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Abstract

Planners  are interested in promoting and facilitating the creation of  healthy,  liveable, 

vibrant communities which work toward goals of sustainability, or the potential to exist 

indefinitely whilst  maintaining or  improving the  social,  environmental  and economic 

resource bases they are embedded within. These principles have motivated planners to 

engage in a wide variety of activities, stepping in to balance market failures or facilitating 

community development using planning principles.  Yet until recently, the provision of a 

healthy, adequate, sustainable and secure food supply to a city's residents has been left 

purely up to market forces, despite evidence of several serious market failures. 

However, in the past decade, a new field of planning practice, known as food systems 

planning, has emerged and become well established across North America, Europe and 

Australia.  Food systems can be understood as the processes by which food is produced, 

processed, distributed, retailed, consumed and the associated waste products disposed of, 

as well as the associated inputs and outputs at each stage. Food systems planning seeks to 

utilise planning principles, such as stakeholder participation and the creation of plans 

and policies,  to help facilitate movement of  local food systems towards sustainability 

objectives, ideally whilst also benefiting other elements of the local community.  

Food systems planning initiatives  have been highly successful  overseas,  in many cases 

initiatives  have  been  launched  in  contexts  that  are  not  dissimilar  to  New  Zealand. 

However, food systems planning methods and frameworks have not as yet been adopted 

by planners and local governments within New Zealand. This thesis sought to evaluate 

the opportunities for adapting and implementing food systems planning principles in the 

New Zealand context. A broad and comprehensive evaluation was undertaken of both 

food systems characteristics and government frameworks in New Zealand. The results 

were  then  considered  in  the  context  of  food systems  planning  literature.  This  thesis 

presents that research, and identifies significant opportunities for food systems planning 

principles to be further developed and implemented in New Zealand. 
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1 Introduction

1  Introduction

1 1. Introduction

Planners  are interested in  facilitating  and promoting the creation of  healthy, 

liveable, vibrant communities which work toward goals of sustainability, or the 

potential  to  exist  indefinitely  whilst  maintaining  or  improving  the  social, 

environmental and economic resource bases they are embedded within (Kelly, 

2009; Roseland, 2005). For these goals to be achieved, the basic essentials of life 

must  be  provided for  in  an  effective  and equitable  way,  giving  individuals  a 

greater degree of freedom to pursue their chosen life paths rather than being 

hindered or  constrained  by  the  communities  in  which  they  live  (Brugmann, 

2009). Historically, planners have been extensively involved in the development 

of  plans,  policies  and  projects  which  address  fields  as  diverse  as  land  use, 

housing,  transportation,  environmental  management,  and  economic  systems 

(Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 2000). Along with air, water and shelter, an adequate 

and healthful supply of food is recognised as one of the basic requirements of life 

(de la Salle and Holland, 2010). While planners have addressed the former three 

in great levels of detail for many decades, an involvement with food systems has, 

until  recently,  been  notably  absent  from  the  portfolios  of  most  planning 

departments around the world, despite the fact that virtually every city relies on 

a stable and secure food supply for the ongoing health and survival of its citizens 

(Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 2000). 

For the past decade, the potential for planners to engage with food systems at 

the community level and beyond has begun to be explored and implemented by 

many  planning  researchers  and  practitioners  overseas  (e.g.  Feenstra,  2002; 

Mendes, 2008; Pothukuchi, 2004). This field of research and practice has now 

become well established, particularly in North America, Europe and Australia, 
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1 Introduction

and  is  commonly  known as  'food  systems  planning'  (Campbell,  2004).  Food 

systems  can  be  understood  as  the  processes  by  which  food  is  produced, 

processed,  distributed,  retailed,  consumed  and  the  associated  waste  products 

disposed of, as well as the associated inputs and outputs at each stage (Mendes, 

2007).  Food  systems  are  closely  linked  with  many  aspects  of  a  community's 

health and wellbeing, including health and nutrition, local economies, resource 

management,  biodiversity,  rural  and  urban  landscapes,  and  amenity  values 

(Pothukuchi  and  Kaufman,  2000).  Planners  who  engage  with  food  systems 

generally aim to utilise planning methodologies to help facilitate the creation of 

food  systems  which  benefit  these  elements  of  communities,  whilst  working 

towards  goals  of  long-term  sustainability  and  resiliency  to  external  shocks 

(Allen, et al., 2003; Clancy, 2004; Feenstra, 2002). 

The growth in popularity of food systems planning in the past decade has been 

closely linked with a growing level of public awareness concerning some of the 

wide  reaching  impacts  of  'conventional'  industrialised  food  production  and 

distribution  systems  (Sonnino  and  Marsden,  2006).  As  industrial  agrifood 

systems became more widespread and well established in the latter half of the 

20th  century,  some  of  the  trade-off's  for  a  bountiful  food  supply  started  to 

become  apparent  (Herm,  2010).  Issues  such  as  environmental  degradation, 

declining nutritional values of processed foods, economic consolidation within 

large  scale  food  sectors,  and  concerns  around  social  justice  issues  within 

globalised  food  systems  have  received  widespread  attention  from a  range  of 

research disciplines (Nestle, 2007; Pawlick, 2006). The dependence of large scale 

industrialised food systems on fossil fuels and other non-renewable inputs, and 

their  vulnerability  to  projected  future  climate  change  scenarios,  further 

emphasise the fact that there are serious issues needing to be addressed within 

these systems (Kirschenmann, 2010; Larsen, Ryan and Abraham, 2008; Newman, 

2009). These problems, among others, essentially amount to market failures of 

the global industrialised food system. As these problems started to become more 
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1 Introduction

pronounced, and public concern over them continued to grow, some planners 

recognised that there was the potential for planners to work within communities 

to address and mitigate these market failures, just as planners have done in other 

instances of market failure in sectors such as housing,  transportation,  energy, 

land use and resource management (Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 2000). 

The extent to which food systems planning methodologies have been developed 

and implemented has varied from city to city and region to region. As described 

by Eaton (2008), the shape that specific initiatives will take, and the long-term 

success  of  them,  is  highly  influenced  by  the  political  context  in  which  they 

emerge. Many of the cities across North America, Europe and Australia which 

have incorporated food systems planning into local  government activities  are 

recognised as  being particularly 'progressive',  and many of them are working 

within an 'eco-city' vision (de la Salle and Holland, 2010). 

Food systems  were  recognised  as  being  a  "stranger  to  the  planning  field"  by 

Pothukuchi and Kaufman (2000: 113) over ten years ago, and since then dozens of 

cities across North America have adopted formalised food systems strategies and 

established a  variety of  focus groups comprised of  food systems stakeholders 

(Schiff,  2008).  The  progress  that  the  field  has  made  became  clear  when  the 

American Planning Association recently released a 'Policy Guide on Community 

and Regional Food Planning' (2007), which lays out an unofficial code of best 

practice for planners in North America to follow and build upon. Yet despite the 

widespread  interest  in  food  systems  planning  in  these  planning  circles,  the 

subject  of  food  systems  planning  remains  a  'stranger'  to  the  New  Zealand 

planning field, with the topic virtually unknown to most planning practitioners 

in this  country.  The research presented in this  thesis  sets  out to  explore the 

terrain of New Zealand food systems, and to evaluate the opportunities for food 

systems planning to become a recognised and useful methodological framework 

for solving problems within local food systems as it has in other countries. 
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1 Introduction

1 2. The Research

Initial scoping work before this research project was initiated revealed a near 

complete lack of research or data about food systems planning in New Zealand. 

One research report by Anna Mulqueen-Star (2009) has explored opportunities 

for planning to support and enhance  urban food production in New Zealand 

towns and cities. While her report is highly informative and comprehensive on 

that topic, its scope is limited to smaller scale, highly urban examples of food 

production,  such  as  community  gardens,  composting  initiatives,  or  public 

plantings of fruit and nut trees. The research did not extend into larger scale or 

rurally based farming sectors and their associated processing and distribution 

networks, a limitation which Mulqueen-Star herself acknowledged. Aside from 

Mulqueen-Star's (2009) research, no published literature could be found on the 

topic of food systems planning in New Zealand. Thus, this research project set 

out  to  increase  knowledge  and  understanding  of  the  potentials  for  the 

implementation of food systems planning frameworks in New Zealand, at scales 

beyond urban food production. 

For the purposes of this research, food systems were defined in their broadest 

sense,  considered  to  incorporate  the  entire  'life-cycle'  of  food products  from 

production  through  to  processing,  distribution,  retailing,  consumption  and 

waste  disposal,  as  well  as  the  associated  social,  environmental  and economic 

inputs and outputs associated with each stage of the process (Campbell, 2004; 

Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 2000). Due to the lack of pre-existing research in this 

field within the New Zealand context, it was seen as important to conduct the 

research from a wide scope, to gauge opportunities for future action in a fairly 

general  sense.  The research direction  was  set  to  gather  information on New 

Zealand food systems at  scales  ranging from small  farmers  catering  to local 

markets, to large scale and export orientated production and processing systems. 

In addition to this, an evaluation of the present and potential future levels of 

involvement with food systems was carried out for governments at the central, 
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regional and district levels within New Zealand. 

A qualitative approach was taken for the research, with the aim of eliciting in-

depth and specialist knowledge about various elements of New Zealand food 

systems  and  governments  at  different  levels.  Key  informant  interviews  were 

carried out with individuals from a diverse range of backgrounds in both the 

planning sector and from within the food sector itself. The information gleaned 

from key informant interviews was further supplemented by a survey of local 

government  planning  departments  around  the  country  on  the  topic  of  food 

systems planning,  as  well  as  document  analysis  of  research reports  and food 

industry  reviews  that  have  been  carried  out  within  individual  sectors.  Data 

collection was focused on addressing four research objectives, listed below, and 

sought  to  establish  a  well  rounded  understanding  of  food  production  and 

distribution systems within New Zealand, as well as evaluating the potential for 

additional  support  from  governments  at  all  levels  in  the  future.  The  four 

primary research objectives were to: 

1. Identify the general characteristics of food production and distribution 
systems in New Zealand, at scales ranging from small scale local to large 
scale export orientated food sectors

2. Determine the current level of central and local government involvement 
with New Zealand food systems

3. Identify opportunities for the development and implementation of food 
systems planning initiatives within both government and the food sector 
itself

4. Develop a set of key recommendations for the relevant sectors to assist 
them  in  carrying  out  the  initial  work  required  to  establish  a  more 
coordinated, strategic and holistic approach to food systems planning in 
New Zealand 

While the data  was collected from a diverse range of  key informants,  it  was 

analysed  and interpreted  using  a  series  of  key  themes  which were  identified 
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based on international literature on food systems planning (see chapter two), in 

order to place the different perspectives within the context of potential future 

frameworks for these forms of planning. 

In addressing research objective one, a thorough evaluation of the characteristics 

of food production, processing, and distribution platforms within New Zealand 

was carried out. This initial scoping of the food sector provided the necessary 

understanding  to  evaluate  the  subsequent  research  objectives.  In  addressing 

research objective two, a similarly thorough evaluation was conducted on the 

levels of involvement of central and local governments with the food sector at all 

scales. By overlaying the findings about New Zealand food systems with data on 

the structures, functions and purposes of New Zealand governments, a number 

of  opportunities  for  the  development  and  implementation  of  food  systems 

planning  initiatives  within  both  government  and  the  food  sector  itself  were 

identified,  thus  fulfilling  research  objective  three.  Finally,  these  opportunities 

were reduced down to a set of 15 recommendations for action, spanning across 

central government, local government and industry sectors, which was the goal 

of research objective four. 

Overall, the research is intended as an initial investigation into the opportunities 

for food systems planning in New Zealand, rather than being a detailed 'how-to' 

guide for planners. Food systems are an incredibly broad field and New Zealand 

is a diverse country. Specific situations vary from district to district and region to 

region. Environmental, social, economic and cultural factors are all something 

that  need to  be  considered  by  planners  engaging  in  food systems  initiatives. 

There is  no one 'right way'  to do food systems planning. This thesis aims to 

introduce planners to the concept of food systems planning, so that they can 

begin  to  consider  relevant  activities  through  a  'food  lens'.  Additionally,  the 

research  findings  emphasise  the  intrinsically  responsive  nature  of  planning 

mechanisms within New Zealand, and as such, action and engagement driven 
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from  the  community  level  will  also  be  important  for  the  development  of 

sustainable food systems. With this consideration, this thesis is intended to be an 

informative document for persons involved with food production and processing 

in New Zealand, whether it be at a commercial or community level, as much as 

it is for planners themselves. 

1 3. The Thesis

After  this  introduction,  Chapter  2  presents  a  comprehensive  exploration  of 

international  literature  on the  emergence,  development  and current  shape of 

research  and  practice  in  the  food  systems  planning  field.  A  wide  range  of 

literature  was  selected  to  provide  for  a  well  informed  perspective  on  the 

theoretical and practical dimensions of food systems planning, considering that 

it  is  a  virtually  unknown  subject  in  this  country.  Chapter  3  outlines  the 

methodological frameworks by which the research data was collected, analysed 

and interpreted for this project. 

Chapter 4 characterises New Zealand food systems at a range of scales from 

local  to  large  scale  export  sectors.  This  is  followed  in  Chapter  5  by  an 

exploration  on  the  levels  and  nature  of  involvement  of  central  and  local 

governments with food systems in New Zealand.  Chapter  6 then goes on to 

explore  a  range  of  industry  based  initiatives  targeted  at  working  towards 

sustainable food systems in New Zealand. Chapter 7 reviews international case 

studies  and  codes  of  best  practice  for  food  systems  planning  practice  as 

established overseas, in order to stimulate thinking and inform the subsequent 

Chapter 8 which outlines the identified opportunities for food systems planning 

in New Zealand and outlines fifteen key recommendations for action. Chapter 9 

concludes  the  thesis,  summing  up  the  main  findings  as  well  as  identifying 

limitations to the project and opportunities for further research. 
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Overall, this thesis aims to promote the development of a more coordinated, 

strategic and holistic approach to food systems planning in New Zealand, as part 

of a wider vision incorporating the central objectives of planning, which are to 

create  healthy,  liveable,  and resilient communities  which work towards long-

term sustainability on social, environmental and economic levels. The challenges 

that will be confronting New Zealand and indeed the world in the coming years 

and  decades  are  likely  to  be  extremely  difficult  ones.  We  are  lucky  in  that 

through  scientific  research  we  have  been  pre-warned  about  upcoming  future 

scenarios regarding energy scarcity, the depletion of natural resources including 

fresh  water  and  minerals  such  as  phosphate  which  are  used  in  fertiliser 

production,  as  well  as  likely  prospects  of  extremely volatile  global  economic 

markets  as  a  result  of  these  pressures  (Cordell,  et  al.,  2009;  Heinberg,  2007; 

Newman, 2009). The impacts of global climate change have already begun to 

take hold, and they will most likely continue to intensify over the coming years, 

producing not only more extreme weather events such as floods, droughts and 

storms, but also an overall lessening in the stability and predictability of weather 

patterns (McKibben, 2010). These pre-warnings from scientists around the world 

have given us a precious window of opportunity in which to develop diverse, 

resilient,  low-input  and low-impact  ways  of  life,  including  food systems  and 

beyond, so that if and when these adverse events occur, we will be prepared for 

them. 
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2 Literature Review

2 Literature Review

2 1. Introduction

Access  to  food is  a  basic  requirement  of  life,  as  important as  air,  water  and 

shelter.  Our  modern society,  through global  and industrialised processes,  has 

developed  a  vast  and  complex  arrangement  by  which  food  is  produced, 

processed, distributed and consumed. In recent years,  emerging trends within 

global  industrialised  food systems  have  highlighted  that  there  are  significant 

problems that need to be addressed in order for sustainability of these systems to 

be achieved. This literature review examines international debates, knowledge, 

and research surrounding the emergence and development of a field known as 

food systems planning. Food systems planning is inherently multidisciplinary in 

nature,  and  as  such,  literature  covering  topics  such  as  resource  scarcity, 

sustainable agriculture, local economic development and social equity are also 

covered  where  relevant,  to  place  food  systems  planning  within  its  broader 

context. Examples of different types of food systems initiatives that planners can 

work collaboratively with are also described. Together, these elements inform an 

analysis of the New Zealand context that occurs later in this thesis, and provide 

a framework to identify possible opportunities for implementing food systems 

planning practice in New Zealand. 

The  chapter  first  addresses  the  food  system  in  general,  in  section  2.2. 

Hendrickson  and  Heffernan  (2002)  suggest  that  understanding  the  structure, 

strengths, and weaknesses of food systems helps to position realistic alternatives, 

and that is the goal of this section. A brief history of major developments in 
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food production and distribution technologies over the past hundred and fifty 

years  sets  the  context  for  introducing  several  major  emerging  threats  and 

challenges that are likely to have (or are already having) a profound effect on the 

way we produce and consume food on a global scale. These issues, which include 

concerns  for  social,  environmental  and  economic  sustainability  of  the  food 

system, are summarised and discussed in order to provide an understanding of 

the reasons for the emergence of new, so called 'alternative' food systems. These 

alternative food systems have manifested in a variety of forms around the world, 

often  positioning  themselves  in  opposition  to  the  mainstream  'conventional' 

food  system,  and  claiming  to  provide  a  more  sustainable  alternative.  The 

emergence of and general themes within the alternative food systems movement 

is  discussed  at  the  end  of  section  2.2.  Some  theoretical  debates  around  the 

dichotomy of 'conventional' versus 'alternative' food systems are also discussed 

later in the chapter. 

Section 2.3 moves on to focus in on food systems planning itself. Food systems 

planning is a systems-oriented approach to addressing food and sustainability 

issues, and utilises a multidisciplinary framework combined with core planning 

principles to achieve its outcomes. As such, food systems planning needs to work 

with both 'mainstream' food systems, which provide the bulk of the food to local 

populations,  as  well  as  'alternative'  food systems,  which while  producing less 

food in total,  are a site  of  active engagement with communities,  where ideas 

around sustainability are explored and experimented with on a practical level. 

Section  2.3  begins  with  an  examination  of  the  emergence  of  food  systems 

planning as a recognised field of planning theory and practice. This includes a 

review of some of the 'flagship' papers on food systems planning, by authors who 

are widely seen to be pioneers in the field. The section then moves on to examine 

in  more  detail  the  theoretical  and  conceptual  foundations  of  food  systems 
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planning. This includes some of the most active and long running debates in 

food systems planning literature,  the most prominent of  which is  the debate 

around  the  role  of  scale  in  a  sustainable  food  system  model.  While  many 

activists,  practitioners,  and academics have come to advocate for 'localisation' 

and decentralisation of food systems as the solution to many of the challenges 

covered in section 2.2, this notion is hotly contested by many authors who claim 

that such activists have fallen into a narrow minded or romanticised 'local trap' 

by which they fail to recognise that scale is not inherently conflated with any 

particular social, economic, or environmental outcome. Section 2.3 then moves 

on to examine the various methods by which food systems planning is practised 

and implemented in different situations. Upon exploring the different elements 

of planning practice in relation to food systems planning, it becomes apparent 

that more questions are raised of a theoretical nature. As such, the section also 

looks at literature which seeks to address the theory-practice gap within food 

systems planning. Much of this literature seeks to further integrate theory and 

practice,  and  strongly  promotes  the  role  of  research  and  evaluation  in  food 

systems planning as well as an increased level of networking and communication 

between practitioners, academics, governments, farmers, and other stakeholders 

within the broader field of food systems planning. 

2 2. The Food System

The term 'food system' is widely used in agricultural and planning literature. For 

the purposes of this research we will use the simple definition of food system 

provided by Pothukuchi and Kaufman (2000) which describes it as "the chain of 

activities  connecting  food  production,  processing,  distribution,  consumption, 

and waste management, as well as all the associated regulatory institutions and 

activities"  (Pothukuchi  and  Kaufman,  2000:  113),  but  also  incorporating  the 

inputs and outputs associated with these activities which are also considered by 
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many to be part of the food system, as illustrated by authors such as Campbell 

(2004).  In this case,  inputs  could include things like water,  labour,  fertilisers, 

energy, and so on, and outputs could include the obvious 'food' and associated 

biproducts, but also the less tangible outputs such as environmental and social 

effects  of  food  systems  activities.  This  section  will  review  the  general 

characteristics of modern conventional food systems in a generic sense; examine 

some of  the  problems and challenges  arising out  of  them;  and outline  some 

examples of alternative systems that have developed alongside this mainstream 

food system as a response to the threats and challenges presented. This overview 

of  the  food system provides  the  context  within which the relatively  recently 

formed field of food systems planning has emerged. 

2 2 1. . The development and features of modern conventional food 

systems

Since the mid-19th century, unprecedented changes have occurred with regards 

to human life on this planet (Heinberg, 2007). The industrial revolution brought 

with it  significant developments in technology, transport,  manufacturing,  and 

agricultural methods. These changes went on to influence almost every aspect of 

human life (Cleaver, 1972). Many of the developments of the industrial revolution 

were  attributed  with  providing  a  greater  quality  of  life  to  most  citizens  of 

industrialised  countries  (Cleaver,  1972).  These  technologies  also allowed for  a 

rapid and dramatic increase in the human population, an increase which still 

continues  today  (Cordell,  et  al.,  2009).  The  food  system  is  no  exception. 

Developments  in  technology  beginning  in  the  18th  century  have  radically 

transformed the ways in which food is grown, processed, distributed, consumed, 

and the associated 'waste' products disposed of. Giovannucci, Barham and Pirog 

(2009) provide a useful synopsis of the characteristics of the pre-industrial food 

system. Prior to the 19th century, nearly all of the food consumed by populations 

was sourced from within a very close proximity to where people lived, typically 

within one days travel distance. Even when some trade in 'exotic' goods such as 
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tea, coffee, and spices began to occur, these goods were considered luxuries and 

by no means contributed a significant amount to ones daily dietary intake. The 

immediate  community  was  in  close  contact  with  food  and  agriculture,  with 

many either growing food themselves or being involved in direct exchanges with 

farmers. Beyond basic techniques such as drying, salting, or pickling, foods were 

rarely processed or packaged in any significant way prior to being prepared in 

the home. Specific diets of populations were seasonal in nature, being based on 

what was available at any given time from within the local area (Giovannucci, et 

al., 2009). 

Since the industrial revolution, all of this has changed. Global trade has allowed 

for our relationships with food to move beyond a 'local and seasonal'  model. 

Developments  in  transport  technologies  including  more  frequent,  rapid  and 

refrigerated  shipping  routes  have  facilitated  year  round  trade  with  far  flung 

destinations  -  a  system which  is  highly  dependent  on  fossil  fuels  and  other 

resources (Francis et al., 2008). Cultural mixing via emigration and media has led 

to a hugely increased demand for globally sourced foods (Giovannucci  et al., 

2009).  With  these  developments  in  the  global  community,  the  modern food 

system was born. This mainstream, industrialised food system is widely referred 

to  in  the  literature  as  the  'conventional'  food  system,  as  compared  to  non-

conventional  'alternative'  food  systems.  While  debates  exist  around  the 

terminologies  of  'conventional'  and  'alternative'  food  systems  and  the 

appropriateness of  these,  for the sake of consistency with the literature these 

terminologies will be adopted within this thesis (Harris, 2010). 

In a broad sense, the conventional food system of today is a globalised network 

of  production,  processing,  distribution,  storage  and  retail  activities  that  are 

operated  at  a  large-scale  corporate  level  (Harris,  2010).  This  dominant 

agricultural system produces the vast majority of our food and fibre at levels of 

efficiency  that  were  unknown  in  pre-industrial  times  (Feenstra,  2002).  This 
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efficiency  has  been  achieved  via  'economies  of  scale',  and  technological  and 

logistical developments that could only occur where large amounts of capital 

investment are involved. This was demonstrated during the 'green revolution' of 

the 1950's, where agriculture became not only heavily industrialised at a physical 

level,  but  also  highly  consolidated  at  an  economic  level  (Cleaver,  1972; 

Hendrickson and Heffernan, 2002). A clear trend in all parts of the food system 

is  high  levels  of  horizontal  and  vertical  integration  among  food  related 

businesses. Vertical integration involves companies investing at different stages of 

the food system, for example owning farms to produce grains, owning the flour 

mills and factories where this is processed in to bread, and sometimes extending 

as  far  as  owning  the  retail  outlets  where  this  bread  is  sold,  or  a  fertiliser 

production plant to provide fertiliser to the farms (Donald, 2008). Horizontal 

integration involves buying up other businesses at the same level of the food 

system - for instance buying more grain farms - in order to increase economies 

of  scale  and  market  share,  while  simultaneously  decreasing  competition 

(Hendrickson  and  Heffernan,  2002).  This  economic  consolidation  within  the 

agrifood sector has resulted in an 'hourglass' food system whereby millions of 

farmers feed billions of consumers through an ever narrowing selection of a few 

large processing, distribution and retail systems (Harris, 2010). 

Several  traits  characterise  the  production  modes  of  the  conventional  food 

system. They are highly specialised,  highly mechanised, and highly routinised 

(Ikerd, 1993). It is now common for farmers to grow only one crop, whether it is 

wheat or cows or corn, and in many cases, certain agricultural regions have come 

specialise  in just  one or  two crops  as  the bulk of  their  production (Donald, 

2008). This specialisation provides the efficiency and economies of scale required 

to be able to compete within international commodity markets, where the price 

per ton of bulk raw product can fluctuate on a daily or weekly basis in relation 

to  global  demand  (Hinrichs,  2003).  In  many  countries,  farming  systems  are 

subsidised by governments to the extent that the price that goods such as corn or 
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grains sell for in commodity markets are below the true price that they cost to 

produce (Aerni, 2009). Conventional farming systems are also notable for their 

sometimes heavy use of synthetic inputs in the form of fertilisers, pesticides, and 

herbicides  (American  Planning  Association,  2007).  Within  monoculture 

cropping systems, where only one kind of crop is grown en mass, there is no 

opportunity  for  a  balance  to  occur  in  the  farm  ecosystem,  making  crops 

vulnerable to large scale pest or disease attack. This effect is further exacerbated 

by  commercial  crops  being  bred  in  conjunction  with  the  use  of  certain 

agricultural chemicals, creating a dependency of sorts (Fukuoka, 1978). 

Many authors (such as Donald, 2008; Guthman, 2008; and Ikerd, 1993) see the 

conventional food system as essentially a project of the neoliberal ideologies that 

have spread across  the globe over the past  few decades.  Neoliberalism is  the 

political theory centred around economics that proposes that "human well-being 

can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills 

within  an  institutional  framework  characterised  by  strong  private  property 

rights,  free  markets,  and  free  trade"  (Guthman,  2008:  1172).  The  main 

characteristics  of  applied  neoliberal  agendas  include  privatisation  of  public 

resources, reduction of public expenditure, the reduction of regulations seen as a 

hindrance  to  business,  reduction  of  labour  costs,  and  the  displacement  of 

governance responsibilities away from the nation state  (Guthman, 2008).  The 

bottom  line  is  economic  gains,  and  often  other  'costs'  associated  with  a 

production  system,  mainly  environmental,  social,  or  health  costs,  are 

'externalised' in the sense that they are not accounted for within the production 

system itself but rather are left to be dealt with by government departments or 

simply absorbed by communities and the environment (MacRae,  1999).  Ikerd 

(1993) suggests that it is this philosophical outlook, which views farming purely 

as a business and food as a commodity, that draws the clear distinction between 
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mainstream and alternative food systems. 

While many segments of the food system currently operate under a neoliberal 

paradigm,  the  implementation  has  not  been  as  complete  as  it  has  in  other 

sectors.  Privatisation  of  land  and  water  rights  and  the  signing  of  free  trade 

agreements  have  been  widespread,  but  many  governments  are  still  closely 

involved  with  issues  of  food  safety  and  other  environmental  and  health 

regulations  (Guthman,  2008).  However,  some  have  suggested  that  while 

governments retain control over some segments of the food system, economic 

power translates to political power and many rules and regulations within the 

food system are now weighted in favour of large multinational agribusiness firms 

(Hendrickson and Heffernan, 2002). The conventional food system is therefore 

both a product of and a driver of neoliberal forms of governance. At the same 

time, authors have cautioned against blaming globalisation (Hinrichs, 2007) or 

neoliberalisation (Guthman, 2008) in and of itself as a root cause of the problems 

emerging from conventional food systems. They note that many other changes 

and developments have occurred in culture, technology, industry, and society in 

the past century that also contribute to the complex web of causality for any 

problem. 

2 2 2. . Threats and challenges for conventional food systems

While there is little doubt that developments in food and agriculture in the past 

century have greatly increased the amount of food produced in the world and 

the efficiency with which it is processed and distributed (Feenstra, 2002; Ikerd, 

1993), these developments have come at a significant cost (Donald, et al., 2010). 

Now  that  the  conventional  food  system  is  well  established,  some  of  the 

unforeseen social, environmental and economic consequences of this neoliberal 

paradigm are now becoming apparent (Francis, et al., 2008). In addition to this, 

16



2 Literature Review

several  emerging threats,  including resource  scarcity,  climate  change,  and the 

ever growing human population pose new challenges to the global food system. 

In many cases, the impacts of these events are complex and heavily intertwined 

with  elements  of  other  social  and  organisational  sectors  (Harris,  2010).  This 

section  will  review the  general  characteristics  of  some of  the  main critiques 

levelled at conventional industrialised food systems and some of the more urgent 

challenges that are facing it.

Social Impacts

Social factors, while being some of the hardest to measure (Schönhart, Penker 

and  Schmid,  2009),  are  among  the  most  widely  discussed  elements  within 

critiques of the conventional food system. Food systems can influence people’s 

lives in a multitude of ways. Many people are employed within the food and 

agricultural  sectors.  Additionally,  food  is  often  an  essential  component  of 

cultural  identity  and  local  tradition  (Koc  and  Dahlberg,  1999).  Many  social 

activities  are  also  centred  around  food  consumption,  whether  it  is  a  family 

dinner at home, going out with friends at a restaurant, or larger scale festivals or 

events. And, of course, everybody needs to eat, making food have one of the 

most  intimate  connections  with  the  human  body  of  any  product  -  and  it 

subsequently  has  a  huge  influence  on  a  person’s  physical  and  emotional 

wellbeing (Feenstra, 1997). 

Several authors (Feagan, 2007; Feenstra, 2002; Pothukuchi, 2004) have put forth 

the  argument  that  the  conventional  food  system  in  its  current  form  has 

profoundly altered our personal experiences of life in a detrimental way. The loss 

of direct connections with the sources of our food and the processes by which it 

comes  to  be  a  'product'  are  said  to  contribute  to  physical  and psychological 

'distancing'  from  our  food  (Pothukuchi,  2004).  The  source  of  our  food  has 
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shifted from a regionally based and physically tangible 'hinterland' to a distant, 

unknown and anonymous 'global hinterland', making a full knowledge of where 

our food comes from and the  impacts  that  it  is  having nearly impossible  to 

achieve (de la Salle, 2010). This distancing effect of long distance distribution 

networks  has  been  a  topic  of  concern  for  many researchers  in  food systems 

planning,  particularly  in  its  ability  to  significantly  reduce  corporate 

accountability and responsibilty for social, environmental or economic damages 

done  in  distant  places  (Kloppenburg,  Hendrickson  and  Stevenson,  1996).  As 

Feenstra (2002: 100) puts it, the modern conventional food system 

...has  led to the disintegration of  the social  and spiritual  fabric  - 
critical connections - that are part of a community's food system. 
People  have  become  disconnected  from  the  sources  of  their 
sustenance - the land, the farmers, and the taste and quality of the 
food  itself.  They  have  become  passive  recipients  in  a  rather 
homogeneous system of nutrient distribution in which real food is 
almost considered a luxury - for upper and middle-class eaters. For 
these and other reasons, the long-term sustainability of the current 
food system is in question.

This physical and psychological distancing within the food system has also been 

described  by  some  as  a  'disembedding'  of  food  from its  attachments  to  any 

specific place (Winter, 2003). Feagan (2007) describes how as food chains become 

stretched  further  and  in  ever  more  complex  ways  across  space  and  time, 

disconnection  grows  between  the  general  public  and  the  social  and 

environmental consequences of the food being grown and eaten (Feagan, 2007). 

This,  in  turn,  erodes  peoples  connections  between food and place as  well  as 

cultural identities associated with food (Schönhart, et al., 2009). Another effect 

of distancing and the industrialisation of agriculture is the loss of traditional or 

'lay' knowledge about local environments, farming practices, or traditional ways 
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of preparing or preserving locally grown crops. Fonte (2008) describes how the 

modernisation of the food industry, which is largely driven by export-oriented 

agro-industrialisation,  marginalises  the  traditional  lay  knowledge  of  local 

farmers, classifying it as outdated or obsolete. Because of this marginalisation of 

lay knowledge, it has not been allowed to properly develop alongside, and be 

integrated with, technical knowledge. As such, local specialist knowledge which 

does not fit within the agro-industrial model of the conventional food system is 

being lost in some areas (Fonte, 2008).

The social impacts of conventional food systems can be even more pronounced 

in rural areas that are involved in agriculture and food processing (Harris, 2010). 

During the 20th century, rural landscapes have dramatically shifted from being 

comprised of small to medium sized, diversified, family owned farms to large-

scale,  specialised,  monoculture  growing  operations.  As  a  result  of  heavy 

mechanisation  and  economic  consolidation  within  the  agricultural  sector, 

agricultural production has increased while the numbers of farms and farmers 

have decreased (Hinrichs, 2003). In many cases, the diversity of crops grown in 

some areas has decreased to the extent that entire regions specialise in just one or 

two crops destined for export markets.  For example in Mexico, thousands of 

varieties of corn which have been acclimatised to various environmental niches 

for millennia are now being displaced by a select few highly modified varieties, 

most of which do not have the same pest and disease resistance as naturalised 

corn (Feagan, 2008). At the same time the proportion of food imported into 

agricultural regions to feed the farmers and other citizens living there has also 

increased dramatically due to a lack of diversity in the foodstuffs grown in these 

areas  (Hinrichs,  2003).  Also,  with  an  increasing  level  of  complexity  in  food 

distribution  and  processing  channels,  and  the  increasing  power  of  large 

agribusiness firms, has meant that the share that the farmer receives of the retail 
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value of a product has been decreasing, making quality rural livelihoods ever 

more difficult to achieve (Starr, 2003). These difficulties have been driving many 

people to move from rural to urban areas, leading to a collapse of entire rural 

communities, for example when the number of children decreases below a level 

at which a local school can remain functional, or decreasing populations making 

other businesses and services in rural areas non-viable (Feenstra, 2002). 

Public Health

Public health is also frequently included in discussion of the social impacts of 

food  systems  (e.g.  American  Planning  Association,  2007;  Pothukuchi,  2004; 

Rayner, Barlin, and Lang, 2008). Changes in the way that food is distributed and 

the places that it is  distributed from have altered accessibility to wholesome, 

nutritious and affordable food (Campbell, 2004). Since the 'green revolution' of 

the mid-20th century, crops have been bred for their physical durability during 

transport and their long shelf-life, rather than for their nutritional qualities or 

flavour, resulting in many examples of bland, watery, yet good-looking items of 

fresh produce (Kloppenburg, Hendrickson and Stevenson, 1996). The rise in fast 

food and convenience  outlets  has  resulted in  a  phenomenon known as  'food 

deserts',  in  which supermarkets  and fresh  produce  markets  are  only  sparsely 

distributed  in  urban  areas  compared  to  'ready  to  eat'  or  'junk  food'  outlets 

(Pothukuchi, 2004). The changes in diet that have occurred as a result of the 

widespread availability of  low cost,  highly processed foods  have been clearly 

linked to contributing to a large increase in diet related diseases such as obesity, 

diabetes  and  some  types  of  cancer  in  industrialised  countries  (Harris,  2010; 

Rayner, et al. 2008). At the same time, hunger and malnutrition is still occurring 

in some societal sectors in developed countries despite an overall abundance of 

food (Pothukuchi, 2004). The mainstream food system has been criticised for 

producing and promoting foods that  are high in fats,  sugars,  salt,  and other 
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additives  and  residues  of  agricultural  chemicals.  While  some  countries  have 

implemented additional labelling requirements on certain foods, this is still only 

a small step towards increasing the nutritional quality of foods that are available 

to the general public and in particular those from a lower socio-economic status 

(Rayner, et al., 2008). 

Of equal significance to the social side effects of conventional food systems, are 

the environmental impacts that they have at the various stages of production, 

processing, distribution, consumption and waste disposal (Frances, et al., 2008; 

Pothukuchi, 2004). These environmental effects include pesticide, herbicide and 

nutrient leaching into soils and waterways, water shortages due to high levels of 

irrigation,  loss  of  biodiversity  in  agricultural  regions  due  to  habitat  loss, 

pollution,  and  monoculture  based  'agricultural  deserts',  as  well  as  significant 

emissions  of  greenhouse  gases  coming  from agriculture,  food processing  and 

distribution systems (Harris,  2010). In addition to this,  many products of the 

conventional food system come in plastic containers or wrapping, contributing 

to city waste problems (Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 1999). Few, if any, of these 

environmental  costs  are accounted for  within the food system itself,  and are 

instead left to be dealt with by governments, communities, or the environment 

itself, in effect becoming 'externalities' of the conventional food system (Aerni, 

2009; Campbell, 2004). 

Several serious challenges also lie on the horizon for the global food system and 

humanity as a whole. These include climate change, increasing scarcity of non-

renewable resources, and an increasing global population (Rayner, et al., 2008). 

Recent events in global food markets, including an international 'food crisis' in 

2008 involving price spikes and shortages of staple food supplies in some areas, 

are thought to have been triggered by these factors (Peters, et al., 2008). Climate 
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change, occurring as a result of increasing levels of greenhouse gases, as well as 

other large scale anthropogenic environmental alterations such as deforestation, 

has already begun to be observed around the world, and is forecasted to worsen 

in coming decades (Mendes, 2007). This includes more unpredictable weather 

events including increased incidents of droughts and flooding in certain areas, a 

phenomenon which has potentially significant effects for farming and agriculture 

(Frances and Doran, 2010). In the United States, the diversity in the number of 

crops grown has decreased by 93% in the last century, and figures are similar for 

many  other  countries  (Giovannucci,  et  al.,  2009).  This  leaves  the  entire 

agricultural sector vulnerable to climate change, since the few crops that are left 

are bred for the existing temperature ranges and weather patterns. 

Resource Scarcity

Many authors  also  describe  resource  scarcity  as  one  of  the  major  threats  to 

humanity  in  the  coming  century  (e.g.  Cordell,  Drangert  and  White,  2009; 

Frances, et al., 2008; Ikerd, 1993; Rayner, et al., 2008). The most obvious of these 

is the heavy dependence of conventional food systems on fossil fuels as a primary 

source of energy at every stage of production and distribution (Harris,  2010). 

Not only is  this use of  fossil  fuel  contributing to climate change and global 

warming, but it is also inherently unsustainable given the limited supply of fossil 

fuels left on the planet (Mariola,  2008).  The issue of 'peak oil'  has motivated 

many to question whether  humanity can continue  to rely  on foods  that  are 

produced and distributed within extremely energy intensive globalised systems 

(American Planning Association, 2007). The challenges for agriculture in the face 

of fuel scarcity is compounded by the fact that one major alternative to fossil 

fuels is 'biofuels' which are primarily derived from agricultural crops, and as such 

will be increasingly competing for land resources ( Peters, et al., 2008). 
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Another less talked about, but equally significant resource shortage that will be 

confronting industrialised agriculture system in the next 50 to 100 years is  a 

shortage of phosphate, a non-renewable mineral resource that is a key ingredient 

in most fertilisers used in conventional agriculture. Cordell, et al. (2009) have 

clearly warned of an imminent phosphorous crisis, which they have termed 'peak 

phosphorous'.  Based  on  collated  data  from  around  the  world  on  geological 

reserves  of  raw  phosphate  and  current  and  projected  rates  of  global  use  of 

phosphate  fertilisers,  they  predict  that  global  phosphate  reserves  will  be 

completely depleted in 50-100 years. To add to this, much of the phosphate that 

is included in this estimate is of low quality and is difficult to extract and will 

most  certainly  raise  the price of  phosphate  considerably when those  reserves 

have to be used. The primary reasons that phosphate is depleting is because it 

gets removed from the land either via runoff, or within the crops that are taken 

from the land and subsequently end up in human waste treatment plants, usually 

being  pumped out  to  sea  or  otherwise  stored in  ways  that  is  inaccessible  to 

agriculture. Cordell, et al. (2009) describe measures that can be taken to preserve 

or retain current phosphate supplies, including decreased consumption of meat 

and  dairy  products,  a  change  in  farming  practices  to  reduce  demands  for 

fertilisation  and  prevent  runoff,  and,  most  importantly,  the  potential  for 

recovering  nutrients  from  municipal  sewerage  systems.  They  cite  a  "lack  of 

institutional  fit"  (Cordell,  et  al.,  2009:  302)  for  phosphate  and other  resource 

related threats as the cause of most stakeholders seeing the issues as peripheral 

and not their responsibility to deal with. 

When trying to establish the underlying reasons of why conventional food and 

agriculture systems have ended up in these situations, most explanations seem to 

arrive at conclusions based around concepts of market failure and the narrow 

focus  of  governments  and  policymakers  (MacRae,  1999;  McClintock,  2010; 
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Rayner, et al., 2008). Donald, et al. (2010) have postulated that the market-driven 

conventional  food  system  has  failed  to  effectively  provide  a  sustainable, 

nutritious and equitable supply of food to the world’s population. If the market 

is  focusing  on  the  economic  bottom  line,  and  legislative  or  industry  based 

regulations are not in place to mitigate the adverse consequences, then adverse 

outcomes will continue to occur. MacRae (1999) argues that attention to these 

problems within the food system are extremely fragmented, both conceptually 

and also  in  the  way that  they  are  practically  addressed  by  various  agencies. 

Policies, plans and programs are organised to support specific industries, or to 

target isolated environmental or social issues. In addition to this, responsibilities 

of any given agency are vague and often uncoordinated at an inter-agency level, 

and there are few voices speaking to the need for systems approaches to policy 

making (MacRae, 1999). This issue can be even more pronounced when novel 

situations  arise.  In  the  example  of  nutrient  recovery  from  human  waste, 

initiatives such as urine recycling have "no clear institutional or organisational 

home"  (Cordell,  et  al.,  2009).  McClintock  (2010)  argues  that  this  lack  of  an 

overall  systems  perspective  on  problems  within  food  production  and  supply 

chains has led to the creation of many "solutions" which actually just move an 

issue to another location, or delay the inevitable consequences of unsustainable 

use of non-renewable resources. Francis, et al. (2008) describe how the narrowly 

focused evaluations  on measures  of  sustainability  may show that  systems are 

adapting  adequately  in  the  short  term,  however  they  are  usually  not 

comprehensive enough to determine the true sustainability of our modern food 

systems. Illustrating this narrowness of focus, Rayner et al. (2008) observe that 

many of the problems and challenges faced within the agricultural sector have 

received considerable policy attention,  challenges  within food processing  and 

distribution sectors which are equally as significant have received little attention. 

As  such they argue strongly for  an interdisciplinary,  holistically  focused and 
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long-term  approach  to  evaluation  of  problems  and  potential  solutions 

(McClintock, 2010; Rayner et al., 2008). 

2 2 3. . Alternative  food systems as a response to the mainstream' '

Many  of  the  characteristics  of  conventional  industrialised  food  systems,  as 

discussed  in  the  previous  sections,  have  raised  concerns  among  many 

communities, particularly in North America and Europe (Feenstra, 2002). As a 

result,  many  so-called  'alternative  food  initiatives'  have  appeared  around  the 

world in various forms in recent decades (Allen, et al., 2003). The overall goal of 

most alternative food initiatives is to provide a functional food system model 

that  is  "more  environmentally  sound,  more  economically  viable  for  a  larger 

percentage of community members, and more socially, culturally, and spiritually 

healthful" (Feenstra, 2002: 100). The ways in which groups aim to achieve this 

goal  are  diverse.  Examples  include  farmers  markets,  'community  supported 

agriculture' systems, organic food movements, 'fair trade' buying and certification 

programs,  urban  gardens,  community  kitchens,  'buy  local'  campaigns,  and  a 

plethora of variations on these general themes (Starr, 2003). One of the main 

unifying characteristics of alternative food initiatives is that the majority of them 

frame themselves as "opposing the global by reconstructing the local" (Allen, et 

al., 2003: 61), and their goals and objectives usually centre around reversing the 

processes  of  industrial  food  systems  that  they  perceive  as  being  harmful 

(Guthman,  2008).  Another  common  element  is  the  inclusion  of  'community 

democracy'  by  encouraging  people  to  become active  'food citizens'  (Feenstra, 

2002). 

The emergence of alternative food initiatives began to occur in the 1960s and 

1970s in the form of fair trade, organic, and 'back to the land' movements (Starr, 

2003). Around the same time, 'community supported agriculture' models began 
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to  be  implemented  in  Japan  and  Europe,  with  the  aim  of  strengthening 

connections between local farmers and consumers (Starr, 2003). As food systems 

became  more  globalised,  featuring  a  homogeneous  selection  of  processed  or 

chemically  treated  foods,  various  movements  arose  which  aimed  to  increase 

consumers appreciation of locally sourced, seasonal, whole foods and their use in 

traditional as well as innovative cooking styles (Mariola, 2008). The most well 

known of these is the 'Slow Food' movement which originated in Europe in the 

1980s  (Mariola,  2008).  Many  other  movements  or  initiatives  have  also 

encouraged consumer awareness of the environmental, social, and health impacts 

of the products of the conventional food system (Fonte, 2008). This trend in 

select sectors of food production and consumption systems is commonly known 

as the 'quality turn' (Feagan, 2007). 

Some alternative food initiatives are based on an 'oppositional'  philosophy by 

which they aim to achieve their goals by pitching themselves in direct opposition 

to  the  established conventions  of  the  mainstream food system (Allen,  et  al., 

2003).  Other  initiatives  are  implemented  as  more  of  an  'alternative'  system, 

designed to operate  alongside  conventional  food systems and fill  gaps  where 

those systems are seen to be failing (Allen, et al., 2003; Cox, et al., 2008). 

These  initiatives  in their  various  manifestations  have not  been immune from 

political and academic scrutiny. Many authors have stated that these so-called 

alternative food initiatives can be equally as fragmented, narrowly focused, and 

vulnerable  to  undesirable  outcomes  as  the  very  systems  which  they  seek  to 

oppose (see Hinrichs, 2003; Sonnino and Marsden, 2006). One of the challenges 

facing  alternative  food  initiatives  in  the  past  two  decades  is  the  risk  of 

appropriation by conventional corporate business  models.  An often discussed 

example is the organic movement, which in some places, such as California, has 
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become so large scale and industrialised that it operates under virtually the same 

structures and frameworks as the conventional food system, the only difference 

being  an  'organic'  sticker  on  the  produce  or  packaging  (Allen,  et  al.,  2003; 

Guthman, 2008). A more recent example of the appropriation phenomenon is 

the cooptation of the marketing tool of 'local foods' by large agribusiness and 

retail firms, through new and innovative distribution and processing channels 

(Donald,  2008).  This  has  presented  a  moral  dilemma  for  some  local  foods 

activists,  because often the larger businesses can deliver local foods effectively 

and efficiently, yet the profits of such activities are often going out of the region 

or offshore to wherever the shareholders may live (Carnes and Karsten, 2003). 

Another notable critique of alternative food initiatives is that they have had a 

heavy  emphasis  on  creating  small  scale,  highly  localised  'niche'  food  systems 

alternatives,  but  have  failed  to  enter  into  agri-politics  at  scales  which  will 

catalyse positive changes for the bulk of large scale agriculture and processing 

sectors (Guthman, 2008). Because of these issues (and others), authors such as 

Hinrichs (2003), Pothukuchi (2004) and Francis et al. (2003, 2008) have called for 

a  more  interdisciplinary,  strategic  approach  to  theorising  and  managing  the 

complexities of food systems, and they emphasise the urgent need to agree on 

key challenges and identify common goals if progress is to be made towards a 

truly sustainable food system for everyone. 

The academic debates and theoretical foundations of alternative food initiatives 

are discussed further in section 2.3 of this literature review, and more specific 

examples and case studies of a variety of different alternative or sustainability-

oriented food initiatives are covered in detail in Chapter 7, for the purposes of 

illustrating the types of groups and organisations that planners may work with 

when attempting to implement more strategic,  holistic  and coordinated food 
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systems  planning  practices.  The  problems  and  challenges  seen  within 

conventional food systems and the alternative initiatives created to oppose this 

present a wide range of  opportunities  for new and innovative forms of  food 

systems planning. 

2 3. Planning for Sustainable Food Systems

It is well known that food is one of the basic essentials of life, along with air, 

water and shelter. Historically, planning has addressed the latter three of these in 

great detail, yet food has been notably absent from planning agendas around the 

world (American Planning Association, 2007). Planners have sought to address 

problems of market failure in these sectors into their agendas, for example by 

regulating emissions into air and water, zoning land for different uses to help 

create  functional  and  efficient  urban  and  rural  environments,  and  providing 

social housing when the market fails to provide adequate shelter to all people in 

society (Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 2000). Yet elements of the food system, which 

when  viewed  through  an  objective  lens  could  most  certainly  fall  within  the 

planning  portfolio,  have  been  almost  entirely  ignored  by  planners  (Clancy, 

2004). It is only within the past decade that planners have begun to recognise the 

true significance that food systems can have in contributing to the success or 

failure of the broader goals and objectives of planning, such as enhancing quality 

of  life  and the functionality of  society whilst  working towards sustainability 

objectives (Mendes, 2008). 

The adoption of  food systems consideration  into  planning agendas  has  been 

patchy, and while food issues are now being extensively addressed by planners in 

some cities across North America and Europe (American Planning Association, 

2007), other planning agencies around the world still fail to acknowledge food as 

a planning issue (Mendes, 2008). This section explores the emergence of food 
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systems  planning  as  a  new field  of  planning  theory  and practice,  as  well  as 

examining some of the theoretical foundations and debates within food systems 

planning  literature,  ways  in  which  food  systems  planning  is  practised,  and 

problems and challenges facing food systems planning. 

2 3 1. . The emerging field of food systems planning

Planning is focused on enhancing the quality of life and practical functionality 

within  communities,  whilst  working  towards  sustainability  objectives.  It  is 

inherently multidisciplinary, focusing on the interconnections between different 

facets of a community such as transport, housing, industry, economy, the natural 

environment, and air and water quality (Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 2000). The 

food system is interconnected with many of these elements and more, yet food 

issues  have  traditionally  been  absent  from the  bulk  of  planning  theory  and 

practice (Clancy, 2004).  There are a few exceptions to this,  the most notable 

being Ebenezer Howard's 'garden city' concept detailed in his 1902 publication 

'Garden cities of tomorrow' (Howard, 1965). The garden city concept sought to 

unify town and country, with the inclusion of a systematic attention to food 

production  networks.  It  provided  a  nearly  self  sufficient  agricultural  model 

including  in-built  infrastructure  for  the  processing  and  distribution  of 

agricultural goods (Howard, 1965). However, Howard's concept failed to catch on 

in  the  mainstream,  and  the  green  revolution  of  the  mid-20th  century 

extinguished  any  perceived  necessity  for  planning  attention  to  food  issues, 

because the problem of supplying food to the masses  was seen to have been 

solved  by  new  advances  in  agriculture  (Campbell,  2004).  Planners  have  also 

touched on food systems issues in more recent times, but only indirectly or in a 

single-issue sense, for example farmland preservation by restricting urban sprawl, 

or  zoning  for  the  location  of  supermarkets  and  other  food  outlets  with 

consideration  of  food  access  within  urban  environments  (Pothukuchi  and 
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Kaufman, 2000). 

When some of the problems of conventional food systems started to become 

apparent in recent decades, a few planners, human geographers, and sociologists 

began to more seriously consider the role of the food system in a wide range of 

contexts,  and  question  whether  the  market  on  its  own  was  succeeding  in 

providing a nutritionally adequate, affordable, safe and sustainable food supply 

to urban populations (Peters, et al., 2008). Ikerd (1993) suggested that while a 

linear approach focusing on individual problems within the food system may 

have been appropriate in the early stages of the industrialisation of agriculture, a 

more holistic 'systems' based approach will be required to negotiate the complex 

social, environmental and economic challenges presented in the post-industrial 

agricultural  landscape.  Kloppenburg,  Hendrickson  and  Stevenson  (1996) 

addressed  many  of  the  shortfalls  of  conventional  food  system  management 

techniques  by  developing  the  idea  of  'foodshed  analysis'.  Foodshed  analysis 

utilises the concept of a 'watershed' but applied to food systems, to more fully 

understand the physical, social and economic flows of food and other inputs and 

outputs within the food system in a particular locality. Foodshed analysis can be 

used  as  both  a  tool  for  understanding  the  current  status  of  any  given  food 

system, and a framework for  envisioning potential  alternatives  (Peters,  et  al., 

2008). Around the same time, some of the more forward thinking cities in North 

America including Toronto and San Francisco, began to include considerations 

of food systems in their planning agendas, in the form of dedicated 'food policy 

councils' within municipal organisations (Feenstra, 1997).

Around a decade ago, attention to food systems within planning circles began to 

gain  significant  traction.  Pothukuchi  and Kaufman (2000)  in  their  landmark 

paper 'The food system: a stranger to the planning field' clearly drew connections 

between  the  stated  aims  and  objectives  of  planning  institutions  around  the 
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world,  and the  food system in its  various  stages  from land use  and farming 

through  processing,  distribution,  consumption  and  waste  disposal.  The 

connections  are  numerous  and  diverse.  In  a  broad  sense,  planning  aims  to 

improve human settlements and the quality of life within those settlements, and 

the  food system is  clearly  linked to  many of  the  processes  going on within 

communities (Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 1999; 2000). This idea can be fleshed 

out with many more specific examples, which were further developed by other 

authors  like  Allen,  et  al.  (2003),  Clancy  (2004)  and  Feenstra  (2002).  The 

connections between the food system and planning are best summarised in the 

American  Planning  Association's  'Policy  Guide  on  Community  and  Regional 

Food Planning' (2007: 3) which was produced by their organisation in response 

to the growing interest and involvement by their members (including the authors 

mentioned above)  with food systems issues.  The primary reasons  for  linking 

food systems with planning practice include, but are not limited to:

 Food systems activities take up a significant amount of urban and rural 

land 

 The food system represents an important part of community and rural 

economies

 Food produced via conventional systems requires a significant amount of 

fossil fuels to produce, process, distribute, and dispose of the waste 

 Farmland  near  metropolitan  areas,  and  therefore  the  ability  for 

metropolitan areas to produce food for themselves, is being lost at a rapid 

rate in some areas

 Pollution  of  ground  and  surface  water  and  surrounding  environments 

from the use of agricultural chemicals and industrial farming practices can 

pollute waterways and damage biodiversity of some areas

 Many households spend a significant portion of their weekly income on 

food 
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 Food waste is a significant proportion of the household, commercial and 

industrial wastebasket 

 Many  problems  of  illness  and  disease,  ranging  from  hunger  and 

malnutrition to obesity and diabetes, can be traced back to diet 

 Transport related to the food system, whether it is the bulk distribution of 

goods  or  household  and  individual  trips  to  supermarkets,  comprise  a 

significant portion of a city’s vehicle traffic

With  the  reasons  for  including  food  in  planning  agendas  becoming  clearer, 

researchers set out to understand why these perspectives had not been considered 

by the  majority  of  planning departments  around the  world.  Pothukuchi  and 

Kaufman  (2000)  surveyed  several  dozen  planning  agencies  to  determine  the 

primary reasons for planners to resist considering food as being within the scope 

of planning interest. They found that not only were there ample excuses given 

for not engaging with food systems, but also that even in cities where a food 

policy  council  existed,  there  was  minimal  involvement  with  this  subject  by 

planning staff. Authors like Allen et al. (2003), Campbell (2004), Clancy (2004), 

Feenstra (2002) and others began to explore these issues in more detail. Some of 

the most common reasons given by planners for their lack of  focus on food 

systems include: it does not fall within the scope of planning; it's a rural issue, 

not  an  urban  issue;  the  food  system  is  a  private  sector  and  market  forces 

naturally provide for needs; planning agencies are not funded to address food 

systems issues; the food system is not 'broken' so why try to fix it; there is a lack 

of public pressure to engage in food systems issues; and that planners do not 

know enough about food systems to effectively address problems within them 

(Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 2000). 
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Clancy  (2004),  Mendes  (2008)  and  Pothukuchi  and  Kaufman  (1999;  2000), 

among others, have reflected on these attitudes within the planning profession to 

determine  ways  to  increase  the  level  of  attention  paid  to  food  systems  by 

planners. Clancy (2004) argued that in many cases, mandates do exist at different 

levels of governance that apply to food systems, although not explicitly. They 

found that it is often the way in which policies and objectives are interpreted by 

planners  which  prevent  food  systems  from  being  included.  As  such,  they 

encourage advocates and others engaging with planning departments on food 

topics to help planners understand the connections between the food system and 

the other areas of their interest (Clancy, 2004), or, as Mendes (2008) put it, to put 

food issues 'in plain sight' of governments and citizens. Most planners surveyed 

by Pothukuchi and Kaufman (2000) said that a clarification of plans and policies 

with  regards  to  food,  or  inclusion  of  new  specific  food  systems  planning 

objectives, would greatly increase the likelihood of planners engaging with food 

systems. These authors are essentially calling for increased communication with 

planners on well targeted topics to illustrate that food systems planning can be 

conducted within existing planning frameworks without any radical changes to 

their departments. De la Salle (2010) describes the actions of planners who are 

advocating  for  food  systems  planning  as  attempting  to  "infuse  planning  and 

design practice with a renewed food and agriculture consciousness" (de la Salle, 

2010: 12).

From these early works on the relationship between planning practice and food 

systems, a picture of a new field of planning - food systems planning - began to 

emerge. As definitions and conceptual frameworks began to evolve around the 

idea of food systems planning, support for the idea began to solidify (Donald, 

2008). More and more planning theorists and practitioners began to view food 

systems through a planning lens, and incorporate these ideas into their practice. 
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Special  journal  issues  have  been devoted entirely  to  articles  on food systems 

planning, and in 2007 the American Planning Association released a new guide 

for  planners  as  mentioned earlier,  entitled  'Policy Guide  on Community and 

Regional Food Planning'. 

Food systems planning could now be considered to be a fully fledged 'subfield' of 

urban and regional planning practice (Donald, 2008). With official recognition 

and practice guidelines from the American Planning Association, accessibility of 

information  on  food  systems  planning  has  increased  for  planners  in  North 

America and beyond. The essential ethos of food systems planning could be seen 

to  be  a  blend  of  'food  security'  and  sustainability  objectives.  The  Food  and 

Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations defines security as being "when 

all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and 

nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active 

and healthy life" (Food and Agriculture Organisation, 2006: 1). Sustainability has 

been defined in a variety of ways but a commonly accepted broad definition can 

be found in the 1987 United Nations publication 'Our Common Future'  also 

known as  the  'Brundtland Report',  which defines  sustainable  development  as 

"development  that  meets  the needs of  the present without  compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs." (Brundtland, 1987: 16). 

Food systems planning aims to achieve both of these objectives by implementing 

policies,  plans  and  programmes  that  approach  the  food  system in  a  holistic 

fashion by identifying strengths,  weaknesses,  threats and opportunities within 

current  food  systems,  and  the  interconnections  between  various  groups  and 

organisations that could be further utilised for more sustainable processes within 

food systems (Campbell, 2004). 

A key development of the solidification of food systems planning as a discipline 

34



2 Literature Review

was the provision of seven general policies for planners to follow when pursuing 

food systems planning goals, as outlined in the American Planning Association's 

Policy Guide on Community and Regional Food Planning (2007). These policies 

can be interpreted in a variety of ways and are intended to be broad in scope and 

general in nature, but they represent the main general ideas expressed by food 

systems planners up until that point. They are:

1. Support comprehensive food planning process at the community and regional 

levels.

2. Support strengthening the local and regional economy by promoting local and 

regional food systems.

3. Support food systems that improve the health of the regions residents.

4. Support food systems that are ecologically sustainable.

5. Support food systems that are equitable and just

6.  Support  food  systems  that  preserve  and  sustain  diverse  traditional  food 

cultures of Native American and other ethnic minority communities

7.  Support  the  development  of  state  and  federal  legislation  to  facilitate 

community and regional food planning discussed in general policies 1 through 6. 

(American Planning Association, 2007: 2)

2 3 2. . Theoretical and conceptual frameworks of food systems planning

As described in earlier sections of this literature review, actions and initiatives 

that attempt remedy the problems of conventional food systems have been in 

existence  for  several  decades.  But  the  cohesive  and  recognised  field  of  food 

systems  planning  evolved  more  slowly.  Hinrichs  (2003)  describes  that  until 

recently,  theory  and  practice  in  the  field  of  food  systems  has  been  highly 

fragmented, often focusing on just one aspect of the overall system. In addition 
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to this, the bulk of attention has been given to the agricultural element of the 

system, with little focus on subsequent stages like processing and distribution. A 

holistic focus on the entire food systems from 'farm to fork' and beyond is what 

distinguishes  food  systems  planning  theory  from  earlier  forms  of  food  and 

agriculture  theory.  Donald,  et  al.  (2010)  reiterate  this  imbalance  in  focus  on 

agriculture,  but  they  view  the  existing  literature  as  a  useful  resource  for 

uncovering  underlying  assumptions  in  this  field  of  discourse.  Anderson  and 

Cook (1999) questioned whether food systems planning was a case of 'practice in 

need of theory', and they found that there was indeed a lack of consensus over 

the most fundamental  goals  and definitions  of  food systems planning within 

literature and practice.  The past  decade has seen a  large amount of  material 

published  on  various  theories  surrounding  food systems  planning,  and some 

heated and long-running debates about some of the most fundamental tenants of 

various food movements, including the concept of 'localisation', the appropriate 

level  of  governance  in  food  systems,  and  the  ways  in  which  food  systems 

planning should fit into the specific contexts of particular areas. The more that 

these issues have been debated, the more it has come to be revealed that early 

food  systems  planning  initiatives  were  based  on  assumptions  which  when 

examined more closely are often nonsensical or contradictory (Born and Purcell, 

2006).  This  'teething period'  for  food systems planning theory has  presented 

some  serious  difficulties  for  practitioners  trying  to  defend  their  actions  in 

various initiatives, but it has ultimately resulted in a more solid foundation from 

which food systems planning can move forward in a tangible way by establishing 

a common language and identifying shared goals and objectives  (Pothukuchi, 

2004). 

The range of perspectives presented within food systems planning discourse is 

varied. At a fundamental level, theory is based around the notion that planning 
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is a useful tool for facilitating change toward sustainability, and authors attempt 

to  decipher  the  best  ways  that  planning  mechanisms  can  be  used  in  a  food 

systems context. Some theories are directed at utilising current mainstream food 

systems frameworks in a more effective, sustainable and socially just way. Others 

claim that the problems evident within conventional food systems are inherently 

and deeply embedded within their frameworks and ideologies and that a new 

alternative system needs to be created to replace the current ineffective ones. 

Anderson and Cook (1999) examined some of the earlier food systems planning 

literature and argued for a need to create a consensus vision of a desirable food 

system, and a common language for  food systems scholars  to engage within. 

They stressed that the political philosophies and underlying assumptions about 

food policy need to be made explicit, in order to determine whether differences 

in perspectives  arise  from genuine  differences  in  the  broader  vision for  food 

systems  sustainability,  or  whether  they  are  instead  artefacts  of  a  person’s 

underlying political beliefs (Anderson and Cook, 1999). Given that food systems 

planning is a subfield of planning as a whole, the American Planning Association 

has  determined that  most  theory in this  field will  be  based on some of  the 

fundamental themes that thread through most planning discourse. These include:

1. The importance of community participation in all aspects of planning

2.  The  usefulness  to  all  general  policies  of  common  planning  activities  in 

research, plan-making, plan-implementation, conflict resolution, and consensus 

building.

3. Recognition that all planning occurs in a political context and that political 

support may be garnered more easily for some issues than others. 

4.  The existence  of  tensions between and among general  policies,  which will 

require dialogue among stakeholders in particular communities and regions to 

resolve. 
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                                                    (American Planning Association, 2007: 7)

With regards to food systems planning in particular, some of the common goals 

are seen in the literature regardless of specific political outlooks and attitudes 

include ecological sustainability, social justice, democracy, better nutrition, food 

security, freshness, and quality (Born and Purcell, 2006). To some extent these 

themes represent the beginnings of identifying common goals as called for by 

Anderson and Cook (1999). It is the way that different strategies seek to achieve 

these  goals  that  separate  the  different  perspectives  in  food  systems  planning 

theory.  Another  of  Anderson  and  Cook's  (1999)  suggested  requirements  for 

successful outcomes in food systems planning theory is closer attention to what 

is  specifically  meant  by  ambiguous  terms  such  as  'community',  'local', 

'sustainability' or 'social justice'. Much of the discourse on food systems planning 

centres around strengthening communities or localising food systems. But how is 

a  community or  'local'  defined?  While  the  terms seem simple  at  first,  closer 

examination finds that the boundaries are extremely fuzzy, with both community 

and local being socially constructed concepts with no clear physical boundaries. 

While  a  consensus  on  a  clear  definition  of  these  terms  does  not  yet  exist, 

following on from Anderson and Cook's (1999) ideas, planners engaging in food 

systems activities should at least attempt to define what they mean by terms like 

this in their own specific context. 

One of the big challenges for food systems planning theory has been to find a 

direction  which  not  only  works  towards  normative  goals  of  environmental, 

social  and  economic  sustainability,  but  also  is  realistically  implementable  in 

today’s society. Unsustainable practices have become so deeply ingrained in day-

to-day human life that any ideas that actually move towards remedying these 

problems may be viewed as overly radical or unrealistic (Allen, et al., 2003). Any 
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change within an established system as large as the food system are going to have 

impacts on a wide range of stakeholders. When some of these stakeholders are 

multinational agribusiness or food retail chains with a large amount of economic 

power  and  political  influence,  changes  that  aim  to  move  away  from  the 

conventional industrialised food systems model  may be extremely difficult to 

implement (Mendes, 2008). As such, many food systems planners have opted to 

take  an  incremental  approach  to  theory  -  gently  guiding  society  towards 

sustainability by creating plans and policies that will take a step in the right 

direction and open up opportunities for further progress (Kloppenburg, et al., 

2000).

2 3 3. . The role of scale in food systems planning

Scale, and more specifically 'the local', has played a central role in food systems 

planning literature and practice to date. Localisation of food systems has been 

promoted  as  a  method  by  which  communities  can  overcome  the  unwanted 

effects  of  conventional  food  systems,  in  essence  "opposing  the  global  by 

reconstructing  the  local"  (Allen,  et  al.,  2003:  61).  Surveys  have  shown  that 

consumers perceive 'local foods' as safe, pure, natural and fresh (Edwards-Jones, 

et al., 2008). What exactly is meant by 'localisation' has been at times ambiguous 

and quite variable within the literature. In cases where physical boundaries are 

drawn around  the  'local',  the  size  of  local  regions  can  vary  from municipal 

boundaries or even individual suburbs, to entire national territories (Edwards-

Jones, et al., 2008). The general idea of food system localisation is the idea of a 

city  or  region  becoming  more  self-reliant  in  its  food  supply,  by  linking 

production  and  consumption  around  particular  sites  and  aiming  to  achieve 

systems  where  the  entire  production,  distribution,  consumption  and  waste 

disposal process of a food product occurs within a given territorial boundary 

(Born and Purcell, 2006). In some literature this is described as 're-localisation' 
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because  of  the  fact  that  prior  to  the  industrial  revolution,  virtually  all  food 

systems were local food systems (Schönhart, et al., 2009). 

Proponents of local food systems initiatives such as farmers markets, community 

supported  agriculture,  farm-to-school  programmes,  or  local  food  networks 

claim  that  localisation  reduces  the  environmental  impact  of  food  systems, 

supports  the local economy, reduces carbon emissions,  increases  social  justice 

and  equity  in  the  food  system,  and  strengthens  communities  (DuPuis  and 

Goodman,  2005).  Others  have  argued  that  because  different  regions  have 

different  'carrying  capacities',  sustainability  should  be  regionalised  (Sonnino, 

2009). Hinrichs (2003) was one of the first to explicitly describe the dangers in 

creating a 'local' versus 'global' binary in which 'local is good' and 'global is bad', 

and whereby  all  negative  outcomes  in  food systems  are  attributed  to  global 

capitalist models and all good outcomes are attributed to localised, community 

based models. Hinrichs (2003) also identified two distinct forms of localisation 

that were emerging. One of these is 'defensive' localism, in which regions desire 

to  become more self  reliant  for  the  purposes  of  protecting  a  region against 

outside  forces  of  'otherness'.  The other  is  'diversity-receptive'  localism,  which 

views  the  boundaries  between  regions  as  permeable  borders  rather  than 

barricades, and differences and exchange between different regions is expected 

and capitalised on. Advocates promoting a diversity-receptive form of localism 

aim to "amplify the richness of a place while keeping in mind the rights of a 

multi-faceted  world"  (Hinrichs,  2003:  37).  In  a  similar  way,  Fonte  (2008) 

distinguishes between localisation efforts that aim to produce food for the local 

area itself, as compared to localisation initiatives which focus on 'terroir', or the 

production of goods from the local area that are said to have additional qualities 

because they are from this area, and marketing those goods to distant consumers. 

DuPuis and Goodman (2005) warn of a romanticised notion of the local which 
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under  the  surface  maintains  the  same  societal  inequalities  and  production 

inefficiencies as the globalised food system, providing only a cosmetic solution 

to the problems at hand. 

Critiques of the theory of localisation have been numerous. One of the most well 

known discussions on this subject is Born and Purcell's (2006) article 'Avoiding 

the Local Trap', in which they go into detail about the troubles with assuming 

that  localisation  is  going  to  inherently  lead  to  any  specific  outcome.  They 

describe the tendency for many advocates and practitioners to 'confuse a means 

with an ends' and think that it is the act of localisation in and of itself that will 

lead  to  environmental,  social  or  economic  sustainability  outcomes.  They 

describe this  tendency as  'the local  trap'.  Born and Purcell  (2006) argue that 

scales are not independent entities with their own inherent outcomes, but rather 

that scales are strategies used by certain actors to carry out a particular agenda, 

and that it is the nature of that agenda, not the scale itself, that leads to certain 

outcomes such as sustainability or social justice. On top of this, they point out 

that focusing only on one scale misses the crucial relationships between scales 

that result in a functioning multi-scalar system. One example of this is that case 

studies have shown that people engaged in local food movements are less likely 

to consider viable progressions toward sustainability at larger scales, for example 

national level policies or even broader options such as EU-wide laws mandating 

sustainable agricultural production (Born and Purcell, 2006).

DuPuis and Goodman (2005) illustrate several examples of how localisation can 

result in negative or 'zero-sum' outcomes for sustainability and justice goals. One 

example  is  that  localisation  can  simply  reinforce  social  elites  and  retain  an 

inequitable  distribution of  wealth  within the  local  system,  at  the  expense  of 

other local people. Due to smaller farms and smaller quantities of food involved 
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in catering for local food systems, localisation can also be less efficient in many 

ways, and result in unproductive inter-regional competition. Finally, localisation 

is  not  necessarily  incompatible  with  globalisation  and  it  is  vulnerable  to 

cooptation by existing large agribusiness and food retail firms in a similar way to 

the  conventionalisation  of  organics  that  has  already  occurred  (DuPuis  and 

Goodman, 2005). Other authors have provided more examples of the potential 

for  localisation  to  backfire.  Local  farmers  may  not  necessarily  be  better 

environmental  stewards,  because  they  may  lack  the  knowledge,  money,  or 

resources to implement sustainable farming practices as compared to larger scale 

farming operations with more capital and research capabilities (Hinrichs, 2003). 

Schönhart, et al. (2009) describe how a shift to local production can incur a new 

set  of  inefficiencies,  for  example  if  heated  greenhouses,  imported  feed  or 

fertilisers, or increased irrigation are required to produce crops locally that are 

normally imported. Mariola (2008) argues against the 'food miles' concept that 

proposes that food travelling shorter distances is more environmentally friendly 

than long-distance food distribution. He suggests that there are many ways that 

localisation can have the opposite effect, including many farmers taking small 

amounts  of  goods  to  markets  in  smaller  vehicles,  or  more  small  processing 

plants which produce a smaller amount of goods. These localised systems will 

find  it  incredibly  hard  to  compete  with  the  highly  efficient  production  and 

distribution systems of conventional large-scale food supply chains. 

In order for  a true comparison for the environmental impact of  local versus 

import  based  supply  chains,  a  whole  'life  cycle  analysis'  of  products  which 

considers all inputs and outputs along the way, including social, environmental 

and  economic  effects,  must  be  conducted  (Edwards-Jones,  et  al.,  2008).  At 

present there is a lack of comprehensive life cycle analysis on local products so it 

is difficult to evaluate whether localised supply chains truly do reduce carbon 
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emissions and environmental impacts (Mariola, 2008).  Schönhart, et al. (2009) 

suggest that while local systems may currently be inefficient, this may be because 

there  is  not  the  same level  of  infrastructure  devoted to localised production 

chains as compared to specialised national or global scale distribution networks. 

An example of overcoming this could be for clusters of farmers in particular 

areas to combine the transportation of their goods in a single large truck, or to 

share  farm  equipment  such  as  ploughs  and  tractors  amongst  farmers.  The 

question remains of whether local systems would have the capital resources or 

the volumes of goods required to implement more efficient distribution systems. 

Another of the key questions when evaluating 'import substitution' in localised 

supply chains, is what  kinds of crops are being attempted to be grown locally 

that are normally grown elsewhere? Bellows and Hamm (2001) highlight that if 

crops  such  as  tomatoes  are  grown  in  winter  in  temperate  climates  for  the 

purposes of food system localisation, the energy use required for heating and 

lighting may well be higher than simply importing them from a warmer area 

that does not require these inputs. This suggestion raises broader issues including 

that if a shift to localised food systems is to have true environmental benefits, the 

diets of consumers will also have to change towards eating crops that can be 

grown naturally in that area in any given season. Another critical component of 

successful  localisation is  a  move away from fossil  fuel  based production and 

distribution methods towards more sustainable options (Mariola, 2008). It may 

be sensible to retain lower population densities in highly productive agricultural 

regions, and transport food to urban centres via efficient distribution networks, 

than it is to try and base as much agricultural production as possible in close 

proximity to urban centres on small, inefficient farms, or in areas that do not 

have adequate amounts of arable land. Localisation is also claimed by many to 

increase the  'resiliency'  of a community’s food system (Feagan, 2007; Seyfang, 
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2006). Schönhart, et al. (2009) point out that localisation could in fact increase 

the vulnerability of a food system to large-scale natural events such as droughts 

or floods, and at the very least networks should be established and plans in place 

for regions to supplement each other’s food supplies should the need arise. 

These arguments are just some examples of a large amount of literature involving 

debates around the merits or otherwise of food system localisation. One of the 

clear outcomes from over ten years of discussion on the topic is that the concept 

of localisation is not as simple or innocent as it may first appear (DuPuis and 

Goodman, 2005). The other message from the literature has been that there is a 

need for more research in to the subject, and the actual effects of food system 

localisation need to be measured and evaluated in comparison to other models. 

Schönhart,  et  al.  (2009)  have  described three main perspectives  found in the 

debates around localisation: the optimistic view of localisation which has been 

referred to as the 'local trap'; the 'economic inefficiency' view which states that 

local systems can never be as efficient as larger scale systems (a 'global trap' of 

sorts); and a new emerging form of scalar discourse which advocates for 'reflexive 

localism',  or  viewing  local  systems  in  the  context  of  a  multi-scalar  food 

production and distribution system whereby specific segments of food systems 

may  be  localised  on  a  rational  basis.  Even  some  of  the  harshest  critics  of 

localisation theory (such as Born and Purcell, 2006; DuPuis and Goodman, 2005; 

and Hinrichs, 2003) have stated that their aim is not to discredit localisation in 

and of itself, but to encourage a more critical approach to it. They all accept that 

localisation,  if  implemented  correctly,  could  indeed  yield  many  social, 

environmental  and  economic  benefits  over  current  global  industrialised  food 

systems.  The  key  task  is  to  evaluate  the  trade-offs  and  the  actual  effects  of 

switching to localised systems, and to perceive localisation as a strategy by which 

to achieve goals, rather than as a goal in itself (Schönhart, et al., 2009). 
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Current trends in thinking about localisation appear to be pointing towards a 

'network  theory'  approach  in  which  local  food  systems  can  recognise  the 

importance  of  place  and  engage  in  import  substitution  activities  where 

appropriate, while also acknowledging that inter-regional trade could be a part 

of a functional sustainable food system model (Feagan, 2007). In a recent article, 

Donald, et al. (2010: 172) describe that network theory involves a model which 

deals with “flows, processes and relationships rather than static or monolithic 

structures and systems", and establishing linkages and interdependencies within 

local networks as well as at other scales. The simplistic dichotomy of 'local' and 

'global' needs to be abandoned in favour of an inclusive and reflexive conceptual 

framework that has no inherent assumptions about the outcomes associated with 

any given scale (DuPuis and Goodman, 2005). As far as what scale these systems 

would best be  managed at,  a growing body of literature supports the idea of 

conceptualising food systems within 'regional' contexts, which could potentially 

mirror 'bioregional' models which are natural regions based on climate or other 

geographical  measures  (Donald,  et  al.,  2010;  Feagan,  2007).  Globally  sourced 

products in the local food basket could be replaced with sustainably grown local 

produce  where appropriate,  and a  stronger  focus  on the  links,  synergies  and 

substitution possibilities should be given to the broader food system, rather than 

isolated analysis. Some degree of inter-regional trade will always be present if we 

are to retain some elements of our diets that have come to be norms, such as 

coffee, bananas and so on, and in these cases focus should be on acquiring these 

goods through sustainable, ethical and socially just sources (Schönhart,  et al., 

2009).
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2 3 4. . Food systems planning in its relevant context

The context in which food systems planning initiatives occur is another topic of 

key interest within the literature. All initiatives occur within a particular social, 

political, economic and historical context (Feagan, 2008). The extent to which 

initiatives are shaped by these contexts, or the way that these contexts determine 

which initiatives are implemented as opposed to rejected, is a subject that has 

received some attention in  recent  years  (Clark,  Munroe and Mansfield,  2010; 

Mendes, 2008). DuPuis and Goodman (2005), Fonte (2008), Rayner, et al. (2008) 

and others have observed marked and distinct differences in the characteristics of 

sustainable food systems activism in North America as compared to Europe and 

the UK, differences which are thought to emerge from the particular historical, 

social  and  political  climates  of  those  places.  Aerni  (2009)  compared  public 

debates around sustainable agriculture in both Switzerland and New Zealand. 

He found that the form that these debates took in each country tended be shaped 

by  dominant  political  stakeholders  with  a  particular  agenda.  These  political 

agendas simultaneously contribute to and are shaped by the formation of public 

opinion.  It  has  been noted that  many western nations  around the  world are 

currently operating under various forms of neoliberal structures of governance. 

Eaton's  (2008) analysis of  alternative food movements in the city of  Niagara, 

Canada  from  1990  to  2007,  traced  changes  in  the  characteristics  of  these 

initiatives across changes in the political inclinations of local governments. She 

found  that  during  the  first  period,  from  1990  to  1995,  a  social  democratic 

government displayed strong support for local sustainable agriculture initiatives. 

During this time there were concerted efforts to link local people with access to 

local food, and initiatives were targeted at increasing the wellbeing of society as 

a whole, in the view that citizens quality of life is at least partially determined by 

the  health  of  the  communities  in  which  they  live.  In  1995,  a  progressive 
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conservative  government  was  elected  to  local  government  and  they  pursued 

strongly  neoliberal  agendas.  With  many  state  supports  slashed  from 

sustainability  or  community oriented projects,  many practitioners  within the 

alternative  food  initiatives  were  forced  to  pursue  more  market-led, 

entrepreneurial style takes on their ideas (Eaton, 2008). Aerni (2009) has also 

described  how some  projects  for  sustainable  agriculture  advocacy  have  been 

abandoned due to changes in political  or  economic climates  of  the places  in 

which they are based. 

Allen, et al. (2003) and others have observed that in many case study examples, 

advocates and activists engaging in projects which set out to oppose neoliberal 

structures  of  governance,  end  up  replicating  or  reproducing  these  forms  of 

governance  within  their  own  organisations.  The  ideas  of  political  activism 

through purchasing decisions,  voluntary labelling schemes like fair  trade and 

organic,  or  attempts  to  strengthen  local  food  sectors  are  all  examples  of 

neoliberal  frames  of  thinking being used within alternative  food movements. 

Guthman (2008) postulates that the shift to neoliberal forms of governance in 

many  countries  has  transformed  the  range  of  political  rationalities  and 

techniques of governance in such a way that they make some of these new forms 

of  activism  possible.  She  views  neoliberal  agendas  to  be  as  much  of  an 

opportunity as they are a threat to the emergence of sustainability initiatives. 

Sonnino  (2009)  does  not  see  neoliberalism as  a  barrier  for  sustainable  food 

systems either, pointing out the fact that there is no characteristic of neoliberal 

systems  that  make  them inherently  unsustainable.  Activists  and  advocates  in 

many areas of food system sustainability have come to accept these forms of 

governance as largely unchangeable in the short term, and many now seek to 

achieve  change  outside  of  the  state  through  entrepreneurial,  independently 

supported projects,  rather than relying on the state as provider of services or 
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regulator  of  externalities  (Allen,  et  al.,  2003;  Guthman,  2008;  Harris,  2009). 

These forms of activism could even extend into the corporate world, by helping 

industries to find ways to implement industry based regulation or certification 

schemes for measures such as sustainability or social justice, and identify how 

these systems could be economically sustainable or even enhance profit for the 

industries involved (Fonte, 2008). This is an example of advocates taking an open 

minded approach to their activities, abandoning preconceptions about who are 

the  'good  guys'  and  the  'bad  guys'  and  instead  keeping  the  true  goals  of 

sustainability  as  primary  concern  -  reflexively  utilising  existing  political  and 

economic frameworks to move towards sustainable food systems (Harris, 2009). 

The role of the firm (Donald, 2008) and the attitudes of consumers (Fonte, 2008) 

are also critical contexts within which food systems exist, and they determine 

whether changes to any given food system will  be a success  or a failure.  No 

initiative  will  ever  get  off  the  ground  without  businesses  supporting  it  and 

consumers  buying  the  products  that  are  produced.  The  ways  in  which  large 

multinational  firms  interact  with  local  firms  in  a  multi-scalar  food  systems 

model also has a great influence over the outcomes of any particular reshuffling 

of these dynamics (Donald, 2008). These attitudes are in turn shaped by diverse 

historical geographies of a place (Eaton, 2008). 

Another key area in which food systems planners must consider context is when 

attempting to find a 'balance of governance' for their activities, in other words to 

determine the extent to which their actions will be reactive or proactive, top-

down or bottom-up (Mendes, 2008). This is a critical question for food systems 

planners  and given the  complexity  of  the  contexts  that  these  initiatives  exist 

within, it is not an easy question to answer. The specific outcomes will of course 

depend on the particular directions that any given city or planning agency is 
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going in, and the best that planners can do is to attempt to be aware of the 

context that they are operating in to try and find the most appropriate way of 

utilising planning principles for specific food systems projects or policy-making. 

2 4. Conclusion

The  literature  reviewed  here  has  demonstrated  both  the  scope  and  the 

complexity of food systems at all scales. It has also shown some of the pressing 

challenges  within  food  systems  today,  and  future  challenges  looming  on  the 

horizon,  such  as  resource  scarcity,  climate  change,  persisting  economic 

inequities,  and social issues which can be linked closely with activities within 

food systems. The literature review has also shown that in recent years,  food 

systems  have  gained  the  attention  of  scholars  and  practitioners  within  the 

planning field, particularly in North America and Europe. Food systems are now 

well  recognised  as  fitting  within  the  scope  of  fields  that  planners  should  be 

engaging with, and the literature makes it clear that planning principles can be 

applied to food systems to help guide the overall systems toward a more socially, 

economically and environmentally sustainable mode of practice. These principles 

include stakeholder collaboration and networking, data collection and analysis, 

and  working  within  governments  or  other  organisations  to  translate  the 

outcomes of participatory processes and data collection into actionable plans, 

policies and programmes which will facilitate and support the transition of food 

systems stakeholders towards sustainable practice.  

Because food systems span such a wide range of industry sectors, from farming 

and agricultural research and development, through to processing, distribution, 

retailing, consumption and disposal of wastes associated with the food system, a 

multidisciplinary approach is crucial for planners engaging in this field. Authors 
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have  identified  that  successful  food  systems  planning  initiatives  require 

leadership to come from people who understand these multiple sectors and how 

they interrelate. One of the key tasks of food systems planning initiatives is to 

balance the needs of stakeholders to maximise efficiency and sustainability whilst 

minimising compromise for stakeholders where possible. As with other sectors 

transitioning to sustainable  practices,  tensions  and conflicts  are  sure  to  arise 

between different stakeholders, and this is where planners need to engage their 

training in conflict  resolution,  mediation and consensus building to facilitate 

stakeholders in reaching outcomes that are based on well informed perspectives 

and clearly defined and agreed goals and objectives.

This literature review has served to illustrate to the New Zealand reader the 

potential for planners to incorporate considerations of food systems issues into 

their  agendas.  The  range  of  contexts  that  this  form  of  planning  has  been 

developed in overseas shows that there is opportunity for food systems planning 

to occur in virtually every situation. No food system is perfect and there will 

always be challenges. These challenges are closely linked with the subjects that 

planners  have  strong  amounts  of  involvement  with,  including  resource 

management, local economic development, rural and urban land use planning, 

and the promotion of community well being. The rest of this thesis will explore 

the ways in which the theories and practices of food systems planning which 

have developed overseas can be adapted to the social,  economic, political and 

environmental contexts of New Zealand. 
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3 Methodology

3 1. Introduction

This  chapter  outlines  the  methodologies  that  were  utilised  for  information 

gathering, analysis and interpretation for the research presented in this thesis. 

The research sought  to  evaluate  the  opportunities  for  adapting  food systems 

planning  frameworks  to  the  New  Zealand  context,  for  the  purposes  of 

enhancing  the  resiliency  and sustainability  of  food  systems  in  New Zealand 

whilst incorporating community development objectives outlined by central and 

local level governments. The goals for the research were more clearly specified 

by four  stated research objectives  (See  Table 1).  The information required to 

achieve the research objectives was gathered from several sources. These were key 

informant interviews, a survey of local government planning departments, and 

document  analysis  of  key  publications  from  government  organisations  and 

industry bodies  within New Zealand.  These  data  sources  were supplemented 

with  academic  literature  drawn  from  both  New  Zealand  and  international 

sources,  for  the  purposes  of  positioning  the  research  within  the  broader 

theoretical and practical frameworks of food systems planning. Given the broad 

scope and the qualitative nature of the information gathered, limitations were 

encountered within the research framework. These limitations are discussed later 

in this chapter in order to show the confines of the research and the context in 

which it should be evaluated by the reader. 
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Table 1. The aim and objectives of the thesis

Aim To evaluate opportunities for adopting and implementing 
food  systems  planning  into  New  Zealand  planning 
frameworks

Objective 1 Identify the general characteristics of food production and 
distribution  systems  in  New  Zealand,  at  scales  ranging 
from small  scale  local  to  large  scale  export  orientated 
food sectors

Objective 2 Determine  the  current  level  of  central  and  local 
government involvement with New Zealand food systems

Objective 3 Identify  opportunities  for  the  development  and 
implementation of food systems planning initiatives within 
both government and the food sector itself

Objective 4 Develop a set of key recommendations for the relevant 
sectors  to  assist  them  in  carrying  out  the  initial  work 
required to establish a more coordinated, strategic and 
holistic approach to food systems planning in New Zealand 

3 2. Qualitative Investigative Approach

In order to gather the necessary data to achieve the research objectives outlined 

in Table 1, a qualitative research approach was utilised. Guided by the research 

objectives, this thesis aims firstly to understand the nature of food systems in 

New Zealand and the ways that governments can interact with those systems, 

and secondly,  to identify opportunities and provide recommendations for the 

application of food systems planning principles to those systems and government 

structures to support and enhance the sustainable development of those systems 

into  the  future.  These  opportunities  and  recommendations  are  based  on 

perceived areas of need as well as each individuals interpretation of the goals and 

responsibilities of whichever organisation they are associated with. A qualitative 

research approach is  the most appropriate  for  this  task,  as  illustrated by the 

functions of qualitative research described by Patton (2005: np) 
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Qualitative  research  analyses  data  from  direct  fieldwork 
observations,  in-depth,  open-ended  interviews,  and  written 
documents.  Qualitative  researchers  engage  in  naturalistic  inquiry, 
studying real-world settings  inductively  to  generate  rich  narrative 
descriptions  and  construct  case  studies.  Inductive  analysis  across 
cases yields patterns and themes, the fruit of qualitative research.

This  research  project  utilised  a  mix of  the  techniques  outlined in  the  above 

quote, with the goal of obtaining a diverse range of perspectives which could 

then be juxtaposed against  the  research objectives  to  develop the  results  and 

recommendations of the research, a methodology described by Creswell (2008). 

The  recommendations  given  in  this  thesis  are  intended  to  be  applicable  by 

councils  or  industry  stakeholders  around  New  Zealand.  As  such,  a  detailed 

understanding of the dynamics of the various sectors involved was important, 

and was best obtained through in-depth key informant interviews with people 

from a range of relevant backgrounds (Creswell, 2008). 

3 2 1. . Participants 

Key informants were defined as people whose knowledge and experiences could 

help build a detailed picture of New Zealand food systems and/or government 

activities and frameworks which would contribute to evaluation of the research 

objectives.  Representatives  were chosen from a diverse range of  backgrounds. 

Participants were sought based on the types of individuals identified by Schiff 

(2008) as the kinds of stakeholder that commonly sit on food policy advisory 

boards  or  other  community  based  food  systems  initiatives.  Schiff's  work 

identifies  having  a  broad  stakeholder  base  as  a  crucial  factor  in  achieving 

balanced and sustainable outcomes in the long term. Participants were drawn 

from sectors  including planning and policy positions in district  and regional 

councils,  local  economic  development,  farming,  food  processing,  food 

distribution and retailing,  community based policy  advocacy  groups,  organic 

certification  organisations,  food  orientated  crown  research  institutes,  and 
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university  based  academic  research.  A  total  of  fifteen  key  informants  were 

interviewed  and a  full  list  of  their  organisational  positions  can  be  found  in 

Appendix 1. Participants were selectively chosen for their representative positions 

within their organisations. Where possible, participants with an experience and 

knowledge base which was the most representative of their sector and/or relevant 

to food systems research were chosen. One of the constraints of the research was 

that due to budgetary and time constraints of the research, long distance travel 

was  not  a  practical  option.  As  such,  12  out  of  the  15  key  informants  were 

interviewed  in  Dunedin,  New Zealand,  the  home town of  the  researcher.  A 

further three interviews were carried out via recorded telephone conversations 

with participants in the North Island. 

3 2 2. . Key Informant Interviews

Information was gathered through one-on-one semi-structured interviews with 

key informants, which were conducted in the months of August and September 

2010. Exact questions were not predetermined, allowing new conversations to 

arise from the conversation. Given the diverse range of participants, the exact 

topics covered within each interview were quite variable. However they were all 

centred around the subject of the participants current involvement with food 

systems related issues, and their thoughts and opinions on potential options for 

future engagement, networking and collaboration within the food sector and/or 

local government. 

The variability in the exact subjects covered in the different interviews was a 

limitation of the research. Interviewing a broad range of participants involved 

the trade off of not having a high sample size from any one sector. However, 

considering the context of this research as being the first investigation on this 

subject within New Zealand, a diverse range of perspectives was seen as more 

important than an in-depth probe into any one sector. The goal of this thesis was 

to gauge the general attitudes and levels of support for food systems planning in 
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New Zealand, which can then be followed up by more specific research if desired 

or necessary. Thus, the limitation in sample size from each individual sector was 

a limitation which also allowed for a strength in the research with its diverse 

base of participant backgrounds. 

3 2 3. . Survey of local government planning departments

Because  of  the  small  number  of  key  informants  who  were  from a  planning 

background (5 of the 15 key informants were in professional planning or policy 

roles:  four  within  councils  and  one  independent),  as  well  as  the  geographic 

restriction of  these key informants  (4 out of  5 of  these key informants  were 

based  in  Dunedin),  it  was  felt  that  some supplementary data  was  needed to 

further evaluate the ideas and attitudes of council planners around New Zealand 

towards  opportunities  for  food  systems  planning.  As  such,  a  survey  was 

constructed  which  evaluated  a  range  of  key  topics  regarding  food  systems 

planning, and was sent to the planning departments of every council in New 

Zealand. A copy of this survey is attached in Appendix 4. Surveys were sent with 

an  accompanying  letter  giving  background  information  sufficient  to 

contextualise the questions contained in the survey within the broader concept 

of food systems planning.

Although  being  seeking  responses  from  a  sizeable  pool  of  respondents,  the 

survey was intended to be used as a tool for qualitative, rather than quantitative 

analysis. Response options for questions were entirely open ended and did not 

involve any scales, rating systems or the requirement for a 'yes/no' answer. This 

was  an  intentional  element  of  the  survey  because  the  goal  was  to  establish 

general ideas, attitudes and perceptions of respondents towards the concept of 

food systems planning, and a rating system was seen to be a potential limitation 

on the scope or creativity of the participant's response. No statistical analysis was 

run on the resulting data, but rather the specific responses of individuals were 

utilised to provide examples of different perspectives of respondents. On some 
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questions, responses were coded into their general response type and the ratios 

of these response types are provided with some of the survey results as presented 

in section 5.5.4.

Of  the  73  territorial  authorities  that  the  survey  was  sent  to,  a  total  of  16 

responses were received - 14 from district or city councils and two from regional 

councils. A further seven councils responded to say that they did not feel that 

food systems  were  an  area  that  falls  within  the  scope  of  local  government's 

responsibilities and as such declined the opportunity to take part in the survey. 

Thus,  the  total  response  rate  was  31.5%,  or  21.9%  if  the  blank  returns  are 

excluded.  The  councils  that  did  respond  were  well  spread  throughout  the 

country, with eight respondents each from the North and South Islands. 

This  low  response  rate,  as  well  as  responses  from  councils  declining  to 

participate on the basis of food systems not being perceived to be an area that 

councils should be involved in,  is  in itself  an indicator that awareness  of the 

potentials for food systems planning is low in New Zealand. 

3 2 4. . Secondary sources

To supplement the key informant interviews and survey results,  a number of 

secondary sources of data were utilised in order to gain a greater level of detail 

on certain topics that are not easily covered in interviews, for example statistical 

data.  Documents  used  as  secondary  sources  were  drawn  from  official 

publications of government departments or institutions,  reports  from various 

industry groups, statistical information from Statistics New Zealand and other 

sources,  and newspaper articles which highlighted public concerns on various 

topics relating to New Zealand food systems. 
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3 3. Ethical Considerations

An awareness and consideration of ethical issues associated with social science 

research allowed,  as  much as  possible,  for  their  mitigation  and management 

while designing, conducting and presenting this research. Collecting and using 

participant  data  comes  with  an  ethical  responsibility  not  to  mistreat  that 

information, or the informants providing it, for the purpose of the research. In 

accordance with standard research practice, the project proposal and methods 

were  viewed and  passed  by  the  University  of  Otago Geography Department 

Ethics Committee, well before participants were sought.

At the outset of contact with research participants the project was explained and 

participants received a written information sheet (see Appendix 3). Participants 

were given the opportunity to have any questions answered, and were aware of 

their right to withdraw from the project at any stage. Contact details for future 

communication were included as part of this information, to allow participants 

to  obtain  answers  to  any  questions  arising  after  the  interview  had  passed. 

Participant  comfort  and  perspectives  were  respected  at  all  times  during 

interviews. Throughout the presentation of results in this thesis, every effort has 

been made to preserve the anonymity of the research participants.

3 4. Conclusion

This section has outlined the methodological frameworks used for the research 

and  provided  justification  for  why  these  methods  were  chosen  as  the  most 

appropriate options to achieve the research objectives.  A qualitative approach 

was adopted, combining the information from 15 key informant interviews, 16 

local council planners survey responses, and document analysis from secondary 

sources including government and industry reports and newspaper articles,  in 

order to evaluate and develop the research objectives. The information gathered 

through these processes was collated and thematically coded in terms of the four 
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research objectives, which were then turned into sections of the thesis. While all 

care was taken in designing the research structure and methodology, time and 

budgetary constraints of the research, as well as its inherent nature as a piece of 

preliminary  investigative  research  with  a  wide  scope,  meant  that  there  were 

limitations with the research. Overall the methodologies utilised in this research 

succeeded in providing the necessary information to address and answer the four 

research objectives. The results of this research are now presented and discussed, 

starting with a chapter characterising New Zealand food systems. 
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4 Characterising New 

Zealand Food Systems

4 1. Introduction

New Zealand's low population density, temperate climate, fertile soils, relatively 

abundant fresh water supplies and other features of its natural environment and 

resource base makes it a desirable setting for agricultural activity (Campbell, et 

al.,  2009;  Sharma,  2009).  These  physical  characteristics,  combined  with  the 

country's long history of research and innovation in agricultural production and 

marketing,  have  allowed  New  Zealand  to  become  a  highly  productive 

agricultural  nation,  providing for  both domestic  needs and significant export 

markets  (Campbell,  et  al.,  2009;  Statistics  New  Zealand,  2010a).  Food  and 

beverage  is  New  Zealand's  largest  productive  sector,  employing  one  in  five 

workers and generating over half of our export earnings (Ministry of Research, 

Science and Technology, 2007). This chapter provides a general picture of New 

Zealand's  food  systems  and  food  economies  at  different  scales.  A  general 

understanding of this type of knowledge is an important step for planners, policy 

makers  or  other  practitioners  who  may  be  interested  in  incorporating  food 

based strategies within their organisations but do not have sufficient background 

knowledge of the New Zealand context. 

4 2. The basics of New Zealand food systems

New Zealand produces a diverse range of food products, including meat, dairy 

products, fruit, vegetables, honey, grains, and shellfish (Federated Farmers, 2010). 

Specific  crops  grown  vary  from  region  to  region,  with  many  parts  of  New 
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Zealand specialising in growing large quantities of  crops which are suited to 

their local climate.  For example,  pipfruit,  stonefruit and grapes are grown in 

hotter drier areas such as Central Otago, Hawkes Bay, Nelson and Marlbrough; 

Oamaru and Pukekohe are well known for their potato growing; grains and a 

wide range of vegetable crops are grown in Canterbury; while warmer northern 

regions including Northland and Bay of Plenty produce crops such as avocado, 

kiwifruit, feijoa and kumara (Plant and Food, 2009). Fertile pasture lands with 

adequate irrigation are increasingly being converted to dairy farming throughout 

the country, while more marginal dry hill country is often utilised for sheep and 

beef  farming,  which is  less  intensive  (Federated Farmers,  2010;  Parliamentary 

Commissioner for the Environment, 2004a).   

4 2 1. . Food distribution and retailing

In New Zealand, food is distributed and retailed via systems familiar to most 

industrialised  countries.  Food  is  retailed  through  supermarkets,  convenience 

stores, green grocers, and the hospitality industry including restaurants and cafés 

(Sharma, 2009). Supermarkets make up the bulk of retail food sales, and 97% of 

the  supermarket  sector  is  controlled  by  just  two  companies  -  Progressive 

Enterprises and Foodstuffs (NZ) Ltd. (Sharma, 2009). This situation has caused 

concern among consumer watchdogs (Otago Daily Times, 2009), and there are 

often  debates  in  the  media  over  whether  it  is  this  "cosy  duopoly"  that  has 

contributed to New Zealand having higher food price rises than other countries, 

as well as farmers receiving low prices for their produce (Scherer, 2010). Declines 

in  the  profitability  of  some  agricultural  sectors,  especially  fresh  fruit  and 

vegetables  for  domestic  markets,  has  been  reported  by  the  Ministry  of 

Agriculture and Forestry (2009) and in some cases average returns are no longer 

enough to cover the costs of production. In 2008 the Green Party called for a 

commerce commission investigation into potential price fixing activity between 

Progressive and Foodstuffs. This has not yet taken place, and both companies 

deny engaging in  illegal  pricing practices.  Formal investigation is  difficult  to 
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initiate as most laws surrounding the subject relate to monopolies rather than 

duopolies  (Green  Party  of  Aotearoa  New  Zealand,  2008).  However,  fresh 

allegations  continue  to  surface  in  the  media  from producers,  processors  and 

independent  grocers  about  Progressive  Enterprises  and  Foodstuffs  (NZ)  Ltd. 

leveraging their duopolistic power in questionable ways (e.g. McNelly, 2010). The 

Greens are now campaigning for New Zealand to adopt a supermarket code of 

conduct to protect the rights of growers and consumers and ensure that a fair 

price  is  paid.  Similar  systems  are  already in  place  in  the  UK and elsewhere 

(Green Party of Aotearoa New Zealand, 2010b).   

These various food retail outlets sell a mixture of fresh and processed products 

of both domestic and international origin. Overall, New Zealand produces a net 

surplus of food. In 2009, our total food exports were $20.4 billion, while total 

food  imports  were  only  $3.8  billion  (Statistics  New  Zealand,  2010b).  New 

Zealand  imports  a  wide  range  of  raw  ingredients  for  use  in  local  industry 

including as sugar, coco, fruit juice concentrates and so on, as well as importing a 

significant  amount  of  shelf-ready  processed  foods  (Statistics  New  Zealand, 

2010b). New Zealand also imports significant quantities of fresh produce, with 

fresh fruit and vegetable imports alone totalling over $1 billion per year (Plant & 

Food Research, 2009). Australia is our single largest trading partner, and in 2009 

we imported over $300 million worth of Australian fresh fruit and vegetables. 

We also imported significant quantities of fresh produce from the United States, 

Philippines and China (Statistics New Zealand, 2010b). Most imported fruits and 

vegetables  are  either  of  varieties  which  are  not  widely  grown  here,  such  as 

pineapples and bananas, or to supplement domestic production during the off 

season (Plant & Food Research, 2009). 

4 2 2. . Food safety

New  Zealand  is  widely  recognised  as  a  world  leader  in  food  safety,  with 

stringent requirements for virtually all food handling businesses being required 
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to abide by legislation outlined in the Food Act 1981 (currently under review) 

and the Animal Products Act 1999. The main organisation responsible for food 

safety in New Zealand is the New Zealand Food Safety Authority (NZFSA). 

Day to day monitoring, inspection and enforcement of food regulations within 

individual  businesses  is  carried  out  by  local  councils  through  their 

environmental  health  departments.  These  comprehensive  measures  for  food 

safety and their associated auditing requirements have resulted not only in New 

Zealand having low incidence of food borne illnesses, but our reputation for safe 

food has also put us at a competitive advantage in certain international export 

markets (New Zealand Food Safety Authority,  2010; New Zealand Trade and 

Enterprise, 2010d). It is clear that the issue of food safety has been well addressed 

in New Zealand and as such the subject is not explored further within this thesis, 

apart  from  the  role  of  local  council  environmental  health  officers  being 

responsible for auditing food businesses to ensure compliance. 

4 2 3. . Food access and food security 

Food access in a physical sense is not seen as a problem in New Zealand - most 

towns and cities are well stocked with food supplies via commercial distribution 

channels  (Key  Informant  11).  However,  with  rising  food  prices  at  the 

supermarket, including recent jumps in the price of fresh fruit and vegetables 

(Timaru Herald,  2010),  food access is increasingly becoming a problem in an 

economic sense, particularly for low income households (Key Informant 11). 

It  is  also  important  to  note  that  current  industrialised food production and 

distribution  networks  are  heavily  dependent  on  fossil  fuels  and  other  non-

renewable  resources  at  virtually  every  stage  of  the  food  chain,  from  the 

fertilisers, machinery and energy inputs involved at the farm level, through to 

immense amounts of energy and physical resources being used in the processing, 

packaging,  distribution  and  retail  sectors  (Mariola,  2008).  The  depth  of  the 

vulnerabilities created by this dependence are profound, and could be the subject 

62



4 Characterising New Zealand Food Systems

of  several  theses  in  and  of  themselves.  The  extent  to  which  food  systems 

incorporate fossil fuels goes far beyond simple transport chains. For example, the 

vast  majority  of  nitrogenous  fertilisers,  the  primary  nutrient  input  of 

agricultural  systems  world  wide,  is  produced  from  non-renewable 

petrochemicals.  This  was  highlighted  as  an  issue  of  serious  concern  in  the 

Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment report 'Growing For Good: 

Intensive Farming, Sustainability and New Zealand's Environment'  (2004a:85), 

which highlighted that 

...today, around the globe, more than half the atoms of nitrogen that 
are  incorporated  into  green  plant  material  come from fossil  fuel 
energy  subsidised  fertilisers,  rather  than  from  natural 
biogeochemical processes.

This fact illustrates the point that a great proportion of the world's population 

are  in  a  sense  literally  eating  fossil  fuels,  and  indeed  we  depend  on  these 

synthetically fertilised foods to sustain the global population at its current levels. 

 
While these production and distribution channels may be viewed as 'efficient' in 

present day scenarios, energy security or ongoing availability of mineral based 

fertilisers is by no means guaranteed (Cordell, et al., 2009). Many food systems 

researchers and activists believe that now is the time to begin building resiliency 

into  our  food  systems  through  diversification  and  developing  low-input 

agricultural systems, rather than waiting for price shocks or supply shortages to 

force a system transition that could potentially be abrupt or chaotic (Heinberg, 

2007).  The  true  fragility  of  the  international  food  security  and  supply  was 

brought into sharp focus with the world food crisis of 2008. The crisis saw rapid 

inflation in the price of basic foods on international markets, and resulted in 

food riots  in  several  countries,  followed by  many nations  re-evaluating  their 

fundamental food security status (McMichael, 2009). The crisis was thought to 

stem from 
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a long term cycle of fossil fuel dependence of industrial capitalism, 
combined  with  the  inflation-producing  effects  of  current  biofuel 
offsets  and  financial  speculation,  and  the  concentration  and 
centralization of  agribusiness  capital  stemming from the  enabling 
conjunctural  policies  of  the  corporate  food  regime.  Rising  costs, 
related  to  peak  oil  and  fuel  crop  substitutes,  combine  with 
monopoly  pricing  by  agribusiness  to  inflate  food prices,  globally 
transmitted  under  the  liberalized  terms  of  finance  and  trade 
associated with neoliberal policies (McMichael, 2009: 281). 

Many agricultural  scientists  and food systems  researchers  saw the  2008  food 

crisis as providing an undeniable mandate and obligation for the global policy-

making community to finally begin to address its long running neglect of serious 

global food security issues (Headey and Fan, 2008). 

These  types  of  discourse  reflect  a  growing  level  of  unease  about  global 

industrialised food systems. Within New Zealand, awareness is growing around 

food systems issues, and the first hints of the recognition that a fundamental 

shift from a 'business as usual' mentality is required are beginning to show. In 

2004  a  Parliamentary  Commission  for  the  Environment  Report  entitled 

‘Growing For Good’ was released, which was a thorough examination of the 

characteristics  of  farming  systems  in  New  Zealand,  their  impacts  on  the 

environment, and potential future directions. The report called for a redirected 

and  reconfigured  agricultural  endeavour  back  towards  a  more  "harmonious 

relationship  with  nature  and  its  limits"  (Parliamentary  Commission  for  the 

Environment,  2004a:  31).  Following on from this,  the government formed an 

advisory body known as the Food and Beverage Task Force. They conducted a 

review of the threats and opportunities for New Zealand agricultural systems 

and their associated social and economic dimensions in light of current global 

trends.  Their  resulting  report,  'Smart  Food,  Cool  Beverage'  (2006),  while 

primarily focused on New Zealand's food and beverage exports, provided some 

clear messages about New Zealand's food system in general. They identified that 
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while prospects for export markets in Asia look good, due to their continued 

growth in population and economic wealth, several significant threats loom on 

the horizon for the food and agriculture industry. These included a declining 

availability of land, water, and wild fish stocks; consolidation of global retail 

chains leading to narrowing of profit margins; rising food safety and traceability 

compliance  costs;  as  well  as  the  stark  forecasts  of  potential  serious  climate 

change  in  New Zealand  and  elsewhere,  as  described  by  the  United  Nations 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (Food and Beverage Task Force, 

2006: 16; IPCC, 2007). 

Notably absent from this list of threats was the forecasted price increases and 

decline in availability of both fossil fuels and other non-renewable food system 

inputs such as fertiliser which are projected to be emerging over the next few 

decades (Hirsch, Bezdek, and Wendling, 2005). Denial of the true realities and 

implications of these problems appears to be widespread among government and 

agricultural  sectors  in  New Zealand,  and the subject  is  often not  covered in 

strategic documents relating to agriculture and global trade, as was highlighted 

by several interviewees for this research (Key Informants 1, 3, 4 ,5, 8, 9, 10, 12). 

With regards to forecast shortages of phosphate based fertilisers as covered by 

Cordell, et al. (2009), Key Informant 1, who engages with farmers on a regular 

basis,  commented "I  think  people  know about  peak  phosphate  but  I  haven't 

heard a lot of people taking it too seriously. It's the same with oil, you know, the 

"we'll  just  keep  going  till  it  runs  out"  attitude".  Other  interviewees  felt  that 

energy issues were not going to be immediate threats,  with Key Informant 7 

believing that New Zealand has ample stocks of coal in Southland to continue 

providing us with fuel and fertilisers for decades to come. These attitudes have 

been observed to be common in government and industry, where dealing with 

the fundamental underlying issues of long term sustainability are often allocated 

to the 'too hard' basket, and long-term strategies are potentially stifled by the 

three to four year timeframes found in politics and business (Key Informant 5). 

Most  high  level  strategies  for  New  Zealand  food  and  agricultural  sectors 
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continue  to  promote  ongoing  increase  in  export  earnings  and  production 

volumes, and these goals rest on assumptions of ongoing availability of cheap 

energy,  stable  global  economies  and  consistent  weather  patterns  -  a  scenario 

which  energy  and  climate  scientists,  economists  and  even  energy  companies 

around the world openly admit is highly unlikely (Heinberg, 2007; Hirsch, et al., 

2005; Mann and Kump, 2008). 

In 2009, the University of Otago in association with the Centre for the Study of 

Agriculture,  Food  and  the  Environment  (CSAFE)  hosted  its  annual  Foreign 

Policy School. The topic was ‘Dimensions of the Global Food Crisis’.  At this 

conference,  delegates  from  around  New  Zealand  and  the  globe  presented 

research on many of  the  problems  surrounding large  scale  agriculture  and a 

globalised  food system.  Tim Lang,  a  researcher  known for  coining the  term 

‘food  miles’,  pointed  out  that  New Zealand  is  efficiently  overproducing  the 

'wrong foods', in that we are aiming to produce dollar unit values, rather than 

strategically evaluating nutritional return per unit of energy, water, and other 

environmental capital invested (Lang, 2009). He thought that we should think 

more laterally about its land use and strategic futures for agriculture in New 

Zealand. Jules Pretty, another delegate, suggested that we need to increase our 

means of producing food where we live, via new farming practices and changing 

land uses. More recently, the New Zealand Government's chief science advisor, 

Sir Peter Gluckman, expressed an urgent and growing need for New Zealand to 

become truly innovative at  more fundamental  levels,  rather than focusing on 

'superficial'  innovation in efficiency gains and so on. He suggests industry and 

government needs to increase investment in research and development if we are 

to successfully overcome the multitude of present and future challenges facing 

the nation. He believed that politicians and policy makers have been well aware 

of this for some time, but it is now necessary to pay more than just lip service 

toward fostering New Zealand's innovation potential (Gorman, 2010). There is 

the potential to develop new frameworks for food systems here in New Zealand 

that  will  have  relevance  and  applicability  in  other  places  around  the  world, 
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potentially even in developing countries, as well as addressing our own problems 

and challenges. 

4 3. Large scale and export orientated food production in-  

New Zealand

New Zealand's  food production is  largely destined for  foreign markets,  with 

around 91% of domestic production being exported offshore (Federated Farmers, 

2010). Food exports are an integral part of New Zealand's economy, with over 

$20.4 billion of food products exported in 2009 (Statistics New Zealand, 2010b). 

Dairy products are New Zealand's highest export earner, with around $11 billion 

worth of dairy exports in 2009, mostly in the form of milk solids, cheese and 

butter (Federated Farmers, 2010). Fonterra, a dairy farmers cooperative which 

controls the majority of the dairy industry in New Zealand,  is  the country's 

largest company and is the worlds largest exporter of dairy products (Food and 

Beverage Task Force,  2006).  Meat products are New Zealand's second largest 

agricultural export, bringing in over $6 billion export dollars in 2009 (Statistics 

New Zealand, 2010b). 

The  horticultural  industry  is  also  significant  for  New Zealand exports,  with 

pipfruit,  stonefruit  and kiwifruit  being  grown extensively  in suitable  regions. 

Horticultural exports topped $3.9 billion in 2008, with kiwifruit, New Zealand's 

highest value plant crop, contributing $871 million to that figure (Plant & Food 

Research, 2009). Seafood is another significant food industry, with $1.35 billion 

worth of  seafood exported from New Zealand in 2009 in the form of  both 

farmed and wild caught fish, shellfish and crustaceans (New Zealand Trade and 

Enterprise, 2010b). Shrinking wild fish stocks are of concern to New Zealand 

fishing  companies,  and  quota  management  systems  are  in  place  (Food  and 

Beverage Task Force,  2006).  However the aquaculture  industry,  including the 

cultivation of New Zealand Greenshell Mussels in sheltered waters around the 
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coasts  is  a  growing  market  and  shows  promise  as  a  sustainable  production 

method for high quality mussels, which are high in protein and nutrients (New 

Zealand Trade and Enterprise, 2010b). 

Increasing  competition  from  regions  which  have  recently  boosted  their 

agricultural exports, such as Asia and South America, are an emerging threat to 

New Zealand  food  exports.  As  such,  research  and  development  in  the  food 

sector  continues  to  build  on  New  Zealand's  reputation  for  producing  high 

quality,  innovative,  food  products  with  excellent  food safety  and traceability 

measures in place, in order to retain our positioning as a producer of premium 

or speciality foods on the international market (Ministry of Research, Science 

and Technology, 2007). It is now widely recognised that it will be increasingly 

difficult  for  New  Zealand  agricultural  sectors  to  continue  to  increase  their 

output volumes as we have already made most of the 'easy' efficiency or land use 

intensity gains (Corolis Research, 2004). Therefore maintaining New Zealand's 

position  as  a  'premium'  producer  through  increased  innovation  in  product 

development and marketing techniques is a crucial element of the New Zealand 

food industry's export growth strategy (Food and Beverage Task Force, 2006). 
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Table 2.  Summary of groups and organisations with involvement in large scale 
and export food sector in New Zealand, and their core functions.

Group or Organisation Purpose and Functions

Government Organisations 
Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF)
Ministry of Fisheries (MoF)
New Zealand Food Safety Authority 
AgriQuality New Zealand 
New Zealand Trade and Enterprise (NZTE)
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
(MFAT)
Local governments

 Create policies and legislation which 
regulates various aspects of New Zealand 
food systems

 Ensure compliance with rules and regulations
 Provide quality assurance and traceability 

services 
 Monitor and report on the status of industry 

and resource bases in food related sectors 
 Provide funding to assist sustainable 

development of rural and urban 
communities and industry

Crown Research Institutions 
Plant & Food Research 
AgResearch
Landcare Research 
National Institute for Water and 
Atmospheric
   Research (NIWA)

 Industry based scientific research 
 Product innovation 
 Plant and animal breeding programmes
 Commercialisation of innovation 
 Promoting NZs unique market positioning in 

speciality foods 
 Focus on sustainability 

Producer Cooperatives 
Fonterra
Zespri
PPCS
Alliance Meats Ltd. 
NZ Honey Producers 
etc. 

 Provide a unifying force for a single industry 
sector

 Overseeing processing, distribution and 
marketing of products 

 Coordinating large numbers of individual 
farmers

 Spread risks and provide a degree of stability 
for commodity farmers

 Share the costs of developing new products 
or new markets

Industry Groups
DairyNZ
New Zealand Beef and Lamb
Organics Aotearoa New Zealand 
Horticulture New Zealand 
Pipfruit NZ
Federated Farmers
New Zealand Seafood Industry Council
New Zealand Kiwifruit Growers
Potatoes NZ
New Zealand Avocado Growers 
NZ Buttercup Squash 
etc.

 Represent a particular industry sector
 Disseminate latest research and information 

to members
 Facilitate communication and networking 

between members
 Advocate on behalf of members in 

government policy making processes 
 Assist growers in dealing with compliance 

requirements 
 Collect commodity levies for specific crops or 

products
 Interface with central government in the 

event of biosecurity outbreaks
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4 3 1. . Producer Cooperatives

One  of  the  distinguishing  features  of  New  Zealand  agriculture  in  an 

international  context  is  the  complete  absence  of  agricultural  subsidy  systems 

(Aerni,  2009).  Since  subsidies  were  removed in the  mid-1980s,  New Zealand 

agriculture has been fully exposed to international markets, a situation which is 

largely  attributed  with  catalysing  the  internationally  recognised  levels  of 

efficiency,  responsiveness  and  high  product  quality  within  New  Zealand 

agricultural systems, due to the need to compete in international markets with 

subsidised  products  from  other  countries  (Federated  Farmers,  2010; 

Parliamentary  Commissioner  for  the  Environment,  2004a).  This  exposure  to 

competitive environments has forced New Zealand farmers to innovate not only 

in their production methods, crop breeding and product development, but also 

in their organisational and business structures. Four of the five largest food and 

beverage  companies  in  New  Zealand  are  producer  cooperatives:  Fonterra, 

Zespri,  PPCS and Alliance Meats Ltd (Food and Beverage Task Force, 2006). 

These cooperative organisations have the growers as their shareholders and they 

serve the purpose of dispersing the risks associated with weather fluctuations, 

commodity price and exchange rate volatility, as well as providing opportunity 

for bulk buying power of inputs such as fertilisers, the ability to undertake large 

scale research and development projects, and a more coordinated entry into and 

presence in overseas markets (Food and Beverage Task Force, 2006). 

4 3 2. . Crown Research Institutes and associated organisations

The  New  Zealand  Government  provides  support  for  large  scale  and  export 

orientated agricultural industries in several ways. Research and development is 

provided by the  Crown Research Institutes  AgResearch,  which covers  animal 

products including meat and milk, and Plant & Food Research, which covers 

plant based horticulture as well as product innovation and marketing and some 

work on post-harvest seafood products (Key Informants 13 and 14). Both of these 
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organisations work with industry groups from various agricultural sectors, and 

often  conduct  research  and development  work  on a  commission basis.  They 

engage in activities ranging from plant and animal breeding, research about farm 

monitoring  and  methods  including  irrigation,  innovation  in  distribution, 

processing  and  marketing  of  agricultural  products,  through  to  health  and 

nutrition  research,  transfer  of  innovation  to  the  marketplace,  and  a  strong 

commitment  to  fostering  'sustainable'  growth  in  New  Zealand's  food  and 

beverage industry (Plant and Food Research, 2010; AgResearch, 2010). Two other 

Crown Research Institutes,  Landcare  Research and the  National  Institute  for 

Water and Atmospheric Research (NIWA) also have significant overlaps with 

New Zealand's food and agriculture industries, providing research on sustainable 

use of land and water resources. 

While they are government owned, Crown Research Institutes are expected to 

turn  a  profit,  and  as  such  the  work  that  they  engage  in  needs  to  have  the 

potential to produce high returns. Considering the expense involved in research 

and development, most of the work is centred around export orientated, large 

scale agricultural systems, although Plant & Food Research does undertake some 

work on domestic fruit and vegetable crops (Key Informants 13 and 14). 

In  addition  to  Crown  Research  Institutes,  several  universities  and  private 

research institutes throughout New Zealand engage in research around the topics 

of food and agriculture. Massey University, University of Otago, University of 

Waikato  and  Lincoln  University  all  have  dedicated  agricultural  research 

departments which together span all  aspects of agribusiness in New Zealand. 

Other departments within these universities and others, for example schools of 

business, food science, geography or human nutrition, also undertake research in 

food  systems  related  fields  from  time  to  time  (Key  Informants  11  and  12). 

Funding for university based research in these fields can come from a variety of 

sources,  both  public  and  private.  Sometimes,  Crown  Research  Institutes 

commission  research  within  university  departments  (Key  Informant  11),  and 
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universities  also make research and funding proposals  to various government 

departments  on  a  regular  basis  as  well  as  engaging  in  privately  sponsored 

research projects. Some independent research institutes, such as the Cawthron 

Institute in Nelson, are closely involved with the Crown Research institutes and 

also do commissioned research for them.

4 3 3. . Industry Groups

The New Zealand agricultural landscape is also characterised by a large number 

of  industry groups  catering  to  specific  crops,  regions  or  production systems. 

They usually exist for industry sectors which engage in export activity and are of 

a large enough size to justify the extra administrative costs of such an endeavour. 

These  groups  exist  for  the  purposes  of  representing  the  interests  of  their 

members in contexts ranging from planning and resource management through 

to commissioning research and development work (Key Informants 7 and 9). 

They also facilitate networking and communication between individual farmers, 

as  well  as  disseminating  information  about  the  latest  developments  and 

innovations within the industry to their members, through newsletters, meetings 

and so on. This is an important function of industry groups, as often individual 

farmers can be too busy to source this information independently (Food and 

Beverage Task Force, 2006). 

The overall goal of industry groups is to increase the financial viability of the 

industry for its members, whilst working towards long term goals of sustainable 

industry producing high quality products. Most industry groups are funded by a 

combination of membership fees and commodity levies on crops, and additional 

funding may come from government for specific projects (Key Informant 14). In 

some cases, a grower could belong to more than one industry group, for example 

if she was an organic orchardist growing both pipfruits and summerfruits. Some 

industry groups are 'umbrella  groups'  for  a  collection of  smaller  groups.  For 

example Horticulture New Zealand is an umbrella group which represents all of 
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New Zealand's plant based industry groups at a national and international level 

(Food and Beverage Task Force, 2006). 

4 3 4. . Unifying strategies in the export food sector

Overall, large scale and export orientated agribusiness in New Zealand could be 

said  to  be  extremely  well  supported,  with  many  organisations  operating  at 

different  levels  to  provide  services  relating  to  the  safe,  sustainable  and 

economically viable production, processing, distribution and marketing of New 

Zealand  produced foods.  However,  of  notable  absence  is  an  overall  strategic 

outlook on New Zealand food systems. There is considerable 'siloing', not only 

within individual industries  but also within organisations which govern food 

industries (Key Informant 5; Food and Beverage Task Force, 2006). For example, 

organisations  associated  with  dairy  farming  are  aiming  to  increase  the 

profitability  and  sustainability  of  dairy  farming,  by  continued  increases  in 

production, efficiency gains or increased value-adding before the product is sold. 

In  the  same  way,  pipfruit  growers  are  aiming  to  sell  more  pipfruit,  onion 

growers to sell more onions, and so on. Industry groups are aimed at promoting 

the growth and sales of their specific product, rather than helping farmers figure 

out whether dairying, for example, is even an appropriate farming type for the 

area, and if not, what would be the best crop type(s) they could be growing for 

long term security, profitability and sustainability. There is at present no policy 

at  the  central  government  level  which  outlines  an  overall  long  term  food 

strategy, nor does New Zealand have a local 'extension agency' to provide advice 

to farmers as is found in many other countries. The lack of a unifying direction 

and vision for the New Zealand food sector as a whole was recognised in the 

Food and Beverage Task Force publication 'Smart Food, Cool Beverage' (2006: 

22), which argued that 

The sector as a whole needs to establish structures and systems that 
will allow it to work more effectively as an integrated unit. That is 
important  not  just  for  the  collaborative  market  development 

73



4 Characterising New Zealand Food Systems

initiatives that might be undertaken, but also to derive best value 
from  the  sectors  assets.  This  can  be  achieved  by  better  aligning 
research with the commercial  needs of industry,  training to skills 
needs, and regulation for the practical realities of business. 

The final point of this statement, of more closely aligning regulation with the 

'practical  realities'  of  business,  illustrates  where  planning  and  policy-making 

could have an important role to play in the future shape of holistic food systems 

strategies.  The  request  hints  at  the  idea  of  deregulation  of  the  agribusiness 

industry so that farmers and processors can continue to meet growth targets. 

This  could be a reflection of  farmers desires  for  a loosening up of Resource 

Management Act based requirements for environmental protection. One of the 

central functions of planning is to evaluate the positions of various stakeholders 

and  to  evaluate  different  options  and  their  potential  outcomes  for  social, 

environmental  and  economic  sustainability,  and  as  such,  if  any  reshaping  of 

policy  was  to  take  place,  facilitation  from  a  planning  perspective  could  be 

invaluable in the process of redesigning policy frameworks to reduce barriers to 

the  food  industry,  whilst  still  retaining  a  strong  focus  of  environmental 

protection  and  positive  social  outcomes.  The  need  for  this  more  unified, 

strategic,  'NZ  Inc'  approach  is  becoming  ever  more  urgent  as  increased 

competitiveness  in world economies,  along with increasing energy prices  and 

unstable  world  economies  are  causing  a  narrowing  of  profit  margins  for 

exporting  companies,  and  provide  potential  motivation  for  price  wars  in 

overseas  markets  that  would  ultimately  be  disadvantageous  to  New Zealand 

agribusiness (Food and Beverage Task Force, 2006).

4 4. Domestic food systems in New Zealand 

The  production,  processing  and  distribution  food  within  New  Zealand  for 

domestic markets occurs at a range of scales, from small scale, localised growers 

and  processors,  through  to  products  sourced  from  the  large  scale  export 
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orientated industries and redirected for domestic sale, along with a large chunk 

of imported foodstuffs (Key Informants 9 and 14; Statistics New Zealand, 2010b). 

Inter-regional  trading  is  highly  developed,  with  a  wide  variety  of  fresh  and 

processed goods being distributed via road, rail and sea based freight channels. 

New Zealand's compact size, along with innovation in freight logistics in New 

Zealand companies (Key Informant 12), have made these distribution networks 

relatively efficient for domestic trade of foodstuffs. Good inter-regional trading 

networks, combined with our isolation from other parts of the world and the 

crop  type  specialisation  of  individual  regions,  contributed  to  several  key 

informants (Key Informants 4, 12, 15) views that with regards to food systems, 

we could potentially consider 'local' to mean 'within New Zealand', rather than a 

strictly region or district based definition. However, others (Key Informants 5, 8, 

9, 10) believed that there is value in utilising geographically smaller boundaries 

of  'local',  particularly  with  regards  to  local  economic  development,  future 

resiliency in post-oil scenarios, as well as the perception that working at this 

smaller scale  and engaging with city and district  councils is  easier  and more 

effective  than trying  to  spur  change  at  a  national  level.  These  differences  in 

opinions of the best way to define 'local' are common around the world, and as 

Born and Purcell (2006), Mendes (2007), Harris (2010) and other authors have 

illustrated, scales are social constructs which exist within one another. Any given 

scale is embedded in another, and we need not confine ourselves to a single and 

authoritative definition of what 'local'  really is. After all, as Born and Purcell 

(2006) argue, we must not confuse an ends with a means, and to keep in mind 

that localisation can be a strategy we use to achieve certain goals, but is not an 

outcome in and of itself. 

4 4 1. . Production for domestic markets

Much  of  the  produce  grown  in  New  Zealand  is  grown  via  'conventional' 

agricultural systems, that is, those which involve mechanisation and the extensive 

use of off-farm inputs in the form of fertilisers, herbicides, pesticides, patented 
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seed  varieties  and so  on (Sonnino and Marsden,  2006).  Only  around 1%,  or 

124,000ha out of New Zealand's 12,500,000ha of productive agricultural land, is 

certified  organic  (Coriolis  Research,  2005;  Organics  Aotearoa  New  Zealand, 

2010). In many cases, for example with meat and fresh fruits, the produce and 

sold domestically comes from the same origins as those for export. Although 

often, the lower grade produce is kept for domestic markets while the highest 

quality produce is exported to fetch top dollar overseas. 

In recent times, there has been public concern over the high price of food in 

New Zealand, with our food prices having increased over 42% since the year 

2000, a rate much higher than inflation (George, 2010; Harward, 2010; McBeth, 

2010). Some media reports have demonstrated that New Zealand products are 

often much cheaper to buy in locations as far away as the UK than they are in 

New  Zealand  (George,  2010),  leading  to  accusations  of  a  'rip  off'  mentality 

among the New Zealand retail sector,  fuelled by the duopolistic situation in 

supermarket ownership (Harward, 2010). 

4 4 2. . Alternative  food systems in New Zealand' '

In the past ten years, farmers markets have emerged as an 'alternative' channel for 

distribution and retailing in New Zealand.  There are now over fifty farmers 

markets operating around the country, with an estimated $30 million worth of 

produce being sold through them annually (Fox, 2010). The rise in popularity of 

farmers  markets  and  'buying  local'  has  occurred  alongside  a  growing  public 

awareness of the social,  environmental and economic impacts of conventional 

food systems (Fox, 2010). As such, these local food distribution hubs are seen by 

many as a point of resistance to industrialised food systems and as a form of 

consumer  empowerment  (Key  Informant  9;  Farmers  Markets  New  Zealand, 

2010).  In  addition  to  farmers  markets,  a  small  number  of  direct  marketing 

initiatives  have  been  established  by  small  to  medium  scale  growers  (Key 

Informant 8). These are usually 'box schemes', where subscribers pay a weekly fee 
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and have a box of mixed produce delivered to them each week by the farmer. 

These schemes have had mixed success and are generally seen as being difficult to 

keep viable in the long term, due to the logistics of making many small orders 

and deliveries, as well as the difficulty in farmers being able to grow a consistent 

year round supply of a variety of vegetables (Key Informant 8). These alternative 

food initiatives are covered in more detail in chapter six.

4 4 3. . Home Scale Gardening and Urban Agriculture 

While it is not a topic which is covered in depth in this thesis, home scale and 

urban agriculture is worthy to note when discussing New Zealand food systems. 

Vegetable gardening is  a  long established hobby in New Zealand,  and many 

homes have at least a small vegetable plot in their back yard. With recent food 

price increases and growing public concern over various elements of mainstream 

food systems, vegetable gardening has had a surge in popularity of late (Key 

Informants 3, 5, 10). Urban agriculture projects, including community gardens or 

'guerilla  gardening'  experiments  have  also  begun  to  surface  in  many  urban 

centres  around the  country.  The potential  for  food production within urban 

areas should not be underestimated. There are now groups operating in many 

urban centres which aim to increase the levels of urban food production and 

share  information  among  members  on  how  to  do  so  (Key  Informant  10; 

Mulqueen-Star, 2009). Urban agriculture will almost certainly play a significant 

role in future sustainable food systems, and also has multifunctional values in 

promoting  awareness  of  food  related  issues  and  fostering  community 

development.  For  an  excellent  evaluation  of  opportunities  for  fostering  and 

developing  agriculture  initiatives  through  planning  in  New  Zealand,  see 

Mulqueen-Star (2009).
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4 5. Conclusion

New Zealand's reputation as a bread basket for the world is backed up by the 

statistics  -  we  produce  a  significant  amount  more  food  here  than  what  is 

consumed by  the  domestic  population.  Around 92% of  New Zealand grown 

produce is exported to overseas markets (Statistics New Zealand, 2010b). The 

agricultural sector is not only one of our biggest export earners, it's also a closely 

interwoven  element  of  kiwi  cultural  identity  (Campbell,  et  al.,  2009; 

Parliamentary  Commissioner  for  the  Environment,  2004a).  The  bulk  of 

agriculture in New Zealand is comprised of 'conventional' agricultural methods 

with varying levels of farming intensity. Only around 1% of the country's arable 

land  is  certified  organic.  Scale  is  an  important  factor  in  New  Zealand 

agriculture, with a 'bigger is better' mentality found throughout various levels of 

the agrifood sector.  While some smaller scale or more 'localised'  farmers and 

food processing businesses are emerging in New Zealand, there exists a large gulf 

between the 'big guns' and the 'small players' in New Zealand food systems. The 

lack of a 'mid-size' component in the sector was noted as a significant weakness 

by the Food and Beverage Task Force (2004). New Zealand imported over $3.8 

billion worth of food in 2009. Most if not all of these imports could be seen as 

luxury products (tropical fruits, out of season vegetables, fancy biscuits, etc) as 

opposed to being necessary for our nutritional intakes, which could, if necessary, 

be provided for from within our own land mass. In short, food security per se is 

not a huge threat to New Zealand at present. However, the vast bulk of the food 

grown  here  is  grown  via  agricultural  practices  which  use  non-renewable 

resources,  and  in  particular  fossil  fuels  and  non-renewable  (not  to  mention 

environmentally toxic) fertilisers, herbicides and pesticides. The supplies of these 

inputs is by no means guaranteed into the future. 

These factors,  combined with global economic instability,  increasing levels of 

climate change, and the depletion of our soil and water resources, indicates that 

New Zealand planners and policy makers should reconsider long-term strategies 
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for food systems within New Zealand and how they fit in to potential future 

scenarios.  More  research  needs  to  be  undertaken on options  for  agricultural 

systems which can operate with heavily reduced levels of fossil fuels and other 

non-renewable  resources.  Some  work  has  already  been  done.  For  example, 

Barnaby (2004) conducted an investigation into the possible agricultural uses of 

biproudcts of New Zealand's mussel industries. She found significant potential 

for  crushed mussel  shells  and  other  mussel  processing  biproducts  for  use  in 

agriculture  in  place  of  non-renewable  resources  like  limestone  and  synthetic 

fertilisers.  But  this  is  only  a  small  part  of  the  problem,  and  the  volumes 

produced by the mussel  industry could only service a small  portion of  New 

Zealand's  farmland (Barnaby,  2004).  A closer  examination of  future  resource 

scenarios  by governments  may reveal  that  we take  more  for  granted  than is 

immediately obvious. As the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment 

(2004a) and others have made clear, that while research on these subjects is being 

undertaken in many universities and research institutes around the country, the 

results so far have not begun to address the problems at a pace and at the scale to 

adapt the system in time for projected resource shocks. 
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5 Government Involvement 

in New Zealand Food 

Systems

5 1. Introduction 

This section utilises a mixture of literature sources and document analysis, along 

with information gleaned from key informant interviews and a survey of local 

governments within New Zealand, to evaluate the current status of government 

involvement with various aspects of the food system and at different scales. It 

then  goes  on  to  identify  gaps  in  current  government  involvement.  The 

recommendations  for  action  based  on  this  evaluation  are  then  presented  in 

chapter seven. 

New Zealand is widely recognised as one of the most pronounced examples of 

'neoliberal' governance in the world (Aerni, 2009; Larner and Craig, 2005), with 

the general ethos of allowing social structures to grow 'naturally', and business 

structures and industry characteristics to be market driven to as high a degree as 

possible,  with  government  only  intervening  where  absolutely  necessary 

(Guthman,  2008;  Larner,  2005).  Implementation  of  such  practices  alter  the 

definition of 'governance'  away from the formal idea of state institutions and 

hierarchies, and toward the broader concept of the overall coordination of social 

relations, regardless of the source of actions (Larner, 1997). Although the degree 

to which New Zealand expresses neoliberal characteristics can change from year 

to year and from government to government, neoliberal tendencies have been 
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present for several decades, and New Zealand has a reputation internationally as 

being an 'experiment' in applied neoliberalism (Larner, 1997). The recent reforms 

implemented by the National government, including changes to the Resource 

Management  Act and proposed changes to the  Local  Government  Act,  are  a 

clear sign that neoliberalist governance is still a popular theme in New Zealand. 

While  many critics,  in  particular  those  from left  leaning political  ideologies, 

have  denounced  neoliberalism,  evidence  suggests  that  a  new  form  of 

neoliberalism involving the emergence of community based initiatives and social 

enterprise, often in partnership with government organisations, is beginning to 

take shape and have positive effects within New Zealand society (Larner and 

Craig, 2005). Recognising and embracing the potential for new forms of civic 

engagement  through  neoliberal  governance  will  be  a  crucial  element  in  the 

development of food systems initiatives in New Zealand. 

5 2. Structure of New Zealand governments

Governance  in  New Zealand occurs  at  two levels:  central  and local.  Central 

government  is  the  principle  form of  government  when dealing  with  matters 

which affect or are significant to the nation as a whole. Central government is 

responsible for setting the broader strategic directions for New Zealand, and in 

creating legislation which is then implemented or 'given effect to' by regional and 

district  or  city  councils  at  the  local  level  (Local  Government  New Zealand, 

2010).  All  governments  in  New  Zealand  are  democratically  elected  through 

elections  occurring  once  every  three  years.  Under  the  Mixed  Member 

Proportional (MMP) voting system used for central government, voters are given 

two votes - one for their preferred party, and one to choose a representative from 

their 'electorate' or local area. 
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5 3. Core planning legislation

Planning  in  New  Zealand  is  guided  by  multiple  pieces  of  legislation.  Most 

planners will be familiar with these and it is not the purpose of this thesis to go 

in to depth on this topic,  however the main legislation which planners work 

within is worthy of mention here. The two pieces of legislation which essentially 

outline the framework for governments to provide resource management and 

sustainable  development  services,  are  the  Resource  Management  Act  1991, 

commonly known as the RMA, and the Local Government Act 2002, commonly 

known as the LGA. The general nature of these acts are probably best described 

by their own stated purposes. Section 5 of the Resource Management Act 1991 

outlines its purpose:

5 Purpose

(1) The  purpose  of  this  Act  is  to  promote  the  sustainable 
management of natural and physical resources.

(2) In this  Act,  sustainable  management means managing the 
use, development, and protection of natural and physical resources 
in a way, or at a rate, which enables people and communities to 
provide for their social, economic, and cultural well-being and for 
their health and safety while—

 (a) sustaining the potential of natural and physical resources 
(excluding  minerals)  to  meet  the  reasonably  foreseeable 
needs of future generations; and

 (b) safeguarding  the  life-supporting  capacity  of  air,  water, 
soil, and ecosystems; and

 (c) avoiding, remedying, or mitigating any adverse effects of 
activities on the environment

(Resource Management Act 1991)

This definition of purpose outlines the underlying principles of the RMA. As can 

be  seen  from the  wording,  the  key  function  is  to  balance  social,  economic, 

environmental and cultural needs, through the lens of sustainability. This led to 

some planners colloquially referring to the RMA as 'the balancing act', and many 
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acknowledge that while the core ideas within the RMA might be simple, the 

practical application of them can be incredibly complex. 

The existence of local governments is mandated by the Local Government Act 

2002, and through that they are given the power to implement the principles set 

out in the RMA. The purpose of local government in the broadest sense is found 

in section 10 of the Local Government Act 2002:

                10 Purpose of local government

The purpose of local government is—

 (a) to  enable  democratic  local  decision-making and action 
by, and on behalf of, communities; and

 (b) to  promote  the  social,  economic,  environmental,  and 
cultural well-being of communities,  in the present and for 
the future.

(Local Government Act 2002)

As  with  most  legislation,  the  way in  which  these  acts  are  interpreted  varies 

between different councils,  judges, planners and policy-makers. Depending on 

which way the interpretation goes, food systems and their associated properties 

could  be  seen  as  irrelevant  or  central  to  the  implementation of  the  acts,  or 

somewhere in between. It is clear that land use and farming has an impact on the 

land, air and water where it occurs, and the environmental protection elements 

of these acts in their most basic forms are fairly clear cut. But when interpreting 

the less tangible elements of the acts - the consideration the long-term impacts 

for social, economic and cultural factors - reveals the true depth and complexity 

of the task which planners and local governments are given. 

In addition to the RMA and LGA, central government has the ability to create 

more  specific  legislation  which  guides  the  interpretation  of  the  acts  when 

matters of national significance are involved. One example of this is the creation 

of national policy statements. As described by the Ministry for the Environment 
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(2010:np), "national policy statements are instruments available under the RMA 

to help local government decide how competing national benefits and local costs 

should  be  balanced".  At  present,  national  policy  statements  have  been 

implemented  or  at  least  drafted  in  the  fields  of  energy,  water  management, 

coastal management, flood risk management and urban design (Ministry for the 

Environment,  2010).  As  yet,  no  national  policy  statements  relating  to  food 

systems have been created, however there is significant potential to develop one 

in the future. At the local level, local governments create a series of policy and 

planning  documents,  which  outline  the  specific  ways  in  which  they  have 

interpreted  the  RMA  and  the  LGA  and  guide  resource  management  and 

decision-making in their region. Many of these documents set out the long term 

strategic directions of a region, and the goals and priorities of each individual 

council.  These documents  include district  and regional  plans,  regional  policy 

statements,  long  term  council  community  plans  (LTCCPs)  and  strategy 

documents, among others. 

The subsequent sections of this chapter explore the extent to which local and 

central governments have influenced food systems, as well as evaluating the gaps 

in their  activities  and the  potential  for  further  development  of  food systems 

objectives through government frameworks. 

5 4. Food systems involvement at a national level

There are a number of ways in which central government involves itself with 

food systems within New Zealand. As was outlined in section 4, a number of 

government departments exist which have a role in regulation and monitoring of 

agricultural and food processing and retailing industries in New Zealand. These 

organisations include the New Zealand Food Safety Authority, the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Forestry, Trade and Enterprise New Zealand, AgriQuality, and 

others (See Table  2). Research and development services are  also provided for 

through central government, primarily through the Crown Research Institutes 
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AgResearch and Plant & Food Research. 

Several  high  level,  government  commissioned  documents  and  reports  have 

recently investigated the New Zealand food and agricutural sector and evaluated 

its strengths,  weaknesses,  threats  and opportunities.  These documents include 

'Growing  for  good:  Intensive  farming,  sustainability  and  New  Zealand's 

environment' (Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, 2004a), 'Smart 

Food, Cool Beverage' (Food and Beverage Task Force, 2006), as well as annual 

reports by the government departments and crown research institutes outlined 

above, for example Plant & Food Research's annual publication 'Fresh Facts: New 

Zealand  Horticulture'  (Plant  & Food  Research,  2009).  These  reports,  among 

others, reveal that at a national level, support for the food industry is strong. 

There is a clear recognition of the need to transition to more sustainable farming 

practices, and there are many groups and organisations working at many stages 

of  the  food system to  develop new and innovative  farming  techniques,  crop 

varieties,  processing  methods,  product  types  and  distribution  and  marketing 

channels. However,  these reports and the organisations which they talk about 

almost exclusively focus on large-scale, export orientated farming systems and 

processing  and distribution chains.  The  focus  of  these  organisations  has  not 

shifted  away  from  continued  growth  and  increasing  exports  year  after  year. 

Several  key  informants  acknowledged  that  these  goals  of  growth  and 

sustainability were often conflicting and it was a difficult task to implement both 

simultaneously (Key Informants 5, 13, 14). 

Many of the reports explore the strongly neoliberal political climate of New 

Zealand and its implications for development and innovation in the food system. 

For example, Smart Food, Cool Beverage made clear that at the end of the day, 

change has to come from the 'bottom up' in the food and beverage sector:

Although the government has an important facilitative and macro-
policy setting function, in the end it is at the level of the individual 
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firm that this strategy will  succeed or fail.  It  is  firms that  decide 
whether to invest, when and what in, what to produce, where to sell 
it and how to brand it (Food and Beverage Task Force, 2006: 22)

This statement suggests that central government is more likely to respond to 

existing industry based projects and initiatives by building support frameworks 

around them than it is to proactively initiate coordinating strategies within New 

Zealand  food  industries.  It  would  appear  that  New  Zealand  business  and 

industry has embraced this concept as evidenced by the activities of the various 

food industry groups (See Table 2). Key Informant 5, a professional planner who 

has engaged in contract work for central and local governments as well as the 

private  sector,  firmly  believed  that  industry,  as  well  as  communities,  will  be 

leading the drive towards a transition to sustainability.  She felt that the long 

timeframes involved in changing plans and policy at a national level,  and the 

tendency of the bureaucratic process to 'water down' projects, plans and policies, 

meant that it was often more efficient and effective for groups and organisations 

to  simply  go  and  do  things  independently.  However,  as  Donald  (2008)  has 

pointed out, increased levels of privately funded, industry based initiatives can 

sometimes  result  in  governments  further  withdrawing  their  responsibilities, 

thereby putting increased risk onto industry itself. 

At present, there are no overarching plans and policies at a national level which 

specifically  address  the  sustainability  of  food  systems  and  associated  factors. 

Only one political  party,  Green Party of  Aotearoa New Zealand (2010a),  has 

developed  policy  around  this  topic.  They  have  a  comprehensive  food  policy 

which addresses many of the challenges that the food industry is presently facing 

or is likely to face in the near future. However the Green Party only holds a 

small number of seats in parliament, and many of the bills they have put forth 

during their time in parliament have been snubbed by the larger political parties 

or discredited as being too leftist. Therefore, while the Greens food policy is an 

excellent example of a political party recognising food issues and attempting to 
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promote them at a national level, the chances of these policies being adopted in 

the short term are probably slim. The core principles of the Green Party food 

policy (2010b:np) are listed in their food policy statement:

            Key Principles

The  Green  Party's  key  principles  in  relation  to  food  affordability, 
sustainability, democracy, safety and nutrition include:

1. Encouraging  healthy  eating  amongst  New Zealanders,  especially 
children,  and  ensure  that  consumers  in  all  income  groups  have 
access to affordable, healthy and nutritious food. 

2. Regaining control of our food supply by producers and consumers. 
3. Ensuring that New Zealanders are fully informed about what it is 

our  food,  know  where  it  comes  from  and  are  able  to  exercise 
informed choice about the food we consume, including the impact 
of food choices on the environment 

4. Cleaning  up  our  food  supply  to  reduce  food-related  risks  from 
pesticides, antibiotics, growth hormones, food additives, and food-
borne disease. 

5. Ensuring our food is sustainably produced with minimum harm to 
the environment

        Key Policy

The Green Party will establish a Food Commission to:

 help improve access to highly quality, nutritious, locally produced 
and affordable food; 

 reduce the carbon footprint of the food we consume ; 
 reduce the environmental impact of food we consume; 
 support  the  development  of  vibrant  local  food  economies  by 

providing  support  and  funding  for  community  initiatives  to 
establish  and  run  community  gardens,  public  fruit  orchards, 
farmers markets, community supported agriculture; 

 develop and oversee a food security strategy; and 
 protect the genetic diversity of vegetable seeds and fruit trees.
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5 4 1. . Crown Research Institutes 

Two of the key informants interviewed were representatives of Crown Research 

Institutes: one was from AgResearch (Key Informant 13) and one from Plant & 

Food Research (Key Informant 14). The purpose of the interviews was to further 

examine the roles of these institutions, and to evaluate their potential role in a 

more coordinated, holistic and strategic approach to food systems planning in 

New Zealand. 

Crown Research Institutes,  while  owned by the crown,  are essentially  run as 

businesses, and are expected to turn a profit on any activities that they undertake 

(Key  Informants  13,  14).  So,  while  their  objectives  are  to  develop  more 

sustainable  food  systems,  they  are  required  to  do  this  in  a  way  which  is 

financially  profitable.  This  usually  involves  the  development  of  patentable 

cultivars  or  other  technologies,  and  then developing  products  or  production 

processes which use those intellectual properties  in a way that  can be legally 

protected (Key Informant 14). The institutes draw funding from a number of 

sources,  including  a  handful  of  different  research  grants,  for  example  the 

Sustainable Farming Fund which is administered by the Ministry for Agriculture 

and  Forestry  (Ministry  for  Agriculture  and  Forestry,  2010),  as  well  as 

commissioned  research  from  industry  bodies.  Much  of  the  work  of  these 

institutions is carried out in close partnership with industry groups or producer 

cooperatives,  for  example  DairyNZ,  Fonterra  and  Zespri.  Through  these 

partnerships, the institutes are closely networked with industry and attempt to 

align research with their needs and wants, as described by Key Informant 14 

It is quite usual for members of our team to be meeting with the 
industry regularly, and by regularly I mean once every two or three 
weeks, so we'll be sitting in say Pipfruit NZs offices or Pipfruit NZ 
will be sitting in our offices on a regular basis, just sharing things 
that we're doing, interests, concerns, those sorts of things. And that 
would be the same for many of the industries that we work for. I'm 
not saying that it's perfect in every way, but in general I'd say we have 
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a  fairly  close  working relationship with  the  industry.  They  share 
their strategies and the issues that they are facing with us, and we 
share our strategies, and often that's the trigger to developing things 
like  sustainable  farming  fund projects,  or  responding  to  industry 
needs,  either  in  our  FRST [Foundation  for  Research  Science  and 
Technology] program, or in doing some work that they fund us to 
do, and I'm assuming that they fund us to do work because they 
think that we'll be able to deliver an answer to a problem that they 
are facing, because we wouldn't get ongoing funding if they didn't 
think we were delivering something of value. 

Both key informants  acknowledged that  the  work of  their  organisations  was 

largely  export  orientated,  however  a  good  portion  of  the  work  done  on 

vegetables by Plant & Food Research was utilised by local farmers producing for 

domestic markets, albeit on a large industrial scale. Both of the organisations do 

an extremely wide range of work, from breeding programmes and farm research 

through to the processing, distribution and marketing of those products. There 

is  at  present  a  strong  and  growing  focus  on  moving  away  from  low  value 

commodity markets  and towards higher value niche markets  for  value-added 

products. The topic of sustainability ranked highly on both institutions research 

agendas,  with  many  different  research  projects  occurring  to  optimise  the 

efficiency of different cropping and farming systems, for example

With regards to phosphorous scarcity, we're aware of it and we've 
been  doing  some  work  around  forage  crops  which  are  more 
phosphorous efficient, because there is inefficiency in the way that 
some plants get phosphorous out of the soil. Because at the end of 
the day you have to give plants phosphorous. But we're not doing 
any  research  into  new  sources  of  phosphorous  or  fertiliser 
alternatives, that's not really our game. From our point of view it 
tends to be around how to get plants that are more efficient. And 
also  look at  ways  of  minimising  phosphorous  leakage  out  of  the 
system so that you don't have to put as much in (Key Informant 13). 

Efficiency based research was the most common type of research undertaken by 
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the institutions, however the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment 

(2004a)  referred  to  these  types  of  activities  as  'weak  sustainability',  whereby 

various  environmental,  social  or  economic  objectives  are  addressed  but  the 

underlying  prevailing  socio-economic  systems  which  lead  to  unsustainable 

behaviours and practices are not questioned or addressed in detail. Increasing 

efficiency may increase the amount of time that a non-renewable resource will 

last for, but it does not address the fact that the resources remain non-renewable 

and will run out eventually. This contrasts with 'strong sustainability' which does 

address the underlying social,  cultural and economic reasons that rest behind 

environmentally unsustainable practices, and aims to readjust these factors at a 

fundamental  level.  However,  as  was highlighted by the  key informants,  these 

organisations have to work within their abilities and also cater to the needs of 

their  clients.  As  such the focus  is  presently  on addressing the more pressing 

environmental  issues  of  agriculture,  and  a  closer  examination  of  deeper 

sustainability issues may come in time. 

Key Informant 14 explained how, as a result of the Crown Research Institutes 

being operated on a for-profit basis, doing work with smaller scale local growers 

was not a practical option at present, due to the high costs involved in research 

and development compared to the small size of local scale industries:

The  way that  we're  currently  structured is  to  deal  with  industry 
bodies, rather than individuals and collectives. But if that is the way 
that the world goes then we would need to work out ways that we 
could better interact with collectives. I guess one of the other things 
is  there  are  economies  of  scale  for  everyone,  and  research  is  no 
exception.  So sometimes  the  economies  of  scale  of  working with 
collectives make it quite expensive to do so, so I think there would 
have  to  be  a  good  and  valid  reason  to  put  more  resource  into 
working with collectives, because I'm not sure you'd get enough bang 
for your buck. If there was a small farmer collective and we could 
interact  with  a  small  farmer  collective  then  that  could  possibly 
work, but if the expectation was that you would interact with each 
of those small farmers, then that's not a very efficient way of doing 
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business or doing research.

Key Informant  14  also  pointed  out  that  independent  local  horticultural  and 

agricultural consultants are a good resource to local farmers in most areas and 

they could be an appropriate port of call for smaller scale work and advice. 

The institutes  also  engage  in  research which directly  relates  to  local  council 

activities or farmers interactions with local councils. Key Informant 13 explained 

one example: 

We also do quite a bit of work in what I would call rural urban 
commenity,  so  this  whole  rural  urban  conflict,  there's  different 
expectations.  When  urban  people  think  about  rivers  they  think 
about fishing, tourism, the landscape, the beauty and the social uses 
of that river, whilst the rural community might be thinking about 
irrigation as  well  as  some of  those  other  things.  So how do you 
merge those two expectations of a natural resource. So we do that 
work with various councils around the country.

The institutes are also involved in research projects that may help to increase the 

ease and efficiency of resource management on farms, from both a council and a 

farmer perspective, as explained by Key Informant 14:

For example, we're doing a sustainable farming fund project where 
we're trying to develop an irrigation calculator for industries such as 
apples, grapes, those sorts of industries to use to work out how much 
irrigation water they need to apply for in their resource consents.

These examples are just a few of the ways in which the research undertaken by 

crown research institutes can contribute not only to export orientated industry, 

but also to enhance and improve the lives of farmers and rural communities, and 

integrate science and technology with resource management in New Zealand, 

which was one of the key objectives outlined in the Parliamentary Commissioner 
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for  the  Environment  report  'Missing  Links:  Connecting  science  with 

environmental policy' (2004b). 

The key informants from these institutions both heavily emphasised the fact that 

any  changes  to  the  way  things  are  currently  done  will  only  be  uptaken  by 

industry if it makes sense to do so, and as profit based enterprises, 'making sense' 

translates to contributing to the profitability of the industries involved. It was 

clear from the interviews that change toward sustainability will be supported by 

government,  research  institutions  and  industry,  is  ultimately  driven  by 

consumers, as illustrated by Key Informant 13: 

We have  to  recognise  that  we are  going to  be  selling  to  an ever 
increasingly discerning market, and they're going to be making their 
decisions based on a whole bunch of things, so I think that a whole 
food systems approach is going to have to be the way of the future, 
just simply in terms of maintaining growing markets. Because those 
markets  are  going  to  be  much  more  picky.  And  as  the  worlds 
resources become more scarce, that's going to amplify that.

Overall, Plant & Food Research and AgResearch can be seen to be doing a wide 

array  of  research  and  development  that  is  contributing  to  the  efficiency, 

profitability and sustainability of New Zealand food systems at a large scale. As 

has  been  explained,  under  their  current  structures  as  'for-profit'  research 

enterprises, it is difficult for them to translate this work into the local, smaller 

scale  context  due  to  inefficiencies  involved  in  dealing  with  smaller  players. 

However, based on the research of these institutions that has been reviewed as 

part  of  this  research  through  their  various  publications  as  well  as  the  key 

informant interviews, it is clear that while the specific research and innovation is 

often targeted at large scale and export orientated industry sectors, many of the 

principles and products developed may be adapted to the smaller scale or local 

level.  As  such,  significant  opportunity  exists  for  increased  levels  of 

communication and networking between Crown Research Institutes and local 
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governments.  An  equal  opportunity  exists  for  smaller  scale  farmers  to  form 

groups or cooperatives through which to approach and network with Crown 

Research Institutes in a way that is economically viable and worthwhile for all 

parties. 

5 5. Food systems involvement at a local level 

The primary focus of this research was to evaluate opportunities for planning to 

support sustainable food systems initiatives in New Zealand. Considering that 

most planning activity in New Zealand is carried out at the local and regional 

levels, a key focus of this research is the extent to which local governments are 

involved with, or have the potential to be involved with food systems within 

their districts and regions. To evaluate this, a survey of local council planning 

departments around New Zealand was conducted which asked them questions 

relating  to  their  knowledge  and  awareness  of  food  systems,  and  their 

organisations  current,  as  well  as  potential  future  support  for  food  systems 

initiatives. To supplement this data, key informant interviews were conducted 

with several staff members of councils at both the district and regional levels, to 

get some more in depth perspectives on the potentials or otherwise for food 

systems planning activity in New Zealand. The subject of local government was 

also explored in interviews with key informants who have had interactions and 

involvement with local  councils.  These key informants  were from a range of 

organisations  involved  with  different  aspects  of  planning  and  food  systems, 

including planning consultancy, Chamber of Commerce, farmers markets, food 

production and processing, and policy advocacy groups. 

Local government is  the level  of  government which has the most interaction 

with businesses and landowners. It is the 'human scale' of government which is 

concerned with matters which affect the day-to-day activities of members of the 

local community, and it is an accessible level at which citizens can get involved 

with  governance,  to  voice  any  concerns  they  have  and  to  have  input  into 
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participatory  processes  (Mendes,  2007).  Thus,  many  food  systems  planning 

authors and researchers have identified local government as the level with the 

most  potential  for  meaningful  progress  to  be  made,  through  interactions, 

participation and partnerships between local government and the community, 

including  the  local  business  community  (Allen  and  Guthman,  2006;  Feagan, 

2007; Larner and Craig, 2005).  

The research conducted for this thesis has indicated that, while the local level 

probably has the most potential for effective food systems planning activity, food 

systems  are  not  currently  an  area  that  local  body governments  around New 

Zealand are addressing in any kind of coordinated fashion. There can be seen to 

be  two  primary  kinds  of  planning  in  New  Zealand.  The  first  is  the  basic, 

traditional,  legislation  based  forms  of  planning  which  focus  on  physical 

resources  and  the  built  environment.  This  views  planning  as  serving  a 

'regulatory'  function, which runs proposed activities through the 'filter'  of the 

Resource Management Act and other legislation or planning documents.  The 

second is a more recent manifestation of planning principles, which is a more 

active and creative engagement with the community on levels beyond the more 

cut and dry regulation based planning modalities.  

5 5 1. . Land use and environmental management 

One of the main ways that local governments interact with the food system at 

present  is  through  their  roles  in  land  use  regulation  and  environmental 

management. The most obvious aspect of this is in the farming sector, where 

concerns  over  irrigation,  fertiliser  and  effluent  run-off  into  water  ways, 

biodiversity protection, and erosion are just a few of the issues addressed at the 

local council level on a day-to-day basis. Regional councils are responsible for 

the  bulk  of  physical  resource  management,  with  water,  air,  soil  and  coastal 

management being the key focus of their activities. Territorial authorities (city 

and district councils) are responsible for land use zoning aspects of farming. This 
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affects food systems in a multitude of ways including the location and density of 

housing in rural environments, the permitted land uses for any particular zone, 

as well as impacting on subsequent stages of the food system through planning 

decisions such as the location of food industry premises, including distribution 

warehouses, supermarkets and farmers markets. 

Key informants were easily able to relate many of these types of activities to the 

food system. At the regional  council  level,  water  allocation and groundwater 

quality requirements profoundly affect the shape of local agriculture,  because 

they restrict the amount of water and fertiliser that can be applied to the farms, 

which  under  conventional  agricultural  systems  is  generally  correlated  with 

productivity,  particularly  in  drier  areas  or  those  with  marginal  soils  (Key 

Informant 1). At a territorial authority level, the ways that council affects food 

systems as a whole was found to be more complex, due to the range of activities 

that local councils engage in, and the mix between rural and urban activities. 

Key Informant 3 outlined some ways that she saw the land use and resource 

management aspects of council activity affecting local food systems:

In  terms  of  our  district  plan,  we  zone  the  rural  area  for  rural 
activities,  which obviously includes agricultural production, which 
would  be  I  guess  the  main  part  of  a  food  system.  We  don't 
necessarily promote it that much, so what we do is we recognise that 
the rural area is the most appropriate place for it [agriculture], and 
also  what  we  call  rural  processing,  so  the  processing  of  rural 
products, whether it be meat or through to timber production. So it 
is specifically provided for but not necessarily promoted as such in 
any  specific  policies.  We  do  protect  high  class  soils,  they're 
recognised in the plan and there are rules around removing topsoil 
and things like that. Unfortunately we don't necessarily protect those 
areas from housing development and lifestyle development, which is 
an issue for us looking forward. And that's one of the issues that we 
want to better manage coming up in the future, as we are totally 
aware  that  food  production  is  an  issues  and  food  security  for 
Dunedin,  and  we  have  the  Taerei  plains  which  is  a  great  food 
producing area and yet not a lot of food is produced there. I'm not 
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quite sure how we as planners do that, but one part is to actually 
start  recognising  that  specifically  in  policies,  and  to  prevent  the 
chopping up of that area and putting it into lifestyle development.

Further  concerns  over  lifestyle  development  were  mentioned  by  several  key 

informants, however it was clear that a solution to the problem is not obvious or 

simple.  New  directions  in  thinking  around  New  Zealand  agriculture  are 

beginning to incorporate 'multifunctional' land use concepts which view many 

types of activity beyond farming as being able to provide economic, social or 

environmental benefits which hold value in their own right (Campbell, et al., 

2009). Subdivision of land into lifestyle blocks, rural tourism, and other related 

activities  have  the  potential  to  contribute  to  rural  economies  and  rural 

communities  through  increased  rural  populations,  greater  social  networks  in 

rural areas, biodiversity enhancement, and so on. At the same time, these new 

rural land uses are in some cases driving the prices of properties so high that 

farming is no longer an economically viable option in certain areas, or it makes 

entry  into farming  extremely difficult  for  the  younger  generations  who have 

little  or  no capital  available.  Another consideration,  as  raised by several  key 

informants (Key Informants 8, 9, 10),  was that the allowable density of rural 

dwellings may have to increase in order to use non-mechanised or low energy 

input farming systems in resource-scarce scenarios.  Key informant 8,  a  small 

scale organic farmer who has also been involved in campaigns to protect high 

class soils in his area, shared his thoughts on the complexities of the matter.

Getting some land is a huge barrier [for farmers]. Property prices 
have gone up and it's all been nailed by lifestylers, which has created 
the value of that land. And then the mortgage is a handicap because 
you just have to have a certain amount of money at all times. And 
that's  where planning could help considerably.  But its  a  catch 22, 
because  you  might  need to  increase  allowable  housing  density  in 
rural land to encourage intensive human scale production, yet that is 
something that we've also been trying to protect against, with the 
lifestyle  blocks  locking  up  good  land,  so  you'd  need  a  way  of 
ensuring  that  the  land  was  used  productively.  I  don't  know how 
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you'd do it, but yes. There's also possibilities that parts of lifestyle 
blocks could be leased out to small scale farmers, but I don't know 
how realistic that is. There's some six hectare blocks around here, 
and activity could easily be going on in the back halves without it 
being too intrusive on the owners. So that could be quite novel. The 
other  thing  is  some  of  these  developments  have  had  buildings 
located in a kind of a village with land radiating out beyond them, 
and then that becomes more accessible to using it in a cooperative 
way. So there are mechanisms, I'm not sure how practical they are, 
but its  possible.  It  could be that they have a rural residential,  or 
some  kind  of  zoning  when  you've  got  to  have  the  land  used 
productively

Key informant 7, a representative of Federated Farmers, also acknowledged that 

the issue of agricultural protection and soil preservation around the urban fringe 

was not always a clear cut subject. 

...around  Outram  for  example,  there's  lots  of  traditionally  good 
vegetable  growing  areas  out  there,  and  they've  been  putting 
subdivisions and houses and things out there. But the other thing is 
that housing isn't permanent. And once you've got a lifestyle block, 
it doesn't necessarily take it out of production. Those areas that are 
out of use now could still be switched back into production in the 
future.  And  just  in  terms  of  food  systems  planning,  maybe 
concentrated groups of lifestyle blocks with shared land is a more 
sustainable way of working, and provides for less transport needs 
into town and so on. So yeah its something to consider for planners, 
but  it's  got  to  be  considered  in  the  wider  context  of  what  we're 
trying  to  achieve.  And  I  think  to  be  honest  some  responses  to 
subdivision  policy and high class  soils  have  moved on from that 
whole mentality of protecting rather than providing for sustainable 
development.

This  issue  and  the  difficulty  by  which  it  could  be  addressed  was  also 

acknowledged  by Key Informant 3, a senior planner and policy-maker. 

...with smaller blocks you could potentially be more intensive with 
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your production. Those people can produce their own food, but the 
problem is that they don't, and what you end up with is areas that 
aren't  being used for any kind of productive capacity and it's just 
growing weeds or used for a couple of llamas and that's it.  So its 
about achieving some balance between providing for those people 
and encouraging them to actually undertake productive use of that 
land. It's still something that's quite difficult to put into policy and 
particularly into resource management. So it probably would need 
to be done in both a regulatory sense in protecting that area and 
recognising  what  its  main  values  are,  and  some  non  regulatory 
incentives  somehow,  I  don't  know  maybe  through  our  economic 
development unit, or even rating, or getting links with the university 
or  Invermay  agricultural  centre  to  look  at  research  for  food 
productive crops that are appropriate for the Taerei plain area.

She also made clear the Council would be seriously re-evaluating their approach 

to land use in their upcoming district plan review, and planned to incorporate 

considerations of multifunctional land uses and a wider variety of values that 

could be associated with rural landscapes

We are  totally  aware  that  we  need  to  promote  [sustainable  food 
systems] more and it needs to be up front in our district plan, and 
that's one of the things that we want to put into our new second 
generation plan, is to basically say that rural land is for productive 
purposes, as one thing obviously, its also about conservation values, 
landscape protection, biodiversity and so on. 

From  the  key  informant  interviews  it  became  clear  that  the  'effects  based' 

perspective as advocated under Resource Management Act planning frameworks 

is  a favoured model of  evaluating land use.  Most interviewees found it more 

important to consider the broader or more long term strategic implications for 

land use changes, and keep an open mind as to potential new and creative ways 

of managing land use which catered to a variety of needs and wants in a variety 

of different ways. 
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5 5 2. . Local economic development 

Another area with significant overlap between councils and food systems is in 

the  area  of  local  economic  development.  One  of  the  primary  goals  of  local 

councils, and in particular territorial authorities, is to foster and support local 

economic development. If they are successful in this and the directions are well 

chosen, a healthy and resilient economy can have significant beneficial spin-off's 

for social, cultural and environmental factors within the community. The topic 

of local economic development was covered in several key informant interviews, 

which  revealed  several  gaps  in  the  current  approaches  taken  by  economic 

development units, as well as opportunities for a more integrated and holistic 

approach to economic development projects at different levels. In some places, 

including Dunedin where the interview with key informant 4 was held, the local 

economic development unit is owned by and operated within council. In other 

centres, the units are often technically independent, but all are highly networked 

and largely funded by local councils. 

Developing a stronger local food system can be closely linked with economic 

development. Locally owned farms, processing plants or distribution networks 

equate  to  more  local  people  being  employed,  as  well  as  the  profits  of  those 

enterprises  being  retained  within  the  local  economy.  Local  economic 

development  units  serve  the  function  of  supporting  local  business  through 

providing  services  such  as  networking  and  business  education,  as  well  as 

resources such as start up funding or business incubator space for new businesses 

to have a premises to operate in while they get established. Key Informant 4, of 

the local economic development unit in Dunedin, said that their unit has had 

varying  degrees  of  involvement  with  the  food sector,  however  the  focus  was 

almost exclusively on businesses which had the intentions of exporting out of the 

Otago region. 

Well we have a number of sectors that we support, and food is one 
of them. We have primarily focused on helping businesses that could 
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bring money into the city. So in the end, in terms of growing the 
economic base of the city, to us the primary goal is to increase the 
amount of money that comes in to the city, so we put effort into 
encouraging businesses to see external markets to help them get into 
markets, whether they're selling to Christchurch or Calcutta I don't 
mind, because its about them bringing some money into the city.

This strategy is based on the idea of increasing the flow of money into the city, 

yet it does not address retaining the money within the city by supporting smaller 

local businesses which can absorb and recirculate the money once it has entered 

the local economy. Many of the currently successful examples of sustainable food 

systems initiatives overseas have strongly supported the concept of smaller scale, 

locally owned farms which cater to local populations (Feagan, 2007; Hinrichs, 

2003).  Key  informant  4  believed  that  with  the  resources  available  to  their 

department, it was difficult to spread their focus too wide, and so they remain 

focused on larger scale businesses. The local business incubator service is one of 

their main initiatives for driving business development in the city. 

Well, the incubator is the one that we put the most money into. And 
that  is  focused  on  high  growth  potential  businesses,  so  this  is 
businesses that have the potential to turn over millions of dollars 
rather than hundreds of thousands. So its pretty tight, but then if 
you're going to spend money on start up businesses you need to be 
focused, and the reality is there is never enough money for start up 
businesses, so that's the line they draw they say look this has got to 
be able to have realistically international potential. And by default 
really,  they've ended up with mainly IT based businesses,  because 
you're not having so ship product around the globe, we're a long way 
from anywhere so if you can move your ideas rather than move a 
product then you're better off.

Some key informants believed that planning for future sustainable food systems 

will require local governments to rethink their core purposes and functions, and 

to  re-evaluate  the  modes  by  which  they  aim to  catalyse  change.  Several  key 

informants suggested that 'siloed' project thinking which addresses single issues 
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with highly tangible individual projects which are easily measurable may have to 

be replaced by a more systems orientated approach, which may be harder to 

define and measure but can have better long-term benefits,  as summarised by 

Key Informant 5

I  think  there's  a  huge  role  for  strategic  brokerage  kind  of  roles 
within projects, the people whose job it is to connect up all the dots 
and actually move between different segments of a project, its just a 
matter  of  project  coordinators  recognising  the  value  of  that.  But 
with soft skills like that, its very hard to come up with some kind of 
performance indicator to measure whether they're successful or not, 
because what they're doing is stimulating change over a long period 
of time. So until we think about some ways to actually understand 
the roles that they play and the value that they have.

 
Key Informant 5 saw value in keeping an open mind about how projects could 

be supported and catalysed, and believed that often simple, inexpensive support 

services could go a long way in catalysing growth in the small-to-medium scale 

business sector. Key informant 4 was not opposed to this idea either, stating that 

smaller scale support services are considered if there will be a tangible benefit 

from the  support  given  -  a  crucial  aspect  to  consider  when  using  taxpayers 

money to support local ventures. 

Another  gap  that  was  identified  in  the  strategies  of  the  local  economic 

development  unit  was that  some ideas or  possibilities  were potentially  being 

written off too soon, based on an incomplete understanding of the situation. For 

example, Key Informant 4 did not see a huge scope for diversification of farming 

in Otago beyond what was already being grown here, based on the assumption 

that the land is not good enough to do much with. 

In  a  Dunedin  sense,  we  actually  haven't  got  a  heck  of  a  lot  of 
productive land. The Tairei plains are there, but the rest of the land 
that is around the city is pretty marginal, so I don't think we've got a 
lot of choices. We're not like Canterbury where they've got a massive 
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piece of dirt there that is productive alluvial flood plains, it's a bit 
like a blank sheet of paper and they can do what they want, we don't 
have a lot of that, the reality of Dunedin is that we're pretty hilly 
and a lot of the land is pretty dodgy. 

However,  as  was  pointed  out  by  Key Informant  10  and is  covered  by  many 

dozens of authors on sustainable agriculture (e.g. Fukuoka, 1978; Herm, 2010), 

the potential to utilise land and build healthy soils in places that may not be 

expected  by  conventional  agriculture  is  huge.  Most  models  for  sustainable 

agriculture  involve  a  hugely  increased  proportion  of  human  based  work  as 

opposed to machine based work. Terraced hillsides can be easily cultivated by 

hand where a tractor or rototiller may not be appropriately used. 

Key Informant 4 believed that one of the big hurdles for them to overcome with 

regards to fostering local economic development within the food sector, was a 

lack of the population size and motivated and ambitious individuals required to 

reach the critical mass to really get a project off the ground.

We have struggled to kick stuff off with the food sector here. There 
are a few players, but what you need for a good industry cluster to 
work is some players that are big enough to be able to see beyond 
day to day, you know, they're not totally immersed in their business. 
And who have a collaborative bone in their body. Because you get 
some people who are just worried about their own business and they 
don't really give a stuff about industry wide issues or anybody else. 
So you've got to have that combination of people with a bit of spare 
head  space,  and  the  willingness  to  use  that  headspace  in  a 
collaborative, wider good kind of way, thinking along the lines of if 
what I do is good for you then ultimately it will be good for me as 
well. And in the food industry here there are a few people like that, 
but there's not a huge number of them, there's a lot of people who 
are just getting by.

The goals and directions of local economic development units can be seen to be 

'walking the line' between ideal scenarios or what council is aiming for, and the 
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realities of the business world, which may not be as receptive to new ideas as 

some advocates for sustainability may hope. Overall, from the interview with 

Key Informant 4 as well as the experiences of other key informants with local 

economic development issues, it is apparent that there are many opportunities 

for improvement and innovation in the way that local economic development 

initiatives are implemented in the future. A parallel focus on wealth retention 

could be beneficial alongside a focus on wealth generation. And an openness to 

systems orientated thinking which has the capacity to  recognise  the valuable 

roles of smaller players in the industry could indeed be beneficial in scenarios 

which aim to be resilient in the long-term, where current scales of industry and 

global trade may no longer be feasible modes of operation (Francis, 2003). 

5 5 3. . Future resiliency of local communities

In theory, all councils should be aiming towards communities which are resilient 

to changes in the physical, social and economic contexts that they are embedded 

within,  as  this  is  an inherent  aspect  of  sustainability  (Newman,  2009).  With 

increasingly  uncertain  futures  ahead  of  us,  communities  need  to  prepare  for 

unpredictable changes in climate, resource availability, and economic conditions. 

Many different strategies have been proposed by countless authors and activists 

about the best ways to increase the level of resilience of a community to external 

shock (e.g. Edwards, 2010; Fonte, 2008; Heinberg, 2007; Newman, 2009; Rayner, 

et  al.,  2008).  Common  themes  include  diversification  of  local  agricultural 

systems,  increasing the number of  social  and economic connections among a 

wider  range  of  community  stakeholders  (spreading  risks),  supporting 

agricultural methods and cropping systems which require less irrigation and are 

more  adaptable  to  unstable  weather  patterns,  and  creating  efficient  localised 

distribution networks for food and other products which do not rely on large 

amounts of fossil fuels. These issues and more were brought up in key informant 

interviews,  and  it  became  clear  that  while  most  stakeholders  are  aware  of 

emerging problems and the impacts that they might have, the complexity of the 
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issue makes it extremely difficult to address. The role of local government in 

supporting  the  development  of  resilient  communities  was  one  topic  of 

conversation. Key Informant 5 highlighted the opportunity for utilising newer 

forms of systems thinking to encourage civic engagement and enhance the level 

of integration between council and community.

I don't think we really quite know what governance actually means 
for  something  like  food  systems  planning,  I  think  we  think 
governance  means  government  and  government  departments,  or 
local government doing it, but there's certainly other ways of doing 
it, and you see it in the UK, there's all sorts of little social enterprises 
that get set up, and they might be seed funded by government and I 
think there's a huge role for that, but they're the ones who go out 
and you know they'll set up local energy companies and run them, 
or they'll set up local food networks and run them, so I think that 
some work around some of those different models  of governance 
would  be  really  useful.  I've  just  done  some work  with  Waitakiri 
around New Lynn and one of the things I was doing was exploring 
the role of social enterprise to really run that place. 

Similar themes were covered by Key Informant 10, who saw the supportive role 

of  local  governments  having  the  most  potential  to  facilitate  strong  action 

towards sustainability within communities

I think local government has a very important role to play. They're 
not going to make decisions on how, they're going to support people 
in  doing it.  Number  one they  don't  have  the  man power  or  the 
money,  especially  in  this  city,  to  do  what  needs  to  happen,  and 
similarly the people of Dunedin don't have either the tools or the 
support or the know-how, so there's an awesome partnership to be 
had  between  local  government  and  the  citizens  to  achieve  those 
goals. Say if the council said right, Harbour Cone, up for sustainable 
food production, we'll get in a certain number of tools and here's the 
rules.  Or they could rezone rural land and allow people to put a 
small,  semi-permanent dwelling on a block of land to be able to 
manage that area more intensively.  So I  think we can't  give upon 
local government, but we also need to forge on ahead with methods 
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and techniques of actually physically doing what needs to be done, 
but then hitting them up for support if its needed. 

Key Informant 3, a city council planner, recognised the need to be responsive to 

the communities wants and needs,  as well  as giving effect to the higher level 

strategic objectives of the council and the city as a whole

[Mandate for food systems planning] would have to come from a 
more strategic level than the district plan. It should come from the 
community plan or an overall strategy within the city, whether its an 
economic  development  strategy  or,  dare  I  say  it,  a  sustainability 
strategy, but it should come from the top level of the city and the 
district plan is there to implement that direction. And I guess its just 
part  of  the  RMA, in  terms of  sustainable  management,  is  social, 
economic, environmental and cultural so as far as I'm concerned the 
district plan has those elements in it already. Maybe it comes down 
to recognising the desire of communities for local areas where they 
may want to establish local markets or industry that will produce or 
process what they produce, so I guess it's about recognising that and 
making sure it's provided for in some form. 

Significant  opportunity  to  increase  the  level  of  localisation  within  the  food 

system was identified. Key informant 15, an owner of a local food processing 

company in Dunedin which distributes around New Zealand, said his company 

had a policy of buying local where practicable, however he often encountered 

dilemmas when implementing this policy. For example New Zealand grown and 

milled flour from Canterbury was of a much lower grade than what could be 

imported from Australia, which he believed was due to the scale that they can 

process the flour on in Australia making better flour mills more viable. He also 

found that buying fresh local spinach was so expensive in both cost and added 

preparation time compared to buying pre-blanched frozen spinach sourced from 

Auckland,  or in some instances Europe,  that  it  was simply not economically 

viable to include locally grown spinach as no pre-prepared spinach was available 

from local sources. Key Informant 15 felt that there was a huge potential for 
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council  to  support  localised  supply  and  distribution  channels  to  help  local 

businesses gain the necessary client base and economies of scale to make local 

processing viable again. 

However  several  key  informants  also  questioned  the  true  value  behind  the 

concept of 'localisation', and brought up ideas similar to those of the 'local trap' 

as outlined by Born and Purcell  (2006).  Key informant 14,  of  Plant & Food 

research,  believed that 

Under  a  localisation  model,  it  gets  harder  to  attract  skilled  and 
specialised workers,  I  think that  production mentality just  misses 
out on some of the expertise associated with larger scale production. 
So maybe sometimes its just better to provide efficient distribution 
networks and pull in crops from the places where they are the most 
appropriately grown, rather than trying to do everything yourself. 

Key Informant 4 thought that the values of specialisation and economies of scale 

in the food and agricultural sector were too good to be discarded any time soon 

by cities and regions

I think that specialisation is never going to go away. I think that 
transporting product will get more expensive, but I don't think we'll 
stop doing it, I think we'll get clever about how we do it. So I think 
that it will be more challenging but I can't see us going back to a 
completely  localised  economy.  I  think  the  whole  localised 
production thing, in the end, you know Otago for example cannot 
be a grain growing area. There's stuff that we can do really well and 
stuff that we're always going to struggle with, and that will be the 
same with anywhere in the world. The reality is we could do some 
stuff here that would mean that we wouldn't import it, but we would 
do it really inefficiently, and use more resources. When you see the 
whole picture and see that the transport bit is usually a very small 
portion of the total energy used on a product, is that its better off 
for  somebody to be doing it  well  somewhere,  than people  to  be 
doing it inefficiently everywhere. Its like trying to grow grapefruit in 
Dunedin. Well you probably could if you had a glasshouse and heat 
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system and stuff, but you'll end up growing a $20 grapefruit when in 
fact they fall off the trees in Bay of Plenty. 

Key informant 9 felt that often, local food systems models were viewed through 

too narrow of a lens, with critics not adequately considering the wider reaching 

spin-off  benefits  of  fostering  a  local  food  chain.  He  spoke  about  this  with 

relation to farmers markets 

I think there is a sense out there that farmer markets are a cute local 
activity run by amateurs that really have no impact and frankly no 
real importance economic or otherwise. Well officials could not be 
more wrong. There is a community of customers and supporters of 
farmers markets that would number in the hundreds of thousands. 
And the economic impact of employment, cash generation, families 
remaining on land, land remaining in production, is huge. Overseas 
they know this and study it,  and yet New Zealand appears to be 
absolutely uninterested in it which is a great shame.

Additionally,  Key  Informant  10  believed  that  people  too  often  judged 

sustainability  initiatives  in  the  context  of  the  present,  without  seriously 

considering the future scenarios which they are aiming to pre-empt and prepare 

for. "I don't think that sustainability has truly sunken in with local governments, 

not at all. Sometimes you find it overwhelming, the very small grasp that people 

have of these issues". This belief led key informant 10 to become active in driving 

community food systems initiatives independently of council as he felt that the 

slow pace of progress within councils on sustainability issues was "too little, too 

late"  with  regards  to  the  scope  and depth  of  the  challenges  looming on the 

horizon for his community and indeed, humanity as a whole. Similar ideas have 

been expressed in high level, government commissioned reports, yet the extent to 

which they have been heard by government is questionable. Growing for Good 

(Parliamentary  Commissioner  for  the  Environment,  2004a)  highlighted  that 

New Zealand,  while  recognising  issues  of  sustainability,  has  had a  slow and 

uncoordinated response. 
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We cannot continue to respond so slowly and in such a piecemeal 
fashion. A much more strategic, long-term approach is needed. Such 
an approach should be developed from a wide stakeholder base, be 
sharply focused, and have clear goals to advance the sustainability of 
New Zealand's farming and food industries. We highlight the need 
for a forum for dialogue between all of New Zealand's farming, food 
and  fibre  stakeholders.  (Parliamentary  Commissioner  for  the 
Environment, 2004a: 6)

With  a  variety  of  perspectives  from  a  diverse  range  of  key  informants,  the 

picture painted of local governments progress towards fostering and supporting 

resilient and sustainable communities  was mixed. Overall,  it  seems that most 

stakeholders are aware of the challenges at hand and the need to address them in 

one way or another. However, clear and coherent ideas and strategies about how 

exactly that  can be done are not easily found.  There is  an obvious divide in 

opinions between those who assume a future which will be similar to the past 

century,  of  continued growth  and ever  increasing  abundance,  and those  who 

believe that fundamental changes need to take place at the deepest levels of social 

and economic  structures  within society.  Most  key  informants  recognised  the 

need for  a  stronger  systems  approach  to  addressing  these  issues,  and several 

acknowledged the inadequacy of polarising issues as being, for example, 'local' or 

'global'.  The  more  likely  reality  will  be  a  hybrid  of  the  two,  and  there  is 

significant potential for utilising planning principles to evaluate trade-offs and 

harness the best elements from each particular possibility wherever possible. 

5 5 4. . Survey of Local Governments 

As part of the research, a survey was sent to the planning departments of all 

local  governments  in  New  Zealand.  The  survey  asked  planners  about  their 

organisations  current levels  of  awareness  of  and involvement with local  food 

systems,  as  well  as  their  views  on  the  potential  to  further  incorporate  food 

systems planning into their agendas. A further two questions were asked about 
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their perceptions of broader threats to their local area, such as climate change 

and  resource  scarcity,  and  whether  this  corresponded  to  a  need  to  build 

increased resiliency into local food systems. A full copy of the questionnaire can 

be found in Appendix 4. Considering the fact that food systems planning has not 

been researched in New Zealand beyond the scope of  urban agriculture (See 

Mulqueen-Star, 2009), the survey was intended to gauge the general attitudes of 

local governments and planners towards food systems issues, rather than to be a 

comprehensive and specific analysis of strategies and options for local councils. 

Overall,  responses  to  the  survey  were  mixed,  with  some  planners  having  an 

enthusiastic  and positive  reaction towards  the  prospects  of  and potential  for 

council  based food systems planning, while others rated addressing problems 

within food systems as an extremely low priority for council to address or could 

not  even  imagine  them  addressing  them  at  all.  Even  the  planners  who  did 

respond positively related to food systems in physical terms, through concepts 

such as waste minimisation, land zoning, or traffic management. These planners 

did not expand their consideration of food systems into the less tangible but 

equally important realms of social sustainability or long-term resiliency of their 

city  or  district.  A  small  number  of  respondents  had  a  more  comprehensive 

understanding of the social, cultural, economic and environmental dimensions of 

food  systems  and  their  potential  linkages  to  council  process.  Two  of  these 

respondents were from councils implementing an 'eco-city' approach, and saw 

food systems as being a crucial element of the bigger picture of what an eco-city 

should encompass. 

Response rate and sample distribution 

Of  the  73  territorial  authorities  that  the  survey  was  sent  to,  a  total  of  16 

responses were received - 14 from district or city councils and two from regional 

councils. A further seven councils responded to say that they did not feel that 

food  systems  were  an  area  that  falls  within  the  scope  of  local  governments 
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responsibilities and as such declined the opportunity to take part in the survey. 

Thus,  the  total  response  rate  was  31.5%,  or  21.9%  if  the  blank  returns  are 

excluded.  The  councils  that  did  respond  were  well  spread  throughout  the 

country, with eight respondents each from the North and South Islands. 

This  low  response  rate,  as  well  as  responses  from  councils  declining  to 

participate on the basis of food systems not being perceived to be an area that 

councils should be involved in,  is  in itself  an indicator that awareness  of the 

potentials for food systems planning is low in New Zealand. 

Current levels of food systems involvement 

The first part of the survey sought to determine individual councils current levels 

of awareness of and involvement with issues relating to local food systems. Only 

one out of the 16 councils surveyed considered themselves to have policies, plans 

or programmes in place which directly support or enhance the sustainability of 

the local food system. This council had implemented programmes in a number 

of areas relating to the food system, many of them were community based and 

targeted  at  improving  personal  health  and  community  development  within 

Maori and pacific island communities. They had also begun to work with food 

sector businesses on sustainability objectives, and the respondent reported that 

the council  intended to expand their  levels  of  involvement  in this  area.  This 

council's  action  on  food  related  issues  had  been  motivated  by  outcomes  of 

community  based  workshops  which  focused  on  long  term  outlooks  and 

strategies, which found that many communities supported a far greater level of 

food self-sufficiency. Out of the remaining 15 councils, four reported that their 

organisations have discussed food systems issues and considered implementing 

programmes or plans surrounding food, but they had not as yet actioned these 

ideas. 

The survey also sought to evaluate the degree to which existing council policies 
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and plans could potentially be linked to food or interpreted through a 'food 

lens'.  For  example  a  sustainability  strategy  or  a  local  economic  development 

strategy may outline goals and objectives that could be achieved through action 

within local food systems, if they were to be interpreted in such a way, even if 

the policies  themselves  do not  explicitly  state  their  relation to food systems. 

From these questions, eight respondents thought that their council had policies 

that could potentially be linked to food, three were unsure, and five did not see 

any connection between existing policies and food systems. When asked whether 

these potential linkages were currently being recognised and acted upon, only 

three  of  the  councils  were  found to be  engaging with  food systems through 

policy,  and  even  in  these  three  instances  the  involvement  was  indirect  and 

'incidental' rather than focused and deliberate. The types of activities included 

working with businesses, including food businesses, on issues of sustainability, 

supporting 'buy local' campaigns, waste minimisation services for businesses, or 

biodiversity enhancement. 

The  survey  also  covered questions  surrounding  support  given  by  council  for 

community and industry based initiatives which related to the food system. With 

regards to community based initiatives, five out of the 16 councils reported that 

they  supported  community  gardens,  usually  through  provision  of  land  for 

community gardening activities, but also through networking services, such as 

connecting willing gardeners with private land owners or organisations such as 

schools or churches which were willing to allow gardening activities on their 

land. Several respondents reported that their councils have implemented specific 

community  gardens  policies.  Community  gardens  policies  were  invariably  a 

recent occurrence,  with most being adopted within the last two years.  Other 

respondents mentioned that community gardens did exist in their areas but they 

were  not  linked  with  or  supported  by  council.  Eight  of  the  councils  also 

supported  community  composting  initiatives,  which  aimed  at  reducing  the 

amount  of  organic  waste  going  to  landfills,  either  by  being  composted  at 

municipal facilities, or by encouraging and enabling households to do their own 
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composting at home and to use the compost in their gardens. A small number of 

respondents also mentioned other community based projects, such as subsidised 

'healthy living' classes for local residents which encouraged home gardening or 

buying local produce, but by and large the two main forms of community based 

food initiatives supported by councils were community gardens and composting 

initiatives. 

With regards to support from council for industry based food systems initiatives, 

farmers markets were the most widely supported form of activity. Seven of the 16 

councils supported the existence of local farmers markets, however the degree of 

this support varied from council to council. Some councils provided a site for 

the farmers market but charged them rent for the site, whereas others provided 

market space for free. Some councils felt that simply 'allowing' a farmers market 

to exist constituted as 'support',  whereas other councils actively supported the 

markets and made an effort to connect with individual stallholders to investigate 

ways  that  they  could  assist  them further.  Following on from this,  six  of  the 

councils  reported  that  they  support  local  food  businesses  through  various 

projects  and  programmes  targeted  at  supporting  local  enterprise  and  local 

economic  development.  While  some  of  these  projects  did  not  target  food 

businesses or address sustainability issues directly, respondents made clear that 

food  businesses  can  and  have  been  supported  through  such  initiatives.  The 

remaining nine councils which did not claim to support industry based food 

initiatives did not extensively elaborate on their reasonings behind this, however 

the  general  attitudes  of  some  of  the  less  supportive  councils  were  well 

summarised by one of the responses: "We do not provide support - we have a 

regulatory role  only - ensuring any food produced or sold onsite  is  safe and 

subscribes to the relevant legislation and guidelines."

Potential for further involvement in local food systems

The second goal of the survey was to establish the extent to which respondents 
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saw potential for their councils to become more engaged with various aspects of 

the food system in the future. 

Seven of  the  sixteen  councils  saw potential  for  their  council  to  further  link 

existing council policies to food systems issues or to interpret existing policies 

through a food lens. Some respondents elaborated on their answers, for example 

this respondant, from an 'eco-city' council, felt that the wider attitudes within 

council would be hurdles to overcome: 

Yes,  I  see  a lot  of  potential,  [our council]  has  only scratched the 
surface. However the predominant council view is that there isn't a 
food issue in [our region]; certainly not one that can be solved by 
local production

Another respondent highlighted potential connections to energy issues: 

there  are  definitely  more  opportunities  to  explore  food  systems 
issues, particularly when we are wanting to increase efficiencies in 
transport and achieve energy savings in processing of food.

A further four respondents saw some potential in this but ranked it as being 'not 

a  priority'.  The  remaining  five  respondents  saw no potential  to  further  link 

council policy with local food systems issues.

Another question in the survey asked councils if they saw potential for their 

organisation to further support community or market based initiatives that work 

towards sustainable local food systems. The range of responses were again quite 

varied.  Seven  councils  were  in  favour  of  ideas  to  increase  attention  to  food 

systems  within  their  organisations,  however  some  respondents  were  unsure 

about the willingness of the council as a whole to support such activity. One 

respondent  answered  "I  think  there  is  definitely  scope  for  this  -  personally 

anyway, not sure if this is something that the organisation is wanting to support 
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at present though". Other respondents felt that increased council involvement in 

this area would need to come from the bottom up: "I do not know if Council has 

ever been approached. Council does not have the capacity to initiate this sort of 

thing. There needs to be community support first". Some respondents were not 

as optimistic, and highlighted the consumer driven nature of food systems and 

the difficulty with which they are influenced: 

Not while we have a market dominated by two supermarket chains 
who demand (rightly or wrongly) all products at all times of the 
year  forcing  the  importing  of  out-of-season  fruit  and  vegetables. 
Individuals have a key role to play in waste reduction, in the choices 
they make when purchasing and using products.

Four  respondents  ranked  further  involvement  with  food  systems  as  not  a 

priority, while five were not interested in further pursuing the issue, usually for 

reasons of resource constraints or the perception that there is not an issue, for 

example "Council is under pressure to return to core business, not this sort of 

thing. It is likely that all businesses could be assisted, not just food. We have an 

abundance of food here to the extent that there is considerable waste". Smaller 

councils were less likely to be supportive as well: "It's not feasible for a Council 

of this size. There are much higher priorities and not enough staff to provide this 

sort of support". Some respondents again hypothesised that a lack of support 

within councils was based on the opinions of council staff who may not be fully 

informed of the issues: "A key problem here is the lack of understanding of why 

local food has benefits. Most initiatives are community driven and only weakly 

supported by Council."

Most  respondents  felt  that  local  food  businesses  could  be  further  supported 

alongside other  businesses  through local  economic development  programmes, 

enterprise  initiatives,  and  rural  and  urban  development  strategies.  Some 

respondents did not see a role for local council in the food sector: 
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There are not many small  producers here. The supermarkets deal 
with big operators, and Fonterra takes all the milk. Kiwifruit goes to 
the  packhouses.  Very  few  people  are  involved  in  direct  sale  of 
produce.

 
Several  respondents  saw  a  need  for  more  initiative  coming  from  central 

government. "[food systems planning] involves influencing personal choice and 

should  be  driven  by  central  government.  Need  to  provide  a  consistent, 

nationwide response rather than acting in isolation". Several respondents again 

highlighted  the  current  "tight  economic  times"  as  being  a  barrier  to 

implementing initiatives beyond core basic services. 

In  today’s  economic  climate,  start-up  funding  is  unlikely.   This 
would be classed as a “nice to have” not a “need to have.”  It would 
require an increase in rates and our ratepayers are likely to be very 
against this.  In terms of information, networking services, etc. this 
could  be  done  through  our  Environmental  Health  team  or  our 
Community Development team.

Several  respondents  believed that  increasing  support  for  the  food sector  was 

necessary but that the job would be best done by organisations other than theirs. 

Overall,  around  half  of  the  councils  were  interested  in  the  idea  of  further 

focusing  on  food  as  a  special  area  of  interest  for  community  health  and 

resiliency, while the other half of councils did not see food as being any more of 

a special interest than other aspects of community and economic development. 

A  final  question  of  this  section  of  the  survey  explained  to  participants  the 

concept of a food policy council (See section 7.3.1) and asked about their views 

on the potential for their council to participate in such a group, which aims to 

bring  together  stakeholders  from a wide range  of  backgrounds  and from all 

stages  of  the  food  system  from  research  and  development  to  farming, 

distribution,  processing,  retailing  and  waste  disposal  as  well  as  community 
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members, council staff and member of other organisations (such as Chamber of 

Commerce). Only six of the 16 respondents felt that their organisation would be 

interested in sitting on a food policy council,  two were unsure and a further 

eight were not interested in the idea.  There was a wide range of explanatory 

comments accompanying the answers to this question. Some were positive but 

hesitant about food policy councils: "I think it’s a good idea but I don’t think 

this is something we would direct resources at, however it may be something 

that the local body politicians are interesting in participating on". Others again 

emphasised the need for community demand for such initiatives: "Maybe, if it 

was driven by the food sector. Council's approach is to support initiatives driven 

by the relevant sectors, rather than try to force initiatives upon them". Of the 

respondents who did not wish to participate in food policy council activities, 

several felt that it was the role of other organisations more than council,  for 

example "No - It's not our core business. We are a regulatory body. Community 

and educational and facilitatory roles in this kind of initiative is seen more as a 

central  government responsibility."  Some respondents  were more open to the 

idea  and  allowed  themselves  to  consider  the  potentials.  "In  terms  of  the 

establishment of a Food Policy Council, [our council] would be well-placed to 

provide  a  range  of  environmental  information  that  could  support  decision-

making, for example, on water and soil quality and farming systems". 

Local food systems in the context of sustainability

The  final  part  of  the  survey  was  intended  to  evaluate  respondents  general 

attitudes towards some of the bigger challenges on the horizon, and whether 

they see addressing problems within food systems as being an important part of 

building  resiliency  to  challenges  such  as  climate  change,  energy  and  other 

resource  scarcity,  and  unstable  global  economies.  Overall,  participants  were 

found to have a high level of awareness of emerging global issues and the threats 

that  they  pose  for  their  local  area,  however  they  had  varying  degrees  of 

optimism about the extent to which this knowledge would be acted upon by 
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councils in the short term. However most respondents were supportive of the 

idea of further resilience building within their communities: 

Most  definitely.  [Central]  Government  is  driving  climate  change 
legislation without much regard or support for communities who 
will be on the receiving end of this - I am of the opinion that the 
role for preparing communities and ensuring the right systems and 
infrastructure is in place is a central government one - but it would 
appear that not much thought has been put into this.

 
Several respondents saw these issues as being presently under addressed within 

their  organisations,  and  felt  that  while  interest  and  awareness  was  slowly 

growing, that it would probably take some form of 'crisis event' or increasing 

fuel prices to really spur things into action. 

Obviously the transition to less oil will reduce transportation, so we 
need to be more self sufficient. But it is a chicken and egg problem. 
Until the price of fuel goes up, people just buy stuff with high food 
miles. Courses on growing your own stuff can be good, and garden 
centres can take an interest in doing this. This type of stuff must be 
driven by the politicians (Councillors) and if they are not interested 
then nothing will happen. The community must also demand it, but 
the status quo prevails at the moment.

Other respondents acknowledged that the current council plans and policies did 

not adequately address these issues, however many councils are either currently 

or about to start reviewing their plans and creating second generation plans, and 

several  respondents  made  clear  that  their  organisations  would  be  strongly 

increasing the  level  of  attention to sustainability  and resiliency issues  within 

their new plans: 

Our district plan was written in the mid 1990’s when issues such as 
climate change, sea level rise, use of sustainable building materials, 
and energy consumption were not prevalent.  Therefore there are no 
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policies in the district plan in place to address these issues.   Our 
council  is  looking  to  address  these  issues,  in  particular  climate 
change and energy consumption, in the district plan in upcoming 
reviews.

These  responses  indicated  that  awareness  is  building  around  issues  of 

sustainability and resiliency within local communities, however it is clear that 

the 'inertia' of the attitudes of the organisations as a whole is taking some time to 

change, and will potentially not undertake meaningful action to address these 

issues until such a time that it becomes immediately and pressingly obvious that 

action is needed. 

Summary of survey findings

The survey revealed a broad spectrum of perspectives and attitudes towards food 

systems issues within local councils. In many cases, the individual respondents, 

who  were  planners  and  policy-makers,  were  aware  of  challenges  and 

opportunities within local food sectors, however often they were sceptical about 

the level of potential buy-in and support from the wider council as a whole. Of 

the councils that were currently supporting food systems initiatives,  the most 

common activities that they supported were the likes of community gardens and 

composting  initiatives,  and  a  minimal  level  of  support  for  farmers  markets, 

usually through providing locations for farmers markets to take place at. There 

was only minimal evidence of the respondents or their organisations viewing 

food from a systems perspective, and its potential connections with many aspects 

of the community including public health, community vibrancy, local economic 

development, future resiliency, waste and nutrient cycling, biodiversity, regional 

identity, tourism and so on. In general the respondent councils have tended to 

focus  on  small  and  tangible  elements  of  the  food system,  but  have  assigned 

taking a broader, strategic and holistic approach to food systems issues as being 

in the domain of other organisations (including central government),  or have 

simply moved it to the 'too hard' basket. This problem was recognised by several 
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key informants, and was well described by Key Informant 5

...we do that in New Zealand all the time, we really do go for the 
low hanging fruit and we think that that's enough. When I was doing 
my PhD that was one of the really strong findings, that we're really 
good at the low hanging fruits, we do these projects that are really 
easy to do, like writing an urban design protocol. Well that's great, 
but then they stop and think that's really enough. I think we struggle 
to tackle the really difficult things. I don't know if its the lack of 
leadership, you know politicians are worried about not getting voted 
in so they don't want to push for the really hard stuff, but it is a 
huge issue I think we have across all of New Zealand.

The survey shows significant gaps in both the knowledge and awareness by local 

councils of food systems issues, and significant opportunity for councils to more 

closely evaluate the role that food plays in their locality and the potential ways 

in which council actions could help move these systems toward sustainable and 

resilient futures. 

5 6. Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the ways in which local and central governments in 

New Zealand influence  and interface  with  food systems  at  all  scales.  At  the 

national level, strong support from government for large scale food systems is 

evident in the form of the many government departments and Crown Research 

Institute projects which are targeted at maintaining a strong export economy in 

the agrifood sector. While these support services also incorporate sustainability 

objectives, some analysts have questioned the strength of these objectives when 

considering  long-term  time  horizons  in  light  of  the  emerging  threats  and 

challenges  facing  globalised  trade  sectors  and  industrial  scale  production 

methods  (Parliamentary  Commissioner  for  the  Environment,  2004).  Another 

gap which was identified within the large scale and export orientated food sector 

was the lack of an overall unifying vision which incorporates perspectives from 
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all  elements  of  the  food  system.  Significant  'siloing'  is  evident  within  each 

industry sub-sector,  and there is  a near  total  absence of  a coordinated,  cross 

sectoral and holistic strategy guiding the long-term direction of the food sector 

as a whole.

At the local government level, attention to food systems issues was identified to 

be even more uncoordinated and piecemeal. With regards to physical resource 

management,  regional  councils  have  a  clear  role  to  play  in  regulating  and 

monitoring water use for irrigation as well as point and non-point discharges to 

water, air and soil. Looking beyond these measurable physical parameters, a deep 

level of confusion exists among local councils when considering food systems. 

Based  on  key  informant  interviews  and  a  survey  of  local  councils  on  food 

systems topics, the huge variation in responses illustrated that there is a lack of 

clarity and coherency in how councils can interpret plans and legislation such as 

the  Local  Government  Act  2002  with  regards  to  food  issues.  There  was  no 

evidence  of  clear  strategies  surrounding  protection  of  high  class  soils  and 

productive  agricultural  land,  with  conflicting  views  even  within  individual 

research participants about the ways in which rural land use should be managed. 

Even though high class soils are technically protected within policies of many 

local councils, there is apparent confusion about the practicalities of managing 

this, and the long-term implications of different land use decisions for the future 

productivity of rural areas. 

Territorial authorities were generally uncertain about the degree to which they 

can and should address aspects of food systems beyond the physical aspects of 

land use and associated resource uses and discharge requirements. The Resource 

Management Act 1991 and Local Government Act 2002 both clearly outline the 

need  for  planners  and  local  governments  to  consider  and  provide  for 

environmental,  social,  cultural  and  economic  needs  of  local  communities 

through planning and resource management activities. At present, planners seem 

to be poorly equipped to address the non-physical elements of these systems, and 
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are lacking in creative strategies to help facilitate a move of food systems toward 

more resilient and sustainable production and distribution frameworks. Within 

the  councils  surveyed,  there  was  a  moderate  level  of  support  for  some 

community  based  food  initiatives,  mainly  community  gardens,  composting 

initiatives and some support for farmers markets. These initiatives can definitely 

have beneficial outcomes in many aspects of the local community, but in terms 

of the food system as a whole, they are very small scale are only delivering a very 

small proportion of the total food consumption of any particular town or city. 

Overall, government involvement with food systems in New Zealand has been 

shown to be highly polarised. While there are strong levels of support for large 

scale export based agriculture at the national level,  and likewise a reasonable 

amount of support for very small scale, community based projects within local 

governments,  there  is  an overall  lack of  support  or  coordination or  strategy 

surrounding  the  mid-sized  farming  and  production  sector.  In  terms  of  the 

development of sustainable food systems, as observed in case study materials and 

articles about initiatives in North America and Europe (e.g. Allen, et al., 2003; 

Cox, et al., 2008; Donald, 2008; DuPuis and Goodman, 2005; Mendes, 2007), it is 

this mid-scale sector which produces at a scale large enough to be efficient but 

still retaining elements of 'human scale' agriculture, that has perhaps the most 

potential in future scenarios. As such, it is seen as highly important for both 

central and local governments in New Zealand to re-evaluate their approaches to 

this sector, and considers options for enhanced coordination and strategies in the 

future. 
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6 Industry Based Sustainable 

Food Initiatives 

6 1. Introduction 

The role of the firm cannot be underestimated in within the bigger picture of a 

transition to sustainable food systems (Donald, 2008). The vast majority of the 

environmental, social and economic impacts of today's lifestyles can be linked to 

consumable products at one point or another, and those products are produced 

and distributed by businesses. Whether it is in the destruction of forests to make 

way for more grazing or cropping land, pollution of waterways by fertiliser or 

effluent run-off,  contribution to climate change through fossil  fuel  emissions, 

damaging  public  health  through  highly  processed  foods  laced  with  synthetic 

chemicals  and  stripped  of  meaningful  nutritional  value,  or  the  inequitable 

treatment of farm labourers in distant and unknown shores, it is clear that the 

food system is no exception to the potential for industry to generate harmful 

effects.  Indeed,  the  list  of  negative  side  effects  of  global  industrialised  food 

systems  is  overwhelmingly  long,  with  effects  so  far  reaching  and  deeply 

penetrating that they are difficult to even fathom, let alone concisely summarise 

(See Herm, 2010; Nestle, 2007; Pawlick, 2006; Shiva, 2000). It is suffice to say that 

there  are  many  elements  of  food  systems  at  all  scales  which  are  not  only 

unsustainable,  but  are  actually  actively  destroying  the  very  environments, 

societies and economies which they are nestled within and depend on (Herm, 

2010). 

The sheer scale at which industrial food and farming systems operate on means 

that  even 'small'  imbalances  in  farming systems or  production chains  can be 
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amplified to result in serious environmental damage. These resource depleting 

practices would be bad enough on their own, but when continually rising global 

populations (Gilland, 2002) and forecasts of serious global climate disturbance 

(Mann  and  Kump,  2008;  IPCC,  2007)  are  added  to  the  equation,  many 

researchers are left wondering if there is any chance at all of humanity avoiding 

some kind of cataclysmic and catastrophic event, where the hangover from the 

past hundred and fifty years of rampant resource exploitation and toxification of 

environments with synthetic chemicals and fossil fuel emissions finally catches 

up with us (McKibben, 2010). 

People  have  been  aware  of  many  these  serious  problems  within  the  global 

agribusiness sector and other industries for as long as the industries themselves 

have  existed  (Heinberg,  2007;  McKibben,  2010).  Yet  driven  by  the  hope  of 

increased profits, and vested interests within unsustainable production systems, 

change has been extraordinarily slow to come about (Nestle, 2007; Parliamentary 

Commissioner for the Environment, 2004a). However, the past decade or so has 

seen a marked change in public awareness and concern for issues surrounding 

sustainability,  and  changes  in  public  awareness  usually  equate  to  changes  in 

consumer demand. Along with the power of industry to damage and destroy 

ecosystems,  communities and economies,  is  the ability of firms, and industry 

sectors as a whole, to take action and develop new production modalities which 

seek to reduce social, environmental and economic harms associated with their 

industries, and work towards systems which are truly sustainable in that they 

could continue in perpetuity whilst maintaining or improving the resource bases 

which they draw upon (Mendes, 2007; Smith, 2007; Starr, 2003). 

The Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment (2004a: 22) highlighted a 

significant barrier to industry transitioning to a true model of sustainability, one 

in which human societies learn to "live off the 'interest' of natural capital, instead 

of  using  up  or  degrading  the  natural  resource  base".  That  barrier  is  the 

commoditisation of inputs for farming, both in a physical sense and in process 
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technology.  The  key  point  that  they  noticed  was  that  many  of  the  'inputs' 

associated with sustainable agriculture do not have a high commodity potential - 

they are knowledge based solutions which enable the farmer to best make use of 

resources and methodologies on-farm so as to decrease or entirely eliminate the 

need for external inputs. Many of the products and practices of 'conventional' 

agriculture  which  are  widely  recognised  as  unsustainable,  such  as  fertilisers, 

sprays,  machinery, patented seed stocks and energy intensive practices, have a 

high commodity potential. Because it is easy to buy and sell goods and services 

with a high commodity potential, there are usually strong economic incentives 

for business to develop and market these products. The report highlights that all 

sectors  of  the  food  industry,  from  research  and  development  through  to 

information systems, physical infrastructure, financial and capital markets and 

even rules and regulations have evolved over time to support a commodity based 

production model (Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, 2004a). 

Key Informant 12, a researcher in the field of sustainable enterprise, saw a strong 

role for industry based change, however she believed that it was only one factor 

in the bigger picture of the widespread change that is required: 

...you've  got  those  three  drivers.  You've  got  your  consumer,  your 
industry and your government.  The government  wants  to  get  re-
elected every three years and don't want to do anything that's really 
going to start to annoy everybody. And moving beyond that, you've 
got your multilateral agreements which don't seem to end up having 
any teeth but will have to at some point in the long run. And then 
you've got your industry and then you've got your consumer. And the 
consumer will drive a certain amount of industry change, but in a 
way all three of them work together, and it will be a combination of 
those that ends up bringing about change.

One of the key issues that surrounds the topic of transitioning the large scale and 

export orientated New Zealand food industry to sustainability, is the parallel 

goals of ever increasing exports and growth, and sustainability - two goals which 
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many authors (e.g. Edwards, 2010; Heinberg, 2007; Herm, 2010) consider to be 

mutually  exclusive  at  a  fundamental  level.  Some  of  the  Key  Informants 

interviewed (Key Informants 4, 7, 12, 14) admitted that there was often implicitly 

conflicting goals within organisations, with 'sustainability' on the one hand, and 

continued  growth  and  competitiveness  within  international  markets  on  the 

other. Yet most of these interviewees believed that these conflicting goals were 

often more perceptual than actual,  and that sustainability objectives have the 

potential to be implemented in a way that is also economically beneficial. This 

was explained by Key Informant 13

People talk about a conflict between maximising profitability and 
minimising environmental footprints, and we encounter that all the 
time. But I'm not convinced that it's always a conflict. If you take 
methane and nitrous oxide just for argument sake. Now ruminants 
produce a lot of methane and nitrous oxide as by-products of an 
inefficiency in the way they digest their food. They're very efficient 
with  fibre  but  they're  very  inefficient  with  protein,  and  as  a 
consequence of that you get a lot of nitrous oxide, and methane is a 
by-product of  that  digestive  system as well.  So if  you work with 
systems to improve the efficiency of the ruminant, to limit methane 
and  nitrous  oxide,  you  can  also  end  up  increasing  the  animals 
productivity. So in fact what might appear as a conflict actually in 
some instances can be compatible.

However it was also acknowledged that change will have to be piecemeal, as it 

will take time for businesses to adjust not only their operations, but also their 

mindsets, to the ideas and practices of sustainability (Key Informants 4, 13). 

6 2. Industry based certification 

In  the  past  decade,  businesses  have  increasingly  begun  to  incorporate 

sustainability  objectives  into  their  core  modus  operandi  (Key  Informant  12). 

While many have made a conscious and targeted attempt to exploit new 'eco' or 

'ethical' market niches (the 'ethical consumer' movement, see Clarke et al., 2007), 
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a growing number  of  firms are  employing  sustainability  objectives  even  if  it 

compromises  their  economic  bottom  line,  for  the  sake  of  practising  ethical 

business  and  corporate  social  responsibility  ideologies.  These  new  forms  of 

business are referred to by a multitude of terms, the most common of which 

include  'green  business',  'ecopreneurship'  and  'social  enterprise',  and  they  are 

beginning to emerge more prominently within New Zealand (Key Informant 

12).  

Developing alongside the ideologies of ethical business has been the need and the 

desire to provide assurances to the consumer that the product meets set criteria 

on whatever measures it is promoting, whether it be social, environmental or 

other factors (Clarke, et al., 2007). This has resulted in new forms of 'industry 

based regulation' emerging in the past twenty years or so, with the number of 

these initiatives growing more rapidly in the past five years (Key Informant 12). 

Two  well  known  and  long  running  examples  of  green  business  or  social 

enterprise are the 'fair trade' and organic movements which have occurred at a 

global level (Raynolds, 2000), and have had a strong presence in New Zealand 

markets  for  a  number  of  years.  Key  Informant  12  has  been  researching  the 

emergence and characteristics of ecopreneurial businesses in New Zealand for 

several years. She saw there being many challenges for businesses considering 

sustainable  practices,  and  thought  that  some  of  the  more  'pioneering' 

ecopreneurs  were  potentially  breaking  the  ice  and  making  easier  for  other 

businesses to follow suit

It's a struggle for small people because sometimes its important for 
them to be as green as possible, but its about them knowing what to 
do and finding out what to do, and then they've got so many other 
compliance issues, and no time to do it. So there's a real struggle for 
those  small  businesses  in  New Zealand,  because  there's  already a 
whole heap of stuff that they've got to do, and this just adds to it. 
And a lot of them don't even know what to do as basic steps because 
they haven't got time to stop and think about it. But the ecopreneurs 
are really different,  because its  their passion and they build their 
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whole  business  on  it  and  they're  strongly  committed  to  the 
environment, so there is that sector as well. 

One of the other significant things we found with our ecopreneurs 
was  how  they  were  starting  to  change  industry  and  peoples 
perceptions of things, and that was one of the biggest ways that they 
were actually making a difference towards being sustainable. So in 
some  cases  when  an  eco  business  starts  up,  other  players  in  the 
industry have to adopt green practices as well in order to compete, 
which might not have otherwise happened if the ecopreneurs had 
not  been there.  So they  start  to  change peoples  perceptions,  and 
people start to realise that you can have an environmentally friendly 
business and still make money. 

Fair  trade  and  organic  certifications  are  examples  of  initiatives  which  have 

international recognition yet can be adopted and implemented at small scale, 

localised levels. However there are also many smaller, more localised industry 

based certification systems in place around the world, which seek to monitor 

product life cycles and provide assurance to consumers through various auditing 

and  evaluation  systems  (Higgins,  et  al.,  2008).  Many  of  these  initiatives  are 

intended to promote the ecologically sound production methods used for their 

products, or to verify the specific origin of a product to ensure its authenticity in 

cases where regional significance or 'terroir' is an important aspect of the food 

product, while some certifications are based on proximal criteria to determine 

the 'localness'  and supposed subsequent energy footprint of a product (Fonte, 

2008; Higgins, et al., 2008; Smith, 2007). 

Some of  these  certification  or  assurance  schemes  span across  whole  industry 

sectors  and  are  carried  out  by  third  party  accredited  auditors,  while  others 

operate on a smaller scale and rely more heavily on consumer trust (Fritz and 

Scheifer, 2008). In addition to this, there are a large number of companies which 

incorporate  'eco'  branding  with  absolutely  no  evidence  or  assurance  of  the 

legitimacy of this claim. This practice is common in the field of organics, for 
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example, says Key Informant 8, who claimed that many unscrupulous producers 

can label their products as 'organic' even if they are not organic, relying on the 

fact that the majority of consumers do not understand the difference between 

'organic'  and 'certified organic'.  This has led industry groups such as Organic 

Farm New Zealand and BioGro to campaign for stricter government regulations 

about  what  can  and  can  not  be  legally  labelled  'organic'  (Key  Informant  8). 

Regulations surrounding this exist in places such as Europe, but at present in 

New Zealand,  virtually any food product  can legally be labelled as  'organic', 

regardless  of  the quantity  of  synthetic  chemicals  it  contains  or  unsustainable 

farming practices  it  was  produced by  (New Zealand Biological  Producers  & 

Consumers Council, 2010). 

6 3. Direct marketing initiatives

Compared to other countries, New Zealand has had a relatively light uptake of 

industry  driven  sustainability  initiatives  (Key Informant  12).  With  regards  to 

food,  one  area  that  has  gained  popularity  in  recent  years  is  through  direct 

marketing initiatives (Key Informants 8 and 9). Direct marketing initiatives are 

centred around the idea of produce going directly from producer to consumer, 

eliminating  the  costly  and  inefficient  'middle  man'  element  and  usually  by 

default, shortening the physical distance of the supply chain (Key Informant 8). 

The most common forms of direct marketing initiatives found in New Zealand 

at present are farmers markets and producer driven 'food box schemes', whereby 

the farmer delivers boxes of produce directly to subscribers who pay a weekly or 

monthly fee in exchange for the produce. Farmers markets are "a food market 

where local growers, farmers' and artisan food producers sell their wares directly 

to the consumer. Vendors may only sell what they grow, farm, pickle, preserve, 

bake, smoke or catch themselves from a defined area." (Farmers Markets New 

Zealand, 2010:np), and they have seen an explosion of growth in New Zealand in 

the past ten years. There are now over fifty farmers markets operating around 

the country, with increasing numbers of consumers shopping at the markets all 
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the time (Farmers Markets New Zealand, 2010). Key Informant 9, who is closely 

involved with the Otago Farmers Market in Dunedin, believed that there was 

good reason for their popularity

There's two sides to the coin. On the one side we've got the seller 
who's supplying the customer direct, there's no middle man charges, 
there's no outside transport charges, there's no storage charge, the 
only  cost  to  them is  their  time and running their  vehicle  to  the 
market. From the customer point of view, we never promote farmers 
market food as cheaper, although the expectation is that there should 
be some shaving off of the margins because its direct supply, but we 
have no input on pricing. They tend to purchase on the basis that its 
fresh rather than that its cheap. And some people do it because they 
want the market to survive and they want the vendors to survive, 
and the regular customers have their favourites and they support the 
people that they like. It's also a social situation, people meet people, 
they  go  there  to  meet  people,  families  gather  there,  they  have 
breakfast,  meet for coffee. Generally people seem to look happier 
than they do at the supermarket. 

Farmers Markets New Zealand is an organisation which represents all farmers 

markets in New Zealand, many of which are charitable trusts or run on a not-

for-profit basis.  They have recently introduced a new form of industry based 

certification, which is centred around 'certified authentic farmers markets',  the 

criteria for which is that at least eighty percent of stall holders at each market 

are  'certified  local'  producers  or  processors.  These  certifications  have  been 

introduced  to  further  the  underlying  goal  of  farmers  markets,  which  is  "to 

support the sustainability and viability of farming in the local region" (Farmers 

Markets New Zealand, 2010:np). 

Key Informant 9 saw farmers markets as influencing a wide range of community 

values,  from  local  economic  development  through  to  public  health  and 

nutrition, to supporting rural communities, and increasing rural-urban linkages. 

Key Informant 8, an organic farmer, had found the farmers market to be an easy 

and effective way of selling produce, as compared to a box scheme which was not 

129



6 Industry Based Sustainable Food Initiatives 

viable in the long term

It's very difficult to grow your stuff and to sell it,  well very time 
consuming, doing everything is bloody hard. The farmers market is 
quite good in the sense that you can grow your stuff and then once a 
week you can bag it up and sell it. And that's just half a day and its 
done. But driving around restaurants and dropping off a bit here and 
a bit there is hard yakka. And of course the standard that's required 
is high, and not unreasonably,  but it takes a lot of doing. So the 
easiest that I've experienced would be the farmers market. I ran a 
box system for 20 or 30 customers for a few years, that was pretty 
good, that was carting to just two collection points for them. So that 
wasn't too bad, it involved a bit of extra packaging, but it worked 
pretty well. One thing I found a bit difficult was that at the start of 
the season you'd have one or two things and at the end of the season 
you'd have one or two things, but people were very understanding 
and very loyal I found. 

 
Although farmers markets are currently considered very popular,  and are the 

principle  method of  selling  produce  for  a  good number  of  local  small  scale 

farmers,  the market segment is  still  relatively small.  At the Dunedin farmers 

market, which is considered to be a very popular farmers market, an estimated 

5,000 to 8,000 customers shop there each week (Key Informant 8). This equates 

to around 5 to 8 percent of the population of Dunedin attending the market one 

one day out  of  seven.  As  such,  it  is  clear  that  the  food volumes  sold at  the 

farmers market will only comprise a very small percentage of the city's overall 

weekly food consumption. Additionally, key informants 8 and 9 both reported 

that many of the smaller scale 'local' growers struggle to make a living from their 

farming, and for many the farming is more of a supplement to their day job. 

Given that farmers markets are the single most prominent form of alternative 

food network in New Zealand at present, with box schemes coming a distant 

second, it becomes clear that while initiatives such as farmers markets are highly 

visible, they have by no means managed to provide a 'mainstreamed' sustainable 

food supply as yet. 
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6 4. Conclusion 

Industry sectors, including businesses at all stages of food value chains, have been 

identified  as  having  huge  potential  to  implement  sustainable  practices  and 

evaluate  business  decisions  on  triple  bottom  line  (social,  environmental  and 

economic) criteria rather than primarily economic factors as has been the norm 

for  the  past  century  (Key  Informant  12).  The  development  of  these  'ethical 

business' practices has been extensive overseas, especially in Europe (Clarke et al., 

2007; Fonte, 2008; Higgins, et al., 2008; Smith, 2007). In New Zealand, ethical 

business has seen a surge in popularity in the past five years or so, with several 

companies or industry groups gaining high profiles in different markets via their 

branding as 'organic', 'fair trade', 'local' or 'eco friendly' products. However, while 

highly  visible,  the  product  volumes  sold  through  these  channels  still  only 

represent a small proportion of the total food consumption of New Zealand. 

While they can be seen to be a crucial step in the transition towards sustainable 

systems,  and have a valuable role in shifting public and industry perceptions 

towards new modes of thinking about the ways we live and do business, there is 

still a significant leap to be made for sustainable enterprise to move from the 

niche into the mainstream. Realistically, it is likely that the most effective way 

for green industry to achieve this is to find ways to be economically competitive 

whilst also meeting triple bottom line sustainability objectives (Key informant 

12).
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7  Adaptable 

frameworks for food 

systems planning

7 1. Introduction 

Over the past ten or so years that food systems planning has become a more 

active field of planning interest overseas, a methodology has been built around 

ways  in  which  planners  can  apply  these  theories  in  practice.  This  chapter 

evaluates the different forms of applied food systems planning practice that have 

been successfully utilised in other countries, for the purpose of developing ideas 

for the opportunities and recommendations for food systems planning in New 

Zealand, as found in chapter eight. Many of the types of food systems planning 

practice outlined here have significant potential to be applied within the New 

Zealand context, and indeed we are lucky enough to be able to evaluate over ten 

years of developing methodologies to help guide the implementation of food 

systems planning in this  country.  This  chapter  examines applied examples  of 

both governmental and non-governmental food systems planning initiatives. In 

reality,  the  two  are  usually  interconnected,  with  communities  and  industry 

influencing government planning process, and governments aiming to facilitate 

and enable action at the community level. The research presented in this thesis 

shows a significant gap in attention to these issues in New Zealand, and there are 

many different ways that action could be initiated. This chapter is intended to 

provide  an idea  of  the  different  options  for  food systems  planning  practice, 
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which can  of  course  be  adapted  by  the  reader  to  their  own particular  local 

context.

Many of these methodologies involve standard planning practices applied in the 

context of sustainable food systems or community food security. In the broadest 

sense, planners are concerned with actioning overarching goals such as healthy 

communities,  quality  of  life,  sustainable  practices  and  social  justice  within 

communities  (Pothukuchi,  2004).  Planners  involved  with  food  systems  issues 

overseas have aimed to facilitate the creation of a sustainable and secure food 

supply whilst moving toward these broader goals - the ever familiar 'balancing 

act' that characterises all planning practice (Anderson and Cook, 1999). In many 

cases, the social, political or economic cultures of a place can be barriers to the 

implementation of innovative or novel initiatives. Feenstra (2002) describes how 

planners must attempt to create the social, political, intellectual  and economic 

'space' through actions such as networking, communication, conflict resolution, 

and  policy  advocacy,  in  order  to  overcome  these  barriers  and  allow  new 

progressive ideas to become actionable in communities. Pothukuchi (2004: 357) 

views  community  as  an  "indispensable  unit  of  solution  to  food  problems", 

because  it  is  the  community  level  at  which  most  planners  work,  and  it  is 

communities which planning practice seeks to benefit. 

7 2. Food Systems Planning in Practice

There  are  multiple  ways  that  planners  can  approach  food  systems  planning 

activities in a more specific sense. Because of the multidisciplinary nature of food 

systems planning and the broad spectrum of stakeholder groups involved, the 

process  is  inherently  multi-layered  and  collaborative  (Mendes,  2007). 

Networking, communication, and transdisciplinary research are key elements of 

practice in this field.  The planner serves  as a facilitator of exchange between 
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different stakeholders and experts from different fields of speciality, and various 

levels  of  government  (Campbell,  2004).  This  complex  arrangement  of 

stakeholder groups also means that food systems planning is highly contextual, 

and the planner will need to utilise their knowledge about the specific place that 

they  are  operating  in,  in  order  to  establish  what  courses  of  action  to  take 

(Pothukuchi, 2004). 

In her article evaluating the strategies and methods employed in several practical 

examples  of  food  systems  initiatives,  Feenstra  (2002)  has  outlined  'Three  P's' 

which she sees  as  the cornerstones  of  food systems planning practice:  public 

participation, partnerships, and principles. Public participation is a key element 

of all forms of community planning. Giving stakeholders and the public genuine 

decision  making  power  results  in  better  outcomes  for  those  stakeholders. 

Partnerships are another  key element that  all  planners  will  be familiar  with. 

Planners can utilise partnerships within projects and initiatives in order to help 

with access to resources, evaluation and direction-setting, and placing projects 

within the broader community context both practically and conceptually. The 

third 'P', principles, refers to the need for planners and stakeholders involved in 

planning  processes  to  be  deeply  committed  and  genuinely  interested  in 

furthering  community  development  towards  social,  environmental  and 

economic  sustainability  (Feenstra,  2002).  One  of  the  biggest  challenges  for 

planners in this field is to identify actions and outcomes which will result in the 

greatest number of beneficial outcomes for a wide range of stakeholder groups, 

whilst maintaining cost effectiveness and efficiency (Anderson and Cook, 1999). 

A  large  part  of  this  involves  identifying  options  for  policies,  plans  and 

programmes which have 'multifunctional' outcomes (Mendes, 2008). 

Multifunctional agriculture is a field of agro-politics which seeks to identify and 
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promote  agricultural  practices  and  rural  land  uses  which  produce  multiple 

benefits  in  addition  to  commodity  production  -  for  example  environmental 

protection,  landscape  character  preservation,  or  social  benefits  for  rural  and 

urban  communities  (Blandford  and  Boisvert,  2002).  Pothukuchi  (2004) 

encourages planners to extend this concept to entire food systems, by attempting 

to foster action which will not only increase sustainability and security of the 

food supply, but also contribute towards other community objectives. Similar 

conceptualisations  are  expressed  by  Francis,  et  al.  (2003)  through  their 

discussions  on  'agroecology',  which  is  the  concept  of  viewing  the  entire 

agricultural  and  food  production  system  as  an  ecological  system  with  both 

material and non-material inputs and outputs. They reiterate the importance of 

interdisciplinary  communication  and  collaboration  if  food  systems  planning 

activities  are  to  be  successful  incorporating  holistic  practices  for  holistic 

outcomes (Francis, et al., 2003). 

Pothukuchi  (2004)  sees  planners  as  being  uniquely  positioned  to  effectively 

facilitate these information exchanges, and they can also function as an interface 

between non-political stakeholders and local and regional governments. She sees 

a crucial role of planners as being to evaluate both the positive and negative roles 

of  local  government,  and  identifying  situations  in  which  actions  of  local 

government  may  in  fact  be  hindering  food  systems  planning  processes,  or 

perhaps instances where direct involvement from local government is not the 

most effective option for an initiative (Pothukuchi, 2004). 

Food systems planning practice  is  highly integrative.  It  relies  on the planner 

creating linkages between stakeholders,  local governments,  and researchers or 

other practitioners in various fields (Mendes, 2008). Methods outlined in most 

literature  on  the  topic  usually  fall  into  one  of  three  broad  categories: 
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Networking,  communication and  collaboration;  data  collection,  analysis,  and 

interpretation; and interfacing with local government with regards to creation of 

plans and policies. These three components of practice are overlapping and are 

centred around core planning principles, as illustrated in Figure 1 (see Chapter 

8). These three types of practice, and their interrelations, are discussed below.

7 2 1. . Networking  collaboration  and communication, ,

Food  systems  planning  is  a  field  where  planners'  training  in  facilitation, 

communication  and  networking  are  of  critical  importance.  The  range  of 

stakeholders is broad, and the issues are often complex. The role of the planner is 

to ensure that effective communication is occurring between stakeholder groups, 

and to assist those groups in forming connections between their disparate fields 

of interest to form tangible goals and directions for food systems projects and 

initiatives  (Campbell,  2004).  This  role  involves  facilitation  at  a  variety  of 

different interfaces,  involving multi-directional exchanges between stakeholder 

groups such as food businesses, non-profit organisations, consumers, community 

members,  local  government,  researchers,  and  educators  (Mendes,  2007). 

Communicating the existence and outcomes of these projects with the general 

public and other planners is also highly important (Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 

2000). In an emerging field such as this, knowledge sharing networks between 

departments, institutions, or even across national borders could help make more 

efficient use of the information that is available and to avoid 'reinventing the 

wheel' of food systems planning in multiple locations (Francis, et al., 2008). 

Networking  and  coalition  building  between  sustainability-oriented  food 

businesses, both horizontal and vertical, can assist in the construction of more 

functional business relationships and the establishment of more efficient supply 

chains (Ahumada and Villalobos, 2009). Anderson and Cook (1999) saw three 
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main  streams  of  practice  converging  during  the  emergence  of  food  systems 

planning:  community nutrition and education;  agricultural research and grass 

roots  activism;  and  community  development  and  anti-hunger  research  and 

activism. Utilising the expertise of practitioners in these different disciplines is 

useful in both informing stakeholders and policy-makers, and monitoring and 

evaluating  the  effects  of  policy  implementation  (Anderson  and  Cook,  1999; 

MacRae,  1999).  Effective  communication  channels  between  these  stakeholder 

groups  are  essential  for  the  synthesis  of  well-rounded  and  robust  goals  and 

objectives (Feenstra, 1997). Campbell (2004) has suggested that planners could 

utilise  techniques from the environmental  disputes  resolution field,  including 

stakeholder analysis,  scoping, consensus building and various forms of impact 

assessment, to assist in participatory processes in food systems planning. 

7 2 2. . Data collection and evaluation  closing the theory practice gap: -

The practice of data collection and evaluation serves an indispensable role in the 

planning process, particularly in a field as complex as food systems planning, 

where  general  trends,  correlations,  or  system  weak  points  may  not  be 

immediately  obvious  (Clancy,  2004).  Data  collected  on  food  systems  related 

measures can be useful in informing both stakeholders and decision-makers. It 

can  assist  in  identifying  priority  areas  and  can  provide  useful  support  for 

funding applications, or can identify conflicting goals within the agendas of food 

systems planners (Campbell, 2004). Another key use of data is in the monitoring 

and evaluation of the outcomes of policy changes or community projects. This is 

useful for determining the degree to which planning outcomes have a genuine 

and tangible  effect  in  the  communities  they seek to  benefit,  and aids  in  the 

improvement  of  future  programmes  (Pothukuchi,  2004).  In  essence,  by 

identifying data sources that are indicators for community food security or other 
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measures, planners can engage in a more scientific approach to their practice by 

creating falsifiable  hypotheses  about  the outcomes of  a  project,  and compare 

differences in data pre- and post-implementation (Anderson and Cook, 1999). 

For the planner, where in-depth data analysis may not be a field of speciality, 

their role may be more about sourcing data or recommending the collection of 

new  data,  and  collaborating  with  researchers  within  universities  and  other 

institutions  who  have  the  ability  and  the  interest  in  analysing  this  data 

(Campbell,  2004;  Feenstra,  1997).  For  data  to  be  effectively  collected  and 

interpreted, a clarification of terms and agreement on what specifically should be 

measured  is  required  (Anderson  and  Cook,  1999).  As  with  any  research, 

collection a full set of data of all of the relevant factors is not feasible, and as 

such  a  selection  of  'indicator  variables',  which  are  thought  to  provide  good 

measures of the status of food systems related issues within a community, must 

be chosen (Campbell, 2004). The determination of what these variables are at 

present  an  imprecise  science,  however  as  more  research  is  undertaken  on 

community food systems,  a more comprehensive model  of  effective indicator 

variables may emerge. Anderson and Cook (1999: 147) provide some suggestions 

for the types of data food systems planners could aim to collect and interpret. 

These include:

 Measures of nutritional status of residents

 Nutrient intake and food consumption

 Related food practices (e.g. cooking practices, breastfeeding)

 Food and nutrition knowledge and attitudes

 Social capital in relation to the food system

 Food system descriptors (availability, quality, education)

 Economic/social system descriptors that affect capacity for change

Data collected can be qualitative as well as quantitative in nature. Feenstra (1997: 
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32-33)  provides  some  examples  of  more  qualitative  measures  that  can  be 

considered, including:

 Conducting historical reviews of agricultural production in the region to 

determine what foods can be produced

 Estimating the regions present self-reliance in food

 Identifying local and seasonal foods and developing guides to them

 Conducting local marketing studies of producers and consumers

 Understanding  urban  agriculture  and  the  connection  with  local  food 

policy or planning councils.

 Understanding social, cultural, recreational and other human values in the 

context of the food system 

Data collection and analysis will assist in identifying areas where improvements 

are most needed or can be most effectively implemented. Historical analysis of 

crops  that  have  been  grown  in  the  region  in  the  past,  as  Feenstra  (1997) 

suggested, may identify opportunities for reintroducing some crops which have 

fallen out of production under circumstances which have now changed. As an 

example,  smaller scale farmers cultivating potatoes for local markets may not 

have been able to compete with large agribusiness under a traditional model, but 

with new community food systems initiatives  in place such as more efficient 

distribution  of  local  produce,  machinery  sharing  systems,  or  new marketing 

opportunities from 'buy local' campaigns, local potato production may again be 

practical and economically viable. Another example may indicate that farm land 

that was converted to one particular farming style, say dairying, during times of 

high  dairy  prices  on  commodity  markets,  may  be  more  economically, 

environmentally  and  socially  productive  if  converted  to  alternative  crops  if 

commodity prices fall for a sustained period of time, or new legislation such as 

emissions  trading  schemes  make  high-emission  agriculture  like  dairying  less 
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financially viable. 

Another practice that has emerged with regards to using data in the context of 

food systems planning is the conceptual tool of 'foodshed analysis'. Similar to the 

concept of a watershed, a 'foodshed' represents the geographic area from which a 

population derives its food supply. Foodshed analysis is a technique that has been 

employed by researchers to trace the flow of food from ‘farm to fork’, to assess 

areas of inefficiencies and to evaluate different possible alternatives for a more 

environmentally,  socially  and  economically  sustainable  food  supply 

(Kloppenburg, et al., 1996). In this sense, a foodshed analysis is both a tool for  

understanding the  flow  of  food  in  the  food  system,  and  a  framework  for  

envisioning alternative food systems. The term foodshed was first used by W. P. 

Hedden in his 1929 book 'How great cities are fed', which he wrote after concerns 

of  the impacts  of  a proposed nationwide railways strike might have on food 

supplies for New York city, and the realisation that no one had conducted any 

kind of coherent assessment of exactly how food supplies reach urban centres 

(Kloppenberg,  et  al.,  1996).  The term, and the idea,  faded into obscurity for 

some decades before being revived by permaculturalist Arthur Getz in his 1991 

article  'Urban  Foodsheds'  (Getz,  1991).  Getz's  work  was  picked  up  on  by 

Kloppenberg,  et  al.  (1996)  who  expanded  the  concept  and  brought  it  more 

clearly into the context of urban planning and environmental management. 

Kloppenberg,  et  al.  (1996) advocated for  foodshed analysis from a normative 

standpoint - they wanted to see foodsheds become localised for the purposes of 

countering  the  perceived  negative  side  effects  of  the  globalised  food  system. 

However,  in  light  of  debates  on  localisation  and  'the  local  trap'  in  the  past 

decade, modern foodshed analysts such as Blum-Evitts (2009) and Peters, et al. 

(2008)  prefer  to  take  a  more  objective  and  strategic  approach  to  foodshed 
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analysis, whereby cost-benefit analysis is conducted for various scenarios to find 

optimal solutions in growing a mixture of specialised export crops and crops 

which serve  the  immediate  nutritional  needs  of  the  people  living  within  the 

region. These cost-benefit analyses are conducted not only for economic factors 

but also for environmental and social factors. In some instances, it may only take 

the conversion of a small percentage of the available agricultural land to growing 

local food supplies, while still allowing for a strong export economy. 

Foodshed  analysis  is  but  one  example  of  how  conceptual  frameworks  for 

interpreting  data  may  help  bring  more  tangible  elements  to  debates  around 

topics  such  as  localisation.  Data  analysis  can  help  determine  which  types  of 

localisation strategies  have  meaningful  outcomes versus those which are only 

cosmetic  or  are  a  hindrance  to  the  system  as  a  whole.  As  this  section  has 

described,  data  collection  is  a  useful  tool  for  both  designing  effective 

programmes and initiatives, as well as for the monitoring and evaluation of post-

implementation project performance, for  the purposes of identifying successes 

and failures of certain techniques in order to further improve the methods of 

food systems planning into the future. However, data should not be used without 

careful consideration to the contexts from which it  came. Webb et al.  (1998) 

suggest to planners to ensure that appropriate data is collected in a professional 

fashion, for example ensuring that representative samples are obtained or that 

unreasonable correlations are not being drawn from data taken out of context. 

Feagan (2008) reiterates the need for food systems based research to be closely 

dovetailed with the goals and objectives of communities and organisations so as 

to  provide  useful  and  relevant  results.  Authors  also  warn  against  premature 

analysis of post-implementation data, highlighting that some projects may take 

several years to have their full intended effect and collecting assessment data too 

soon after the implementation of the project may show it to be ineffectual when 

141



7 Adaptable frameworks for food systems planning

actually it has just not had time to mature (Webb, et al., 1998).

7 2 3. . Policy advocacy and the role of governance 

One aspect of food systems planning in which the planner’s specific skill set is 

particularly important is in the development of food related policies, plans and 

programmes within government agencies (Mendes, 2007). Authors exploring the 

field of food systems planning have described several ways in which planners can 

provide an interface between stakeholders, the public, and government agencies 

(e.g. Donald and Blay-Palmer, 2004; MacRae, 1999; Pothukuchi, 2004). Planners 

can use  their  knowledge of  government structure and governance  capacity at 

each level to help determine the most effective ways that policy changes can be 

lobbied  for,  created  and  implemented  towards  the  goal  of  a  sustainable  and 

secure food system (Mendes, 2007). Planners are also in the position to compile 

the information and outcomes of data gathering and collaborative processes, and 

translate  this  into  the  language  and the  context  of  government  (Pothukuchi, 

2004). Because of the highly multidisciplinary nature of food systems planning, 

the development of policies, plans and programmes will not usually be confined 

to just one department. As Mendes (2008) has explained, food issues can touch 

on fields as diverse as  environmental protection,  agriculture,  land use,  public 

health,  community  building  and  local  economic  development,  and  planning 

practitioners  need  to  work  to  identify  the  ways  that  each  government 

department  can  potentially  fit  into  the  bigger  picture  of  food  system 

sustainability. 

Essentially,  food systems planning practitioners  and activists  need to identify 

ways that government departments and policy and planning instruments can be 

utilised to further the goal of sustainable food systems (Lebel and Lorek, 2008). 

This is the practice Feenstra (2002) described as 'creating policy space' for food 
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initiatives  by  utilising  policy  and  planning  instruments  to  open  up  new 

opportunities in specific places. Several authors have pointed out that again the 

question of scale presents itself in this situation: at what scale of governance can 

new  policies  be  the  most  effective?  Mendes  (2007)  suggests  that  meaningful 

changes  can  occur  at  all  levels  of  government,  although  they  will  take  on 

different forms depending on the scale at which they are implemented. At the 

municipal level, areas of focus could include supermarket location, dealing with 

food  'waste',  urban  agriculture,  emergency  food  supplies  for  disadvantaged 

citizens,  or  developing the local economy. At the regional  and national  level 

areas of interest could include public health, nutrition, sustainable agriculture 

and soil preservation, and the management of fisheries and natural resources. In 

some cases, food systems planning can even extend out to the global level, in the 

form of trade agreements, food aid, and addressing climate change and other 

issues associated with agriculture (Mendes, 2007). However, the bulk of planners' 

work occurs at the local level and involves a community focus, and this is the 

most common scale at which food systems planning activities are undertaken 

within  a  government  context  (Pothukuchi,  2004).  Local  government  is 

community focused, and it is the most accessible to the average citizen. People 

can go and talk to their local body politicians and actually feel like they are able 

to  contribute  to  their  community  in  a  meaningful  way  (Mendes,  2008). 

Korfmacher (2000) argues that scales of government should not be viewed as 

separate,  and  that  planners  and  policy-makers  should  focus  on  connecting 

different levels of government through policy mechanisms in order to achieve 

efficient and effective outcomes for a larger number of communities. Also, while 

sustainable  food politics  often naturally  tends  toward the  local  scale,  Feagan 

(2007) warns of a policy version of the 'local trap', where planners and policy 

makers  may neglect  to  consider  the  potential  value  in  advocating  for  policy 

changes at higher levels of government, leading to a 'reinvention of the wheel' in 
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a policy sense in many individual local governments, when in some instances 

overarching broader policy mandates may be the better option. 

One of the primary roles of those working within governments on food issues is 

to firstly recognise, and secondly take steps to mitigate, tensions arising between 

different objectives  within their  organisation and the community in which it 

operates.  Rayner,  et  al.  (2008)  illustrated  that  organisations  are  frequently 

troubled by conflicting goals,  often with sustainable development on the one 

hand,  and  economic  competitiveness  on  the  other.  MacRae  (1999)  sees  these 

difficulties as inevitable in the transition to a genuinely sustainable system, but 

he also believes that this situation has resulted in a large degree of rhetorical, as 

opposed to actual support for sustainability initiatives within governments. He 

sees this as being due to the desire of government agencies  to be seen to be 

supporting sustainability, but not wanting to sacrifice the economic wealth of a 

region in doing so. Pothukuchi (2004) has observed that local governments and 

planning  agencies  around  the  world  are  undergoing  a  transformation  from 

reactive forms of governance which respond to market forces, to a new form of 

governance  characterised  by  proactive  partnerships  and  coalition  building  to 

efficiently achieve sustainability objectives. In this political, environmental, and 

social  climate,  it  is  crucial  for  governments  to  take  this  role  in  identifying 

effective ways of transitioning to sustainable systems which minimise economic 

loss. 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, it has been made clear within the literature 

(Allen, et al., 2003; Donald, 2008; Eaton, 2008; Mendes, 2007) that food systems 

planning initiatives are largely shaped by the context from which they emerge. 

As such, the degree to which governments actively pursue this subject will vary 

depending on the level of public pressure, buy-in from businesses,  consumers 
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and governments,  budgeting  allocations  for  food projects,  and so on (Eaton, 

2008).  Historically,  there  has  been  slow  and  reluctant  uptake  of  long-term 

sustainability initiatives by local and central  governments,  and in many cases 

activists  and advocates  are losing  hope for  'top-down'  solutions  and are  now 

beginning to shift toward grass roots or 'bottom-up' strategies (Heinberg, 2007). 

It if is the case that action on food systems issues is lacking within a particular 

government, Pothukuchi and Kaufman (2000) suggest that at the very minimum, 

planners can conduct an assessment and evaluation of policies and plans within 

that  organisation  to  ensure  that  these  frameworks  are  at  least  not  actively 

hindering the development of independent sustainable food systems initiatives. 

Many authors have provided specific examples of the types of policies, plans and 

projects that may be implemented in a food systems context (e.g. Feenstra, 2002; 

Lebel  and  Lorek,  2008;  Mendes,  2008;  Schiff,  2008).  Commonly  mentioned 

possibilities  include:  developing  seasonal  and  healthy  eating  guides  for  local 

produce; encouraging entry-level farmers through information about potentials 

of local farming; facilitating vertical and horizontal  networking between food 

businesses; supporting or implementing 'buy local' campaigns; soil preservation 

and  farmland  protection  through  zoning  and  bylaws;  the  creation  of  'food 

charters' within planning documents; establishing or working with 'Food Policy 

Councils';  and  supporting  urban  agriculture  initiatives  such  as  community 

gardens and allotments by providing land, funding or other resources. Lebel and 

Lorek (2008) also discussed some more 'conventional' policy options which have 

not  been  highly  successful  in  food  systems  planning,  such  as  regulation, 

monitoring and penalties for businesses who do not comply with set standards 

of  'eco-friendliness'  or  social  measures.  The  general  trend  in  food  systems 

planning now is to utilise participatory and evidence based mechanisms rather 

than imposing top-down controls on industry (Lebel and Lorek, 2008). 
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Kloppenberg, et al. (1996) describe two main approaches towards transitioning 

to  sustainability:  'Succession' planning  involves  a  conscious  and  incremental 

transfer  from old to new practices  across  all  sectors  of  industry and society, 

whereas  'secession'  planning involves strategic preference for withdrawing from 

unsustainable elements of the dominant system, creating alternatives in areas of 

high urgency, rather than challenging all aspects directly. This is similar to Allen 

et al.'s (2003) observation that most sustainability oriented discourse and action 

can  usually  be  identified  as  either  'oppositional'  or  'alternative'  in  their  core 

philosophies. Allen, et al. (2003) and Kloppenberg, et al. (1996) both favour a 

secessional  or  alternative approach,  suggesting that  practitioners  try to create 

'insulated spaces' to work and grow within, to create systems which can exist 

alongside conventional food systems until such a time that situations such as 

peak  oil  catalyse  a  more  complete  transition.  This  resonates  with  Feenstra's 

(2002) concept of 'creating spaces',  and thereby opportunities, through planning 

frameworks. 

Hinrichs (2003) and others have taken issue with the division of problems into 

simplistic  and  often  dichotomous  categories,  arguing  that  this  can  cause 

practitioners and academics to be blindsighted to options which do not fit in to 

one  of  these  categories,  or  make them less  open to the  possibility  of  mixed 

methodologies  for  working  towards  sustainability  objectives.  Many  authors 

(Allen,  et  al.,  2003;  Kloppenberg,  et  al.,  1996,  Mendes,  2008;  Hinrichs,  2003; 

Donald,  2008) recognise  that  the true nature of  these  systems is  much more 

complex than simple categorisation can account for, and as such the overriding 

themes  in  food  systems  planning  practice  discourse  include  advocacy  for  an 

evidence based, open minded, democratic, collaborative, strategic, and adaptive 

planning methodology. 
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Several  authors  have  also  recommended  that  planners  and  policy-makers 

consider multiple time scales when considering new strategies, with a mixture of 

short, medium and long-term goals (Reilly and Willenbockel, 2010). This is an 

extension  of  the  secessional  planning  method  which  considers  the  adaptive 

capacities of a place across different time-frames, to balance realistic outcomes 

with sustainability objectives. Ultimately, planning action on food systems issues 

needs  to  reflect  information  gleaned  from  participatory  processes  with 

communities and stakeholders, and data gathered about various elements of the 

food  system  by  researchers  and  planning  practitioners  (Feenstra,  2002; 

Pothukuchi,  2004).  Fritz  and  Schiefer  (2008:  442)  believe  that  the  biggest 

challenge for food systems planners is to 

integrate  and  balance  the  interests  of  all  stakeholders  including 

enterprises, consumers, and the society as a whole, considering all of the 

relevant factors for successful integration including economic efficiency, 

environmental control, social responsibility, fitting process organization, 

food safety, marketing, transaction rules, and so on.

While  policy  options  may  be  a  desirable  option  for  achieving  certain  goals 

within food systems, Mendes (2008) suggests that planners should always keep in 

mind that policy outcomes should help to facilitate progressive change. She also 

argues that planners should be weary of over-beauracratising food issues,  and 

always evaluate the potential costs and benefits of each option in a broad sense. 

7 3. Non governmental Food Systems Init iatives -

As a result of the slow uptake of food systems planning by governments and 
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planning bodies,  a large portion of  activity in the field to date has occurred 

largely independently of formal government involvement (Allen,  et  al.,  2003). 

Given the strongly neoliberal political climates of many western nations and the 

overriding  desire  of  governments  to  leave  food  systems  issues  mostly  up  to 

market forces, initiatives have generally evolved from the grass-roots level, with 

many activists coming to accept and even utilise the characteristics of the social, 

political  and  economic  contexts  in  which  they  are  embedded,  by  sourcing 

funding  and  support  from  non-governmental  sources  or  through  their  own 

entrepreneurial endeavours (Eaton, 2008). While many food systems initiatives 

may be independent in the most general sense,  many are involved with local 

government or planning bodies to varying degrees. Some may make submissions 

on  plan  reviews  or  engage  in  other  consultation  processes,  while  others  are 

directly mandated by government agencies and receive funding and support from 

these sources, while remaining a formally independent organisation. The past 

twenty years has seen the widespread emergence of a variety of different types of 

food  systems  initiatives.  Some  focus  on  bridging  the  urban-rural  divide  by 

reconnecting farmers and consumers through farmers markets and community 

supported agriculture schemes. Others focus on further empowering local food 

system  actors  through  projects  such  as  community  gardens,  horticultural 

training programs, or business incubators for local food based enterprise. Many 

also provide education on food and nutrition for children, growers, caterers, or 

the general public (Allen, et al. 2003). Most of these initiatives work towards 

goals  of  a  more equitable,  effective,  and ecologically  sustainable  food system 

(Pothukuchi  and  Kaufman,  1999).  This  section  explores  the  main  types  of 

sustainable food systems initiatives that are discussed within the literature, for 

the purpose of illustrating the types of stakeholders and organisations that food 

systems planners usually engage with. 
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7 3 1. . Food Policy Councils

Food  policy  councils  are  groups  comprised  of  members  from  various  food 

related sectors  who have  the  goal  of  identifying  problems within  local  food 

systems and providing ideas or implementing projects to address these problems. 

Food policy councils can also function as a bridge between stakeholders and civic 

officials (Feenstra, 1997). Of all the different forms of food systems initiatives, 

food policy councils  have the  most direct  links  to government and planning 

agencies. There are now dozens of food policy councils established across North 

America,  with  varying  structures,  functions,  and  goals  (Pothukuchi  and 

Kaufman, 1999). While some operate under government mandate and have direct 

planning  powers  (Mendes,  2008),  the  majority  exist  outside  of  government 

frameworks, although virtually all food policy councils have close connections 

with  government  agencies  and  planning  bodies,  with  active  and  frequent 

communication  between  them  (Pothukuchi  and  Kaufman,  1999).  Most 

independent food policy councils operate as not-for-profit organisations (Schiff, 

2008). The emergence of food policy councils has reflected a growing awareness 

by activists other food systems stakeholders of the need to be able to integrate 

their goals and objectives with government and other institutional frameworks. 

Mendes (2007) describes  one case study in Vancouver,  Canada,  where a local 

food coalition was formed and operated fairly unsuccessfully for several years. It 

was not until they began to articulate their goals and objectives in policy terms 

that coincided with the city’s mandates, tools and planning objectives that their 

project  began to gain traction as  well  as  support  from their  local  municipal 

government.  Donald  and  Blay-Palmer  (2006)  note  that  until  recently,  public 

policies have tended to bias toward large firms or agribusiness, making it more 

difficult for small to medium farms or enterprises with sustainability objectives 

to  become  established.  It  is  this  type  of  imbalance  in  government  or 

organisational frameworks which food policy councils seek to address.
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The  City  of  Vancouver  (2010:  online)  defines  food  policy  as  "any  decision, 

program  or  project  that  is  endorsed  by  a  government  agency,  business,  or 

organization  which  effects  how  food  is  produced,  processed,  distributed, 

purchased, protected and disposed of". One role of food policy councils is to 

coordinate  stakeholder  involvement  and  data  gathering  activities  in  order  to 

advocate  for  policy  and  program  outcomes  which  further  the  transition  to 

sustainable food systems. Essentially, they seek to broaden discussion on food 

systems beyond just the agricultural sector, to encompass a more comprehensive 

perspective of the entire food system (Schiff, 2008). One of the key functions is 

to make connections and establish communication channels between different 

food systems stakeholders who may not otherwise work or collaborate with each 

other in a focused way. Members of food policy councils can include farmers, 

food distributors, nutritionists, processors, waste managers, activists, academics, 

community gardeners, government staff and others (Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 

1999;  Schiff,  2008).  Often,  government  staff  are  appointed  as  non-voting 

advisory members so as to avoid conflicts of interest between stakeholders and 

government agencies (City of Vancouver,  2010).  In many cases,  planners from 

local government will  sit  on food policy councils  as  their  primary means of 

obtaining information and advice on food systems issues (Mendes, 2008). 

While work in areas of policy and plan formation is of a central role to some 

food  policy  councils,  particularly  those  operating  under  direct  government 

mandate, many food policy councils focus more heavily on projects and services 

as opposed to direct input to policy making (Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 2000). 

Schiff  (2008)  has  described how food policy  councils  emerged by  utilising  a 

policy focus as a format that is easily recognisable by governments, so that they 

could engage, interact and form closer ties with government bodies. She has now 
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identified that many food policy councils have more recently moved away from 

direct  policy  making  activities  toward  a  stronger  focus  the  effective 

implementation  of  those  policies,  through  programs,  networking,  and 

information  distribution  among  food  systems  stakeholders.  This  may  be  an 

indication that  these  initiatives  are  'maturing'  in  areas  where  they have  been 

operating  for  some  time.  Once  the  initial  goals  of  acquiring  government 

mandate to engage in food systems issues are achieved, the food policy council 

can  focus  more  on  utilising  its  networks  and resources  to  effectively  act  on 

policies and mandates. In other cases, particularly for independently established 

food policy councils, they sometimes lack the leverage or credibility to directly 

advise on policy issues, so project implementation and research is a more viable 

field of activity. Schiff (2008) highlights that the widespread use of the term 'food 

policy council' has come to encompass a wide range groups with varying goals 

and modes of operation, and that a term like 'food systems advisory committee' 

may  be  a  more  accurate  descriptor  for  groups  engaging  in  these  activities. 

Whether a food policy council is focused primarily on policy making or policy 

implementation, their core purpose remains the same. That is to function as a 

networking interface and strategic  broker between food systems stakeholders, 

and governments or planning bodies. Harper, et al. (2009) identified that often, a 

food policy council will be involved in the start up phase of new projects by 

coordinating  the  necessary  stakeholders,  and  then  those  projects  go  on  to 

become self supporting. Food policy councils usually continue to stay in contact 

with these initiatives and may collect and analyse data about the outcomes of a 

project, as well as keeping all members and offshoots of the programmes up to 

date with the latest news and innovations in food systems planning both locally 

and abroad. There is the significant potential for the formation of food policy 

council-like entities in New Zealand and indeed many of the key informants 

interviewed expressed keen interest in participating in such a forum.
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7 3 2. . Alternative Food Initiatives 

There are many different ways in which the outcomes of data collection and 

stakeholder  participation  can  be  implemented  in  a  practical  sense.  After  a 

community has evaluated its food system, through methods such as community 

food assessments or food policy council forums, core stakeholders involved need 

to  devise  plans  to  act  on  these  ideas  and  integrate  them  into  the  broader 

community,  beyond those stakeholders who are directly involved in planning 

processes.  These initiatives,  which seek to address the problems found within 

conventional  food  systems  by  providing  'alternative'  options,  are  collectively 

referred to in the literature as 'alternative food initiatives' (Allen, et al., 2003). 

Alternative  food  initiatives  encompass  a  wide  range  of  food  production, 

distribution and retail activities ranging from farmers markets and community 

supported agriculture initiatives to the upskilling of farmers to more successfully 

distribute  and  market  their  produce,  through  to  promoting  increased  food 

production within urban environments via community gardens and other forms 

of urban agriculture (Harris, 2009).  

Most alternative food initiatives promote the re-localisation of food systems as a 

way of reconnecting communities and working towards a model which is more 

resilient to present and future challenges such as resource scarcity and climate 

change (Jarosz, 2008). A common feature of these initiatives is a concentrated 

effort  to educate community members about local  agriculture,  address  urban 

hunger,  improve  community  economic  vitality,  and  involve  residents  in 

community relationships around food (Feenstra, 1997). 

Where  the  conventional  food  system  is  largely  undemocratic  and  is  driven 
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primarily  by  an  economic  bottom  line,  alternative  food  initiatives  seek  to 

introduce a democratic approach to food systems with a triple bottom line for 

evaluating  sustainability  outcomes  that  considers  social  and  environmental 

factors as well as economic ones (Lockie, 2009). While many of the initiatives are 

formed  using  democratic  process,  Smith  (2007)  illustrates  that  the  true 

democratic  nature  of  alternative  food  initiatives  is  achieved  through  the 

consumer: by offering an alternative system of food procurement, consumers can 

express  their  own personal  values  on these subjects  through their  purchasing 

decisions.  Lockie  (2009)  and  others  have  referred  to  this  consumer 

empowerment  as  a  form  of  "food  citizenship"  whereby  consumers  support 

sustainable  local  food  production  and  resilient  communities.  Seyfang  (2006) 

believes that initiatives promoting sustainable consumption have been gaining 

significant traction in recent years as a new environmental policy objective, and 

it  has  been  an  area  of  significant  focus  by  sustainable  food  activists  and 

advocates. This recognition of consumers as the ultimate deciders of the success 

or failure of a project or strategy is of central importance to the operation of 

alternative food initiatives (Fritz and Scheifer,  2008).  One of the key goals of 

these  initiatives  is  to  develop  markets  for  products  outside  of  conventional 

supply  chains,  a  task  which  requires  focused  effort  at  both  production  and 

consumption  ends  of  the  food  system,  as  well  as  strengthening  the  linkages 

between  producer  and  consumer  through  education,  communication,  and 

shortening of supply chains (Higgins, et al., 2008). 

Many alternative food networks are focused on sustainable business development 

within the food sector. Friedmann (2007) has observed that many food related 

enterprises choosing to implement triple bottom line sustainability agendas are 

of a small to medium size. These enterprises often focus on niche products like 

speciality, ethnic or organic foodstuffs (Donald and Blay-Palmer, 2006). While 
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these  can  be  lucrative  markets  and  a  good  starting  point  for  sustainable 

enterprise, the large number of small enterprises equates to a structural problem 

in  which  efficiency  and  economies  of  scale  can  often  be  compromised, 

particularly in a highly competitive business environment where small businesses 

may not only be competing with one another but also with larger companies 

(Fritz  and  Scheifer,  2008).  As  such,  many  alternative  food  initiatives  work 

towards  coordination,  cooperation  and  support  among  sustainable  food 

businesses to aid in increasing efficiency within 'sustainable' food systems. This 

can include fostering cooperation along value chains, or networking of small to 

medium sized enterprises in dynamically evolving business relationships (Fritz 

and Scheifer, 2008). Another consideration for alternative food networks is the 

role of larger firms in the picture of sustainable enterprise. Recently, many larger 

corporations have begun to move into product lines that can be marketed as 

'local',  'fair  trade',  'eco friendly'  or  'carbon neutral'  and so on (Donald,  2008; 

Lockie,  2009).  This  has  presented  a  dilemma  for  alternative  food  systems 

advocates who have mostly positioned themselves in opposition to capitalism or 

large scale corporations (Lockie, 2009). It is up to the individual initiatives to 

decide on whether to include larger businesses in their overall efforts to achieve 

sustainable  food  systems,  viewing  the  business  landscape  as  an  ecology  with 

room for both small and large businesses fulfilling different niches, or whether 

to stick to their 'grass-roots' political ideologies and exclude big business from 

their sustainable food system agendas (Lockie, 2009). Watts, et al. (2005) suggest 

that  alternative  food initiatives  which focus  on the  networks,  or  systems,  by 

which food is  produced and distributed are more effective  than those  which 

focus on set ideas about outcomes such as supporting only small scale localised 

businesses. This again reiterates the importance of both a systems approach to 

food issues, and also the need to look objectively at strategies and outcomes for 

projects rather than being bound by preconceived ideas about what a sustainable 
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food system will look like. 

7 3 3. . Direct Marketing Initiatives

One strategy that has been widely adopted within alternative food networks and 

other  food  systems  planning  initiatives  is  the  shortening  of  supply  chains 

through 'direct marketing initiatives'. These initiatives usually aim to achieve a 

variety of environmental, social, and economic goals by reconnecting producers 

and consumers,  thereby increasing  the  degree  of  'embeddedness'  of  the  food 

system,  and  ideally  having  positive  spin-offs  for  local  economies  and  the 

environment  (Cox,  et  al.,  2008).  Direct  marketing  initiatives  come in a  wide 

range of formats,  with the most common being farmers markets, community 

supported agriculture initiatives, institutional buying programmes, food co-ops 

and  'good  food'  box  schemes  (Feagan,  2008).  The  philosophy  behind  direct 

marketing initiatives is that by shortening supply chains, a greater portion of the 

retail value of produce goes to local farmers, who then in turn employ local 

people, and the entire social and economic of the fabric of the community is said 

to be strengthened (Feenstra, 1997). Shreck, et al. (2006) pointed out that smaller 

scale local farmers often aim to have a steady supply of various seasonal crops 

throughout  the  year,  for  sale  through  farmers  markets  or  box  schemes.  This 

offers more steady, year round employment for local farm workers, as compared 

to  the  more  highly  seasonal  nature  of  large  scale,  single  crop  commodity 

agriculture systems. 

In addition to these benefits, many advocates of alternative agriculture and direct 

marketing initiatives hope that the increased connections between producer and 

consumer fosters a shared concern for environmental protection of the local area 

(Feagan, 2007). As we have seen in the arguments over the 'local trap' (Born and 
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Purcell, 2006), these outcomes may not be as directly conflated with 'localisation' 

as some proponents would hope. However the very fact that direct marketing 

initiatives are centred around an increased level of awareness about where food 

comes from and how it is produced is seen by many to have a positive effect 

within communities,  and lays the foundations for future progress to be made 

(Cox, et al., 2008). 

Higgins, et al. (2008) identified three main types of direct marketing initiatives, 

which differ in their degree of 'directness'. These were: 'face-to-face' exchanges, 

where no middleman is involved in the transaction; 'proximate' exchanges, based 

on relations of local or regional proximity; and 'extended' marketing initiatives, 

which are based on institutionalised conventions or certification standards, such 

as fair trade or organic, some of which also have a focus on more direct supply 

chains. Starr, et al. (2003) conducted an analysis of direct marketing initiatives in 

the United States. 

Direct marketing practices first emerged in the form of farmers markets and 

community supported agriculture initiatives (Hinrichs, 2003). Farmers markets 

are  markets,  usually  outdoor  markets  run on a  weekly  basis,  which  provide 

spaces for local farmers to have stalls to sell their produce to the public. Some 

farmers  markets  also extend into allowing the  sale  of  locally  processed food 

items. Almost all farmers markets require produce to be grown or processed 

within a  set  regional  boundary,  and many also require  the  farmers  or  other 

employees from the farm or business to be there selling the produce in person 

(Connell, 2008). Farmers markets have been a huge success around the world and 

their  numbers have been rapidly growing for  the past  decade or  so (Feagan, 

2008).  They  have  been  held  by  many  activists  to  be  a  key  response  to  the 
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unsustainability of  conventional food systems, and a mechanism by which to 

embody food with non-economic values such as social and environmental values 

(Feagan and Morris, 2009), in addition to the economic benefits that increased 

local  production-consumption  networks  have  on  communities  (Lyson,  et  al., 

1995). 

Community supported agriculture  initiatives  are  organised around a  contract 

between  a  farmer  and  a  set  of  local  residents.  Members  signing  up  to  a 

community supported agriculture initiative contribute money up front at the 

start  of  the  season,  thereby  buying  a  'share'  of  the  yet-to-be-grown produce 

(Feagan,  2007).  Having the  money up front  allows  the  farmer  to  have  some 

degree of financial stability, to buy tools and equipment needed, and to gauge 

how much food they will have to produce that season, as well as what kinds of 

crops,  based on member  requests  (Jarosz,  2008).  The farmer  then distributes 

produce to members throughout the growing season, usually delivering a box of 

mixed seasonal produce once a week. In this kind of initiative, the risk is spread, 

so that the farmer is  less vulnerable to gaps in crop production or potential 

unforeseen crop failures and so on (Cox, et al., 2008). Members are made well 

aware that they may get smaller amounts of food at some stages and may get lots 

of food if bumper crops occur, however most members of these initiatives are 

happy with this and choose to engage with local farmers to support social and 

environmental  ideals.  Some community  supported agriculture  initiatives  even 

hold regular networking events so that members get a chance to not only meet 

the growers of their food but also the other members from their local area who 

are  also  subscribed  to  the  initiative.  In  this  sense  community  supported 

agriculture can serve as a community building mechanism as well (Cox, et al., 

2008). 
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Farmers markets have been hugely successful in many places around the world, 

and  have  served  as  the  spawning  ground  of  many  small  scale  farming  or 

processing  ventures  which  have  been  highly  innovative  in  providing  niche 

products  to  local  markets,  as  well  as  the  basic  staples  (Connell,  2008). 

Community supported agriculture initiatives have had a more mixed success rate, 

with many of them turning out to be unprofitable in the long run, although 

there are also examples of long running successful initiatives (Hinrichs, 2003). 

Either  way,  as  theory and practice  around sustainable food systems began to 

grow in the 1990s, many activists and practitioners began to realise that farmers 

markets and community supported agriculture, no matter how successful, were 

still only contributing to a small proportion of the overall food market, due in 

part to limitations in the ways that the food was marketed and distributed, as 

well as the greatly reduced efficiencies that come along with the reduced scales of 

small  to  medium  sized  local  farmlets  (Cox,  et  al.,  2008).  Recognising  these 

limitations,  activists  began  to  investigate  possible  options  for  expanding  the 

market share of sustainability oriented food production systems. 

Institutional  food  procurement  became  a  focus  of  several  groups  aiming  to 

upscale  or  'mainstream'  locally  and sustainably  grown produce  and products 

(Hinrichs, 2003). Institutional buying programmes are centred around the idea 

of  encouraging  large  institutions  or  businesses  which  engage  in  catering 

activities,  such  as  universities,  hospitals,  schools,  hotels,  events  centres  and 

restaurants,  to  commit  to  purchasing  local,  seasonal  food  that  is  grown  in 

sustainable systems where possible (Friedmann, 2007). These initiatives can range 

from  simple  databases,  updated  regularly  at  both  ends,  of  'what  produce  is 

available'  (from  farmers)  and  'what  produce  is  wanted'  (from  institutions), 
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through to fully coordinated and formalised organisational structures which can 

enter into buying agreements with businesses, while promoting the goals of local 

sustainable  agriculture  (Pothukuchi,  2004).  Some  of  the  more  formalised 

initiatives, such as the 'Local Flavour Plus' program in Toronto as described by 

Friedmann  (2007:  392)  have  created  "collaborative  and  flexible  models  of 

standards and verification that give ladders to farmers and corporations to scale 

up local supply chains for sustainably grown products". 

Many  of  these  initiatives  are  run  on  a  not-for-profit  basis  and  function  to 

connect farmers and buyers, providing a networking and coordinating role to 

align the needs and capacities of all stakeholders involved (Hinrichs, 2003). They 

also aim to rebalance the scales  in the market  back towards local  ecological 

farmers who have in many cases been squeezed out of markets due to the food 

purchasing frameworks of large institutions, or have been disadvantaged by their 

lack of resources to deal with increasing regulations and protocols within the 

agrifood sector (Friedmann, 2007). The provision of networking services through 

alternative  food initiatives  can  be  invaluable  to  small  to  medium sized  food 

enterprises, operating in a portion of the sector which is often under supported. 

Through  cooperative  and  collaborative  information  sharing  between  these 

businesses, the group as a whole can become more adaptable to change, and help 

lessen the inefficiencies associated with doing business at smaller scales (Fritz and 

Scheifer, 2008). 

Institutional  buying  programmes  have  been  hugely  successful  in  increasing 

markets for local produce (Shreck, et al., 2006). Starr, et al. (2003) conducted an 

analysis of direct marketing and institutional buying initiatives in the United 
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States. They found that while there was a high level of interest by institutions for 

buying local or sustainable farm produce, there were several barriers which were 

identified that were holding back a more widespread uptake of these products. 

The barriers identified included:

 Increased logistical  burdens  on the buyer  (more phone calls,  accounts, 

etc).

 Inconsistency in supply 

 Higher cost of local produce

 Lack of knowledge of how to connect with local farmers

 Unavailability of pre-processing for local produce, increasing labour costs

 Pre-existing supply contracts that lock out local producers

 Insurance requirements for vendors

 Lack of discretionary budgets within institutions. Must buy cheapest

(Starr, et al., 2003: 302)

It  is  these  barriers  that  organisations  who  coordinate  institutional  buying 

programmes and other direct marketing initiatives seek to overcome. The key 

principles  underlying  these  initiatives  reflect  those  underlying  food  systems 

planning in general,  which is to utilise  networking,  communication and data 

gathering to understand the situations and needs of all stakeholders, to devise 

strategies  and solutions  which take  steps  towards  sustainability  with  as  little 

compromise as possible for all stakeholder groups (Hinrichs, 2003; Pothukuchi, 

2004; Starr, et al., 2003).
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8 Discussion and 

Recommendations

8 1. Introduction 

The  research  presented  in  this  thesis  in  the  form  of  the  literature  review, 

document analysis, key informant interviews and a survey of local government 

planning departments  has  explored a  range  of  elements  and aspects  of  food 

systems in New Zealand. The status and general directions of the food system 

has  been  evaluated  in  terms  of  central  government  involvement,  local 

government involvement, and involvement of individual food related businesses 

in strategic activities within the broader food sector, and contextualised within 

international literature from food systems researchers. 

Overall, the research has confirmed the initial premise from which this thesis 

topic  emerged  -  that  food  systems  planning  is  highly  underdeveloped  and 

underutilised in New Zealand, especially in comparison to other countries such 

as Australia, Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom (e.g. Allen and 

Guthman, 2006; Cox, et al., 2008; Feenstra, 2002; Larsen, et al., 2008; Mendes, 

2008;  Pothukuchi  and Kaufman,  2000).  The sustainable management  of  food 

systems themselves (outside of the physical parameters of resource use and waste 

discharges) is at present entirely market driven in New Zealand, and there are 

significant concerns over whether the market alone is achieving the necessary 

level of  sustainability when considering a long-term approach (Parliamentary 

Commissioner  for  the  Environment,  2004a).  Many  of  the  problems  and 

challenges  recognised and addressed by food systems planners  overseas  more 

than a decade ago (Feenstra, 1997; Kloppenburg, et al., 1996; Pothukuchi and 
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Kaufman,  2000)  remain  largely  unacknowledged  and  addressed  by  planners, 

governments and industry within New Zealand. 

The  research  findings  have  revealed  opportunities  for  action  at  three  levels: 

central  government,  local  government  and  within  food  industry  itself.  The 

opportunities and recommendations at each of these levels are interlinked and 

interdependent. The research found that at present, a clear understanding does 

not exist about where responsibilities lie with regards to planning for sustainable 

food  systems.  Many  key  informants  and  survey  respondents  at  a  local 

government  level  were  waiting  for  direction  and  guidance  from  central 

government on the subject, as there is currently no wider mandate or cohesive 

strategy at a national level surrounding the security and sustainability of food 

production  and  distribution  systems.  Additionally,  local  government 

participants almost unanimously highlighted that,  because their purpose is  to 

serve the interests of their local districts and regions as outlined in the Local 

Government Act 2002, demand for further attention and action to food systems 

planning  would  have  to  come  from  local  businesses,  citizens  or  community 

groups. The very nature of planning and local government in general requires 

input in the form of civic engagement and process participation, so that planners 

can respond to the wants and needs of various stakeholders through the lens of 

triple bottom line sustainability criteria. As such, there is significant opportunity 

for  businesses  and other  groups  who are involved with food production and 

distribution to  increase  their  level  of  engagement  and interaction  with  local 

governments, and to further link their own goals and objectives with the wider 

goals and objectives of local councils and the interests of the community. 

This chapter outlines the key research findings as they are relevant to each of 

these  three  sectors.  Each  subsection  then  goes  on  to  evaluate  the  gaps  in 

approach to food systems issues within each sector, and subsequently identifies 

opportunities  for  further  action.  A series  of  more  specific  recommendations, 

categorised by each sector, are then given in section 8.5.
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8 2. Opportunities for central government 

The key informant interviews and document analysis of publications relating to 

food systems in New Zealand have shown that there is a significant role for the 

New Zealand government in the management of domestic and export orientated 

food systems. At present, the main activities of the government with regards to 

food  systems  are  food  safety,  and  providing  support  for  large-scale,  export 

orientated  production  and  distribution  systems.  For  the  latter,  the  focus  has 

tended to be on individual industry sectors, with the primary goal of increasing 

exports  on  the  international  market  for  the  purposes  of  supporting  New 

Zealand's economy (Food and Beverage Task Force, 2006). There is at present no 

overall vision for the food sector as a whole, nor is there a long-term strategy for 

the  security  and  sustainability  of  food  systems  in  New  Zealand.  Many  key 

informants, as well as documents such as the Parliamentary Commissioner for 

the  Environment  report  'Growing  for  Good'  (2004)  or  'Smart  Food,  Cool 

Beverage' (Food and Beverage Task Force, 2006) believe that central government 

would be an effective level at which to facilitate a more cohesive, strategic and 

holistic approach to food systems in New Zealand. Directions set at this level 

could  then  be  implemented  and  given  effect  to  by  regional  councils  and 

territorial authorities around the country. 

Mechanisms by which the government could provide a formal food strategy for 

New Zealand already exist. One such possibility is national policy statements. 

National  policy  statements help  local  governments  decide  how  competing 

national benefits and local costs should be balanced. Through these statements, 

central  government  is  able  to  identify  and  protect  landscapes  and  natural 

resources which are deemed to be of 'national significance'. Places can be deemed 

to  be  of  national  significance  for  a  variety  of  reasons,  including  cultural, 

ecological, historical, recreational or aesthetic values or for the resources which 

they contain. Once a national policy statement is made, local governments are 
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required by the Resource Management Act to give effect to them in their plans 

and  policy  statements,  and  resource  consent  decision-makers  must  also  have 

regard to any relevant elements of national policy statements. At present, only 

one national policy statement is legally in effect, the New Zealand Coastal Policy 

Statement (2010), which protects a selection of valued aspects of New Zealand's 

coastal environment.  The document even protects specific sites deemed to be 

'surf breaks of national significance' from any development which may affect the 

recreational and aesthetic values of those surf breaks. 

There  is  significant  potential  for  central  government  to  utilise  the  tool  of 

national policy statements to create a formalised strategic framework for food 

systems management in New Zealand, particularly with regards to agriculture. 

Creation of a national policy statement for agriculture could identify and protect 

agricultural  regions  of  national  importance  for  their  strategic  value  for  food 

supply and economic security of New Zealand. The potential contents of such a 

document are numerous, and it would be up to the expert panel assigned to the 

creation of  the policy statement  to  determine what  those  were based on the 

evidence  they  have  avaliable  and  the  identified  priority  areas.  A  long-term 

strategic outlook would be essential. 

At present there is very little national level coordination about managing the 

risks that future scenarios present to food systems in New Zealand, in particular 

climate change and increasing scarcity of energy, mineral and water resources. 

With regards to climate change, significant changes have been projected for New 

Zealands  climate  over  the  next  few  decades  (NIWA,  2008).  Some  areas  are 

projected to get drier, some wetter, as well as changing average temperatures and 

an  increase  in  extreme  weather  events  or  unstable  weather  patterns  (NIWA, 

2008).  This  has  significant  implications  for  agriculture.  Kenny,  et  al.  (2000) 

investigated  the  potential  implications  of  climate  change  scenarios  for  three 

agricultural crops: kiwifruit, maize and pasture lands. They found that climate 

change scenarios could impact these industries in a variety of complex ways. For 
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example, kiwifruit plants require mean winter temperatures to be below 11°C in 

order to be triggered into budding, which eventually leads to fruit formation. If 

the  mean  winter  temperature  rises  above  11°C,  the  production  of  kiwifruit 

becomes significantly less viable. Kenny, et al. (2000) found that under climate 

change forecasts at the time, mean winter temperatures would begin rising above 

the  threshold  between  2030  and  2040,  taking  some  of  New  Zealand's  most 

intensive kiwifruit growing regions out of production. At the same time, new 

areas of land which are not presently viable for growing kiwifruit due to low 

summer  temperatures,  may  become  viable  for  kiwifruit  production  as 

temperatures rise. For maize, the researchers found that an overall increase in 

optimal  maize  growing  land  would  occur  under  projected  climate  change 

scenarios. And in pastoral farming, changes in temperature would increase the 

presence  of  several  undesired  weed  species  which  are  detrimental  to  pasture 

health and have poor animal foraging qualities (Kenny, et al. 2000). These are 

just some of the examples of the complex ways in which climate change could 

affect agriculture in New Zealand, and illustrates the need for a coordinated and 

strategic approach in which the government identifies both present and future 

valued agricultural landscapes. 

While  a  national  policy  statement  could  be  the  most  effective  way  of 

coordinating a national food strategy, with pre-existing mechanisms to see those 

strategies  adapted  and  implemented  at  the  local  level,  there  are  also  other 

opportunities for central government to assist in addressing sustainability issues 

within New Zealand food systems. Many of these options are outlined in the 

Green Party of Aotearoa New Zealand's Food Policy (2010a), which include the 

idea of establishing a Food Commission to oversee a variety of elements of food 

production, distribution, consumption and waste disposal systems through a lens 

of sustainable development for New Zealand as a whole. 

A re-evaluation of  the  purpose  and function of  Plant  & Food Research  and 

AgResearch could also be beneficial. At present, they are operated on a for-profit 
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basis, which as the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment (2004a) 

has pointed out, leads to project outcomes which are aimed to be profitable and 

increase yields or product values. Many solutions for sustainable agriculture are 

not  profitable  innovations  to  share  -  they  reduce  farmers  needs  for  external 

inputs and aim to build a farmer's own skills and knowledge as their primary 

resource. The enterprising nature of Crown Research Institutes has made them 

less  accessible  to  smaller  players  in  the  food  system  (Key  Informant  14),  a 

segment of the food sector which is heavily under supported. Yet, as is evident in 

reading documents such as 'Fresh Facts' (Plant & Food Research, 2009), many of 

the findings of plant and food which are presented in the context of larger scale 

export food sectors, can actually be relevant and applicable at smaller scales as 

well. It would be worthwhile for the government to consider an extension service 

within crown research institutes which aims to transfer knowledge to smaller 

scale  industry  players  and  communities  for  the  benefit  of  the  overall 

sustainability and resiliency of New Zealand food systems. 

Guidance and strategic direction coming from central government could help 

contextualise each individual 'local'  food system within regional, national and 

international scale food systems. Even if central government does not implement 

greater  coordination  around  food  systems  in  New  Zealand,  there  is  an 

opportunity for staff members of local government and planning departments to 

familiarise  themselves  more  closely  with  national  level  food activity,  such  as 

reports  by  AgResearch,  Plant  &  Food  Research,  Trade  and  Enterprise  New 

Zealand, the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, the Food and 

Beverage Task force, as well as policy statements and reports produced by the 

many food industry groups around New Zealand. This will  help planners  to 

understand the broader context within which their local regional food sectors 

operate, and to understand some of the realities that farmers are faced with on a 

day-to-day basis. 
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8 3. Opportunities for local government

Local government has the potential to be an effective level for the creation and 

implementation of initiatives directed at enhancing the vibrancy, resiliency and 

sustainability of local food systems. Many of the key informants (1,3,5,8,9,10,15) 

identified local councils as being well positioned to interact with a wide range of 

stakeholders  at  different  levels  of  the  food  system,  and  to  utilise  existing 

operational frameworks to facilitate action in local communities. As has been 

argued earlier in this thesis, food is a basic essential of life, and the provision of 

safe, nutritious and sustainable food supplies should be considered by planners 

as part of a holistic vision of healthy, liveable, sustainable communities. 

As has been illustrated in previous chapters of this thesis, the overlaps between 

food systems and different aspects  of  communities and the environment that 

councils are involved with are numerous. Food systems influence and impact on 

land use, water quality, biodiversity, rural and urban communities, public health, 

local  economic  development,  energy  consumption,  animal  welfare  and  more 

(American  Planning  Association,  2007;  Pothukuchi  and  Kaufman,  2000).  A 

range  of  methodologies  for  incorporating  food  systems  considerations  and 

action into existing planning frameworks were outlined in chapter seven, and 

many of these have the potential to be applied in the New Zealand context. 

The research findings have shown that levels of awareness of the potentials for 

local council  to be involved with food systems issues are low. Key informant 

interviews  and  the  survey  of  local  councils  revealed  that  most  people  are 

uncertain about what the issues are within food systems and how they might be 

addressed  through  local  government  activities.  Any  councils  interested  in 

exploring food issues further in their regions will need to start at a basic level, in 

order to evaluate how food systems planning can fit into their specific context, 

and  determine  the  strengths,  weaknesses,  threats  and  opportunities  for  food 

related activities within their geographical region. This initial evaluative phase of 
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action can be approached from three distinct but interconnected angles:  data 

gathering  and  analysis,  stakeholder  networking  and  collaboration,  and 

evaluation of plans and policies through a food lens. These three angles have 

been discussed in-depth in chapter seven, and are illustrated below in Figure 1. 

One concept which utilises these principles to evaluate the status of a local food 

system is what Pothukuchi (2004) refers to as a community food assessment. 

This is the process of "systematically collecting and disseminating information 

on selected community characteristics so that community leaders and agencies 

may  devise  appropriate  strategies  to  improve  their  localities",  from  a  food 

perspective (Pothukuchi, 2004: 356). 

Data collection  collation and interpretation,

At present, collated information on local scale food systems in New Zealand is 

extremely sparse. Many of the statistics available (e.g. Statistics New Zealand, 

2010b) provide measures of broad categories of industry, but do not provide a 

high amount of detail on individual regional food systems and the patterns of 

production and distribution within and between them. 

Some data on certain aspects of the food system does exist, but it is held in many 

individual archives within organisations involved in fields such as geology, public 

health, local economic development, social welfare, agriculture, and so on. This 

lack of accessible data on food systems has led to many planners' opinions about 

the  feasibility  or  otherwise  of  various  ideas  and  potential  avenues  for  food 

systems  planning.  For  example,  some  key  informants  assumed  that  the  crop 

varieties that could be grown in a region would be represented by what was 

presently  grown in that  region.  It  was  the  attitude  of  'if  it's  worth  growing, 

people  would  already  be  doing  it'.  Key  informant  7,  a  local  economic 

development specialist, discounted the potential of new crop types on this basis 
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alone. This is only one example of a large number of key informant statements 

that were based on assumptions rather than actual data, and this highlights the 

urgent need for further data collection by councils in order to make informed 

decisions. 

Identifying what relevant data is available, and collecting and collating that data 

will be a key first step in evaluating the current status of the local food system. 

As  outlined  in  chapter  seven  (Section  7.2.2),  data  collected  can  be  both 

quantitative  and  qualitative.  Qualitative  data  is  particularly  useful  when 

investigating the human values associated with different aspects of local food 

systems and rural landscapes, while quantitative data can be useful for physical 

elements  of  food  systems,  such  as  the  productive  capacity  of  a  regions 

agricultural  land,  or  the  economic  characteristics  of  local  production  and 

distribution systems. 

Identifying and networking with food system stakeholders

Another key task for planners is to identify and communicate with stakeholders 

involved in the food system in their local areas. These stakeholders can be from a 

diverse range of backgrounds, and it is important that representative members 

from as many of these backgrounds are invited to participate in any food systems 

scoping or participatory work that the council initiates. Potential stakeholder 

groups  to  consider  include:  food producers,  processors,  distributors,  retailers 

and chefs;  community groups and organisations with a food or sustainability 

focus;  food  industry  groups;  nutritionists;  members  of  various  departments 

within  council  and  other  government  organisations;  agricultural  scientists; 

academic  researchers  from  fields  such  as  business,  nutrition,  agriculture, 

sociology, planning, and others; consumer groups; farming schools; food banks 

and other charities; to name but a few. 
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Key informant interviews with people involved in food production or processing 

sectors  (key  informants  8,9,15)  did  not  consider  local  councils  to  be  a  huge 

resource to them, and were not in any kind of active engagement with councils 

beyond resource consent issues. Similarly, many of the councils surveyed for this 

research  were  not  making  any  attempt  to  connect  with  local  food  growers, 

processors, retailers and consumers in any kind of coordinated fashion with the 

goals  of  strengthening  connections  and  networking  between  food  systems 

stakeholders. Key informants in both council and food related sectors all seemed 

to be waiting to take each others lead. Councils are not pursuing food systems 

objectives because food systems stakeholders are not approaching them, and food 

systems  stakeholders  are  not  approaching  councils  because  councils  are  not 

pursuing food systems objectives. Action clearly needs to come from both sides, 

and one cannot be forced upon the other, but there is certainly the opportunity 

for councils to get the ball rolling by expressing an interest in taking a closer 

look  at  local  food  systems  and  the  ways  that  they  relate  to  community 

development objectives. 

Increased communication and networking with local food systems stakeholders 

provides for a two way exchange. Council can inform stakeholders of the results 

of data gathering activity, so that they can make more informed decisions, and 

councils  can  also  make  stakeholders  aware  of  programmes  or  opportunities 

within the region that could benefit them and the broader community at the 

same time. These inputs for stakeholders can then stimulate their feedback into 

the process, further expressing to planners what areas are important to focus on 

and where the largest gaps in the resiliency of the local food system are. 

Evaluation of policies in the context of food systems

The third key area for  planners  to begin evaluating prospects  for  local  food 

systems  strategies,  is  to  conduct  an  evaluation  of  their  organisations  plans, 

policies  and  objectives  through  a  'food  lens'.  In  many  cases,  policies  and 
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objectives may exist which can be applied to food systems, although they do not 

explicitly relate to them, for example sustainability strategies or local economic 

development  strategies.  By identifying the ways  that  food systems are linked 

with other aspects of the community, planners can begin to utilise elements and 

foster potentials within local food systems to achieve community development 

objectives. 

Once they gain an increased understanding of local food systems through data 

collection and stakeholder networking, planners can also begin to consider or 

promote food centred strategies in the development of new plans, policies, and 

projects. The information gathering process may identify elements of the food 

system which need urgent attention, for example the loss of high quality soils 

through  residential  development  on the  urban fringe,  or  a  lack  of  resources 

available to small scale producers to process or value-add to their products. It 

could also reveal gaps in the current local food system which have an 'easy fix', or 

a solution which requires minimal investment of council resources but results in 

strong  benefits  for  the  community.  Simply  connecting  stakeholders  from 

disparate  and usually  isolated  sectors  of  the  food system could  catalyse  new 

partnerships and collaborations along the value chain which would strengthen 

the overall health and resilience of the local food system. The organisation of 

networking events such as a 'food forum' could be mandated by creation of new 

policies to foster and support the development of diverse and sustainable local 

food systems, for example. 
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Figure  1. Interconnections  between  three  main  elements  of  food  systems 

planning

Taking a systems perspective

Ultimately, if councils are to support the development of local sustainable food 

systems in their areas, the approaches outlined above and in chapter seven need 

to  be  applied  simultaneously  and  in  a  way  which  recognises  their 

interconnections  and  interdependencies.  The  interconnections  between 
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methodological  frameworks  is  illustrated  in  figure  1.  There  are  also 

interconnections  between  stakeholders  and  government,  and  between  the 

different  types  of  stakeholders  themselves.  The  core  purpose  of  planners 

engaging with food systems is to utilise planning principles to foster change and 

innovation within local food systems. Often, the role is more about connecting 

people  together  and  facilitating  connection  between  them  than  it  is  about 

imposing any kind of ideology onto them. For initiatives to be successful in the 

long-term, they need to have buy in from all stakeholders, and the best way to 

get buy in from stakeholders is to have them create the shape and directions of 

initiatives  themselves,  from a  well  informed  perspective  (Feenstra,  2002).  By 

recognising  the  strengths  and  weaknesses  of  different  stakeholders,  effective 

networks can be built to create a more robust system for all (Pothukuchi, 2004). 

8 4. Opportunities for stakeholders 

The research undertaken for this thesis revealed significant opportunities for an 

increased  level  of  civic  engagement  by  groups,  organisations,  businesses  and 

individuals with local councils.  Many research participants from the planning 

sector expressed that they are essentially responsive in nature. They are much 

more  likely  to  respond  to  and  support  ideas  coming  at  them  from  the 

community than they are to go out and proactively engage the community on 

food systems issues. Planners and local governments in general are receptive to 

and  even  enthusiastic  about  supporting  various  kinds  of  community  based 

initiatives,  if  those ideas  are pitched to them in an effective  and appropriate 

manner. As such, it would be worthwhile for those involved with food systems, 

whether  they  are  farmers  or  local  grocers,  nutritionists  or  agricultural 

researchers, to learn more about local council and what it does, and to link in 

ideas and initiatives with the community development objectives of the council. 

The establishment of independent initiatives in the form of community projects 

or  social  enterprise  has a number of  benefits.  Firstly,  it  works well  with the 
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current  situation  that  most  councils  are  in,  with  tight  resources  and  public 

pressure  to  cut  back  council  spending  to  basic  core  services.  Initiatives  can 

remain  linked  with  council  in  a  collaborative  sense,  while  remaining 

independent in a formal sense as well as being financially self-supporting. Social 

enterprise models or other forms of entrepreneurial initiatives have been found 

to be more resilient to changing political  configurations within governments, 

whereas  projects  which  are  reliant  on  ongoing  government  funding  are 

vulnerable to the changes in priorities that come with changes in power (Eaton, 

2008). 

The  formation  of  an  independent  food  policy  council,  bringing  together  a 

diverse range of stakeholders for the purpose of engaging with local government 

from a  unified  position,  has  been  shown  to  be  a  successful  option  overseas 

(Schiff,  2008).  A food policy council  could take  many forms and would not 

necessarily have to be a huge commitment for participating members. Groups of 

stakeholders could arrange meetings around specific issues where and when they 

saw it as necessary, or an email list of interested parties could be compiled and 

communications maintained through that. 

There are many ways in which independent groups, businesses, organisations and 

individuals  can  seek  to  engage  with  local  government,  or  even  simply  run 

initiatives without any form of support from council. There is no set formula for 

how to engage with councils and on what topics, because each council and each 

local  context  is  different.  It  is  up  to  the  stakeholders  themselves  to  think 

creatively  and design initiatives  that  can be mutually  beneficial  to  all  parties 

involved, including the wider community. The key message of this section is not 

to provide a how-to guide, but simply to make it known that most local councils 

are receptive to ideas if they are well thought out and well presented, and there is 

a good chance at funding or other forms of support if a group can effectively 

link the goals and initiatives of their own project to those of local government.
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8 5. Recommendations

Table 3: Recommendations for central government

Recommendations for central government

Recommendation 1 Conduct a strategic audit of New Zealand's present and 
future food production capacities, taking into account 
projections for climate change; energy prices; water, 
fertiliser  and  other  resource  scarcities;  and  growing 
populations

Recommendation 2 Create  a  national  agricultural  policy  statement, 
protecting agricultural  areas of national  significance, 
as well as other aspects of our food production systems

Recommendation 3 Establish a food commission to oversee and report on 
the implementation and management of sustainability 
strategies at all stages and scales of food systems in 
New Zealand

Recommendation 4 Re-evaluate the functions and purposes of food related 
crown research institutes. Provide for better transfer 
of research and technology to smaller scale producers 
and processors

Recommendation 5 Develop  a  networking  forum  to  bring  together 
representatives from a wide range of food production 
and  distribution  sectors,  to  engage  in  information 
sharing  and  strategic  planning  from  a  long-term, 
holistic and multi-scalar perspective
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Table 4: Recommendations for local governments 

Recommendations for local governments

Recommendation 6 Host a 'food forum' to bring together a wide range of 
stakeholders from the local food system, to evaluate 
the strengths,  weaknesses,  threats  and opportunities 
to the long-term sustainability of the system. This can 
serve as an initial gauge of the health of the local food 
system, and identify priority areas for action 

Recommendation 7 Evaluate  existing  plans,  policies  and  programmes 
through a 'food lens'. Determine how food fits in with 
these elements, and how they could be applied to food 
systems issues to improve the health and sustainability 
of  the  local  food  system  whilst  simultaneously 
achieving other community development objectives

Recommendation 8 Support or catalyse the establishment of a local food 
policy  council,  comprised  of  representatives  from 
different  parts  of  the  food  sector,  the  community, 
research sectors and government, for the purposes of 
providing ongoing input to local  government on food 
systems issues, where relevant to council activity

Recommendation 9 Collect,  collate,  analyse  and  disseminate  data  on 
different elements of the local food system. Measures 
of  household  food  security,  regional  productive 
capacity,  health  and  nutrition,  economic  factors, 
resource base (physical, social and economic), human 
values,  climate  change  forecasts,  etc.  can  be 
incorporated to identify present and future priorities 
for local food systems development

Recommendation 10 Evaluate the resiliency, sustainability and adaptability 
of  local  food  production  and  distribution  systems. 
Determine  levels  of  dependence  on  external  inputs, 
vulnerabilities  to  changes  in  weather  patterns,  and 
other factors, and create strategies to increase long-
term resiliency and sustainability, e.g. diversification

Recommendation 11 Re-evaluate current soil protection and rural landscape 
policies.  Clarify  how  they  are  to  be  interpreted. 
Consider revising these policies to provide not only for 
the physical retention of high class soils, but also their 
ability to be used in a productive capacity
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Table 5: Recommendations for food system stakeholders

Recommendations for food system stakeholders

Recommendation 12 Become familiarised with the role of local government, 
and  the  mechanisms  it  has  in  place  to  support 
activities which work towards community development 
objectives.  Identify  council  policies  which  are 
harmonious  with  the  goals  and  objectives  of  a 
sustainable local food system. 

Recommendation 13 Network  and  collaborate  with  stakeholders  from 
different parts of the food system, in order to create 
strategic  direction  within  the  sector  as  well  as  to 
engage  with  local  and  central  governments  in  a 
focused and coordinated fashion

Recommendation 14 Consider establishing social enterprise business models 
which  operate  under  triple  bottom  line  social, 
environmental and economic decision-making criteria

Recommendation 15 Innovate and experiment  with  alternative  production 
and distribution systems. Gather information and case 
studies of successful sustainable agriculture initiatives 
from overseas, and adapt them to the NZ context 
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9 Conclusion

9 1. Introduction 

This research has investigated the current and future prospects for strengthening 

the sustainability of food systems in New Zealand through planning and other 

government  mechanisms.  The  research  was  motivated  by  a  significant  and 

growing  movement  toward  food  systems  planning  in  other  countries, 

particularly in North America, Europe and Australia (see Allen and Guthman, 

2006;  Cox,  et  al.,  2008;  Feenstra,  2002;  Larsen,  et  al.,  2008;  Mendes,  2008; 

Pothukuchi  and  Kaufman,  2000)  which  was  not  gaining  the  same  level  of 

attention in New Zealand. Authors such as Pothukuchi and Kaufman (2000), 

Campbell  (2004),  and  Feenstra  (2002)  among  others  have  drawn  clear 

connections between the stated aims and objectives of planning as a profession, 

and various elements of local food systems. They have described ways in which 

planning practice  can facilitate  and support the implementation of  initiatives 

within local food systems which can not only help to achieve a wide range of 

community development objectives, but also increase the diversity, resiliency and 

sustainability  of  local  food  systems  at  the  same  time.  At  present,  a  lack  of 

research  exists  with  regards  to  the  topic  of  food  systems  planning  in  New 

Zealand. Neoliberal political frameworks have meant that food systems are all 

but  absent  from  the  agendas  of  local  and  central  governments.  This  thesis 

contributes  to  filling  this  knowledge gap  by  evaluating  food production and 

distribution  systems  within  New  Zealand  alongside  the  specific  political 

frameworks existing at local and central levels of government. 

This  research,  informed  by  a  literature  review  of  food  systems  planning 

discourse and case studies from overseas, sought to investigate the current status 

of food systems in New Zealand, and evaluate the potential opportunities for 
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local and central governments to take a more proactive approach to managing 

market failures and providing for future sustainability within local food systems. 

Fifteen key informants from a diverse range of positions within New Zealand 

food systems and local governments were interviewed in order to evaluate their 

perspectives  on  a  range  of  topics.  These  key  informant  interviews  were 

supplemented with a short survey on food systems planning sent to planning 

departments  of  local  governments  around  the  country,  as  well  as  document 

analysis of a variety of high level publications relating to the food sector in New 

Zealand (Food and Beverage Task Force, 2006; Parliamentary Commissioner for 

the Environment, 2004a). Together the information provided a basis upon which 

to  evaluate  the  current  status  of  New  Zealand  food  systems  and  helped  to 

identify opportunities for future directions. 

9 2. The current state of New Zealand food systems 

An evaluation of the current status of New Zealand food systems was the first 

research  objective  of  this  thesis.  It  was  found  that  relative  to  its  size  and 

population, New Zealand produces an abundance of food, with roughly 92% of 

the food produced here destined for export markets (Federated Farmers, 2010). 

However it was also identified that many of these large scale production and 

distribution systems are dependent on situations which are not guaranteed to 

continue to exist into the future, including access to cheap and plentiful energy 

(fossil fuels); stability in global financial markets; availability of fertilisers, water, 

and  other  agricultural  inputs;  and  stable  and  predictable  weather  patterns 

(Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, 2004a). The dependency of 

the  majority  of  New Zealand food  systems  on these  conditions  leaves  them 

extremely  vulnerable  to  future  shocks  such  as  fuel  price  rises  or  scarcity  of 

fertilisers - events which are not only possible but are probably, and could begin 

impacting on New Zealand farming any time from now on (Cribb, 2007; Hirsch, 

et  al.,  2005;  Kenny,  et  al.,  2000;  NIWA, 2008).  This  vulnerability  has led to 

urgent calls for action to implement strategies for transitioning food systems to 
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future  scenarios  in  New  Zealand  (Parliamentary  Commissioner  for  the 

Environment, 2004a). However these messages, despite coming from government 

commissioned advisory  boards,  have  fallen on deaf  ears,  steam-rolled  by the 

incredible inertia of a multi-billion dollar export sector aiming for continual 

growth  year  after  year,  a  priority  objective  which  is  supported  by  the  New 

Zealand  government  but  which  in  some  instances  does  not  allow for  a  full 

acknowledgement of the huge challenges that will be faced by the food sector, 

and all other sectors, in the coming decades. 

The results of the research showed a polarisation of support at different scales of 

the  food system.  This  support  is  generally  in  the  form of  organisations  and 

research institutes targeting specific single sectors within the food system with 

the  goal  of  increasing  profitability  or  productivity,  as  opposed  to  strategic 

support with an interconnected focus on sustainability. There was found to be 

high levels of support for large scale and export orientated food sectors, and a 

growing  level  of  interest  and  support  for  very  small  scale  community  food 

initiatives such as community gardens and farmers markets, which are highly 

visible but only contribute a small amount to the population's overall nutritional 

needs. 

Yet the medium scale farms and food production businesses, which researchers 

have identified as a crucial scale for sustainable food systems activities (Donald, 

2008), are all but excluded from the well developed support structures at either 

of these scales. This can be seen to be a side effect of market structures in New 

Zealand  food  systems.  The  large  scale  operators  produce  and  distribute  the 

required  volumes  to  achieve  economies  of  scale  and  be  competitive  in 

international markets, and to have access to the research and development of the 

likes of AgResearch and Plant & Food Research. And at the smaller scales, as 

highlighted  by  key  informants  8  and 9,  many of  the  growers  are  essentially 

hobbyists,  relying  on  off-farm  day  jobs  or  other  forms  of  external  income 
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sources to supplement their niche market farming activities. 

9 3. Support and barriers for food systems planning 

The second research objective  was  to  evaluate  support  and barriers  for  food 

systems stakeholders at a local government level. This was achieved through key 

informant  interviews,  document  analysis,  and  a  survey  of  local  government 

planning departments about food systems planning. Overall, there is very little 

attention paid to food systems by local governments in New Zealand, outside of 

day-to-day resource consenting processes. Some councils have supported a few 

highly visible projects such as farmers markets and community gardens, which 

have genuine and tangible positive effects within the local community, including 

social  cohesion,  education  and  awareness  raising  about  food  issues,  local 

economic  development,  amenity  values  and  so  on.  However  the  overall 

contribution  of  these  initiatives  to  the  broader  food  system  is  small,  and 

frameworks  for  facilitating  the  'mainstreaming'  of  sustainable  agricultural 

systems are lacking in scope, scale and coordination in New Zealand, and in 

many cases they do not exist at all.

The information gleaned from the research showed a mixed response by planners 

towards the concept of food systems planning. Many of the planners could see 

the potential to further integrate food systems planning into their portfolios, 

while  others  did not  see  involvement  with  food systems as  a  role  that  local 

government  should  have.  Many  respondents  felt  that  it  was  up  to  central 

government to create a mandate and an overall direction for an increased level of 

attention  to  food  systems  issues  in  New  Zealand.  Others  were  waiting  for 

demand for such action to come from local businesses, community groups and 

individual citizens. Many of the research participants could easily see the links 

between  food  systems  and  physical  resources  such  as  land  use,  water  use, 

discharges and transport networks. However, aspects of the food system were less 

easily  linked  with  less  tangible  or  less  measurable  aspects  of  communities, 
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including  social  factors  or  local  economic  development  outcomes.  This 

illustrated  the  need  to  address  institutional  'siloing'  issues  within  local 

governments,  and  to  adopt  a  more  holistic,  interconnected,  systems-oriented 

approach to the local food sector and its dynamic interactions with the local 

community. 

Regardless  of  their  attitude  toward the  potentials  for  adopting  food systems 

planning practices, many of the respondents felt that getting buy-in from the 

council  as  a  whole  would  be  a  difficult  task,  particularly  in  today's  tight 

economic environments where there is immense pressure on councils to cut costs 

and strip their operations back to basic core services.  Planners were more likely 

to support ideas for initiatives if they were primarily community or industry 

driven, requiring perhaps some start-up support or networking and information 

provision services from the council. Any potential projects were expected to be 

able to become self-sufficient and not rely on ongoing financial support from 

local government. This reflects the strongly neoliberal political climate in New 

Zealand,  and it  is  a  concept which has been embraced by many groups and 

organisations who are beginning to see the potentials in social enterprise and 

other forms of 'ecopreneurship' which are networked with, rather than supported 

by, local and central governments. 

Overall,  the  present  levels  of  support  for  the  food  sector  as  a  whole  were 

determined to be extremely low. Most respondents  saw the food system as a 

market driven sector. There was confusion among respondents about conflicting 

development  objectives.  For  example,  diversification  within  the  agricultural 

sector could increase resiliency to external shocks, however it could also reduce 

levels of specialisation and economies of scale which the export sector relies on 

to compete in international markets. At present, no tools or guidelines exist in 

New  Zealand  to  assist  councils  in  evaluating  trade-offs  between  different 

development options in their regions with regards to food systems, and there is a 
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lack  of  clarity  about  how to  balance  sustainable  development  and economic 

competitiveness for short-, medium- and long-term time horizons. 

9 4. Opportunities for food systems planning in New 

Zealand 

Based on the characteristics of food systems in New Zealand, and the current 

gaps  in  support  for  the  development  of  sustainable  alternatives,  led  to  the 

identification of a series of opportunities for food systems planning frameworks 

to be implemented at different levels of government and industry. This was the 

third research objective. 

Due to the unexplored nature of food systems planning in New Zealand to date, 

the opportunities for further attention to this sector are great. Dozens of case 

studies  from around the world bear elements  that could be applicable in the 

New Zealand context (e.g. Allen, et al., 2003; Cox, et al., 2008; Francis, 2003; 

Larsen,  et  al.,  2008;  Pothukuchi,  2004;  Wilson,  2008).  However,  the political, 

social, environmental and economic contexts within councils vary across New 

Zealand to such a degree that it  is impossible to prescribe a 'one-size-fits-all' 

model for the implementation of food systems planning in this country. Instead, 

a broader level of thinking has been outline, which encourages planners to utilise 

their  skill  sets  to evaluate policy and planning options through a 'food lens'. 

Most planners are already well versed in sustainable development and how to 

involve stakeholders in decision making processes and so on. It is the application 

of these principles to food systems which is the key task for planners here, and 

the concepts and themes outlined in this thesis are intended to help reorient the 

perspectives  of  planners  to be more aware of  the potentials  of  utilising food 

systems to further the community development goals of their organisations. The 

main  areas  of  opportunity  identified  were:  data  gathering  and  analysis, 

stakeholder networking and collaboration, and evaluation of plans and policies 

through  a  food  lens.  These  three  angles,  and  how they  interrelate  with  one 
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another, were illustrated in Figure 1. 

9 5. Recommendations 

The  characteristics  of  New  Zealand  food  systems  and  governments  were 

juxtaposed with the identified gaps and opportunities in governments approach 

to food systems, and considered in relation to international literature and case 

studies of overseas initiatives. This evaluative process provided the basis for the 

development  of  a  series  of  priority  recommendations  aimed  at  assisting  the 

development of more comprehensive food systems strategies in New Zealand. A 

total  of  fifteen  recommendations  were  presented,  divided into  three  sectoral 

groups: central government, local government, and food industry stakeholders. 

The recommendations are ultimately centred around planning potentials at the 

local government level, however, as the research data indicated, local government 

is  looking  towards  central  government  for  mandate  and  broader  strategic 

direction to address problems in food systems. Local government also requires 

motivation, ideas and initiative to come from communities, businesses and other 

organisations  to  justify  council  directing  time  and  resources  toward  such 

projects. 

Within the highly neoliberal New Zealand political context, it is highly likely 

that food systems planning initiatives will take the form of social enterprise and 

other forms of community driven civic engagement. In this situation, the role of 

local government is to identify how the goals and objectives of these initiatives 

overlap with community development  objectives  and other  council  strategies, 

and to facilitate communication and support frameworks between council and 

independent organisations. Ultimately, the process of developing more a more 

comprehensive understanding of food systems in New Zealand, and subsequent 

plans and strategies to address problems within the sector, will be an interlinked 

and  multidirectional  process  of  interactions  between  stakeholders  and 

organisations in all three of the sectors described here. 
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9 6. Limitations and future research 

Considering the heavily under-researched nature of the topic of food systems 

planning in New Zealand, limitations in the research findings were numerous 

and  inevitable.  This  thesis  has  been  an  attempt  to  generally  gauge  attitudes 

toward, and opportunities for, the implementation of food systems planning in 

New Zealand. The scope of the research was wide, with information gathered on 

food  production,  processing,  distribution,  retailing,  consumption  and  waste 

disposal systems. These factors, collectively referred to as 'food systems',  were 

then examined in the context of multiple levels of government and industry. 

One of the significant limitations was that the scope of the subject required key 

informants from a wide range of backgrounds. In some cases only one or two 

key informants were from any particular background or stage in the food system 

or level of government (For full list of key informants see Appendix 1). Time and 

resource constraints of the research project meant that interviewing a greater 

number of key informants to collect a greater sample size from each background 

was impractical. An attempt to mitigate this limitation was made by choosing 

key informants who were well established in their fields, often with many years 

of experience in the job or with previous history in different but related levels of 

food systems or governments. Additionally, key informants were made aware of 

this  limitation,  and  were  asked  to  give  a  perspective  which  they  felt  was 

representative  of  their  field  in  general,  in  cases  where  their  knowledge  was 

extensive enough to do so. 

Another  limitation  with  the  research  was  that  due  to  budgetary  and  time 

constraints,  travelling  long  distances  to  other  towns  and  cities  around  New 

Zealand to interview key informants was not practicable. Because of this, 12 out 

of the 15 key informants were interviewed in Dunedin, New Zealand. A further 

three  interviews  were  conducted  via  recorded  phone  conversations  with 
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participants  in  the  North  Island.  For  the  broad  investigatory  nature  of  the 

research,  it  was  considered  more  important  to  interview  an  occupationally 

diverse, rather than geographically diverse range of key informants, so as to get 

perspective from as many different industry and government sectors as possible. 

Food systems planning is an inherently multidisciplinary field. With such a lack 

of existing research in the New Zealand context, it was seen as necessary to cover 

as wide of a scope as was practical. This meant that a further limitation of the 

research was that it did not focus in to a high resolution on any one topic. While 

the researcher has tried to include all important aspects of all of the areas that 

have been addressed in this thesis, there are surely areas that have been neglected. 

Waste disposal from the food system, for example, was only touched on briefly 

in discussions and feedback from research participants about city council waste 

reduction  programmes  and  composting  initiatives.  Yet  if  a  full  and 

comprehensive evaluation of food systems in New Zealand is to occur,  waste 

management could be a particularly important aspect of a sustainable system. As 

Cordell,  et  al.'s  (2009)  research  illustrated,  human  waste  and  other  organic 

wastes  will  become  valuable  sources  of  agricultural  fertilisers  as  the  non-

renewable resources which make the bulk of today's agricultural fertilisers begin 

to run out, and nutrient recovery systems from sewerage and other waste streams 

will likely be installed around the world. 

This research has also opened up many doors for potential future research. The 

waste example given above is only one possibility. There is the opportunity for 

more in-depth research at virtually every level of the food system, and likewise 

for each level of government, to investigate how frameworks for transition to 

sustainable systems may be established. Future research could be more specific in 

a geographic sense, or in a sector sense, honing in on a particular segment of the 

food industry and examining its interconnections with other segments and with 

government. This research has identified small to medium scale food systems as 
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being the most under-supported and under-researched in New Zealand. They 

are also a level which holds much promise for sustainable food systems models 

to be implemented at. Thus, further research in this field would be especially 

beneficial  in  evaluating  future  prospects  for  New  Zealand  in  this  regard. 

Research could be conducted from a wide range of backgrounds, including but 

not limited to: geography, agriculture, business and entrepreneurship, nutrition, 

planning, sociology, biotechnology and energy studies.  The significant lack of 

data with regards to food systems from any of these fields  suggests  that any 

amount of research undertaken on these subjects will likely yield useful results. 

9 7. Concluding comments 

This thesis has identified that there is significant opportunity for planning to be 

involved in facilitating a more coordinated, strategic and holistic approach to 

food systems management in New Zealand. At present, a large amount of the 

food produced in New Zealand still relies on unsustainable systems to maintain 

its  production  and  distribution  models.  The  sooner  these  farming  and 

distribution  systems  are  transitioned  to  low-input,  low-impact  alternative 

models, the more resilient we will be as a nation to the significant threats which 

lie  on  the  horizon  in  the  coming  decades.  Food  systems  planning  can  help 

facilitate such a transition whilst striving to maintain beneficial outcomes for 

stakeholders. 

The time to act is now. Many of the looming challenges which stir at a global 

level, such as energy and other resource scarcities, climate change, instability in 

world financial markets, and even the potential for further international resource 

based conflicts to break out, will have consequences that cannot be predicted 

because  they  are  highly  complex  systems.  Building  resiliency  into  our  food 

systems by encouraging a shift  to sustainable agriculture methods,  addressing 

supply  chain  inefficiencies,  and  supporting  sustainability  driven  social 

enterprises should be urgent priorities for governments in New Zealand. 
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Appendix 1

Table detailing the roles of key informants in this study

201



Appendix 1

KEY INFORMANT CODE ORGANISATION/ROLE

Key informant 1 Regional Council, land resource officer

Key informant 2 Regional Council, policy team

Key informant 3 City Council, planning

Key informant 4 City Council, local economic development

Key informant 5 Independent professional planner

Key informant 6 Chamber of Commerce

Key informant 7 Federated Farmers 

Key informant 8 Organic Farm New Zealand (certification body)

Key informant 9 Otago Farmers Market Trust

Key informant 10 Sustainable Dunedin City (policy advocacy group)

Key informant 11 Researcher, University of Otago School of Nutrition 

Key informant 12 Researcher, University of Otago School of Business

Key informant 13 AgResearch (Crown Research Institute)

Key informant 14 Plant and Food (Crown Research Institute)

Key informant 15 Owner of a local food processing company
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Appendix 2

Guiding sheet for semi structured interviews
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Appendix 3

Participant information sheet and consent form 
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Appendix 4

Copy of survey sent to planning departments of local governments

1) Does your organisation have any policies, plans or programmes in place to 

support or enhance the sustainability of the local food system?

2)  The  food  system  can  be  seen  to  touch  on  many  aspects  of  a  citys 

characteristics - land use (both urban and rural), public health, local economic 

development,  community  development,  environmental  protection  and 

monitoring, biodiversity, waste issues (e.g. compostable organic wastes) and so 

on.  

   a) Does your organisation have policies, plans or programmes in these areas 

that could be potentially linked to food?

   b) Does your organisation currently actively engage in food systems related 

issues with regards to existing plans and policies? 

   c) Do you see potential to further link existing policies to food systems related 

issues?

3)  Does  your organisation  currently  support  any community  based initiatives 

that are related to food systems? For example community gardens, backyard 

gardening initiatives, composting initiatives, charitable food providers, etc?

4)  Does  your  organisation  currently  support  any  'industry'  /  market  based 

initiatives that are related to food systems? For example farmers markets, 'buy 

local'  promotions,  or  support  for  local,  small  to  medium scale  farmers  and 

processors, etc?

5) Do you see potential for your organisation to further support community or 

market based initiatives to work towards sustainable local food systems?

6)  There  are  several  ways  that  planners  have  engaged  with  food  systems 

overseas. How feasible do you think the following options for engagement are?

  a) Support for local growers and processors, or existing initiatives, in the form 

of start-up funding, information, networking services, or other resources
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  b) Encouraging more locally based processing / value adding of products via 

provision of a shared commercial kitchen facility, food safety education etc.

 c) Helping local farmers and processors to market their products through 'buy 

local' campaigns or publishing 'seasonal eating' guides

 d) Any other suggestions of how planning could assist transition to sustainable 

food systems?

7) One popular  option  is  either mandating the creation of,  or  giving formal 

recognition to, a 'Food Policy Council',  consisting of members representing a 

diverse range of food related sectors, including farming, distribution, retailing, 

catering, scientific research, and planners, etc. Food policy councils meet every 

so often and discuss issues that are facing them, and ways that these issues 

could  be  overcome.  They  aim  for  a  more  coordinated  approach  by  various 

stakeholder  groups.  One role of  food policy  councils  is  to reccomend policy 

changes to local or central governments which would facilitate sustainable food 

systems initiatives. Or, they often end up pointing out ways in which existing 

policies can apply to food systems but are not currently implemented in that 

way. Do you see a potential for your organisation to work with a food policy 

council  that  was  aiming to assist  the food industry  in  transitioning to more 

sustainable systems?

8) Do you think that in the near future, issues such as climate change, energy 

and  other  resource  scarcity,  unstable  global  economies  and  so  on  will  be 

seriously affecting our communities and in particular our food systems? Do you 

think that governments and planners have a role to play in preparing industry to 

be more resilient to unpredictable future events?

9) New Zealand has traditionally been a heavily export focused nation. Do you 

think that we need to build in more resiliency and diversity into our local food 

systems, so that we are more self-reliant and less dependent on food imported 

from other areas? 

10)  Do you have any other  thoughts  or  comments  on  the potential  role for 

planning in food systems? Or do you know of any documents either by your 

organisation or another party which you think I should take a look at?
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