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Introduction by Axel Drescher for Urbanization Theme

Perspectives of the Urbanizations Process

Today more people live in and around cities than in rural areas. In Africa urbanization is relatively new, but still over a third already live in cities and the rate of rural-to-urban migration is increasing. Rapid development of new cities is to be expected over the next twenty years.  In West Africa, for example, the number of cities is expected to increase from 2500 in 1990 to 6000 in 2020. Urban poverty is highest in Africa and Latin America.)
 Cities are seen as indicators of humankind's "progress" into the 21st century, but it remains to determine the ways in which this progress is beneficial and those in which it is detrimental. Concentration of the economic, social, political and administrative organs of a nation or region in cities have made them magnets for rich as well as poor households
.  Yet cities are only one part of urbanization; urbanization is also the transformation of rural consciousness and the summation of many individual decisions although they are not the whole picture.  Governments will face enormous challenges to “generate jobs and to provide the services, infrastructure and social supports necessary to sustain livable and stable environments”
 while at the same time preventing environmental devastation due to urbanization.  These challenges will exist across settlements ranging from the most rural to the most urban (the rural-urban continuum).
 Nearly half of the world population will be concentrated in small and medium size towns in the future.  Improvement of living conditions in these cities can contribute to rural development as well as to the avoidance of further growth of megacities.

Impacts of Urbanization on the Food System

The food system is by far the largest employer and most broad-based economic activity in many developing countries
.  Urbanization affects all sectors of the food system. As the urban population increases more food needs to be transported and distributed to cities. Changing food habits of urban dwellers modify the food production systems in urban, rural and periurban areas, inducing changes in the food industry. The growing demand for vegetables has been accompanied by a rapid transformation of the traditional chain marketing system to a more diversified system of retailing through discount stores, supermarkets and convenience stores. These changes have been accompanied by adjustments in the whole distribution system, e.g., central markets and large-scale trading. Developments in the post-harvest sector over the past decade have been accompanied by consolidation and concentration of agro-industry on the urban fringe
. Urbanization creates the need for modifications in national marketing, processing and distribution systems to ensure adequate supplies of food.  Food for urban dwellers becomes more expensive as transportation and distribution costs increase and because a far greater proportion of processed products are required
. 

On the production side, rural and periurban agriculture become more market oriented, i.e., more input-oriented and less diverse in terms of variety of products
. In many countries market oriented urban agriculture fills this food-diversity gap that has been created, through its more demand-oriented production of fresh and perishable products.  

HIV/AIDS affects the food system severely even if it is not clear if it directly hampers food security in urban areas. HIV-induced diseases can impose huge stress on rural and urban households. For example, there is a reduction of the household labor force because of members falling ill or having to care for the sick. In addition, due to increased mortality food crop production is seriously impaired, and looking after cattle herds can become an unbearable burden. impact on the monetised city economy must not be underestimated. When income-generating activities fail, urban households have little alternatives. 

Food Supply and Distribution to Cities

Urban households purchase food from various sources: urban wholesale and large retail markets, supermarkets, secondary markets, small neighbourhood markets, local shops, street vendors, sometimes directly from rural markets (e.g. in Cotonou, the capital of Benin)
. The informal small-scale sector and especially women play an important role in the supply of food to the urban poor. Access to and availability of food markets are essential for urban food security. Examples from South Africa show that many of the urban poor in the Townships cannot afford to travel to the supermarkets to buy food and therefore have to buy what is available in the neighbourhood or brought in by street vendors. Often small quantities of fruits or vegetables are incomparably highly prized, as shown for the case of Zambia
.
Food supply and distribution systems (FSDSs) to cities are complex combinations of activities, functions and relations (production, handling, storage, transport, processing, packaging, wholesaling, retailing, etc.) enabling cities to meet their food requirements. These activities are performed by different economic agents: producers, assemblers, importers, transporters, wholesalers, retailers, processors, shopkeepers, street vendors, service providers (credit, storage, porterage, information and extension), packaging suppliers, public institutions (e.g. city and local governments, public food marketing boards, Ministries of Agriculture, and Transport) and private associations (e.g. traders, transporters, shopkeepers and consumers).

Street Food

Street sellers tend to be seen as a nuisance by authorities, because they cause traffic and hygiene problems and do not pay taxes. Street food and small restaurants are an important and convenient source of cheap processed food for low-income urban consumers. Street foods are defined by FAO as “ready-to-eat foods and beverages prepared and/or sold by vendors and hawkers especially in the street and other similar public places”
. They are a source of employment and income for the poor, particularly women. Low-income households increasingly turn to street food in times of economic hardship, but street food and small restaurants can be a source of health problems because of contamination risks. 

Urban and peri-urban Agriculture 

Urban and periurban agriculture (UPA) is the manifestation of rural institutions and lifestyles in urban areas, and therefore the most direct linkage between both areas. This is a major reason why institutional conflicts arise surrounding agricultural activities in the urban context. Such conflicts are observed everywhere and affect all participants whether they are migrant newcomers in urban areas or long established urban farmers. Urban agriculture (UA) occurs within and surrounding the boundaries of cities throughout the world and includes products from crop and livestock agriculture, fisheries and forestry in the urban and surrounding areas. It also includes non-wood forest products, as well as ecological services provided by agriculture, fisheries and forestry. Often multiple farming and gardening systems exist in and near a single city. In the North urban agriculture is best known as allotment and community garden schemes in many cities, but is also still widely practised in home gardens by private households. For more information see the special section on urban agriculture. 

Some questions arising: 

· Urban livelihoods are at risk for many reasons. But why should the focus be on the urban context specifically?

· What are the consequences of urbanization on urban food security?  Does it lead to an increase in urban malnutrition? 

· Does any significant proof exist on the impact of  HIV/AIDS on the food system?

· What ways would be best to better quantify the food production activities in cities (number of farmers involved, areas cultivated, income created, food produced?) and how should this be done ? 

· How can urban agriculture be better and systematically be integrated into the growing cities.? 

· How can policy makers be better made aware of the need to address the food system in both rural and urban areas ?
· …. and of course all the other questions that might arise.. 

� Most of this Introduction is based on Drescher, A.W. &  D.L Iaquinta,:  “Urbanization – Linking Development Across the Changing Landscape”, forthcoming, FAO, Rome. 
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Good luck for the discussions ! 


Axel Drescher





