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What is Urban Agriculture ? 

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. 

Urban food production in the South is in many cases a response of urban dwellers to:

· inadequate, unreliable and irregular access to food supplies, partly due to either a lack of availability or a lack of purchasing power 

· inadequate access to formal employment opportunities, due to deteriorating national economies in developing countries

Urban agriculture is emerging strongly in Sub-Saharan Africa, where the fastest urban growth will occur in countries least equipped to feed their cities, but recently a strong increase was also observed in other regions with acute economic crisis (e.g. Argentina).  

Urban agriculture can contribute to the following:

· increased urban food supply and food security through increased food availability, especially of fresh and perishable foods

· employment and income opportunities for the urban population (including migrants from rural areas)

· improved household food security of the urban poor

· improved urban environment

· Most directly, UA reduces food insecurity if it increases access to food –especially fresh nutrient-rich foods– among populations suffering from food insecurity (the poor, temporarily or permanently vulnerable). They do this through their own self-provisioning that directly provides food, or by using what they grow to reduce market expenditure or increase income. As the urban poor are found to be spending 60-80% of their income on food, any of these actions can have a major impact on household well-being. 
No matter if supported or prohibited urban agriculture does exists. This reality forces city authorities to take precautions to safeguard the well-being of their residents and the environment. Market oriented food production needs guidance, extension and control to ensure food safety for consumers and healthy conditions for the urban producers.

Urban agriculture does not occur in isolation but is closely related to the urban environment. Urban agriculture could play a major role in sustainable city development by creating open green spaces, increasing the urban habitat diversity and thereby biodiversity in cities, reducing noise and pollution, closing the energy loops through solid and liquid waste recycling and making cities more habitable.  In this sense urban agriculture offers great opportunities to be integrated into the vision of future sustainable cities. Contrary to other commercial or private activities in cities urban food production has hardly been addressed appropriately by legal regulation and planning. Urban food production as a grassroots response to urban poverty and food insecurity can not longer be ignored.  Thus, depending on the local situation, different types of stakeholders can be supported in their activity, from micro-farmers, to small scale or even commercial city farmers.
The comparative advantages of urban agriculture relative to rural food production explain that its contribution is the highest for perishable, high added commodities, e.g., vegetables, eggs and milk, while rural areas supply the bulk of long-shelf staple food, e.g., rice. These foods, which are rich in essential nutrients, are consumed by urban consumers. Some are consumed by the households involved in production, processing and distribution and therefore contribute directly to their food security. However, in order to improve household food security and nutrition, it is important that this food is safe and adequately selected, prepared and distributed. within the family. Nutrition education and consumer information are therefore needed. 
There is a strong complementarity between urban, peri-urban and rural areas in terms of urban food supply, and there is a strong need for coordination between actions designed to support the three food sources. Yet such a coordination is made difficult by the heterogeneous nature of the public authorities supporting agriculture in the three areas: while municipalities play a crucial role in urban and peri-urban areas, the ministry of agriculture and regional administrations are much more active in rural areas. Peri-urban areas may correspond to several administrative regions.

Conversion of agricultural land to urban uses is a particular concern, as rapid growth and escalating land values threaten farming on prime soils. Existing farmland conversion patterns often discourage farmers from adopting sustainable practices and a long-term perspective on the value of land. At the same time, the close proximity of newly developed residential areas to farms increases public demand for environmentally safe farming practices. Comprehensive new policies to protect prime soils and regulate development are needed. By helping farmers to adopt practices that reduce use of chemicals and conserve scarce resources, sustainable agriculture research and education can play a key role in building public support for agricultural land preservation.

New approaches are currently underway to reinforce the formal establishment of allotment garden schemes in developing countries. Only if UA is formally institutionalised in close cooperation between city authorities and urban farmers, there is a chance for long term sustainability of this activity in cities. It is time for city authorities to recognize the advantages of UA for their cities, especially when the activity is linked to other matters of concern, like waste recycling and urban greening. 

Some  questions and issues to be discussed are: 
· Stocktaking: How is the local situation in your city – is urban agriculture recognized by the authority ? 

· Linkages: What role do you see for urban agriculture within the global, regional and local food system ?

· Action Research: How can research findings on urban agriculture be better translated into policy recommendation – what channels are needed what structures can be used ? 

· Future needs: Where are major research needs in urban agriculture for the future ? 

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

Good luck for the discussion!

Axel Drescher 

