GROWING FOOD FOR LONDON

Summary Report of Conference held on 30 June 2008 at City Hall

Note:  further details of each section can be provided on request

1,  Edible Cities:  Urban Agriculture in the USA (Colin Buttery, Royal Parks, and Tony Leach, London Parks and Green Spaces Forum)

The first speaker presented an account of a US fact-finding tour to projects such as “Growing Power” (Milwaukee) – a highly developed and successful project providing solutions for recycling large scale commercial organic waste, lo-tech community-based growing, fertilizer and compost production, public education in organic methods, etc. Produce is sold on and profits reinvested.

Presentation on London Royal Parks – St. James’s Park now to have an allotment site – “Dig for Victory” - need to overcome institutionalized split between parks and farms, eg develop potagers (decorative vegetable beds) in parks.  Parks to act as examples of good practice, use produce in their own cafes.  Need to break down negative perceptions of community gardens and encourage their development within parks.  (NB This topic was prominently featured in The Guardian 30 June).

2. Designing the Edible City  (Joe Nasr and June Komisar, Ryerson University, Canada)

The speakers presented a number of Canadian projects with an architectural emphasis (ie urban context) ranging from The Green Arts Barn, Toronto, the reinvention of residential yards and streets for growing, The Edible Campus (Montreal), hotel rooftop gardens supplying their restaurants, collaboration between Planning and Health departments to promote urban agriculture, and much more.

3. Farming in London’s Green Belt  (Mark Holmes, ADAS Environmental Consultancy)

The speaker presented the results of a 2005 research project amplified with the findings of consultation with farmers, concerning the current state of agriculture within the M25.  One eye-catching statistic was shown in two contrasting maps of market gardens, showing that an enormous reduction in London horticulture had taken place between 1970 and 2005.  It was concluded that although economically insignificant, farming can make a valuable contribution to local  London communities.  What is needed are:  leadership, expert facilitation, community engagement, skills development and communication.  Above all time to develop these.

4. Skills for a new Urban Agriculture  (Jonathan Pettitt, LANTRA – the Sector Skills Council for Agriculture)

The speaker picked up where the previous speaker left off by presenting an analysis of what were the opportunities for and obstacles to skills development for London agriculture.  He noted that two thirds of London consisted of greenspace or water:  that the 2012 Olympics would provide a huge opportunity to prompt local delivery of locally-grown produce to caterers.  Food production could engage a wide range of London’s diverse communities.  Skill training was needed not only for technical skills but also for business, life skills, volunteering, and customer service.  There were many challenges of which securing targeted funding was not the least.

5. Points from panel discussion focussing on the question:  What can the UK/London do to increase urban agriculture?  (Marielle Dubelling, ETC-Urban Agriculture, Jonathan Pettitt, LANTRA, Ben Reynolds, London Food Link)

· Grow food in and around social housing (NB examples of such projects presented later).

· Incorporate urban agriculture into the Mayor’s food strategy (NB Boris Johnson put in an appearance and pledged support to these efforts).

· Set up a forum where people involved in different sectors can talk to each other.

· Develop more allotments and better access.

· Olympics – a good opportunity to do something spectacular.

· Lift restrictions on selling allotment produce.

· How to access derelict land from Local Authorities.

· Develop a network to put people needing growing space in touch with others who have unused/unwanted space  (NB www.landfit.org seeks to enable this).

· Develop “green” use of existing buildings – roofs, balconies.

· Example of Middlesborough shows that much can be achieved with an active and determined executive to get planning moving (see section 10 below).

6. Making Growing Economically Viable  (Terry Jones, NFU London office)

The speaker reported there are 400 farms in the GLA area, occupying 30,000 acres (15% of territory).  They are mostly smallholdings averaging 70 acres.  Key issues for ”green belt” farmers are:

· Opportunities for diversification and direct marketing.

· Problems as for all farmers include:  competing demands, crime & antisocial behaviour such as flytipping and vandalism, labour problems, fragmentation of land, complaints from neighbours eg over pig farming, planning hold-ups, trespassing.

Recommendations are:

· Better, joined-up policy – don’t create a green oasis and export the issues

· Better training for urban planners, to take rural issues into account

· Solutions for mixed land use

· Crime reduction targets for rural crime

· Markets – farmer involvement with London Food Strategy, link up London Emissions Zone with food policy.

7. Experiences of a Fringe Farmer (Peter Clarke, Kingcup Farm, Denham, Bucks)

The speaker gave a vivid insight into the life of a working farmer.  The problems as outlined above were very real, but there were also big opportunities for farming on the doorstep of millions of potential customers.  80% of his produce was sold at Farmers’ Markets, the rest to specialist wholesalers.  He detailed the problems of labour shortage, vandalism, road congestion, water supply, and the age profile of farmers.  He concluded that basic food production does not pay though there are good opportunities in value added/niche products.  He recommended in particular the revival of the County Council Smallholders’ Scheme and its extension to London boroughs.  

8. Social Enterprise as a Way Forward  (Julie Brown, Growing Communities, Hackney)

The speaker located the issue of local growing in the context of climate change.  Food production and farming accounted for 30% of industrial CO2 emissions and was over-reliant on fossil fuels.  In cities, people were alienated from food production and exposed to diet-related health problems.  What was advocated by the presentation was the development of sustainable re-localized food systems for supplying an urban area.   The rest of the talk went into details of the Hackney scheme. (NB details will be on the Sustain website, www.sustain@sustainweb.org)

9. Points from panel discussion focussing on the question:  How can we encourage more commercial food growing in London and the urban fringe? (Tully Wakeman, East Anglia Food Link and Cheryl Cohen, LFM)

· Concern is with food security.  Supply chains are so fixed they cannot be broken into.

· Opportunities exist in Social Enterprise, Farmers’ Markets (15 in London), possible links to wholesalers.

· Peter Clarke’s recommendations should be followed up.

· “Agrarian Renaissance” (to be looked into)?

· Role of private investment needs to be brought into the debate re: moving farms towards commercial viability.

· How to link fringe farmers with community agriculture??

· Farmers should be paid by the hour and need return on time and capital invested.

· Can we have a big project and not just dwell on the problems?

· Higher prices/profitability in agriculture will entice higher investment,

· Growing Communities seeks to provide markets for farmers who grow sustainably – may hold seminar this autumn to encourage groups to take up this model.

· Interface of private/communal sectors is trying something different that goes against the current segregated market structure, involves effort and good will – a third sector “not for profit” structure needed, rather than purely private investment.

· Grow Sheffield raised the burning question, Should all urban agriculture be organic?  (Heated debate.)

10. Growing Food in Parks  (Ian Collingwood, Middlesborough Urban Farming Project)

Speaker was a consultant for the Regional Development Agency for the NE.  The project aim was for Middlesborough to become a self-sustainable town by growing its own produce.  This had received the highest level endorsement from the local council.

Presentation on DVD showed fascinating detail of the work – including the widespread use of raised beds on unsuitable land surfaces, and an annual “town meal” - unfortunately a copy of this DVD was not secured.

11. Growing Food in Cities and Food Security  (Prof. Tim Lang, City University)

Speaker endorsed the Middlesborough project as exemplary.  Danger if such projects were used by the powers that be in bad times – we are entering a most dangerous and interesting period in food policy.  We are confronting the model of post-war unleashing of science and capital onto agriculture to sustain urban man.  This production-oriented model is coming unstuck on the new fundamentals of rocketing food and commodity prices.  The “green revolution” was entirely oil-based and underpinned the production model.  There is now an energy crisis and also a water crisis, and climate change alters everything.   Demographics of population and urbanization, nutritional transition in China and India, are shifting the ecological footprint.  No quick fixes.  This is why the urban agriculture movement is so important.  Technology (including GM) will be important – how to get science to deliver the plants we will need in future?  Political responses to this challenge so far are pathetic.  Danger of food becoming a political weapon.  “Leave it to Tescos” is now an obsolete policy.  The food industry though is now starting to listen, NGOs have a part to play.  Entrenched positions are dangerous.  Important to understand that there is no good evidence that small farming can feed people.  We must quantify the model being developed, both socially and technically, if it is to attract support.  Major tensions in the food system are being exposed – eg the debate over conventional vs. organic production.  Urban agriculture must address these issues, must show what it does, can do and what difference it makes.  We need more data – we must show how these methods affect climate change, reduce the carbon footprint, and improve public health.  “Good vibes” and good intentions are not enough.  Consumerist culture expects food to be cheap – now 9% of household budget; land use in London is bad.  Confronting these challenges, urban agriculture has a lot to do to get its act together.

12.  Edible Estates  (Carol Wright and Fritz Haeg, community gardeners, Bankside Open Spaces Trust (BOST))

Two projects – one from USA, one locally from Southwark – demonstrated imaginative use of land.  “Front lawn” addressed the iconic Amercian resource, usually a most wasteful and polluting space, and showed with “before and after” pictures what improvements could be made, transforming unproductive space to edible landscapes.   In Southwark, focus was on the Brookwood Edible Triangle – developing food growing in land surrounding social housing, and maintaining small local parks and greenspaces with community involvement.

12. Points from panel discussion (Christine Haigh, Women’s Environmental Network, and Tony Leach, London Parks and Green Spaces Forum)

· Landfit – the project  matching small-scale land supply with demand (see above) - was  highlighted.

· How can these small-scale projects build up into something bigger?

· Need to lobby the Mayor, keep up the pressure.

· Use public fruit – harvest from parks and get communities involved – how?

· No substitute for legwork – activists must attend tenants’ association meetings, leaflet, go to club events, use local networks, put adverts in local council publications, stop people in the street, knock on doors …

· Common Ground Community Orchards (a national body) is a good resource – Greenwich Council has transferred land to the Royal Parks for a community orchard.

· Camden Council are putting fruit trees in their housing estates from this autumn.

· Other strategies:  lobby local councillors, get involved in local politics and planning.

13. Funding for the Future  (Mark Wheddon, “Local Food” Project Manager)

Local Food is a  body funded by the National Lottery which has a budget of £50m. for food growing projects.  Applications must be not for profit – the fund is open to new and existing projects – all project applications can benefit from advice from Local Food advisers.  Small grants from £2000 - £10,000 have an easier application process.  Main grants up to £300,000 undergo a more rigorous process.  Beacon grants up to £500,00 have additional criteria and rigour.  Types of project applied for can combine capital and revenue funding.  For further details see the website, www.localfoodgrants.org
14. Rooftop Gardens  (Dave Richards, RISC)

“Edible forests in the sky” link local and global issues – the RISC project raises awareness of global dangers through education, a fairtrade shop, global café, and community spaces.  The rooftop development is based on permaculture (forest garden).

15. City Farms as Productive Land  (Bryan Lowman, Hackney City Farm)

City farms were set up for educational/therapeutic reasons – these aims remain but are changing – there is a need to move away from reliance on grant funding.  Hackney City Farm takes a lead in pupil referral unit education in healthy eating and cooking.  Moved into raising animals for food – goats, chickens, bees and pigs. Has 8 acres which supports 1 ½ livestock units, located 2 miles from Liverpool Street.  The farm can help city dwellers understand organic food production – has been asked to set up another farm, in Haringey.

16. Developing skills to be sustainable and viable  (Stephen Newbiggen, Capel Manor College)

Capel Manor contributes positively to developing skills capacity in London where skills deficits are a major problem.  The college aims to empower the workforce to produce food, whether community group leaders, commercial enterprises, land maintainers, or volunteers.  The college support novel initiatives eg to promote “London produce”, and offers a range of options from commercial horticultural courses, courses in organic production, courses for smallholders, specialist courses for niche markets (eg viticulture), and apprenticeships.  Funding is a problem as this is not seen as a key sector by government.

17. Points from Panel Discussion  (Richard Wiltshire, KCL, Andre Viljoen, Bohn & Viljoen Architects, Catherine Miller, FCFCG, Stephen Newbiggen, Capel Manor College)

· Is there realistically more room for allotments or should we look more to developing community gardens?

· We’ve not discussed a spatial strategy for urban agriculture.  Tim Lang is right that we must quantify the benefits to show what kind of value can be delivered.

· City farms and community gardens cannot provide enough food to supply a restaurant but this should not detract from their value.  If we require these projects to deliver more food production, this will have a knock-on effect on their other activities.

(Reporter had to leave the conference at this point before the final summing up by the chair.)

Jane Howard

24 July 2008

PAGE  
1

