge and innovation, 
and thus supporting sustainable development of our 
world. To achieve this, ECSA has defined three main aims:

1. Promoting sustainability through citizen 
science

2. Building a think tank for citizen science

Photo credit: Karo-Krämer
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3. Developing participatory methods for cooper-
ation, empowerment and impact

With aim 1, ECSA acknowledges the urgent need to join 
forces and set common goals in order to confront the 
multiple and interrelated threats to a sustainable future 
on our planet. Citizen science can contribute significantly 
to monitoring the causes of environmental degradation 
as well as the success of political and innovative social 
measures toward increasing sustainability. Aim 2 deals 
with promoting excellence in citizen science through 
the development of capacity, knowledge and skills at the 
European, national and regional levels. Aim 3 is targeted 
towards promoting scientific literacy and increasing ca-
pacity to make informed decisions, empowerment and 
the democratization of expertise through citizen science. 
The ECSA Strategy (ECSA, 2015a) describes the ways in 
which ECSA intends to achieve its aims in more detail. 

With its headquarters hosted by the Museum für 
Naturkunde Berlin2  (museum of natural history), ECSA 
builds on the substantial expertise of its members in 
order to mobilize citizen science as a means for evi-
dence-based sustainable development. The association 
currently has over 230 members from across Europe 
as well as further afield in Australia and the Americas. 
These members cover a wide range of expertise across 
different areas of citizen science, such as biodiversity 
and public health. ECSA members develop their activ-
ities through Working Groups, covering various topics 
(e.g. best practice and capacity building). The nature 
of the outputs of the various working groups differ, 
but a good example of ECSA’s flagship outputs are 
the "Ten Principles of Citizen Science’ (ECSA, 2015b).

ECSA also plays an active role in citizen science research 
projects, most notably through participation in EU-fund-
ed projects (e.g. through the Horizon 2020 Programme). 
One of those projects is LandSense3,  which aims to estab-
lish a citizen observatory to aggregate innovative earth 
observation technologies, mobile devices, communi-
ty-based environmental monitoring, data collection, 
interpretation and information delivery systems to em-
power communities to monitor and report on their envi-
ronment. One of the themes addressed by LandSense is 
that of habitat and forest monitoring. A demonstration 
case in Indonesia will help local community members 
monitor ongoing threats to forests. In Indonesia, major 
threats are posed by industrial agricultural plantations 
(most notably for oil palm), which are a rapidly increas-
ing yet largely unmeasured source of tropical landcover 
change (Carlson et al., 2012). These changes bear impacts 

on biodiversity (Fitzherbert et al., 2008), carbon emis-
sions (Carlson et al., 2012), and general land degradation 
(Wicke et al., 2011). However, the data needed to assess 
changes in land use and land cover are often lacking or of 
poor quality (Wicke et al., 2011). Thus, projects like Land-
Sense have the potential to show how citizen science 
can support the work towards sustainable food systems.

Germany: Bürger schaffen Wissen
We now take a closer look into the situation in Germany. 
The online platform www.buergerschaffenwissen.de was 
established in 2014, hosted by Museum für Naturkunde 
Berlin in cooperation with the science communication 
agency Wissenschaft im Dialog4  and funded by the Ger-
man Ministry of Education and Research. The platform 

aims to network and support the different stakeholders of 
citizen science in Germany, communicate with the broad-
er public, and develop quality procedures for citizen sci-
ence projects. In a joint effort with the capacity-building 
program for citizen science GEWISS, the platform was ac-
tively involved in the facilitation and building of the citi-
zen science community in Germany (Ziegler et al., 2014; 
Pettibone et al., 2016a). Core products include the “Green 
Paper Citizen Science Strategy 2020 for Germany” (Bonn 
et al., 2016) as well as a guide for citizen science practi-
tioners, “Citizen science for all” (Pettibone et al., 2016b).

Buergerschaffenwissen.de currently presents and net-
works 95 citizen science projects in Germany (as of 
December 2017). The projects represent different disci-
plines, focusing on biodiversity research and environ-
mental monitoring, but also featuring a strong history 
research branch as well innovative approaches in dis-
ciplines like the humanities and health research (Fig-
ure 1). Roughly 60 % of the projects are led by “classic” 
scientific institutions, such as universities and research 
institutes of Leibniz- and Helmholtz-Gemeinschaft, 

--------------------------
2.  https://www.naturkundemuseum.berlin/ 
3. https://landsense.eu/ 
4. https://www.wissenschaft-im-dialog.de/ 

Figure 1: Disciplines represented on buergerschaffenwissen.de. 
Source: www.buergerschaffenwissen.de, Retrieved December 14, 
2017.
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whereas 40 % of the projects are led by NGOs, govern-
ment agencies and other institutions (Figure 2, Petti-
bone et al., 2017). The projects feature heterogeneous 
research approaches and different modes of citizen par-
ticipation, ranging from serious gaming to long-term 
NGO-led research in the form of voluntary research as-
sociations (so called “Fachgesellschaften” or “forschende 
Vereine” in German). So far, two projects on buerger-
schaffenwissen.de have researched the field of sus-

tainable food systems: “#fischdetektive”,  inquires 
about the origin of the fish we consume and “Wie isst 
man 2000 Watt?”  is a project dealing with food waste.

Bürger schaffen Wissen offers different services to the 
German citizen science community and citizen science 
practitioners. These include professional consulting (in 
the fields of communication, media and research de-
sign); training for citizen science practitioners, (e.g. in 
the fields of social media (Ziegler et al., 2017a) and sto-
rytelling methods (Pettibone et al., 2016c)); networking 
and community building; background information on 
ongoing scientific and political discussions concerning 
citizen science (via a newsletter and blog on buerger-
schaffenwissen.de); and the annual stakeholder con-
ference Forum Citizen Science Deutschland (Pettibone 
et al., 2016d; Ziegler et al., 2017b). Citizen science pro-
jects, practitioners and researchers are encouraged to 
join the growing network of Bürger schaffen Wissen.

Outlook

Citizen science is an expanding field and can play an im-
portant role towards sustainable development. Projects 
like LandSense, #fischdetektive and “Wie isst man 2000 
Watt?” are underway that can contribute, through citi-

zen science, to the sustainability of food systems. Citizen 
Science networks at different levels, like ECSA at the Eu-
ropean level and Bürger schaffen Wissen at the national 
level, are key to promoting best practice exchange and 
quality standards by integrating single efforts. This is cru-
cial in order to address major challenges that citizen sci-
ence faces, such as science-society communication, data 
quality and interoperability, and funding opportunities.

Useful websites 

• https://ecsa.citizen-science.net/
• http://www.buergerschaffenwissen.de/
• https://www.naturkundemuseum.berlin/
• https://www.wissenschaft-im-dialog.de/
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Plant Pest Risk Analysis: 
Concepts and Applications

Editor: Christina Devorshak
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Length: 322 pages

The book is a guide to plant pest risk management. It pro-
vides a definition of the risk concept and instructions on how 
to control this risk in the field. In addition, it includes several 
case studies that are beneficial to plant pathology students. 
The 20-chapter book was written by eight authors from the 
USDA: Robert Griffin, Lottie Erikson, Alison Neeley, Glenn 
Fowler, Yu Takeuchi, Stephanie Bloem, Kenneth Bloem, and 
Anthony Koop. The book aims to provide reliable and up-to-
date tools and skills in pest risk analysis and bridge the gap 
between the available educational materials to support the 
speedy development of regulatory plant protection cours-
es. This book is organized in five main sections that try to 
educate the readers about the concept of pest risk analysis 
and its tools, methods, and applications.

In the first part (chapters 1 to 4), “Pest Risk Analysis Back-
ground and History,” the authors define and introduce risk, 
risk analysis and pest risk analysis to the readers. Moreover, 
they provide a detailed historical perspective of how pest 
risk analysis has come to be so critical in regulatory plant 
protection. Furthermore, the authors provide information 
about the international legal framework for pest risk anal-
ysis, including the role of the International Plant Protection 
Convention (IPPC) and the Agreement on the application of 
Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) measures.

The second part (chapters 5 to 8), “Pest Risk Analysis – Com-
ponents and Applications,” educates the targeted readers 
and professionals regarding the necessary terminology, 
good practices in gathering and using the information, 
and types of Pest Risk Analysis. This part focuses on the di-
vergence in the language and concepts used by different 
countries and the need to harmonize and develop common 
international standards to improve the risk communication 

between countries. Moreover, it introduces the economic 
analysis, the economic consequences and the applications 
in plant protection. 

The third part (chapters 9 to 12), “Pest Risk Assessment 
Methods,” contains a detailed description of various basic 
approaches used to analyze risk, including the use of qual-
itative, semi-quantitative and quantitative methods. This 
part also provides the reader with an overview of risk map-
ping, associated methodologies and their use in Phytosani-
tary Risk Analysis.

The fourth part (chapters 13 to 16), “Pest Risk Management, 
Risk Communication and Uncertainty,” is the heart of the 
book. This part provides a fundamental introduction to the 
theory and application of pest risk assessment and manage-
ment. Several commonly applied phytosanitary treatments 
and measures are listed in this part, such as those used to 
treat commodities. This part also discusses the role and im-
portance of effective risk communication (including how it 
relates to pest risk management), and addresses the role of 
uncertainty in pest risk analysis. 

The last part (chapters 17 to 20), “Special Topics for Pest Risk 
Analysis,” communicates additional information on some 
special topics within Pest Risk Analysis, such as the impor-
tant role of beneficial organisms in the management of 
critical pests, weed risk assessment and the role of dispute 
settlement and precaution in the application of pest risk 
analysis. Finally, it discusses how to address invasive alien 
species and living modified organisms through pest risk 
analysis within the IPPC and the SPS framework.
Plant Pest Risk Analysis: Concepts and Applications is an in-
formation-rich book that will help upper-level students and 

A review by Yaseen Alnaasan
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plant protection professionals gain knowledge regarding 
the framework, language, applications, and uncertainty of 
Pest Risk Analysis, in addition to providing them with the-
ory and the applications of pest risk management and risk 
communication.
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ISBN: 978-92-5-109792-2

Natural hazards and humanitarian crises have become 
prominent factors that threaten human security around the 
world. Specifically, it has worsened the already dangerous 
plight of child labourers. 98 million child labourers work in 
agriculture, which represents approximately 60 percent of 
the total child labourers in the world. Pointing out how the 
socioeconomic vulnerabilities of a family can lead children 
to child labour in the agricultural sector, the guidance note 
Child Labour in Agriculture in Protracted Crises, Fragile and 
Humanitarian Contexts by the Food and Agriculture Organ-
ization (FAO) of the United Nations provides a technical and 
operational guide to stakeholders to design and implement 
programmes on agriculture, food security and nutrition to 
promote decent work by reducing child labour for the vul-
nerable populations in protracted and humanitarian crises.  
Performing domestic tasks can help children’s personal and 
social development. Unless the work hinders children’s edu-
cational, social and personal development and/or threatens 
the health or safety of the child, it is not considered child la-
bour. On this basis, the guidance note briefly explains the 
key concepts associated with child labour (decent work, 
worst forms of child labour (WFCL) and hazardous work), 
while indicating how to demarcate children who help with 
domestic work from child labourers (i.e. depending on the 
(a) age, (b) type of work and hours of work performed, and 
(c) the conditions under which the work is performed).

The guidance note is organized into three main parts focus-
ing on (1) why necessary actions should be taken regard-
ing child labour during crisis, (2) main types of agricultural 
crisis and typical forms of child labour associated with it, 
and (3) what the stakeholders can do to avoid such situa-
tions. The vulnerable situation of a child’s family (e.g., due 
to loss of livelihood or means of production, or lack of food 
and clean water during crisis) affects the daily routine of the 
child as they may be either pushed by the unsafe environ-
mental conditions to stay at home or forced by the family 

to engage more in agricultural labour to reinstate their eco-
nomic status. Moreover, the tasks they already performed 
may become more dangerous in post-crisis situations, since 
the environment might contain new forms of harm, such 
as remnants of natural hazards and armed conflicts. While 
identifying the social, cultural, economic and political facts 
which cause child labour in pre-crisis situations, this guid-
ance note also draws attention to the necessity of address-
ing the use of child labour during crises.   

The guidance note emphasizes the importance of interven-
tion by stakeholders in order to break down the vicious cy-
cle of poverty caused by the perpetuation of child labour 
from generation to generation within families. While the 
note recommends the use of programmes related to agri-
culture, food security and nutrition as means for this inter-
vention, it also accentuates the importance of preventing 
the exacerbation of the prevailing plight of child labourers 
through these measures. An intervention which results in 
minimal harm and maximal positive impact to the affected 
population is possible by following the principles of doing 
no harm and non-discrimination, as well as by becoming a 
part of the solution, assisting with coordination, and creat-
ing partnerships with other governmental and non-govern-
mental agencies. 

The guidance note identifies three main types of agricultur-
al hazards: food chain crisis, protracted crisis, and conflicts 
and natural disasters, which can have perilous consequenc-
es on child labourers, ranging from hindrance of education, 
displacement, loss of family members and becoming the 
breadwinner, to exposure to hazards such as land mines, 
toxic pesticides and chemicals, human trafficking, debt 
bondage, etc.

A larger portion of this guidance note is allocated to the 
process of designing and implementing the necessary pro-
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grammes to promote decent work and reduce child labour, 
and stresses the use of the ‘do no harm’ theory as the corner-
stone in designing and implementing the programmes. Ac-
curate and timely situation assessment is the first important 
step the stakeholders can take in this regard. Data collec-
tion and proper analysis of data in order to understand and 
identify the nature of child labour is essential in any type 
of pre-assessment. The guidance note points out the five-
phase assessment approach adopted by the FAO to con-
duct an accurate and timely needs assessment, and stresses 
the importance of incorporating the ideas of the vulnerable 
communities in the process of data collection.

In the stage of programme design and implementation, the 
guidance note furthermore emphasizes the importance of 
doing no harm. This becomes possible by incorporating the 
analysis retrieved from the needs and situation assessment. 
The note highly suggests the stakeholders place them-
selves in the context to design more practical programmes 
which cause minimal harm to the vulnerable population by 
increasing the coordination and partnership between clus-
ters such as food security, protection and education. 

The careful selection of direct beneficiaries of the pro-
grammes and monitoring and evaluation of the pro-
grammes are essential to the effective distribution of the 
expected outcomes to the vulnerable community. While 
specifically identifying more vulnerable groups to child la-
bour, the guidance note stresses consideration of gender 
during the selection process. Monitoring and evaluation of 
the projects are mainly focused on assessing the results to 
determine the necessary changes to or continuation of the 
programmes. The guidance note points out the importance 
of monitoring by showcasing how to eradicate any type of 
harms induced by the programme to the vulnerable com-
munity identified at the evaluation stage. Apart from this, 
the guidance note uses several case studies from Lebanon, 
Niger and Uganda, during the explanation of the process of 
programme design and implementation in order to elabo-
rate how the process takes place in a practical situation.

In conclusion, the content in the guidance note proves its 
suitability to be used as a handbook for stakeholders when 
designing and initiating programmes on agriculture, food 
security and nutrition in order to minimize the use of child 
labour in crises and humanitarian situations by incorporat-
ing the ‘do no harm’ theory. Nevertheless, since this note 
is aimed at providing necessary guidance to stakeholders, 
inclusion of more detailed case studies of FAO initiated pro-
jects on food security and nutrition in various regions (not 
only limiting to African and the Middle East), especially in 
which noticeable practical issues were dealt with during the 
process, would enrich this guidance note as a must-have 
handbook which can be used irrespective of different so-
cio-cultural contexts around world.  
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Launched as a response to the 2007-2008 food crisis char-
acterized by food shortages and price volatility, the Right to 
Food and Nutrition Watch, a consortium of 26 civil society 
organisations and social movements, have spent ten years 
casting a critical eye on the causes, consequences and con-
tradictions of food democracy. The 10th issue, published in 
2017, is a global reflection on the past decade of challeng-
es and solutions to achieving food sovereignty, addressing 
human rights issues and improving environmental stew-
ardship. It is an engaging read, successfully combining aca-
demic theory and terminology with real-world case studies 
using intellectually accessible language in an attractive for-
mat. 

Written by 40 contributors from academic and civil soci-
ety organisations who work in 20 countries, autonomous 
regions and territories around the world, the publication 
seeks to project possible transformations to food sovereign-
ty via holistic approaches based on reflective analysis. The 
themes of past issues of this organization have ranged from 
Land Grabbing and Nutrition—Challenges for Global Gov-
ernance (2010) to Keeping Seeds in Peoples’ Hands (2016) 
and collectively offer tools “for sharing and co-production of 
knowledge, experiences and strategies” to champion global 
solidarity on the right to food (Walter, 2017, p. 9). 

The way out of a crisis relies on solidarity and conviction to 
animate solutions that will make changes. The divergence 
of principles held by transnational corporations and civil 
society organisations remain so enormous that a post-crisis 
tipping point has largely been stultified because of “a bat-
tle between the two food paradigms, food sovereignty ver-
sus highly capitalised investment model” (Folly et al., 2017, 
p. 31). The power and control of the elite—harboured by 

transnational corporations—continue millennia of subordi-
nation through the ownership of labour, land, food and wa-
ter that strip away independence, empowerment and eq-
uity. The opaqueness of practices that retain power means 
that the right to food movement is challenging structures of 
hidden control and that “food is a political and not a tech-
nical problem, which needs to be addressed from a human 
rights-based approach: the right to food and nutrition can-
not be separated from everything else” (Álverez, 2017, p. 44).  
This erudite tenth issue considers the contributory layers 
to crisis—both human and natural—as multifold deficits 
and extravagances of humanity not “facing the future, and 
of safeguarding the interests of coming generations” that 
have resulted in food, fuel, finance and climate breakdown 
(World Commission on Environment and Development, 
1987, p. 9). There are reoccurring threads of critique in the 
issue that scrutinise the narratives of the underlying and 
veiled inequities in the global systemic models of meeting 
our needs. These include the lack of transparency and ethics 
of transnational corporations, the financialization of com-
modities, unprincipled trade agreements, capital accumula-
tion—such as the merger of agricultural companies—and 
the intellectual property ownership of seeds and farming 
traditions, which all conspire to retain power and control. 
This control creates and intensifies global divisiveness and 
injustice across  all aspects of well-being, from obesity ep-
idemics that obscure malnutrition (Patnaik, 2017), to the 
agrochemical contamination of soil, water, air, breast milk, 
fruits and vegetables (Mayet & Greenberg, 2017), to “xeno-
phobia, nationalism and right wing populism” (Walter, 2017, 
p. 9).

The aggressive features of these narratives, such as gender 
inequity, the denigration of indigenous peoples as well as 
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their food and farming practices, and the commodification 
of food are key contestations to transformation. The article 
“From a Market Approach to the Centrality of Life: An Urgent 
Change for Woman” explains that the root of food injustice 
is determined by gender and that the “fight for food sover-
eignty is anti-capitalist, but it must also be anti-patriarchal 
or it will never be just” (Rivera & Álvarez, 2017, p. 36). 

This issue effectively interweaves the macro and micro com-
plexities of a “political struggle between opposing world 
views” and the face of hunger and malnourishment (Walter, 
2017, p. 9). The issue also addresses the myriad of actors and 
agencies caught up in seeking to redress the lack of human-
ity that accepts that “food, one of the three essentials for 
life, along with air and water, can be produced, distributed, 
appropriated and even destroyed on the basis of pure eco-
nomic considerations” (Ferrando & Vivero-Pol, 2017, p. 51). 
There are 11 case study ‘insights’ that significantly elaborate 
on the premise of each of the ten persuasive essays, includ-
ing “Lactalis, the Transnational Dairy Giant that Tramples on 
Peasants’ Rights” (Pereirs & Sperti, 2017) and “Collective Vio-
lation: Yemen and the Right to Food” (Mundy, 2017). 

To find a way out of the deep-rooted inequities that sur-
round the production, consumption and accessibility of 
plentiful and nutritious food, the enduring proposition is 
the need to strengthen human rights and ‘commoning’ re-
lationships, and nurture agroecological food systems that 
respect the planet and people. The systemic part of this 
empowerment necessitates radical deconstruction of he-
gemonic practices, such as patriarchal control of land, the 
invisibility of women’s work, and the multi-stakeholder pos-
session of seeds, crops and water. 

The publication cites powerful examples of brave and com-
mitted people who campaign against food and nutrition 
injustices by using buying power or local production soli-
darity, and the civil society organisations who are develop-
ing and supporting progressive policy initiatives that upend 
unfair legislation. The work of these campaigns and initia-
tives is key to ensuring that the “reproduction of life is what 
counts, not the market” (Rivera & Álvarez, 2017, p. 38). 

Articles  in this issue are; 

• Alvarez, I. Building new agrifood systems: Struggles and 
challenges.

• Ferrando, T. & Vivero-Pol, J.L. Commons and ‘common-
ing’: A ‘new’ old narrative to enrich the food sovereignty 
and right to food claims. 

• Folly, F.B., Nuila, A., Mattheisen, E., & Fyfe, D. Echoes from 
below: Peoples’ social struggles an as antidote to a ‘hu-

man rights crisis’.

• Mayet, M. & Greenberg, S. The three agribusiness merg-
ers: Grim reapers of farmers’ sovereignty. 

• Mundy, M. Collective violation: Yemen and the right to 
food. 

• Patnaik, B. Addressing structural inequity: Global trade 
rules and their impact on food and nutrition security.

• Pereira, V. & Sperti, F. Lactalis, the transnational dairy gi-
ant that tramples peasants’ rights. 

• Rivera, M. & Álvarez, I. From a market approach to the 
centrality of life: An urgent change for women. 

Walter, B. Preface.  World Commission on Environment and 
Development. (1987). Report of the World Commission 
on Environment and Development: Our common future 
(Brundtland Report). Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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Migration and its interdependen-
cies with water scarcity, gender 
and youth employment

A review by A.M. Rashika Saman Kumari Abesinghe

Editors: M. Miletto, M. A. Caretta, F. M. Burchi, & G. Zanlucchi
Year of publication: 2017 
Publishers: UNESCO - United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
ISBN: 978-92-3-100235-9

Migration can be defined as “the crossing of the boundary 
of a political or administrative unit for a certain minimum 
period of time. It includes the movement of refugees, dis-
placed persons, uprooted people as well as economic mi-
grants” (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization, n.d.). The 2017 report by Miletto et al. outlines 
the comprehensive discussion on migration and its interde-
pendencies with scarcity of water, gender and youth em-
ployment. This subject sphere has become a full inspiration 
for the remarkable intellectuals Michela Miletto, Martina An-
gela Caretta, Francesca Maria Burchi and Giulia Zanlucchi. 
When scrutinizing the effectiveness of this paper, we can 
define this as a useful reference for students, social scien-
tists, policy makers as well as researches. The report consists 
of six chapters. 

The report explains that man is a major component of the 
environment. There is a mysterious relationship between 
climatic variability, environmental changes and human mo-
bility. There are different types of climatic changes which 
induce human mobility, of which human migration is an 
example. Here, climatic risks and its variations act as the 
conclusive driver   for human mobility.  Also, it is very im-
portant to discuss the relationships between variability of 
rainfall, anthropogenic natural disasters, food and insecurity 
of livelihoods.   It is essential to examine the link between 
socio-economic factors and mobility too.

Water and food are the major mandatory factors of life, the 
basic human needs for survival. Thus, scarcity of water and 
food can lead people to migrate. These driving factors are 
connected with sub- driving factors such as political stability 
and governance, economic strength and job opportunities 
elsewhere. Analytically, we can identify the major concep-
tual framework of migrations, which consists of three levels: 
macro, meso and micro. At the macro level, major drivers of 

migration are social, demographic, economic, political and 
environmental factors. The meso level consists of obstacles 
and facilitators. Finally, the micro level describes the contri-
bution of personal and household characteristics. 

As the FAO describes, “the relationship between men and 
women is both perceptual and material. Gender is not de-
termined biologically as a result of sexual characteristics 
of either women or men but is constructed socially” (Food 
and Agricultural Organization, 2004). There is an extensive 
link between gender role and migration.  It is important to 
discuss this relationship throughout the major stages of 
migration process. The pre-migration process is basically a 
male-dominated stage. The total decision-making authority 
is governed by men and women and girls have to face many 
socio- physiological and health problems. The migration 
stage is influenced by the ideologies of traditional gender 
roles and gender inequality. It also emphasizes that women 
suffer more than men from the consequences of migration, 
such as psychosocial impacts, anxiety, post- traumatic stress 
and sexual violence. There are many practical challenges for 
women in the post-migration stage too, involving the job 
market, citizenship and the labor market. Thus, we have to 
recognize the difference in gender roles in this process of 
migration. 

The young generation is the future of a country. A high un-
employment rate leads the youth to permanent migration, 
probably to a foreign country with better opportunities 
and higher standards of living. Most skilled youth migrate 
to Europe because of the unavailability of natural resources, 
social injustice and economic problems in their home coun-
tries. This has become a common phenomenon in develop-
ing and underdeveloped countries.

It is vital to examine the flow of migration in countries of 
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the African continent, the Mediterranean, the Middle East, 
and South and East Asian regions. Then we can identify the 
common pattern of climate-induced migration and season-
al migrations and the link with water insecurity. Therefore, as 
a conclusion, we can effectively use this report to empower 
the responsible authorities to proceed in creating positive 
water management systems and to arrange better service 
for the general public. That will minimize many socio-eco-
nomic consequences including migration and youth unem-
ployment.
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The food price crises of 2006-08 and 2011 have sent 
shock waves across many nations. As commodity 
prices soared and global hunger increased, many 
governments and policy experts began to reconsid-
er traditional attitudes towards food policy. A num-

ber of years later, the 
thematic issue of Fu-
ture of Food: Journal 
on Food, Agriculture 
& Society (FOFJ) aims 
to evaluate the cur-
rent state of food pol-
icy. Where are promis-
ing approaches? Is the 

next crisis around the corner? How are the policies 
of food security reflected in the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs)? And is there a convergence 
between climate change policy 
and agricultural policy?

Of special interest is the agen-
cy of state institutions and 
grass-root movements and 
the tension between local and 
global scopes. Where are con-
tradictions between existing 
regulations and political reali-
ties on the ground? What is the 
role of multinational corporations throughout the 
value chain in shaping food policies? Is there a trend 
towards “Green politics” in the broader sense with-
in food policy, or is the old paradigm of plentiful, 
cheap food still the most dominant? 

Some topics that 
could also be of inter-
est are: The dispute 
over the pesticide 
Glyphosate in the EU 
and other regions; the 
socio-political dynam-
ics of obesity, malnu-

trition and food-related health issues; the debate 
on food safety regulations; implications of food aid 
in least developed countries; and the relations be-
tween conflict situations and food crises in current 
conflict hotspots. Also welcome are contributions 
that highlight aspects of gender, social stratifica-
tion and ethnicity in 
food-related issues.

The Call for Papers 
addresses scholars 
across the social 
sciences and hu-
manities including 
law, political sci-
ence, sociology, geography, anthropology, eco-
nomics, agricultural sciences, development studies 

and history, as well as interdisciplinary 
efforts. Original research articles will be 
reviewed in a double blind peer review 
process. The journal also welcomes 
contribution of reports, opinion pieces, 
book reviews, and submission of pho-
to-journalistic reports and artistic ap-
proaches to the topic. 

The Future of Food Journal invites you 
to submit your research papers, 

reports or book reviews on this theme for publica-
tion in our Volume 6,  Number 2  (July 2018). The 
journal does not charge a submission and publish-
ing fee and operates on a not-for-profit basis under 
open access principles.

The submission deadline is 05th of April 2018.
For more information about the submission guide-
lines: http://fofj.org/index.php/journal/about/sub-
missions#authorGuidelines

For further information, please kindly contact us at 
managingeditors@fofj.org

   Call for papers and analytical reports for Vol 6 Nr 2 (Summer 2018) 
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Local and Global
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