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Abstract: With rising global urban populations, existing food infrastructure systems are rapidly becoming 
unsustainable. Increasing distances between rural food production and urban residents extends to a 
conceptual divide and misguided understanding of what activities ought to be classed as ‘rural’ versus 
‘urban’.  Some of those looking for alternative solutions note food’s potential to act as an organiser of 
urban systems and catalyst for change. Tapping into this potential, architects and designers have been 
using urban farming as a vehicle to speculate about “green” futures. However, sustainability is often 
sidelined in photorealistic renders where designs are ‘decorated’ with organic matter, designs that are 
unlikely to be viable.  The paper critiques current practices in relation to this important social, economic 
and ecological infrastructure.  Historic and  contemporary precedents at various stages of the food cycle, 
from how it is produced to where it is consumed, are introduced.  The paper goes on to discuss the 
potential for urban farming, trading and consumption to contribute to a sense of place through 
architectural interpretation. While widening the discussions of food and the city, architecture provides 
the built accommodation for both plants and people, so that the ‘urban future’ can be revaluated. 

Keywords: urban food production; diversifying food space; architecture’s role in urban farming; food 
system visibility 

1. Introduction  
Food can be considered a universal language, a form of dialogue. But this language of food is not always 
understood or accepted in urbanised areas because of preconceptions around those activities considered 
either rural and urban.  Steel’s Hungry City speaks of an ‘urban paradox’ in drawing attention to the failure 
of cities to recognize that they remain reliant on the land for their sustenance.  Conversations around 
food and the city often centre on consumption – the buying and eating of food at tempting new stores, 
along with the fashionable ‘foodie’ culture that has emerged. Seldom discussed are the production or 
waste stages of the food cycle. On the one hand, food is glamourized and celebrated as it is being 
consumed while on the other, its full cycle is discussed in some kind of “shock horror exposé” (Steel, 2008, 
p. 4). The framing of contemporary urban food culture suggests that some activities are less worthy for 
discussion, possibly because of the near invisibility of a sustainable food system in the urban environment 
altogether.  
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Dining out can be a pleasurable experience, evidence in most cultures of a prosperous lifestyle and 
helping to foster streetlife. The presence of food can often generate a feeling of intimacy between people 
(Franck, 2002, p. 5) and helping link people to public spaces.  Public eateries are important urban ‘third’ 
places; semi-public places of refreshment where one can visit regularly to linger and socialize (Oldenburg, 
1999). It seems that public eateries have grown to become expected in all urban settings, whether for 
gathering socially or for convenience.  

The idea of bringing a complete food system into cities – from its production to the way it is ultimately 
disposed – has begun to emerge as a common theme across multiple disciplines. In architecture for 
example, the design and planning of urban systems has begun to see food as a potent element.  Urban 
farming is often seen as the foundation for such design constructs, though many projects remain 
speculative due to lack of financial feasibility.  On the other hand, urban farming that has been established 
is often utilitarian in nature, placing little emphasis on architectural design examples include commercial 
rooftop greenhouses, which are designed to create optimal growing conditions but which generally 
contribute little to the surrounding cityscape. The relationship between urban farms and urban centres is 
consequently undervalued, a missed opportunity to enrich cities with an identity of a local sustainable 
food culture. 

This paper takes the form of a literature review and speculative exploration of the potential for farming 
activities to enrich our experience of urban places.  It examines the economic and psychological gaps that 
currently exist between producer and consumer. In addressing this, the current and speculative practices 
of urban farming are examined.  Finally, the development of place identity through food in the city is 
discussed. The scope for a solution springs from architecture’s role in assimilating urban farms into the 
city fabric. The functional programmes of farm + market + building is laid out for ongoing investigation. 
The paper acknowledges that the topic is extremely broad and narrows the scope by asking the question 
how can architecture contribute to diversifying food space through the introduction of urban farms, 
breaking down the conceptual divide between urban versus rural? 

2. Food Space  
While consumption is critical for a city’s social and local economic viability, what is often reflected in 
mainstream ‘food + architecture’ publications are designs confined to eating venues as ‘spaces of food’ 
(Figure 1). That is, coffee-table books featuring the trendiest restaurant/café designs of the season (Castle, 
2002, p. 4). These are often seen to promote a self-indulgent lifestyle and do little to educate urbanites 
about the physical and psychological distances between food production and the city. ‘Food space’ is a 
broad system that includes all stages of the food cycle; from production to distribution, preparation to 
consumption and finally waste. The breadth of this system is largely underrepresented in architectural 
thinking due to the invisibility of activities taking place beyond the urban limit. Until there is also a food 
space living and breathing within the city fabric, conveying its diversity beyond consumerism, interest 
amongst urban residents will likely remain low. The obsession with consuming results in reduced 
opportunities as viewing food as an urban system.  

The gastro-culture of restaurants and food stores are well chronicled in the press while 
other life-sustaining aspects of food remain nearly invisible – in education, urban design, 
planning and architecture (Franck, 2005, p. 36).  

Similarly, Steel observes the minimal efforts of the media in way of educating the real effects of food, 
which has instead given rise to a veneer of the foodie culture,  
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…where we are happy to let food take a back seat…while most of us probably suspect, deep 
down, that our eating habits are having nasty consequences somewhere on the planet, 
those consequences are sufficiently out of sight to be ignored (2008, p. 5).  

 

 

Figure 1: ‘Food spaces’ in mainstream publications. (sources: Dezeen Magazine, 2016; NZ Herald, 2016; 
Home Magazine, 2016) 

 
Visibility of the food system in the urban construct is lower than that of other systems such as 

transportation, housing, employment and the environment, a fact highlighted in Pothukuchi and 
Kaufman’s 1999 publication Placing the Food System on the Urban Agenda. The paper underlines the four key 
reasons for this as: 1) urbanities take food for granted where few see serious problems related to food 
access, availability, or affordability; 2) the definition of specific issues as being either rural or urban, this 
separation in thinking results in food not being considered an urban issue in the same magnitude as are 
housing, crime or transportation; 3) technological advances in transportation, food preservation and 
processing since the industrial revolution have rendered an acceptance to sweep away rural land to make 
way for new suburbs, what is offered in place of local farmland that historically served cities is the grocery 
store; 4) the persistent contradictions between policy departments (authors refer to the US) such as the 
Department of Housing and Urban Development which rarely addresses food issues and the Department 
of Agriculture which pertain mostly to farms and agriculture, yet their policies significantly impact cities 
(1999, p. 214). 

None of these factors are currently at the forefront of the agendas in developed cities.  The full 
potential of food in the urban system is far from being realised because of the top-down false sense of 
security about its ongoing availability and overshadowing by more immediate demands. The sharp and 
powerful dichotomy between what is considered urban versus rural conceals the many interconnected 
activities that make up a food system from urban residents and professionals. With agricultural food 
production assumed to take place in rural areas, it becomes a matter of rural policy, treated 
independently from urban policy and problems (Franck, 2005, p. 37). Modern zoning controls as set out 
by urban authorities do little to help and are instead instrumental in creating a segmented and sterile 
environment. It becomes quickly evident that opportunities lay with policymakers to make changes about 
the urban food system, beginning with a need for more flexibile land use policies.  Making progress in this 
regard will by necessity call into question what it means to be urban. 

The path to truly viable food cities would seem to be obstructed by many peripheral issues when in 
fact, the it is it all boils down to one; without farmers and farmland, cities could no longer exist. Emerging 
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out of this realisation, one architectural thinker has begun to give shape to manifestos that explore future 
‘foodscapes’. In Smartcities + Eco-warriors (2010) and Food City (2014) Lim examines the potential for food to 
become fully re-integrated with urban environments – how the creation, storage and distribution of food 
can once again become a construct for everyday life. With the realities of achieving such a condition 
seemingly beyond reach in contemporary socio-political conditions, radical constructions such as Lim’s 
Food Parliament set in London brings these issues to the forefront.  Food cultivation becomes reinstated 
at the core of national and local governance in this proposal and is the essential driver for restructuring 
aspects of everyday life (Lim, 2014). Here, food space is truly realized in all its diversity, where consumers 
are also growers. Though Lim presents fictional fabrications, his message is precise and clear, raising 
serious questions about the priorities of governing bodies. Similarly,  in the final chapter of Hungry City 
Steel speaks of a ‘sitopia’ (from the Greek sitos, meaning food, and topos, meaning place) as a practical 
alternative to the unattainable utopia (2008, p. 291).  

In an era of unrelenting urbanism, it is appropriate for cities to adopt a more holistic outlook on food, 
to encourage projects and experimentations that embrace the complete food cycle. Authorities could 
reprioritize their agendas to engage residents to real and palpable ‘food spaces’ in all its forms. Quite 
possibly, it is only through a built reality experienced by residents themselves that they will begin to 
recognize any effective outcomes, in the hope that it can change the ways people think about the cities 
they live in.    

3. Urban + farming + architecture 
The current world population of 7.3 billion has just over half of its inhabitants (54%) living in urban areas 
and by 2050 some 66% of the then 9 billion people will be urbanised (United Nations, 2016). The cheap 
and ongoing availability of food to meet the needs of many urbanised people, and in particular those who 
make decisions on infrastructure development, ensures that few city dwellers are aware of emerging 
problems with the linear metabolism of its production and consumption.  Nevertheless, some are 
beginning to see the potential benefits of a closed-loop food system in cities and urban farming has been 
revisited across several disciplines to address the opportunities.  Architecture is one of those disciplines.   

It is commonly assumed that urban farming is a recent phenomenon, brought on by sustainable 
initiatives. Although it has gained traction in recent years, urban farming has been practiced since the 
origin of village settlements.  Jacobs argued that the act of growing food amid dense settlements likely 
dates back to the origin of cities. When organized agriculture began to be recognized as a system for 
tradable commodity, cities grew dramatically, relocating agricultural activities to surrounding land and 
thus creating the urban/rural divide. “Rural work is city work transplanted” (Jacobs, 1969, p. 16). 

Before the modern world overcame difficulties of failing produce and means of distribution, cities had 
to produce enough food to sustain themselves. It is only with developments such as chemical fertilizers, 
refrigeration and mass transportation, among other technologies, that the current global food system is 
possible (George, 2015).  It is also heavily reliant upon non-renewable resources. In the recent past it was 
concern about food shortages that saw urban farming revisited. Many cities across the United States and 
Britain for example had flourishing ‘Victory Gardens’ during both world wars in response to the threat of 
shortages created by blockades. After the wars however, many garden allotments were returned to their 
original uses or lost to developers (Doron, 2005, p. 53). Similarly, a food crisis in Cuba in 1989 forced the 
government to innovate, to introduce food production and agricultural initiatives into the existing urban 
fabric. This resulted in a successful city farming model where, by 1998, there were more than 8000 urban 
farms infused into Havana’s urban landscapes and producing nearly half of the country’s vegetables 
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(Clouse, 2014). Cuba’s government continues to promote and even finance urban farming practices today. 
Perhaps it is this history that can teach the modern world of its potential; “sometimes to move forward, 
we must look back. Our past can inform our present (Smith, 2014, p. 5).”  

Today, many urban farming efforts seen around cities appear to have been distilled down to light-
hearted amenity to consolidate harsh urban environments or to provide for the recreation of those who 
tend to them.  A few planter boxes distributed around the city will have little effect in activating anyone’s 
way of thinking about their food. The problem with some examples of ‘pocket’ size urban farming in 
modern metropolises is that they are merely inserted into undesirable leftover spaces to increase 
attractiveness, but with inadequate consideration of how they connect with surrounding amenities, 
activities and landscapes. Furthermore, community gardens (the most common form of urban farming) 
are often hidden away between suburban plots and run by volunteers, without a strict work schedule 
(Figure 2 left image). This can only function with small scale, low yield and low maintenance farms. For 
city residents to truly start taking the practice seriously, it needs to operate at a larger scale. And most 
importantly of all to break down conceptual barriers, its processes need to be as transparent as possible 
to the public eye.  

 

 

Figure 2: A community garden between suburban plots in Wellington, New Zealand (left) (source: 
Author, 2016) and a rendering of Paris’ future smart city by architect Vincent Callebaut (right) (source: 

Bhansali, 2015) 
 
In the contemporary architectural discipline, strategies addressing food are surfacing through the 

incorporation, at various scales, of agriculture into designed urban spaces. This includes farms established 
within/on/around buildings, though many of the projects have to date been speculative. Recently, urban 
farming has gained attention from architects as it is being commercialized into an emerging industry. 
Some of these proposals have, unfortunately, been taken out of context with concepts of sustainability 
being overstated and clichéd. Many lush photo-realistic landscapes are no more than backdrops for the 
main architectural proposal and plants are often brushed onto buildings to pass as a sustainable design 
contribution (Figure 2 right image). 

In his essay titled Post-Sustainability, Jarzombek criticizes recently designed eco-cities, noting how they 
demonstrate that any approach could be taken to make a project look green, 

…but has anything really changed?...the tendency to drip green ivy on buildings or plant 
grass or trees on roofs makes a parody of what needs to be done…this is not about the need 
for local produce, but about the destruction of the conceptual barrier between city and farm  
(Jarzombek, 2010, p. 249). 
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One can argue the need for both local produce and a better conceptual understanding of a food 
system. Jarzombek’s statement applies equally to the minimal efforts of urban authorities in the way small 
community gardens, a few scattered trees and open areas are used to market ‘green cities.’ His point is 
valid– little has changed in the preconceptions of food for the majority of city residents, and if anything, 
the barrier is wider thanks to a thriving consumerist culture.   

Recent technological developments such as high efficiency LED grow lights and automatic control 
systems have aided hydroponic urban farming.  The indoor controlled environment agriculture (CEA) 
model is efficient, does not rely on weather conditions and makes it more viable to grow in city centers 
as demonstrated by recent examples such as Gotham Greens in New York and Lufa Farms in Montreal 
(Figure 3). It has raised the topic of urban farming to new levels of interest amongst professionals such as 
growers, urban designers, planners and architects. The desire for maximum yield while being close to 
urban centers has sparked a contemporary urban agriculture movement across many disciplines as the 
realisation of interrelated city patterns is triggered by food, along with their commercial value. This 
growing interest is also extending to consumers, who want a closer connection to their producers in 
seeking to be more conscious of food origins. With urban farming now identified as an opportunity for a 
viable food production system, rather than as a result through fear of war or economic hardship, it is 
important that appropriate time and energy resources can be dedicated to experimentation.  

 

 

Figure 3: Lufa Farms grows their produce inside controlled environments in their rooftop greenhouses.  
(source: Lufa Farms Inc, 2014) 

 
While some projects only touch upon the tip of urban farming principles, others can be found at the 

extreme end of a totalitarian city run by the food system. Without question, these proposals are utopian 
and ideological and have yet to prove their feasibility beyond a rendered landscape. Nevertheless, it is 
these idealists who push the discourse, in the hope that one day, the visions can be realized, or at least 
come close (e.g. Despommier’s The Vertical Farm). However, there would appear to be time for innovation 
between now and then and this gap needs addressing through the combined efforts of science, 
technology, architecture and planning.  Pilot projects are underway as seen in the proposal of ReGen 
Villages (Figure 4), an off-grid, self-sustaining village featuring at this year’s Venice Biennale (Dezeem 
Magazine, 2016). The first of its high-tech farming villages where food and energy is produced in a closed-
loop system is expected to be completed in 2017.  This village model is designed for a greenfield site west 
of Almere, Netherlands, and therefore skirts around issues of integrating such a system into an existing 
city, where the majority of consumers live. As such it can be seen as a continuation of current practices.   
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Figure 4: Regen Villages by Danish stuido EFFEKT. (source: Dezeem Magazine, 2016) 
 

To date, architecture has not been integrated with urban farming proposals and it has instead been 
used to depict a backdrop to show how urban the farming proposal is, or the farming takes place inside a 
standard commercial greenhouse, no different to what is being used on the outskirts of the city. At times 
these greenhouses are constructed on rooftops in urban centers, but they do not capitalise on the 
opportunity to innovate nor to engage with the surrounding environment. Architecture’s contribution has 
resultantly been underutilized in the relationship between farms, residents and the cityscape.  

Across many developed cities, conditions such as largely unused surfaces (such as rooftops) indicate 
that there are a plethora of vacant space available for urban farming. Other environments, such as vacant 
building interiors and unused land present different opportunities for urban farming that falls outside the 
scope of this research. Creating rooftop greenhouses has, in recent years, begun to emerge at a 
commercial scale in cities across North America and Canada (Figure 3) but their practical requirements 
tend to outweigh design possibilities that engage with their context, and hence the people of the city. 
Urban farming, in the context of a strong design focus, could help make food systems more visible, adding 
to the definition of urban ‘food space’. Architecture’s role could operate beyond simply designing 
functional growing environments for farms, as rooftop constructions (in this case rooftop greenhouses) 
have the potential to shape cities by operating symbiotically in their urban settings (Melet & 
Vreedenburgh, 2005), adding to the complexity and dynamism of urban life. 

4. Food + identity 
A key player in distinguishing urban food space is the supermarket, whose form and public presentation 
is driven largely by economic efficiencies the lowest common denominator of consumer behaviour.  In 
the past it was local markets that influenced presentation and distribution of a city’s food, today it is 
supermarkets, in the hands of a few corporations. The issue is not just about the limited choices available 
to consumers, but the lack of civic life that so many homogenous supermarkets contribute.  

Supermarkets today are impersonal filling stations: pit stops designed to service the flow of 
life. They support individual lifestyles, not sociability (Steel, 2008, p. 114).  

Nothing about their sterile environments identify their place in the city. In his analysis of modern life, 
supermarkets are what Augé refer to as ‘non-places’ where there is little chance of social interaction 
(Augé, 1995). Contemporary supermarkets and the motivations behind them have never been about 
human scale, their aim is simple and singular, to maximise profit.  The influence of this approach extends 
to the rural agricultural industry that serves to supply them.  
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…internally the smell and look of the food is suppressed by air conditioning, lighting and 
packaging. The bland space extends well beyond the building to meet the requirements for 
bulk transport and car parking (Wigglesworth, 2002, p. 103). 

The importance of the market as building type has resurfaced in conversations about urban 
regeneration. Preservation and renovation of market buildings to their earlier architectural glory are 
presented as alternatives to the supermarket in Esperdy’s article Edible Urbanism. By 1800, covered 
markets were recognized as a building type that “symbolized urban modernity and enlightened civicism” 
(Esperdy, 2002, p. 45). Whether covered or not, markets are inherently chaotic and unlike highly ordered 
supermarkets, but in a manner that is anticipated as part of the experience. As a re-emerging part of the 
food system, they are seen as part of the consumer culture as well as helping to provide insight to the 
value of food in the way the raw produce is displayed and sold by growers.  

However, differences between markets and farmers’ markets can be profoundly misguiding. One thing 
to note about normal produce markets is the little known journey of food from growers to consumers. It 
can often take up to a week, handled and resold numerous times as highlighted by the investigation of 
the Harbourside Market in Wellington, New Zealand (Rashbrooke, 2012). Nevertheless, the weekend 
market in Wellington draws huge crowds no doubt thanks to its lower prices and adds to the dynamic 
civic life of the city harbour. Reality can often conflict with what consumers know or care to know.  With 
urban farms, not only are food miles reduced, but the produce can be harvested on the same day as it is 
consumed, giving access to the freshest possible food. 

Covered markets in Britain and Europe have highlighted food as an urban revitalization tool. Examples 
include London’s Borough Market and Barcelona’s La Boqueria (Figure 5), where fresh produce is 
bountiful.  These markets have been particularly successful with tourists but more importantly 
restauranteurs would prefer to buy their produce there as well. What if a trip to the market for weekly or 
even daily produce could be a part of normal civic life for the urban resident? And why would this routine 
be desirable when the supermarket offers other conveniences? A solution could be to incorporate an 
urban farm. The additional program of production into a market’s current consumption imperatives could 
have rippling effects in the urban food system, not only through educating residents but also by increasing 
chances of social interactions, creating jobs and closing the perceptual divide around where food 
production should take place. The consumption stage would, in this scenario, be icing on the cake.  

 

 

Figure 5: Borough Market and La Boqueria (sources: Greig and Stephenson, 2014; Holbrook, 2014)  

Consequently, the equation could be: urban farm + market + building. Along with aims of providing 
shelter, the architectural building element can contribute to a spatial and visual identity, strengthening a 
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vibrant program. Where market-farms can be established, the areas physical character could be enhanced 
over time as a reflection of the activities, not unlike Seattle’s Pike Place Market, but with the added 
appreciation of production occurring at the same venue.   

Over and over again, spaces of food contribute to the specificity and recognisability of a 
place when they attend to what is local (Franck, 2002, p. 12). 

This wouldn’t just be felt in the immediate proximity of such a place but also the entire city. The food 
consumed today is highly driven by economies of scale, rather than by local cultures. Through design, the 
potential for uniting the ambience of markets with sustainable farming initiatives could see cities once 
again take control of their own food systems. 

5. Conclusion 
Food is emerging as a catalyst for urban design and architectural discourse around issues of infrastructure, 
security, resilience and sustainability and identity.  However, further encouragement of the discussion 
requires that it move beyond discipline specific contexts to the mainstream media.  The food supply chain 
had been a key force shaping cities since their origins, and should again be a topic of conversation among 
urban residents and authorities. 

Conceptual thinking about production as rural and consumption as urban can only be redefined 
through a fresh and holistic view of a city’s multiple functions.  This can in turn only be achieved by 
diminishing the physical divide, a matter to be addressed by planning authorities and other public decision 
makers in allowing for experimentation. At the moment it would appear that the architectural 
contributions to the discourse can only be speculative.  Sustainable design does not equate with how 
green an image is but rather the opportunities it presents for the activities and functions it encourages. 

Opportunities for experimentation exist in a city’s fabric, the many unused rooftops could be a logical 
starting point. City residents need to experience the transparent processes of market-farm food spaces in 
urban centres themselves to truly understand their significance. Architecture can be a protagonist and, 
although places will naturally take on site-specific design approaches, their resultant effect could be felt 
across the city through an invaluable identity of a local food culture. 
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