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Abstract. Cities are becoming key transition spaces where new food governance systems are 
being fashioned, creating ‘spaces of  deliberation’ that bring together civil society, private 
actors, and local governments. In order to understand the potential of  these new urban 
food policy configurations, this paper draws on urban political ecology scholarship as a 
critical lens to analyse governance-beyond-the-state processes and associated postpolitical 
configurations. Taking Bristol and Malmö as empirical case studies, the paper illustrates 
the different paths that cities are taking as they strive to fashion more sustainable urban 
foodscapes. The analysis highlights the contested nature of  “sustainability” in transition 
studies and explores whether concerted action on the part of  civil society and municipal 
government is capable of  creating more inclusive food narratives. Although progressive 
political currents can be neutralised by incumbent elites, as theorists of  the ‘postpolitical 
city’ have argued, these cities also show that the food system is a highly contested 
battleground in which the themes of  sustainability and justice can help to mobilise 
progressive forces and open up a range of  new political possibilities.

Keywords: cities, civil society, food policy, sustainability, urban governance

1 Introduction
Two powerful developmental narratives are beginning to converge and the net effect is to 
boost the profile of cities in debates about development in the Global North as well as in 
the Global South. The first is the urbanisation narrative, a narrative that extols the creative 
significance of cities in economic and political development. The second is the sustainability 
narrative, which has become more urban-centric in recent years, particularly with respect 
to policies for climate change mitigation and adaptation. Although these narratives are still 
highly contested, they are at the heart of current economic, political, and ecological debates 
about development today. Indeed, how to feed sustainably an increasingly urbanised world 
constitutes one of the main development challenges of our era. Not only because food is 
fundamental to human existence, but also because food constitutes a vehicle to understanding 
and tackling interrelated socioeconomic, cultural, political, and ecological processes 
(Lang et al, 2009). As Morgan and Sonnino (2010) note, under the ‘new food equation’—
characterised by a combination of ecological and social crises—cities play a key role in 
responding to the global challenge of sustainable food security (Sonnino et al, 2014).

Indeed, cities are emerging as key transition spaces where new food governance systems 
are being fashioned. These range from multilevel governance contexts, where public support 
from both national and local levels nurtures the food security agenda through ‘conscious 
policy making’ such as the case of Belo Horizonte (Rocha and Lessa, 2009), to cases where 
local food movements liaise with private interests to create new markets and influence 
municipal policies (Carey, 2013). These new ‘spaces of deliberation’ can take a number of 
different institutional forms, including food policy councils (eg, North America), food boards 
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(eg, London),  food partnerships (eg, Brighton), and the like (Moragues-Faus et al, 2013). 
Invariably, these spaces constitute a meeting place for civil society, private actors, and the 
local state to transition towards more just and sustainable urban food systems.

Among scholars and practitioners, there is a growing desire to reimagine possible futures 
and transition pathways towards more sustainable forms of development. These concerns 
have been largely captured under transition management theory or the multilevel transition 
perspective (Elzen et al, 2004; Geels, 2002), theories that have attracted a number of criticisms, 
particularly the downplaying of agency and power (Smith and Stirling, 2007; Smith et al, 2005) 
and the lack of a spatial perspective (Coenen et al, 2012; Marsden, 2013). Urban political 
ecology scholarship offers a promising approach to examine the power-laden socioecological 
relations that shape uneven urban environments: that is, how urban foodscapes are shaped 
by social geometries of power (Heynen et al, 2006; Swyngedouw and Heynen, 2003). In the 
context of urban food policy, these critical prisms help us to analyse governance-beyond-the-
state processes and potential postpolitical configurations (Swyngedouw, 2005; 2011). Urban 
political ecology theorists invite us to consider and investigate modalities that might lead to 
effective transformation: that is, “what organisational forms are appropriate and adequate to 
the task, what is the terrain of struggle, and who or what are the agents of its enactment?” 
(Swyngedouw, 2014 page 12).

Drawing on this perspective, we propose to examine the potential of cities as new urban 
‘spaces of deliberation’ to foster transitions towards more sustainable and just food systems, 
paying particular attention to new governance configurations. To this end we analyse how 
these spaces are created and evolve in two cities and focus on the changing relationships 
between government and civil society. Building on the need for more comparative analysis 
(Sonnino, 2009) and empirical evidence on the potential and limitations of urban food policy 
making (Bedore, 2014; Scherb et al, 2012), we selected two cities in distinct multilevel 
governance contexts, Malmö (Sweden) and Bristol (UK), which exhibit contrasting processes 
for developing urban food strategies. In the case of Malmö the process is embedded in an 
active local government which plays a key role in delivering the social democratic welfare 
state (Sellers and Lidström, 2007), while Bristol’s urban food agenda is led by an innovative 
civil society engaging with a fast-shrinking local state (Deas, 2012).

This research is based on work conducted under an international knowledge-brokerage 
project, in which civil society organisations (CSOs), policy makers, and academics created 
a community of practice (CoP) (Wenger, 1998) around urban food strategies (UFS). 
Stakeholders from both cities were involved in this knowledge-brokerage experience, defined 
in this particular project as a participatory, heterarchical, nonlinear, and reflexive interaction 
process (Sheate and Partidário, 2010). The Urban Food Strategies CoP engaged in a series of 
online and face-to-face activities over three years (2011–14) to share and coproduce different 
forms of knowledge, building on the experience of six European cities. These activities 
included the creation of a knowledge hub (an online tool) containing a wiki on UFS, short 
stories about the cities involved, and a lively forum. Additional data were gathered throughout 
four project meetings, where different knowledge-brokerage activities were implemented, 
such as city mind-mapping, gallery walks, speed storytelling, triangulated interviews, and 
the development of a UFS guide.(1) Furthermore, one meeting was conducted in Malmö, 
including presentations and discussions with local initiatives. In the Bristol case one of the 
authors has participated in the Bristol Food Policy Council, as well as attending the annual 
Bristol food conference and related local events since 2010. Additionally, a total of twelve 
interviews were conducted with CSOs and members of public institutions involved in food 
initiatives in both cities, tackling the emergence and evolution of the space of deliberation, 

(1) For a more detailed description see Moragues-Faus et al (2014).



1560 A Moragues-Faus, K Morgan

governance aspects, and the potentialities and limitations of those spaces. This information 
was analysed jointly with key documents from both case studies, including policy documents, 
webpages, newsletters, and reports. 

The reminder of the paper is organised as follows. Section 2 outlines the conventional 
narratives of urbanisation and sustainability to illustrate how and why the food system is 
belatedly beginning to register. We explore how these transitions have been conceptualised, 
including new insights from political ecology. Sections 3 and 4 offer two case studies of 
urban food policy pioneers, Bristol and Malmö, to illustrate the different paths that cities 
are taking as they strive to fashion more sustainable urban foodscapes. Finally, in section 5, 
we assess the implications of these food policy pioneers for current debates about urban 
sustainability and the ‘postpolitical’ city. 

2 Reframing urbanisation and sustainability: beyond the food system paradox
The twin narratives of urbanisation and sustainability are two of the most compelling and 
resonant narratives of the 21st century. The urbanisation narrative invariably revolves around 
two particular propositions: (i) that public policy needs to become more city-centric because 
a majority of the world’s population is now classified as ‘urban’ (UNFPA, 2008), and (ii) that 
city governments and urban mayors are the most effective political agents for ‘getting things 
done’ at a time when national governments are mired in ideological gridlock. 

The public policy implications of the first proposition can be misconstrued, not least 
because some urbanisation narratives obfuscate the deepening interdependence between 
urban and rural realms. This interdependence constitutes a focal point in the debate about 
sustainable food systems, where ‘city-region food systems’ are becoming the key units of 
analysis (Forster and Getz-Escudero, 2014).

The second proposition draws heavily on the American political experience. “The 
metropolitan revolution”, according to this view, “has only one logical conclusion: the inversion 
of the hierarchy of power in the US” (Katz and Bradley, 2013, page 5). Far from being an 
idiosyncratic perspective, this view seems to resonate in many other countries, typified by Barber 
(2013), who pits ‘dysfunctional nations’ against ‘rising cities’, the latter led by less partisan and 
more pragmatic politicians. This ‘metropolitan revolution’ thesis needs to be critically examined 
since it exaggerates the relative autonomy of city governments, underestimates the continuing 
significance of national governments and multilevel governance systems, and threatens to 
eviscerate urban politics by reducing it to a desiccated technocratic process, raising the spectre 
of the ‘postpolitical’ city (Rancière, 1998; Swyngedouw, 2011).

If the urbanisation narrative needs to be treated with caution, so too does the sustainability 
narrative. Although it was originally framed by the Brundtland Commission (WCED, 1987) 
as a multidimensional concept, embracing social, economic, and environmental values, 
sustainability has been operationalised largely by governments and corporations in a 
neoliberal context, where the concept has been reduced to a narrow carbon reduction strategy 
(Morgan, 2010; While et al, 2010). The food system is a good illustration of these competing 
conceptions since food has a multifunctional character on account of its critical role in human 
health, ecological integrity, and social justice, the intrinsically significant values at the core of 
the original sustainability concept (Morgan and Sonnino, 2008). These alternative conceptions 
of the sustainability narrative in the food system illustrate a growing disjuncture between elite 
interpretations, which tend to champion one-dimensional carbonism [a powerful proponent 
of which is Wal-Mart (Humes, 2011; Morgan et al, 2006)], and grassroots interpretations, 
which have a more capacious and multidimensional conception of sustainability [see, for 
example, accounts of the food movement (Holt Gimenez and Shattuck, 2011)]. 
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Tensions between elite and grassroots conceptions of sustainability have also surfaced 
in debates about sustainable transition theory. Within transition theory most attention has 
focused on sociotechnical transitions, where the multilevel perspective is the dominant 
theoretical school (see Geels, 2002; Kemp et al, 1998). According to one of its principal 
theorists, the multilevel perspective is essentially concerned with the multiscalar evolution 
of sociotechnical systems, which consist of an amalgam of elements, including technology, 
regulations, user practices, markets, cultural meanings, and infrastructure and maintenance 
networks (Geels, 2004). Although it has enriched our understanding of evolutionary change 
in network-based systems such as mobility, water, and energy, the multilevel perspective is 
not without its critics (see, for example, Geels, 2011; Shove and Walker, 2007).

Not surprisingly, geographers have been most critical of the fact that “transition analyses 
have overlooked where transitions take place, and the socio-spatial relations and dynamics 
within which transitions evolve” (Coenen et al, 2012, page 969). As well as being spatially 
blind, sociotechnical transition theory has three other shortcomings according to political 
ecology critics: (1) it emphasises technological artefacts at the expense of context-specific 
social and political relations, (2) it is biased toward elite actors and against more participatory 
decision-making processes, and (3) it fails to sufficiently address the role of power relations 
in shaping sociotechnical system outcomes (Lawhon and Murphy, 2012).

Political ecology theorists emphasise the analysis of discourse and networks to 
understand aspects such as who controls the selection of participants in decision-making 
processes and whose voices count, connected to acknowledging the power-laden relations in 
processes of knowledge construction and discussing notions of ‘valid knowledge’ (Blomley, 
2006; Whatmore, 2009). Indeed, food planning and policy making occur through informal 
connections, in many occasions merging more classical with new forms of policy making 
(Hajer, 2003), where ‘policy entrepreneurs’ or ‘food champions’ are key enabling agents. 
Nevertheless, as Cohen and Reynolds (2014) warn, new political spaces need to be designed 
to promote innovation and inclusiveness, being more empowering for the community. In 
fact, Swyngedouw (2007; 2011) highlights the erosion of democracy and public space by 
the emergence of consensual modes of policy making based on public–private partnerships 
around generally agreed framings—such as sustainability (Whitehead, 2003). This 
governance-beyond-the-state has been related to a withdrawal of the state or ‘destatisation’ 
(Jessop, 2002) which implies greater commitment and responsibility from individuals (Lemke 
2001; Swyngedouw, 2005). While acknowledging these risks, other authors highlight the 
ongoing contestation around notions of sustainability (Owens, 1994) and its potential to be 
“operated as a framing device around which governance could be reinvented” (Cochrane, 
2010, page 378).

These criticisms also resonate with sociological critics, who argue that the transition 
management literature focuses on a narrow range of elite actors and routinely obscures “the 
central role that practitioners themselves play in generating, sustaining and overthrowing 
everyday practices” (Shove and Walker, 2010, page 476). This focus on the role of social 
practices in sustainability transition theory provides a long overdue antidote to the elite bias 
in the transition management literature, and reinforces the role of ‘grassroots innovations’: 
that is, the “networks of activists and organisations generating novel bottom-up solutions for 
sustainable development; solutions that respond to the local situation and the interests and 
values of the communities involved” (Seyfang and Smith, 2007, page 585). 

If the ‘grassroots’ has received too little attention as a site of social and ecological 
innovation in the past, the realm of everyday practice is not without criticism; particularly ‘the 
commons’ approach which aspires to bypass the state in its everyday practice because such 
engagement threatens to dilute their radical voice (Bollier and Helfrich, 2012). Similarly, the 
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urban social movements literature is replete with examples of how easily radical demands 
can morph into local compromises to the advantage of local elites (Sites, 2012), in some 
cases through private–public partnership and participatory tools (Mayer, 2000; Uitermark 
et al, 2012) problematising the changing role of social movements in city politics (Purcell, 
2002). Recent literature on transition towns highlights the relationship between localisation 
and depoliticisation strategies, which might lead to exclusionary practices that hinder genuine 
sustainability and social justice goals (Kenis and Mathijs, 2014; Mason and Whitehead, 2012). 
In this context, acknowledging the social construction of scale is key to understanding local 
and/or urban transitions, as well as the forms of power involved in the scalar relationships 
between the urban and beyond. This is particularly important in urban food systems which are 
dependent largely on multiple and often distant places. In this debate, political ecology—and 
particularly feminist perspectives—provide a useful reconceptualisation of the social and spatial 
processes producing inequalities “revealing how everyday practice is tied to the construction 
of scales such as the body, household, and city at large” (Truelove, 2011, page 144). We return 
to these dilemmas after we explore the concrete cases of Malmö and Bristol.

3 Malmö: reforming the urban food system in a green municipality
3.1 From industrial waste land to green city
Malmö, the third largest Swedish city with 300 000 inhabitants, has adopted sustainable 
development as a flagship strategy to overcome the recession of the 1970s and 1980s that 
badly undermined its heavy industrial base. Subsequently the city has embarked on a mission 
to regenerate its economy through an environmentally friendly approach (Kärrholm, 2010), 
championed by a social democratic party which has governed the municipality since 1994. 
In 2009 the City of Malmö set itself one of the most ambitious climate targets in the world: 
by 2020 the city administration will be climate neutral and by 2030 the whole city will run 
on 100% renewable energy.(2) 

Under this ambitious vision of developing a transition towards a sustainable city, the 
City of Malmö approved a “policy for sustainable development and food” in 2010. Malmö’s 
municipality aims to lead by example and therefore one of its main goals was that all food 
purchased by the municipality should be organic by 2020 and greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions from food procurement should be reduced by 40% by 2020, compared with the 
2002 level. To meet these goals, Malmö’s urban food policy draws on the ‘S.M.A.R.T’ model 
developed by the Institute of Public Health in Stockholm, which aims to provide health and 
environmental benefits without incurring higher costs, and consists of the following: Smaller 
amount of meat, Minimise intake of junk food/empty calories, An increase in organic, Right 
sort of meat and vegetables, and Transport efficient. Alongside these core principles, the 
policy also prioritises the purchasing of ethically certified products, reflecting their status as 
Sweden’s first Fair Trade City in 2006, supporting sustainable business as well as encouraging 
food production in urban and periurban areas. 

The precedents for this sustainable food policy date back to 1996, when the first organic 
products entered the school canteens through staff at the school restaurants division who 
were committed to social justice and environmental integrity. Momentum was built up 
with the creation of a farmers’ market in the city (in 2001), a research project conducted 
by the municipality on climate change and food (in 2003), and the inclusion in Malmö’s 
Environmental Programme for 2003–08 of a goal that 10% of farmland should be organic by 
2008 and 20% of the food purchased by the City of Malmö should be organically produced 
(Rolfsdotter-Jansson, 2007). However, it was in 2007 that this process accelerated and engaged 

(2) See http://www.Malmö.se/English/Sustainable-City-Development.html for a whole range of polices 
and awards related to green Malmö developments. 
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civil servants decided to conduct a pilot project to provide 100% organic school meals within 
the same budget as for conventional meals. In the pilot school they reached a level of 97% 
organic food, a feat that inspired a coalition of green and left-wing politicians to develop a 
more comprehensive policy for sustainable development and food. In 2009 a steering group 
was created on which different departments of the city (Environment, Services, and Social 
and Resource Departments) came together, led by the Environment Department. As part of 
the policy development, different workshops and interviews were held with interested parties, 
including NGOs, farmers, unions, schools, preschools, caterers, and the private sector. This 
collaborative work between municipality, civil society, and private actors spawned the first 
draft of the sustainable food policy and, following further refinements, this was eventually 
approved by the municipal parliament in October 2010.

In addition, the municipality is also supporting other sustainable food initiatives that are 
emerging in Malmö. For instance, it has collaborated with the Mycorrhiza Network, a civic 
movement that includes different local groups working on issues such as the environment, 
health, and global solidarity by focusing on local food production. In 2010 the municipality 
provided land to a guerrilla gardening group from the Mycorrhiza Network to develop the 
first community garden in the city. After one season of cultivation, however, soil analysis 
revealed unsafe levels of contamination with polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (which 
are carcinogenic). This led to the project “Farming in the city ground—when problems 
are turned into opportunities”, financed under the City of Malmö’s environmental grants 
programme (2011), the aim of which is to develop different ecological techniques to clean up 
and measure soil contamination.

The municipality also created and actively participates in the Urban Gardening Network 
(UGN). This network of 100 urban growers comes together every other month and participants 
take turns to organise meetings. Meetings involve mostly CSOs, social enterprises, and civil 
servants from the Environment and Streets and Parks Departments who share information, 
knowledge, and concerns around urban growing. There is also a parallel network spanning 
many departments within the municipality that deals with the legal and bureaucratic aspects 
of urban gardening, the aim of which is to craft a holistic city-wide policy. 

Civil society initiatives are rapidly expanding in Malmö, including restaurants, shops, 
cooperatives, and particularly urban agriculture schemes, many of which are relatively young. 
Among these, there is a new wave of social enterprises which create new relationships with 
local government as actors in the private–CSO interface, a spawning ground for new models 
of coproduction. For instance, one of Mycorrhiza’s spin-offs is a cooperative called Concrete 
Farming,(3) which offers food production services, planning and design of gardens, training 
and consultancy services for cultivation, and other ecological initiatives. Another example 
is the project “Children in Town” (2008–11) supported by the Heritage Fund, which aims 
to strengthen communities through urban farming in socially deprived areas. This project 
evolved into a cooperative enterprise, Odla i Stan (Grow in Town),(4) which aims to develop 
urban farming together with residents, associations, property owners, and local businesses. 

3.2 Excavating Malmö’s urban food policy process 
3.2.1  Public procurement: leading by example
Malmö benefits from an environmentally driven local administration, which supports civil 
society projects and private initiatives around sustainability and food. As noted above, 
CSOs were engaged in the development of the Policy for Sustainable Development and 
Food through workshops and interviews. However, the overall focus of this policy on public 
procurement, and particularly on school catering, was decided by the municipal steering 
(3) See http://www.concretefarming.se/
(4) See http://www.odlaistan.nu/omoss/
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committee based upon their capacity to deploy their purchasing power. This approach was 
also taken in a national political climate which held that “the public sector should not interfere 
with the private sphere” (public institution), a neoliberal climate that was critical of the 
Swedish ‘strong state’ model and designed to effect a radical transition: from a state-centric 
governance model that aims to steer social change, delivering rational planning through 
consensus with interest groups, to a governance model characterised by devolution to the 
local level, networks, individual participation, and institutional responsiveness (Lindvall and 
Rothstein, 2006). Social participation was expected to be low during the implementation 
phase of the policy, since free and high-quality school meals are broadly accepted as the 
natural order and conceived as a direct responsibility of the local government, which has a 
key role in the Swedish welfare state (Sellers and Lidström, 2007). 

 “Free and quality schools meals are protected by law in Sweden. They are taken for 
granted, like the air you breathe, people don’t fight about it, although sometimes that 
leads to people not valuing them” (public institution).

Subsequently, the policy framing revolved mainly around the local government sustainability 
agenda, setting targets on organic and GHG emissions with clear links to city-wide policies on 
climate change mitigation. In fact, one of the main omissions in their sustainability discourse 
in comparison with other urban food strategies is the local dimension. Apart from the Swedish 
public procurement law that limits creative tenders, Malmö is an urban setting surrounded by 
large and industrial farms that do not conform to the local food stereotype. This local context 
further complicates the sourcing of a large and stable quantity of organic products from the 
metropolitan area. Furthermore, research commissioned by the municipality revealed the low 
impact of food transport in GHG emissions in comparison with meat consumption. Therefore, 
the municipality designed a place-specific policy directing its efforts towards increasing 
organic food and reducing meat and processed food in a cost-neutral way.

3.2.2  Formal and fluid spaces of deliberation
Policy development in Malmö included the creation of formal spaces of participation in order 
to feed into the formulation of policy aims and measures. However, other informal and fluid 
spaces of deliberation have been created in the CSO–private–public interface. The UGN is 
the clearest example, initiated by the municipality but devolved to all participants involved. 
In fact, the municipal government acknowledges that civil society organisations are better 
positioned to deliver their sustainable development goals:

 “We really try to involve civil society, because we realise, we can’t do that; the municipality 
can’t do it and shouldn’t do it. We can support initiatives; we have actually contracted 
a civil organisation to do the work. It is easier to have organisations and they are much 
more effective, they know the people, they are out there” (public institution).
The increasing participation of civil society in delivering outputs of the political system, 

as opposed to simply providing inputs, constitutes a new tendency in Sweden (Amnå, 2006; 
Lundberg, 2012). In Malmö this new governance model takes place in the UGN and through 
environmental grants awarded by the municipality to CSOs and social enterprises. However, 
CSOs acknowledge the importance of personal access and contacts with civil servants in 
developing their work. 

 “ I still say that we … have good contacts with the municipality but I will also say it is a lot 
at the individual level and getting to know different people” (CSO member).

This informal collaboration, established through highly motivated municipal officers (‘food 
champions’), helps to connect nodal points and expedite novel projects: for instance, in 
complex questions such as access to land. The guerrilla gardening story illustrates the fruitful 
outcomes of a collaborative relationship between CSOs and the municipality as does the 
recent attempt to create a city farm. While CSOs acknowledge the collaborative attitude of 
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the municipality, there is nevertheless a demand for a more integrated framework to facilitate 
farming in the city through greater citizen participation. 

The municipality organises participation around policy formulation and specific events 
and also through initiatives such as the UGN. However, CSOs find some of these efforts for 
participation potentially ‘patronising’, based more on the municipality defining ‘what you 
should do to be sustainable’ than on the creation from scratch of a genuinely joint vision on 
a sustainable city. 

 “Make real contact with citizens and not so much lecturing for people about what is bad, 
you should be recycling, you should do this, you should do that, I think to speak to people 
in a different way would accomplish a much better content” (CSO member).

Furthermore, some actors are concerned about how to involve practices and sectors of society 
that are unintentionally excluded from these conversations and networks:

 “ I think it will be very good to have a more formal space, give people the opportunity to 
have their say, what developments they need. But also the problem is that the people that 
are in the most difficult situation—say single mums or incoming immigrants; they would 
probably never come to those meetings” (CSO member).
Managing these aspects of participation are challenges for potential future spaces of 

deliberation that both CSOs and the public sector are keen to create. According to the latter, 
the establishment of more formal spaces will require CSOs to take the lead, being a genuinely 
bottom-up approach that assures coresponsibility. CSOs are concerned about how to handle 
participation issues in these spaces but also see opportunities in more formal relationships, 
such as integrating private actors into urban gardening projects through the municipality’s 
powers. 

 “ I think you need a bottom-up perspective; you need civil society taking the initiative. If 
you initiate it from the city it will be strange because then they will say: ‘they will take 
care of it, we don’t have to engage’. But we listen and if we hear something then we can 
come, like the urban farming movement which we saw coming and … oh this very good, 
how can we support it? And try to help it but not trying to steer it” (public institution).

4 Bristol: Britain’s first Green Capital 
4.1 Framing good food for all
With a population of 428 000, Bristol is a city with one of the highest incomes and skill 
profiles in England. Bristol is the largest city of the South West region, characterised by a 
vibrant food culture which is both a cause and a consequence of a green urban civil society. 
This also helps to explain why Bristol was the first city in the UK to create a food policy 
council and the first British city to win the European Green Capital award. 

The origins of these food policy developments can be traced back to 1997. Under the 
framework of Local Agenda 21, Bristol City Council established ‘Bristol Food Links’:(5) an 
umbrella organisation designed to promote healthy, sustainable, and affordable food across 
the city by bringing together a variety of sectors to support community food initiatives. One 
of the main achievements of this organisation was to establish Bristol farmers’ market in 1998 
(the second farmers’ market in the UK) as part of a network of community food growing 
initiatives. Once the funding from the council expired in 2007, this umbrella organisation 
transformed itself into the Bristol Food Network (BFN), a self-organised civic network 
designed to link individuals, community projects, organisations, and businesses who share a 
vision to transform Bristol into a sustainable food city. The BFN developed a Sustainable Food 
Strategy for Bristol in 2009, which included a broad consultation process open to all interested 
parties in the city. Nevertheless, the council did not adopt this civil-society-led strategy, but in 

(5) http://www.voscur.org/content/bristol-food-links
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response it developed a ten-point Food Charter to guide its internal work on food, a move that 
helped to bind together different departments with a common interest in food.

In parallel, in 2007 the Bristol Partnership—a grouping of business, public, voluntary, 
community, and education sectors working on making Bristol one of the top-twenty cities—set 
up the Bristol Green Capital Momentum Group to compete for the European Green Capital 
Award (which was finally granted to Bristol in 2015). In 2009 this group commissioned the 
Bristol Peak Oil Report which, among other things, highlighted the importance of the food 
system in developing a more sustainable city. This report was followed by a call for practical 
projects which prioritised conducting a baseline research on strengths and vulnerabilities  
of Bristol’s food system. This research was finally funded by National Health Service (NHS) 
Bristol and Bristol City Council, resulting in Who Feeds Bristol?,(6) the first sustainable food 
audit to be produced for a British city. In 2010 the first Bristol Food Conference was held in the 
city, where the idea of creating a food policy council was first mooted. From this public debate, 
the then leader of the council sanctioned the creation of a Bristol Food Policy Council (BFPC). 
Although it has yet to acquire formal powers and a dedicated budget, the BFPC has sought to 
create a new debate about the role of the city as a transition space for a sustainable food system.

In its formative years the BFPC has devoted itself to creating effective links between key 
actors in the city’s foodscape. Members of the BFPC include food businesses, community 
interest companies, the Sustainability Department of Bristol City Council, National Health 
System Bristol, Bristol Green Capital, CSOs, and academic bodies; and after the last election 
(2012) a Green Party cabinet member (Executive Member for Environment, Communities 
and Equalities), reinforcing the commitment of Bristol’s council. One of the first tasks of 
this multistakeholder body was to agree on a holistic ‘good food’ vision that could bring 
institutions and individuals together around a common agenda to guide a sustainable food 
transition in the city. This vision around food that is good for people, for places, and for the 
planet was the basis for the guiding principles of the Bristol Good Food Charter.

Bristol has also developed an integral ‘food systems planning’ approach based on evidence 
in order to “build a food culture for the city that has the health of people and planet at its heart 
and makes suggestions for action based on the collated knowledge” (Carey, 2013, page 119). 
This ‘food systems planning’ approach addresses eight spheres of action: transform Bristol’s 
food culture; safeguard diversity of food retail; safeguard land for food; increase urban 
food production and distribution; redistribute, recycle, and compost food waste; protect key 
infrastructure for local food supply; increase markets for local food producers, and support 
community food enterprise models. These spheres constitute the building blocks of the recently 
launched Bristol Good Food Plan (November 2013), which aims to “promote system change 
by outlining realistic targets, actions and a call to arms to all relevant stakeholders involved in 
the food industry”.(7) Through the Good Food Plan, the BFPC aims to bring together under a 
common framework food-related projects, initiatives, and business. 

4.2 Exploring Bristol’s urban food policy process
4.2.1  The role of civil society actors
While the food policy process in Malmö is driven by the municipal government, in Bristol 
well-organised and proactive civil society groups play a more prominent role. Bristol’s 
municipal government has involved itself in reframing the urban foodscape as a response 
to the ‘greening’ of local civil society, but also due to the inaction of central government in 
addressing urban food security. As one interviewee put it: “I think cities are doing things for 
themselves because of the vacuum created by the fact that central government isn’t.” In this 

(6) http://www.bristol.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/environment/environmental_health/Who-
feeds-Bristol-report.pdf
(7) http://bristolfoodpolicycouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/Bristol-Good-Food-Plan_lowres.pdf
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context, Bristol’s civil society has pushed the agenda further through different platforms, 
not only delivering a wide range of activities—from community food growing to tackling 
food poverty—but also formulating policies such as Bristol’s Urban Food Strategy. As with 
Malmö, the local authority recognises and values the energy and capacity of CSOs to deliver 
beyond the reach of the administration. 

 “They are the primary community drivers, they’ve got endless energy, they’ve got fantastic 
ideas, great skills, and they are just pushing and pushing. That works very well because 
they can take over where we just don’t have the capacity” (Bristol City Council).
Furthermore, they are a key element in creating the context to impel changes inside the 

city council, by generating small and diverse activities “that gave the momentum for people 
within the city council to organise things such as the food conferences.” Nevertheless, this 
broad range of civil society action includes very different interests, ranging from projects that 
aim to change the social practices of public procurement managers in schools and hospitals to 
projects working with civil society groups to alleviate food poverty in deprived communities. 
Consequently, coordinating this diversity of practices constitutes an important challenge:

 “ If you go to a food desert … you are not stepping on anyone’s toes when you are setting 
up a steering group. You have Bristol, where there are hundreds of people interested in 
food, … you’ve actually set yourself up for a bit of a fall, because a lot of those people 
would have said or are saying, … how did you get legitimacy?” (CSO1 member).

 “People are very innovative ... they just do stuff, they don’t wait. Then you have the 
downside of that, the trouble coordinating and making strategic connections in order to 
create a pure change” (CSO2 member).
The local authority has supported some of these activities and has increasingly engaged in 

policy developments, first through the Food Charter and Food Standards (2009), supporting 
the Who Feeds Bristol? report (2009–11) and finally developing and participating in the 
BFPC and its associated work (2011 onwards). Bristol’s local government has not developed 
formal policy targets like Malmö; rather it has used these looser municipal initiatives as a 
means to broker new conversations internally within the administration and externally with 
civil society interlocutors.

 “A food charter is a way of short circuiting lots of hurdles you have to go through to get 
policy, you just have a charter and ask the leader to sign it and organise a press launch and 
you catapult people into that commitment and then it takes time to turn that into really 
solid policy, but it is a start” (public institution).
Civil society groups acknowledge local government changes; for instance, they assess 

the council Food Charter as “not impressive but important for the council to guide internal 
work and getting people collaborating between departments.” However, they still describe 
the council work as “disappointing” mostly in terms of revaluing public procurement and 
addressing planning conflicts. Broadly speaking, engaged civil society groups identify a lack 
of leadership from the council in delivering policy and action. 

4.2.2  Unpacking the Bristol Food Policy Council (BFPC)
In this context, the BFPC aims to create an effective community of practice, bringing together 
the public sector, civil society, and private sector. The main roles of the BFPC, according to 
interviewees, revolve around providing profile and creating a momentum around food in 
the city; work as a food thinktank; mapping and thinking strategically about what are the 
challenges, solutions, and how to get there; and creating an inclusive coordinating structure 
for collaboration and integral action on sustainable food. 

 “So [the BFPC] it’s about dialogue, it’s around unblocking blockages, is around aligning 
policy and questioning where policy might be hindering rather than supporting positive 
change. It is a means to an end” (CSO2).
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These roles include framing ‘good food’ and transitions in a way that integrates all 
interested parties in the city. Significantly, implementing its priorities is a major challenge 
because, without formal powers or a dedicated budget, the BFPC is dependent on other 
bodies to implement its goals. However, this lack of ‘action’ further complicates the process, 
potentially demotivating its partners and creating tensions around measuring its impact and 
effectiveness. 

 “The main role of the FPC is about a process that can lead to something significant 
happening: that is, about collaboration, structure, resource and all the things that actually 
make something significant rather than a million bits” (CSO).
The BFPC lacks resources beyond small grants that different public bodies secure for 

specific projects, such as the Who Feeds Bristol? report. This precarious funding base, together 
with time constraints on the involvement of municipal officers, hinders the development and 
potential of this novel body. This lack of resources and powers is mainly due to a historical 
omission of food as a municipal mandate, further reinforced by the path-dependency of 
institutional structures and current squeeze of municipal budgets directed towards delivering 
statutory services. As a result, there is an inordinate reliance on voluntarism, motivation and 
individual commitment, with civil society actors having to invest the most time when they 
have the least resources. As a civil society informant puts it:

 “ It is very important politically to get people as individuals, that they are not only 
representing their organization, … they are there because they were personally committed 
to a food policy transition, to food democracy” (CSO3).
Furthermore, these time and resource constraints also relate to different actors with 

diverse interests in food. For instance, private actors such as sustainable restaurants have 
a drive for a change in the food system, but they also have to ensure the viability of their 
business. Although food champions play a key role, it is nevertheless paramount that new 
social practices disseminate beyond them to a wider constituency; in the case of the local 
government, for example, securing the engagement of other departments has been a challenge 
for the Environment Department, which has been the main food policy champion within the 
administration to date. 

Another challenge stems from the fact that the BFPC is aware of representativeness and 
legitimacy issues around membership. Referring to the appointment of members:

 “ someone could say oh that is very undemocratic, they are not elected, and how did we 
handle that politically, because we said, the council is democratically elected, the leader 
of the council has mandated to create a FPC and she gave us the job of joining up some 
initial stakeholders, and who to appoint in the seats” (public institution).
The representativeness of food champions is also a key issue for such an active and 

diverse civil society, and even more complicated when efforts are invested in a food policy 
process rather than in the implementation of specific projects and delivery of actions.  
As a civil society representative puts it when describing the different CSO views on the 
BFPC:

 “We are starting to get a bit of perspective from some people, saying that we are spending 
too much talking and planning instead of doing. But to do this work people have to have a 
framework, otherwise people don’t see how it all comes together. It goes beyond growing 
food in your allotment and doing jam.” 
For all their differences, the relationship between civil society groups and the municipality 

inside the BFPC is increasingly characterised by an ethos of coproduction rather than a 
zero-sum ideological conflict, a shift confirmed by a leading civil society actor: 

 “We’re tired of constantly fighting against things, it’s important to us that we are not just 
resisting but creating. But it just seemed a better way to ally yourself with certain sectors 
of the government” (CSO3).
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This coproduction ethos challenges the criticism of a partnership culture between civil 
society and the state (Lewis, 2005).

 “ I think between the public sector and civil society it is probably love–hate, but the beauty 
of this is that through the FPC we are slowly starting to align all those individual civic 
activists towards the FPC goals” (CSO2).
One of the main issues linked to legitimacy, particularly for CSOs, revolves around 

broadening participation and interaction beyond the BFPC. In that sense the BFPC organises 
an annual Bristol Food Conference, which promotes Bristol’s food credentials but mainly 
provides a space for participation and deliberation. This space gathers people from all sectors 
interested in sustainable food serving as a platform for consultation and participation in 
establishing priorities and envisioning ways forward. Despite growing popular interest 
in these local food issues, the BFPC is concerned about two overriding issues: first, how to 
develop its work in a more participatory and inclusive fashion and, second, how to sustain 
local sustainability initiatives when the council faces unprecedented budget cuts imposed by 
a central government in thrall to a pre-Keynesian creed (Morgan, 2015).  

5 Conclusion: fashioning spaces of possibility in the city
The rise of the urban food question signals the advent of the city as a site of social and ecological 
innovation/transition with respect to the food system, a system that has been dominated by 
national and international governance processes until recently. Food policy has hitherto been 
the exclusive preserve of a tightly knit corporatist network of nationally based governments, 
farmers, processors, and manufacturers, with a strong producer bias. The emergent world of 
urban food policy—driven by city governments in association with grassroots CSOs—suggests 
that the traditional corporatist food agenda is coming under pressure from new players who are 
trying to fashion a more holistic sustainable urban foodscape in which consumption, public 
health, ecological integrity, and social justice loom large.

One of the key questions that we address in this paper concerns the emerging alliance 
between local state and civil society in the design and development of urban food policy. 
Both Bristol and Malmö are trying to fashion sustainable urban foodscapes, albeit in radically 
different ways, illustrating the contested and place-based nature of sustainable transitions. 
Invariably, our analysis shows that the concerted action of effective states and organised 
citizens at the local level builds the more inclusive and locally attuned sustainability framings 
needed to implement a holistic transformation of urban food systems. Even though these new 
spaces lack resources and powers, they have shown that they are not without influence in 
reframing the ways in which food is viewed and valued in the city, and such reimagining is a 
prerequisite for transformative action. Our analysis shows the importance of integrating into 
sustainable transition frameworks the deliberative process of framing sustainability problems 
and goals in context, revealing through a detailed empirical and comparative analysis the 
inherently political and spatial dimensions of these transition processes (Coenen et al, 2012). 

Some of the risks associated with these new spaces are that they are overdependent on 
highly motivated food champions and that they can degenerate into conventional governance 
spaces, characterised by elites excluding needs and interpretations of those not readily 
accessible to these spaces. Despite the intentional openness of these spaces, exclusion 
of ‘others’ is reflected in the lack of engagement of more radical voices and people with 
different backgrounds (in terms of race, education, income, etc). Whether these new spaces of 
deliberation become spaces of possibility beyond the management of elites and ‘unauthorised 
actors’ depends partly on the creation of genuinely participative structures that voice 
concerns about food, overcoming the impediments of public institutional structures, as well 
as effectively reshaping the current flows of power and exclusion that currently characterise 
uneven urban foodscapes. The challenge lies ahead for these new forms of governance to 
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underpin their structures of representation, entitlement, status, accountability, transparency, 
and legitimacy principles with democratic values (see Swyngedouw, 2005).

In many cases, food champions represent complex and heterogenic organisations such 
as public administrations, the NHS, or national NGOs which are internally convoluted. 
Therefore, the role of these actors in the new food politics includes not only the participation 
in the new spaces of deliberation, but also how these individuals shape and influence (or 
not) the agenda of their respective organisations to assure collective and/or ‘institutional’ 
commitment. This task includes navigating through the range of interests that motivate 
different individuals and organisations, including marketing sustainable food as part of a 
vibrant, healthy, and progressive city or responding to organised civil society demands. 
Food champions therefore mobilise the convening power of food to tackle socioeconomic, 
ecological, and cultural demands, although that is not without its risks of co-option. In 
fact, this process might resemble a ‘sustainability fix’—the inclusion of environmental 
issues in urban governance to assuage public opinion and assure growth through new 
accumulation strategies (Long, 2014; While et al, 2004). However, the emergence in 
these cities of spaces of deliberation as participation hubs and the inclusion of social 
justice in food narratives posit a challenge to a ‘food-fix’ based solely on an economic–
environmental compromise.

While the new urban food policy process also runs the risk of depoliticisation (Swyngedouw, 
2011), in this case characterised by different elites coming together around ‘agreed objectives’ 
on a sustainable and just food system, these cities show that the food system is a contested 
battleground—as shown by Malmö’s debate on GHG emission reduction and sourcing of local 
food—and that sustainability and justice can act as a framing device to reinvent governance 
processes and open up a range of political possibilities, from the creation of urban gardening 
networks to food policy councils or legislative action. These spaces hold a transformative 
potential of unblocking policy development as well as reframing the urban foodscape with 
different and more holistic perspectives, like introducing health and well-being into the local 
food debate, fuelling new activities or creating more socially inclusive narratives that reshape 
and connect existing initiatives in new ways. These inclusive narratives around sustainable 
food create social realities that make possible new and creative interventions (Nally, 2014), 
like challenging the manufactured disconnections that punctuate the current food system. 
Furthermore, these narratives link everyday resistances and policy-making practices to 
different initiatives, institutions, and ultimately the city scale. Nevertheless, and as both cities 
acknowledge, more research is needed to define what success looks like and how to assess 
the impact of these new spaces of deliberation in the urban foodscape.

This analysis shows that critical approaches to new forms of governance are essential 
to problematise overly celebratory views on socioecological innovations in the transitions 
management literature. However, “critique alone is insufficient to generate change” because 
it is also necessary to engage in developing compelling counternarratives and exposing 
alternatives (Walker, 2006, page 392). To this end, the protean politics of the urban food 
movement requires further scrutiny, especially with respect to how local food movements 
negotiate the challenge of sociospatial equity and multilevel governance systems within their 
countries. We have analysed these processes in two innovative cities, with highly skilled 
public servants and engaged CSOs; however, in the current austerity era, particular attention 
needs to be paid to the potential transferal of state capacities to other scales and actors, which 
might fuel the risk of emerging uneven geographies of winning and losing cities that rely on 
developing an ‘active’ civil society in the face of a shrinking state. Negotiating a progressive 
course in an ‘age of austerity’ constitutes the key political challenge to the construction of an 
inclusive, place-based, translocal movement that strives to build a sustainable food system 
for all.
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