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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to evolve urban agroecology with a central feature of ‘deep democracy’ 

whilst surviving and thriving in the neoliberal city. Urban agriculture has many social and 

environmental benefits but has experienced issues of viability and also faced criticism for 

entrenching social inequities in movement practice and discourse. With theoretical frameworks 

such as alternative food networks failing to fully answer questions posed by the limitations of urban 

agriculture, urban agroecology has been pointed to as a holistic and political framework to develop 

emancipatory urban food systems. With a need for empirical research to connect theory to on-the-

ground empirics and the emerging praxis far from meeting its potential, this thesis contributes 

strategic and practical learnings towards developing economically viable urban agroecologies with 

transformative relationships and democratic practices. 

This thesis draws on insider action research from 2017-2019 based in a surfacing urban agroecology 

movement in London, UK. Two distinct organisational processes iteratively emerged within a 

young food hub at the Wolves Lane Horticultural Centre (WLHC), and a new entrant 

agroecological workers’ co-operative, London Grown Workers’ Cooperative (LGWC), both based 

on public land. The former enquiry focused on developing a community-led food policy for the 

food hub as a democratic intervention, and the latter explored issues of viability in relation to 

generating anti-capitalist livelihoods within the neoliberal city coupled with evaluation of the 

workers’ co-operative as an elevating model for urban agroecology. The enquiries combined 

engaged with 67 people and implemented eight different participatory and qualitative methods: 

photovoice, community mapping, graphic harvest, document analysis, focus groups, auto-

ethnography, community cookery, and semi-structured interviews. 

Based on findings in the organisational enquiries, the thesis argues that the joint development of 

diálogos de saberes (dialogue among different knowledges and ways of knowing) and a ‘prefigurative 

compromise’ with the market, to generate viable place-making transformations in inequitable 

neoliberal contexts, is necessary to evolve urban agroecology with deep food democracy. I propose 

that accompanying research findings can support this strategic relationship, these being: a ‘critical 

lovingness’ embedded in organisational structures underpinned by an anti-oppression framework; 

creative popular education included in a transformative agroecological learning framework for 

Europe; and extending cooperative membership beyond worker identities. Overall, the thesis 

argues that securing long-term financial investment must be a short-term strategic aim over gifting 

economies, in order to create more stable, equitable foundations from which to develop 

autonomous commons-to-commons economies in the medium to long term. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This thesis explores how the emerging praxis of urban agroecology (UAGC) can evolve with a 

central feature of deep food democracy while surviving and thriving in the neoliberal city. The 

enquiry engages in insider action research in the early development of a food hub and a workers’ 

co-operative in North London, UK, with both organisations holding agroecological intentions. 

Through iteratively developed enquiries the thesis contributes practical and strategic findings 

related to policy-creation, organisational structure, and viability. Ultimately, the work explores how 

viable urban agroecologies can be built from the city, rooted in underlying principles of political 

agroecology such as democracy and social justice, while generating resources to engender these 

within the inequitable and co-opting neoliberal city. In this chapter I define key terms, before 

relaying how the topic and sub-questions of the thesis were arrived at in relation to food movement 

experiences prior to the PhD, academic discourse, and on-the-ground issues within the 

organisations, that pointed to a focus on urban agroecology with deep democracy. I set out the key 

aims and questions of the thesis and outline how I researched these, before summarising the 

contribution the thesis makes. This chapter ends with a structure outline of the following chapters. 

1.1 Key definitions and a polyculture of food movements 

As chapter 2 goes into key theory in detail, in this chapter I summarise background discourses with 

which the thesis engages. To support this, I first define some of the key terms. Through the thesis I 

refer to inequitable or unjust social structures, which transformative politics ultimately aim to shift 

/ challenge / overturn. To define them I apply bell hooks' (2004: 17) description of power 

structure underlying social order as, “imperialist white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy”, that shape 

much of contemporary life (Gayá n.d.). When asked about this in an interview, hooks replied: 

“We can’t begin to understand the nature of domination if we don’t understand 
how these systems connect with one another. Significantly, this phrase 
[imperialist white supremacist capitalist patriarchy] has always moved me 
because it doesn’t value one system over another…for me, that phrase always 
reminds me of a global context, of the context of class, of empire, of 
capitalism, of racism and of patriarchy. Those things are all linked – an 
interlocking system” (Yancy and hooks 2015). 

In terms of ‘transformation’ as a way to change inequitable structures, I use the definition, “the act 

of combining to make new ideas, concepts and associations” (Light et al. 2011: 7); while ‘power’, 

either to instil inequitable social structures or be built to change them, I define as a decentralised 

pervasive force (Kesby 2005: 2040), created in relationships (Foucault 1980) and potential in nature 

(Giddens 1979) to be used in domination over people (Giddens 1993) or with others to make 

positive change (Grant et al. 2008). ‘Foodways’ are also referred to through the thesis; and  I define 
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these as an “intimate commodity” that is taken through the body as physical nourishment and 

symbolic of cultural histories, practices and identities (Agyeman 2013, Winson 1993). 

A key concept in the thesis is that of the neoliberal city. Neoliberalism emerged in the 1970s and 

can be generally described as political project to reassert class power through the removal of state 

regulations and bolstering the free movement of capital (Levkoe 2011, Massey 2013). In regards to 

neoliberalism, cities have become drivers of, and are shaped by, neoliberal processes such as 

gentrification, increasing privatisation and financialisaton of space, and austerity, which result in the 

uneven distribution of opportunities and resources such as housing, water, energy and food 

(Dehaene et al. 2016, Soja 2010). 

In arriving at UAGC as the main focus of this thesis in relation to food democracy, discussion 

traverses concepts and mobilisations that make up a broad family of food politics as a “polyculture 

of movements” (Alkon and Agyeman 2011). These broadly aim to challenge and shift the dominant 

food regime as sustained by powerful neoliberal configurations (McMichael 2005); which has 

cemented power for decades over how food is produced and accessed with privatisation of seeds 

and land in export-led, profit-driven economics (McMichael 2009, Jansen 2015). This broad family 

of movements at times correlate and overlap with Alkon and Agyeman (2011), for instance defining 

‘food justice’ with a key strand of ‘food sovereignty’ (FS) alongside equitable food access. Food 

sovereignty is best defined by movement mobilisations as, “the right of peoples to healthy and 

culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their 

right to define their own food and agriculture systems” (Nyéléni 2007). FS particularly emphasises 

that communities and states should decide both their own food practices and policies (Patel 2009, 

Wittman et al. 2010). 

There is also a strong link between food sovereignty and agroecology with practitioners stating that 

you can’t have one without the other (Anderson et al. 2015). While agroecology takes an 

integrative and holistic approach to encompass, “the ecology of ... entire food systems, [including] 

ecological, economic and social dimensions” (Francis et al. 2003, Gallardo-López et al. 2018), it also 

is political. Political agroecology is being increasingly recognised, asserting a radical vision that 

foregrounds community self-organisation and autonomy in a paradigm shift of structural and 

cultural power dynamics that shape the ecologically unsound and unjust food system (Anderson et 

al. 2019, Gliessman 2011, de Molina 2013).  Political agroecology and food sovereignty have 

commonality in asserting that people and communities should have agency in how the food system 

they are part of operates, underpinned with principles of social justice and sustainability. In the light 

of suggestions that agroecology will not last without a food sovereignty policy that supports it 

(Anderson et al. 2015) I deduce that FS is more focused on frameworks for political mobilisation, 

18 

http:sustainability.In


  

   

  

  

   

  

 

            

 

  

 

 

   

         

  

            

             

  

 

     

    

 

      

     

       

             

 

 

    

       

   

 

such as campaigning for representation at various levels of governance from the local to the 

transnational (Windfuhr and Jonsén 2005); while agroecology is political in quality as the network-

based praxis embodies social and epistemic justice and actualises a totally different reality to the one 

produced by dominant inequitable social structures. In other words agroecology articulates food 

sovereignty on the ground as the foundation for transformative food systems (Anderson et al. 

2018). 

Food democracy is another discourse that has crossover with the aforementioned concepts, an 

underlying assertion being that people should have equitable opportunities in actively shaping the 

systems that affect their everyday lives (Hassanein 2008) through direct participation (not proxy 

participation) in ‘empowered participatory governance’ (Fung and Wright 2001). A difference I 

note between food democracy and food justice is that the latter underlines the extent to which 

identities of social groups (i.e. class) influence inclusion or exclusion from food system transitions, 

and thus must be central to transformations (Brent et al. 2015, Gottlieb and Joshi 2010). I would 

also argue that a difference between food sovereignty and food democracy is that the former is 

more focused on peasant identities rooted in Global South political movements. 

Within discussions of food movements, this thesis focuses on agroecology being built from the city 

and aims to learn from a closely connected practice of urban agriculture (UA). UA engages in a 

broad range of activities including all forms of food growing in and around cities, processing of 

foods, education services, and animal husbandry for instance, with foods mainly distributed in that 

urban area (Santo et al. 2016, McClintock 2014, Mougeot 2005). With the majority of the world’s 

human population living in cities (UN DESA 2018), with estimates of one billion people around 

the world involved in urban agriculture (Mougeot 2015), food production is certainly more than 

just a rural phenomenon (Thebo et al. 2014: 1). UA engages in the above movement aspects, i.e. 

democracy, justice, sovereignty, to different degrees. I introduce urban agroecology and deep 

democracy, as the two major frameworks, within the text below outlining how they became the 

focus of the work. With key terms and background food movements defined, I now turn to 

introduce how the key questions of this thesis were developed and how they respond to gaps in 

knowledge. 

1.2 Development of the research questions and aims 

When I began this PhD programme I was finishing three years as a part-time network co-ordinator 

for the Community Food Growers Network (CFGN), “a London-based support network of food 

projects putting land into community use” (CFGN n.d.), and I was a year into setting up a food 

growing and education project called London Grown Workers Co-operative (LGWC). LGWC was 
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the result of Organiclea’s ‘Farm Start’ programme that supported trained growers in finding land 

for setting up agroecological enterprises, through which a team of four of us had been given access 

to a public land site in Enfield, North London called Pasteur Gardens (PG) in 2016. PG is a seven-

acre site with woodland and was largely covered in 15-foot-high brambles with no amenities on 

arrival (see chapter 3). In 2017 LGWC also joined a consortium of groups setting up a community 

food hub at Wolves Lane Horticultural Centre (WLHC), two miles away from Pasteur Gardens, 

also part of the Organiclea’s ‘Farm Start’ programme. The horticultural centre had six professional 

glasshouses and a palm house, café, kitchen and barn. LGWC’s role was to set up food growing 

and related education programmes in tandem with the market garden activities at Pasteur Gardens. 

Both PG and WLHC are owned by the Borough of Haringey council. 

Prior to being part of LGWC I had mowed private lawns and trimmed bushes on-and-off since 

2003 and had been involved in community food growing in London since 2009, working in gardens 

in volunteer and paid capacities that were focused on community development and education 

rather than on enterprise activities. London has an emerging urban agroecology movement, to 

which WLHC and LGWC are connected, and is working to, “establish non-extractive and 

community-focused spatial relations and post-capitalist economic values in the urban fabric” with 

one feature being the generation of anti-capitalist livelihoods through workers co-operatives 

(Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019: 13). As an urban space where local grassroots movements mobilise 

for democratic control while the city promotes the global value chain as a key institutional domain 

of neoliberalism, London is a unique and contradictory place (Buchanan et al. 2017) in which to 

understand how urban agroecology can develop with deep democracy. In offering a textured 

insider perspective, I focused this PhD on development of the food hub (WLHC) and the workers’ 

co-operative (LGWC) as part of an emerging urban agroecology movement, bringing into the 

research issues that had emerged from my previous food movement experiences, in tandem with 

academic discourses and the emerging questions related to project development of these much 

larger sites with new commercial aspects. These underlying elements in combination shaped the 

iterative development of this thesis: literally between the garden and the library, community 

meeting and academic workshop, and reflects its place between scholar activism and urban 

movements (Deh-Tor 2017). 

1.2.1 Experiences within UK food movements 

My role with CFGN led to my participation in organising the UK’s second food sovereignty 

gathering in 2015, attended by 300 people, which aimed to build a stronger political movement for 

a democratic, sustainable and fair food system. The event generated for me three ‘experiences’ of 

relevance to the aims and topic of this thesis. Firstly, the gathering being, “inspired by the efforts of 
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farmers and social movements around the world” (UK Food Sovereignty Movement 2015) raised 

questions as to how political ideas and movements travel considering different social contexts in 

relation to, for example, class and peasant histories, land, and colonialism. I felt and observed a 

tension in building a movement that respected the cultures and politics of the roots of food 

sovereignty, and also wondered how underlying principles might manifest in an adapted way to a 

new context taking into account risks of cultural appropriation. A second related experience 

concerned the issue of local food and what ‘local’ meant. Different perspectives arose in 

discussions concerning a UK narrative of ‘local food’ with emphasis on low food miles, which 

seemed to disavow principles of culturally appropriate foods with a lack of consideration of the 

foodways of diverse diaspora communities in the UK. For example, how does a position that 

prioritises locally grown food understand the consumption of tea, coffee and rice in the UK, for 

instance, and how does this impact on whose foodways are culturally accepted in movement 

spaces? 

A third concern, similarly connected to the first two, was observations expressed that those in 

attendance were predominantly middle-class and white, and that for a movement with principles of 

social justice and democracy, working-class and BPOC voices were under-represented. This was 

not the first time that such observations had been made concerning demographics of the UK local 

food movement. These experiences showed that there were live issues in terms of application/co-

option of political food movement principles rooted in the Global South in the new context of the 

UK, concerns in terms of just and democratic participation within political food movements, as 

connected to how emerging food movement narratives were being shaped- thus re-entrenching 

exclusionary dynamics. 

There are two further experiences, related to my broader role within CFGN, which have strongly 

shaped my research. In producing a map of community food growing projects in London (CFGN 

2015) as a resource to both practitioners and members of the public, I also generated information 

about the barriers that projects were facing, and how a network could support them in overcoming 

these. Feedback coalesced around two themes: viability as related to funding and resources, and 

issues of access to land. The latter is highlighted by three CFGN members, in areas of rapid 

gentrification namely Brixton, Tottenham and Elephant & Castle, having lost the sites of their 

projects in the couple of years prior to 2016. A second point in connection to this is the complex 

relationship to gentrification that exists in terms of community food growing in the city. While 

community food growing projects experienced loss of land and a lack of financial resources, there 

were also critical considerations of how community food growing projects were part of 

greenwashing inequitable regeneration programmes, and how sales of organic foods at relatively 

expensive prices contribute to the gentrification of high streets, with natural foods being central to 
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many diasporic cultures in London impacted by gentrification (Ziaei 2018). 

In summary, the experiences and questions that emerged through my role with CFGN highlighted 

connected issues for urban agriculture (UA) and local food movements: viability in relation to 

income and land access; what local meant in local food; a complex relationship between UA and 

gentrification; social inequities re-embedding in movement cultures; and consideration of how 

political movements in the Global South can be expressed in different socio-ecological contexts in 

the Global North. These issues and dialogues that were live in UK food movement development 

were the initial motivation for this research, with the aim to continue to explore these with 

colleagues directly connected to on-the-ground action and reflection. While these issues have been 

expanded with additional themes responding to emerging considerations in the two organisations 

and connected with academic literature as outlined in the following paragraphs, these key topics 

remain among the kernels of the thesis. They also reflect my own commitment to a practice that, as 

part of my motivation to participate in food movements and community food growing, engages 

with connected principles of social justice and ecology, as well as also really liking gardening with 

people. 

1.2.2 Connecting experiences to literature; towards urban agroecology 

In engaging with academic literature for this PhD I found a plethora of discourse that documented 

and discussed similar experiences to those outlined above. The ‘multifunctional’ nature of urban 

agriculture (McClintock 2010), for instance, and its generation of numerous environmental, 

economic, cultural and social outcomes is well documented (Bell et al. 2016, Mukerji and Morales 

2010, Bradley and Galt 2014), with some scholars highlighting its political qualities (Heynen et al. 

2006, Certomà and Tornaghi 2015). Critical studies of UA, particularly from food justice 

perspectives, also highlight how food movements embed social inequities into discourses and 

practices (Tornaghi 2017, Kato 2013, Glennie and Alkon 2018, Reynolds and Cohen 2016). Studies 

connected with experiences outlined in the UK, such as naming the dynamic of socially privileged 

actors “bringing good food to others” (Guthman 2008), thus creating disempowering and 

patronising epistemologies with low income communities and communities of colour (Garzo 

Montalvo 2015). Critical perspectives on local food related describe the “local trap”, which equates 

locally grown with inherently good and inclusive of social justice, democracy and ecological 

sustainability (Born and Purcell 2006, DuPuis and Goodman 2005), and can produce a ‘defensive 

localism’ that protects a homogenous ‘local’ (Winter 2003, Hinrichs 2003). UA is also charged with 

elitism in combination of the “local trap” and “bringing good food to others”, when it is seen to 

champion local, organic food that is relatively expensive and often inaccessible to low-income 

communities, as part of a “market as movement” strategy (Sbicca 2012, Pollan 2006). 
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I also found that issues of viability for UA initiatives and a complicated relationship with 

gentrification experienced in London were present in the academic discourses. For instance, 

scholars have highlighted how the aims of UA – jobs, equitable leadership opportunities and 

affordable foods - are unattainable without external investment (Daftary-Steel et al. 2015), and a 

lack of viability and the short-term nature of funding hinders socially just urban agricultures and 

development of long-term food democracy (DeLind 2014, McIvor and Hale 2015, Siegner et al. 

2019). A lack of policy support for expanding UA (Pothukuchi 2004, Bedore 2010) and disabling 

factors of the neoliberal city have contributed to the practice remaining residual, marginal and 

interstitial (Tornaghi 2017). While urban agriculture has also been connected to ecological 

gentrification and ‘selling’ cities to higher income residents (Rutt and Loveless 2018, Dooling 2009, 

Bedore 2010) thus contributing to the neoliberalisation of urban space. 

In summary, while UA is celebrated for its multiple benefits and at times transformative politics, 

the practice can also be seen to embed social inequities in practices and narratives that include 

neoliberal urban regeneration. Finding itself in a weak position with a lack of funding, insecure 

access to land, and a lack of policy support, UA experiences a complex relationship with the 

neoliberal city in which it resides. This dynamic is well articulated in work describing UA as neither 

neoliberal nor radical, but has to be both if it is to create opportunities for proliferation 

(McClintock 2014). 

With UA being in this predicament, and issues highlighted in literature bridging with experiences in 

UK food movement, what became particularly prescient in the direction of this thesis was 

acknowledging calls for new theoretical approaches to answer practical questions where 

conceptions of ‘alternative food networks’ and ‘local food systems’ have not proved fully effective 

(García-Sempere et al. 2018, Moragues-Faus and Marsden 2017, Renting et al. 2012). The 

framework that offered principles of social and epistemic justice, community-based democracy, and 

ecological symbiosm, to engage with the complexities of developing just and sustainable urban food 

systems, was urban agroecology (UAGC). This approach of developing agroecology from the city is 

highlighted in the proposal that, “urban agriculture and agroecology may help create the principles 

and dimensions of an agroecological approach to productive systems, social subjects and urban 

territories. We can term it ‘urban agroecology’” (de Almeida and Biazoti 2017). While UAGC is still 

an emerging concept without comprehensive shared understandings (Hoekstra and Torgnaghi 

2017) there is some consensus that it is a political praxis centring analysis of power in a holistic 

approach towards the generation of urban food systems grounded in sustainable and just social-

ecologies (van Dyck et al. 2017, Tornaghi 2017, Siegner et al. 2019, Anderson 2017). Some early 

themes that have emerged are: land stewardship, healthy and culturally appropriate food access, fair 

living conditions for urban agroecological workers, democracy, and symbiotic nurturing of living 
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soils and biodiversity (Mount 2017, Altieri et al. 2017, Schmutz 2017, Van Dyck et al. 2017, López 

et al. 2017). 

UAGC has been highlighted as a robust framework whereby urban food justice practitioners can 

identify synergistic ecological, socio-cultural and economic benefits of UA (Siegner et al. 2019: 581), 

and a way of reconnecting urban and agrarian food movements (Tornaghi 2017). Importantly, 

urban agroecology connects to broader political issues, as the young praxis is, “not a goal, yet an 

entry point into, and part of, much wider discussions of desirable presents and futures” (Van Dyck 

et al. 2017: 6). For instance, an urban agroecology framework, that connects local places to broader 

political issues of the neoliberal food regime, holds potential to reconcile limitations of the local 

trap with ultimately aiming to break out of it. Transformative epistemologies at the heart of 

agroecology, such as diálogo de saberes which roughly translates as dialogue among different 

knowledges and ways of knowing (Martínez-Torres and Rosset 2014: 980), also hold pathways for 

building equitable knowledge-exchange into just urban food systems and shifting missionary 

complexes of ‘bringing good food to others’. In terms of framing the research based in London, 

urban agroecology, therefore offered a praxis that connected with the issues arising in my 

experiences of the UK food movement and linked with academic studies. Considering that there is 

a lack of empirical research on urban agroecology, needed to ground emerging theory in practice 

(Siegner et al. 2019, Renting 2017) , and given that the full political potential of urban agroecology 

is yet to be metabolised (Deh-Tor 2017: 9), this thesis aims to contribute new knowledge towards 

the young praxis’ development. 

While engaging in literature through the PhD has supported building understanding and connecting 

practical learnings with different contexts and theoretical framings, it also reinforced a 

disconnection between the academy and political movements. The concepts referenced above, such 

as the ‘local trap’, ‘bringing good food to others’, and analysis on the viability of UA, for example, 

could have really supported understanding the barriers faced on-the-ground in the previous 

experiences highlighted. It felt that these discussions in academic journals were largely not filtering 

through to movement development, reflecting a lack of a “vital intellectual connection” between 

social movements and academic literature, and the production of theory, “more about than for the 

social movements” (Epstein 1990: 39). While I was drawn to action research and participatory 

methodologies in the proposal for the PhD, this above reflection restated the importance for me of 

this research being embedded in action on-the-ground with colleagues. I now introduce how 

developments in the food hub at WLHC and the workers’ co-operative, LGWC, contributed to 

shape the aims and questions of this thesis. 
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1.2.3 Iterative development of enquiry within organisations 

The overall methodological approach of the thesis has been one of action research, which is a 

“family of practices of living inquiry” (Reason and Bradbury 2008: 1) that in asserting multiple ways 

of knowing integrates theory and practice, scholarship and activism (Gayá Wicks et al. 2008) from 

the view that the world can be understood in endeavouring to change it (Brydon-Miller et al. 2003). 

AR is fitting for agroecology knowledge processes as they both share the principle that for there to 

be social justice there must be cognitive justice (Santos 2007a, de Oliveira Andreotti 2011), 

acknowledging that traditional, lived and indigenous epistemologies have been systematically 

marginalised by a Eurocentric knowledge monopoly (People’s Knowledge Editorial Collective 

2016a, Chambers 1997). With agroecology being at risk of co-option in Europe and losing its 

political qualities (Altieri and Holt-Giménez 2016, Mama D and Anderson 2016) an action research 

approach to developing UAGC offers opportunity to build on transformative pedagogies necessary 

for agroecology in Europe (Anderson et al. 2018) and also within urban food movements. 

Scoping periods for the research pointed to two separate yet connected enquiries; one process 

based in the workers’ co-operative LGWC, and one process situated in the food hub at WLHC, 

where LGWC was also a consortium member. At WLHC the AR intervention was to co-facilitate 

with colleagues a community-based food policy process in response to a plan for the policy to be 

written within the management group. This co-designed process engaged in creative and practical 

popular education exercises to centre community definitions of food and health that challenged 

“bringing good food to others” and the “local trap”. Over three workshops in six months, 

integrating photovoice, graphic harvesting, communal cooking, and community mapping, the 

beginnings of a food policy was produced in March 2019, with 12 key principles for the food hub 

to be guided by in decision-making. 

The interventionist aspect of the AR with LGWC was that with the co-op being under-resourced 

and overstretched there was little time for reflecting on the development of the organisation; and so 

a mobile focus group and interviews were set up accordingly to respond to this. These were 

complemented with document analysis, which gave organisational insight into business plans, and 

meeting minutes from 2015 to 2020. This enquiry focused on LGWC engaged with the aim of the 

organisation to generate anti-capitalist livelihoods and how viability related to building an equitable 

and caring urban agroeocology, with evaluation of the workers’ co-operative as a model to support 

this. Across the two enquiries a combination of eight different participatory and qualitative 

methods were used, and 67 people were engaged with. Running through the enquiries was a 

research diary engaging in (auto-)ethnography. Section 4.3 outlines considerations of my 

‘insiderness’ in relation to building catalytic validity into the work, and engages in a reflexive 
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approach to my positionality as a white, university-educated cis-male in relation to AR approaches 

and aiming to generate solidaristic relations through the enquiry. 

With the issue of democracy and just participation emerging at WLHC, and questions of viability 

being pertinent in meeting agroecology goals within LGWC, the conversations with colleagues and 

issues arising intertwined with dialogues I had experienced in UK food movements previously, and 

academic discourse. I now outline why ‘deep democracy’ was chosen as a key feature of urban 

agroecology, summarise the key questions and objectives of the thesis and what this work 

contributes to the development of the young praxis. 

1.3 Research questions and contribution to knowledge 

A common theme that emerged through the iterative development of the research was food 

democracy, as seen in; the WLHC enquiry, the structuring of LGWC giving workers control of 

their labour, issues highlighted in UK movements concerning equitable participation, and is a 

central feature of agroecology. Democracy appears as a critical turn in the development of UAGC 

as a deficit in democracy within governance is the “‘sticky’ and omnipresent dynamic” that 

determines the transformative nature of agroecological transformations in food movements 

(Anderson et al. 2019: 17). Democracy also speaks to the UK’s situation of “post-democracy” 

(Crouch 2004), where corroded institutional forms of parliamentary democracy disguise decisions 

being made by political and economic elites, as is the case with the neoliberal city (Harvey 2012). I 

chose the conception of “deep democracy” (McIvor and Hale 2015) as was developed in relation to 

limitations of UA, and has appropriate characteristics for evolving urban agroecology of; 

emphasising democratic relationships, mapping of power, and commons-making. The mapping of 

power being especially important in terms of applying justice-based analysis, and power and 

democracy being at the centre of an agroecology vision (de Molina 2013). The importance of 

enduring relationships at the heart of democracy also speaks to definitions of power and 

transformation as being relational as well as structural. 

In terms of contributing to knowledge in the development of UAGC, I do not aim to better define 

the term as a primary motivation; rather, the thesis aims to understand how the young praxis can be 

developed with a central feature of deep food democracy with the agroecological approach of 

action through bottom-up place-based organizing (Anderson et al. 2019). This connects the 

approach of the research to prefiguration, in aiming to advance practice that develops elements of a 

desired future in the present – and has been described as, “fertile pedagogical grounds for 

agroecological transitions” (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019: 8). It is this approach, in understanding 

this thesis as a fractal within the slow constructivism of knowledge (see 4.2), that underpins the title 
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term to ‘evolve’ urban agroecology, through practice-based epistemology. 

The overall aim of the thesis, as consequence of the coalescing of my previous experiences as a 

practitioner, academic discourse, and on-the-ground developments within a food hub and a 

workers’ co-operative, is: 

To develop understandings of urban agroecology with a focus on deep food 
democracy and how this relates with tensions of trying to exist in a neoliberal 
city. 

The related question to this is, ‘How can urban agroecology evolve with food democracy as a feature whilst 

surviving and thriving in the neoliberal city?’ With this aim there are three objectives and related sub-

questions for the research: 

1. To co-produce a just democratic process in shaping foundational principles of a food 
hub with urban agroecological intentions. 

How can a food hub develop urban agroecology with a central tenet of food democracy?’ 

2. To develop understanding of how urban agroecologies can be viable in a neoliberal city 

economy. 

How can urban agroecological initiatives be viable in the neoliberal city? 

3. To explore with co-workers our individual and collective learnings in developing a workers’ co-

operative as an elevating organisational structure for urban agroecology. 

Is a worker’s co-operative an elevating model in developing urban agroecology towards food democracy? 

The enquiry focused on the food policy at the WLHC food hub primarily engages with objective 1, 

and the enquiry within LGWC focuses on objectives 2 and 3. Therefore, the enquiry focuses its 

efforts towards developing UAGC with deep food democracy on organisational structure, 

economic viability, and policy-creation. In tandem these objectives develop on the assertion that 

governance as a transformative process is central to urban agroecology (Schmutz 2017), and 

respond to the need for alternative economic practices and strategies towards deepening of 

democracy in the emerging praxis (Pimbert 2017, Tornaghi 2017). 

The thesis contributes that the joint development of diálogos de saberes and a ‘prefigurative 

compromise’ with the market, to generate viable place-making transformations in inequitable 

neoliberal contexts, is necessary to evolve urban agroecology with deep food democracy. I propose 

that additional findings can support this strategic relationship in developing UAGC towards its 

‘emancipatory’ potential (Dehaene et al. 2016) , namely: a ‘critical lovingness’ embedded in 
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organisational structures and underpinned by an anti-oppression framework, creative popular 

education included in a transformative agroecological learning framework (TALF) for Europe 

(Anderson et al. 2018), and extending co-operative membership beyond worker identities. Practical 

suggestions are also made, drawing on experiences of setting up LGWC so as to create more 

enabling conditions for urban agroecologies to be viable. These include, for example, a revised 

budget for setting up LGWC at Pasteur Gardens based on learnings, and local and regional UK 

governments taking up the ‘Preston model’ (Reynolds 2017) to support public procurement of 

agroecological products. The thesis emphasises an overarching strategy of a short-term 

prioritisation of raising financial investment over economic strategies of gifting: as necessary to 

support the building of stable foundations in UAGC networks, with equitable opportunities for fair 

livelihoods and capacity to create cultures of care, from which to develop non-commercial 

exchange through autonomous commons economies in the medium to long term. 

1.4 Structure of the thesis 

In the literature review (chapter 2) I build the theoretical context of the study on urban 

agroecology with consideration of; agroecology as containing the principles and roots of the praxis, 

urban agriculture as a closely connected practice that holds signposts for key issues, and the neoliberal 

city as the context in which UAGC is situated and aims to change. I synthesise literature on urban 

agroecology as a basis for the review and define food democracy as necessarily ‘deep democracy’. 

The chapter highlights gaps in research that the thesis engages with based on critical evaluation of 

the literature. Ultimately, I argue that urban agroecology in London, UK, must engage with the 

progression of deep food democracy considering the political roots of agroecology and limitations 

of urban agriculture, in tandem with economic viability to support just processes in the inequitable 

neoliberal city. 

Chapter 3 introduces the context of this action research in terms of UAGC mobilisations in the 

territory and provides backstories of LGWC and WLHC with socio-economic data in terms of 

their local geographies. I also outline background literature on food hubs and workers’ co-

operatives, as the organisational contexts of the research. This is so that theoretical discussion of 

the organisations is close to the practical case studies. WLHC is described as a food hub “plus”, as 

it integrates distributive functions with community development and education activities, while the 

workers’ co-operative is highlighted as a strategic place to develop UAGC as has some shared some 

underlying principles. 

Chapter 4 is the thesis’ methodology chapter. I show how the two separate organisational 

enquiries respond to the thesis objectives in dialogue with one another. I assert that AR is an 
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appropriate research approach for this enquiry into UAGC and present its key characteristics and 

critiques in connection with cognitive justice. I further situate this study’s methodology as building 

on a ‘transformative agroecological learning framework’ (Anderson et al. 2018) in Europe with the 

enquiry’s aims of generating horizontalism and diálogo de saberes (DDS). The chapter also discusses 

issues of validity, positionality and ethics concerning AR. An overarching summary of how the 

research iteratively developed is outlined with diagrammatic representations, before detailing the 

methods for the organisational enquiries separately- as to how they emerged, why they were chosen 

and who was involved in what ways. 

Chapter 5 discusses the findings of the food policy enquiry at Wolves Lane Horticultural 

Centre (WLHC) with literature presented in the literature review and methodology. The chapter 

discusses how the creative popular education methods contributed towards developing holistic 

community definitions of health with a centring of translocal foodways and initial emergences of 

DDS. Considering that structural inequities are re-embedded into food movement mobilisations I 

explore how organisational structures can support the developing transformative cultures at the 

food hub to continue to grow with equitable dialogue in cultural food practices and leadership. 

Linked to this is the assertion that democratic relationships are key to building transformative 

cultures, and I explore how relationship characteristics might be nurtured by supportive 

organisational structures towards building solidarities as a fundamental basis for deep democracy. 

Chapter 6 aims to share findings from the enquiry on London Grown Workers Co-operative 

(LGWC) and to discuss them in regard to viability and potential organisational structures for 

evolving urban agroecology (UAGC). Financial information is presented before evaluating this in 

terms of how workers defined a fair livelihood. In finding that the co-operative took limited steps 

towards financial viability I make analysis of why this was considering contextual conditions and 

internal factors, and how limited financial resources impacted the aims of the organisation. With a 

lack of financial resources hindering the development cultures of care and equitable opportunities 

as part of anti-capitalist livelihoods, I explore options for supporting the emergence of viable urban 

agroecologies in the neoliberal city. In doing so I suggest that a ‘prefigurative compromise’ with the 

market is necessary, in tandem with developing cultures supportive of diálogo de saberes, as to steer 

moments of dynamic tension between co-option and survival towards agroecology principles. The 

chapter also evaluates whether the workers’ cooperative is an elevating model for developing 

UAGC with deep democracy – in relation to a ‘prefigurative compromise’ and commons creation 

on public land. 

Chapter 7 draws together the two enquires to present a summary of the key arguments, pulling out 

contributions to knowledge. Methodological limitations and learnings are presented concerning the 
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action research, with suggestions as to supporting such approaches within university institutions. 

Recommendations for future developments of UAGC are made, including a food democracy audit 

in the UK and territorial action research into the symbiotic nature of a ‘prefigurative compromise’ 

and DDS.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In this chapter I aim to critically review three key areas of literature to build understanding of 

germane research directions to evolve urban agroecology with deep food democracy as a central 

focus: agroecology, urban agriculture with food justice perspectives, and the neoliberal city. I 

highlight key interactions between these discourses to pinpoint where my research elucidates gaps 

in knowledge. Dialogues between the discourses also constitute a guiding theoretical structure 

towards which the findings of the enquiry are analysed, discussed and synthesized, as represented 

below in Figure 1. The choices of key discourses reflect de Almeida and Biazoti's (2017: 14) 

assertion that, “Urban agriculture and agroecology may help create the principles and dimensions of 

an agroecological approach to productive systems, social subjects and urban territories. We can 

term it ‘urban agroecology’”. 

Figure 1: Diagram representing the key areas of literature that make up a theoretical framework to 

evolve urban agroecology with food democracy 

I include urban agriculture (UA) as a key feature of the literature review as I hold that it contains 

useful signposts for directing urban agroecology research in its limitations and successes, and in the 

practice’s divergent forms there is evidence of agroecological principles. It is important to note that 
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a key difference between UAGC and UA is that the former is necessarily political and develops 

deeper relations with the earth and more-than-human solidarity, beyond the latter’s focus on the 

social and technical (Anderson 2017, Prizendt 2017). Although not all encompassing, UA initiatives 

do take form as “political gardening” (Certomà and Tornaghi 2015), and have been described as 

one pathway in building just sustainable food systems based on values and experiential knowledge 

of community power and democracy within existing initiatives (Heynen et al. 2012, Biel 2013, 

Cadieux and Slocum 2015). In a UK context, for instance, Milbourne's (2012) study found that 

community gardens connect every day and localised actions with large-scale social injustices. 

UA projects across the world also implement non-chemical growing methods that reflect 

agroecological principles, and also identify themselves as agroecological (Renting 2017). Therefore, 

in following de Molina's (2013: 56) and Altieri and Toledo's (2011) assertion that small farmers 

have “high agroecological potential” due to their closeness to rural rationality and practices that 

make the sustainable management of agroecosystems, I hold that this practitioner-focused 

approach should be applied not only in rural settings but to small farmers in urban ones as well. So, 

while I concur with Tornaghi and Dehaene (2019: 4) that UA at times perpetuates neoliberal 

dynamics (see section 2.5), on the basis of the above arguments I challenge assumptions that there 

is a, “general [emphasis added] disconnection with political ecological issues” and that practices are 

“very rarely” agroecological. UA is included in the theoretical framework, therefore, as a prescient 

place to listen, understand and strategise “urban agroecology from the city” (de Almeida and Biazoti 

2017). 

The addition of neoliberal city literature provides context to understand how urban agroecology 

may flourish in a geography that the praxis is fundamentally opposed to and trying to change. And 

so, in setting the theoretical background in which to explore urban agroecology (UAGC) and deep 

food democracy, I consider; agroecology as containing the principles and roots of the praxis, urban 

agriculture as a closely connected practice that holds signposts for key issues, and the neoliberal city as 

the context in which UAGC is situated and aims to change. Urban agroecology in the UK, I argue, 

must engage with the progression of deep and just democracies, taking into account the political 

roots of agroecology and the limitations of urban agriculture. In supporting the generation of 

spatially-just urban agroecologies, it is vital to evolve agroecological pedagogies in the 

European context and to achieve financial viability for prefigurative endeavors to endure in 

neoliberal cities. 

Since the research project is based in London, UK, the literature reviewed is weighted towards texts 

from the UK, continental Europe and the Global North, reflecting the context of the study and 

recognising that knowledge develops in different historical and spatial contexts for different 
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reasons (Santo et al. 2016). This weighting shifts throughout the discourses, however, depending 

on the geographical histories of each term. For example, food justice literature and activism 

developed in urban areas of North America to join food sovereignty, “its “radical sister” from the 

global South … in a discourse that aims to distinguish between an industrial food system and a 

more equitable, ecologically viable alternative” (Slocum and Cadieux 2015: 2). I forefront literature 

from movements born in the Global South on agroecology emphasising its political nature, whilst 

engaging with European texts as to position the research in how agroecology has, is and will 

potentially develop in this context. I aim to recognise power dynamics at play in discourse creation 

by striking a balance between sources from political movements, practitioners and the academy as 

to engage with compelling epistemologies and respect the people that lived and shaped the 

discourses. 

The chapter begins with a definition of urban agroecology as a basis for the review, including some 

key issues of the young praxis that have already been discussed (section 2.1). Initially I critically 

outline literature on agroecology, establishing that democracy is central, especially in Europe, to the 

development of urban agroecologies in new urban contexts. In doing so I define food democracy 

as deep democracy (2.3) before highlighting what has been learned from urban agriculture (UA) and 

from food justice perspectives, identifying key areas for consideration of how urban agroecology 

might centre deep democracy (2.4). In considering the context in which urban agroecology aims to 

form democratising processes, I critically outline literature on the neoliberal city, focusing on the 

territory in question and on London, in particular, as a world city (2.5). The gaps in knowledge 

uncovered by the interactions of the discourses are synthesised in section 2.6. 

2.1 Urban agroecology 

While urban agroecology is still an emerging concept without comprehensive shared 

understandings (Hoekstra and Torgnaghi 2017), there is some consensus that it is a political praxis 

centring analysis of power in a holistic approach towards the generation of urban food systems 

grounded in sustainable and just social-ecologies (Tornaghi 2016, Siegner et al. 2019, Dehaene et al. 

2016, Anderson 2017). There are some strong connections with urban political ecology which 

highlight urban injustices in terms of social and ecological spaces in the city, acknowledging how 

capitalism produces cities and ‘nature’ within cities (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003, Heynen et al. 

2006, Milbourne 2012, Heynen 2017). Resource sovereignty, for instance, has emerged as a theme 

of UAGC with power analysis of how food, water and energy are produced and consumed in the 

city (Deh-Tor 2017, Schmutz 2017). This connects with broader political considerations of urban 

space with UAGC, “not a goal, yet an entry point into, and part of, much wider discussions of 

desirable presents and futures” (Van Dyck et al. 2017: 6). Although this conception of urban 
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agroecology as a “stepping stone” (Van Dyck et al. 2017: 6) is necessary in connecting with 

solidarity and social justice across different urban areas of life, it is important to note that this 

begins with and is focused on food systems based on agroecological values. Values that are 

commonly referred to in UAGC literature are: land stewardship, healthy and culturally-appropriate 

food access, fair living conditions for urban agroecological workers, democracy, and symbiotic 

nurturing of living soils and biodiversity, underpinned with the principles of equity and justice 

(Mount 2017, Altieri et al. 2017, Schmutz 2017, Van Dyck et al. 2017, López et al. 2017). The 

essence of urban agroecology has been described as aiming to regain and shore up local and 

democratic control over food systems (Renting 2017). 

These values begin to build a picture of urban agroecology as having ‘emancipatory’ potential 

(Dehaene et al. 2016), in confrontation with neoliberal market mechanisms that prioritise high-

profit activities such as real estate and underpin exploitation in the dominant agro-food industry 

(Tornaghi 2017, Renting 2017, Deh-Tor 2017). This opposition to neoliberalism means that urban 

agroecology must, “understand cities as territories of dispute between social movements engaged in 

the promotion of life, and the capitalist industrial food system” (de Almeida and Biazoti 2017: 14). 

Authors have argued that a feature of this emancipatory potential is that the praxis can contribute 

towards the healing of the “metabolic rift” (Dehaene et al. 2016, McClintock 2010). First described 

by Marx (1967), as highlighted by Schneider and McMichael (2010), the metabolic rift embodies the 

estrangement of production and consumption across a rural-urban divide in result of urbanisation 

and industrialisation that are bi-products of capitalism (Dehaene et al. 2016). The healing of the rift 

through ‘urban agroecology from the city’ is suggested through holistic whole system approaches 

bridging the rural and the urban (de Almeida and Biazoti 2017) while shifting conceptions of ‘the 

city’ towards the reconnection of nutrient cycles, and building soil and community health (Dehaene 

et al. 2016, Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003). 

The emancipatory potential of urban agroecology is far from metabolised (Deh-Tor 2017) and 

further empirical research is required to ground emerging theory in praxis (Siegner et al. 2019; 

Renting 2017). While there have been opportunities to understand urban agroecology through on-

the-ground initiatives such as those in São Paulo, Zaragoza and Rosario (López et al. 2017, Prizendt 

2017, Lattuca 2017, Nagib and Nakamura 2017), there is work to be done in connecting these 

everyday learnings in different contexts with broader political, ecological and economic possibilities 

of the young praxis (Pimbert 2017). For instance, how might urban agroecology discourse better 

understand suggestions of expanding, “direct democracy in decision making to complement, or 

replace, models of representative democracy” (Pimbert 2017: 16) and invent, “economic 

organisation that re-territorialise food and wealth production whilst creating free time for citizens 

to shape and re-govern urban spaces” (Pimbert 2017: 15)? This is where the work of this thesis is 
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situated: in contributing to understandings and strategic directions of UAGC through embedded 

action research that connects everyday learnings with conceptual development. From an urban 

archaeology perspective, Siegner et al. (2019) built on the theoretical understandings by insightfully 

observed existing UA practice in San Francisco, USA; yet there lacked an action research element to 

the enquiry based in agroecological pedagogies that centred participatory and popular education 

methods (as outlined further in Chapter 4). 

London, as the site of the research, has an emerging urban agroecology movement, with non-

extractive and community-focused spatial relations surfacing in the UK capital through the 

development of land-based livelihoods and co-operative models, challenging rampant gentrification 

and the high concentration of land ownership (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019: 9). With similar 

approaches emerging in other European contexts (Riga, Latvia, and Brussels, Belgium) (Tornaghi 

and Dehaene 2019: 9), research situated in London gives the opportunity to contribute to strategic 

thinking that considers UAGC land-based programmes and prefigurative value systems beyond its 

own territory – namely their impacts, barriers, practical learnings, and support requirements. In 

aiming to build a framework to evaluate the surfacing UAGC in London, I now critically synthesise 

literature on agroecology in considering the critical features and historical dynamics of the praxis 

informs emancipatory urban agroecologies in a UK context. 

2.2 Agroecology is political and holistic 

In this section I will outline how agroecology is fundamentally political, due to its development 

through social movements that challenge neoliberal socioeconomics through networks propagating 

cognitive justice. The source of an increased use of the term ‘agroecology’ in the last 40 years – 

reflected in academic publications, policy, and social movement efforts (Guzmán-Casado et al. 

1999, Wezel and Soldat 2009, Nyéléni 2007) – can be seen in the political resistance to the ‘Green 

Revolution’ which saw the intensification of industrial agriculture that implemented highly 

mechanised practices of crop monocultures, the use of genetically modified seed, high yielding 

plant varieties, chemical inputs, and a high volume of homogenous products (IPES-Food 2016). 

Altieri and Holt-Giménez (2016) assert that the Green Revolution originated in the bread basket of 

the USA after the Second World War, and that by 1960 demand for products had been exhausted; 

leading to the Rockefeller Foundation exporting these green revolution goods and way of farming 

to the Global South with the support of international agencies and governments (Gallardo-López 

et al. 2018). This was despite protestations that this would sabotage indigenous cultures, economics 

and ecologies, as occurred in Mexico (Jennings 1988). 

Indian activist and scholar Vandana Shiva, for example, highlights how the World Bank was 
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responsible for shifting India’s water supply to non-sustainable models, and that the Green 

Revolution has destroyed ecosystems and soil fertility, as well as damaging people’s health (India 

Together 2003). As a result of the Green Revolution, small-scale producers, “struggled to stay on 

the land and restore the ecological integrity of their farming systems” until they found a way 

through agroecology to do so, which, based on traditional farming knowledge and modern 

agricultural science, has propagated “hundreds of agroecologically-based projects … throughout 

Latin America” (India Together 2003). The imposition of agricultural methods and products 

through the Green Revolution is present in ongoing international development approaches 

whereby largely Global North actors impose external management of agriculture in the Global 

South (Giraldo and Rosset 2018). 

With farmer-to-farmer networks implementing peasant-based agroecological approaches and 

defending land from extractive industries in the Global South, agroecology is a, “political project of 

resistance and survival” calling for self-determination and equitable distribution of resources as 

pathways for justice (Altieri and Holt-Giménez 2016). Analysis of power is critical in agroecology 

visions, particularly around the democratic governance of natural resources and how access to these 

are framed by structural injustices that generate inequities based on, for example, class, gender and 

ethnicity (Peet and Watts 2004, Méndez et al. 2013, de Molina 2013, Gliessman 2016).  This analysis 

of power propels political agroecology into calling for a redesign of structural, cultural and 

economic dimensions that govern food systems and centres community self-organisation as a 

means and end (Gliessman 2011, Anderson, Colin et al. 2019, Nyeleni 2015). Agroecology 

movements, therefore, work to challenge and transform dominant socio-economic systems that are 

capitalist, imperialist, and colonial in nature, and which underlie power dynamics of the food regime 

(Nguyen n.d.: 21). Political aims of agroecology working towards ecological sustainability, 

democracy and social justice (López et al. 2017), for example centre feminist epistemologies 

upholding that ‘Women and their knowledge, values, vision and leadership are critical … as for 

agroecology to achieve its full potential, there must be equal distribution of power, tasks, decision-

making and remuneration’ (Declaration of the International Forum for Agroecology 2015). 

An important element of political agroecology are transformative pedagogical models that integrate 

transdisciplinary, participatory and action-orientated ways of learning (Méndez et al. 2013, Ruiz-

Rosado 2006), and shape cultures around the socialisation of foods across communities and 

generations (Deh-Tor 2017). This approach to knowledge has been a key feature in the strength of 

rural social movements such as La Via Campesina (LVC) in fermenting diálogo de saberes (DDS) 

(Martínez-Torres and Rosset 2014, Anderson, Colin et al. 2019). DDS, which has been developed 

in the work of Boaventura de Sousa Santos (Santos 2010, 2016), roughly translates as, “dialogue 

among different knowledges and ways of knowing” (Martínez-Torres and Rosset 2014), and 
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enables a, “collective construction of emergent meaning based on dialogue between people with 

different historically specific experiences, knowledges, and ways of knowing” (Van Dyck et al. 

2017). Agroecological epistemologies based in indigenous, traditional or “subaltern” knowledge 

systems which centre everyday farming practices (Martínez-Torres and Rosset 2014) are intrinsically 

political; as they defiantly understand the world through solidaristic dialogue beyond Eurocentric, 

positivist and colonial epistemologies that are integral to the imposition of colonial socio-economic 

systems (Santos 2016, Cuéllar-Padilla and Calle-Collado 2011). 

A critical feature of agroecology’s political agenda of democratisation of food systems and society, 

therefore, is the practice of agroecological epistemologies including DDS. This begs the question, 

how might DDS, with roots in rural places in the Global South, translate in urban settings including 

cities in the Global North, as regards the evolution of urban agroecology? For instance, in section 

2.4.2 I connect the ‘missionary complex’ observed in UA networks with the need for epistemic 

transformations in working towards social justice, and with the democratic leadership central to 

urban agroecology. And I explore cognitive justice further in terms of the epistemologies of action 

research and agroecology in the Methodology section 4.2, and how DDS is an important part of 

developing a transformative agroecological learning approach in Europe in 4.2.1. 

Alongside political dimensions it is important to note agroecology’s holistic quality. The 

agroecological vision, sometimes interpreted with a focus on ecological dimensions, incorporates 

connected social, cultural and political goals and works towards corresponding shifts in these 

terrains for ecological transformations to happen (Silici 2014, Machín Sosa et al. 2013). This 

integrative and holistic approach bridges different social scales to encompass, “the ecology of ... 

entire food systems, [including] ecological, economic and social dimensions” (Francis et al. 2003; 

Gallardo-López et al. 2018; Gliessman 2007). 

To summarise this section: agroecology is a “a farmer-led countermovement against the modern 

agri-food system” (Bellamy and Ioris 2017:13) that takes a whole-system approach to the 

application of cultural, economic and ecological dimensions of food, with explicit commitments to 

a more just and sustainable future in the reshaping of structural power relations (Vaarst et al. 2018, 

Altieri and Toledo 2011, Méndez et al. 2013, Dehaene et al. 2016). With commitments to 

environmental and social justice, as reflected in feminist political principles and resistance to 

neoliberal coloniality in socio-economics and epistemologies, agroecology is fundamentally political 

(de Molina 2013).  So, while agroecology has been described as a science, a practice, and a 

movement (Wezel et al. 2009) – scientists should work co-operatively and with respect to the 

experiential knowledge of farmers (Anderson et al. 2015). Therefore, rather than an attempted 

equilibrium between the three forms, my reading of agroecology suggests that it is a political 
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movement based in practice that is to be mutually supported by science. In having identified 

democracy as a key feature of political agroecology in the roots of the praxis in rural areas in the 

Global South, I now contextualise this in terms of developing agroecology from an urban space in 

Europe and highlight key concerns and issues. 

2.2.1 Redressing a co-opting imbalance: urban political agroecology in Europe 

Agroecology is territory in dispute and at risk of co-option, so it is crucial to acknowledge the 

dynamic between its movement and science elements (Giraldo and Rosset 2018).  The root of this 

lies in the fact that, while agroecology has its origins in the ecological approaches of traditional and 

indigenous communities practiced around the world for millenia (Anderson et al. 2015, Anderson 

et al. 2019), scholars have claimed the origins of the terms to be in European studies on the 

relationship between agriculture and ecology (Wezel et al. 2009; Wezel and Soldat 2009) such as 

(Bensin 1928). The colonial dynamic of epistimicide, therefore, is present in the literature histories 

of agroecology itself, and highlighted by educational institutions’ mainstream view of agroecology 

as a science informing agricultural development (Anderson et al. 2015). This prevailing institutional 

approach sees agroecology being moulded with dominant neoliberal ideologies whereby its 

transformative elements are ignored, “in favour of the more controllable aspects of the scientific 

and agricultural practice pillars” (Gonzalez et al. 2018: 15).  A contemporary literature review found 

that there is an overwhelming focus on ecological elements of agroecology, with less than a third of 

literature referring to more than three instances of social, ecological, cultural and political 

dimensions (Palomo-Campesino et al. 2018). Social movements have been clear on co-opting 

transgressions away from political aspects as highlighted by Declaration of the International Forum 

for Agroecology (2015): 

“This co-optation of Agroecology to fine-tune the industrial food system, while 
paying lip service to the environmental discourse, has various names, including 
“climate-smart agriculture”, “sustainable-” or “ecological-intensification”, 
industrial monoculture production of “organic” food, etc. For us, these are not 
Agroecology: we reject them, and we will fight to expose and block this 
insidious appropriation of Agroecology.” 

Considering the location of this PhD enquiry it is important to understand the character of 

agroecology’s emergence in Europe in relation to the risk of co-option. While an ‘agroecological 

revolution’ has embedded in areas of Latin America (Altieri and Toledo 2011), the burgeoning 

praxis in Europe lacks critical analysis on tensions and power dynamics at play (Anderson et al. 

2018). In literature analysis the authors (Gallardo-López et al. 2018) find that in Switzerland, 

Poland, Denmark, Germany, Austria, Spain and the UK, agroecology is mainly perceived firstly as 

science, secondly as practice, and less often as political or a social movement. This reflects the fact 

that, although agroecology may be described as a science, a practice, and a movement, there can be 
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a separation amidst the way it’s different aspects mobilise (Sevilla Guzmán and Woodgate 2013). 

While Gallardo-López et al. (2018) make an illuminating review of agroecology transitions in 

Europe from the perspective of the academy, in analysing agroecology they describe, “society– 

nature as [a] study unit” (Gallardo-López et al. 2018: 18). Although their article is more progressive 

than traditional positivist science in taking a transdisciplinary approach, it retains a positivism in 

framing interwoven relations and ontologies of the natural world, and humans’ part in this, into 

‘units’. This is at odds with the agroecology epistemologies shown by a pillar of the Declaration of 

the International Forum for Agroecology (2015) which emphasises connection and relationships 

rather than unitary measures: 

“The core of our cosmovisions is the necessary equilibrium between nature, 
the cosmos and human beings. We recognize that as humans we are but a part 
of nature and the cosmos. We share a spiritual connection with our lands and 
with the web of life. We love our lands and our peoples, and without that, we 
cannot defend our agroecology, fight for our rights, or feed the world.” 

This example shows that European processes in agroecology knowledge must work to challenge 

euro-centric positivist epistemologies and develop agroecologies in which science is led by 

movement strategies. In acknowledging the complexity and tensions of different contexts, however, 

there are regions with emerging political agroecologies, such as in Cataluña, where an infrastructure 

of care engages with social and cultural dimensions (González et al. 2014). So, it important to note 

that agroecology in Western Europe does not always equate to positive science. 

This is shown in the UK, that while it is a place found to be prioritising science over political 

approaches in academic literature, there are political histories and contemporary social movements 

that connect with political agroecology. For instance, the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 had roots in 

anti-capitalism and ecological concerns for impacts on ecosystems and rural ways of life (Sevilla 

Guzmán and Woodgate 2013), while the agrarian communism of the Diggers of 1649 

(Encyclopedia Britannica n.d.) acted on principles such as common land, respect for ecological 

systems, and the right to produce and consume healthy foods. The vision statement of the UK-

based Landworkers’ Alliance (LWA) who are members of La Via Campesina, can be connected to 

political agroecology in asserting, “we want to see power put back in the hands of producers and 

communities rather than supermarkets and industrial processors” (Landworkers Alliance n.d.). 

As the largest member-based agroecology organisation in the UK, the LWA’s mobilisations and 

documents interact with developing political transformation, but also focuses on practice and 

science. For instance, compared to the vision statement above, the document ‘Agroecology in 

Action’ (Fernandes et al. 2019) emphasis the economic qualities of small-scale farmer livelihoods 

and social benefits, while the political and social justice in agroecology is minimal with the language 
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of “integrating the community” rather than the central tenet of community control in the food 

system. The latter document might be ‘watered down’ in its political nature for a UK parliamentary 

audience, yet it seems that in comparison to Nyelenhi statements there are some core features 

missing. A lack of social justice principles in connection to political agroecology is highlighted by 

Mama D and Anderson (2016) in terms of the development of food sovereignty, as connected to 

agroecology, in the UK and Europe: 

“Indeed, food sovereignty activism and organizing doesn’t always (or even 
rarely) incorporate intersectionality, race, class, gender, income. Do the absence 
of these not create contradictions within a movement which was based on 
alerting the world to the complex inequalities and injustices experienced by 
people of the Global South and people in the margins, wherever they are to be 
found?” 

Interventions to centre questions of political agroecology in the UK food movement have occurred 

in recent years, including discussions at the Food Sovereignty gathering in 2015 (UK Food 

Sovereignty Movement 2015), and ‘The Food Journey’ workshops run by Community Centred 

Knowledge, that connect participants, “to different ways of looking at how the unique, historical 

routes of Britain link it to its present day impact on culture, tastes, health, community, economics 

and oppression” (Community Centred Knowledge n.d.).  A central annual event for the UK 

agroecology movement is the Oxford Real Farming Conference (ORFC), where in 2020 the first 

keynote speaker on food justice and African diasporic wisdom was the author, farmer and activist 

Leah Penniman, and where newly-formed BPOC-led land justice group Land in Our Names 

(LION) ran an oversubscribed session called, “Farming So White: Land Ownership, Race and 

Racism in Britain” (ORFC 2020). 

As well as these recent developments, the People’s Food Policy, facilitated by multiple 

organisations including LWA, also contains strong elements of social justice and political critique of 

power present in food justice, food sovereignty and agroecology discourses. Examples of this can 

be seen in demands for the strengthening of migrant workers’ rights, and a vision where, 

“everybody earns a living wage and works in a safe environment, free from all forms of 

exploitation, discrimination and racism”, with, “land … recognised and valued as an essential 

resource for food and shelter and the basis for numerous social, cultural and spiritual practices” 

(Butterly et al. 2017: 13). In terms of political agroecology being developed across the academy 

(science) and the movement in the UK, there is some work happening to develop political 

agroecology such as the People’s Knowledge collective based at the Centre for Agroecology Water 

and Resilience (CAWR), who, “work towards a world of knowledge and technology creation that 

has broken free from centuries of colonialism and neo-colonialism” (People’s Knowledge n.d.). 

These above movement and knowledge mobilisations, although certainly not exhaustive, highlight 
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that a political agroecology agenda is present and gaining strength in the UK, despite an 

overarching dynamic of science and practice dimensions taking centre stage in its agroecology. 

Therefore, research engaging in political dimensions with connected pedagogies can crucially 

contribute to efforts to shift the direction of agroecology in the UK and Western Europe towards 

agroecology’s political foundations. This thesis aims to contribute to such knowledge (see section 

4.2.1 in terms of methodology), while engaging in an emerging area of agroecology research that is 

outlined in section 2.1: namely that from urban places. 

Agroecology has historically been based in rural development, culture and livelihoods as linked to 

contributing to “re-peasantisation” where people return to the land, in processes contrary to 

urbanization (Altieri and Holt-Giménez 2016) that rebuild identities and cultures of rural and 

peasant contexts (Nguyen n.d.). This is echoed in the Declaration of the International Forum for 

Agroecology (2015) which states that: 

“Our diverse forms of smallholder food production based on agroecology 
generate local knowledge, promote social justice, nurture identity and culture, 
and strengthen the economic viability of rural areas [emphasis added]”. 

In ‘A People’s Food Policy’ (Butterly et al. 2017), which aims to transform the UK food system 

through food sovereignty and agroecology with input from 150 UK organisations, the term ‘rural’ 

is included in the document over three times as many as ‘urban’. This is in the context of the UK, 

with an urban population of 55 million people (83%) and rural population of just over 11 million 

(17%) in the year of writing (Statista 2020). This light document analysis does not make for in-

depth insights, although does seem to reflect the broader dynamic of a rural focus in the UK 

agroecology movement. 

In relation to this dynamic Tornaghi (2016) highlights that many western food sovereignty activists 

live in cities, and that their ‘imaginary for change’ and the focus of their mobilisations is 

predominately of farmers in distant lands, in line with agroecology traditions. Furthermore, 

attempts to translate the agenda from the international peasant movement, which mobilises 

resistance to neoliberal institutions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), to urban 

contexts has often resulted in a dwindling of radical aims (Alkon 2013). Urban agroecology, 

therefore, refuses to rest on failed attempts and challenges rural imaginaries of agroecology to ignite 

new ways of understanding agroecology and urban relations. Importantly, it calls for 

acknowledging the city as a place with emancipatory agroecological potential (see section 2.1), 

which is necessary due to the urban being a site where socio-natural injustices coalesce and appear 

most strikingly, as is the case with food (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003, Coulson and Sonnino 

2019, Alkon 2013). This view emphasises new perspectives: that food is an urban issue (Bedore 

2010, Blay-Palmer 2009); and that the urbanisation on food systems contributes to the experience 
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of cities, whether materially, culturally and/or embodied (Coulson and Sonnino 2019, Steel 2013). 

The holistic and political qualities of agroecology can serve to dissolve city-countryside binaries that 

denote the urban as a place of non-production, as is highlighted by Andrea Ferrante from the 

European Coordination of La Vía Campesina: 

“Agroecology is what can help us to have always in mind that organic is not 
only techniques, but it is also a tool to change our society…to change the 
market to reconnect the citizens to the farmer, the urban to the rural area” 
(Anderson et al. 2015). 

The development of traditionally rural agroecology emerging in urban places is in line with 

conceptions of the broad diversity of agroecological perspectives described plurally as 

‘agroecologies’ (Méndez et al. 2013). Importantly, this is not a free for all, and principles of 

agroecology described above move with the praxis in new contexts, retaining transdisciplinary, 

participatory and action-oriented approaches (Méndez et al. 2013) with farmers’ input and 

leadership in innovation (Altieri and Nicholls 2012). It is this democratic approach to agroecology 

transformations that I focus on as a cornerstone of urban agroecology’s evolution. This lens with 

which to analyse urban agroecology mobilisations is prescient, as a deficit in democracy and power 

imbalances within governance is the ‘“sticky” and omnipresent dynamic” that determines the 

transformative nature of agroecological transformations in food movements (Anderson et al. 2019: 

17). More broadly, democratic governance at all scales, in connection with democratisation in 

knowledge creation, have been identified as current cross-cutting research issues to work towards 

sustainable food systems (Duncan et al. 2019). 

This thesis, therefore, identifies that political dimensions of agroecology are weakened in Western 

European formations and aims to steer agroecology with a focus on food democracy as a key pivot 

in advancing urban agroecology. In carrying out this research in an urban context, the work directly 

responds to calls for new theoretical approaches in understanding questions that emerge from 

urban initiatives aiming to develop just, sustainable food systems, where existing frameworks, such 

as ‘alternative food networks’ and ‘local food systems’, have proved limited in doing so (Renting et 

al. 2012, García-Sempere et al. 2018, Moragues-Faus and Marsden 2017). The direction of the 

enquiry is founded on the assertion that shifting governance towards bottom-up democratic 

arrangement and away from technocracies has the most potential for enabling ecological and 

socially just food systems (Nyéléni 2007, Anderson, Colin et al. 2019). In having identified 

democracy as a key feature of agroecological transformations I now outline understandings of food 

democracy. 
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2.3 Deep food democracy 

In this section I define food democracy, emphasising ‘deep democracy’ that prioritises long-term 

relationships characterised by transparent mapping of power across different social positionalities in 

support of generating collective commons (McIvor and Hale 2015). Simply put, democracy means 

the ability of the people (the demos) to organise action collectively to make change (Ober 2008). 

The concept of “post-democracy” (Crouch 2004) can be applied to the UK, whereby corroded 

institutional forms of parliamentary democracy are sustained by spectacle elections and decisions 

are made behind closed doors between government and political and economic establishments 

(Jörke 2011 cited in Follmann and Viehoff 2014). This disabling and disempowering form of 

democracy is reflected in a democratic deficit in the global food system and has given rise to 

literature which advocates increased transparency and the integral role of citizens in making food 

policy (Levkoe 2011, Coulson and Sonnino 2019). 

The concept of food democracy, which arose at the turn of the twentieth century, refers to the 

capacity of people to regain control of their food and food systems by taking part in the decision-

making, whether at government level or in localised efforts (Lang 1998, Hassanein 2003). Within 

this discourse localised democracies have divergent characteristics and pathways of progression 

(Hassanein 2003) and generate diverse meanings (García-Sempere et al. 2018). The underlying 

assertion of food democracy is that people should have equitable opportunities in actively shaping 

the systems that affect their everyday lives (Hassanein 2008) through direct participation (not proxy 

participation) in empowered participatory governance (Fung and Wright 2001). If the aim is to 

integrate social justice in sustainable futures then democracy must, ultimately, be a basic condition 

(Agyeman 2013, Sen 2009). 

Within the discussion of food democracy (McIvor and Hale 2015) have asserted the need for a 

“deep democracy” with equitable social organisation being strongly connected to the health of its 

roots, namely ongoing social relationships. The first aspect of deep democracy consists of enduring 

democratic qualities of relationships, with a second feature being mapping and public dialogue of 

power dynamics and different social experiences. The latter connects with Hassanein's (2003: 79) 

observation that conflict is inevitable in social-change processes and the best hope for appropriate 

responses to these conflicts in the food system is, “through the active participation of the citizenry 

… and political engagement to work out our differences.” The third aspect to the concept is that 

deep democracy takes a complex approach towards the commons, acknowledging that these are 

dynamic, fluid, and constantly reproduced via joint action through negotiation across difference 

(McIvor 2011). Commons are governance spaces, resources and systems that are taken care of by a 

community or network and take forms of non-capitalist self-provisioning to meet collective needs 
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(Helfrich and Bollier 2015). With these dimensions in tandem a ‘deep’ approach to food democracy 

can lead to transformation towards ecological sustainability through the reconfiguration of power 

dynamics in social relationships (Lohest et al. 2019). This reverberates with holistic and social 

justice elements of agroecology. With urban agriculture (UA) initiatives characterised as well 

positioned to support deep democracies (McIvor and Hale 2015), I now define UA and then turn 

to critical reflections of the practice, in order to highlight learnings on deep democracy pertinent to 

the advancement of urban agroecology. 

2.4 Critical learnings from urban agriculture 

Since agriculture projects access land across city boundaries into thresholds of peri-urban and rural 

(Pfeiffer et al. 2014), I include this peri-urban “buffer” zone between urban and rural space (Santo 

et al. 2016) in defining urban agriculture (UA), alongside the city centres themselves. This is in 

keeping with agroecological approaches where the edge space – where two different spaces (the 

forest and the field) meet – is rich in interaction (Holmgren 2002). This creates dynamic bridges 

across urban-rural space, and so in geographic terms I agree with Mougeot (2000: 10) that UA is, 

“located within, or on the fringe of, a town, city or metropolis.” 

Certomà and Martellozzo (2019: 62) note that the horizon of UA globally is, “constantly widening 

and diversifying, often in conjunction with cognate grassroots and institutional initiatives that make 

it difficult to provide a unique, encompassing definition… yielding to diverse – and sometimes 

opposite – outcomes.” To an extent, this broad range of activities can be summarised as: the 

growing, processing, and distribution of food; non-food plants; education services; aquaculture; and 

animal husbandry; all taking place in and around cities for distribution mainly in that urban area 

(Urban Agriculture Committee of the CFSC 2003, Santo et al. 2016, Horst et al. 2017). The exciting 

and sometimes enchanting characteristic of UA is that people are engaging in UA activities in 

different pockets of the city; once I started looking, my whole experience of city life changed as I 

noticed, for example, hidden gardens behind railway lines, gourd plants tumbling over home fences, 

youth project raised beds. UA happens in housing estates, allotments, schools, restaurant-assisted 

gardens, office block roofs, homes, backyard chicken coops, community gardens, guerrilla 

gardening, city farms, and indoor aquaponic sites, to name a few typologies of place (Hou et al. 

2009, Tornaghi 2014, Follmann and Viehoff 2014, Redwood 2008).  The underlying land relations 

of these activities can be commons spaces, institutional, residential, municipal parks (Meenar and 

Hoover 2012) and operations may be formed loosely through community groups, or owned 

privately, publicly or commercially (Santo et al. 2016, Hou 2010). 

Significant research has been done on UA projects and policies in the last two decades (Meenar 
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2017), with the proliferation of new forms such as guerrilla gardening and urban farming projects 

(Follmann and Viehoff 2014). The practice of food growing in UK cities has intensified recently, 

with increased demands for allotments and community gardens in the UK, with the number of 

community gardens registered by the Federation of Urban Farms and Community Gardens 

increasing by 65% from 2010 and 2011(Church et al. 2015). 

Having defined urban agriculture, I now outline some of the benefits of the practice in relation to 

food democracy and social change. UA generates numerous environmental, economic, cultural and 

social outcomes (Bell et al. 2016, Mukerji and Morales 2010). Environmental benefits include 

decreasing air pollution (Janhäll 2015), the composting of organic waste that would otherwise be 

landfilled (Brown and Jameton 2000), and increasing biodiversity (Taylor and Lovell 2014).  

Research has shown that UA can have a beneficial impact in socially marginalised communities 

(Morales 2011), and contributes to addressing economic inequality and inequitable investment in 

different areas of cities (Meenar 2017, Meenar and Hoover 2012). One way this happens is through 

UA initiatives offering opportunities to learn new skills for future employment (Sustain 2012)and 

creating jobs (Kobayashi et al. 2010). 

UA has been shown to supply low-income residents with fresh (sustainable) food (Caputo 2012) 

contributing to community food security, and creating restorative spaces which improve health 

through stress reduction and improved exercise levels (Viljoen et al. 2005).  Community wellbeing 

has also been cited as a benefit, with urban gardens often becoming gathering places, away from 

workplaces and home, for community-led development (Meenar 2017; Santo et al. 2016), and 

functioning as cultural neighbourhood centres such as the Latino community gardens in New York 

(Saldivar-Tanaka and Krasny 2004). This opportunity for inter-cultural engagement across 

sometimes segregated groups from diverse backgrounds and social status, as linked to structural 

power, can bring people together through activities increasing social bonds, reducing existing 

tensions, generating mutual empowerment and community networks (Cabannes and Raposo 2013, 

Tan and Neo 2009, Teig et al. 2009)These multifunctional elements of urban agriculture combine 

to show conditions, manifestations, and great potential for deep food democracy and 

agroecological principles. The features of socio-economic empowerment through UA indicates a 

democratic pulse, and the enabling of cross-cultural relationships meets the first dimension of deep 

democracy: the creation of enduring democratic relationships. Also, the collective management and 

occupation of public space seen in community gardens points to the third deep democracy 

dimension, that of collective endeavours to create commons. 

These social benefits of UA integrated with environmental contributions shed light on the reasons 

for agroecology emerging from the city within UA movements. The question remains, however, as 
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to whether UA commonly meets the second feature of deep democracy: the mapping of and open 

dialogue about the power dynamics at play in relation to broader structural injustices, a question 

that is also fundamental to the ‘political’ of emerging urban agroecology. Some scholars have 

asserted that urban agriculture can take on this political quality, as radical democratic processes 

emerge from urban community gardens (Shepard 2009) and challenge atomised subjectivities of 

neoliberalism by generating social relations that emphasise equity and ecological stewardship 

(McClintock 2014: 165). With participants developing new political skills through participatory 

decision-making (Travaline and Hunold 2010), urban agriculture has built autonomous systems of 

self-governance outside neoliberal frameworks that progress mobilisations of social justice (Levkoe 

2006, Heynen et al. 2006). 

The portrayal of UA in these positive examples, as benevolent and unproblematic in its 

multifunctionality (Tornaghi 2014), ignores ways in which the practice also perpetuates social 

inequities, its power shaping initiatives and thus limiting revolutionary potential. Food justice 

perspectives and movements emerged after the turn of the century and held alternative food 

networks (AFNs), including urban agriculture, to account for manifesting regressive politics that 

shored up structural power dynamics in movement tendencies. In order to understand this further I 

now define food justice, before foregrounding two related critiques: the ‘local trap’ and the 

‘missionary complex’, both applicable to considerations of urban agroecology evolving with deep 

democracy. 

2.4.1 Food Justice 

Urban agriculture is often strategically linked and associated with food justice (Horst et al. 2017, 

Reynolds 2015), and food justice has been used to critically analyse UA (Reynolds and Cohen 2016, 

Tornaghi 2017). The term food justice was developed by North American food activists, with 

increased literature since 2011 and discourse ties to environmental justice or “just sustainability” 

(Agyeman 2013) where social justice and ecological sustainability coalesce (Glennie and Alkon 

2018). Food justice (FJ) highlights how unequal access to food reflects historical and structural 

racism, economic disparity and oppression, and works to shift and transform these origins within 

and beyond the food system (Kato 2013, Gottlieb and Joshi 2010, Hislop 2014). Alkon and 

Agyeman (2011: 4) highlight equitable ‘food access’ and ‘food sovereignty’ (community control) as 

key features of food justice, and state that intersections of, “race and class play a central role in 

organising the production, distribution, and consumption of food.” Anti-racism has emerged as a 

strong theme of the food justice movement in North America (Glennie and Alkon 2018), with the 

origins of mobilisations linked to the Black Panther Party’s (BPP) radical anti-hunger approach of 

their ‘Free Breakfast for School Children’ programme in the 1960s and 70s (Sbicca 2012). 
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These narratives and critical thinking, although present to varying degrees, are not always 

manifested in alternative food networks (AFN’s), which often focus on local food and 

environmental sustainability while sidelining social justice issues related to food systems (Allen 

2008, Alkon and Mares 2012). Food activist Sharon, a Non-Profit Partner Representative, in 

McIvor and Hale's (2015) study of deep democracy in Colorado, USA, remarks: 

“So, it’s like this upper income crap and if that’s the face of the new food 
movement, then we’re screwed, in my opinion. Because there was not any talk 
of farm workers, there was no talk of people of color, there was no talk of low-
income communities, food accessibility, you know there was no talk of that. It 
was absent – noticeably absent from the conversation. And so that to me sort 
of sums up what’s messed up about the urban ag movement.” 

FJ perspectives have highlighted the inequitable distribution of power being reflected within 

AFN’s, entrenching economic disparity, structural racism and oppression, and being the root cause 

of unequal access to food (Allen 2010, Horst et al. 2017). For example, Reynolds (2015) finds that 

that white-led urban agriculture groups in New York, USA, have greater access to key resources 

such as funding, municipal support for land, and media opportunities. Such observations have led 

to calls in literature to emphasise feminist leadership and decolonial praxis in food movement 

activism, and for research to transform existing, “colonizing, dominating, hegemonic propensities 

of white, patriarchal systems of power and privilege” (Bradley and Herrera 2016: 99). This change 

has been limited by the expression of oppressive dynamics in alternative food systems as a diversity 

problem rather than a, “relational process embedded in society that constitutes community food” 

Slocum (2006: 331). 

While the North American food justice movement and its literature have grown rapidly, European 

scholarship, policy and practice have been slower to do so in relation to local food, food security 

and urban agriculture (Darly and Mcclintock 2017, Bickerstaff and Agyeman 2009, Prové et al. 

2019). In the context of financial crisis of 2008 and deepening of austerity measures in recent years, 

however, food justice and critical studies of urban agriculture have increasingly been discussed 

within European scholarship (Darly and Mcclintock 2017). Scholars have contributed to 

interpretations of food justice through analysis of, for example, the media, urban agriculture and 

the charity sector from UK institutions (Moragues-Faus 2018, Tornaghi 2017, Kneafsey et al. 2016). 

Also, in UK movement and cross-academic-movement spaces anti-racism and intersectional 

feminist frameworks are increasingly being centred, with systematic racism, climate change and land 

ownership being interconnected with food politics (Siva 2020, Woods 2019, Food Justice and Food 

Justice for All 2017). Whilst food justice narratives may be appearing more and more in the UK 

movement, after research visits to the USA in 2019 London-based food grower Beth Stewart 

writes: 
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“My experience of small-scale farming projects in the UK is that many of 
them are more focused on sustainable livelihoods for growers and 
environmental sustainability of the farming practices than they are on the food 
access part of food justice” (Stewart 2019). 

Issues of food justice have been shown to be present in London’s UA movement, with food 

practitioner Ian Solomon-Kawall, from May Project Gardens expressing at an event on food policy 

for London: 

“Recruitment. That’s another issue we have. We would like to see the policy 
expand to be more diverse. If you look at the room for example, we live in one 
of the most diverse cities, London, but it’s not reflected in the food growing 
movement and that’s one of the thing’s we’d like to see. And how we’d like to 
see that is by a difference in the way people are recruited for certain jobs and 
certain positions” (Just Space 2016a: 21.40 – 22.05). 

Stewart (2019) also observes that, in the struggle to make UK small-scale farms work in a system 

that favours bigger farms, insufficient effort has been made to bring distribution points, such as 

farmers’ markets and box schemes, out of the sphere of the middle class. The slow uptake of food 

justice reflects the relative lack of development of political agroecology in the UK (see section 

2.2.1). Urban agroecology, with underlying principles of social justice, equity and democracy, offers 

a framework to develop urban food systems with food justice considerations, and food justice 

analysis can support the mapping of power in the development of deep democracies. For 

democracies to be deep, therefore, they must also be just. The connection between urban 

agroecology, participatory democracy and food justice is observed by Phil Mount, associate director 

of a start-up farm programme run by the Just Food Farm in Ottawa, Canada: 

“At the same time, in order to truly foster urban agroecology, these projects 
aim to integrate food justice for the community. Participation in and co-
development of community farm projects is invited, and spaces are provided 
for the community to learn, grow and flourish” (Mount 2017). 

I now introduce the ‘missionary complex’ and the ‘local trap’ as two food justice critiques of UA 

that indicate directions for urban agroecology. 

2.4.2 Missionary complex 

The ‘missionary complex’ is an expression of the race and class inequities re-entrenched in 

alternative food movements, including urban agriculture, through epistemological imposition and a 

charity mindset by socially privileged actors. North American food justice literature has discussed 

the ‘missionary-complex’ of some white-led UA projects where they “bring good food to others” 

(Guthman 2008: 431) in low-income communities and communities of colour, creating 

disempowering relations and epistemologies while patronising community members (Garzo 
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Montalvo 2015). I now illustrate the missionary complex through quotes from the email list of the 

Community Food Security Coalition (CFSC), an organisation which enabled the emergence of food 

justice organisations at the turn of the century (Morales 2011). In response to a message claiming 

that some ethnic minority groups do not have healthy cultural foodways, an activist, Tiffany 

Golden, argued that this was untrue in the light of attacks by imperialist projects on self-sustaining 

land-based models in the Global South. She named the dynamic at play: 

“The Missionary Complex is unfolding – the ideal that there is no innate 
Wisdom within the culture, that it must all come from outside the group – 
THROUGH EDUCATION no less.” (T. Golden as cited in Slocum 2006: 
334). 

Another CFSC participant, Mascarenhas (2002 as cited in Slocum 2006: 341) reflects on leadership, 

power and social class in relation to this dynamic: 

“If we are talking about building power and taking control of the food system 
but the vast majority of people looked to as ‘‘leaders’’ in the community food 
security movement are white, middle-class, highly educated folks, we need to 
ask ‘‘WHO will take control?’’ and ‘‘WHO is building power?’’ Do the 
solutions we are developing speak to the issues that low-income communities 
and communities of colour have identified as crucial (i.e. living wage jobs, 
housing, childcare, even supermarket development, etc)? … What kinds of 
‘‘leadership’’ are we trying to foster?” 

This missionary complex is highlighted in a case-study in Stroud, UK, where a food hub aiming to 

provide sustainable, local food provision to a low-income housing estate was both organised and 

used predominantly by people described as “middle-class”, “educated” and “eco-friendly”, with 

“core organic values”  (Franklin et al. 2011: 780). One food producer who was part of the 

programme described the food hub as a, “naive social experiment to try and get people on that 

estate to eat this sort of food”, acknowledging that this was “condescending” in practice (Franklin 

et al. 2011: 781). Failure of UA initiatives to meet the social potential of the practice (see 2.4) has 

led to increasing ‘outreach’ to bring people ‘in’, rather than reimagining projects through co-

production and reflection on social structures that define space (Kato 2013). 

The missionary complex comes with assertion of foodways from those who take on the role of 

missionary. These have commonly been criticised for promoting an individualistic ‘vote with your 

fork’ discourse, as promoted by Pollan (2006), involving the production and selling of relatively 

expensive and culturally-inappropriate foods in the context of the neighbourhood they are situated 

in (Turner et al. 2017, Guthman 2007, DuPuis and Goodman 2005, Feagan 2007). These foods, 

framed as healthy, sustainable and local, create a classed dynamic, being attainable for people who 

can afford them and inaccessible to everyone else (Levkoe 2011); they carry the assumption that 

missionary epistemologies are applicable to all peoples (Clifford and Harper 2010: 224). 
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The need for cognitive justice and emancipatory pedagogies to shift missionary dynamics connects 

with “discourses of ownership, empowerment, and control” that are prominent in food justice 

literature (Cadieux and Slocum 2015: 5). Detroit-based D-Town Farmers for instance, emphasise 

that those communities who have been most marginalised by the agribusiness system need to, “lead 

the movement to provide food for the members of their community” (White 2010: 204). These 

political principles and goals positively address the need to build leadership, whether in formal 

positions or informal spaces, food movement-wide or local initiatives, into transformative 

actualities that challenge unjust power structures. In shifting leadership dynamics ludmilap (2012) – 

a blog piece written by a group described as people of colour, women and queers, reflect on 

manifestations of USA anti-oppression activism at Occupy Oakland – say: 

“Appeals to white benevolence to let people of colour “lead political struggles” 
assumes that white activists can somehow relinquish their privilege and 
legitimacy to oppressed communities and that these communities cannot act 
and take power for themselves.” 

In considering deep democracy with the key element of open dialogue on embedded power 

dynamics, one suggestion regarding the transformation of the missionary complex is for, “white 

food activists and scholars to decolonize their practice – to take a step back, and listen” (Ramírez 

2015: 767). 

The missionary complex, therefore, is born of and engenders socially unjust power dynamics 

through dismissive and arrogant epistemologies, foodways that are individualistic, relatively 

expensive and often culturally inappropriate, and propelled by undemocratic leadership. These 

characteristics closely reflect the green revolution and ongoing global colonial dynamics where food 

systems are imposed through expensive products, disregarding local knowledges that propelled the 

agroeocology movement (see section 2.2). In terms of generating transformative leadership that 

puts into practice deep and just democracies the need for community self-definitions of foodways 

is highlighted with an epistemological shift away from colonial dynamics and towards spaces 

grounded in solidarity, listening and respect. This relates to considerations of what health means in 

connection with food, how food reflects cultural aspects and identity, and how food connects with 

different ontologies, for instance. Building on discussions about the missionary complex, I now 

focus on the ‘local trap’ in continuing to learn from how UA movement dynamics relate with the 

generation of urban agroecology with deep democracy. 

2.4.3 Local Trap 

The characteristic of ‘local’ has emerged as central to alternative food networks (AFNs). Regional 

markets have developed to build community relations and support economies where local farmers 
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and processors have a place to sell their produce and consumers can meet concerns on provenance 

of their food (Allen and Hinrichs 2007, Morgan and Morley 2002). The local element also speaks to 

environmental concerns as the food travels short distances in contracting supply chains. Urban 

agriculture is party to this narrative as can be seen in the promulgation of local farmers’ markets in 

cities. Allen (2010: 296) explains this local impetus as meeting a need for collaborative working at a 

human scale, and as, “both a reaction and product of neoliberal ideologies and practices.” Authors 

have criticised the equation of the local scale as inherently good in meeting desires around social 

justice, democracy, food security and ecological sustainability, when these outcomes are dependent 

on the actors and agendas that are empowered by interweaving social relations (Born and Purcell 

2006, DuPuis and Goodman 2005, Prové et al. 2019). Overly positive judgements of local food 

systems have been described as the “local trap” (Born and Purcell 2006), and the fetishisation of 

locavorism, a form of ethical consumption, has been questioned (Johnston and Baumann 2010, 

Hinrichs and Allen 2008). 

The risk of the local trap is that a local-first approach can slip into xenophobia, if every community 

is not included (Clennon 2019). This has been observed and described in alternative food literature 

as a “defensive localism” that protects a homogenous ‘local’ through manufacturing barriers to 

define what and who is “local” or “non-local” (Hinrichs 2003). These barriers can polarise and 

discriminate against particular social groups in an ‘othering’ process based on racial injustice 

(Woods 2019), and also limit understanding of food system challenges rooted in places beyond the 

vicinity of the locality (Levkoe 2011). Thus, the local trap is not only strategically limited but it also 

risks exacerbating food injustices in a parochial politics that hinders the formation of deep 

democracies. 

For instance, the emphasis on ‘the local’ and local foods in the UK food movement throws up 

questions on who, what and how food is defined as local in relation to power dynamics of identity, 

food culture and nationalism. The right to eat ‘culturally-appropriate’ foods as a feature of 

agroecology clashes with a ‘local’ fetishisation, if plants and foodways of diverse diaspora 

communities are not included in local definitions. The local trap undermines just and deep 

democracies, and as DuPuis and Goodman (2005: 364) suggest, “we have to move away from the 

idea that food systems become just by virtue of making them local and toward a conversation about 

how to make local food systems more just.” One approach in moving away from the local trap is a 

‘reflexive localism’ whereby diverse foodways, cultures and communities take a central role in 

envisioning and developing localised food systems that aim to generate affordable, culturally-

appropriate foods for all (Levkoe 2011, DuPuis and Goodman 2005, Goodman et al. 2012). Julian 

Agyeman's (2013) and Valiente-Neighbours' (2012) work on “translocal food” is helpful here in 

breaking out of the local trap. ‘Translocality’ refers to the interconnectedness of space with central 
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dimensions of ‘mobility’ and ‘place’ through, “complex social-spatial interactions in a holistic, actor-

orientated and multi-dimensional understanding” across geographic scales (Greiner and 

Sakdapolrak 2013: 376). Brickell and Datta (2011: 3) describe this as “situatedness during mobility”, 

and (Freitag and von Oppen 2010) assert that a translocal aspect is made up of flows of, 

“entanglement and interconnectedness”. Translocality supports discussions on power critical to 

deep democracies and urban agroecology as questions are raised as to, “who moves and who does 

not, how power relations are differentiated in flows and movements and how power and 

powerlessness are experienced simultaneously in different locations” (Massey 1991: 25). 

The connection between place, food and power is highlighted by (Agyeman 2018) and how this 

moves with people, when writing: 

“Migrants carry complex and life-affirming foodways with them as both 
memories and dreams, creating an umbilical link between where one is from 
and where one is now. Food thus provides a grand stage for the performance 
of translocal identities, new belongings and becomings.” 

In understanding the local, therefore, the expression and centring of translocal foodways support 

the dissolution of divisive conceptions of what is local food, as we understand that local cultural 

landscapes are fluid and complex, dependent on cultural interactions between plants, land and 

people across space and power dynamics. Translocality speaks to the holistic and whole-system 

approach of agroecology that includes social, cultural and ecological elements in understanding 

food systems with power dynamics through scales. La Via Campesina might be considered a 

translocal workers’ union, for instance, mobilizing globally towards a vision of food sovereignty 

and agroecology across different localities. Understanding the local as translocal, therefore, offers 

opportunities to break out of the local trap in company with agroecological underpinnings of 

holistic food approaches. In developing political agroecologies from cities and learning from the 

missionary complex and the local trap present in urban agriculture, Agyeman's (2016) suggestion 

holds weight: 

“As we move toward a more intercultural world, the local food movement 
should recognize, embrace, and celebrate the possibilities and opportunities of 
translocalism, of cultural diversity as much as it currently celebrates 
biodiversity.” 

In highlighting the centrality of democratisation in developing agroecologies in new contexts, 

whether in urban space and/or in the Global North (2.2.), and defining food democracy using the 

concept of deep democracy (2.3), in this section I have applied a deep democracy lens to urban 

agriculture with support of food justice perspectives in mapping questions of power. I have shown 

that for food democracies to be deep then they must also be just, and consider how movement 

spaces, cultures and leadership form in relation to broader social structures. Through focusing on 
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missionary complex dynamics and the local trap, I have emphasised community self-definitions of 

healthy foodways and translocal food stories as important considerations in the development of 

democratic urban agroecologies. Both critical learnings highlight the need for those affected by 

food injustices to take the lead in movement strategies coupled with pedagogical shifts supporting 

dialogues across different knowledges and mapping of power towards cognitive justice. This 

reiterates urban agroecology’s challenge in Global North cities as to how agroecological pedagogies 

including dialogos de saberes, a critical connector of cognitive justice in political agroecology, can 

manifest in mobilisations considering their rural roots in the Global South (see 2.2). Having 

critically reviewed and connected literature on urban agroecology’s political and historical roots in 

agroecology, and deep democracy analysis of a closely associated practice, urban agriculture, I now 

turn to the neoliberal city as the background to the generation of deep and just food democracies. 

2.5 The neoliberal city 

In this section I synthesise works on the neoliberalism and neoliberal city to understand the 

conditions in which urban agroecology aims to evolve deep democracies. To gain a closer view of 

the nature of the neoliberal city I refer to literature on London, UK, as being a key global instigator 

of neoliberalism, and at the same time give more insight into the territorial context of this PhD. To 

understand the potential of urban agroecology (UAGC) within the neoliberal city I return to critical 

literature on urban agriculture (UA), highlighting how the practice takes on the logics of 

neoliberalism and supports its development, whilst also offering transformative challenges and 

being severely limited due the same socioeconomics. Overall the section highlights a strategic 

necessity and gap in understanding as to how viable urban agroecologies can emerge in neoliberal 

contexts to support enduring deep democracies whilst in tension with risks of co-option. 

Neoliberalism emerged in the 1970s and can be generally described as a political project to reassert 

class power through the removal of state regulations to bolster the free movement of capital 

(Levkoe 2011, Massey 2013). The set of ideas that neoliberalism promulgates are underpinned by 

the assertion that human advancement is best served by entrepreneurial freedoms with the 

assumption that humans are self-interested individuals (Goldstein 2012, Harvey 2006). As an 

economic programme neoliberalism is a specific form of capitalism that enhances “accumulation by 

dispossession” (Harvey 2004) – where an institutional framework manages free market 

entrepreneurialism through state-supported instruments of privatisation, free trade, property rights, 

devolution, calculated regulation and deregulation, and austerity (Harvey 2006, Mayer 1996). 

Neoliberalisation has meant that industries and services have increasingly been transferred from 

public to private control and ownership, coupled with regulatory responsibilities, particularly social 
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welfare, being devolved from national to local government and then jettisoned onto community 

groups (Wekerle 2004, Rosol 2012, Barron 2016). Whilst this increase in responsibility for citizens 

has assisted greater autonomy and feelings of empowerment for community groups (Staeheli 2008) 

this has come with austerity policies of the reduction and removal of public funding for social 

programmes. In the UK post-financial crisis austerity came with political philosophies of citizens 

being part and contributing to ‘big society’ which affectively meant volunteering to run public 

services with cuts to resources. The last decade of austerity measures has been described as “super-

austerity” where new cuts on top of prior ones exacerbate initial impacts with multiple social 

ramifications (Lowndes and Gardner 2016). These relationships between privatisation, austerity and 

devolution are pertinent in the development of urban agroecology as community organisations and 

spaces, where urban agroecology is often situated and has potential for, are being asked to do more 

for less with increased pressure to become entrepreneurial. 

Peck and Tickell (2002) usefully analyse the development of neoliberalism as the ‘rolling-back’ of 

social-collectivism of the Keynesian welfare state in the 1980’s, to ‘roll-out’ neoliberal institutions in 

the 1990’s. Neoliberalism has importantly been observed to be more than economics, with Doreen 

Massey (2013) describing it as a ‘social settlement’ that has been hegemonic in the UK since the 

1970’s. The author notes that neoliberalism drives competitive individualism for private gain 

having, “altered our very senses of ourselves. It has invaded our imaginations and moulded our 

identities” (Massey 2013) with reshaping social divisions around gender, sexuality and race. The 

ongoing securitisation of power for elites through neoliberal practices, therefore, plays off a social 

idea and a “new common sense” of human competition (Massey 2013) with manufactured 

hierarchical differences between peoples i.e. white supremacy and patriarchy. This understanding of 

neoliberalism which exploits difference between peoples stresses the importance of deep 

democracy in governance with the formulation of dialogic social relationships with mapping of 

power dynamics- as food system governance is currently dominated by “state-market” agendas 

(Jose Luis et al. 2019). 

As part of neoliberalisation processes, cities have been repurposed as “enterprises” where local 

governments become vehicles competing for investor capital, rather than points of redistribution as 

seen with conceptions of the welfare state (Harvey 1989). The entrepreneurial city also seeks to 

attract asset-rich residents (Harvey 2007), resulting in gentrification processes whereby low-income 

residents are displaced (Davidson and Lees 2005). These processes manifest social inequities along 

class and ethnicity lines, particularly in terms of access to housing, community assets, enterprise 

opportunities, and green spaces (Aptekar 2015, Ziaei 2018, Field et al. 2015, Lees 2016, Wolch et al. 

2014). This entrepreneurial direction of city geographies reflects and caters for neoliberal processes 

of financialisation defined as, “increasing importance of financial markets, financial motives, 
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financial institutions, and financial elites in the operation of the economy” (Epstein 2002: 1). 

Financialisaton not only influences what types of industry exist within cities, but also feeds into 

privatisation of land, as land and housing have become sites of financial investment and profitable 

returns. Austerity spurs this on as cash-strapped municipalities sell off land to raise capital. This has 

led to increasing loss of public space, whether parks, pavements or social housing (Agyeman 2013, 

Low, S. and Smith 2006). Property developers who are enactors of privatisation of space gain huge 

profits from property speculation, and can shape the city more and more through relationships with 

local governance (Barron 2016, Follmann and Viehoff 2014). Thus the neoliberalisation of urban 

policy and space (Brenner and Theodore 2002) contributes to a democratic deficiency in society, 

with strategic city decision-making and resources being held by financial and political elites with 

minimal accountability (Harvey 2012). Public space often hosts battles of gentrification and 

community democracy and has been described as, “one of the primary battlegrounds on which 

ideology will contest power in the 21st century” (Mount 2017: 21). It is worth noting here that both 

sites discussed in this PhD are on publically-owned land that borough councils have stepped back 

from operating and managing. 

Ultimately, cities have become drivers of and are shaped by neoliberal processes (gentrification, 

increasing privatisation and financialisaton of space, austerity) that result in the uneven distribution 

of opportunities and of resources such as housing, water, energy and food (Soja 2010, Dehaene et 

al. 2016). But the neoliberalisation of the city has not gone uncontested, as progressive local 

government workers, third sector organisations, and grassroots groups have rallied, resisted and 

reimagined urban life with, for instance, affordable housing, living wages, public services and 

democratic governance (Leitner et al. 2007). We can see this contestation in the political elements 

of UA (in section 2.4) and the “emancipatory potential” of urban agroecology (Tornaghi and 

Dehaene 2019) for making democratic interventions in the neoliberalisation of the city. To 

understand the context of this PhD study and add depth and detail to the broad strokes outlined 

above, I now synthesise literature outlining London as a neoliberal city. 

From merchant city to imperial hub (Davidson and Wyly 2012) the latest manifestation of the 

metropolis of London is as a heartland of neoliberalism and a centre of political, institutional, 

economic and cultural power (Massey 2007: 8). London is not just subject to neoliberalism but is a 

key institutional domain in which neoliberalism unfolds (Brenner and Theodore 2002: 345). The 

UK capital is a ‘world city’ as both holding ‘internal multiplicity’ of the world coming to it while 

simultaneously having power relations that shoot across the globe through ‘trade routes, 

investments, political and cultural influences’ that tie the future of other places to what happens in 

London (Massey 2007: 7). Whilst the city offers economic, political and cultural possibilities, it is 
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exceptionally competitive and strikingly entrepreneurial (Buck et al. 2002). 

London is the most unequal place in the UK (Massey 2007) with 13 London boroughs in the top 

20 most deprived local authorities in England (Hamnett 2003: 189). With striking changes in 

industry, jobs and housing in the last 50 years, class compositions in London have shifted with 

increased inequality as wealthy elites have become richer, the middle class or ‘middle mass’ with its 

relatively slower income rise has grown in number, and people on low incomes and dependent on 

welfare have experienced austerity cuts disproportionately (Hamnett and Butler 2013). 

London as a global city is described as having the characteristic of ‘super-diversity’ (Vertovec 2007) 

caused by escalating globalisation, conflict and forced migration in the twenty-first century, and 

refers to: 

“more ethnicities and countries of origin represented among urban residents, 
but also to a range of further interacting variables of difference including socio-
economic status, labour market integration, language, religion, migration 
trajectory and immigration status, different degrees of diasporic engagement, as 
well as distinct gender, age, and generational profiles of different groups living 
side by side” (Berg 2019: 185). 

While cultural diversity and cosmopolitanism have been named as the characteristics that made 

people “proud of London”, with people from BAME backgrounds having a relatively high rate of 

satisfaction with the city as a place to live (MORI 2004), UK national policies intentionally create a 

“hostile environment” for migrants (Yeo 2018, Travis 2013), and has been linked to the impacts of 

austerity, and ability to access public services in London, disproportionately impacting people from 

ethnic minority backgrounds (Berg 2019). An extraordinarily complicated series of rules and 

regulations around the qualification of migrants to access benefits and public services (Oliver 2014) 

illuminates “everyday bordering” (Yuval-Davis et al. 2017) that exists in London. As austerity has 

excessively affected the most deprived local authorities in London, home to the city’s most diverse 

populations (Poppleton et al. 2013) this reflects broader UK dynamics around injustice and 

inequality at the intersection of race and class (Runnymede 2017), and when gender is taken into 

account low-income BAME women have been disproportionally affected by austerity budget cuts 

from 2010 to 2020 (Women’s Budget Group 2016). 

As regards living costs and housing in London, rising property prices have priced out nearly all 

working-class buyers from home ownership and made it progressively harder for most young, 

middle-class potential buyers (Hamnett and Butler 2013). In 2019 it was estimated that to buy a 

first-time home in London a salary of £84,000 was required, with the average house price of 

£482,200 (Little 2019) meaning that the likelihood of managers and professionals owning their own 

home is roughly four times higher relative to people in other occupations (Hamnett and Butler 
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2013). The inequities related to housing, increasing wealth of the upper classes, and displacement of 

working class communities in London is directly related to the ‘financialisation’ of and by the 

metropolis, as highlighted by the fact that in 2013 61% of London housing sales were bought by 

investors (British Property Federation 2014). 

Given these inequitable conditions of London, how might urban agroecology initiatives actually 

exist, and generate transformative politics in such an intense pressure cooker of neoliberalism? To 

begin to frame this question I return to learnings from urban agriculture literature, and how the 

practice has related to neoliberalism. 

2.5.1 Dialectical tension; transformative aims <> viability in the co-opting neoliberal 
city 

In section 2.3.2 I problematised the notion of a “vote with your fork” strategy present in relation to 

urban agriculture’s manifestations of the missionary complex. A “market as movement” creates 

neoliberal subjectivities that aspire to self-improvement, for example through healthy eating or 

‘grow your own’ where individuals are appraised as responsible for the achievement of their own 

wellbeing (Allen 2010). This individualistic approach ignores collective responses to collective 

human needs (McClintock 2014) and limits the politics of the possible as to what is “arguable, the 

fundable, the organisable [and] the scale of effective action” to consumer choice and 

entrepreneurialism (Guthman 2008: 1180). In terms of generating food democracy as a means for 

collective and transformative action (Lohest et al. 2019), “market as movement” is fundamentally 

undemocratic, especially in an economic sense as, “allocations of choices are shaped by the 

historical demographics of inequality’ (Allen 2010: 300), and re-embed these inequalities into the 

urban fabric by emphasising the privileged position of ‘well-to-do consumers’ (Hinrichs 2000). 

Market as movement, therefore, falls victim to the neoliberal social agreement and supports logics 

of the entrepreneurial city. 

Related to ethical consumption narratives of UA is the sector’s relationship to gentrification, critics 

arguing that UA and its associated organic products contribute to gentrification processes 

(Johnston 2008) through “greenwashing” or “ecological gentrification”, whereby inhabitants are 

displaced or formerly public spaces are ousted for “green spaces” as part of urban regeneration 

(Dooling 2009, Bedore 2010, Quastel 2009, Aptekar 2015, Tornaghi and Van Dyck 2015). 

In broader political economy contexts scholars have found that UA organisations fill gaps left in 

the neoliberal roll-back of Keynesian welfarism (McClintock 2014) by providing those most 

affected the food and activities that would have been provided through the safety net of the welfare 

state, and thus enable the roll-out of neoliberalism (Poppendieck 1998, Guthman et al. 2006). 
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Critical literature observes that alongside ‘classical’ strategies such as privatisation, the de facto 

incorporation of civil society into urban governance acts as a ‘soft strategy’ in the neoliberal 

transfiguration of cities (Rosol 2012). This ensures devolution without public funding as 

governments are relinquished of responsibility to address the structural causes of food insecurity 

and inequities (Donald 2008, Andrée et al. 2014). In both these cases UA practitioners may not 

intentionally contribute to gentrification or to the ‘roll-out’ neoliberalisation of cities. The 

inequitable power dynamics of neoliberal cities that co-opt green space into entrepreneurial agendas 

mean that criticality and reflection are necessary in developing urban agroecology, and reaffirm the 

need for deep democracy in which these dynamics mapped and considered. 

The above critiques of urban agriculture’s role in the neoliberalisation of the city is not all-

encompassing as in reality the practice is diverse in manifestations. Authors have observed how the 

practice contributes to actively resisting neoliberalism and reimagining the city in socially just and 

ecologically-sound ways. Urban gardening has been described as a, “form of politics from the 

bottom-up, fighting for a radically different, social just and ecologically sustainable city” (Follmann 

and Viehoff 2014: 1166), and can be liberatory in the face of neoliberal relations, galvanising people 

to be actively critical in their understandings of the food system and the food regime (Tornaghi 

2014). Gardens are locations where public versus private conflicts over land use play out in both 

philosophical and literal manifestations (Schmelzkopf 2002), and as sites to resist gentrification 

(Reynolds 2015, Sbicca 2012).  Political demands, for instance, have included structural change in 

the way neoliberal property and markets function and for equitable redistribution of resources such 

as land and water (Holt Giménez and Shattuck 2011). 

The radical elements of urban agriculture go some way to show why the practice has remained a, 

“residual, marginal and interstitial practice” (Tornaghi 2017) with transformative politics at odds 

with dominant neoliberal logics and conditions. Systems of urban land value, land management and 

landscape design are chiefly orientated by market mechanisms which prioritise high profit, namely 

commercial regeneration, and downgrade agricultural, agroecological and solidarity-based 

community food growing practice; thus limiting the possibilities of transformative change to the 

food regime (Deh-Tor 2017, McClintock et al. 2012) as UA often finds itself with temporary land 

tenures with projects relying on volunteerism and self-exploitation (Tornaghi 2017). 

While there are cases of UA being supported by municipalities with funding, land provision and 

incorporating the practice into food strategies (Greater London Authority 2018, Broadway 2009, 

Cohen and Reynolds 2014) and signs of holistic and just urban foodscapes emerging through urban 

food policy mobilisations (Moragues-Faus and Morgan 2015); policies and regulations for 

expanding UA have been largely disadvantageous, with urban planners slow to address food-related 
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concerns in cities generally (Pothukuchi 2004, Bedore 2010). Intrigue around UA in regional 

planning has often led to the use of UA activities as stopgaps in empty plots to boost the image of 

the surrounding area and bring with it associated benefits (McClintock 2018), while established 

urban community gardens have been bulldozed in lower-income areas (Gottlieb and Joshi 2010). 

These experiences highlight how UA is manoeuvred to benefit state-market governance in 

entrepreneurial visions of city life, while city governance is often unwilling to commit resources and 

long-term land use to embedding the practice into cities long-term. Linked to this is Tornaghi's 

(2016) assertion that UA advocates in a “food disabling city” have to continually justify that urban 

agriculture can be a direct way to contribute to the food needs of urban populations in the first 

place. What is important to note is that for urban agriculture and urban agroecology to thrive there 

must be space in the city, and the historical production of precarious land cultures, through policy 

and planning, limits UA’s funding streams, community development, sustainable finances and 

developing ecological practices (Meenar and Hoover 2012, Just Space 2016b, Meenar 2017). 

Urban agriculture’s experiences of the disabling conditions of the neoliberal city complicates the 

discourse that frames the practice as neoliberal. Literature on urban agriculture highlights how the 

practice is “fraught with contradictions” (Tornaghi 2017), having a complex relationship with the 

neoliberal city. These different manifestations have led to scholars describing urban agriculture as 

either radical (McKay 2011) or neoliberal enacting a political reformism at best (Holt-Giménez and 

Wang 2011, Alkon and Mares 2012, Pudup 2008). Considering the heterogenous forms of UA and 

different political approaches, I find it misleading to universalise UA as one thing or the other. I 

readily support Harris's (2009) and Kurtz's (2001) analysis that a ‘dialectical tension’ is embedded in 

UA, and McClintock's (2014: 148) assertion that: 

“urban agriculture (...) is not radical or neoliberal, but may exemplify both a 
form of actually existing neo-liberalism and a simultaneous radical counter-
movement. Further, I contend that urban agriculture has to be both; indeed, 
contradictory processes of capitalism both create opportunities for urban 
agriculture and impose obstacles to its expansion.” 

In acknowledging and engaging with the UA’s contradictions as regards hegemonic neoliberalism, 

there lies potential for transformative learning and action. What can we learn from the dialectical 

tension and limitations of UA in the neoliberal city, considering urban agroecology’s evolution with 

a central theme of deep democracy? Firstly, that disabling conditions of neoliberalism blunt the 

radical elements and potential of UA becoming more in tune with agroecology principles and 

becoming popularised. A second key learning is that green space, organic food, and urban 

agriculture generally is co-opted into entrepreneurial city development and risks becoming a 

technology of neoliberal governmentality (Darly and Mcclintock 2017). And thirdly, in centring 

commercial products at the heart of a “market as movement” strategy this emulates individualistic 
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subjectivities in a neoliberal mould. This dialectical tension and bind of fragility in the neoliberal 

city is expressed in Daftary-Steel et al.'s (2015) “unattainable trifecta of urban agriculture”. 

2.5.2 Trifecta of urban agriculture, viability and spatial justice 

The trifecta of UA highlights how un-attainable expectations of UA have been developed in 

concert by funders, policymakers, practitioners and academics which cannot be met without 

external monetary support (Daftary-Steel et al. 2015). The authors describe this as a trifecta of 

mythical expectations where UA projects can provide: 

• affordable healthy food for people with limited resources 

• employment, training and leadership development for people who usually experience 

exclusion in these activities 

• fair wages for food growers through commercial sales of produce 

These goals can be seen to meet social principles of agroecology and form basic elements of deep 

food democracies. In the UK the trifecta is situated in an agricultural sector that has been forced 

into “diversifying incomes” to remain viable (Gasson 1988, Maye et al. 2009), with below-average 

annual incomes for farmers (Office for National Statistics 2011), depressed food prices that do not 

reflect ‘real cost’ (Morris 2014), enabled in part by exploitative labour relations inside and outside 

the UK (Case 2018, Webber 2019) and a biased subsidy system that benefits large landowners and 

limits access to markets for small-scale agroecological growers (University of Reading n.d., The 

Landworkers Alliance 2014). Ultimately, in an inequitable and exploitative market expecting that 

UA projects are able to meet the trifecta, which aim to respond and contribute to transforming the 

structural context and be viable without external financial backing just doesn’t quite add up. 

The unattainable trifecta has had different impacts on UA that urban agroecology can learn from. 

Firstly, cheap food prices that do not take into account values of unseasonal storage of products 

and the ecological repercussions of transportation, nor often provide fair wages, make it difficult 

for small-scale urban agroecological producers to compete in the market and pay workers fairly 

(Deh-Tor 2017). As with their rural counterparts, this has meant that urban farms have to rely on 

diverse income streams through commercial activities other than food production (Siegner et al. 

2019), which has contributed to mission drift. Secondly, due to pressures of financial instability 

through a lack of income from food production, many UA projects are funding-reliant and thus 

placed into competitive short-term funding cycles. Emphasis on short-term practical projects, 

attracting local uptake and support from funders focused on quantifiable outputs, contributes to 

social mistrust and disconnections between UA organisations and the communities they are based 
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in, with strategies of long-term food democracy put on the back burner (DeLind 2014, McIvor and 

Hale 2015). 

Urban agriculture’s and urban agroecology’s struggle to endure in neoliberal contexts is not new, as 

historically attempts in the UK and USA to deepen democracy by acknowledging humanity’s 

mutual interdependence have struggled to survive against the backdrop of competitive 

individualism and consumer capitalism (Singh and Wakeford 2008). Within broader alternative food 

movement literature the issue of economic viability, too, has been raised in relation to goals of 

social transformation, particularly the development of the food hub model (Levkoe et al. 2018). 

One way forward is an economic strategy of gifting outside of neoliberal markets, with the 

exchange of alternative currencies as well as money through UA, as proposed by Tornaghi (2017: 

796): 

“People could join in by donating/sharing different resources depending on 
their preferences, cultures and available resources: land, labour, produce, 
cooked food, organic waste, storage space, transport, time and skills.” 

However, as Ghose and Pettygrove (2014: 1103) note, participation in non-commercial urban 

gardens requires extraction of material and labour resources from resource-poor citizens already 

struggling to meet their basic needs. This throws up questions around what the relations are 

between accessible and equitable deep democratic process and inequitable resource distribution 

neoliberal environs. For instance, Allen (2004) connects inequitable participation with inequitable 

access to time and money as related to social structures when stating that: 

“Access to processes of community interest are often dominated by those with 
the most resources, knowledge or connections. People who disproportionately 
experience food insecurity such as low-income earners, children, and single 
mothers may not have the time, energy, transportation and money to 
participate in local planning meetings.” 

Therefore, if urban agroecology aims to generate viable deep democracies that engage in its 

dialectical tensions within the neoliberal city, it must acknowledge how material and participatory 

justice are connected in the formation of full participatory prefigurations. This connects with 

agroecology’s ambition to remove disabling conditions and create enabling contexts for human 

wellbeing (Anderson et al. 2019, Dehaene et al. 2016), and the need for urban food movements to 

negotiate the challenge of sociospatial equity (Moragues-Faus and Morgan 2015: 1570). 

Participatory justice is the potential for people, particularly those historically marginalised, to 

participate as equal partners in all levels of decision-making about how benefits and burdens are 

shared in the correction of socio-economic disparities (Moragues-Faus 2017, Loo 2014). 

Distributional justice concentrates on whether the distribution of benefits and burdens are fair, 
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namely whether everyone is getting their fair share. Although I disagree with Loo's (2014) reading 

of Alkon and Agyeman's (2011) definition of food justice as light on participatory elements, I do 

agree with the author’s suggestion that food justice should be defined with as much emphasis on 

participatory justice as on distributional. Both Allen's (2004) point that distributional inequalities 

shape participatory injustices, and Fraser's (2000) assertion that economic (distributional) injustice is 

the expression of cultural hierarchies (participatory justice) are both valid, and I hold that these are 

connected rather than in opposition as to which should get most attention. 

If procedural justice should be a core governance value in urban agriculture (Prové et al. 2019), and 

also in urban UAGC, then full participation can be supported by acknowledging different access to 

resources, time and money, and aim to incorporate equitable distribution of these. At the same 

time, without participatory justice social power is re-embedded into missionary complexes, and 

systems are at risk of being unfit for purpose without diverse everyday experiences to shape just 

distributional mechanisms. Therefore, in evolving urban agroecology in the inequitable context of 

the neoliberal city, considering both social power in decision-making and distribution of resources 

are necessary prerequisites in generating deep democracies. 

This underpinning conception of justice in the neoliberal city speaks to the different elements of 

deep democracy covered in section 2.3; it asks for consideration of how peoples come together 

from different positionalities with varying access to resources in the aim of building enduring 

relationships, and calls for the mapping of social and material conceptions of power, to formulate 

complex understandings of commons-creation. In relationship to the inequitable geographies of the 

neoliberal city, a deep democracy that evolves through understanding of and action towards 

distributional and participatory justices offers potential to engender spatial justice as emancipatory 

formulations of UAGC. Spatial justice demands that the needs and visions of all residents are 

reflected in city spaces, and that those affected by how space is shaped have opportunity to 

participate (Soja 2010, Barron 2016). If urban agroecology is to enable inhabitants to meet in urban 

space and negotiate and shape the city in their own image (Purcell 2013, Dehaene et al. 2016), then 

developing better understandings of how to become viable and endure with equitable distribution 

as part of mobilisations can critically support the praxis in its aims. As Soler et al. (2019) note, the 

agroecology movement does not give enough importance to issues of economic viability, and as job 

insecurity mainly affects women then agroecology, in line with feminist principles, must question 

how to obtain both a decent income for workers, and affordable prices for low income consumers. 

These aims reflect the aforementioned ‘unattainable trifecta of urban agriculture’, and highlights 

that there is a gap in knowledge as to how build viable (urban) agroecologies. 

It is important to contextualise urban agroecology movements’ efforts to shift hegemonic social 
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structures and material inequity towards equitable processes and relations. Food and health 

inequities will not change, and full participation in decision-making decisions cannot occur, without 

the reversal of social structures of ownership and the ironing out of multiple forms of power in 

society (Holt Giménez and Shattuck 2011, Allen 2004: 159). We cannot expect UAGC to do this 

work alone. In applying McClintock's (2014) suggestion that we should limit our expectations of 

urban agriculture to urban agroecology, it is appropriate to situate the young praxis as part of a 

constellation of social movements working towards just sustainability (Santo et al. 2016). DuPuis 

(2005: 361) outlines an approach that can support navigating dialectical tensions and viability in the 

neoliberal city, by not, “creating an ideal […] model of society and then working for society to meet 

that standard, but on articulating open, continuous, reflexive processes”. 

In this section I synthesised literature on neoliberal cities, introducing London as a key exacerbator 

of neoliberalism. As a closely connected practice to UAGC, urban agriculture shows us the 

complexities of existing within the neoliberal city, manifesting market logics and reformist 

tendencies whilst also embodying places and practices of resistance and transformation. Whilst 

highlighting the need for critical awareness of being co-opted into entrepreneurial urbanism, the 

disabling urban conditions and trifecta of urban agriculture raise questions as to how to generate 

viable urban agroecologies. I emphasised the necessity of this to propagate enduring deep 

democracies capable of creating equitable platforms for dialogue across different positionalities, 

considering material and structural barriers that shape participation. The section therefore points 

towards research that develops approaches supportive of viable prefigurations in the neoliberal city, 

capable of making equitable space for enduring relationships, and engages with the issues 

highlighted in section 2.4 such as reimagining the local. The next section of the chapter draws 

together the line of argument, pointing to gaps in knowledge in which this PhD situates itself. 

2.6 Summary: “Mind the gap(s)!” 

To contextualise the young praxis of urban agroecology and highlight strategic directions for 

research, this literature review has focused on three main areas: agroecology, urban agriculture (with 

food justice), and the neoliberal city. In developing agroecology in new contexts outside rural areas 

in the Global South I identified the importance, if the praxis is to retain political elements, of 

centring democracy and liberatory pedagogies (2.2). This is especially necessary in the UK and 

Western Europe, where co-option and overemphasis on agroecology as a science and a practice is 

present. 

In considering what food democracy means, the concept of deep democracy was singled out so as 

to address agroecology traditions of dialogue on power (2.3). In applying deep democracy to urban 
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agriculture, with food justice critiques, it was found that, despite some transformative qualities, 

disempowering dynamics exist in relation to social inequities embedded in missionary complexes 

and the narrative of local foods (2.4). These called for the need for community self-definition of 

healthy foodways and for bridging local food with translocality, with an underlying necessity to shift 

towards equitable epistemologies. This echoed with the aforementioned need to develop 

transformative agroecological pedagogies in the context of Europe, as a strategy for evolving urban 

agroecology. 

To consider how such efforts might be influenced by the context of the neoliberal city, section 2.5 

showed how, despite co-option, UA has been severely under-resourced, leaving it residual and 

limited in the development of deep democracies. In the inequitable context of the neoliberal city, 

resources are necessary so as to counter material barriers to deep democracy and work towards full 

and equitable participation. I conclude that research into how processes of deep food democracy can 

be carried out with agroecological pedagogies is vital in the evolution of urban agroecology, with 

understanding of how initiatives and movements can be financially viable while the risks of co-

option into neoliberal logics. 

By choosing to base this enquiry in a food hub and a workers’ co-operative (as further outlined in 

chapters 3 and 4) I respond directly to the question in the context of urban agroecology’s evolution: 

“The analysis of deep democracy could hone in on more specific local food 
practices, such as farmers markets, food hubs, and food policy councils. How 
are these spaces meeting (or failing to meet) civic challenges identified by deep 
democracy?” (McIvor and Hale 2015: 739). 

Given the context and food democracy focus of the study, this thesis builds on recent work 

exploring civic food networks and food democracy through a food hub in the UK, which 

recommends tactics to such as flexible ethical standards and building relationships rather than skills 

through accessible participation (Prost 2019). One key difference between this study and the 

aforementioned one lies in their methodology; although both aim to use participatory action 

research (PAR), this enquiry begins shaping foodways through popular education with participants 

from the outset, and stems from an insider perspective. The insider perspective of the action 

research contributes new knowledge to deep democracy discourses, with an approach that is light 

on literature. Urban agroecology being a young praxis, this PhD contributes vital empirical research 

rooted in community-level organisations (Siegner et al. 2019; Renting 2017) to support better 

understandings of its “emancipatory potential” (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019) in relation to 

emerging theory. The thesis explores three areas in relation to this: organisational structure, policy 

creation, and financial viability. 
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With governance highlighted as a transformative process central to urban agroecology (Schmutz 

2017) and calls for developing direct democracy in the praxis (Pimbert 2017), the PhD seeks to 

understand what kind of organisational structures and processes enable this. Organisational 

structure was chosen as a topic since systems for sharing power can be vital in generating social 

change within movements (Stewart 2019). The workers’ co-operative was chosen as a structure with 

democratic principles of workers’ control, while aiming to generate resources and income through 

goods and services that are often socially useful and have the option to make the company not-for-

profit. In effect WCs, in trying to survive and thrive with deep democracy in neoliberal cities, have 

potential to engage with the dialectical tension embedded in urban agroecology initiatives. I provide 

a fuller literature review as to why workers’ co-operatives have potential to elevate urban 

agroecology with deep democracy in the next chapter outlining the backstory and research context 

of the organisations, so as to be close to the discussion of the worker co-operative in question. 

Due to its ability both to engage in anti-capitalist politics and to engage reflexively with the market 

in order to generate resources to pay workers fair wages, the workers’ co-operative in the study is 

also the main focus for understanding how urban agroecologies can become viable for enduring 

transformations. This particularly focuses on anti-capitalist livelihoods in the emerging urban 

agroecology in London  (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019). While economic viability and fair 

livelihoods for farmers have been central to agroecology in the Global South, and urban agriculture 

projects in the USA and Canada have shown their economic viability (Kaufman and Bailkey 2000), 

research into UA as an entrepreneurial activity has been largely neglected in Europe (Specht et al. 

2016). Although issues of entrepreneurship are now attracting more attention (Specht et al. 2016), 

there is currently an absence of literature on the economic dimension of agroecology within Europe 

(van der Ploeg et al. 2019) which is needed to support equitable agroecologies and embody political 

principles (Soler et al. 2019). Situated in a new entrant not-for-profit enterprise, this thesis builds on 

understandings of urban agroecology’s economic dimension of, “inventing forms of economic 

organisation that re-territorialise food and wealth production whilst creating free time for citizens 

to shape and re-govern urban spaces” (Pimbert 2017:15). 

The third area of focus of this study is the creation of policy at a food hub based at community 

level with potential to be a sub-territory level operation. Although their work is focused a different 

scale (territory and national), Coulson and Sonnino (2019:171) point out that, “as one of the first 

countries to develop innovative urban food governance arrangements, the UK constitutes a 

productive terrain to examine how food policy developments are circulated, (re-)interpreted and 

(re-)assembled.” By engaging with popular education approaches to generate a food policy at the 

burgeoning food hub, the enquiry engages with the need for a transformative pedagogical approach 

in Europe (Anderson et al. 2018), with potential for learnings to speak to and be useful at other 
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policy scales. This process in the enquiry particularly sought to understand better how to break out 

the local trap and to challenge missionary dynamics of imposing foodways as inherited from UA 

(see section 2.3.2), through aiming to develop democratic cultures with a participatory process in 

shaping a central organisational policy. With calls for participation in development of urban 

agriculture in the UK (St Clair 2017), this enquiry contributes new knowledge, building on prior 

scholar-activist efforts (Tornaghi and Van Dyck 2015), and more broadly develops political 

understanding of urban agroecology in testing the possibilities of, “expanding citizen participation 

and democracy” (Pimbert 2017:15). In the Methodology (Chapter 4), I begin by identifying the sub-

questions of this thesis in relation to identification of the above gaps in knowledge and elaborate on 

how the workers’ co-operative and food hub enquiries emerged as separate, yet connected, in 

responding to these. I first outline the backstories of the organisations, in Chapter 3, with relevant 

literature on their organisational forms and introduce the territory of London with a focus on 

emerging urban agroecology mobilisations. 
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Chapter 3: Research context and organisations 

“Sometimes I do not like London (central line, rush hour) but I trust it. I trust that it 
is a city, from its people to its landscapes, always in evolution. This change 

sometimes happens in brutal ways I do not like, but it reminds me that if a city like 
London must change, for better or worse, then so must we” (Nwulu 2016) 

The aim of this chapter is threefold in providing context to the study; to give more background 

detail to London as a potential site to evolve urban agroeocology; to introduce the two 

organisations that are the focus of this study, London Grown Workers Co-operative (LGWC) and 

Wolves Lane Horticultural Centre (WLHC) within their locality; and to outline contextual literature 

to their organisational forms. In terms of focusing on London as the territory in question, socio-

economic factors of the city were described in chapter 2 in relation to literature on the neoliberal 

city, and so in this chapter I focus more on social movement mobilisations as a background to a 

potential urban agroecology (UAGC). I begin by giving more textured insight to the assertion that: 

“London (United Kingdom) presents a bubbling context in which a large 
coalition of politically organized social movements – partially affiliated to La 
Via Campesina – have long been organizing against highly concentrated land 
ownership, food-skills loss and rampant speculative gentrification, carving out 
spaces of antagonist thinking, building land-based livelihoods and proactively 
lobbying the Greater London Authority to influence spatial planning and 
policy” (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019: 9). 

Food is an illuminating indicator of inequality in London, whereby people on low incomes have 

comparable obstacles in accessing fresh healthy foods – as is true of other large urban conurbations 

(Caraher and Dowler 2007). In the city there are a host of local-level food-related projects working 

to increase access to fresh foods through, for example, food kitchens, education programmes, 

gardens, and school initiatives. Caraher and Dowler (2007) found over 400 food-related projects 

with the equivalent of two full-time equivalent workers (through volunteers or paid input per 

project), and by 2016 Sustain’s Capital Growth programme, born out of the 2012 Olympics in 

London, had supported a network of 2400 community gardens (Sustain 2016). Resource and policy 

support has been highlighted as necessary for food projects to flourish and meet their potential 

contribution to London food economies (Caraher and Dowler 2007). The muted impact of 

agroecological growing within the city’s food system is highlighted by Ru Litherland (2014: 194), 

lead grower at Organiclea, one of London’s longest-running community market gardens: 

“Although 2012 /13 saw us producing and getting to market over ten thousand 
kilograms of fresh produce, on one hand, that's a lot of grub; on the other, it's 
a drop in the ocean of groceries shipped in and consumed in this borough.” 

Whilst London agroecological food growing projects struggle to scale up with necessary policy 
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support, they also face the challenge of taking a systematic approach in addressing ‘food poverty’ 

(Levidow 2018: 373). This complex relationship between viably scaling up agroecology whilst 

forging food justice practice in a centre of neoliberalism is reflected in a complex relationship with 

gentrification, as seen more broadly with UA (see section 2.5.1). On the one hand community food 

growing projects have been lost in relation to regeneration programmes (Buchanan et al. 2017), and 

at the same time small businesses offering affordable culturally-appropriate foods are being forced 

out of regeneration areas as more expensive ‘organic’ and ‘vegan’ outlets move in (Ziaei 2018). The 

relationship between local food growing and gentrification is highlighted with the increase of short-

term ‘pop up’ growing sites, rather than long-term tenures being made available to organisations, 

which impacts on the ability of agroecological praxis to literally take root (Buchanan et al. 2017). 

In this context Levidow (2018: 363) finds that city-wide networks have evolved territorial strategies 

connecting skills for empowerment, affirming resources as community assets and value, 

establishing place-based food cultures addressing ‘food poverty’, and creating social enterprises to 

build short food-supply chains. One example of this is the Community Food Growers Network’s 

(CFGN) response to an observed lack of focus on, “pre-existing economic, social and cultural 

relations of power and privilege existing both among and within localities” and how initiatives 

interact with low-income communities of colour (Ziaei 2018) (see references to London’s 

movements in 2.4.1). The network has produced events and publications raising questions on these 

(CFGN 2018, Mama D 2018, Barton 2017), working towards a movement dynamic where, “the 

people most affected and most marginalised by the current food system are at the heart of shaping 

and changing it” (CFGN 2017b cited in Levidow). LGWC and organisations at WLHC are 

members of CFGN, with WLHC appearing in the network’s handbook on how to build 

relationships with councils to secure land, funding and publicity locally (CFGN 2017b). 

In response to the key issue of long-term land access, food growing networks in the last decade 

have built broad alliances with ‘right to the city’ and ‘right to housing’ groups to challenge the loss 

of public land and housing through the privatisation agendas of city elites (Buchanan et al. 2017, 

Edwards 2014). In acknowledging the need for policy change at a territorial level, networks have 

worked with spatial justice campaigners to write policy suggestions for the city’s strategic planning 

document on food growing and production (Just Space 2016b), making up an, “ambitious agenda 

[that] conflicts with local authorities’ aims to increase land value, inward investment and the tax 

base” (Levidow 2018: 371). In the territorial context of London, therefore, while there are 

indications of network mobilisations that reflect social justice commitments of agroecology, there is 

ongoing unresolved tension within the city’s community food networks reflecting urban 

agriculture’s broader conundrums of survival, scaling outwards and building food justice practice 

(see 2.4). 
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The contradictions and conflicts within the emerging agroecology movement reflect the broader 

geography of the city itself. This was highlighted when sharing an analytic graphic on emerging 

research themes (see Figure 34 in section 4.6.4) with co-op member J, who noted that many of the 

positive elements of London were missing. We amended the diagram to include ‘creativity’, ‘social 

justice movements’, ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ and ‘diverse communities and cultures’, alongside critical 

perspective of ‘austerity’, ‘hostile environment’, ‘gentrification’, ‘rising inequalities’ and 

‘financialisaton of the city’. The developing UAGC movement is a fractal of social and 

environmental justice movements in the capital; from migrant support centres, worker campaigns, 

community-led centres, renters unions, and youth groups, to name a few. As Dada and Ferjani 

(2016) note, people are fighting back in the face of immense wealth and political capital, showing 

London’s entanglement in that it is, “no simple transmission belt for neoliberalism. And yet it is 

made here” (Massey 2007: 12). 

In defining the scale of this study, London is a ‘territory’ with its own identity (Bosetti 2018), with 

territory considered the critical scale or place in stimulating agroecological transformations (Wezel 

et al. 2016, Anderson et al. 2019). Figure 2 shows the two sites discussed in this thesis in relation to 

the territory with both sites siting on the edge of inner and outer Greater London. 

Figure 2: Map of Greater London with PG and WLHC highlighted in yellow in North London (sites not 

to scale) (Source: Maproom n.d.) 
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Within the metropolis there are sub-territories, as expressed by someone saying, “I’m from North-

West London”, or “I live south of the river [Thames]”. Within different areas of the city each has 

differences (and similarities) in, for instance, cultures, food, vernacular, architecture and 

socioeconomics. This is reflected in political organising in the capital, with some food growing 

networks being borough-based, as in Hackney or Tower Hamlets (Tower Hamlets Food Growers 

Network n.d., Sustainable Hackney n.d.). As with many community food growing projects, 

volunteers came to LGWC activities at Pasteur Gardens and Wolves Lane Horticultural Centre 

from across the borough lines the gardens are situated in; in 2017 surveys found that volunteers 

were attending gardening sessions from Enfield, Haringey, Waltham Forest and Hackney (see 

Figure 3). So while the two enquiries are based in a ‘community scale’ (Anderson et al. 2019: 19), as 

they build community relations that stem from a particular place (i.e. the physical space where 

agroecology manifestations happen), they also have relations at a sub-territory level of the city – 

namely North London into North-East London, territory level through CFGN, and then national 

level through CFGN’s relationship with the Landworkers’ Alliance (LWA), who are connected on 

an international level with La Via Campesina. The positioning of this research reflects a 

foundational principle that agroecology transitions and policy must ‘come from below’ through 

community networks (Cuéllar-Padilla and Calle-Collado 2011). 

Key: PG and WLHC highlighted in yellow (sites not to scale), the four boroughs where volunteers 

attended LGWC activities outlined in pink 
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Figure 3: Map of the northern area of Greater London 

In having outlined the territorial context of the two organisations of this enquiry, and briefly in 

relation to connected networks at different geographical and governance scales, I now provide 

background information on London Grown Workers Co-operative (LGWC). 

3.1 London GrownWorkers Co-operative 

Between the foundation of the co-operative in 2016 and the end of the research period (May 2019), 

there were six people, including myself, involved as co-op members. During the period of collective 

research activities four of us were members, with two members having left the organisation prior. 

Three new co-op members joined in May 2019 as I began to write up the research. I asked my 

colleagues how they would like to define themselves for this thesis. One asked to be described as 

‘anonymous market gardener’ (AMB). J sent the description: 

‘My name is J and I AM a Nubian Sista, Outsider, Earth Guardian, Creative, 
Star Sailor, Writer, Eclectic Practitioner, with aspirations to be Untamed, 
Magical, Wise and Free.’ 

Dunya sent: 

“My name is Dunya: I am a first generation, mixed race, cis-female, middle 
class Londoner. I do not own property or live in material stability. My name 
means earth, quince, everything of material existence. Despite displacement 
and alienation I aspire to embody my name: to be present, a child of the 
earth, fecund, worker, woman, artist, listener, daughter of witches. I work to 
disattach myself from the structures that curtail me and honour the ones that 
keep us together in trust.” 

LGWC developed through the Organiclea “Farm Start” programme which supports new entrant 

food growers to find land in or around London to set up food growing enterprises (Organiclea 

2018).  Organiclea has over 15 years’ experience in running volunteer and education programmes 

focused around organic food growing in the neighbouring borough of Waltham Forest and 

describes itself as a, “community food project based in the Lea Valley in north-east London. We 

produce and distribute food and plants locally, and inspire and support others to do the same. With 

a workers’ co-operative at our core, we bring people together to take action towards a more just 

and sustainable society” (Organiclea 2018).  

AMB and I, who had been finishing a qualification together at Organiclea, had wanted to find a 

growing space to work one or two days a week to sell vegetables, having been told that we could 

make £60 a day in the harvest season. In signing up to the “Farm Start” we were asked whether we 

would be interested in setting up a gardening project with two Organiclea trainees at a seven-acre 

site in Enfield, known as ‘Pasteur Gardens’. The site was owned by Haringey Council, who would 
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award Organiclea a ‘tenancy at will’ with peppercorn rent, before signing a more secure lease for 

the site. 

The four of us agreed to set up a food growing project at the site, and in November 2015 we 

started a process of working out our mission statement, aims, objectives, roles and action plans for 

the organisation. In February 2016 discussions led to an initial mission statement: “To design, build 

and co-operatively run an ecological food growing and education hub that increases access to fresh, 

healthy food, and community space in the local area” (LGWC Project Plan 2016). The aims of 

LGWC were listed in a Project Plan in February 2016 as: 

1. Food production and distribution: ‘Pasteur Gardens’ is committed to finding creative financial 

models that balances access to fresh, healthy food and financial viability. 

2. Community space and relationships: ‘Pasteur Gardens’ will listen to a diverse range of voices 

in the surrounding area of what people want, how they feel about the project and be open to being 

steered by their feedback. We will actively reflect on our own processes, ways of working, and 

methods of building relationships. 

3. Co-operative livelihoods: The organising structure will be not-for-profit, and everyone will be 

paid at the same rate so that we value all work equally. 

4. Education: Informal and formal education will be integral to the approach and every day 

running of the project. From project members to volunteers to visitors – ‘Pasteur Gardens’ will be 

an educational space to learn individually and collectively. 

5. Working with nature: ‘Pasteur Gardens’ will observe and work with the natural cycles of the 

wildlife and plant life on site. We aim to build soil fertility and be responsible stewards of the land 

with biodiversity and soil as precious assets for future generations. 

The aims of LGWC broadly reflect agroecology principles with; community development, fair 

livelihoods and accessible healthy foods, and a holistic approach to food systems working with 

nature. The group agreed to volunteer one day a week each to develop the project until we 

generated food sales and funding. In 2016 the co-op raised a £6,000 grant for land works at PG 

and setting up storage and tool container, and in early 2017 we were awarded some seed funding of 

around £14,000 to run community research, test trade at markets, start growing-to-sell, and run a 

gardening volunteer programme. Co-op meetings were held every two to six weeks, with email and 

a phone message app used for making proposals and sharing updates and minutes. 

In the summer of 2016 the co-op propagated plants at the Wolves Lane Horticultural Centre 
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(WLHC), which is just over a mile away from Pasteur Gardens, and in April 2017 joined a new 

consortium led by Organiclea to develop the site as a community food hub. This meant that 

LGWC’s project plan shifted from developing a community food hub at Pasteur Gardens to 

developing this at WLHC where there was better infrastructure, whilst continuing to grow field 

crops and run outdoor learning at the PG. LGWC developed a food growing volunteer 

programme, commercial growing, school education programmes and community events across 

both sites in 2017. The co-op was a member of the informal WLHC management consortium from 

April 2017 to December 2018 and stepped back from running any activities at the site in November 

2019 to focus capacity and resources on developing Pasteur Gardens. This was with retaining 

distribution relationships to WLHC and a commitment to collaborative working. With two 

interconnected enquiries (see section 4.2) within the thesis focusing on the different organisations -

LGWC and the food hub at WLHC - it is important for clarity’s sake to highlight that LGWC were 

also involved at the WLHC for a period of time, and that this enabled the research on the food 

hub’s food policy due to my participation in organisational activities as a LGWC member. As 

background to WLHC is provided separately in section 3.3 I focus here on the Pasteur Gardens site 

in Enfield. 

We started on the land on Pasteur Gardens in March 2016. The seven-acre site had been 

allotments in the 1930’s, and a sports ground with a cricket pitch before being left derelict in the 

1990’s (see Figure 4).  The site had no running water, toilet facilities or electricity, and was covered 

in two- to three-metre-high brambles, so that on opening the gate we had to cut our way through 

with a scythe (see Figures 5–7). The site had also become fly-tipped in small pockets. The co-

operative designed an eight-year growing rotation using natural growing approaches, and with 

volunteer days in 2016 started clearing the brambles and setting up beds (see Figures 8–9). As the 

garden entrance is at the dead end of the road it does not have many passers-by and is fairly 

conspicuous to anyone that doesn’t know about it, including, as we found out, people who lived on 

the streets next to it. 
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Figure 4: Aerial view of the Pasteur Gardens site with entrance marked 

Figure 5: View of the Pasteur Gardens site in November 2015 from up a tree, showing the brambles and 

the trees around the edge of the site 
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Figure 6: Queensland Avenue entrance to Pasteur Gardens in February 2016 

Figure 7: Grassy area next to trees and brambles that was cleared for a garden area, November 2015 
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Figure 8: The eight-year growing rotation developing at Pasteur Gardens, 2017 

Figure 9: Gardening volunteer session at Pasteur Gardens, 2017 

Pasteur Gardens is situated in the ward of Upper Edmonton in the south-easternmost part of the 

borough of Enfield, next to the borders of Haringey and Waltham Forest boroughs. The Indices of 

Deprivation 2015 indicates that, within Enfield, Upper Edmonton has been calculated to be the 
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second most deprived of the 21 wards in the borough, and is within the 10% most deprived wards 

in both London and England (Enfield Council 2018, Gov.uk 2015). From south to north the 

borough gradually changes from urban to suburban to peri-urban, with different pockets of each in 

more built-up areas. The west of the borough has relatively more wealthy households than the east; 

economically, the majority of residents in Enfield are categorized as “lower middle class”, “working 

class” or “non-working” (postcodearea 2011). 

House prices in Enfield are also rising faster than national and London average (Blunden 2017). 

While inner London has historically had higher deprivation and poverty rates than outer London, 

the Centre for London argue that poverty rates in outer London boroughs like Enfield are 

increasing as the housing crisis pushes lower-skilled, lower-income workers into such areas (Travers 

et al. 2016). Enfield has higher-than-average unemployment than the rest of London (Trust for 

London 2017), and the area used to have a strong manufacturing industry, but this has declined and 

jobs have not been replaced. As an outer London borough, Enfield has a better provision of green 

space, but the inner-city areas of Enfield, including Palmers Green, Edmonton and Arnos Grove 

still suffer from a lack of accessible green areas. As at the 2011 Census (Office for National 

Statistics 2011),  in the Upper Edmonton ward the percentages of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic 

Group (BAME) was 57.9% and Non-UK Born residents was 48.4%. The percentage of households 

without English as a first language was 22.7%. Enfield Council (2018) say that the ward contains 

relatively large numbers in the Turkish, Other Black African, Black Caribbean and Other Ethnic 

groups. 

3.2 Workers’ co-operatives as a strategic place for urban agroecology 

In June 2016 London Grown legally registered as a company limited by guarantee, with the 

organisational structure of a not-for-profit workers’ co-operative using consensus decision-making 

written into the ‘Articles of Association’ and ‘Secondary rules’. This has been a usual way to set up 

a workers’ co-op in the UK. The workers’ co-operative structure reflected and supported equity for 

workers as reflected in the ‘Co-operative Livelihoods’ aim, with the expansion that, “Roles and 

responsibilities will be considered with long-term rotation and the aim to skill share across areas of 

the project for long-term sustainability” (LGWC Project Plan 2016). 

Workers’ co-operatives are organisational structures that combine worker ownership and worker 

management so that workers have the right to enjoy any surplus value created through production 

or to pass it on to another individual/community, and also the right to make pivotal decisions on 

the strategic direction and day-to-day management of the workplace (Pencavel 2012). In contrast 

with other forms of co-operative, there are no consumer-owners in a workers’ co-operative, as only 

workers own shares in the enterprise. 
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Workers’ membership of a co-operative in effect removes them from the labour market, as the 

organisation aims to create work and income stability, and, “maximise net revenue per worker” 

(Pencavel 2001: 53). With the features of self-organisation and ability to self-produce, workers’ co-

operatives have been described as, “islands of worker autonomy and responsibility quite distinct 

from the norm of the traditional labour movement” (Ranis 2005: 1). In considering “diverse 

economies for other worlds”, Gibson-Graham (2012: 35) define ‘community enterprise’ and 

‘workers co-operatives’ as ‘non-capitalist’, and ‘non-profit’ and ‘socially responsible’ organisational 

typologies as ‘alternative capitalist’. Underlying principles of co-operative enterprises mark them 

out from capitalistic enterprise, which are, “self-help, self-responsibility, equity, democracy, equality 

among members, honesty, openness, and solidarity” (Birchall 2004 as cited in Majee and Hoyt 

2009). When put into practice these principles can benefit the co-operative members and also the 

wider community, and, “it is fair to assume that, once learned, these skills are transferred to other 

areas of civic life” (Majee and Hoyt 2009). One reason for their attraction to those interested in 

social equity and economic justice is that worker-controlled shares cannot be sold as equity on 

capital markets and so are beyond the influence of conglomerate shareholders (New Economics 

Foundation 2018) who extract surplus value from those that produce goods and services. Mellizo et 

al. (2011) designed an experiment that indicated that when workers were allowed to decide on their 

own payment mechanism their work effort increased accordingly, which connects with the 

argument that co-operatives use resources efficiently and compete with conventional capitalist 

enterprise (i.e. sole proprietorships) with innovative developments (Gunn 2006). 

WCs, in contrast to radical representations above, can be viewed as an instrument through which 

workers become capitalists, as capital ownership is protracted to broader parts of the community 

(Pencavel 2012). Whilst they are seen to create different norms in defiance of capitalism and make 

“real utopias” (Wright 2010), WCs have also been described as “of the capitalist world” and as 

functioning well in these conditions albeit being more democratic and egalitarian (Gunn 2006: 345). 

While relying on capitalist features of consumerism and individualism, co-operative members can 

collectively take more agency over their lives within the limitations of what’s possible in a capitalist 

context (Braudel 1981). In this sense workers’ co-operatives can be seen to reflect urban 

agriculture’s conundrum as “both radical and reformist” (McClintock 2014) and also able to survive 

in neoliberal settings by generating income through capitalistic trade while making space for 

transformative relations of, for example, autonomy, workers’ power, and direct democracy. 

The transformative norms and practices that workers’ co-operatives imbue are for the most part 

‘invisible and fragile’ (Massicotte 2014), as in the UK where it is estimated that there are 403 worker 

owned and controlled co-operatives (Wikipedia n.d.). Co-operatives UK (2009) recorded a 

combined turnover of £144 million for workers’ co-operatives in the UK, with assets of £32 
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million, showing that WCs also have some economic impact and take an active role in moulding 

societies. Yet the UK has one of the smallest co-operative sectors of any country, due to, “an 

absence of legislation and policy, institutional support, advice, incentive and promotion” (New 

Economics Foundation 2018). 

WCs have been present in the roots of urban agroecology – in Brazilian (Pahnke 2015) and Cuban 

social movements (Earth 2019, Rotherham 2018), for example. Massicotte (2014), in a study of two 

co-operatives in the Brazilian Landless Rural Workers Movement, stated that workers’ co-

operatives, “explicitly challenge the dominant agribusiness model by appropriating and subverting 

the dominant discourse on what is possible and most effective” (Massicotte 2014). Further to this, 

Alkon (2013: 13), from a Global North food justice perspective, calls for experimentation with 

workers’ co-operatives as a model for building socially just food movements, as “worker-owners [in 

food growing initiatives] develop a class-consciousness often missing from food justice activism.” 

WCs therefore have history and political symbiosm with agroecology as a way to generate deep 

democracy and livelihoods for land workers – and so the model has potential for being a strategic 

site for evolving UAGC. Exploring this practically through LGWC is a key question for the thesis 

(see 4.1), and I return to evaluate this in chapter 6. I now introduce background information for 

Wolves Lane Horticultural Centre as the site of a food policy enquiry in this thesis. 

3.3 A food hub at Wolves Lane Horticultural Centre 

The WLHC is a unique community resource on Wolves Lane in Wood Green, London. The three-

acre site consists of a rare sub-tropical palm house with koi carp and terrapins (see Figure 10), a 

glasshouse with cactus room and rainforest area, barn, professional-standard kitchen and café, 

classroom, and woodland area, as well as six professional-standard glasshouses. In April 2017 

Haringey council shut down operations at the centre, after eight years of educational sessions with 

local schools on plants and nature, and a programme supporting people with disabilities in 

employment through running a garden centre and growing plants for the borough’s parks. Prior to 

the step-back in management Haringey Council (2017) stated: 

“With government cuts to the council’s budget meaning a fall in funding, it was 
agreed by Haringey’s cabinet that a third-party organisation would be best 
placed to make the best use of Wolves Lane and maintain it as a community 
asset.” 
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Figure 10: The palmhouse at WLHC in September 2017 

In the summer of 2016, the council opened up a bidding process to take on management of the 

site, with criteria leaning heavily towards socially beneficial activities. Organiclea led a consortium 

of groups to develop the centre as a community food hub with five themes of: 

• Food growing – sustainable foods 

• Training and volunteering 

• Healthy eating – culturally appropriate, nutritious foods 

• Food distribution – box scheme, market 

• Community activities 

In January 2017, Organiclea’s bid was successful, and there was a handover in April 2017 

(Organiclea 2017) (see Figure 11). As part of the council handover, the plan was that a 25-year lease 

would be signed between Haringey council and Organiclea, and passed on to the consortium of 

groups once it had legally constituted. At the point of handover other members of the consortium 

were Crop Drop (Crop Drop 2019), a not-for-profit veg box scheme run by and for Haringey 

residents, who would focus on food distribution, and Dee Woods, an award-winning community 

cook who would develop community cooking and healthy eating programmes. Shared Assets 
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(Shared Assets n.d.), who support the development of sustainable, democratic and productive new 

models for land management, were also a member of the consortium who would take a more 

background role in supporting with organisational structures development. LGWC’s role was to 

develop food production, education and volunteer programmes around food growing. The Ubele 

Initiative (Ubele Initiative 2018) – a social enterprise with a mission to contribute to the 

sustainability of the African diaspora community through social leadership programmes, 

community enterprise and social action – joined the informal consortium in January 2018. All 

management consortium members were to participate in activities of collectively managing and 

evolving a community food hub around the themes of the bid. 

Figure 11: WLHC after Haringey council handed over management to Organiclea in April 2017 

In the first year there was a focus on clearing the site and beginning to run some activities around 

the themes of the bid. The groups at the site worked to develop their own activities, i.e. Crop Drop 

– food distribution, with collaborative working on regular activities such as a weekly lunch for 

volunteers, open days each Sunday, and seasonal community markets. Crop Drop moved its box 

scheme operation to the site through 2017. LGWC started using two of six glasshouses to run 

volunteer and schools’ programmes in gardening, and to grow food sold to the Crop Drop box 

scheme and at community market stalls, used in volunteer lunches, and donated to local community 

groups (see Figures 12 and 13). Using LGWC funding the co-op also worked with Deirdre and the 

Ubele Initiative to facilitate community research with a survey and workshops with six Haringey 

community organisations to shape a vision for the centre with collaborative relationships. Other 

Organiclea farmstarters, social enterprises and a residents group used the remaining growing space. 
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This included groups that Haringey council had suggested working with: a local social enterprise 

that grows sustainable cut flowers (Wolves Lane Flower Company n.d.), and a group of residents 

that had campaigned to save the centre. Over 2,500 people visited WLHC in the first two years of 

the consortium group taking on management of the centre. Funding for paid work to run and 

manage the centre with a part-time site manager and a volunteer coordinator was secured in early 

2019; until then the centre was run voluntarily by members of the management consortium and the 

‘Wolves Lane Crew’. The latter was a large and committed group of volunteers who met weekly to 

complete routine maintenance tasks, as well as to contribute to the overall improvement of the site. 

Figure 12: A community gardening session run by LGWC in July 2017 
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Figure 13: Aubergine and cucumbers grown by LGWC in 2018 

During the research period the management consortium met for strategy sessions to develop the 

centre as a community food hub, and registered the ‘Wolves Lane consortium’ as a legal 

organisation in May 2019, with Organiclea, Crop Drop and the Ubele Initiative as ‘stewards’ of the 

site. The buildings and glasshouses were in need of refurbishment, having had little investment for 

many years, and a ten-year Development Plan was generated, aiming to secure local and national 

investment to transform some of the main buildings. The management consortium also had 

operational meetings and online communication concerning the running of the site, and 

communicated with the Wolves Lane Crew about maintenance and site development. The time 

period also included trialling different management and communication structures, with working-

group formats including volunteers and non-management consortium organisations to varying 

degrees. Sometimes the social enterprises and community groups outside the management 

consortium were consulted about directions for development of the hub, although they were not 

included in consortium management meetings. Membership of the consortium management group 

was agreed by existing members. From conversations, I understood that some people running 

activities and organisations at the centre were happy to have no involvement in centre management 

decisions, while others wanted to be more involved and to have more clarity about how decisions 

were made. This prompted, in part, the research enquiry to develop a community-led food policy 

for the hub, aiming to deepen the democratic culture with underlying values and decision-making 

structures being built from the bottom up (see section 4.5). 

WLHC is located in Haringey, which is the sixth most deprived borough in London and has stark 
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health inequality (Haringey Council 2019).  It is the fifth most ethnically diverse borough in 

England, with 190 languages being spoken; two-thirds of Haringey residents and 81% of the 

borough’s school children are from Black and Minority Ethnic (BAME) backgrounds (Haringey 

Council 2013). The Runnymede Trust found that Haringey was the second lowest performing 

borough in London for ethnic inequalities in 2016 (Elahi and Khan 2016). There is a large wealth 

discrepancy between its different areas, with more deprivation in the east of the borough, where the 

Wolves Lane site is located. Gentrification processes are observed in the borough, with property 

prices and rents increasing (Parikiaki 2019).  Haringey is home to a strong community-based 

politics; one political campaign successfully lobbied the borough to cancel a £2billion scheme called 

the Haringey Development Vehicle (HDV) in 2018, which campaigners said would provide 

inadequate affordable housing and contribute to social cleansing (Barnes 2018). An ongoing 16-year 

campaign aims to protect the only Latin Village in the UK – a vibrant market of 100% BAME 

tenants in Seven Sisters – that is under threat of demolition as part of Haringey Council’s 

redevelopment (Pueblito Piasa 2019). 

As the participatory food policy enquiry developed iteratively at WLHC, I worked closely and co-

facilitated the process with consortium management members Deirdre Woods and Yvonne Field 

(see chapter 4). As key collaborators I introduce them here with descriptions they wrote in a co-

written draft article about the process. Deirdre wrote: 

“Deirdre is a disabled womxn of mixed Caribbean heritage, born in Ladbroke 
Grove. A decolonial black Feminista, human rights action-ist and cook citizen 
who is committed to social justice particularly in the food system. She has over 
25 years experience in community and youth work, and alternative education. 
A resident of West London with family ties in Tottenham, she views herself as 
an outsider.” 

Yvonne wrote: 

“Yvonne is an older African Diaspora cis womanist of Jamaican parentage. A 
child of the Windrush generation, with 40 years of community based and 
organisational experience, she describes herself as a lifelong change agent, serial 
social entrepreneur, scholar activist, global citizen and a mother of a daughter. 
After six years residency she still views herself as a relatively new-comer to 
North London. Prior to moving to Tottenham, she was born and raised in 
Lewisham, South London.” 

Yvonne, Deirdre and I worked to make analysis and produce an article for publication, and also 

presented findings from the policy process at the Royal Geographic Society Annual International 

conference in September 2019. After one rejection by an academic journal of our co-written article, 

we are currently discussing how to publish this (October 2020). In writing up the methods and 

analysis for this thesis I have referred to the draft article so as to reflect the analysis made with co-
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researchers, as well as expanding on areas of my own analysis, that was not included in the article 

and has a different focus to this thesis. The thesis has been shared with Deirdre and Yvonne for 

feedback.  During the telling of how the WLHC enquiry developed I sometimes use the term ‘we’ 

in relation to decisions made, aims and values of the methods, and this describes the three of us in 

the ‘facilitation team’. Assertions of ‘we’ I have aimed to use based on previous collaborative 

writing and agreements with Yvonne and Deirdre, and use ‘I’ when presenting my own perspective 

so as not to misrepresent my co-facilitators. 

3.4 WLHC as a food hub ‘plus’ 

The food hub (FH) concept has emerged as part of a strategy to scale up local and regional food 

systems with the benefit that small and medium-scale farmers increase their market opportunities 

(Koch and Hamm 2015: 483). In the last few years food hubs have been seen to hold potential as 

an innovative enterprise concept that can partner community development approaches to meet 

increased demand for local food, encourage healthy communities, and develop sustainable food 

chains of exchange (Berti and Mulligan 2016). Blay-Palmer et al. 2013: 524) define food hubs as: 

“networks and intersections of grassroots, community-based organisations and 
individuals that work together to build increasingly socially just, economically 
robust and ecologically sound food systems that connect farmers with 
consumers as directly as possible.” 

There exists a diversity of models within this broad definition, but the basic function and common 

characteristic has been described as the role of a, “regional food aggregator and distributor” 

(Fischer et al. 2015), which takes on the co-ordination role of a “missing middle” to increase 

market efficiency and enable small producers to connect with large customers (Morley et al. 2008). 

Studies also highlight that food hubs look beyond purely distributive functions and engage in 

“sustainable food community development” approaches (Berti and Mulligan 2016).  These have 

been described as ‘plus’ elements that take into account social, economic and ecological 

dimensions, such as access to culturally-appropriate and healthy foods, deep democracy, and 

building community wealth and good jobs (Barham 2011, Fischer et al. 2015, Levkoe et al. 2018b). 

Wolves Lane Horticultural Centre (WLHC) aims to be a food hub ‘plus’, as seen in a blog 

announcing the project on Organiclea's website (2017):  

“A coalition evolved with a vision for turning the Wolves Lane site into a hub 
for community food enterprise, and preventing the loss of its extensive rare 
urban glasshouse infrastructure. The aim is for an initiative that grows and 
distributes sustainably produced food to local residents and businesses; engages 
a wide range of people in learning and skills activities, and health and well-
being benefits; establishes itself as a centre for promoting healthy eating; and 
offers space for community groups and social enterprises to run activities that 
benefit the community.” 
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With the glasshouses for food-growing, the packing house for Crop Drop’s local box-scheme, and 

the café area for shared meals and community cooking, the site brings different elements of the 

food chain under one (or many) glasshouse roof. The above description begins with a focus on 

food enterprise and the commercial distribution of foods grown at the hub. Crop Drop also buys 

food from organic food growers in the regions outside London, which brings a “regional food 

distributor” element. The latter stages of the description enter in the ‘plus’ of the food hub with 

health, education and well-being mentioned, and space for community-beneficial activities. As 

described in the activities of WLHC during the research period, the hub’s development of these 

characteristics have evolved to different degrees. 

Food hubs have become a common model in the local food movement in North America, where 

the concept was originally developed (Psarikidou et al. 2019, Prost 2019, Levkoe et al. 2018b, Hardy 

et al. 2016). There has been less interest from academics and policy-makers in Europe, and 

particularly in the UK, despite increased numbers of food hubs meaning that, “on the political side, 

specific policies, strategies, programmes and initiatives are missed” (Berti and Mulligan 2016). With 

data from a 2013 survey showing that 49% of food hubs used language about local food (Fischer et 

al. 2015), the food hub is an appropriate site to explore and understand how to break out of the 

‘local trap’ (see 2.4.3). Food hubs in the UK have been seen to reflect broader food movement 

dynamics raised by food justice perspectives, as they appear to be an elitist phenomenon mainly 

engaging affluent consumers, and struggle to address food inequalities (Psarikidou et al. 2019; 

Franklin, Newton, and McEntee 2011). At the same time research has highlighted that food hubs 

have the potential and opportunity to be a pivotal cog in increasing access to healthy foods for all 

(Fischer et al. 2015, Public Health Law Center 2012). 

The food hub, therefore, as well as being a place for engaging with the ‘local trap’, also provides a 

setting for experimenting with processes to understand deep and just food democracy that moves 

beyond elitist tendencies in food movements (see section 2.4). Food hubs have been described as 

having potential to be a “learning and innovation boundary organization” (Berti and Mulligan 

2016), where different stakeholders (i.e. producers, consumers, residents, schools) meet to explore 

the ‘missing middles’ between production/consumption and society/nature (Moragues-Faus and 

Marsden 2017). This is particularly suited to agroecology research on understanding food systems 

in a holistic way and on how different food processes inter-connect with making space for diálogo de 

saberes across different positionalities. 

In this chapter I have introduced background information to this thesis enquiry. I provided an 

outline of the territory of London as a site for UAGC, described the backstory of the two 

organisations featured in the research, and introduced literature on worker co-operatives and food 
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hubs as the organisational forms the research is set in. I have shown that the WC model has 

strategic potential to develop direct democracy and fair livelihoods as part of urban agroecology, 

and food hubs a pertinent site to explore limitations of the ‘local trap’ and ‘missionary complex’. In 

the next chapter, on the thesis’s methodology, I clarify objectives for the research in relation to the 

two interconnected enquiries at the two organisations. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

“Knowledge rooted in experience shapes what we value and as a 
consequence how we know what we know as well as how we use what we 

know” (hooks 2010) 

“As with all great things, it had no single inventor” Alfredo Molano (1997)1 

In this chapter I lay out the research approach and methods, with justification for these decisions. I 

begin by surmising the research objectives and sub-questions, based on the gaps in knowledge 

identified in chapter 2, and introduce how two interconnected enquiries set in the organisations 

outlined in chapter 2 respond to these in dialogue with one another (4.1). In 4.2 I assert that action 

research (AR) is an appropriate research approach for this enquiry into urban agroecology (UAGC) 

and present its key characteristics and critiques in connection with cognitive justice and the 

epistemological position of this thesis. I further situate this study’s methodology as building on a 

“transformative agroecological learning framework” (Anderson et al. 2018) in Europe with the 

enquiry’s aims of generating horizontalism and diálogo de saberes (DDS). Section 4.3 introduces 

considerations of validity and ethics concerning AR and how I aimed to build an ethic of care in 

the quality of the relationships that underpin the study. I reflect on my ‘insider’ position where the 

research has been mobilised from, and describe steps taken to acknowledge this in building 

transparency and rigour through the work. 

Having mapped the research approach (4.1-4.3) I provide an overview of the research methods and 

analysis of the dual enquiry in section 4.4 with diagrammatic representations of how the research 

reflects the AR commitment of, “making the road while walking” (Rajesh Tandon as cited in Wicks 

et al. n.d.). The two iterative organisational processes are detailed separately in 4.5 (Wolves Lane 

Horticultural Centre [WLHC]) and 4.6 (London Grown Workers Co-operative [LGWC]) as to how 

they emerged, why they were chosen and who was involved in what ways. These latter sections aim 

to build rigour into the study so as to be, “aware [of] one’s choices, and to make those choices 

clear, transparent, articulate, to yourselves, to your inquiry partners, and, when you start writing and 

presenting, to the wider world” (Reason and Bradbury 2008). 

1 Molano was speaking at the World Congress on Participatory Convergence in Knowledge in 

Cartagena, Colombia. 

88 



  

 

      

      

  

       

  

 

         

    

               

          

                

  

                

     

             

  

 

     

    

    

       

      

       

  

     

         

    

     

       

    

4.1 Research objectives and two interconnected enquiries 

In Chapter 2 I highlighted deep food democracy as a critical feature in evolving agroecology from 

the city. This is expressed in the overarching aim of this thesis: To develop understandings of 

urban agroecology with a focus on deep food democracy and how this relates with tensions of 

trying to exist in a neoliberal city. The research question related to this is: How can urban agroecology 

cultivate food democracy as a central tenet whilst surviving and thriving in the neoliberal city? 

Connected to the overarching aim are three objectives that reflect the three areas highlighted in 

chapter 2 as prescient in exploring UAGC, namely: organisational structure, policy creation, and 

financial viability. The research objectives are: 

1. To explore with co-workers our individual and collective learnings in developing a workers’ 

co-operative as an elevating organisational structure for urban agroecology 

2. To develop understanding of how urban agroecology can be viable in a neoliberal city 

economy 

3. To co-produce a just democratic process in shaping foundational principles of a food hub 

with urban agroecological intentions 

The sub-questions of the thesis as connected to the above evolved as: 

1. Is a worker’s co-operative an elevating model in developing urban agroecology towards 

food democracy? 

2. How can political urban agroecological initiatives be viable in the neoliberal city? 

3. How can a food hub develop urban agroecology with a central tenet of food democracy? 

The research project is split into two processes; firstly an evaluation of the experiences of a young 

agroecological workers’ co-operative (LGWC) based at two sites, Pasteur Gardens (PG) and 

Wolves Lane Horticultural Centre (WLHC); and secondly the development of a participatory food 

policy process, specifically at WLHC, where an organisational consortium aimed to develop an 

agroecological food hub. The first process enables insight into a predominately food-producing 

agroecological organisation, and the latter a more integrative food approach including food production, 

food distribution and food preparation. The two processes offer opportunity for learning around urban 

agroecology at different scales and types of agroecological organisation, LGWC being a collective 

of agroecological workers and educators, and WLHC a consortium of groups bringing different 

skill-sets, volunteer groups, organisational aims and activities under one (mainly glasshouse) roof. 

The two enquiries therefore enable the evolution of urban agroecology with valuable dialogues: 
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“Amongst food producers with different positionings and perspectives; 
Between food producers and other actors in the food system (especially food 
consumers); Between food producers and formal education and research 
institutions” (Anderson et al 2018). 

Through discussions with colleagues within the two organisations, as to what would be useful 

research, two distinct enquiries (outlined in 4.5 and 4.6) iteratively emerged, with different 

weightings in contributing to the above objectives. The WLHC enquiry focuses on policy creation 

with elements of a transformative agroecological learning framework (see 2.2.1 and 4.2.1), and the 

LGWC enquiry focuses on organisational type, in this case a workers’ co-operative, and financial 

viability. In keeping with a holistic approach central to agroecology these different dimensional 

learnings are interconnected; for example, the knowledge on financial viability in the LGWC 

enquiry speaks to how to generate a deep and just democratic process at WLHC, while the 

procedural learnings of developing a food policy at a food hub also informs organisational structure 

explored through a workers’ co-op. Discussions between the two organisational enquiries were not 

just carried by myself, since LGWC member J and some LGWC volunteers were also involved in 

WLHC workshops. Fundamentally these dialogic crossovers forge new knowledge to the overall 

research question concerning the development of urban agroecology with food democracy in the 

neoliberal city- and are referred to in chapters 5 and 6 and synthesised in chapter 7. In terms of an 

appropriate pedagogical approach to answer the research questions I now introduce action research 

(AR) as a way to support steering agroecology from within towards political qualities within a 

Western European context (see section 2.2.1). 

4.2 Action research approach and epistemological position 

Agroecological social movements have made clear assertions about the way agroecological learning 

and knowledge functions such as in the declaration of the International Forum on Agroecology 

(Nyeleni 2015): 

“Our learning processes are horizontal and peer-to-peer, based on popular 
education. They take place in our own training centers and territories (farmers 
teach farmers, fishers teach fishers, etc.), and are also inter-generational, with 
exchange of knowledge between youth and elders.” 

Agroecology calls for the democratisation of knowledge and learning (Pimbert 2018) and embodies 

horizontalism as prefiguration for social change (Sitrin 2006), thus creating a necessary connection 

between agroecology with collective learning and co-creation of knowledge (Coolsaet 2016). Action 

research is embedded with principles of participation, practice, democratic learning, lived 

experience and social justice (outlined in the paragraphs below), and is therefore well suited to 

agroecological research. AR is commonly used in research on political agroecology, and as is the 

case in this thesis, “political agroecology and urban political agroecology are taking shape at the 
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crossroads between scholar activism and urban movements” (Deh-Tor 2017: 9). 

Action research is a “family of practices of living inquiry” (Reason and Bradbury 2008) and is 

essentially: 

“a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing practical 
knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes … It seeks to bring 
together action and reflection, theory and practice, in participation with others, 
in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing concern to people, and 
more generally the flourishing of individual persons and their communities” 
(Reason and Bradbury 2001: 1). 

AR surfaced from a mosaic of knowledge and praxes fields reflecting its complex history and 

multiple forms (Brydon-Miller et al. 2003) and providing a broad scope of strategies with a host of 

roles for action researchers (Levin 2008). Participatory and action research developed in the 

majority world in the 1970s (Fals Borda 2001, People’s Knowledge Editorial Collective 2016b, 

Lykes and Mallona 2008) as the ground was prepared for new research approaches by, “critiques of 

the colonial scholarship, imperialistic history, and continuing neo-colonialist presence” (Swantz 

2008). Reason and Bradbury (2008) outline a core aim of action research as contributing, “to the 

ongoing revisioning of the West mindset – to add impetus to the movement away from a 

modernist worldview based on positivist philosophy.” A key influence on AR is the work of Paolo 

Freire in Latin America, who challenged academic knowledge practices and the “banking system” 

of education whereby students consume and memorise information given them to by their teachers 

(hooks 1994). Freire’s critical pedagogy calls for a process of conscientizacao (conscientization) 

(Freire 1975) where learners collectively engage in critical self-inquiry in developing confidence and 

capability to answer one’s own questions (Rahman 2004). This process entails building critical 

consciousness, “to perceive social, political, and economic contradictions” (Freire 1975). Central to 

action research, therefore, is the principle that knowledge generates power and peoples’ (lived) 

knowledge is central to social change (Fals Borda and Rahman 1991), especially in the case of 

historically marginalised groups (Torre & Fine 2006). Importantly, AR questions power hierarchies 

with the goal of socioeconomic justice (Fals Borda 1979) through emancipation, empowerment and 

participatory democracy (Grant et al. 2008). 

Like agroecology, AR approaches social justice as both epistemic and political projects sharing a 

foundational principle that, “for there to be social justice there must be cognitive justice” (Santos 

2016). Building on the aforementioned qualities of agroecology in challenging colonial knowledge 

systems (in section 2.2), I agree that, “all knowledge is forged in histories that are played out in the 

field of social antagonisms” (MacLaren 1996 cited in hooks 1994). Vandana Shiva (2016) asserts a 

relational perspective to knowledge that is present in agroecology and action research when she 

says: 
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“We live in a world of relationships. We are not isolated atoms, fragmented 
and alone. We are not separate from nature. This is an illusion of the Cartesian, 
Newtonian, mechanistic paradigm which created and dominated the intellectual 
architecture of the industrial revolution.” 

This reflects how since the fifteenth century science and research have been connected with the 

violent extractive model of Euro-centric colonialism, as, “new sciences intended to establish the 

natural foundations of racist, sexist, and class social order were coproduced in both the colonized 

and the colonizing societies” (Harding 2017: 628 referencing Lugones 2009). Consequentially 

traditional, lived and indigenous epistemologies have been systematically marginalised by a Euro-

centric knowledge monopoly (Wakeford et al. 2015). This has been described as “epistemic 

injustice” (Fricker 2007), and “epistemicide” (Santos 2016), with Visvanathan (2006) calling 

challenges to these dominant knowledge hierarchies “cognitive justice”. 

One way AR engages in critical pedagogies to challenge epistemic justice is by upholding multiple 

‘ways of knowing’ (Belenkey et al. 1986) in approaching knowledge as being embodied and 

experiential (Reason and Bradbury 2008), relational (Gaztambide-Fernández 2012), in memory 

(Vercauteren 2011), and emotional (Jaggar 1989). In asserting multiple ways of knowing, AR 

integrates theory and practice, scholarship and activism (Gayá Wicks et al. 2008) as an important 

step in coalescing the disembodied halves, as, “the blindness of theory renders practice invisible or 

undertheorized, whereas the blindness of practice renders theory irrelevant” (Santos 2016). As 

hooks (1994: 61) points out, “theory is not inherently healing, liberatory, or revolutionary”, and can 

only be directed so when there is action and informed reflection in the world to change it – namely 

praxis (Freire 1972). Critically, therefore, action research embodies a way of “world-making” 

through action by people themselves that can include outside researchers (Gergen and Gergen 

2008, Rahman 2008), taking the view that the world can only be understood by endeavouring to 

change it (Brydon-Miller et al. 2003). This element of AR has been related to Kurt Lewin’s 

assertion, in the 1940s, of, “No action without research; no research without action” (Adelman 

1993). Action research, therefore, emphasises the assembly of ‘situated knowledge’ (Haraway 1991) 

starting with everyday experience (Reason and Bradbury 2008) as a place to understand broader 

political and global processes (Katz 2004). 

Participation is also key feature of socially just knowledge-building. Participation is political as it 

asserts people’s right and ability to be involved in decisions in creating knowledge about themselves 

that effects their lives (Reason 2005). The dissembling and blurring of hierarchical research roles of 

the ‘researcher’ and the ‘researched’ (Kindon et al. 2007) means that ideally collaborators should be 

integral in all elements of action inquiries including the “questioning and sensemaking”; not doing 

so limits the emancipatory qualities of collective possibilities risking co-option (Reason and 

Bradbury 2008) and re-inscription of marginalising certain groups (Wakeford et al. 2008). Fals 
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Borda (1988), describing early characteristics of what is now called Participatory Action Research 

(PAR), highlights how ownership of research shifts through ‘subject–subject’ alliances with outside 

researchers as all participants develop self-reliant political reasoning. This co-enquiry aspect of action 

research with community groups and social movements initiated by academic researchers or 

otherwise entails “ongoing acts of solidarity” (Kemmis et al. 2014, Anderson and McLachlan 2016). 

In summary, AR centres lived experience, practical action, multiple ways of knowing, and 

participation in aiming for cognitive justice as essential for social justice in the wake of, “the failure 

of the European system of ‘post-enlightenment’ science” (Wakeford 2017). While AR endorses 

that knowledge is socially-constructed (Brydon-Miller et al. 2003), challenging objective science’s 

‘conquering gaze from nowhere’ (Haraway 1988), its centring of situated knowledge within social 

power dynamics means that it also aims to move beyond relativism, which, “is a way of being 

nowhere while claiming to be everywhere equally” as the “perfect mirror twin” to universalism’s 

“god trick” (Haraway 1988). This approach on the other side of modernity’s binary thinking engages 

organically with ontology, knowledge, power and politics, and can be seen immersed in Santos’ 

(2016) ecologies of knowledges which, “focuses on the relations among knowledges, on the hierarchies 

and powers emerging among them”. In advocating for this perspective Santos (2016: 220) asserts 

that: 

“To acknowledge the relativity of cultures does not imply the adoption of 
relativism as a philosophical stance. It does imply, however, the conception of 
abstract universalism as a Western peculiarity whose idea of supremacy of the 
interests that sustain it.” 

A final consideration in this section is the relationship of the epistemologies rooted in action 

research with how these shape contributions to knowledge in this thesis. Traditionally in western 

science, theory is made in making a knowledge claim beyond the bounds of a situation or case out 

of which it surfaced (Gustavsen et al. 2008) while AR (and agroecology) centres local knowledge as 

‘situated’ in its social context (Haraway 1988) and aims to integrate diverging experiences into 

illuminating narratives which are necessarily formed from the specificities of origin (i.e. place, life 

history of co-enquirers) (Gayá Wicks et al. 2008). At the same time, since the ‘local’ is 

“constitutively global” (Katz 2001), action research must necessarily engage with social, historical 

and economic analysis beyond its locality so that meaningful solutions can be tested in response to 

social issues (Herr and Anderson 2005). The bind here is that sometimes in AR the influence of the 

knowledge generated is limited to the group of people involved as a contribution to human practice 

(Gustavsen et al. 2008) whilst social structures and hegemonies that create and maintain social 

injustices remain. 

This tension in AR linked to knowledge, power and scale of social transformation effectively 

touches on the ‘theory of change’ underlying this thesis and how learnings within it might 
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contribute to social change. With this in mind I share the process and learnings of the enquiries, 

acknowledging the straw-man of positivism and that, “to reach out in society it is necessary to 

travel a far more complex road” and aim instead to contribute to a ‘slow constructivism’ 

(Gustavsen et al 2008). Thus, I emphasise the agency of local actors to generate knowledge based in 

their own contexts and consider external cases as a source of ideas. To this extent, while there is 

responsibility to share learnings in places of knowledge exchange beyond the local context, the way 

in which these may be translated and integrated into new contexts may be different from place to 

place, given local conditions – as is the case in this thesis which reflexively applies principles of 

political agroecology in the context of London, UK. Networks and social movements have been 

identified as rich places to bring together different local knowledges (Anderson et al. 2017). This 

approach of ‘slow constructivism’ through networked ‘places’ has correlation with brown’s (2017) 

writing on ‘emergent strategy’. The author (brown 2017: 45) refers to a fern in relation to scale and 

knowledge: 

“Ferns are a form of fractal. A fractal is an object or quantity that displays 
similarity, which means it looks roughly the same at any scale. Small-scale 
solutions impact the whole system. Use similar principles to build at all scales.” 

The quote highlights how local-based learning can influence scales beyond itself without falling into 

universalisations, by observing the relations of different scales and how principles can move beyond 

locality with, as I interpret, a tacit acceptance that these principles in moving have different 

ramifications and actions in diverging ‘situated’ contexts. This can lead to different textures and 

strategies across social movements that come together around core values, as in the agroecology 

movement. Therefore, in considering how the narratives, reflections and perspectives of this thesis 

relate to new knowledges I aim to highlight fractal learnings that are in dialogue with broader social 

dynamics and may be applied in new local contexts across scales in evolving urban agroecology 

through praxis. This discussion of the qualities of AR and understanding of knowledge makes up 

this thesis’ epistemological position. I now turn to critiques of action research in building a deeper 

understanding of the research approach. 

4.2.1 Critiques of action research, dialogue and a transformative agroecological 
learning framework 

Scholars have described participatory research as tyrannical in homogenising communities’ 

experiences with a universal conception of participation and harmfully hollow in claims of 

community control of research (Cooke and Kathari 2001). Terms such as ‘participatory’ and 

‘empowerment’ integral to action research have been found to be used in watered-down initiatives 

(Cornwall and Brock 2005) that generate emancipatory tokenism (Greenwood 2002), and leave 

“underlying structural issues of colonial power, patriarchy and positivist modernity” unchallenged 
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(The People’s Knowledge Editorial Collective 2016). One way that processes gloss over power 

relations and reinscribe dominant ways of knowing in the name of transformation (Gaventa and 

Cornwall 2008: 180) are conservative and liberal models of multiculturalism. These conceptions 

disavow critical understandings of structural power, which Santos (2016) describes as “new forms 

of cultural imperialism”, and hooks (1996) summarises as a: 

“comforting “melting pot” idea of cultural diversity, the rainbow coalition 
where we would all be grouped together in our difference, but everyone 
wearing the same have-a-nice-day smile. This was the stuff of colonizing 
fantasy, a perversion of the progressive vision of cultural diversity.” 

Further to this, early forms of popular education and action research have been challenged for 

lacking critical analysis of the complex relations of oppressions between colonialism, racism and 

gender (Lykes and Mallona 2008). This is seen of Freire’s work with a blanket term of “the 

oppressed”, which has been constructively critiqued for subsuming, “women into his male 

assumptions about oppression from a class perspective” (Ledwith 2015: 91) and generating 

essentialised discourses of “the poor” and “women” (Cooke and Kathari 2001, Maguire 2001). 

Critical feminist pedagogies that acknowledge people’s different experiences in relation to race, 

class, gender, sexuality, for instance, considering structural oppression (Weiler 1994) has evolved 

AR to engage with more complex understandings such as that outlined in “intersectionality” 

(Collins and Bilge 2016) which focuses on the intersection of gender and racial oppressions within a 

“matrix of domination”. Freire’s pedagogical work has also received critical feedback from scholars 

in the suggestion that it was tailored towards a selection of “liberated pedagogues” to develop 

education initiatives working with oppressed peoples, thus securing dependency on the role of 

external change agent and curbing autonomous transformations (Esteva et al. 2005). 

These critiques of participatory modes of research highlight the importance of making visible, 

acknowledging and engaging with power dynamics in order that they can be collectively navigated 

(Levkoe et al. 2018a, Kesby 2005) towards transformative social relations and knowledges. hooks 

(1996: 131) highlights the transformative potential of dialogue in learning practices when educators 

of different kinds begin to “cross boundaries” that, “may or may not be erected by race, gender, 

class, professional standing, and a host of other differences.” In terms of where dialogues across 

different positionalities may be dynamic, Santos (2016: 212) points to social movements as, 

“contact zones … in which different cultural life worlds meet, mediate, negotiate and clash [emphasis 

added]” engendering reciprocity in cross-cultural sharing of knowledges and practices, “with the 

purpose of strengthening the struggles against capitalism, colonialism, and patriarchy.” This idea 

that collaboration includes conflict which cannot always be easily resolved (Isenberg et al. 2004), 

relates to aforementioned approaches to (deep) food democracy where, “politics is the arena in 

which we deal with disagreements over values. Such conflict is not something to shy away from; 
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conflict leads to change” (Hassanein's 2003: 79). In orientating the enquiry into urban agroecology 

through action research the vitality of dialogue on power in participatory research echoes the earlier 

identification of diálogo de saberes (DDS) as critically important in the development of agroecology in 

working towards social justice (in section 2.2). Considering this, this thesis aimed to generate 

dialogic spaces with the view that dialogue holds potential to be an active place where knowledge, 

culture and identities become ‘verbs’ (Bhabha 1994) and maintains peoples’, “right to be different 

because they are equals” (Mignolo 2000: 311). 

In terms of “steering [agroecology] from within” (Anderson et al. 2019) towards its political roots 

in a Western European context, Anderson et al. (2018) include DDS as a key feature of a 

‘transformative agroecological learning framework’ (aforementioned in section 2.2.1). The 

framework developed through action research with European agroecology practitioners (see Figure 

14) is rooted in four pillars of: diálogo de saberes; horizontal learning; combining the political with the 

practical; and building and strengthening networks (orange), which supports and connects with the 

elements of the political project of food sovereignty (yellow) (Anderson et al. 2018). This critical 

pedagogy approach mirrors action research epistemologies. 

Figure 14: A framework for transformative agroecology learning in Europe (Anderson et al. 2018) 

One reflection on the framework is to suggest that the political yellow section includes political 

agroecology, rather than becoming purely the realm of food sovereignty and divorcing the political 

from agroecology. I suggest this in the spirit of conceiving and connecting the practical with the 

political – rather than doing the practical learning of agroecology and/or the politics of food 
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sovereignty – as agroecology is a political project (see section 2.1). The WLHC enquiry and research 

objective 3 (see section 4.1) particularly speak to the evolution of the transformative agroecological 

learning framework and steering from within through an experiment in participatory governance 

(Anderson et al. 2019) by co-producing food policy at a food hub with praxis engaging the four 

pillars. With engagement of a wide diversity of actors in democratic learning spaces (Anderson et 

al. 2018) this thesis builds on a transformative agroecological learning framework with adaption in 

the territory of London. The learning tools and details of this process is outlined in section 4.5 and 

discussed in chapter 5. 

With action research being “unpredictable, exploratory and relational” in nature, as a non-linear 

form of enquiry (Kindon et al. 2007), and at times, “a messy, difficult and partial, yet exciting and 

entirely necessary, process of transformation” (Anderson and McLachlan 2016), I now turn to 

considerations of validity, positionality and ethics concerning the praxis, so as to evaluate this 

thesis’ methodology. 

4.3 Validity, positionality and ethics 

As with qualitative methodologies, the use of different techniques in AR can strengthen validity as 

findings are overlaid in analysis (Hemming 2008), and the combination of separate methods 

enhances rigour for the whole study (Herr and Anderson 2005). In its challenge to rational 

universality of positivism, and ultimately as a different paradigm, AR demands different values in 

evaluating knowledge validity and scope (objectivity in the case of positivism). Measures of validity 

and quality in action research also emphasise the co-operative character of collaborative 

relationships in understanding significance and ambition of the study (Reason and Bradbury 2008). 

This approach evaluates ‘truth’ as a concern of internal consensus and “dialogical argumentation”, 

rather than external authentication (Moser 1980), pushing for a research cultural shift from “validity 

as policing toward ‘incitement to dialogue’” (Lather 2001). This connects to understandings of 

validity as catalytic, which centres the action research principles of participation and ownership 

whereby all parties are involved in all stages of an enquiry and develop critical consciousness, thus 

building democratic validity (Lorenzetti and Walsh 2014, Herr and Anderson 2005). This 

conception of democratic validity is particularly relevant in generating deep food democracy. 

Having personally had mixed experiences with researchers over the years working with groups I 

was involved in, where on occasion time and information were taken with promises of sharing 

research content falling fallow, I strongly felt it important that the research benefitted the 

organisations it was set within if there was capacity and interest for this (Tax 1975). This meant 

within a PhD timetable and evolution of key research aims and questions, that I maintained a 

flexible approach that prioritised social equity and reciprocation (Sbicca 2015). This practical step 
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of member-checking (Lincoln and Guba 1985) and openness to the direction of the research meant 

that there was catalytic validity, particularly in the early and middle stages of the research. 

Participatory analysis of the content generated occurred to varying degrees, with integrating analysis 

into methods and co-presenting at an academic conference, for example (detailed in sections 4.5 

and 4.6). Despite these efforts, the latter more heavily analytical stages of the enquiry were 

comparatively lighter in democratic quality, and hence validity. The time required to write up the 

research into this document is a barrier to catalytic validity, and something I reflect on further as 

part of recommendations in chapter 7 as to how to shift the solo nature of the PhD framework to 

encompass action research sensibilities. Due to the relational nature of catalytic validity in building 

knowledge constructions, research ethics have a strong role to play in this. 

Whilst the PhD process followed Coventry University ethical guidelines and peer-reviewed 

approval process, the nature of action research working towards social justice meant there were 

further ethical values I tried to anchor in the work, prioritising relationships to evolve trust and 

care. With multi-dimensional power relations linked to disparities subjectivities (Badwall 2016), I 

tried to work towards an ‘ethic of care’ in how relations developed in the enquiries (Denzin 2003: 

122), with guiding principles of attentiveness, responsibility, competence, responsiveness and solidarity 

(Brannelly 2016: 5). Interestingly, through the WLHC process core principles emerged in regard to 

the food policy that linked to an ‘ethic of care’, such as respect for people’s knowledges and 

experiences (see Chapter 5) – a basic value underlying AR (Brydon-Miller et al. 2003: 15). In 

reflection on disproportional power embedded in processes of representation and on how everyday 

experiences are shaped into knowledge (Katz 1994), I have tried to share diverging expressions of 

experiences in the thesis without manipulation from transcripts, refer to co-writing with colleagues 

and organisational documents, and for colleagues to write descriptions to identify their own 

representations. One key ethical consideration is that the analytical themes and experiences inside 

the organisations brought to light in this thesis were consented to by my organisational colleagues, 

so that there was opportunity to act on them before being published as ‘oppositionally new’ in 

academic discourses (Bradley and Herrera 2016: 103). This has meant that drafts of the thesis have 

been shared for feedback, for instance. One technique for deepening awareness of power in 

relation to knowledge production is reflexivity on the part of a researcher. 

4.3.1 Reflexivity and insider positionality 

Reflexivity is an ongoing process of critical introspection of the self that aids researchers to 

comprehend their role in a learning project and vice versa (Lipp 2007, Bauder and Sharpe 2000). 

Reflexivity is an essential element of any researcher role (Liamputtong 2008), particularly when 

arguing that all research and knowledge is ‘situated’ and requires engagement from researchers with 

where, how and why they are positioned in a study project (Frankenberg 2004). In this sense 
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researchers have responsibility in exploring their own subjectivity and clarity in their values and power 

(Grant et al. 2008). Positionality as understood with reflexivity is, “one’s position in the 

organisational or social hierarchy and one’s position of power vis-à-vis other stakeholders inside 

and outside the setting” (Herr and Anderson 2005: 41). Bettez (2014) expands on Puar's writing 

(2007) in applying “assemblage” to describe a compilation of subject-positions framing fractional 

and continually becoming positionalities; asserting that self-inquiry into these can lessen potential 

inclinations to essentialise ourselves and other people in relation to oppressive structures. In 

warning to overly relying on reflexivity, Rose (1997) argues that in geographers assuming validity 

through reflexivity, they resort to new forms of ‘god-trick’ (Haraway 1991) in smudged objective 

knowledge claims. Rather, in acknowledging Bettez’s (2014) assemblages of positions that are 

constituted in inter-relations and power hierarchies this finds the researcher ‘dancing’ but mostly 

‘stumbling’ between roles (Holtom 2015) in shifting power, perspectives and positionalities. 

Herr and Anderson (2005) write that a “continuum of positionality” of insider/outsider is useful to 

evaluate relations between research participants/community members and the action researcher 

who is arriving at communities and/or organisations. As I am part of the organisations in which the 

knowledge processes occur, this would assume an insider perspective; certainly the research speaks 

to this position, through my having pre-existing experience of the setting, being committed to the 

wellbeing and flourishing of the organisations, and having existing relationships with my colleagues. 

This positionality and associated perspectives and power would be different for a researcher who 

was not involved in running the organisations to approach members to be part of a research 

project. Certainly, one consideration would be trust, although not assumed with colleagues because I 

am an organisational insider, but certainly something I would suggest had a factor as I have known 

many of them for years and consider them friends as well as people I work with. In this sense, with 

reference to Pulido (2008: 342) description of the commitment on the part of academics to “talk-

plus-walk” in researchers’ developing mutualism with the community members, I was already walking 

to the extent that I was embedded in the work of the organisations before the PhD. This does not 

mean, however, that I could kick back rest on my laurels and assume the research was in interest to 

my peers as I was one of them, thus homogenising the inside, rather this dynamic threw up new 

considerations for reflection as my identity and role shifted in relationship with the academy and 

ultimately a personal qualification. 

In regard to a constant tension between my role as a practitioner (activist) and as a PhD researcher 

(Pulido 2008) my feelings of outsider in academic settings softened through the four years, with 

early stumblings to understand academic journals, whilst I was also aware that the time, funding 

and support the PhD offered was in part outside the organisations and spaces of which the research 

and my usual life was situated. I certainly agree that being an insider is not a fixed state of being as 
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subjectivities relocate and are fluid and move with the development of the study (West et al. 2013, 

Griffith 1998). This is reflected in that: 

“action research dissertations are often done by organisational insiders who see 
it as a way to deepen their own reflection on practice toward problem solving 
… in such cases, the researcher and the practitioner may be one and the same [emphasis 
added]” (Herr and Anderson 2005). 

In the action-reflection cycles concerning LGWC, as a co-operative member my positionality is 

focused on “insider in collaboration with other insiders” as the study aims to reflect on mine and 

colleagues’ experiences as worker-owners setting up a new agroecological enterprise (objectives 1 

and 2). Through the research process’s cycles at WLHC my positionality moved from “insider in 

collaboration with other insiders”, in primarily working with colleagues at the centre, and also 

“insiders in collaboration with outsiders” as members of the public new to the centre were involved 

in popular education exercises that I facilitated as part of an insider team (objective 3). 

This perspective of ‘insider’ is especially from an organisational sense, and as a participant in 

broader food movements, in considering insider research as, “that which is conducted within a 

social group, organization or culture of which the researcher is also a member” (Greene 2014: 1). 

The continuum of insider-outsider becomes more complex in considerations of who is the ‘local 

community’ around the sites where the organisations are based. For instance, members of the local 

community who participated in the workshops around WLHC may not be have been involved in 

the weekly organisational activities of the site, and in this sense are ‘outsiders’, whilst ‘insiders’ to 

the local area. In terms of objective 3, and developing a people’s food policy at WLHC, the aim was 

to make space where divides of insider-outsider were shifted, as trust, care and respect were built in 

new relationships through designing the food policy. Although I had lived in London most of my 

life and had previously worked in the area around the two sites (PG and WLHC), I was a 

comparative outsider as I had moved to live in the area relatively recently in 2016; this shifted as I 

built relations and got to know the area better. 

Overall, compared to more traditional AR approaches, where external change agents engage 

insiders in collective enquiries (Herr and Anderson 2005), this thesis is born from tacit knowledge 

of a setting from the perspective of an organisational insider with a desire for the research, “to 

make a contribution to their own setting … and bring about organisational change” (Herr and 

Anderson 2005 referencing Anderson and Jones 2000). This is highlighted for instance with my 

knowledge of the WLHC management consortium wanting to develop a food policy by being part 

of the group, and with my participation in the setting up of London Grown Workers’ Co-operative. 

Benefits to insider research include; being close to the ‘sticky materiality’ of everyday interactions in 

which global neoliberalism is constructed (Tsing 2005), ability to engage with avenues of enquiry 

which are inaccessible to outsider researchers based on tacit knowledge (Oliver 2010), and 
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achieving greater depth in learnings as participants can be more frank thanks to their feelings of 

shared experience (Corbin Dwyer and Buckle 2009). Existing relationships between an insider 

researcher and participants build personal knowledge for understanding, “the cognitive, emotional, 

and/or psychological precepts of participants” in a way that outsider researchers may not 

understand (Chavez 2008: 481). And Rooney (2005) asserts that these elements of insider research 

enhance validity of study. With previous studies on food democracy light on insider research 

particularly in the UK, and the need for empirical research to evolve urban agroecology (as 

highlighted in chapter 2) the insider perspective this thesis offers supports new knowledge 

generation. 

The closeness of insiderness, however, has led to warnings of knowledge distortion (Sprague 2005) 

and becoming entangled in the partial and changeable nature of insiderness (O’ Connor 2004). This 

insider captivation can mean insider researchers discount perspectives and features of a situation 

because of their intimacy and familiarity (Oliver 2010), which an outsider observer may perceive 

more clearly. In response to this, alongside the aforementioned steps to build democratic validity in 

the study to integrate heterogenous perspectives in the shaping and content of the research, I have 

engaged with critical friends and the supervisor team to discuss problem-solving and get feedback 

on research decisions from more external parties. 

Further to considerations of insider-outsider is my social positionality. In a draft article with co-

researchers of the WLHC enquiry we shared and later discussed short descriptions of who we were 

as individuals coming to the research. In this I wrote: “Rob is a white, cis-male, gardener, ‘plastic 

paddy’, Saturday footballer, PhD student, community practitioner, born in Croydon, South London 

into working-class and middle-class family backgrounds. He has worked and volunteered in social 

justice movements, creative youth programmes, and community-based projects for over 15 years. 

A resident in North-East London for three years and has worked in the area for seven years” 

(Field, Woods and Logan 2019, personal communication). I have had material opportunities that I 

would associate as middle-class (i.e. some financial support to complete a degree) and through the 

years have reflected on connections of class identities in relation to roles in manual, service and 

journalistic work, housing status, family background with different values, codes and cultures and 

how these are passed on generationally. I recognise as important the different lessons and 

experiences around class and ethnicity from growing up close with Irish diaspora family. With 

increasingly complex considerations of class around labour, income and cost of living generating 

multiple class identities for people (Dorling 2014), I reflect that these tensions in my own identities 

and values I can find motivating as to engage, listen, learn, reflect, participate and take action 

towards just and equitable social dynamics. 

As the power structure underlying social order can be seen as, “imperialist white supremacist 
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capitalist patriarchy’ (hooks 1994), the inequitable social constructions of race and gender for 

example enable me with unearnt advantage (Diangelo 2019). So, in working in community and 

agroecology spaces that face inequitable distribution of resources and raise questions of 

neoliberalism’s inequity and exploitation around land and food, I acknowledge within this I have 

blind spots in experience and how oppression manifests. In finding ways to engage with this I feel 

that Scrap (as cited in hooks 1994) highlights a beginning of reflexivity – with ‘classroom’ 

applicable to different social situations – when he says, “as a white university teacher in his thirties, 

I’m profoundly aware of my presence in the classroom as well, given the history of the male body, 

and of the male teacher. I need to be sensitive to and critical of my presence in the history that has 

led me there.” 

In this sense I am motivated in forming mutually supportive, caring and solidaristic relations, and 

through this action research PhD have engaged in different approaches, considering catalytic 

validity, ethics, and reflexivity, aiming to: 

• Acknowledge and reflect when I do not know and consciously try to practice 

listening with ‘raw openness’ (Keating 2007) as a key feature of PAR 

• Reflect, be in touch with, and share personal experiences developed through the 

PhD and previous years when relevant in co-learning processes 

• Collaborate on the direction of the research through the process 

• Design with capacity of colleagues 

• Direct use of resources (time, money, materials) transparently with groups 

• Discuss ways that the research is communicated and work in collaboration if 

capacity to create these 

• Engage in equitable distribution of different forms of labour 

• Share all research content with colleagues i.e. interview transcripts, photographs, 

wordles 

• Write up the enquiries in this thesis to reflect the divergent perspectives expressed 

with full quotes and that drafts are shared for feedback with co-enquirers 

Finally, with the complexities of positionality, power and knowledge, Light et al. (2011), I feel, offer 

some good advice, when suggesting, “get involved, be flexible, make friends, stay honest, choose 

sides (selectively), muck in and deliver.” Having outlined the research approach in sections 4.1-4.3 I 

now give more detail on how the dual enquiry developed and why different methods and analysis 

were chosen. 
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4.4 Overview of research activities and data collection 

A combination of eight different participatory and qualitative methods were used (see Figure 15 

and Table 1 overleaf) across the two enquiries. Through the research period I engaged with 67 

people, in different kinds of interactions from participating in a community mapping exercise at a 

public market, to reflecting on photographs taken by participants on food themes, to taking more 

of a co-researcher role in designing and facilitating workshops. These roles and relationships are 

clarified in the next sections. A ‘scoping period’ was completed between August 2017 and May 

2018 when I reflected on developments in the organisations as to potential action research and 

discussed opportunities and suitable processes with colleagues. This included meeting up with 

colleagues outside work time to talk through options and dynamics related to insider PhD research. 

I include myself as a participant in Table 1, as a member of the organisation and since I contributed 

to discussions and method inputs. The methods include, for example, three focus group sessions 

integrating creative popular education techniques, three two-hour analytical interviews with LGWC 

co-op members, and analysis of 70 LGWC organisational documents. At WLHC the methods of 

the cookery workshop, graphic harvest and photovoice were integrated into focus groups that 

functioned as ‘workshops’ to develop collective food principles for the community food hub. I 

have included these as separate methods to a ‘focus group’, since they reflect the intention behind 

the process to facilitate space that engaged with people’s different ways of knowing and learning, 

were designed with participants’ input, and were creative processes in their own right. 
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Key: Green = WLHC, Blue = LGWC, Red = both WLHC and LGWC 

Figure 15: Map of iteratively developed methods through the research period 
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No. Dates Research 
Process 

Method Materials for analysis No. of 
participants 

1 August 2017 – May 2019 WLHC and 
LGWC 

(Auto) ethnography 71 journal entries 1 (myself) 

2 August 2018 – October 2018 WLHC Photovoice Over 100 photographs, photograph maps 12+ 

3 September 2018 LGWC Mobile Focus group Notes, photographs 4 

4 October 2018 WLHC Focus group Audio recordings, graphic harvest, notes 15 

5 October 2018 WLHC Graphic Harvest Graphic harvest 1 (artist) 

6 December 2018 WLHC Community map Community map, flipchart thought showers 23 

7 February-April 2019 LGWC Document analysis 76 documents 1 (myself) 

8 April 2019 WLHC Cookery workshop Photographs, audio recording, food 21 

9 April 2019 WLHC Focus group Photographs, audio recording, notes 21 

10 April 2019 – May 2019 LGWC (Analytic) Interviews Audio recordings 4 

Table 1: Timeline of methods to expand on Figure 15 
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Key: Green = WLHC action-reflection cycles, Blue = LGWC action-reflection cycles 

Figure 16: Dual iterative enquiry with overlapping action-reflection cycles 
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Figure 16 (above) highlights three key action-reflection cycles in each research process that are 

orientated around key methods events/actions after periods of observation, reflection and planning 

(see Figure 17 below) i.e. the first action-reflection cycle in the WLHC policy enquiry involves the 

photovoice exercise that was integrated into a focus group workshop.  At this workshop we 

discussed as a group what could come next in the process; the cookery workshop had a lot of 

support, along with sharing the photographs at the December festive market at hub. And so the 

next action cycles spin off from this first workshop, with increased, “knowledge and capacity for 

action as questions are identified, addressed and resolved” (Anderson 2013: X). 

Key: O = Observation; R= Reflection; P = Planning; A = Action 

Figure 17: Close-up of action-reflection cycle within an action research project (Source: Anderson 2013) 

I wanted to highlight these three key movements in the research in cyclic form because this was the 

period of high activity, with the action in the research beginning to spiral from the scoping period. I 

was trying to make sharp-looking cycles but found that to reflect the messy realities of action 

research a hand drawn cycle would be more fitting. The method of keeping a reflective journal 

runs through the two enquiries, with its linear straightness more representing its continual presence 

as a place to go back to rather than structured regularity. 

Another intention with Figure 16 is to observe how although the two processes were separate and 

focus weighted on different sub-questions within the research, they were also interwoven in how 

they iteratively developed. In terms of what knowledge is generated in relation to analysis of 

findings, the interconnected processes through places and people have had symbiotic relations, as a 

cycle of one process may influence, support and inform the other and vice versa. This process 

entailed observing the emergent analytic themes within each enquiry together, as part of a whole 

study, and experimenting with connecting sub-learnings towards generating symbiotic learnings that 

loop with principal literature and research objectives i.e. a key quote from WLHC Workshop 3 can 

inform a point of co-analysis in a LGWC interview on a question that was prompted by an 
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observation in the document analysis process. Essentially, I challenged myself to deepen the 

analysis in asking, where is there strong correlation around particular themes across the two enquiries? and, in 

keeping with the goal of deep listening, where are the learnings that might not be shouting and in a quieter 

space within the enquiries that speak to the overarching thesis? This overall analysis happened consciously 

and unconsciously through the PhD period, with the reflective journal a key space in noting 

connections between theory and practice. A more concerted process of analysis across the two 

enquiries occurred once both enquiries had come to an end after June 2016. I completed this cross-

analytical stage of the enquiry on my own, with feedback from colleagues, in writing up this thesis 

being a hallmark of PhD education (Levin 2008) and a key output for the PhD programme. I 

outline further the analytical processes within each enquiry in sections 4.5 and 4.6. 

As a method underlying both research enquiries, I describe auto-ethnography here, as well as the 

focus group before going into more detail in how and why particular methods developed in the 

LGWC inquiry and the WLHC inquiry. 

3.2.1 (Auto) ethnography 

Acosta et al. (2015) suggest that auto-ethnography is an effective research technique for 

practitioner-based ‘insiders’ engaging with an action research approach, since the method supports 

the research of action that brings change and develops understanding and theoretical connections. 

Auto-ethnography engaging in an analytic approach is defined as being carried out by researchers 

who are members of the research setting/group (Acosta et al. 2015).  Auto-ethnography enabled 

me to reflect on my own practice as a ‘reflective practitioner’ (Bochner and Ellis 2002), in an effort 

to ‘learn to learn’ so as to improve or have a more holistic, connected practice (Schön 1983). My 

own motivations for the research can be recognised, such as my desire to have agency in my 

workplace, with experiences of bullying bosses and gardening companies paying me two-thirds of 

what they charge clients for my time; and so involved myself in setting up a workers’ co-operative. 

The diary underlying both the LGWC and WLHC enquiries included 41 digital entries and 35 

written entries, from August 2017 to May 2019 (26 months). This journal outlined reflections on 

my experiences of daily involvement in the organisations and learnings through the process, 

emerging key issues, relationship between theory and practice, and contextualising AR within a 

PhD setting for example. The diary journaling was unstructured as I did not have a routine per se; 

I would write when I felt moved to or had felt something important had happened. This journal 

process was paired with reading academic journals and grey literature, attending meetings, trainings 

and workshops on relevant issues, which correlated in building on my understandings of action 

research, agroecology and associated discourses. Journal entries developed as the most appropriate 

method for finding a way to document learnings and reflections in trying to work and record data 
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at the same time (Anderson et al. 1994). 

In my involvement in the organisations I took on a “participant-as-observer” role, in forming 

relationships and participating in activities with openness so that I was attentive to happenings for 

research purposes (Burgess 1984). The ethnographic diary gave me a structure to observe and 

reflect on first-hand day-to-day experiences in the settings, and talk with colleagues about their 

feelings and interpretations (Cassell and Symon 1994). With practitioner reflections and also 

participant-as-observer notes the journal is mixed in its ethnographic approach, hence the brackets in 

(auto)ethnography. Participant observation can, “retain a strong notion of the author as expert” 

(Foley and Vlaenzuela 2005: 219), as the lead researcher sets the research agenda, collects data, and 

writes up analysis based on their experiences linking praxis to theory. The use of a qualitative 

method of document analysis in the LGWC enquiry complements the ethnography, as there is clear 

documentation of individuals’ and the collective’s voice(s) alongside my first-person voice drawing 

on different perspectives. Using multiple methods in this way can enable a more complex picture of 

organisational life to be developed considering the strengths and weakness of different techniques. 

3.2.2 Focus Groups 
Both enquiries use the method of focus groups in different ways as part of collective processes with 

participatory and creative elements; at WLHC in working towards a food policy for the centre, and 

with LGWC as a tool to make space for reflecting and evaluating on the previous work we had 

done together in thinking about the future. This flexibility in how I employed focus groups 

highlights how the method is, “adaptable to a range of research approaches and designs” (Parker 

and Tritter 2006). (Bloor et al. 2001) Bloor et al. (2001) describe focus groups as: 

“a type of group interview where, amidst a relatively informal atmosphere, 
people are encouraged to discuss specific topics in order that underlying issues 
(norms, beliefs, values), common to the lives of all participants, might be 
uncovered.” 

A key difference in describing the focus groups in this research, and especially in the case of 

WLHC, is that the sessions were working towards commonalities for future action as well as making 

space for exchange and listening of people’s perspectives on particular subjects. We called the 

focus group sessions ‘workshops’, not focus groups, as this is a more common label in my 

experience in social movement or community-based organising. The facilitated discussions enabled 

myself and colleagues/participants to reflect on the meanings that began to emerge through group 

intercommunication (Bryman 2008) which was intentionally created as material and related 

questions were brought back into the space from previous sessions in both enquiries. 

Focus groups have been described as helpful in policy related research, as is the case with WLHC in 

generating a food policy, because large amounts of qualitative data are produced in short periods of 
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time (Parker and Tritter 2006). Focus groups have been shown to support research on sensitive 

concerns (Hoppe et al. 1994) generating new ideas through deeper and complex interactions 

(Arksey and Knight 1999). The choice of method also fits with popular education aims, as it can 

support empowerment and education for those involved (Bowie et al. 1995). 

Data produced from focus groups, however, is on a level of the group as a whole and also at the 

individual level, meaning that it can be hard to decipher which is which(Hyden and Bulow 2003), 

especially in cases where there are dominant voices within the group. In the case of WLHC this 

meant documenting the work of smaller group discussions within the larger group through notes 

and vocal feedbacks and facilitating the sessions in a way that encouraged diverging opinions if they 

were there and felt like an appropriate facilitation decision. In terms of the people that attend the 

focus groups as representative of a particular community, Krueger (1994) notes that recruitment 

can fall into a matter of ‘convenience’ sampling if this is mainly led by people who are non-

researchers and results in people attending being relatively unknown to the research team. With the 

focus group in the LGWC enquiry, recruitment was focused on co-op members as a space to 

reflect on internal working dynamics and project goals, while publicity and research methods were 

focused at different layers of community in and around the centre in the WLHC processes (as 

outlined in more detail in 3.4). In the next section I focus in on the methods development in the 

WLHC policy-making process. 

4.5 Wolves Lane Centre methods and analysis development 
During the scoping period of the thesis I was involved in the development of WLHC as a 

community food hub with the consortium including; running a weekly gardening programme, 

discussing operational matters, producing natural foods, setting up community market days, and 

clearing and organising the site post-council handover. Discussions in the consortium management 

group during the scoping period pointed to the need for a ‘food policy’, with guidelines for what 

kinds of foods were to be grown, cooked, and sold at the centre. This would be a practical 

document to be shared with all users at the centre and manifest underlying food values on what 

‘good food’ is as linked to production processes, meat consumption, and environmental 

considerations, for example. Conversations around creating a food policy surfaced different ethical 

and cultural values as linked to how a food policy might be generated at a community food hub – if 

this would include people outside of the management consortium – with questions arising around 

to eat meat or no meat? local food or transnational food? and how decisions around a food policy connected 

with class differentials and poverty were experienced locally. 

In discussions with Deirdre and Yvonne (introduced in Chapter 3) we wanted to ensure that the 

values which informed a WLHC food policy did not replicate unjust social power dynamics, and to 
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consider and reflect the borough’s diversity of people, food cultures and experiences. In our 

discussions we reflected on what the twinning of ‘local food’ with ‘ecological’ meant in a global city 

like London with socially and culturally diverse boroughs such as Haringey, and which food 

cultures were de facto defined as local? I understand that between us the sense was that this 

questioning of how ecological approaches and social justice could meet, through food intentions 

and principles at WLHC, was best answered with people in and around the centre as to collectively 

move towards understanding of what ‘local food’ meant in our context. With agreement in the 

consortium we set about developing a proposal for a participatory process and can be seen as the 

birth of the process and the initiating of a facilitation team for the enquiry, consisting of myself, 

Yvonne and Deirdre. 

In thinking about what sessions might be like and an overall approach we (the facilitation team) 

agreed to aim for the process to be: 

“creative, participatory, emergent, iterative, practical, and enable personal 
development with new knowledge and skills” (Field, Logan and Woods 2018, 
personal communication). 

Whilst developing the proposal we spoke with volunteers and organisation workers at the centre to 

see what they felt about a workshop series exploring food at the WLHC, and what methods might 

be fun and desirable. Through these informal check-ins there were suggestions that using 

photography would be an engaging way to begin the process. We committed to reviewing decisions 

in design as it unfolded and discussing this with participants; drawing on tools and methods from 

our different experiences and bringing together varied skill sets, knowledges, and educational 

motivations. Through the development of a project proposal and the enquiry itself, values of 

community development kept cropping up: namely, “equality, social justice, collective action and 

empowerment” (Asenjo Palma 2019: 277), and an intention that the process contribute to a 

democratic, empowering and equitable culture at the community food hub. In this sense the policy 

process is an emergent piece of unfinished work relating to a longer journey towards developing 

transformative cultures and systems at the WLHC. 

The facilitation team also drew on participatory action research (PAR) and popular education 

approaches through the process, such as in the use of community mapping, with correlating values 

with community development: namely, pedagogy as method (Walsh 2015: 15), agency of the 

individual, and communities aiming at understanding and changing social structures as connected 

to their own immediate situations (Emejulu 2016). Thus, I suggest that the food policy process, 

based on core working values, iteratively drew from a triad of praxes (see Figure 18) which share 

common philosophical underpinnings and creative tools enabling the process to manoeuvre 

between these drawing inspiration and frameworks for action, learning and reflection. 
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Action Research 

Popular 
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Community 

Development 

Figure 18: The triad of praxes the WLHC food policy process were inspired by and drew on in its 
iterative development 

Symbiotic elements of these pedagogies supported the facilitation team’s efforts to make space for 

democratic dialogue as part of a process of, “forming, testing and improving knowledge” (Hale 

2008: 13). The methodological values and iterative approach reflected our intention to reflexively 

engage with power; its machinations within, through and externally influencing the process. This is 

reflected in the name of the enquiry, Conversations from Seed to Plate and Beyond! – the ‘Beyond!’ 

recognising critical questions linking power and justice with space, food and social systems, and how 

the evolution of a food policy at WLHC might speak to these in transformative ways. Through the 

thesis I refer to the policy process as the Conversations. 

During the proposal-making process we agreed to facilitate three workshops together, the first one 

focused on using the photovoice method to open up discussions of underlying food values, the 

second one using a community mapping exercise to be discussed with people at the first workshop, 

and the third left empty to be decided with participants. The strongest agreement for the third and 

final workshop was to do a community cookery session together, and so through the Conversations 

multiple qualitative and participatory methods were used that were iteratively developed and 

recognised people’s different ways of knowing. The overarching development of methods and analysis 

with research outputs is presented in Table 2 (overleaf). As we committed to three workshops over 

a six-month period the facilitation team discussed aiming to generate common food values in the 

first instance and see how this developed in the process towards a policy per se – thus enabling 

further development of policy development in follow up workshops beyond our remit. 

Publicity for the first workshop (October 2018), which was run on a weekly volunteering Tuesday, 
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was primarily focused towards consortium members, existing volunteers, and organisational 

workers at the centre, and posters were placed around the centre for visiting members of the 

public. The second workshop (December 2018) was planned for the ‘Wolves Lane Festive Market’ 

which was a public event with markets at the centre usually attracting between 100 and 300 visitors. 

The third workshop (April 2019) included many participants from Workshop 1, and some local 

residents who wanted to find out more about the community food hub, having found out about the 

process at the festive market and wider online publicity. This meant that participation through the 

process increased in numbers, and also enabled more relationships to be formed as existing WLHC 

members worked with people wishing to become more involved in the centre’s activities. 

Workshops 1 and 3 were both 2 hours long, and Workshop 2 on the stall at the festive market was 

4 hours long. 

As key instigators of the Conversations the facilitation team of myself, Deirdre and Yvonne held 

positions of power in the process. We had been privy to the need and discussions for a food policy 

as members of the consortium which managed WLHC. These management roles were unpaid at the 

time, as was most of the work across the site during the development of a culture of different 

people coming together and ‘getting their hands dirty’, with minimal resources, passion for the 

centre, and excitement at the possibility of what could be post-council management. This meant 

that members of the facilitation team were also volunteers at the centre, having taken on a host of 

roles such as cook, gardener, cleaner, market stall holder or fundraiser. Further to these 

complexities of roles we also participated in the methods such as photovoice and the community 

mapping as members of the centre and recognising our motivations, voices and stories as part of 

the unfolding community. Therefore, as volunteers, consortium members, facilitators and 

participants, the facilitation team’s positionalities shifted through the process as we aimed to bridge 

a key decision from the management consortium into the centre so that a people’s food policy could 

be at the heart of the food hub. I note here that in forming the facilitation group and developing a 

proposal we did not develop the facilitation team with anyone outside the consortium management 

team– and explore this further in reflections on food democracy in Chapter 5. Finally, I made two 

funding applications for resources for the Conversations which were rejected, and so materials and 

contribution for Deirdre’s and Yvonne’s time came from my PhD budget, with open discussion 

about the dynamics of the connection between the process and my PhD programme. 
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Phase Scoping exercise Workshop 1 Workshop 2 Workshop 3 Article writing Presentation 

Time Period August 2017- May 2018 September – October 

2018 

December 2018 April 2019 May 2019 – June 2020 August 2019 

Methods Photovoice Community mapping Community cooking 

Focus group (FG) Focus group 

Graphic Harvest 

Research 

Output 

Project proposal Graphic harvest 

FG audio 

Community map 

Participant notes 

Food 

FG audio 

Draft article Visual and verbal 

presentation 

Participant notes Photographs Participant notes 

FG photographs FG photographs 

Photovoice 

photographs 

Poster of process 

‘Worlde’ 

‘Wordle’ 

Analysis phase Generated aims, values 

and WK 1 method for 

Prepared methods for 

Wk 2 based on Wk 1 

Prepared methods 

and food value 

Edited principles 

from Wk 3 for poster 

Analysis of power in 

‘food’, ‘participation’, 

Reflections on key 

learnings in 

process in context to 

emerging enquiry 

‘clusters’ for Wk3 

based on Wk1 and 

Wk2 

‘space’ relation to 

‘emancipatory 

politics’ and 

‘transformative 

governance’ 
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Key: Wk = Workshop 

Table 2: Outline of iterative methods, analysis development and research outputs in WLHC enquiry 

4.5.1 Photovoice and Workshop 1 
Photography was an activity that people at the centre were already engaging in: taking photographs 

and sharing them with each other, thus effectively documenting the evolution of the community 

food hub. Photovoice was a fitting method to open up the Conversations as uses: 

“ethnographic techniques that combine photography, critical dialogue, and 
experiential knowledge, [so] participants reflect on and communicate their 
community’s concerns to represent their culture, to expose social problems, 
and to ignite social change” (Sutton-Brown 2014). 

The method also aims to traverse linguistic barriers to participation (Krieg and Roberts 2010) and 

supports visual learning which met the facilitation team’s values of ‘creative’ and ‘practical’. 

Furthermore, photovoice aims to promote critical dialogue and to enable community improvement 

through policy-making that engenders social change (Wang and Burris 1997). Photovoice can, 

however, produce an authoritarian research model if conducted in a controlled way as directed by 

researchers (Sutton-Brown 2014). 

Five cameras were distributed to WLHC volunteers in September 2018 and people were asked to 

take photographs, and pass on, with the questions: 

What activities would you like to see and contribute to around food at Wolves Lane? 

What foods do your family and friends eat or may have eaten in the UK and countries of origin? 

People were also invited to share previously taken photographs and digital versions. In distributing 

the cameras, a one-page summary of the process and the workshop timetable was shared with 

volunteers and organisational workers (see Figure 19 below), displayed at the centre and emailed to 

the ‘WLHC e-list’ of people who had signed up to hear WLHC news. As the facilitation team 

wrote the questions for the enquiry, albeit with member-checking and as members ourselves 

(organisational insiders), this limited the ability of all participants to self-identify needs and 

inclinations in all phases of the process if possible (Booth and Booth 2003). 
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Figure 19: Flyer advertising the first WLHC workshop using a photovoice method 

Over 100 photographs were submitted and printed for the workshop in mid-October 2018, which 

suggests that the method had inspired and engaged some people (see Figure 20 below for sample 

photographs). With participants sharing cameras we cannot know exactly how many people 

participated, but our enquiries suggested that there were at least 12, including those who had 

submitted digitally; 15 people then attended the workshop to reflect on the photographs together. 
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Figure 20: Photographs submitted as part of photovoice exercise in prior to WLHC Workshop 1 

The workshop began with people, who had participated in the photography, sharing their 

experiences of the process, before introducing an exercise of participants each choosing three 

photographs ‘that spoke to them’ and discussing the photographs generally with each other as they 

did so (see Figure 21). 
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Figure 21: Image of participants looking at the photovoice photographs at WLHC Workshop 1 
(October 2018) 

Smaller groups of 3-5 people were formed with participants sharing why they had chosen the 

photographs before reflecting together on commonalities and differences between the photos and 

produced maps to connect these (see example map in Figure 22 below). 

Figure 22: Result of the exercise for one of the small groups mapping commonalities and differences 
between the images at WLHC Workshop 1 (October 2018) 
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With the whole group we collated learnings from the breakout groups and noticed core values that 

had emerged in open discussion, while exploring some of the tensions between them, such as 

‘locally-grown’ and ‘culturally-appropriate’ foods. 

4.5.2 Graphic Harvest 
The conversations in Workshop 1 were documented through a graphic harvest (see Figure 23) by 

an invited artist connected to the Ubele Initiative. Graphic harvesting, also known as Graphic 

Recording or Graphic Facilitation is, “the process of listening and synthesizing information into 

hand drawn images in real time” and supporters of the method say it, “adds engagement and energy 

to a room, increases group learning and supports participants’ memory retention of the content 

over time” (Graphic Harvest 2019). 

We chose a graphic harvest to document the process so that the discussions could be shared with 

people who couldn’t attend the workshop, such as other consortium members, volunteers and 

interested members of the public, and to engage with different ways of learning including visual 

methods. The graphic harvest now lives on the wall next to the reception at WLHC. 

Figure 23: Graphic harvest from WLHC Workshop 1 (Credit: Drew Sinclair) 

4.5.3 Community food mapping and Workshop 2 
The second workshop took place at the Wolves Lane Festive Market in early December 2018 to 

enable community engagement with members of the public and residents that didn’t usually attend 

weekday activities at WLHC. In a busy marketplace with other stalls we wanted to use a method 

that was visual and interactive, so we chose community mapping as discussed with participants at 

Workshop 1. 
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This met with pedagogical instincts and aims for the Conversations as: 

“Community mapping embodies the central principles of PAR: it honours 
community voices; builds from the needs and strengths of the community; and 
supports community development as a process goal” (Amsden and 
Vanwynsberghe 2005). 

We felt that by engaging in a mapping exercise the Conversations could focus on what people value 

around food in generating a collective vision for the centre where everyone’s story matters (Lydon 

2003). With an overarching aim of the Conversations being, “recognising diverse food cultures in the 

region” (Field, Logan and Woods 2018, personal communication), and previous experiences of 

how a focus on ‘local foods’ can be exclusionary, we felt that the mapping of people’s food cultures 

could open up discussions to deepen learning of what community food cultures are the area in 

developing a community food hub and relatable food policy. 

People contributed to a world map with drawings and writing to the question; 

What foods do your family and friends eat or may have eaten in the UK and countries of origin? 

People were also invited to trace the journey of different foods across the world using materials 

provided, such as string and stickers (see Figures 24 and 25). Photographs from the September 

photography exercise were also displayed so that people could see what the process had explored 

previously, and two flipcharts were available for participants to share through writing and drawing 

to the same questions from the photovoice exercise: 

What activities would you like to see and contribute to around food at Wolves Lane? 

What’s the most important thing about food for you? 
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Figure 24: Deirdre (left) engaging with a participant at WLHC Workshop 2 (December 2018) 

Figure 25: Responses to the community mapping exercise at WLHC Workshop 2 (December 2018) 

4.5.4 Communal cooking and statement writing in Workshop 3 
In planning the third workshop (communal cooking) for mid-April 2019, we chose a recipe from 

the community food map at the festive market, a Polish dumpling dish called Pierogi. The method, 

as chosen with participants, spoke to the facilitation team’s original aims for the Conversations to be 

practical, respond to participants’ suggestions, and enable opportunities to learn new skills. In the 
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first half everyone made Pierogi for the collective lunch, with an introduction to the cultural history 

of the cuisine by an Ubele Initiative worker with Polish background (see Figure 26). Over 20 

people attended the workshop. 

Figure 26: Making Pierogi as part of WLHC Workshop 3 (April 2019) 

Prior to Workshop 3 the facilitation team had created five thematic ‘clusters’ of the food values 

generated from the first two workshops, and the second half of the workshop involved clarifying 

these clusters and drafting a series of food principles from them. In reflecting on our changing 

roles and positions within the process as the facilitation team, and not wanting to dominate 

analysis, time was embedded into the workshop for discussion between all participants about the 

food values clusters presented and physical rearrangement of them (see Figure 27). 
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Figure 27: Participants rearranging the five clusters of food values the facilitation team brought to 
WLHC Workshop 3 based on Workshop 1 and Workshop 2 

Once the clusters had been rearranged, groups of three to five people each took a cluster away and 

wrote a statement synthesising the different values, that would make up the beginnings of a food 

principle (see Figure 28). Each group then shared this with the whole group, with time for 

participants to share any reflections on the statements and also about the process as a whole. After 

the more formal element of the workshop, we ate the Pierogi we had made as part of the weekly 

communal lunch. Participants were also offered the opportunity to talk or write to us with any 

feedback on the process. 

Figure 28: Participants rearranging the five clusters of food values the facilitation team brought to 
WLHC Workshop 3 based on Workshop 1 and Workshop 2 
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4.5.5 Twelve principles and a poster 

From the five statements co-produced at the last workshop the facilitation team found 12 

principles with some slight edits in separating out long statements. This is a reflection of the values 

‘clusters’ connecting diverse values within these, and we felt in some cases this could be clearer in 

separate principles.  The 12 principles are a key element to a poster documenting the process (see 

Figure 29 overleaf); that is displayed at the centre, with copies distributed to participants, shared 

with site users and the consortium management group. The full principles are outlined in 

‘Appendix B’. As the process developed the food policy became a series of principles, rather than 

rigid rules, with the suggestion that a culture of support is created to work collectively towards 

them acknowledging this as a learning journey. The participatory aims of the Conversations, within 

the limited time of the three sessions, encouraged a pace to invest in community building rather 

than rushing to reach a goal of a detailed policy. The aim as advertised in the poster is that these 

principles are a living document that will change shape and content with participatory processes, ideas 

and suggestions. This is reflected in Yvonne’s summation of the process at the end of Workshop 3: 

“The whole idea about engagement, participation, hearing the voices from 
across diverse communities and ensuring that any policy we produce is a living 
policy… anyone could write a policy on paper, but it stays just that. It doesn't 
get implemented - its disconnected from the people that it’s meant to serve.” 
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      Figure 29: Poster documenting the WLHC Conversations (Credit: Drew Sinclair) (zoom for detail) 
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4.5.6 Analysis in the WLHC enquiry 
As highlighted in Table 2, analysis was built into the research as the facilitation team met after each 

workshop to plan the next, reflecting on learnings and interactions and how these linked to the 

aims of democracy, community development and empowerment. In reflecting on power dynamics 

in our roles as instigators and facilitators of the enquiry, there were reflexive discussions as to how 

people were responding to our facilitation approach and methods, as well as how we were working 

together internally. This reflexivity meant particular attention was paid to, “the dynamic aspects of 

interaction within the group, for it is this dynamic nature which is at the heart of focus groups and 

which endows them with the power to generate insight often negated by other [traditional 

qualitative] methods” (Parker and Tritter 2006). 

In developing an analytical framework for co-writing an article, Deirdre, Yvonne and I chose the 

lens of ‘power’ as running through the intentions and values of the process, experiences of the 

workshops, and iterative analysis in the facilitation and focus groups. We agreed as a basis for the 

article to each spend time reflecting on the outputs of the workshops (see Table 2) and personal 

experiences on the themes of ‘power and food’, ‘power and space’ and ‘power and participation’. 

Personally, I went through the research outputs highlighting what I felt had been indicative and 

pivotal moments in shaping relations and direction of the enquiry in regard to the three ‘power’ 

themes, and how the 12 principles subsequently connected with these. We each sent written texts 

on each theme before meeting up to discuss these and find common threads, and developed 

reflections in relation to different theory we shared as connected to practical learnings. This analysis 

makes up the basis of the co-written article that we are attempting to publish in 2020. As a group 

we had a second wave of post-analysis in August 2019, in preparation for presenting at the RGS-

IBG Annual International Conference. The panel theme we applied for supported reflection on 

the Conversations as to how our enquiry as intervention related back to developing an emancipatory 

culture at WLHC in connection with ‘transformative governance’ in the intersections of 

community, food and (urban) space. 

In writing up the data and discussion chapter for this thesis I applied elements of the thematic 

analysis that had emerged in writing the article and presentation, with expansion of my own 

analysis, to the frame of urban agroecology and food democracy. In the next section I outline the 

method’s development in the LGWC enquiry. 

4.6 London Grown Workers Co-operative methods and analysis development 
Interest was expressed in engaging in a PAR process, but because of limited time and capacity the 

methods generated in the LGWC enquiry were ultimately what became available to me and the co-

op members through the process (Heron and Reason 1997). Because we did not necessarily make 
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classic action-reflection cycles together as a group, the enquiry is not a piece of traditional PAR 

research, and it became necessary to introduce qualitative methods, led by myself as the PhD 

researcher. Nevertheless the work we did together through the research period did take on AR 

qualities, as “is common in action research, just raising the research question and designing a way to 

study it is often already an intervention into the setting” (Herr and Anderson 2005). 

The methods of mobile focus group, interviews, and document analysis with (auto-)ethnography 

meant that the research was able to move into understanding the dynamics of the organisation 

beyond more traditional qualitative methods, such as a questionnaire which Gustavsen et al. (2008) 

find an unsatisfying method, as workplace research, “is a question of relationships: something that 

exists between people.” 

In following up informal discussions with co-op colleagues about the possibility for participatory 

research, I tried initially to add the project as an agenda point in co-op meetings up until March 

2018. During this period there was too much on the agenda to get to it, as other co-op business 

was also rolled over to the next meeting. An element of this slow start in the process was also 

related to my own confidence and knowledge with action research, as I was working to deepen my 

understanding through workshops and reading coupled with feeling unsure of strategies of how to 

begin the process. I met up with colleagues one-to-one in March and April 2018 to discuss 

possibilities and see what might be feasible within the time and financial constraints (Grant et al. 

2008), and discuss any concerns as regards the research being part of the PhD. 

From these check-ins there was encouragement to make time to be together as a group, and 

broadly reflect on What have we learned together? as linked to considerations for the present and future 

development of the organisation. This ‘loose’ space of collective reflection seemed to be related to 

expressions of ‘isolation’ within the group (myself included), as our time together had been having 

limited and usually focused on existing projects. We hadn’t made time previously to reflect on the 

journey of the organisation and take stock of what we had done in the first couple of years. In this 

sense the research was a collective intervention, an action, in what can feel like an unrelenting 

process of funding cycles, monitoring, running education and community programmes, and 

political work. 

The idea generated was that the four co-op members would walk together in the area around the 

site, rather than be at the site, for a ‘reflections walk’ (mobile focus group) and the time available 

for this was five months later, in September 2018. There was also agreement to do a follow up 

session a couple months after, but this wasn’t possible due to busy diaries. As a result, I suggested 

one-on-one interviews in a conversational format, which worked with members’ capacity better. 

This change of plan gave opportunity for colleagues to see what each other had said in their 

personal reflections (as interview transcripts were shared) and highlights the need in AR to be ready 
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to alter research designs as context changes in, “maintaining an ongoing dialogue in a process of 

learning and change between the actual and the possible” (Martin 2008: 404). Between the mobile 

focus group and the interviews, I completed analysis of the organisation’s documents to 

complement my own ethnographic notes in generating topics to discuss. With changes in direction 

leading to diverse methods and textured understanding of LGWC’s development with limited 

capacity and time, I am reminded of (Gibson-Graham 2006) Gibson-Graham’s (2006: 194) 

assertion that in generating transformative economies it can be useful to approach, “existing 

conditions in a spirit of experimentation and generosity, we are encouraged to view them as 

conditions of possibility as well as impossibility.” 

The process as a group of individuals coming together to set up and run a workers’ co-operative 

has felt like what would be described as a series of action-reflection cycles since 2015, as we have 

learnt through experiences together and changed our approaches and collective endeavours. In this 

sense the co-designed spaces make up an approach of participatory evaluation as we reflected on 

the past as to learn for the present and future. This collective ethnography of reflecting as a group 

engages in active memory as knowledge as: 

“this is how anything imaginational grows in our minds, is transformed, socially 
transformed, from something we merely know to exist or have existed, 
somewhere or other, to something which is properly ours, a working force in 
our common consciousness” (Geertz 1983: 47). 

The myriad of qualitative methods with elements of participatory evaluation are summarised in 

Figure 30 below. 

Figure 30: Methods used for insider action research for the LGWC enquiry 
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The research timeline for the worker co-operative enquiry can be summarised as follows (with the 

underlying ethnographic diary); 

• Scoping period; August 2017-May 2018 

• Mobile Focus group; 23 September 2018 

• Document Analysis; February – April 2019 

• Semi-structured Interviews; April – May 2019 

The iterative development of these methods as a form of participatory evaluation is shown in 

Figure 31 below in context to the informal action learning that happened in the development of 

LGWC. 

Figure 31: Iterative methods used with participatory evaluation in relation to the development of LGWC 
as a broader process of informal action learning 

4.6.1 ‘Reflective walk’ (mobile focus group) 
At the beginning of the walk we met at a Colombian restaurant in Seven Sisters, Haringey, where 

we had previously had meetings with each other and partner organisations. The café is part of 

Pueblito Paisa (the Latin Village) which is under threat of being evicted by Haringey council – what 

is being called a threat to cultural life through gentrification (Pueblito Piasa 2019) – and where 

some of the co-op members had attended campaign events and demonstrations. 

We aimed loosely to walk southwards towards Hackney down the canal (Lea Navigation), catching 

up with each other and not really talking about work. The canal moves through Hackney, Haringey 

and into Waltham Forest and in this sense it has connected the people in the coop who live in 

boats on the canal or close-by in flats, and also organisations that LGWC has worked with, such as 
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Organiclea, are situated close to the waterway. These boroughs are also predominately where 

volunteers coming to the garden live and where (as well as with Enfield) we aim to build 

relationships; in this sense walking down the canal felt appropriate as representing a connective 

thread in the co-op’s history and territory of activity. The journey took us through places related to 

socio-economic changes happening in the area the coop is based and have been the point of 

political discussion in the organisation and our approach. One such example is an industrial estate 

where we picked up cardboard for mulch, which is now becoming a ‘creative quarter’ with art cafés 

and studios replacing manufacturing businesses (see Figure 32). 

Figure 32: Photographs from ‘reflective walk’ through an industrial estate in Tottenham, September 2019 
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I felt nervous about how the reflective discussion would begin and felt that I didn’t want to 

necessarily prompt the beginning of the exchange as I had already led in organising the day to 

happen. I had recently written up a first draft chapter on the LGWC enquiry, and after dwelling in 

my perspectives for weeks I was interested to hear those of my colleagues, as well as the tone of 

how we would have this collective conversation. Prompted by another co-op member, what began 

was a largely unstructured dialogue in which people mainly shared their experiences of the last years 

in the organisation, barriers, and ways the organisation could develop in response to these. There 

was a question at the beginning that we worked through together: what do we want to talk about in this 

time? and this was generally agreed to be broad enough not to disallow any topic/experience within 

an underlying intention of exploring what have we learnt together? how does this feed into what we are doing 

now and next? 

Once in Hackney, we chose a warm public place by the canal and stayed for around four hours. In 

this time coop members began to make notes and drawings in the meeting, and so did I as a record. 

I typed my notes up and shared them with the co-op. This open and informal beginning to the 

process with movement through our local area meant that we could reconnect in our relationships 

after a period of isolation and enter into group reflections at a co-generated pace, literally walking 

through memories of recent years. 

4.6.2 Document analysis 
I chose to use document analysis (DA) in this research as: 

“Documentary records constitute a rich source of insights into different 
employee and group interactions of organisational life, because they are one of 
the principal by-products of the interactions and communication of individuals 
and groups, at all levels, in organisations” (Cassell and Symon 1994: 148). 

Organisational documents can be considered to be useful as they are integral parts of systems and 

structures and highlight understandings of particular problems, prescribe appropriate behaviours 

and different ways of getting things done (Cassell and Symon 1994: 149). Because such documents 

exist in a particular context it is important not to take them at face value; thus, DA is combined 

with other methods in order to develop textural insight into the life of LGWC. I focused on 

collectively produced documents: minutes of meetings, business plan, project plan, and strategy 

workshop notes. It is important to note that as a co-op member I was involved in producing some 

of the documents that I analysed, and why ‘member-checking’ and interviews aim to generate a co-

analysis with layered perspectives. 

The analysis of documents was completed alongside analysis of the mobile focus group and my 

own journal notes (see Analysis section 4.6.4 for the full process). As with the latter methods I 

employed a thematic analysis approach as I looked in the data for overarching themes and emerging 
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questions.  I went through the document highlighting what I deemed pertinent moments, 

discussions or pieces of information, making short notes in a separate document summarising these 

in short descriptions and also copying and pasting the original text if it was particularly vital.  

To support the process of developing analytical themes I created word frequency figures for 

meeting minutes, strategy sessions/project plans, and business plans, and then all documents 

combined.  This enabled a clearer picture of how in the different kinds of spaces the co-op 

interacted, this shifted LGWC aims and cultures such as in a strategy session to a monthly meeting, 

and if there was differentiation between project plans and business plans for instance. I also printed 

the written summaries of key points derived from the original documents so I could write in the 

margins emerging ‘theme labels’ for each section, attaching sticky labels with any comments and 

questions for the interviews on these. In doing so, topics either built frequency or remained unusual 

in the documents with louder and quieter themes, and I was able to integrate these with topics 

emerging from the reflections walk notes and my own journal to develop initial theme maps. 

Through the process I noted how the mission, values and aims of the organisation evolved through 

learnings, and also created an income/expenditure analysis document (part of the business plan) to 

gain more insight into elements of the co-op’s business.   

4.6.3 Interviews 
The interview method enabled dialogue with co-op members one-to-one with opportunity to shape 

the interview, engage more with their personal experiences, and focus on topics according to their 

wishes, as opposed to the mobile focus group where there are more interwoven relationships, 

needs and desires.  The interview, therefore, offered a way to generate a deeper and more layered 

analysis rather than breadth and coverage in the research (McDowell 2009) complementing other 

methods, especially as participant observation, “is not essential in the effective production of a 

descriptive-analytical account of a social grouping” (Hockey and Forsey 2012: 74). In planning the 

interviews these were discussed with colleagues as more of a two-way conversation, with them 

bringing questions and topics too. Printouts of the ‘wordles’ prompted discussion on the 

differences in topics between our regular meetings and the reflections walk as related to what 

people cared and were passionate about, and an analytical map was edited through dialogue. During 

the interviews the discussions at times became discursive and developed by building on reflections, 

and so the questions acted as a basis rather than something to be followed strictly, making the 

interviews semi-structured.  Each interview was roughly two hours long, totalling six hours of audio 

which was transcribed, and the interviews took place in a café (J and Dunya) and at WLHC before 

a gardening session (anonymous market gardener).  

Although monthly meetings began with a short ‘check-in’ to hear how people were arriving at the 
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meeting, we hadn’t managed to organise sessions to share emotional experiences of the co-op, to 

discuss how the co-op was making us feel, or to engage in working through any internal tensions.  

This meant that the interviews were also potentially loaded with a background of feelings that had 

not necessarily been expressed through co-operative structures.  This is echoed by McDowell 

(2009) who writes that what distinguishes interviews from other methods, “is the scope they 

provide for probing meanings and emotions: interviewing is an interpretative methodology.” 

4.6.4 Analysis in the LGWC enquiry 
I approached the LGWC documents, my diary, and notes from the reflections walk as if they were 

live documents – almost like interviews with the organisation.  I tried to be reflective of my own 

biases in reading the documents and to engage with these instead of ignoring them by feigning 

objectivity. I completed the same process described with the DA method as with the reflections 

walk notes and my own journal. In highlighting sections of the documents and doing numerous 

passes, this meant analysis was developed close with the data rather than being derived from abstract 

theory (Ryan and Bernard 2003). Instead, theory was connected through analysis of the material as 

themes emerged with similarities and differences; and linked to work in the literature review.  The 

analysis takes an inductive and dialectical approach whereby: 

“Data is dissembled into elements and components; these materials are 
examined for patterns and relationships, sometimes in connection to ideas 
derived from literature, existing theories, or hunches.., or perhaps simply 
common sense suspicions.  With an idea in hand, the data are reassembled, 
providing an interpretation or explanation of a question or particular problem” 
(Jorgensen 1989: 110). 

In writing up the thesis the stages of analysis of data can be summarised in the following steps:  

Thematic Analysis 1 

1. Completed Document Analysis as described in section 4.6.2.  

2. Highlighted pertinent sections of my reflective journal and reflection walk notes with short 

descriptions of these decisions or moments in a separate document  

3. Wrote summary key words (‘theme labels’) for the short descriptions of the highlighted 

text, and noted emerging questions for interviews 

4. Produced word frequency diagrams using Nvivo as a tool to support identifying themes 

5. Compared and integrated ‘theme labels’ from the DA, reflective journal and reflection walk 

notes in seeing where correlation, difference and contradictions were and developed these 

through thematic maps  

6. Produced a graphic theme map linking emerging themes with territorial dynamics in 
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London, and social structural considerations  

7. Linked emerging themes with draft questions for interviews sending these to co-op 

members with ‘wordles’ and the graphic theme map 

Thematic Analysis 2 

8. Conducted semi-structured interviews with co-op members generating reflective dialogue 

with reference to the above materials and editing the graphic theme map 

Thematic analysis 3 

9. Transcribed interviews using Nvivo and highlighted different sections that were pertinent- 

writing short descriptive phrases next to the highlighted area 

10. Compared these short descriptive phrases to the themes produced from ‘Thematic analysis 

1’ editing these and adding to them 

11. Created a spreadsheet inputting interview quotes into cells according to the analytical 

themes (y axis) and the three interviewees (x axis)  

12. Compared the different perspectives within the spreadsheet and my own journal to see 

where commonalities and differences were in generating overarching themes  

This analytical process interacting with methods and research outputs is laid out in Figure 33 (see 

overleaf), and the graphic theme map that was shared with co-op members prior to interviews, 

discussed and edited particularly with J is shown in Figure 34 (see overleaf). This latter diagram 

frames the thematic learnings with characteristics of London and broader social structures so as to 

begin to analyse collective and individual transformations (social, ecological and economic) in 

developing an agroecological workers’ co-op. 

The majority of the methods and analysis labour was done by me as a PhD researcher.  Given the 

collective capacity of co-op members for a participatory process and how the enquiry developed, 

the approach of developing initial codes (themes) myself and then refining them with the expertise 

of members of the community is a technique sometimes used in AR processes to generate new 

analysis (Tandon et al. 2001). This is not necessarily preferential to more democratic analysis in 

terms of generating transformative knowledge, but does go some way to challenge a dynamic of 

leaving analysis to researcher ‘experts’, and instead engages in a, “collaborative and constructive 

process of reflection” (Cahill 2007: 183). Holtom (2015), in a PAR PhD, describes this analytical 

approach as a “participatory grounded theory approach” whereby unfolding themes reveal and 

connect with theories highlighted in thesis literatures. 
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Key: Clear box – methods/analysis on my own, Grey box – methods/analysis with coop members 

Figure 33: Analysis in the LGWC enquiry 
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Key: Green boxes- emerging LGWC themes April 2019; Yellow boxes- London characteristics; Blue boxes- social structures 

Figure 34: Analytic tool for co-analysis to explore how learnings through LGWC related with broader social dynamics in London and social structures 
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4.7 Summary 
In this chapter I have outlined this thesis’s research approach and methods. I have shown how AR 

is an appropriate overarching methodology for agroecology research, and that I have drawn on 

different elements of the family of practices across two separate yet connected research processes. 

In terms of critiques of action research and considerations of validity, I highlighted reflexivity and 

dialogue recognising power as ways in which to build rigour into the study. The latter speaks to 

understandings of deep food democracy (section 2.3) and to diálogo de saberes being a critical feature 

of political agroecology and a transformative agroecological learning framework being developed in 

a European context (section 2.3). Therefore, the democratic validity of the study is also bound up 

with the content of the questions being explored, in relation to the evolution of urban agroecology 

with food democracy. The outlines of methods development highlighted the flexible approach 

required in AR in generating varied research tools for a textured and valid analysis, with 

participation in all areas of the research considering resources and capacity available. This 

experience reflects that different participatory tools and approaches are required in each given 

context, “because any participatory initiative contains a unique mix of people and institutions” 

(Light et al. 2011; Wakeford et al. 2008), and call for a flexible practicality whereby researchers call 

on whatever strategies, methods, and materials are at hand (Denzin and Lincoln 2005).  

What seems clear is that the enquiry does not follow a typical PAR model as the kind of action 

research was shaped as iterative methods coalesced between insider practitioner research, to 

participatory evaluation, to popular education methods and community development, with 

qualitative methods used to support participatory elements. The community has not been fully 

involved in the research process in terms of the writing of this thesis for my PhD programme, 

although there was participation to varying degrees from inception to analysis within the two 

enquiries and sharing of the work in the academic community. There is further reflection on the 

evolution of the food policy process in chapter 5 in terms of participation and power, and I return 

to the relationship between action research and a PhD framework in the final chapter 7. With 

critical consideration through the PhD, in terms of first-person action research and my own 

practitioner action-reflection, I aim to learn from how the methods and approach manifested and 

choices made in future praxis, or as Chrisp (2004: 92) expresses it: “my hope is that maybe I will get 

more right than the last time … The tensions require constant deconstructing, complexities 

explored and acknowledged openly, and dilemmas made transparent.” Having outlined key 

literature (chapter 2), the organisations where the research is situated (chapter 3), and the research 

approach and methods in this chapter, I now introduce the findings from the WLHC enquiry and 

discuss these in relation to research objectives and key concepts.  
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Chapter 5: An experimental intervention in food democracy 

towards urban agroecology at a food hub 

This chapter aims to share findings of the Wolves Lane Horticultural Centre (WLHC) enquiry 

described in chapter 4 and discuss these in relation to gaps in knowledge presented in chapter 2. 

These discussions of learnings from the Conversations from Seed to Plate and Beyond! process are 

connected back to research questions, aims and objectives of the thesis. This chapter is 

predominately focused on the research objective, ‘To co-produce a just democratic process in 

shaping foundational principles of a food hub with urban agroecological intentions’, and the 

connected research question, ‘How can a food hub develop urban agroecology with a central tenet of food 

democracy?’  The chapter argues that integrating creative popular education into a transformative 

agroecological learning framework (Anderson et al. 2018), and embedding a ‘critical lovingness’ 

within organisational structures, can support urban agroecology to develop with food democracy. 

These two key findings are connected to emergent diálogo de saberes (DDS) (see section 2.2.) within 

the enquiry that challenges parochial elements of the ‘local trap’ (Born and Purcell 2006), and 

centres lived experience in knowledge approaches beyond ‘bringing good food to others’ (Guthman 

2008).  

The term ‘critical lovingness’ is built on two findings in the enquiry. Firstly, in acknowledging the 

importance of supporting an emergent transformative culture, where translocal foodways are 

expressed and centred through DDS, an anti-oppression framework is suggested to be embedded 

within organisational structures. Secondly, it emerged that relationships of trust, respect and love 

are a bedrock of deep democratic cultures, and a critical pedagogy of lovingness is proposed to 

support these relational characteristics in the development of solidarity in transforming oppressive 

ideologies (Darder 2002, hooks 2000). This combination, of lovingness practised as fundamental in 

building solidarity among peoples and underpinned with an anti-oppression framework to support 

dialogues on power, makes up a ‘critical lovingness’. Ultimately, ‘critical lovingness’ emerged as a 

way to build on the work of the enquiry with signs of emerging DDS as central to agroecology 

transformations (Martínez-Torres and Rosset 2014, Anderson et al. 2019).  

Section 5.1 focuses on data and discussion highlighting how creative popular education (PE) 

supported horizontalism and different ways of knowing in the Conversations towards characteristics 

of deep food democracy and agroecological transformation. Section 5.2 outlines the holistic 

approaches to food and health that surfaced through the PE tools, emphasising how shaping 

understanding of food and health based on lived experience can challenge top-down missionary 

complexes (see 2.4.2). As well as holistic approaches to health, translocal foodways also emerged 



 139 

through the Conversations, and these are discussed in section 5.3 in relation to participants’ 

commitment to practical dialogue of these in building community, tensions with ecological 

concerns for food miles, and a proposal for anti-oppression frameworks. Section 5.4 shows how 

love, trust, and respect were identified as characteristics of underlying relationships in deep 

democratic cultures and suggests that a lovingness based on critical pedagogical perspectives be 

integrated into organisational structures to support these. Section 5.5 connects the action research 

findings back to the question of how a food hub can develop urban agroecology with a central 

feature of food democracy highlighting contributions to gaps in knowledge. As agreed with 

participants, all quotes are anonymous.  

5.1 Creative popular education and deep democratic knowledges for urban 
agroecology 

As described in Chapter 4, Workshops 1 and 2 had the same questions asked in different contexts, 

these were: “What activities would you like to see and contribute to around food at Wolves Lane?” 

and, “What foods do your friends and family eat or may have eaten in the UK or countries of 

origin?’ In Workshop 2, we also had an additional question of, “What is the most important thing 

about food for you?” intended to get input on underlying core food values that were explored in 

Workshop 1. Workshop 1 was the photovoice process in a focus group, and Workshop 2 

implemented a community mapping process with opportunity to write down answers to the 

questions on flipchart in a public survey approach. In comparing what emerged from these two 

processes I was struck by the difference in depth of emotion and everyday experiences that I 

observed and felt, being in and transcribing the recording of Workshop 1. The exercises reflecting 

on the photovoice images as a group including active listening pairs brought out expressions of 

memory, colour, relationships around food identities and cultures with a depth and honesty that I 

found very moving. Although for instance “culturally-appropriate and diverse” food was written 

down as something important at Workshop 2, the way in which food cultures were expressed in 

Workshop 1, with stories and emotion and descriptions of flavours, really began to paint a picture 

(and literally through photographs and the graphic harvest) of what culturally-appropriate might 

mean for different people. Examples of participants sharing connections to different photovoice 

pictures and highlighting memory, colour, community and culture as important in Workshop 1 are 

as follows:  

“James liked fish and chips because he felt nostalgia and it reminded him of his 
childhood. I guess that was a common theme in our group.” 

“And Alem did a really really interesting thing of seeing things in sequence so 
its growing and then it’s harvesting and it’s healthy its natural and it’s a sort of 
childhood memory this picture here of my father working in the allotments.” 
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 “And then a common theme was childhood memories and a lot of these foods 
or pictures made us nostalgic and brought up childhood memories.”  

“I liked them [the chosen photographs] because they showed people coming 
together and eating and I really like that it’s a big part of my culture. And then I 
liked seeing what those ingredients turned into.” 

“I just saw these pictures and I just went for the green colour I really like the 
colour green it’s a really natural kind of organic colour for me.” 

 “Just the actual seed sowing and it what it turns into.  Rows of new life, how 
colourful they are and the order of them and just planting out and measuring.” 

“This is about eating together so we've got the picture of us about eating 
together.  That's about sharing knowledge and passing on knowledge and 
skills.” 

“The things that connect are sharing foods and knowledges, conversations and 
community” 

Deirdre summarised this section of Workshop 1 at the time by saying: 

“I think we saw some really clear themes emerging. So, connection was an 
important one. Memories, learning, and that's you know learning from each 
other, across generations, and passing on and sharing knowledge” (Deirdre 
2019, Workshop 1). 

Yvonne, who was helping to organise the market for Workshop 2 had more of a birds-eye 

perspective of the creative activity of community mapping and noted:  

“The mapping session appeared to offer a vibrant, visual and fluid encounter 
within a contained space.  Participants were able to step in and out of the 
conversation and offer their insights through conversation and posting post it 
notes on the world map. I noticed that participants were highly animated when 
describing and locating the origins of their favourite foods. This less 
boundaried session allowed for a wide diversity of people to be included in this 
highly creative yet quite momentary process” (Field, Logan and Woods, 2019, 
personal notes). 

The above quotes give an overview of the tone of dialogue prompted by creative popular education 

methods, and the themes that emerged are explored in more detail in the subsequent sections: 

holistic approaches to food (5.2), practical dialogue of cultural food practices and translocality (5.3), 

and the importance of democratic relationships (5.4).  

The visual and creative element of the PE tools used was particularly important in generating a 

horizontalism in the co-pedagogical environment, as it valued different ways of learning and 

communication enabling new knowledges and skills. This is highlighted in feedback on the 

photovoice process with participants reflecting on the photographs, “I like them because I learnt 

new things so I didn't know that purple corn existed” and, “James is interested in learning about 

different foods and we didn’t quite know what that [picture of food] was and we were interested in 

learning what that is.” The host of creative and practical tasks in the Conversations supported a 
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democratic learning culture, which is not always the case with more top-down knowledge 

approaches that some PE tools, such as panels, can bring (Choudry 2015, Clennon 2019). Deirdre, 

for instance, reflected on the process that, “photovoice and cookery enabled the participation of 

disabled people, including those with neurodiverse, physical and mental disabilities. These voices 

are often excluded, facing many barriers to participation including inaccessible methodologies in 

workshops, but also in decision making” (Field, Logan and Woods 2019, personal notes). In 

relation to the transformative agroecological learning framework (TALF) in Europe (see 4.2.1) the 

enquiry suggests that creative popular education should be included in the second pillar of 

‘horizontalism’ (Anderson et al. 2018), as this is not currently present, and the methods support 

equitable democratic communication (Sitrin 2006). 

5.1.1 Translation in dialogue of practices 

Another pillar of the TALF to which the enquiry speaks is ‘Combining the Political with Practical’, 

and also with ‘Practice’ at the core of the framework (Anderson et al. 2018). Rather than framing 

the dialogues on memory and cultural meanings of food as ‘merely cultural’, as is often the case 

with practical community arts projects, it is important to emphasise these as social and political in 

nature (Butler 1997), since they express everyday experiences embedded with meaningful 

knowledge of social dynamics. The connection between artistic methods, everyday experience and 

social justice is expressed by ERINMA (2020): 

“Often the arts can consider & express, without words, the powerful truths 
that research can discover yet not express to policymakers. What exclusion 
feels like, what it does to humanity & precisely how inequality is bad for 
society, and how this translates into everyday realities.” 

The practical act of cooking together was also repeatedly referred to as an important way to 

exchange knowledge in the workshops. As one participant shared at Workshop 1:  

“Yeh cos we have most of this stuff, we have the passion and the joy in the 
growing and the community, we have the connection with the community - it’s 
this - I think it’s this section - I think we need - we eat together but we don't 
cook together - so we're not sharing that knowledge” (Workshop 1 participant 
2018). 

And also, in response to a suggestion that we should cook at the next workshop, a participant said, 

“and then that's kind of sharing knowledge isn't it” (Workshop 1 participant 2018). This desire for 

practical collective learning was often expressed with the value of cross-cultural exchange, 

acknowledging the diversity of backgrounds of the people who attended activities at the centre. 

Through the photovoice exercise participants generated values of, “bringing people together to 

learn about new foods” and, “different foods from different cultures” (Workshop 1 flipchart notes 
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2018); thus the cooking element in Workshop 3, with a centre worker sharing their Polish pierogi 

recipe, meant that the Conversations began to embody the evolving collective values.  

In terms of generating diálogo de saberes, as a critical feature of agroecology and a pillar in the 

European TALF, I note that wisdom expresses itself in mundane tasks such as the “operations of 

calculation, measurement and weighing” (Leonel Santos 2002: 81 as Santos 2016). These practices, 

often seen in cooking, were part of learning the pierogi recipe in Workshop 3. The enquiry 

highlights how cooking, as a point in the food cycle, is a moment of potential transformation in 

dialogue: building understanding, relationships, and ultimately the exchange of practical knowledge 

across different cultural perspectives. This contrasts with ‘bringing good food to others’ (Guthman 

2008), since the activity, recipe and facilitation of the cooking came from participants, and was an 

important way to learn and build community together. I return to this analysis more 

comprehensively in relation to community self-definitions of health in section 5.2. 

The photovoice exercise and cooking workshop can be seen, in particular, as “intercultural contact 

zones” where ,“it is possible to enter in visual and existential contact with different kinds of present 

as experienced by different social actors” (Santos 2016: 234). The potential of food as an 

intercultural contact zone was supported with clapping from the whole group in Workshop 3, when 

a small group fed back their principle of: “Foods bring together diverse communities, cultures and 

generations through exchange of knowledge skills and recipe”. A feature of intercultural contact 

zones being ‘translation’ means that DDS can be supported by the different languages opened up 

by creative PE tools, in this case photography and cooking, to express and share forms of 

knowledge. The emphasis on exchange between different cultural practices from participants, with 

holistic conceptions of knowledge exchange challenging European positivism, highlights the 

emergence of some qualities of diálogo de saberes in the development of collective foodways at 

WLHC. Through the three workshops, however, there was little direct discussion of power in terms 

of food, although tensions between culturally appropriate foods and food miles was discussed for 

instance, as well as relationships between food growers in the Global North and Global South were 

touched on in Workshop 3.  

The Conversations focused largely on affirmative features of food democracy and food justice, such 

as building solidaristic relationships as a basis of community, understanding food in cultural, social 

and ecological, and demands for community participation in WLHC decision-making. In the first 

three sessions it seemed that trust and understanding had been deepened, with points of conflict 

starting to emerge (i.e. culturally appropriate and food miles), and that further dialogue of these 

initial interactions would be possible, as well as of issues concerning power at the centre and more 

widely in society. Whether forms of cultural diversity develop along transformative lines or slip into 
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essentialised impositions of a ‘melting pot’ (Singh 2016) will become clearer as the project develops, 

and section 5.3 refers to this in terms of enabling and defending a transformative culture. 

Importantly, the centring of practical exchange of cultural food traditions, recognising different 

backgrounds and experiences, emerged from the participants through the PE tools, as a way to build 

community, relationships and knowledge at the centre. Although it would be a stretch to say that in 

the three sessions diálogo de saberes developed by definition, transformational emergences (Anderson 

et al. 2018) did begin to arise, with democratic foundations built as relationships were strengthened, 

food cultures and memories expressed, and practices shared. In relation to evolving a European 

TALF, therefore, the emphasis of creative popular education in ‘horizontalism’ can support the 

emergence of the critical agroecological pillar of DDS. The ‘combining political with practical’ pillar 

of the TALF is also central to translation in dialogue and the creation of deep food democracies as, 

“the aim of translation between practices [emphasis added] and their agents is to create the 

conditions for global social justice from the standpoint of the democratic imagination” (Santos 

2016: 234).  

Although the enquiry did not build and strengthen networks (the fourth pillar of TALF) beyond 

the community in and around WLHC at a sub-territory level, a theme that emerged was developing 

relationships at a critical feature of building food democracy. The process itself also involved 

building relationships through action, and in this sense the enquiry strengthened the network at the 

centre. One participant in Workshop 1 shared that:  

“Because I’ve worked with these and we're normally working but we're sat 
down and you're normally in the kitchen and normally wandering around 
everywhere and you're all part of something else – you're all quite disparate – 
it’s quite nice to be meeting and just have everyone sat in the same place” 
(Workshop 1 participant 2018). 

And another participant sharing what they were taking away: 

“The link between community and food I think was very powerful.  We're all 
on the same page really” (Workshop 1 participant 2018). 

The workshops, with the collective tasks of cookery, photography and turning emerging values into 

food principles, highlight how creative PE can support building relationships and skills in a 

symbiotic way –with direction, importantly, from participants. This perspective challenges recent 

food democracy studies that find the development of skills as a secondary aim to building 

relationships (Prost 2019; McIvor and Hale 2015). Therefore, although the enquiry did not fully 

meet the fourth pillar of the TALF, (building and strengthening networks across scales), the enquiry 

did this at a sub-territory level (see chapter 3) with creative and practical PE tools supporting the 

strengthening of democratic relationships and skills. In section 5.4 I go into more detailed analysis 
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of the kinds of relationships that can be building blocks of deep food democracy in evolving urban 

agroecology. 

As highlighted in the above analysis in relation to a European TALF (Anderson et al. 2018), the 

creative and practical exercises in a PE tradition, introduced by the Conversations, strengthened the 

conditions for critical features of the framework to be present in interconnected ways. The 

deepening of horizontalism by enabling varied languages of learning, for instance, supported 

translation in intercultural contact zones focused on practice (as political), thus budding emergences 

of DDS. Creative and practical popular education, therefore, is an approach that can support the 

progression of urban agroecology with, “a questioning of the logics and accounting that underpin 

the dominant modes of agriculture through learning processes that force ruptures in conventional 

thinking and practice” (Anderson et al. 2018). And notably is well placed to enable a complex, 

place-specific approach (Warner 2007) in understanding how agroecology can evolve ‘from’ the city 

– as the tools centre lived experience within that territory. As the production of the city is a 

contested process, and as progressing new collective ways of learning can enhance communities’ 

claims to the city (Yap 2018), creative PE can be a valuable approach in developing urban 

agroecology as a way of conceiving the city towards an emancipatory sustainable development 

(Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019). 

This section began with my reflection of how, compared to the consultatory approach of people 

writing answers to questions in Workshop 2 at the community market, the creative PE tools within 

the enquiry supported a depth of emotion, memory and cultural heritage. Whilst the photovoice 

and community mapping across the workshops complemented each other well, the written answers 

to the questions on flipcharts lacked, relatively, dynamism and depth in creating understanding of 

the content and breadth of foodways. This exercise also gave the facilitators (Deirdre, Yvonne and 

myself) a central role, through hosting the flipcharts, holding the knowledge generated in the 

conversations with market-goers as the main points of contact, and literally by keeping notes. 

Although this section of Workshop 2, unlike the PE tools, did not generate knowledge in a 

relational and embodied way, what it did do was allow for ideas about the future of the centre to be 

expressed in a public space (at the market). Whilst there had been a survey completed of 

predominately existing users of the site, when Organiclea took on the management of the space, 

and a collaborative process with local community organisations in 2017, there had not been public 

engagement in such an open fashion until this point. Furthermore, there had been no local 

referendum about the council’s decision to grant Organiclea the management of WLHC. Against 

the backdrop of undemocratic council planning decisions in London (Granville Community 

Kitchen 2018, Chakrabortty 2014), a democratic process in developing WLHC becomes even more 

vital in shaping who uses and benefits from the space, and how the space is used. The opportunity 
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to document ideas through the flipcharts at the public market, although certainly not exhaustive in 

a community consultation, provided a space for people that could not or did not want to participate 

in the workshops to feed into shaping the direction of the centre. 

At Workshop 2 market-goers’ responses to the question, “What activities would you like to see and 

contribute to around food at Wolves Lane?” included food-related activities, as well as: “tap 

dancing (dancing) for over-50s, art classes, movie nights, dance, embroidery and sewing” 

(Workshop 2 flipchart notes 2018).  What this uncovers is that within the development of the 

community food hub there are voices calling for activities unrelated to food in questions focused 

on food.  One conversation I had at the market was with a local resident who expressed clearly that 

they didn’t want the centre to be all about food, and that there should be activities open to the 

public. Therefore, whilst there was a lot of positive engagement in the food aspect of the hub set 

within the growing greenhouses, allotments and café infrastructure, the data from Workshop 2 was 

a reminder that in creating a democratic space, non-food-related activities were also important. This 

speaks to the mission statement of WLHC as a “food hub plus” (see Chapter 3) and in particular 

the intention to offer, “space for community groups and social enterprises to run activities that 

benefit the community” (Organiclea 2017). Responding to democratic expressions of the desire or 

need for non-food-related activities at WLHC can also support long-term viability, with one study 

noting that UK community hubs with, “a lively mix of complementary activities, centred strongly 

on core mission” were more likely to thrive sustainably, while also warning not to overstretch with 

too many activities (Trup et al. 2019). 

So, in asserting that, as compared with the survey-type method of Workshop 2, creative popular 

education methods enabled a more holistic and emotionally grounded understanding of food across 

social positionalities, such survey-type tools in developing food democracy should not be written 

off entirely. Rather, while questionnaires and information-gathering tools can be useful if used in 

tandem with creative and collective group work, the enquiry suggests that without the latter a 

threadbare form of food democracy is likely; namely, one that lacks the enduring and dialogic 

relationships of deep democracy (McIvor and Hale 2015). Creative popular education, as was found 

in the Conversations, requires more time and resources than more consultancy-type approaches in 

decision-making, and risks not being utilised because of a lack of resources as shown with urban 

agriculture and funding cycles in section 2.4.  Taking more time in developing building blocks of 

food democracy through collective creative processes was considered at the end of Workshop 1, 

when participants were asked how they were feeling, with one participant responding, “Optimistic, 

because I think seeing the process and looking back at how it’s began – and it’s not happening 

overnight, it’s happening over a period of time – it’s not being rushed.” This important issue, of 

investing time and resources in food democracy within the neoliberal city, is explored further in 
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chapter 6 where it is connected to the generation of cultures of care. After the following summary 

of the benefits of utilising creative popular education approaches in developing food democracy, 

shown in Figure 35, I turn to critical considerations of the Conversations in terms of developing 

learning process embedded with horizontalism. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.1.2 Critical Conversations  

Anderson et al. (2019: 17) highlight some critical questions of governance processes in 

agroecological transformations:  

“Which actors are involved? Who has the final control over decision-making 
processes? Whose perspectives, knowledge, values, and aspirations are 
embedded in governance, and whose are excluded? Where is ‘governance-
making’ actually taking place? Through which avenues can governance be 
improved? Whose interests are served and is someone held accountable?” 

In applying this to the Conversations, questions arise around the formation of the facilitation team 
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Figure 35: Benefits found in the study of creative popular education tools supporting food democracy 



 147 

and its leadership. As described in Chapter 3, Deirdre, Yvonne and I formed a facilitation team in 

order to design a community-generated food policy with the aim of supporting a democratic and 

transformative culture in the formation of the food hub. 

As the enquiry came from an issue in the consortium management group (the need for a food 

policy) and was led by the facilitation team, all of whom were in the consortium management 

group, this highlights a dynamic where the issue explored came from the top-down led by people in 

leadership positions. The Conversations speaks to the ‘realism’ observed in consultations: as there 

were efforts of member-checking and collectively deciding the format of the final workshop with 

participants, in working towards a, “more two-way process where both top-down and bottom-up 

priorities can be addressed” (Wakeford et al. 2008: 348).  Despite these efforts and considering 

elements of an unclear and unelected management that motivated the enquiry in the first place (see 

Chapters 2 and 3), a facilitation team made up of consortium management members guiding the 

process can be seen to reinforce the power dynamics at play. With the intention to shift decision-

making towards a more bottom-up approach and choosing critical pedagogies, such as PE tools, as 

a way to do this there is risk that the facilitation team critically fall into a role of “liberated 

pedagogues” (Bowers et al. 2005) imposing ‘emancipatory’ methods. 

What confuses this analysis of power, however, is the different roles that members of the 

facilitation team played alongside their positionality of ‘management’. As described in Chapter 3, 

the Conversations happened at a time when the centre had little funding or resources, and so there 

was a general ‘mucking in’ to maintain the building and run events and social programmes. The 

facilitation team worked voluntarily in, for instance, improving the infrastructure, cooking, cleaning, 

organising events, and building community partnerships. Thus, the facilitation team were also 

insiders to the weekly running of the space from different perspectives, experiencing something 

that they wanted to change together: namely to create equitable, democratic decision-making. At a 

time when people were doing all sorts of work with minimal resources, the facilitation team came 

together to contribute to the development of the hub around a shared motivation and interest. In 

aiming to support a more democratic culture at WLHC we had discussions in the facilitation team 

about the roles we were taking, as reflected by Deirdre who relayed in contributing in the small 

group work in the first workshop that she was conscious about her own voice dominating or 

inadvertently influencing the direction of outcomes (Field, Logan and Woods 2019, personal 

notes). The proposal of the Conversations also came with the backdrop of supportive relationships 

having be made and strengthened across the hub’s community through the collective ‘mucking in’, 

placing the process in a web of relationships that are not just defined by management member and 

non-management member binaries. These relationships and their qualities are explored further in 

section 5.4 as a vital underpinning for food democracy. 
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With the vast majority of volunteers and workers attending the sessions, this also reflects an interest 

in the topic and method of discussion. This was highlighted when the group were asked if there 

was anything important missing from the emerging food values at Workshop 1, when a participant 

who so far had hardly spoken said, “It’s kind of what we're doing here now but it’s not written 

down just like decision-making, democracy, consensus and this kind of thing” (Workshop 1 

participant 2018). Another participant followed up with, “Food democracy!” (Workshop 1 

participant 2018), with sounds of approval from the rest of the group. The moment highlights how: 

there was desire for food democracy within the group in actually naming it, that the process had 

democratic features for the participant, and to some extent embodied this value whereby a quieter 

member of the group was able to express their desire or need in the collective space. So while 

analysis of power in the generation of the food policy enquiry shows a top-down process led by 

members of the management group, the positionalities of the facilitation team confuse this, as well 

as the relationships built in previous months, with participants stating that the process had 

democratic qualities that should continue to be strengthened. 

A practical step to challenge the power dynamics of decision-making held within the unelected 

management consortium, and extended into the facilitation team, would have been to make 

opportunities for non-management community members to be more heavily involved in decisions, 

to work ‘behind the scenes’, and ultimately to open up participation in the facilitation team. Of 

course, people might not have wanted to be involved in this work but democratising key decisions, 

beyond members of the consortium management group, would have met facilitation team values 

and improved the enquiry’s democratic qualities. Such an approach would have integrated different 

perspectives into the decision-making process of enquiry design beyond member-checking and 

workshop discussions. Such an integrated facilitation team of management and non-management 

members, combined with increased in-depth member-checking in designing the enquiry, could have 

supported a more democratic, mutual agreement of, “protocols and pedagogies based on 

horizontalism to pre-empt the emergence of exploitative hierarchies” (Anderson et al. 2018). And 

the network at WLHC could have been strengthened with opportunities for political learning to be 

applied in leadership:  

“By providing opportunities for learners to begin to provide active input and 
leadership in organizations (rather than only provide instrumental input or 
token involvement) through applying their political learning in organising 
campaigns or becoming facilitator-teachers in learning initiatives, these 
networks can be expanded and strengthened” (Anderson et al. 2018)(Anderson 
et al. 2018). 

This deepening of democracy would require more time and resources to work towards more 

equitable participation. Both were already limited, and the latter was just enough with two failed 
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funding bids creating a reliance on my PhD time and expenses to make up for this. In summary, 

the enquiry highlighted that opportunities for democratic leadership, in the design and planning 

of processes, is important to create a transformative agroecological learning framework (TALF) in 

which horizontalism is embedded from the outset. 

In terms of what democratic leadership means, learnings from the enquiry point to three 

suggestions. Firstly, democracy means opportunity for stakeholders – beyond management in the 

WLHC case – which could be people connected and involved with the space geographically or 

actively, whether a volunteer, enterprise worker, local resident, or young people attending activities. 

Secondly, democratic leadership can mean in terms of broader social positionality and experience 

within the territory of the space. For example, in evaluating how the leadership of the process 

shaped participation in the Conversations, Yvonne reflected that, “The process actively engaged a 

culturally diverse group of participants which reflected the local community. Our team of two black 

women and one white male seemed to offer a broader message that this was designed to be an 

inclusive process” (Field, Logan and Woods 2019, personal notes). This is an important point, since 

planning literature often underrepresents spaces that are deliberately designed around heterogenous 

cultural perspectives and fails to acknowledge difference between social experiences in working 

towards culturally inclusive spaces (Kumar and Martin 2004). 

A third consideration is that in the verbal feedback section at the end of Workshop 3, one 

participant said, “One more suggestion is, would it be good to possibly get the younger generation 

to see this and get some feedback from them?” This suggestion came about because only one 

person under 20 years was present. Yvonne later reflected on this:  

“Practical hands-on activities allowed for inter-generational participation, 
sharing and learning. Our youngest participant was seven years old, 
accompanying his mother. However, the timing of the workshop sessions, use 
of social media for conveying young people friendly messages, the use of more 
creative processes and outreach to local schools- could have increased the 
engagement of young people” (Field, Logan and Woods 2019, personal notes). 

After Workshop 2 Yvonne also shared that despite the general popularity of the community 

mapping stall that she had unsuccessfully encouraged two older Caribbean women to participate, 

and that it felt like a lost opportunity to document some of the food stories from members of the 

Windrush generation (Field, Logan and Woods 2019, personal notes). This led us to reflect whether 

our approach was a useful way to engage with older people who were unfamiliar with the process 

and space. As urban gardens are excellent sites for intergenerational learning (Della Valle and 

Corsani 2010) the Conversations could have enabled this to greater degree. With the hub potentially 

being awarded a 25-year lease, the centring of young people’s voices in the initial food policy was an 

overlooked dynamic as these will be the people of future years potentially involved in the centre.  
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Therefore, a learning from the enquiry is to build in opportunities for democratic and 

intergenerational leadership in design and implementation of knowledge enquiries, thus 

supporting horizontalism and quality of learning.  

This principle connects with encouraging discussion of practical knowledge so as to generate 

intercultural contact zones in the leadership, design and implementation of learning processes. This 

contrasts with Prost's (2019) suggestion of engaging in a tactic of careful language to build 

community interest in alternative food systems (based on food democracy research at a UK food 

hub). My argument is that food democracy should be rooted in horizontalism from the beginning 

of learning and community processes, within the available resources, so as to build ‘power with’, 

rather than careful language which suggests a knowledge deficit and risks cementing a charitable 

‘power for’ others. This critical learning from the Conversations can be applied to the management 

consortium itself, for example by appointing a young people’s representative on the board. This 

point also connects with the LGWC enquiry, in terms of opening up the co-operative decision-

making structure beyond ‘worker’ identities and broadening democratic participation in the 

leadership, structures and strategies of the organisation (see Chapter 6). 

I now introduce a final critical reflection of the enquiry, concerning the use of the English language 

in workshops. In the cooking activity of Workshop 3 the recipe was shown practically, thus 

reducing reliance on the use of the English language, but the latter part of the workshop, held in 

with small groups and summarising a food principle based on food value clusters, gave a literary 

focus on the English language. This gave power to the written word and also to people more 

confident in writing, reading, and speaking in English. In the feedback at the end of Workshop 3 

one participant said: “I think it’s beautiful and lovely to see everyone come together to discuss what 

they think with just words, it opens so many conversations” (Workshop 3 participant 2019). the 

vocal feedback in a group of 20 people did not necessarily provide a way to express a different 

opinion, and no one spoke to us afterwards about this issue. Considering that over 180 languages 

are spoken in Haringey and that 30% of Haringey residents do not speak English as their main 

language (Haringey council 2019), in creating an equitable space for knowledge exchange across 

different cultural backgrounds, the final and key stage of the process in writing up principles could 

have been less centred on writing English sentences. Popular education tools could be helpful here 

such as theatre techniques building images from the values (Boal 2002) as building blocks of 

sentences, or translation methods across languages. Therefore, alongside finding that creative 

popular education can support key pillars of a TALF in Europe, the enquiry finds that integration 

of methods that support equitable use of language, with democratic and intergenerational 

leadership in design of learning processes, can support horizontalism and ultimately deepen food 

democracy.  
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I now introduce a theme that emerged from the PE tools, namely, holistic approaches to food 

and health in relation to generating community self-definitions that challenge ‘bringing good food 

to others’. 

5.2 Community definitions of health and holistic food beyond the ‘missionary 
complex’  

One of the aims of setting up a food hub at WLHC, according to the founder, Organiclea (2017), 

was to establish, “a centre for promoting healthy eating” that, “grows and distributes sustainably 

produced food to local residents and businesses”. What ‘healthy’ meant at the centre was not 

defined until the suggestion that the management consortium would write a food policy for the 

hub. This section reflects on what the Conversations uncovered through popular education 

techniques concerning food and health, as an attempt at creating community self-definitions.  

A strong theme in the workshops, supported by the PE methods, was a holistic approach to food 

as integrated in cycles of life, culture, health, and community-building. One participant in 

Workshop 1 encapsulated participants’ perception of ‘healing’ as an important feature of food and 

community: 

“We had healing as an overarching thing that was quite a strong theme for us 
because whether it be the food you put into your body that can promote 
healing and that kind of thing or if its physically working and connection that 
this space brings. All of that are aspects of healing – being around plants, being 
in a community space is really healing drawing people together” (Workshop 1 
participant 2018). 

All elements of the food cycle were connected together by another participant at the same 

workshop:  

“And it’s all about, as Amin said, the birthing process and the start of life.  So, 
it’s about the importance of the soil that you grow the seeds in.  Just the actual 
seed sowing and it what it turns into.  Rows of new life, how colourful they are 
and the order of them and just planting out and measuring.  This about eating 
together so we've got the picture of us about eating together” (Workshop 1 
participant 2018). 

In Workshop 3 the food cycle was a strong theme, as participants contributed food values of how 

life and death are connected in the food cycle, and how respectful, mutually supportive 

relationships between humans and plants can lead to good health and life-force: 

 “What we did, we tried to put all the posts in a way as a circle of life.  And 
what we found difficult was what comes first” the chicken or the egg.  So what 
we done was put it as.. so a circle of life” (Workshop 1 participant 2018). 
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“The circle of life is birthing, growth, the process of regeneration and respect 
leads to the relationship between plant life and human life, and this leads to 
good health and source of energy” (Workshop 3 participant 2019). 

“Basically, ours naturally fell into a cycle of going from growth and conception 
all the way to cooking and eating.  Ours has ended up as a circle. Yeh, it just 
naturally felt like that.” (Workshop 3 participant 2019). 

“But it is a cycle, I mean that was what we were talking about with the 
compost.  You know you start with the compost and you end with the 
compost” (Workshop 1 participant). 

Numerous photographs in the photovoice exercise were of plants and green spaces in the city (see 

Figure 36 below) in response to the food-related questions, reflecting the holistic connection that 

emerged in the workshops with food and humans as part of natural life-cycles. 
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Figure 36: Participants’ photographs of plants and green spaces as part of the LGWC photovoice 
exercise 

This emergent theme from the Conversations reflects agroeocology perspectives of whole system 

thinking and holism between living beings (see section 2.2). The discussions of foodways in the 

workshops outlined symbiotic approaches with nature and respect for life-cycles, as is echoed in 

Antonio Gonzales’s (from MAELE – the Agroecological Movement of Latin America - and 

indigenous peasant from Guatemala) description of agroecology as being able to, “ensure 

sustainability and biodiversity. Biodiversity for us is the beginning and the end of life, of cultures 

and of peoples” (Anderson et al. 2015). Responsibility and respect were discussed in relation to 

human interaction with land for growing food, and tension between human need and non-human 

life, as shown in the participant extracts below: 

“These are about nature. Trees and the tension between trees and people and 
how we take over the land for food-growing and our responsibility for that” 
(Workshop 1 participant 2018). 

“So, the things that connect are sharing foods and knowledges, conversations 
and community. Respecting the processes like composting, seed sowing, 
planting. And the tensions between nature, food growing and human 
necessities.” (Workshop 1 participant 2018). 

The holistic socio-nature perspectives around food in the Conversations (Alkon 2013) highlight 

relationships and understandings with nature that begin to transcend logics of financial production 

through human solidarities and deeper relations with the earth, that move UAGC towards a radical 

process of social transformation (Prizendt 2017). Making space within agroecological initiatives for 

building on these more-than-human solidarities (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019) is explored further in 
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the LGWC enquiry in the theme of ‘learning and listening with the land’. 

Another feature of the holistic approach to food in the Conversations was on the specific topic of 

health. During Workshop 1 the issue of health was raised by a participant: “What about unhealthy 

food? I mean we're about healthy food, but a lot of people eat unhealthy food; should we bring that 

to people’s attention, what is the difference between healthy and unhealthy?” This section of the 

focus group came up unexpectedly, drawing attention to the issues of meat and of cake, relating 

each to health and to the environment. On the topic of meat one participant said: 

“Is it something that if you look at the community there's all these places 
where you can get meat available.  But are we as we're promoting veg are we 
excluding parts of the community? Who'd be put off by ah no it's just a 
vegan/vegetarian thing” (Workshop 1 participant 2018). 

And a participant raised the relationship of meat-eating to ecological values:  

“But then there's lots of environmental issues - the environment is a big issue 
at the moment and it would be nice not to eat [meat] as much.  Maybe this is a 
place where people can learn about …  because some people eat it three times 
a day and we can't sustain it” (Workshop 1 participant 2018). 

To which Deirdre added, “Which links back to health, because you don't need to eat meat three 

times a day.” 

Another participant suggested WLHC as an educational space on this topic:  

 “…or even if people wanted to eat meat they could learn here how to eat 
sustainable meat and the rest of it…because some people need meat because of 
their blood group” (Workshop 1 participant 2018). 

Meat had been raised as a question in the consortium management group when meat had been sold 

at community markets and was a live issue in relation to agreeing collective foodways, especially as 

the lead founder, Organiclea, does not sell meat through their business. At Workshop 2, six out of 

21 foods noted on the community map exercise involved meat or fish, emphasising how meat 

dishes were part of people’s food cultures. We agreed to hold over the discussion of meat for 

future collective exploration, and it was noted in the graphic harvest by the artist, Drew Sinclair, as 

a key theme (Figure 37). In Workshop 3 meat was not explicitly mentioned in any of the food 

principles generated, although Principle 7 perhaps implies an approach to inform future decisions: 

“7. We value and respect the cycle of life as an interconnected, regenerative relationship leading to 

positive health and wellbeing for all life forms” (Food for thought; towards food principles at 

Wolves Lane 2019). 
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Figure 37: Section of graphic harvest highlighting a key question of “How do we feel about Meat?” at 
Workshop 1 (Credit: Drew Sinclair) 

In relation to health, the issue of cake was also discussed. One participant reflected on emerging 

food values, “There’s no cake there!” Deirdre replied that, “For me cake represents celebration, and 

that's celebration of life”, to which another participant agreed: “A little bit of joy and enjoying it, it’s 

always healthy” (Workshop 1 participant 2018). Despite these considerations of joy and celebration, 

another participant was of the opinion that, “I think it’s not healthy” (Workshop 1 participant 

2018). This highlights the participants’ ability to listen to each other and to share their own, at 

times, differing perspectives. A holistic approach to health was summarised by one participant at 

Workshop 3: “I was going to put let food be your medicine.” (Workshop 3 participant 2019). This 

approach to foodways combined with the group’s social and cultural values, such as “memory”, 

“family”, “joy”, “celebration” and “community” (Workshop 1 transcript 2018), reflect an 

agroecological approach beyond silo thinking, and enabling of a strategy that links food to the 

economy, ecology, and public health (Anderson et al. 2019, Altieri and Toledo 2011).  

The Conversations highlighted the complexities and connections between food and health and served 

as reminder that who defines what is healthy shapes the culture or foodways of an alternative food 

network. The way food and health are defined has potential to bring different people together in 

diálogo de saberes or exclude and reinforce social hierarchy to varying degrees. In this case the creative 

popular education methods, being an attempt at co-generating understandings of food and health, 

highlighted different dimensions (i.e. social, cultural, part of life cycles) and the potential of food as 

‘healing’ within the food hub as a boundary space between different peoples coming into dialogue. 

Such dialogues as those about meat and cake were not necessarily resolved but exist between 

different principles generated as an ongoing point of learning and understanding.  

The difference between imposition of ‘good food’ values and community generation of 

understandings of food and health is highlighted in the relationship between WLHC food 

principles, “8. We value food and avoid waste” and the previously mentioned, “7. We value and 
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respect the cycle of life as an interconnected, regenerative relationship leading to positive health 

and wellbeing for all life forms” (Food for thought; towards food principles at Wolves Lane 2019). 

In combination these beg the question: why you would waste food if you valued the process it’s 

been through, as collectively acknowledged, to arrive in contact with you? This challenges 

moralising top-down approaches of ‘Food waste is bad’, for example, while community self-

definitions of foodways, sustainability and health allow for praxis to be developed through 

consciousness-raising and collective action through dialogue. The strength of agroecological themes 

in the workshops show that there were already agroecological perspectives and principles in 

people’s ontologies and epistemologies of food and the city, namely that urban agroecology is being 

practiced without it being called that, just as agroecology was being practiced before it was labelled 

as agroecology (Altieri and Holt-Giménez 2016).  

In connection with the section 5.1, creative popular education supported building from these 

existing agroecological perspectives, rather than imposing notions on processes, and as shown in 

the Conversations, you don’t know what will emerge as important until engaging in democratic 

process. This perspective of communities defining food and health for themselves as part of 

community empowerment is reflected in a word-frequency analysis, or ‘wordle’, of the transcript at 

Workshop 1 (Figure 38).  The keywords highlighted could form a sentence such as, ‘people know 

community food [when they] think together.’ This finding in the enquiry challenges ‘bringing good 

food to others’ (Guthman 2008), by questioning assumptions about what people know and what 

knowledge is valuable, and by stressing that defining ‘good food’ is done through community 

process.  
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The Conversations, through generating community understandings of food and health based on 

people’s everyday experiences, challenged hierarchical and class-based definitions of ‘good food’ by 

working towards, “collective, local responsibility over health and nutrient flows that can help to 

mend the metabolic rift” (Dehaene et al. 2016). This stresses the importance of different 

positionalities within the food cycle, including non-producers, taking responsibility in urban 

agroecology processes, as found in a ‘reverse CSA’ in Chicago, USA, with, “the eaters determining 

what they want to eat. And they’re creating a system to support that … that way I only have to get 

what it is that my community recognises they need” (Figueroa 2015). In summary, the Conversations 

highlight how working towards community definitions of food and health can support the 

emergence of existing agroecological knowledge, through collective consciousness-raising in 

dialogue, thus challenging inequitable missionary complexes (Slocum 2006). By forming democratic 

processes open to holistic understandings of food, this can support the development of urban 

agroecology in reality, as is seen in the development of the WLHC food policy; it can also work 

towards building network cultures with practical examples to shift ‘bringing good food to others’ at 

territory policy level. Building on the holistic, whole-system approach to food outlined in this 

section, I now present findings on the translocality of foodways that emerged in the Conversations in 

regard to the ‘local trap’, and tension in how this relates with ecological values also present in the 

enquiry dialogues.  
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5.3 Translocal foodways, embedding anti-oppression frameworks and 
breaking out of the ‘local trap’ – 3,563 

In acknowledging the limitations and sometimes exclusionary connotations of ‘local’ food (see 

section 2.4.3), a motivation for the facilitation team was to contextualise what local and sustainable 

meant, through participatory methods in relation to different values that might arise in the process 

(Levkoe 2011). The community food map showed foods from all over the world, most from 

outside the UK and Europe (see Table 3). Furthermore, some foods were eaten in the UK, and 

imported from other parts of the world such as mangoes from India. The community food map 

begins to highlight some of the stories of people present at WLHC that relate to food and culture 

(see Figure 39). 

 

Figure 39: Community food map (WLHC Workshop 2, December 2018) 

 

Food Place  

Bananas Latin America 
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Cacao Trinidad 

Cassava Bread Venezuela 

Curry crab and dumplings Tobago 

Fish and Chips UK 

Jolof rice Senegal, Ghana and Nigeria 

Lemon and Chill Kale soup UK (Imported: Lemon – Mediterranean, Chilli 
- Latin America / Caribbean) 

Mangoes UK (Imported from India) 

Nachos USA 

Oranges, Olives, tomatoes, chestnuts Spain 

Pepperpot (game, cassareep, chillis) Venezuela 

Pierogi  Poland 

Pineapples Latin America 

Plantains St Lucia 

Potatoes Ireland (originally from Peru) 

Potatoes, cabbage, dumplings Poland 

Potatoes Ireland (originally from Peru) 

Salty liquorice Finland 

Steamed fish Jamaica 
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String hoppers India 

Sushi Japan 

Sweetcorn USA (Native American) 

Table 3: Results from the community mapping exercise in response to the question: What foods do your 
friends or family eat or may have eaten in the UK or countries of origin? (In alphabetical order of food) 

The foods from all over the world reflect that Haringey borough, where WLHC is situated, is very 

ethnically diverse in its population (see chapter 3). If the community map hadn’t shown recipes and 

foods from all over the world, it would have suggested that the community market was attracting a 

narrow segment of Haringey’s communities, or that the mapping tool was ineffective in engaging 

the different people that visited the event. That is not to say that the map was entirely 

representative of the borough’s population, but it did go some way to reflect the different food 

cultures of the surrounding area.  

Through the workshops there were strong expressions of food embodying culture and a desire to 

build “community connections” through “learning with diverse cultures” (Workshop 1 flipchart 

notes 2018). The stories that food carries and enable to be told is reflected in this quote from a 

participant at workshop 3:   

“We kept coming back to the idea around through the use of cooking and 
communal cooking and how through that you can learn and discover things 
about each other not necessarily centred around cooking and how that can 
bring communities together: different cultures, backgrounds, generations.” 
(Workshop 3 participant 2019). 

In written reflections after the Conversations, Deirdre highlights how food and culture are connected 

across places from her own experiences: 

“Spending my late childhood and teens in Trinidad and Tobago, with a farming 
father and family members in various food professions from bakers to chefs, 
or experiencing the multicultural foodways and traditions, I have always been 
fully immersed in the multiple dimensions of food. Even as a young child 
growing up in London my memories are of food, and how the preparation and 
consumption of these traditional foods maintained cultural heritage and built 
community within the diaspora” (Field, Logan and Woods, Logan, personal 
notes). 

Through the Conversations and in writing this section I have reflected on growing up with foods that 

my grandparents would bring back to London after trips home to Ireland, whether it was Kimberly 

biscuits or Tayto crisps;  these foods and tastes connected with the photographs and paintings on 

the walls of their home and with the stories we heard growing up. It’s also in the plate of food 
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when I sit at my grandparents’ table with potato cooked three ways and, on occasion, cabbage and 

butter by its side. At an Irish music session in North London a few years ago, the pub sent round 

triangle-cut sandwiches on aluminium trays, and as I took a cheese-and-onion mix triangle I 

remembered doing the same as a child at Irish dances in Croydon. These foods and places connect 

across each other to contribute to a sense of family, identity, community and memory.  

In combination, the descriptions of memory and culture by participants in relation to food (see 

section 5.1), the community food map, and participants’ desire to learn about each other’s cultures 

and backgrounds through food, shows that trans-local stories (see section 2.4.3) are present in the 

community around WLHC and through the popular education processes they began to be 

expressed. Therefore, in designing a food policy that reflected local foodways we discovered an 

array of foods with origins around the world. The foods cooked and grown in the surrounding area, 

shown on the map and discussed in the workshops, are in effect local to the food hub (Valiente-

Neighbours 2012). Importantly, the connection between the building of community at the hub with 

the sharing of food practices from diverse cultures offers conditions for a reflexive translocality to 

be embedded in the culture of the WLHC. In reflection of the map and the expression of diverse 

diaporic foodways through the Conversations, these are specifically mentioned in the food principles: 

“9. Sourcing and growing healthy, nutritious and affordable food that embraces the food ways of 

diverse diaspora communities” (Food for thought; towards food principles at Wolves Lane 2019). 

When one of the foods listed on the food map was introduced, with the recipe’s Polish 

background, by a Ubele worker at Workshop 3, the Conversations began to embody the desire to 

build community through sharing translocal food stories.  

By engaging in cultural place-making through the centring of culturally-appropriate and translocal 

foods, these began to be written into the foodways of the centre, the land and the local landscape 

(Mares and Peña 2011, Agyeman 2013). This approach is held in the principle from the 

Conversations: “2. We believe food brings together diverse communities, cultures and generations 

through exchange of old and new knowledge, skills and ways of growing and preparing food” 

(Food for thought; towards food principles at Wolves Lane 2019). As foodways are fundamental to 

individual and collective identities and cultural histories, the cooking session, community food map 

and food principles 2 and 9 begin to embed these, acknowledging that their location is as important 

as their expression (Agyeman 2013: 69). Therefore, the Conversations, in which participants focus on 

diverse food cultures and knowledges from the locality in an emerging diálogo de saberes, takes a step 

out of the ‘local trap’ and towards a more socially transformative politics. A tension with the 

centring of culturally appropriate and translocal foods, however, was how these principles relate to 

emergent ecological values if the foods cannot be grown, even in small quantities, in the UK. 
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At the end of workshop 3, where participants were sharing their final reflections, one participant 

said:  

“Well, for me personally where my food comes from is very important. I 
always look at the label and I want to know where it’s come from.  Because if 
it’s come from the UK then it’s much more likely to be seasonal and it hasn't 
travelled so far.  So, for me you know that really is the most important thing” 
(Workshop 1 participant 2018). 

This quote reflects a priority value of short food miles and locally produced food. When participants 

were asked if eating seasonal foods just meant eating kale in the winter one person said: “It really 

narrows down your food choices” (Workshop 1 participant 2018). This second quote highlights 

how a focus on ‘local food’ as locally grown can narrow the foodways of a project, excluding from 

the narrative foods produced outside the UK that relate to expressions of culture and identity. The 

first quote prioritises food grown in the UK as environmentally sound as the key narrative, and in 

effect de-prioritises other elements of food considerations raised through the workshops such as 

affordability, food access, and culturally appropriate foods.  This attitude reflects the ‘local trap’ 

(Born and Purcell 2006). In discussing practical steps to enable culturally appropriate food values 

and ecological elements of sustainability to work together, there were suggestions of allocating 

resources at the centre towards this: “Maybe one of the glasshouses should be heated and so we 

can grow food normally grown abroad?” (Workshop 1 participant 2018). This was met with some 

support, with a participant replying: 

 “Yeh the carob - so maybe that could be something for the middle one 
[glasshouse] because it gets very hot in there - where the rainforest was maybe 
we should think about having a specialist way to show people how they can 
grow more unusual foods instead of importing them all from abroad – to cut 
down on the eco thing” (Workshop 1 participant 2018). 

As regards to the impacts of importing food or not, another perspective was raised in Workshop 3, 

highlighting the impact of consumer demands in the UK on growers and land in other parts of the 

world: 

“We discussed that on our table as well about – that's why we put about be 
considerate about the food growers around the world because for example 
superfoods and we get really carried away – we want superfoods for ourselves 
and some growers, for example avocado in Peru, there are serious water 
shortages because we want avocado here, so we have to be very careful about 
what we want in that sense as well” (Workshop 3 participant). 

This global thinking and solidarity with food growers created a group statement in the workshop 

that became a principle for WLHC: “Taking into consideration that our food habits do not have an 

adverse impact on food growers around the world” (Workshop 3 flipchart notes 2019). This 

contribution in the workshop, as situated in the territory of London as a ‘world city’, highlights how 



 163 

consumer demands, tastes and decisions as shaped by trade deals and advertising, have impacts 

beyond London as a ‘place’. The principle that evolved in discussions asks that decisions at WLHC 

consider this dynamic in how food is grown, cooked, eaten and sold at the centre, responding to 

Massey’s (2007: 15) question,  “If the economic sectors upon which the local economy of a place is 

founded entail unequal relations with elsewhere, with other places, how can this be acknowledged?” 

Considering this principle, the impact of shunning imported goods through organic and fair-trade 

schemes as part of the local food narrative has impacted growers’ livelihoods in the Global South 

as they are exposed to the exploitative characteristics of the dominant food system as a 

consequence (Mosely 2007). This is not to say that ‘fair trade’ is always fair, just and equitable 

towards growers, but more to highlight that trade between territories also has potential to support 

farmers’ livelihoods in solidarity, economies, and agroecologies beyond ‘place’, while also 

encouraging culturally appropriate foodways. An initiative that has commonalities with this 

suggestion is the Zapatista coffee that is sold by solidarity groups to support worker co-operatives 

in the Zapatista zone (Active Distribution n.d.). 

The Conversations did not resolve the tension between living within ecological means and recognising 

the importance of food as part of local cultures; the tension has, rather, been opened up for 

dialogue as to future possibilities. The nature of this PhD is such that the next steps cannot be 

reported on, although connotations may be discussed. As well as the principle, mentioned above, 

concerning diverse diasporic foodways, another principle included was: “10. We aim to source 

foods from localised systems as much as possible” (Food for thought; towards food principles at 

Wolves Lane 2019). The tension between these two can frame future decision-making and dialogue, 

while eschewing a flat-line ‘local food’ towards developing localised food systems that aim to 

generate affordable, culturally appropriate foods for all (Levkoe 2011, Goodman et al 2012). The 

principles aim to embrace the possibilities of translocalism in celebrating cultural diversity as much 

as biodiversity (Agyeman 2013), and thus to emphasise local foods as much as possible. Such an 

approach engages with a framework of ‘just sustainabilities’ (Agyeman 2013) in attempting to 

connect environmental sustainability, social justice and community health, in an emerging food 

democracy at the food hub; a challenge faced by civic food networks in general (Prost 2019). 

Considering the centring of dialogues around translocal food practices to build community in the 

Conversations, and this being in tension with ecological values as part of an emerging ‘just 

sustainability’ at the food hub, in the next section I outline reflections on how these transformative 

roots and cultures might sustain in breaking out of the ‘local trap’. 

5.3.1 Supporting deep democratic cultures with anti-oppression politics 

The importance of centring translocal and culturally appropriate foodways in an ethnically diverse 
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territory is highlighted in Yvonne’s reflection in facilitation team discussions post-Conversations: 

“New community led spaces can quickly become the domain of the group that 
secures it, who then erect invisible barriers acting as gatekeepers. A critical 
awareness and analysis of this dynamic and how race, gender and class intersect 
as social and racial cleansing, does not just happen by default, but is a clear 
outcome of systemic exclusion” (Field, Logan and Woods, 2019, personal 
notes).  

This reflects that wider social contexts, together with informal and formal power, shape any 

governance system (Anderson et al. 2019), and in the context of Global North food movement 

food discourses these can reproduce white, middle-class subjectivities ignoring race, class, gender 

and colonial legacies (Alkon & Agyeman 2011). In contextualising the emergence of translocal food 

practices as a critical feature of the Conversations, this is set within a dominant culture of a ‘hostile 

environment’ in the UK, and ‘everyday bordering’ in 'super-diverse’ London (Berg 2019, Yuval-

Davis et al. 2017), reflecting broader UK dynamics around injustice at the intersection of race and 

class (Runnymede 2017) (see section 2.5). As Woods (2019) notes, the policy measures contributing 

to a hostile environment, “can only be seen as modern British imperialism, where the overarching 

political, social and economic systems of domination are white, normative and/or supremacist” and 

where, “race, ethnicity, gender and ‘othering’ are the tools of colonizing bodies, and ways of being 

and knowing”. Therefore, the embedded approach of building community through solidaristic 

dialogue of practices, and centring translocal and culturally appropriate foodways at WLHC, can 

support an urban agroecology embedded with diálogo de saberes as a way to challenge dominant 

white, colonial cultures linked to food injustice and beyond. 

As a backdrop to the emergence of translocality in the Conversations, Yvonne shared in a magazine 

interview, “I think one of the things about Wolves Lane that is different is that it is not a white 

space. It’s a space for everyone. And people notice…” before going on to say, “We have co-

developed this culture and created an open engaging space. You will find all sorts of people at the 

centre. At the same time, we have to continuously keep on defending this culture and intention” 

(Gamauf 2019: 37). Whilst acknowledging that the legal structure of a food hub often influences its 

operation and function, particularly in such areas as capital investment and risk management (Berti 

and Mulligan 2016), I would also emphasise that organisational structures shape cultures through 

the way these are set up. Because democratically-shaped institutions can support the conditions of 

self-governance (Buchanan 2019), and “the importance of democratic formal and informal 

institutions to promote equity in agroecological transformations cannot be underestimated” 

(Anderson et al. 2019: 14), the organisational structures of groups and institutions can support the 

development of transformative cultures. If we understand ‘culture’ to be relational (Clifford 1986: 

15), then the question arises, in terms of developing a deep and just democracy as part of urban 
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agroecology: how might a transformative culture be supported by organisational structures so as to enable the 

embedding of culturally appropriate and translocal foodways at WLHC?  

An example of defending and generating a transformative culture comes up later in the same 

interview with Yvonne, concerning how a threat of loss of space led to a POC-led growers group 

being set up: 

“Yvonne refers to a recent incident when an organisation was invited to take 
over parts of the growing fields. The decision put the employment status of 
two black food growers at risk. Yvonne and the Ubele team intervened and 
working closely with the growers, the team set up a new POC-led growers 
movement at the site.  Black Rootz are now an integral part of the Wolves 
Lane community centre” (Gamauf 2019: 37). 

The situation and action taken to set up a new group at the centre, in response to two black food-

growers having their employment status put at risk, highlights how anti-racist and anti-oppression 

action is not something that is to be brought out every now and again, but needs to be embedded 

into organisational structures in support of ongoing deep democratic cultures that confront 

inequities in power and resources. As Maughan et al. (2020) suggest, that in considering the racisms 

and inequities laid bare by Black Lives Matter mobilisations in recent years, it is entirely clear that 

policy makers must intensify commitments to centering anti-racism and food justice in their work. 

This is relevant from national government (where their study is set) to community scale 

policymaking, i.e. an emerging food hub. Anti-oppression approaches to social inequality and 

inequity include anti-racism and feminism, with structural and critical approaches, to rebuild 

existing systems so that everyone shares the benefits and opportunities of the system (Springtide 

Resources 2008). These characteristics reflect political agroecology principles (see section 2.2). In 

terms of developing UAGC with deep food democracy at WLHC, where there is an opportunity 

for long-term development of a community space, Anderson et al. (2019) warn that, when there is 

agency for community self-organisation, if intersections of inequities are not confronted then who 

profits from this upturn in agency will follow dominant forms of power. An organisational 

commitment, therefore, to “anti-oppression by which movements educate themselves to 

understand how their internal cultures and practices might be oppressive, exclusive or exploitative” 

(Haiven and Khasnabish: 140) can support equitable allocation time, space and resources to 

nourish the Conversations in support of surfacing diálogo de saberes and centring of translocal food 

cultures. An embedding of anti-oppression politics opens up responses to historical and structural 

injustices –  as essential preconditions of food sovereignty and agroecology – rather than an 

‘additive property to a sustainable food system’ (Patel 2009; Figueroa 2015).  

In the USA anti-oppression politics has been present within food movement and research material 

to a greater degree than in the UK (Sbicca 2012), and was recently identified as a key revolutionary 
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element in working towards transformative food system change as part of urban agroecology 

(Siegner et al. 2019: 588). Beth Stewart, a London food grower, found that after a research visit to 

food projects the USA:  

“Our relationship with systemic oppression lies at the centre of who we tell 
stories about in our movements, who we train and support into leadership 
positions, who we employ vs. who volunteers, and where power lies and 
gathers in our organisations. Without questioning and opposing norms in 
relation to these factors, we end up with movements that recreate some of the 
systemic oppression of wider society and the mainstream food system we seek 
to change” (Stewart 2019). 

In supporting a deep and just food democracy at WLHC, in the context of a hostile environment 

and recreation of social injustices in food movement spaces (Woods 2019), an anti-oppression 

framework provides a, “multi-lens approach that recognizes the diversity of cultural experiences 

and histories involved” (Agyeman 2013: 72). This holistic and multitudinal approach is in keeping 

with food principles that emerged in the Conversations. Woods (2019) highlights intersectional 

feminism and de-coloniality as frames to support analysis in identifying and challenging oppressive 

power in working towards socially just food systems in the UK. In terms of the tension between 

culturally-appropriate foods reflective of local foodways and ecological concerns with the importing 

of foods, as highlighted in the previous section, an embedded anti-oppression framework supports 

discussions aimed at retaining holistic understandings of food beyond the fetishisation of local food 

miles, and from slipping into parochial sentiments of the ‘local trap’.  

In this section I highlighted the emergence of translocal food cultures through popular education 

methods in the enquiry, and how participants emphasised the importance of dialogue in culturally 

appropriate food practices as a way to build community. This challenges ‘local trap’ inclinations 

sometimes present in food movements, by identifying and building a food culture at the centre 

which promotes translocal foods as local foods and works towards a localised food system. In 

terms of supporting and defending a transformative culture that underpins a burgeoning diálogo de 

saberes, centring local and translocal foodways, an embedded anti-oppression framework is to be 

encouraged in organisational structures. In the light of translocal foodways identified in the enquiry, 

within the context of the ‘hostile environment’ in the UK and re-embedding of social injustices in 

food movement spaces, this suggestion as part of building deep and just food democracy at the 

food hub, “is a pragmatic – not a utopic orientation” (McIvor and Hale 2015). Importantly, the 

framework can support engagement in the tension that arose between values concerning culturally-

appropriate foods and ecological considerations of food miles, with holistic understandings of food 

towards developing a “just sustainability” (Agyeman 2013). In continuing to aim to understand how 

transformative cultures can support deep food democracy I now introduce a theme of the 

Conversations which emphasises the foundational importance of relationships. 
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5.4 Transformative cultures, relationships and ‘critical lovingness’ 

In this section I highlight how relationships are foundational for deep democratic cultures and 

urban agroecology before outlining a suggestion that organisational structures can support 

transformative relationships by embodying a ‘critical lovingness’. I begin by reflecting on how 

existing relationships of care and support enabled the Conversations to go to personal places of 

family, memory and culture.  

As previously referred to in section 5.1.2, in the months prior to the Conversations people had come 

together with very little funding to fix up the centre, to start running social programmes, grow 

food, and run events and open days so that the space was open to the public. Through this a 

community spirit emerged, with people getting to know each other through a shared care for the 

community. I certainly feel like I made friends in this time and have a lot of respect for the way 

people showed so much care and dedication with little resources to give love to a community space. 

So, before the enquiry began there was already a willingness to work and pull together within the 

community at the centre. This was shown when a participant gave written feedback about why they 

came to the workshops, “I was asked to attend and wanted to support whatever you were doing” 

(Workshop 3 participant 2019). One element of relationship and community-building that was 

shown in the Conversations was the appreciation and acknowledgement of people and the work they 

put in. Workshop 3 was a rare opportunity for so many people to be in a collective forum at the 

centre, and at the end of the focus group there were broader reflections about how people were 

working together. As facilitator, Yvonne shared: 

“Yeh, I think Wolves Lane site has been really led by fantastic leadership - 
people have just stepped up, you know everybody here - there's nobody here 
that's paid to run Wolves Lane - nobody.  But we've also had some people that 
have stepped into leadership and of course Ariana has been absolutely 
especially on the volunteer side has been an absolute anchor and we really 
appreciate and love her” (Yvonne 2019). 

As the conversation continued one participant said explicitly, “And I think we should also 

acknowledge each other” (Workshop 3 participant 2019), while another added, “Absolutely – 

everybody” (Workshop 3 participant). Such exchanges highlight the culture of relationships that 

had kept the centre going in the first couple of years, with minimal resources and paid work, and 

exemplify, “the small acts and kind words” (Horton and Kraftl 2009) that are difficult to quantify 

but essential in relationship-development within community building. 

The pre-existing relationships with those attending the workshops meant that at times the sessions 

could become self-faciliatory, with participants taking ownership of the Conversations, noticing key 

topics, asking questions of the group or looking for commonalities. This is shown in the 
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introduction of meat-eating on site, with one participant asking, “Well, I suppose there's one glaring 

[thing] on this sheet – that's meat. Is that an issue?” (Workshop 1 participant 2018), and in a later 

discussion, “we could have chickens here and produce eggs, goats – milk – is that acceptable to 

people?” (Workshop 1 participant 2018). The Conversations showed, therefore, how relationships at 

the hub supported democratic qualities to emerge, with dialogue and listening encouraged and 

appreciation of people’s work celebrated.  

One principle that emerged from participants’ was, “We aim to create a healthy, growing, food 

community with integrity”(Food for thought; towards food principles at Wolves Lane 2019), with a 

participant expanding on this to say, “growing, as in food growing as well as community growing” 

(Workshop 3 participant 2019). Within this commitment to growing community was building 

relationships. As described in section 5.3 a way to do this was through dialogue of culturally 

appropriate food practices, and in this section, I focus on the qualities of relationships that were 

identified through the enquiry. “Love” came up numerous times and also “respect” and “healing” 

(see Figure 40 below). One participant fed back in Workshop 1, “that was a big part - there was 

love in all the pictures we had” (Workshop 1 participant 2018). And as part of the theme of 

“healing”, referred to in section 5.2 as part of a holistic approach to food and health, this is also 

related to building community as shown in the quote, “All of that are aspects of healing: being 

around plants, being in a community space is really healing, drawing people together. Yeh - 

companionship” (Workshop 1 Participant). 
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Figure 40: Cut outs from the LGWC Workshop 1 graphic harvest and flipchart notes highlighting 
different relationship characteristics 

In regard to developing understandings of food democracy and urban agroecology, these 

characteristics of relationships interact with academic discourses in different ways. Young's (2011: 

51) definition of respect is helpful here: “To treat people with respect is to be prepared to listen to 

what they have to say or do what they request because they have some authority, expertise, or 

influence.” As listening is a key feature of dialogue, especially in engaging in conflicts and tensions, 

then respect amongst relationships is a grounding element for urban agroecology to evolve with 

diálogo de saberes (DDS). As seen in the Conversations, the prior building of relationships exhibited 

respect when discussing contentious issues and supported intercultural contact zones in the 

enquiry. Trust has also been identified as an essential part in the development (and breakdown) of 

networks (Buchanan 2019: 174) that are an essential structure of agroecological practice-sharing 

and action. In connection to trust, as communicated in the Conversations, is “Love” which Freire 

(2000: 50) describes as essential in building solidarity beyond individualistic gestures, that is, when a 

person, “stops making pious, sentimental, and individualistic gestures and risks an act of love. True 

solidarity is found only in the plenitude of this act of love, in its existentiality, in its praxis.” This 

thesis finds, therefore, that if listening is a fundamental part of respect, if trust is essential to 

building networks, and if love begets solidarity, then urban agroecology must evolve with the aim 

of harnessing these elements in relationships as a foundational force in building deep food 

democracy. brown (2017: 159) highlights how relationships are foundational to collaboration, 

especially when different experiences and perspectives come into contact as transformative 

moments:   

“Meaningful collaboration both relies on and deepens relationship – the 
stronger the bond between the people or groups in collaboration, the more 
possibility you can hold…notice who you feel drawn to, and where you find 
ease. And notice who challenges you, who makes the edges of your ideas grow 
and fortify. I find that my best work has happened during my most challenging 
collaborations, because there are actual differences that are converging and 
creating more space, ways forward that service more than one worldview.” 
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Trust, respect and love in deepening relationships, therefore, supports meaningful collaboration 

across difference, which connects with how UAGC can evolve with the critical feature of diálogo de 

saberes (Martínez-Torres and Rosset 2014), and mapping of power as part of generating deep 

democracies (McIvor and Hale 2015).  

This focus on relationships as fundamental to deep democracy, agrees that lasting democratic 

organisations place emphasis on developing abiding relationships where individuals build a sense of 

their own capacity to influence and change conditions (Stout 2010). The emphasis on trust, love, 

healing, and respect as part of relationships supports the approach of social transformation that 

builds for shifts in power culturally, institutionally and economically as a, “long game –one that 

does not involve quick wins” and techno-fixes (Prizendt 2017). Just as I asked in section 5.3, how 

organisational structures can support transformative cultures, I now explore this in terms of how 

relationships characterised by respect, love, trust and healing can be nurtured as the foundations 

underpinning a long-term transformative culture. 

‘Love” can be seen as a binding link between the other characteristics of “respect”, “healing” and 

“trust” that were expressed in the Conversations as, “When we are loving, we openly and honestly 

express care, affection, responsibility, respect, commitment, and trust” (hooks 2000). In terms of 

seeing urban spaces as prefigurative places for urban agroecology (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019), 

Darder's (2002) evolution of Freire’s “lovingness” in the classroom is useful in understanding how 

‘love’ in organisational structures can support transformative relationships at the young food hub. 

The same author (Darder 2002: 91) says that if teachers approach the classroom as an act of 

“profound love”, then “teachers could find the strength, faith, and humility to establish solidarity 

and struggle together to transform the oppressive ideologies and practices of public education.” 

What happens if the food hub at WLHC is approached with a practice of “profound love”?  How 

might this nourish the relationships needed for diálogo de saberes, long-term food democracy and 

social transformation? And so, in WLHC’s continuing evolution of relationships of respect, trust, 

and healing, I suggest that organisational structures must embody ‘lovingness’. The anti-oppression 

framework suggested in section 5.3.1, also embedded in organisational structures, brings a ‘critical’ 

element to lovingness, so as to analyse how power operates in the emerging systems and cultures, 

and in dialogue embody a ‘critical lovingness’. In considering holistic approaches to life-cycles in 

relation to food systems outlined in section 5.2, ‘critical lovingness’ also relates to “more-than-

human” solidarities (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019). In terms of how to encourage a ‘critical 

lovingness’ practically, creative popular education methods have been shown to support deep 

democratic relationships (section 5.1), while anti-oppression as a praxis focuses on both process 

and outcome (Wong and Yee 2010), and has a host of tools to support organisational change 

(Springtide Resources 2008, Institute of Race Relations 2015). 
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In this section I have highlighted relationships as a critical underpinning of generating socially 

transformative cultures and deep democracy. Building on McIvor and Hale's (2015) assertion of 

enduring relationships linked to deep democracy, the enquiry found that trust, respect and love are 

important characteristics to support collaborative dialogues across different social experiences and 

perspectives. With critical pedagogical work finding ‘love’ to be a connective element across trust, 

respect and care, and a way to build solidarity in changing oppressive practices, I suggest that 

organisational structures can be embedded with a ‘lovingness’ to support the evolution of 

transformative relationships and cultures. In dialogue with anti-oppression praxis (see section 5.3) 

embedded in organisational structures, I propagate ‘critical lovingness’ as an approach and a 

supportive “frame” (Anderson et al. 2019) to foster deep food democracy with diálogo de saberes at 

WLHC. 

5.5. Summary  

This chapter has been presented data, analysis and discussion on the research objective, ‘To co-

produce a just democratic process in shaping foundational principles of a food hub with urban 

agroecological intentions’, and the connected research question, ‘How can a food hub develop urban 

agroecology with a central tenet of food democracy?’ Through action research the Conversations developed 

democratic relationships and had signs of diálogo de saberes centring practical dialogue of translocal 

and culturally appropriate foodways, although discussions of mapping power were limited – which 

curtailed the depth of democracy. In three workshops implementing popular education and 

community development approaches there was a shift towards a more democratic culture at the 

young food hub, with foundations deepened for future work to engage with mapping of power. 

The process produced four key outputs: a document outlining co-produced food principles for 

WLHC; a poster sharing how the enquiry unfolded and what was found; a graphic harvest 

documenting dialogues on food values at Workshop 1; and a collection of photographs taken by 

participants reflecting their attitudes to food. The poster, graphic harvest and photographs are on 

the walls of the hub and available for public viewing; while the principles have been shared with the 

management consortium, as ways to embed the learnings into the development of the centre. The 

action research produced learnings as to how a food hub can develop urban agroecology with food 

democracy in terms of practices that worked, and also critical reflections for the future. I 

summarise these below. 

With the need for a transformative agroecological learning framework (TALF) identified as 

necessary to develop cognitive justice approaches in Europe (Anderson et al. 2018) as connected to 

building just food democracies in challenging missionary complexes (see 2.4.2), the Conversations 

contributed new empirical research to this framework. The enquiry found that creative popular 
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education (PE) should be integrated into the ‘horizontalism’ pillar as supports holistic, equitable 

knowledges towards forming intercultural contact zones as part of diálogo de saberes. Whilst a recent 

food democracy study at a food hub in the UK found that democratic relationships should be 

prioritised over generating democratic skills (Prost 2019), this thesis finds that creative and practical 

PE approaches can support both developing skills and relationships in food democracy process. 

Critical reflections of the Conversations emphasised the importance of democratic and 

intergenerational leadership in the design of a learning enquiry, and of using methods to support 

the equitable use of language towards deepening food democracy.  

In utilising creative PE tools to generate community understandings of food and health as a 

foundation of a food policy, existing agroecology knowledges emerged strongly, as well as 

translocal foodways as local food cultures. In centring diverse lived experiences in shaping policy, 

the enquiry challenged missionary complexes that perpetuate epistemic injustice, and took a step 

out of the ‘local trap’, with participants centring dialogue between culturally appropriate and 

translocal food practices as critical in building community. In consideration of a structurally racist 

‘hostile environment’ and re-entrenchment of social injustices in food movement spaces, the 

embedding of an anti-oppression framework into organisational structures is suggested as a way to 

support an ongoing transformative culture where translocal food practices as local cultures are 

equitably exchanged in diálogo de saberes. 

In connection to this, and building on McIvor and Hale's (2015) assertion that enduring 

relationships are the bedrock of deep democratic cultures, the enquiry found that characteristics of  

trust, love, and respect within these are critical in enabling listening and dialogue in the formation 

of agroecological networks. The thesis suggests a connective “lovingness”, inspired by critical 

pedagogies (hooks 2000, Freire 2000, Darder 2002), to be embedded in organisational structures so 

as to support these characteristics and build solidarities towards shifting oppressive social 

structures; with the underpinning of anti-oppression frameworks enabling mapping of power 

towards spatial justice. I describe this interaction as a ‘critical lovingness’, with tools from popular 

education and anti-oppression praxis offering ways to engage practically with this supportive 

“frame” (Anderson et al. 2019) in aiming to foster deep food democracy and diálogo de saberes.  

In zooming in on local practice at the food hub and identifying a democratic deficit, the 

experimental intervention in generating a community-based food policy, therefore, found that 

creative popular education as part of a transformative agroecological learning framework, 

and ‘critical lovingness’ underpinned by an anti-oppression framework can support the 

evolution of agroecology from the city with deep food democracy. Considering the limited extent 

of dialogue on power within the enquiry, and specificity of the research in the locality of North-
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East London, further research is needed into how diálogo de saberes can be developed in urban food 

movements as a critical feature of urban agroecology. 

As for next steps at WLHC, ultimately a nice poster on the wall doesn’t achieve food democracy,  

and clarification of the underlying principle of the Conversations – “All this [the other principles] can 

be achieved by people working together and making decisions in a democratic way” (Food for 

thought; towards food principles at Wolves Lane 2019) – is a potential pathway to build on the 

democratic work of this enquiry. For instance, accepting the importance of democratic and 

intergenerational leadership within learning process applies not just to food policy processes at the 

hub, but the organisational structure as a whole. With creative popular education and anti-

oppression tools, the hub can build on the Conversations to deepen clarity on the questions of, 

“where is ‘governance-making’ actually taking place?” (Anderson et al. 2019) as to who is involved in 

decision-making, how they come into that position, and what the, “democratic rules for decision 

making are” (Berti and Mulligan 2016). 

With deep democracy needing time and resources to build enduring relationships in the 

Conversations, especially in recognising the various material and social barriers to participation (Allen 

2010), the next chapter moves on to London Grown Workers’ Coop (LGWC). It focuses on the 

economic experiences of the young agroecological group in terms of generating fair livelihoods, as 

well as evaluation of the worker co-operative structure as an elevating model for deep food 

democracies. 
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Chapter 6: Urban agroecology and a workers’ co-op; livelihoods, 

care and viability 

This chapter aims to share findings from the enquiry on London Grown Workers Co-operative 

(LGWC), described in chapter 4, and discuss these while considering viability and potential 

organisational structures to evolve urban agroecology (UAGC) with deep democracy. While chapter 

5 analysed a specific food policy process within a food hub in terms of urban agroecology, this 

chapter considers four years’ experience of a workers’ co-op (WC) while focusing on the objectives: 

• To explore with colleagues our individual and collective learnings in developing a workers’ 

co-operative as an elevating organisational structure for urban agroecology 

• To develop understanding of how urban agroecology can be viable in a neoliberal city 

economy 

These are explored through an insiders’ perspective in UAGC practice emerging in London with 

the formation of, “workers co-operatives to build anti-capitalist urban farming livelihoods” 

(Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019: 9). Learnings in this chapter on the LGWC enquiry are connected 

with the findings in the WLHC policy process. In the sections I refer to ‘sweat equity’, which is the 

physical labour, mental effort and time put into to develop a business or project, and is often seen 

in cash-poor start-ups where employees accept salaries below market value in return for a stake in 

the company (Kenton 2020). Overall the chapter finds that a ‘prefigurative compromise’ with the 

market is necessary to make fair livelihoods and cultures of care in the neoliberal city and proposes 

that this in combination with diálogo de saberes (DDS), can support viable and democratic 

agroecologies. The chapter also finds that the agency experienced by worker-owners should be 

broadened to include stakeholders beyond worker identities in decision-making processes, so as to 

support dialogue across different positionalities within the food system, especially in working 

towards commons-creation on public land.  

The chapter begins with an overview of LGWC’s financial development, and in defining what a fair 

livelihood is with co-workers it is found that the organisation took limited steps towards generating 

these (6.1). Section 6.2 seeks to understand why this was with analysis of contextual conditions and 

internal factors, and in doing so makes connection between the co-op’s experiences and Daftary-

Steel et al.'s (2015) conception of the “unattainable trifecta of urban agriculture” without sufficient 

external investment. Section 6.3 analyses the impacts of the unviability of the coop in relation to the 

organisation’s intentions to create cultures of care, equitable opportunities for worker ownership, 

and spaces to discuss power relations. In finding that a lack of viability and financial resources 

hindered these aims, I agree that wages for workers must be a key strategic aim in the development 
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of UAGC if anti-capitalist livelihoods and equitable cultures of care are to be generated (Pimbert 

2017, Soler et al. 2019). In expanding this finding in 6.3, section 6.4 explores the question, where does 

long-term financial investment come from without undermining social justice principles? with evaluation of 

different income streams that could have supported LGWC towards a more robust financial 

position. The chapters’ resultant strategic proposal, with the aim to evolve viable urban 

agroecologies in connection with the praxis’ political roots, is compared with existing suggestions in 

the literature (Pimbert 2017, Tornaghi 2017). In light of this strategic position, section 6.5 analyses 

whether the worker cooperative (WC) is an elevating model to evolve UAGC, with a particular 

focus on LGWC’s aim to evolve ‘community space’. Section 6.6 relates the findings of the enquiry 

back to the thesis objectives and provides a summary of practical learnings and suggestions from 

co-op’s formative years. 

6.1 Co-op business development and livelihood generation  

In this section I analyse LGWC financial information as a means to highlight that LGWC was 

unable to make steps towards generating livelihoods as defined by the workers themselves. Table 4 

shows the profit and loss accounts for the organisation from 2015 to 2020. Background 

information on the figures can be found in ‘Appendix C’. 

 
2015–16 

(£) 
2016–17 

(£) 
2017–18 

(£) 
2018–19 

(£) 
2019–20 

(£) 
TOTAL 

(£) 
Deferred grant from previous year  7,187 5,131 18,013 4,398  

Grants  

11,115 

 

7,000 37,966 6,300 14,300 76,681 

Food sales   4,053 3,744 4,219 12,016 

Education services    2,500  2,500 

Hires + Corporate volunteering   3,755 2,115 1,200 7,070 

TOTAL INCOME 11,115 14,187 45,9763 32,672 24,117 98,706 

Growers’ Wages   14,013 7,533 7,657 29,203 

Infrastructure Wages 300 2,616 1,121 1,030 254 5,322 

Organisational Wages  300 6,731 6,480 6,728 20,239 

TOTAL WAGES 300 2,917 21,865 15,043 14,639 54,764 
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Site infrastructure materials 3,154 2,084 498 1,371  7,107 

Garden infrastructure materials i.e. netting  1,700 924 300 505 3,429 

Tools 136 919 1,293 471 193 3,012 

Transport + growing sundries (seeds, 

propagation costs, packaging) 

313 1,376 944 962 571 4,166 

Rent   960 1670 200 2,830 

Insurance     413 245 658 

Water   454 368 77 899 

Additional grant programme expenses 25 60 562 8,708 981 4,281 

Administrative   537 1,230 556 2,323 

Accountancy   440 440 90 970 

TOTAL ORGANISATIONAL COSTS 3,628 6,139 5,652 14,263 3,218 32,900 

TOTAL COSTS 3,928 9,056 27,517 29,306 17,857 87,664 

Deferred grant for following year 7,187 5,131 18,013 3,148 4,873  

PROFIT / LOSS 0 0 233 218 137  

Table 4: Profit and loss for London Grown Workers Co-operative, 2015–2020 

Our business plan resembled Organiclea’s in that we aimed to run education and volunteering 

programmes connected to a commercial market garden, generating social and ecological benefits 

associated with urban agriculture (UA) such as skills-building, outdoor learning, and community 

development (see section 2.4). Therefore, the volunteering and education programmes were in part 

reliant on the commercial activities and the commercial activities were in part reliant on funded 

education programmes. 2017–18 was the co-op’s test trade year and a business plan was written 

during that time with support from a social enterprise start-up grant programme. Table 4 highlights 

that after the test trade year ‘Total income’ decreased in the following two years by at least £10k 

each year. This was a result of food sales staying the same around the £4k mark and grants income 

decreasing by 26k in 2018–19 compared to 2017–18; and although they increased to a total of 14k 

in 2019–20 that was still less than half of grants generated in 2017–18.  

During the writing of the business plan the social enterprise advisor highlighted that there was a 

risk to the viability of the business because wages expenditure was not matched by trading income, 



 177 

leaving the co-op exposed to a lack of funding. In response the co-op commented in the business 

plan: 

“The long-term strategy for sustainability is to move away from grant funding 
and towards commissioned work from public bodies and community partners, 
whilst maximising the earning potential of the produce we grow” (LGWC 
Business Plan 2018). 

While the co-operative did run a public volunteering programme three years in a row, schools’ 

activities, and community events thus building a track record for commissioned work, the latter 

long-term aim of maximising the earning potential flattened in the three years of food sales. Table 5 

highlights how growers’ wages were consistently substantially lower than food sales, this being 

roughly a third in 2017–18 and roughly a half in 2018–2020. Value generated from the Growers’ 

Wages but not represented in Food Sales are the learning opportunities, relationships and 

community development that happened through the education programmes integrated into food 

growing at the sites. Thus, the role of the growers was not just to grow food for sale but also to 

facilitate supportive community learning environments.  

 

 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 TOTAL (£) 

Food Sales (£) 4,053 3,744 4,219 12,016 

Growers Wages (£) 14,013 7,533 7,657 29,203 

Difference (£) –9,960 –3,789 –3,438 –17,187 

Total Trading Income (£) 7,808 8,359 5,419 21,766 

Total Wages (£) 21,865 15,043 14,639 51,547 

Difference (£) –14,057 –6,684 –9,220 –29,781 

Table 5: Comparison of LGWC trading income and wages, 2017–20 

The observation still stands, however, that in terms of the organisation’s viability in a neoliberal 

marketplace, expenditure on wages did not amount to income to cover these as well as 
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organisational costs. This is reflected in the fact that during the period 2017–20 the co-op generated 

a total of £21,766 Trading Income and spent £51,547 on Total Wages, with a difference of –

£29,781. This shortfall was made up by funding grants and by a lot of volunteering by co-op 

members who completed basic roles from gardening, to managing the growing plan and financial 

administration. Table 6 does not include other running costs of producing food such as seeds, 

water bills, packaging and transport. Those costs were relatively low compared to wages, since 

agroecological growing meant that we had low inputs and, importantly, a free supply of compost 

from municipal green waste to set up new growing beds and mulching each season while we set up 

our own composting systems.  

With the 2017–18 growing season involving the set-up of growing beds, production and 

distribution systems, and volunteer programmes, the co-op had projected that food sales in the 

following years would increase with more stable systems and expanding growing space (see Table 

6). However, as Table 5 shows, Growers’ Wages in 2018–19 and 2019–20 were half of those of 

2017–18, which meant also half the paid labour in the garden for improving systems and growing 

food for sale. The 2017–18 growers’ wages were largely covered by a start-up grant, which included 

£7,000 for gardeners running volunteer sessions. As Table 6 (below) shows, the co-op consistently 

produced food sales income below business plan targets, with a difference of almost £10k in 2019–

20. In terms of developing the education aspect of the organisation with a volunteer programme, 

schools outdoor play and a gardening training programme, the co-op had estimated that it would 

need to generate £40k per year in revenue grants to cover costs, based on the test trade year. This 

meant that the income targets highlighted in the business plan were not met after 2017–18, with 

total shortfalls of £44k in 2018–19 and £49k in 2019–20 (see Table 6 below). Also, also a result of 

LGWC’s decision to step back from operations at WLHC in 2018–19 there was a renewed need for 

infrastructure investment at Pasteur Gardens (PG) (Strategy Review 2018), on improving toilets, 

setting up a polytunnel, and building a multi-functional covered space, making up a grants target of 

£40k in 2019–20. Thus, with a shifting business plan the Capital Grants difference for 2019–20 

meant a shortfall in the region of £75k compared with what we thought was needed to work 

towards the aims of the organisation. 

 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 

Food Sales Target (£) 4,187 9,500 13,500 

Food Sales Actual (£) 4,053 3,744 4,219 
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Food Sales Difference (£) –134 –5,756 –9,281 

Revenue Grants Target (£) 36,000 40,000 40,000 

Revenue Grant Actual (£) 36,466 6,300 12,300 

Revenue Grant Difference (£) 466 –33,700 –27,700 

Capital Grants Target (£) 1,500 5,000 15,000 

Capital Grants Actual (£) 1,500 0 2,000 

Capital Grants Difference (£) 0 –5,000 –13,000 

TOTAL DIFFERENCE 332 –44,456 –49,981 

Table 6: Comparison of March 2018 business plan targets with actual food sales and grant income 

The co-op’s business approach, of integrating funded education programmes with commercial 

agroecological growing, did not intersect in such a way that both aspects became more viable; as 

was seen in food sales remaining the same and funding grants not reaching the levels required to 

meet the co-op’s costs. For instance, for ‘full cost recovery’ of the ‘seed to plate’ volunteer 

programme required an annual budget of £20k, a target we never reached, with the co-op 

generating £9,800 for a volunteer programme in 2019–20. This lack of funding limited time to 

grow the programme, in terms of partnership building, publicity, and volunteer support outside 

sessions, with workers filling in these gaps as much as possible voluntarily. The non-profit and 

profit elements of the organisation not fitting together, in terms of the identity of the coop as a 

commercial food growing enterprise and/or a community education project, were visible on the 

gardening days where the focus between running sessions with quality learning and also the speed 

at which harvesting and planting out needed to happen did not match. Sometimes it felt that we 

were not working fast enough, but rather opted for enjoyable gardening sessions which resulted in 

coop members having to catch up with tasks later. Whilst at other times harvests were large and the 

speed at which we needed to work meant that the pace was too fast for appreciative learning. 

Anonymous Market Gardener (AMG) reflects on this tension in running a not-for-profit business: 



 180 

“The money that we raise isn’t raised to make more money.  You know we’re 
not running it as a business even though we are a business. You know the 
volunteer programme has no [financial] return apart from labour on the land 
which is valuable but effectively when you think about the food income it’s 
not… but that’s where all of our efforts are going and I guess that’s just a 
reality of the project is that we're funding reliant because we do - it’s basically 
like a bottomless pit.” 

Having given a broad overview of LGWC’s business development, I now turn to look at the extent 

to which the co-op was able to generate livelihoods, with information on how my co-workers 

understood what a livelihood means, and co-op aims around this. 

6.1.1 Livelihoods 

A clear aim for the co-op was to make livelihoods as seen in the 2016 Project Plan as it says that, 

“Pasteur Gardens aims to generate livelihoods for members of the project for their roles and 

responsibilities.” In the co-op’s strategy documents the description moved from ‘co-operative 

livelihoods’ (LGWC Business Plan 2017; Project Plan 2016) to ‘equitable livelihoods’ (LGWC 

Strategy meeting 2018). The description of ‘Co-operative Livelihoods’ developed through 2015–17 

to read: 

“The organising structure will be not-for-profit and co-operative, everyone will 
be paid at the same rate so that we value all work equally. We are committed to 
skill share across all areas of the project for long-term sustainability, with the 
possibility of long-term rotation of roles and responsibilities. All Decision-
making will be made by consensus” (LGWC Business Plan 2017). 

With a strategic review at the end of 2018 and two growing seasons together the co-op edited this 

aim to: 

“run a democratic workplace that is transparent in decision-making, values all 
work and has an equitable pay structure at a minimum of London Living wage.  
We aim to provide training and skill-sharing for roles in the co-op to enable 
equitable management experience” (LGWC Strategy meeting 2018).  

The shift in the understanding of the livelihoods partly came about after conversations considering 

how opportunities of paid project management roles were distributed, and with who felt confident 

and had skills to do these. Aiming to embed skill-sharing and training opportunities into co-op 

cultures was seen as one way to challenge power dynamics and enable equitable opportunities in the 

distribution of paid work. The commitment to a flat wage structure in the initial aim in 2017 

highlights a challenge to market valuations of labour and includes all work which includes care 

work for instance. The commitment to a living wage reflects a value that people should be able to 

meet their needs through their labour at a minimum in contrast to exploitative labour practices in 

the food system and across society. Themes of the aim of co-operative / equitable livelihoods are 



 181 

‘transparency’, ‘equity’ and ‘respect’ in valuing all work equally. These intentions of the co-operative 

highlight some of thinking and approach to the, “anti-capitalist urban farming livelihoods” 

developing in London, and the commitment to skill-sharing expresses a political desire for 

challenging unjust social structures as part of peer-to-peer learning within an emerging agroecology 

in the cityscape (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019: 9). 

To get a better sense of what it meant for the co-op to provide livelihoods for its workers I asked 

members in interviews. AMG responded:  

“It means full time work five days a week and any less than that is difficult, like 
really difficult in terms of momentum and all the rest of it.  There’s not a lot 
I’m due that isn’t gonna be because of my labour - so to have guaranteed 
labour is my guaranteed time and income.  And I think one of the reflections 
that we all know from the last three years is that this food growing thing 
demands a lot of sacrifice... so the shift would have to be all or one. You know 
I couldn't go to two to three days a week at the co-op.” 

This highlights the issue experienced in being able to offer coop members enough work to pass up 

or give up their other employment, and that in this case full-time work was what was needed to give 

up other income from labour. J outlined what a livelihood means to her:  

“It means not having to worry about where my rent’s coming from or paying 
the bill,s just those normal things, and just having some money in your pocket 
to do the things that you want to do.  Even if you have to save for them.  Yeh, 
the things that everybody wants, ya know: have a roof over your head, pay the 
bills, go to the cinema, go on holiday or buy yourself those great boots!” 

My thoughts about the meaning of ‘livelihood’ would be similar to AMB’s and J’s: something that 

would enable me to meet material needs, which would likely be a full working week considering 

that wages for gardening are historically lower than the average. It would also mean job security 

with pension, sick pay, holiday pay and the ability to save for a rainy day – especially pressing after 

over a decade of self-employment on a relatively low income in both national and regional terms. I 

now analyse whether we managed to generate livelihoods or how close we came to this in the first 

three years of operation of LGWC since 2016.  

Table 7 shows the number of paid days in different areas of work the co-op was able to pay per 

month from 2016 to 2020. The paid food growing work was predominately seasonal, since we shut 

down growing operations from November to March each year. The four days’ paid fundraising 

work in 2017–18 was a LGWC worker paid by Organiclea to fundraise for FarmStart initiatives, 

with LGWC included. Gradually more non-gardening work was paid for, such as using a £4k 

unrestricted grant in 2019–20, but roles still required volunteer time, while director’s meetings 

about operations, business planning and strategy were never paid, though food and travel expenses 
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could sometimes be reimbursed. Table 7 shows that the greatest number of paid days per worker 

was in 2017–18, with six days per month, going down in 2018–19 and 2019–20 to 3.5 and 4.6 days 

respectively. In practical terms this meant that seasonally (April to November) the co-op generated 

one to 1.5 days paid work per member per week from the beginning of trading. The seasonal 

element resulted from the funded gardening volunteer programme happening in those months, and 

from food sales being unable to cover wages alone, as discussed in relation to Table 5. 

Work role 2016–17 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 

Food growing 2 18 10 14 

Lead Grower + Infrastructure 0 0 1 1.5 

Fundraising 0 4 0 2 

Finance 0 0 1 1.5 

Volunteer + Communications co-

ordinator 

0 2 2 2 

Business Development 0 0 0 2 

TOTAL 2 24 14 23 

Number of co-op members 5 4 4 5 

Average number of paid days per 

worker per month 

0.4 6 3.5 4.6 

Table 7: Average number of paid days per month in different areas of LGWC work (N.B Food growing 
work seasonal March to November) 

As regards to how much the co-op could pay ourselves in 2016, we set a flat rate of £12.50 an hour 

for any paid work for the co-op, so that for an eight-hour day a member would take home £100 

before tax. At the time we discussed what other community food growing projects generally paid, 
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and finding that £12.50 per hour was more than many others, we agreed we would aim for this as 

an experiment, as this rate was closer to a liveable wage for us in London and average earnings in 

the capital. At the end of 2017, after the first growing season, we reduced hourly pay to the rate of 

London Living Wage (London 2019) of £10.50, so that we could meet running costs and cover 

more working time, since we weren’t generating enough income (LGWC meeting 2017). The ‘real 

Living Wage’ is, “based on the cost of living and is voluntarily paid by over 6,000 UK employers 

who believe a hard day’s work deserves a fair day’s pay” (Foundation n.d.). Although the London 

Living Wage was less than what we considered to be a fair wage, it felt like the minimum that 

labour should be paid at. So, although we had tried to build the business around a wage that felt a 

balanced rate, in terms of what other London food growing projects paid and our experience of 

costs of living in London; this was not possible because of inadequate food sales and grants income 

after one year and resulted in a self-imposed pay cut of £2 per hour or 16%. 

The number of paid days generated seasonally (Table 7) and the cuts to wage levels shows, by co-

op members’ own definitions of a ‘livelihood’, that over nearly five years of co-op development and 

three years of trading the co-op failed in its aim in generating livelihoods. The generation of five 

full-time livelihoods in community-based food growing in three years would be a major task, and 

the issue here is that the co-op did not get close to generating livelihoods in that time, and in fact 

the average number of paid days per month per worker decreased after the first year of trading. 

Another issue is the nature of the paid work, as due to the lack of financial security and to seasonal 

fluctuations in income the co-op was unable to responsibly commit to employment beyond 

freelance work or short-term contracts. The insecurity of the co-op’s finances, therefore, 

transferred to worker labour conditions (although flexibility in labour was something that some 

members wanted, in terms of their other paid work.)   

During a meeting after the first growing season in 2017, members had a conversation about our 

experiences of the wages of the co-operative, reflecting that the paid work we had generated in the 

first year of trade (six days per worker per month) was making a not insignificant contribution to 

people’s income (LGWC meeting 2017). I noted at the time that £500, the monthly income from 

LGWC work, covered my rent, creating the reassurance of housing security in London with its 

rising rents. My rent, however, is below the market rate. Another material benefit for members was 

the taking home of fresh vegetables from the co-op garden. Members often commented that 

through the growing season their food costs reduced substantially as a result of co-op produce. So 

despite the co-op not providing livelihoods, it did contribute to members’ incomes and, at times, 

covered important living costs in the first three years of trading. Furthermore, although the 

organisation did not achieve the aim of generating livelihoods, it did invest a lot of the resources 

generated, with £54,764 spent on wages between 2015 and 2020 (see Table 4)., which was 59% of 
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total income. Despite the efforts of members the organisation did not become financially viable or 

able to offer workers secure, fair livelihoods, and that in turn looped back to impact on the 

financial viability of the co-op, with less time being spent growing food for sale and developing the 

organisation – as J reflects: 

“Yeh, if we were there [gardening at PG] then we would grow more, so we’d 
have more to sell. It could be quite nice to have a full-time job doing this – I 
think we’d probably get a lot further. So yeh, London Grown would benefit if 
we could have full time jobs” (J 2019). 

The experience at LGWC of financial insecurity and lack of livelihoods is not a rare experience in 

agroecological farming, since increasing urban demand for seasonal, organic, local produce does 

not always translate to all farmers making a living through the seasons (Jarosz 2008). In a recent 

study on urban agroecology in San Francisco, USA, it was found that: 

“The cost of labour and, relatedly, access to capital and grant funding to pay 
living wage salaries were also extremely significant challenges identified by 
survey respondents. The majority of respondents stated that most of their 
labour is volunteer rather than paid, with non-profit respondents reporting this 
more frequently (71% volunteer-driven operations) than for-profit enterprises 
(50% volunteer/unpaid intern driven)” (Siegner et al. 2019: 580). 

It has also been noted that food forests (an agroecological practice) hardly ever have a viable 

business model, and thus need financial support in the first few years (Groot and Veen 2017), while 

financial instability in food hubs has been found to be a more critical concern than their capacity to 

engage in social justice practices (LeBlanc et al. 2014). As well as issues with investment generation 

and grants reliance, UA organisations have been found to struggle to generate trade income from 

their social enterprises – with the aforementioned study in San Francisco finding that half of 

respondents reported annual farm earnings of $1,500 or less (Siegner et al. 2019). Daftary-Steel et 

al. (2015) found that US food justice and sustainable agriculture organisations ‘East New York 

Farms!’ (ENYF) covered 2% of their entire operational costs ($430,000 per year) from food sales, 

so that doubling the sales through selling to restaurants, rather than trying to produce affordable, 

fresh produce, would not help significantly in meeting costs. This is reflected in LGWC’s 

experience, since the co-op began selling to restaurants in 2019–20. Food sales did rise by 12% 

(£474) from 2018 to 2019, but that is not a large enough jump to discount other factors such as 

improvements to growing systems, and did not shift the trading income dramatically to generate 

greater viability. What LGWC and ENYF cases both show is, with food sales producing such low 

percentages of project income, either the initiatives sell the food grown at below production costs 

and make up the difference in other ways to retain affordability (such as grants, or diversifying 

income other than growing food), or sell at real costs and thus price the food out of reach for 

people on low incomes, thereby undermining the project’s mission (Daftary-Steel et al. 2015). 
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Looking to diversify income streams without being grant-reliant has become a feature of urban 

agriculture and food justice organisations, for example Growing Power in the USA, which 

generated a third of its income from sales and services, much of the latter comprising conferences 

and trainings. A flagship food justice project and noted as a viable model, Growing Power, sadly, 

shut down operations with reports that from 2012 to 2015 it was running deficits in excess of $2 

million dollars, and owed creditors half a million dollars (Levine 2017). Again, this relates to 

LGWC’s experience, as although the our trade income unrelated to food growing (space hire, 

corporate volunteering) made up 13% of total income and certainly helped the co-op to cover 

costs, it never grew sufficiently to deepen organisational viability towards the agroecological aims of 

the project. What LGWC’s experience highlights, with corroboration from literature, is that there is 

a fundamental challenge for urban agroecology to develop as a praxis and be financially beyond 

diversifying trade income, being less reliant on funding, and include the sale of produce to 

restaurants. Aiming to understand this and to contribute to strategic directions, in the next section I 

examine LGWC’s inability to generate fair livelihoods (section 6.2), before looking at the impacts of 

this on the organisation (section 6.3) and suggesting future strategies (section 6.4) and practical 

suggestions from this learning (section 6.6).  

6.2 Why were financial viability and livelihoods not generated?  

6.2.1 Contextual conditions 

In this section I connect the experiences of LGWC of having limited success generating a viable 

urban agroecology with the following contextual factors:  

• Socio-ecological benefits of agroecological farming not valued by the current political 

economy 

• Inequitable government subsidies that force agroecological growers to compete with cheap 

food  

• London living costs for urban agroecological growers 

• Insecurity of land 

• Competition for short-term funding cycles with high levels of labour to reward 

Understanding the struggles of UAGC projects to survive financially can be usefully understood in 

that, “current political economy does not fully compensate farmers for the social-ecological services 

provided from their farms” (Siegner et al. 2019). For example, in 2018–19 LGWC’s two largest 

pieces of income were respectively, for a fashion photoshoot of £500 for one day, and £1,000 for a 

corporate volunteering day. What is valued by the political economy becomes evident when these 
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sums are compared to the co-op’s income from agroecological food production through processes 

of: community learning; worker control; and the desire to pay fair wages, which were sometimes 

£500 for a whole month. The pricing of the market does not reflect the value of these elements, 

which is one fundamental reason for urban agroecology’s initiatives aim to shift social relations 

beyond neoliberalism’s prioritisation of profit over care and equity. I return to this conundrum for 

urban agroecology in section 6.4, where I propose strategies for the generation of prefigurative 

actualities, putting social and ecological principles into action within a dominant socio-economic 

context that does not recognise their value. 

Government policy has a role in creating neoliberal markets (see section 2.5). Decades of European 

agriculture policy has pushed farming intensification alongside cheap food prices for consumers 

(Swagemakers et al. 2019) with an imbalanced subsidy system that favours industrial farmers. Small-

scale producers are often disparaged and are unable to gain a fair share of income and benefits of 

prevailing markets, policies and institutions (Vaarst et al. 2018, Bellamy and Ioris 2017). Deh-Tor 

(2017) connect cheap food prices to viability of small-scale producers impacting the ability to create 

livelihoods: 

“The omnipresence of cheap food provided by the mainstream retail sectors – 
whose price does not take into account the ecological impact of transport, 
resource depletion and storing of unseasonal products – make it also very 
difficult for alternative local producers to compete and thrive, while paying 
their workers fairly.”  

The impact of governance policy, therefore, means that small-scale producers (including urban 

agroecology producers), with a lack of access to government subsidies, are unable to compete with 

depressed food prices, as shown by LGWC’s struggle to ‘fill the gap’ through funding and 

diversification of income. In the context of a ‘cheap food’ policy in the USA, Carolan (2011) notes 

that such governance enables diets with sufficient calories, rather than a living wage policy where 

people could afford the actual costs of fresh healthy food. Thus, the experience of LGWC 

struggling to match income to costs in food sales relates to broader neoliberal policy where workers 

are undervalued and underpaid for their labour, resulting in restricted household food budgets. 

At an event called “Fringe Farming in London” in February 2020, Sinead Fenton examined the 

question, “Can we support agroecological food production in the capital and beyond?”, drawing on 

her experiences as an agroecological worker and of closing down a social enterprise in London:  

“competition for land, insecurity of tenure, reliance on grants and therefore on 
activities other than growing, supplying premium produce to high end 
restaurants that you can’t eat at on growers wages and not communities” 
(Shared Assets 2020). 
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The latter point about selling vegetables to high-end restaurants struck home, given that the wages 

we earned in the co-op would make eating at the restaurants we sold to inaccessible. In a sense this 

dynamic reifies the political economy of underpaid workers who are priced out of natural, fresh 

foods – including, in this case, the people that grew them. While setting up a new agroecological 

initiative outside London, Sinead reflected on its social media page:  

“Last year reality hit in a multitude of ways and we realised we both couldn't do 
it, not there anyways, with bills to pay, the cost of being in London … the 
insecurity surrounding the project and all that jazz” (Aweside Farm 2020). 

The first element here that relates to LGWC’s experience concerns the insecurity of the project. 

Although LGWC had access to land at PG and also WLHC, the former came with insecure tenure, 

since for the period 2016–20 we were on a ‘tenancy at will’ agreement, through Organiclea’s 

FarmStart programme with Haringey council, having been told when we took on the project that 

there would be at least a ten-year lease. The tenancy-at-will meant we could be asked to leave with a 

month’s notice and impacted on what funding we could apply for in the absence of land security. 

Further to this, AMG expresses how not having a lease impacted their approach to developing 

Pasteur Gardens as a community space: 

“Well, I’ve tried to voice that a few times that anxiety about my reluctance to 
maybe engage in full community activity on this piece of land that is so 
precarious.  ‘Cos watching it slip through your fingers or watching the 
community get it ripped away from them again. You know if you're talking 
about historical experiences of land - we wanna be responsible to those people 
as much as we are to ourselves about the whole – it’s just deep it’s dark...  it’s 
not an experience you want to put people through unless you really have to.  
So, there’s just a weariness, a tentativeness, because we don't have this lease.” 

Another part of Sinead’s quote that jumps out is, “the cost of being in London” (Aweside Farm 

2020). Most of co-op workers’ income was spent on paying for shelter, within the context of 

London’s high rents and property values that are partly a consequence of financialisation and 

privatisation of land (see section 2.5). This increased pressure of covering relatively high living costs 

was a barrier to developing an agroecology project with LGWC, as workers had to make income 

elsewhere since the co-op wasn’t able to pay sufficient wages. When speaking with agroecological 

growers based in the UK countryside it is interesting to learn that many of them live on the land 

that they work on. Farming in the UK being, historically, a relatively low-income sector (Devlin 

2016, UK Parliament 1969), one way to reduce living costs is by living on the farm. In the case of 

LGWC we were unable to live on the land due to the stipulations of the tenancy-at-will, as is the 

case for many UA projects. This raises a key question for urban agroecology as to how, in aiming to 

build equitable and just spaces in the city, might the praxis evolve, considering the common 

inability of urban agroecologists to live on the land they work on, and the relatively high rents in 
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urban areas? I return to this question in sections 6.4 and 6.6, in terms of practical and strategic 

suggestions for building viable agroecologies. These reflections on how financialisation and 

privatisation processes within urban environments impact on the viability of UAGC builds on 

Tornaghi's (2017) work on how neoliberal cities disables urban agriculture to residing in interstice. 

A final contextual condition I wish to highlight is experiences of grant funding, as also mentioned 

by Sinead. The issue of local food projects in London being underfunded and having inadequate 

support and resources was noted over a decade ago by Caraher and Dowler (2007), so LGWC’s 

experience is not a new issue. The reliance on grant funding was detrimental to LGWC’s 

development since we were unable to generate the resources needed to run programmes and 

develop the agroecological principles of the organisation. The effects of short-term funding on the 

organisation are aptly described by a participant in Coulson and Sonnino’s (2019: 174) enquiry: 

“I’m in a situation where I’m surviving on ad hoc pieces of money that have been collected over 

the last 2 or 3 years but it means that I’m in delivery hell.” In St Clair’s (2017) study in Manchester, 

UK, the author finds that UA can benefit communities but is severely restricted by a lack of long-

term funding, and recommends that grants should be maintained for longer periods to enable, “UA 

projects to reach their full potential and to be sustainable for the future”. For St Clair ‘short-term’ 

meant five years, whereas LGWC’s longest period of funding was for one year. Securing five or 

more years’ funding would certainly have made a difference to the financial health of the 

organisation and supported an ability to plan and build up resources and livelihoods. Further to the 

short-term nature of funding. J highlights the barriers to community-based organisations to access 

funding lists, and the work involved, and also how funding is distributed: 

 “I think it should be a conversation because communities can’t do anything 
without money and it’s always – why are the people on the ground always 
having to find money, when it’s there?  I was looking at a website yesterday and 
there was £8 billion for charities and community projects – it’s all there. It’s 
just tapping into. And I got so fed up - even this website you have to pay to 
join – that's a barrier. And they don't give it to you up front either. That’s crap. 
There is money out there. Even in local authorities there’s money, you know.  I 
mean look at the Mayor – he’s got money, they’ve all got money and they make 
you all jump through hoops to get it.  A lot of hoops!” (J 2019). 

Out of 26 funding applications that LGWC submitted between 2015 and 2020, 11 were accepted 

which made a success rate of 42%. For one rejected funding bid of £5k, for working with residents 

and a local school and residents, and after conversations with our neighbours to set up growing 

beds and beautify the entrance to the site at PG, we got feedback from the funder that they had 

over 120 applications for five grants, and that the project we proposed needed to be more innovative. 

This reflects the difficulty of securing funding in the context of austerity, with increased 

competition for resources especially between projects with similar goals (St Clair 2017) This limits 
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grassroots organising, as is shown by charities in the UK avoiding food-justice language in 

communications in order to ensure their survival (Kneafsey et al. 2016). The pressures experienced 

by the not-for-profit sector due to austerity is highlighted in a report on community hubs which 

showed that grants income across the UK had fallen from 35% to 30% between 2014 and 2019, 

and replaced mainly by service contracts as well as by room/space hire and social enterprise 

activities (Power to Change 2020).  

Daftary-Steel et al. (2015) find that many UA organisations aim to be self-financing because of 

difficulties like those cited above, and also because of the staff time required to attract and manage 

funding. This is exemplified by the experience of LGWC, where the ratio of 42% bidding success 

rate might to be expected, but what is relevant is the amount of time spent on 14 failed bids for an 

organisation already struggling for resources and reliant on high levels of volunteerism. One 

rejected infrastructure bid for £20k took at least five unpaid working days to prepare, with 

discussions with partners, an initial architect’s design, writing up budgets, and filling in the 

application. Competition for funding especially heightened competition through super-austerity, the 

short-termism of grants, and the amount of labour involved for a resource-strapped organisation, 

all contributed to an unsupportive environment for setting up an urban agroecology project. This 

reflects to different degrees across funders, with the initial start-grant providing good support and 

pathways for further funding. This point on funding relates to internal factors within the co-op, to 

which I turn in the next section. 

6.2.2 Internal factors 

In this section I will outline internal factors that contributed to LGWC not becoming financially 

viable and able to generate livelihoods, including: 

• A lack of skills and experience related to business development and fundraising 

• Starting trading and social programmes without sufficient investment 

• A focus on grant funding for social programmes without due emphasis on site and 

organisational infrastructure  

• Beginning with an array of programmes and activities across two sites, which overstretched 

resources and capacity 

While the previous section highlighted contextual elements that contributed to a lack of grant 

funding for the co-op, AMG highlighted a skills gap in the co-op regarding this in saying at an 

interview, “We're not fundraisers” (AMG 2019). There were different degrees of fundraising within 

the group, but no one described themselves as having high levels of fundraising skills. Furthermore, 

the lack of business and finance skills in the group was highlighted in the initial formation (LGWC 
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meeting 2016), and was addressed in a training day through the FarmStart programme in 2016 and 

also in support from a start-up grant in 2017–18.  This initial support and training was invaluable in 

developing new business understandings. My reflection on this is that there was a need for this 

support to be continued, after this initial period, as the group begun to understand our enterprise 

and estimated figures became actual figures. Throughout the process I felt the need to engage 

personally in some more formal business training, as also suggested by J in an interview:  

“Maybe get some business training. Yeh. And when applying for funding, 
applying for those kind of things so we can support them.  Including it in the 
funding so we can do a business course or whatever.  And that’s for the whole 
group, so we're all clued up and just having more confidence.” 

This speaks to the WC model as, in becoming worker-owners or ‘directors’, members are 

collectively responsible for the financial health of the organisation and for making strategic 

decisions on trading in an equitable way; thus business literacy is paramount and should be invested 

in. Some of the learning points in our business experience were the lack of a logo, and of marketing 

strategies. Branding and a marketing strategy could have helped to raise the profile of a business 

that lacked investment, not just in relation to products but also to our social values. This 

corroborates with Specht et al. (2016) who found that, “well-considered product marketing and 

communication, product labelling, and quality certification mechanisms would prove vital to the 

success of potential urban agriculture enterprises.” 

This lack of business experience could be related not only to insufficient investment at the start of 

our trading and social programmes, but also to the focused nature of grant funding in the 

organisation. Table 8 below, shows that the co-op generated close to £72k of grants from 2015 to 

2020, a figure close to the £70k that the Landworkers’ Alliance cite as the investment needed for 

tools, infrastructure and land access in setting up an agroecological farming initiative in the UK 

(Landworkers’ Alliance 2020). There is no information from LWA as to regional variations or if 

there is a difference if land is within urban areas, although it could be assumed that the figure is for 

rural projects, given that the organisation is predominately rurally based. In 6.6.1 I provide an 

estimated budget, based on learnings, for setting up LGWC in London at Pasteur Gardens. The 

point here is that the financial resources for setting up the co-operative were spread out from 2015 

to 2020, with the most funding – £38k – secured in 2017–18. This helps to explain why there was 

financial insecurity, with grant money or investment ‘dripped’ into the organisation, resulting in 

insecure labour work, an inability to build financial plans and health, and piecemeal investment into 

tools and infrastructure. 

Financial year Amount of grants raised (£) 
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2015–16 11,115 

2016–17 7,187 

2017–18 37,966 

2018–19 6,300 

2019–20 14,300 

TOTAL 76,681 

Table 8: LGWC grant funding 2015–20 

On the other hand, Chagfood, a successful Community Support Agriculture (CSA) project on 

Dartmoor, secured two grants totalling £48,400 in 2010 to start the project and to pay for running 

costs, two part-time growers, polytunnels and other infrastructure, before attracting enough 

customers not to have to rely on grants (Fernandes et al. 2019). Chagfood reported that they their 

turnover for 2018–19 was £74k, with salaries and wages (including pensions) for the year totalling 

£42k (Chagfood CiC 2019). The 100-person weekly distribution scheme also included 10% of CSA 

shares being discounted and available to low-income households (Chagfood CiC n.d.). LGWC’s 

experience in comparison to Chagfood’s highlights that securing investment for wages, running 

costs and infrastructure when starting a project can support viability and the generation of 

livelihoods. Without this initial investment LGWC were unable to move out of the ‘sweat equity’ 

stage of development, which hindered organisational development since workers had to find 

income elsewhere. AMG highlighted the struggle of setting up commercially viable systems without 

sufficient resources: 

“This idea of running a viable market garden whilst also putting in 
infrastructure and battling weeds and thistles and brambles and clearing the 
land, and also doing it on no money more or less and having to pay London 
Living - it’s like, ya know, if you can only commit one day a week, unpaid, after 
three years of doing maybe more than two days a week paid in total, you're not 
going to get systems set up that are commercially viable.” 

Further to a lack of appropriate investment at the beginning of the organisation, understanding 

what the grants were for also provides insight into why LGWC were unable to take steps towards 

viability. The budget breakdown of funding grants shows how the co-op invested the majority of 

grants – 51k or 61% – into activities and programmes (volunteering, events, schools, education). 

This represents a lot of the wages generated for the running of the programmes, plus a contribution 
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to running costs. The figure also reflects the members’ desire to be on the land and to get the 

garden up and running and active with volunteering programmes (LGWC meeting 2016).   

Table 9 shows that £16k (22%) of grants were for infrastructure work at Pasteur Gardens, while 

the volunteering and education programmes make up £51k (66%) combined. While infrastructure 

became less of a priority in 2017–18, as the co-op moved part of the operations to WLHC which 

had glasshouses, a café and a classroom area, activities continued at Pasteur Gardens and, before 

the decision to join the food hub at WLHC, applying for social programme grants had still been 

prioritised with fitting infrastructure development into these. This lack of infrastructure impacted in 

various ways, from volunteers at WLHC being unsure about coming to PG because of the lack of 

covered space, to spending disproportionate amounts of time watering and weeding because of 

underinvestment in ground covering and irrigation, to harvest being difficult without a salad mixing 

station, storage area and, until 2019, a covered area for packing vegetables away from the sun. In 

2019 a new member with a background in hires commented that the facilities needed to be 

improved in order to increase site hires as a source of income. 

Budget area/activities Amount (£) % 

Garden volunteer programme + events 29,210 39 

Education programmes IE schools, AQA, bike project 21,801 27 

Capital – infrastructure investment 16,265 22 

Community development/research 5,290 7 

Co-op development/research + test trade 4,115 5 

TOTAL 76,681 100 

Table 9: Breakdown of LGWC funding grants for co-op budgets 2016–20 

UK agroecological growers Jenny Hall and Ian Tolhurst (2006: 305) share an estimated budget of 

£35,970  for setting up a market garden, and list infrastructure investment including a building for 

packing, irrigation, and a caravan as a canteen. The authors suggest that, with a robust business plan 

and sufficient food sales, these infrastructure and other start-up costs could be taken out as a 
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business loan to be repaid over a five-year period. Through grants over three trading years, LGWC 

invested less than half that amount on infrastructure, highlighting that infrastructure investment 

was insufficient to support commercial, education and community activities. This is embodied at 

Pasteur Gardens where the shipping container bought in 2016 for tool storage had still not been 

fitted with lighting and power in 2020. 

Table 9 also highlights that relatively small amounts of grants were invested in co-op development, 

such as developing a project plan, vision and business plan (5%) – which was all done by volunteer 

labour – and community development research and test trade (7%).  The number of hours put in 

voluntarily by members into development and community research are not available, but an 

estimate would be £13,416 per year for three days a week at London Living Wage (London 2019). 

This reflects some of the ‘sweat equity’ put into the co-op, and over four years would be £53,664 

for non-gardening sweat equity work. So, as seen in terms of a lack of physical infrastructure in the 

garden, there was also a lack of investment in social infrastructure within the cooperative, thus 

creating an ongoing requirement of sweat equity to meet the organisational aims. I return to the 

impacts of this on the cultures of the organisation in section 6.3. Reflecting on this lack of 

investment in organisational development, AMG said: 

“It’s almost like we want some kind of funding from some kind of co-operative 
group to help us set up our co-operative structure like that, and that’s a 
separate piece of funding that we look at. And we have a room booked every 
other Thursday between those hours, and it’s paid for four months or five 
months or something – see if we can trial it see how it effects the working” 
(AMG 2019). 

A struggle for worker co-operatives (WC’s) historically has been to raise enough capital, as the 

nature of worker-ownership means that non-worker investors cannot take portions of ownership in 

the company for future profit extraction. Unless there is private wealth to get the venture started 

up, therefore, WCs find difficulties in generating enough investment, and thus the inequalities of 

capitalism limit the option of starting a co-operative for working people (Gunn 2006). So, while a 

lack of business skills and focus on appropriate investment limited viability for LGWC, structural 

conditions also contributed because the co-op had no private access to investment capital. This 

highlights a future question for urban agroecology organisations, as, “the challenge to all co-

operatives, then, is to supply themselves with the equivalent of equity finance capital without giving 

away control of the organization” (Gunn 2006). 

While a focus on applying for grants for volunteer and education programmes limited investment 

in site and organisational infrastructure, this also resulted in the co-op becoming overstretched in 

simultaneously trying to set up commercial growing, develop partnerships, and run a volunteer 

programme, schools sessions, vocational qualifications, community events, organisational 
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structures, community research etc., all at the same time. This was compounded by its becoming 

involved at a second project at the WLHC site, spreading the co-op’s operations over two sets of 

infrastructures (tools such as compost systems, irrigation, and storage). It also meant that more 

time and resources were needed for transporting plants and produce between the two working 

spaces. AMG reflected on being overstretched in terms of our business plan targets: 

“We've been so focused and spread out – focused on clearing the land at PG, 
spread out at Wolves Lane, that really to say that London Grown was doing 
one thing and going in for that one thing has been a struggle to focus on.  So 
not meeting those targets isn’t a surprise” (AMG 2019). 

Although community partnerships and volunteer programmes were developed through 

involvement at WLHC, for instance, and although being involved at the food hub with unique 

resources and organisations to work with may have benefited the viability of LGWC in the 

medium- to long-term, ultimately the co-op needed more resources and support to work across 

both sites in its formative stages. Being overstretched in underresourced activities led to co-op 

meetings often having a long agenda, whereby some items would be rolled over to the next meeting 

or even fall by the wayside.  

One area that suffered from this was strategic planning, as with the development and reviewing of 

the business plan made in 2017–18, where little time was spent in reflecting collectively about how 

the organisation was meeting this and how its approach might change. The importance of planning 

and business strategy  is emphasised by experienced farmer and food justice activist Hank Herrera: 

“A beginning farmer needs to think carefully through their business plan” (Sustainable Economies 

Law Centre 2017). Being overstretched also impacted on the garden, as crops would sometimes not 

be harvested in time and would run to seed, while catch crops, successional sowing and 

interplanting could have been implemented more to maximise space, rather than managing more 

space and creating more labour. One lesson is certainly to focus carefully on capacity and resources, 

and on how they shape strategic plans for project development; as Hank Herrera puts it, “There is 

wisdom in starting small – starting with even as little as quarter of an acre might be a smart 

strategy” (Sustainable Economies Law Centre 2017). 

Within these reflections on internal factors and contextual forces that restricted the viability of 

LGWC – as an actually existing urban agroecology project – lies ”the unattainable trifecta of urban 

agriculture” (Daftary-Steel et al. 2015) (see section 2.5.2). Of all the literature that has connected to 

the experiences of LGWC, the ‘trifecta’ concept spoke most clearly in understanding the barriers to 

viability for UAGC, alongside my personal experiences prior to involvement with the co-op. 

LGWC’s key aims, through a workers’ co-operative structure, can be seen in the trifecta: i) growing 

and distributing affordable culturally-appropriate natural foods, ii) running free skills building 
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programmes, and iii) generating equitable livelihoods and leadership. With £77k of grant funding 

and £20k of trading income spread out over five years for developing an agroecology project across 

a seven-acre woodland site and a two-acre glasshouse site in one of the most expensive cities in the 

world (the total income just about adds up to London Living Wage for one person per year), the 

aims of the organisation were always going to be hard to achieve, however much ‘sweat equity’ 

members put in. Tensions of the trifecta were present and acknowledged by the co-op in the early 

stages of development, with a commitment made to working with these:  

“Our core value is ‘everything for everyone’ we strive to work with the 
tensions of accessibility + affordability VS financial viability / livelihoods to 
create as much access to all the holistic benefits of healthy food” (LGWC Aims 
and Actions 2015). 

With food grown by the co-op being sold to a box scheme, to a restaurant, or at community 

markets; being taken home by volunteers and co-op members; being used in volunteer lunches or 

donated to local community kitchens; in terms of food distribution LGWC did strike some balance 

within the tensions of the trifecta – it just didn’t generate a viable agroecology. That the co-op 

struggled to create livelihoods and viable systems through a democratic structure does not 

necessarily prove that the trifecta isn’t possible; more so the thesis agrees that, “expecting that 

urban farms could or should do this without long-term investments of outside funds for that 

purpose is unrealistic” (Daftary-Steel et al. 2015). I suggest an addition to the trifecta: of ‘running 

mutually-support community space’, as reflected in LGWC’s aims. Resources are needed for 

managing, advertising, community development and events, and UA is often celebrated for 

bringing together and building relationships between peoples from different social backgrounds 

(see section 2.4). UAGC inherits the trifecta from UA, and with this addition makes up a ‘quadfecta 

of urban agroecology’ to be considered in terms of viable evolutions of the praxis. I now look to 

the impacts of a lack of viability in the organisation and how these impacted the generation of ‘anti-

capitalist [emphasis added] livelihoods.’ 

6.3 Impacts of financial insecurity on anti-capitalist livelihoods  

In this section I outline the impact of a lack of financial viability and fair livelihoods on the co-op’s 

ability to implement agroecological aims of equity and care, that make up qualities of anti-capitalist 

livelihoods. As outlined in sections 6.1 and 6.2, the lack of financial resources meant that there were 

high levels of volunteerism and sweat equity across different forms of work in the co-op. J 

expresses the wearing effect of high levels of volunteerism: 

 “There comes a time when you don’t want to keep doing everything on 
voluntary terms, I guess… I think that has a huge impact, because if you’re not 
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getting paid it just wears you down. I mean, we all put it lots of hours and its 
ridiculous” (J 2019). 

Dunya shared the motivation for volunteering: “A lot of it is also trying to work towards 

something, like the imagination of how something could become” (Dunya 2019). This resonates 

with me in working towards LGWC’s aim of Pasteur Gardens becoming a thriving community 

food space. AMG, however, reflected on the impact of being involved in the co-op of other areas 

of workers’ lives: “In terms of livelihood, we've all worked really hard to make our lives work for 

this project: so much juggling around just so that we can get time at the garden or go to the co-op 

meeting” (AMG 2019). This highlights that instead of developing livelihoods to support members, 

members had to make livelihoods elsewhere to be part of the co-op and juggle other elements of 

their lives. Having insufficient financial resources for existing worker-owners put the co-op in a 

bind in terms of building and retaining capacity, as wages weren’t available to generate new roles or 

to replace departing members. Two of the five members who co-developed the initial business plan 

stepped back from the co-op in 2018, for instance. 

As regards to this issue, and the development of food democracy in the co-op, Allen (2010) notes 

that inequitable access to material resources can hinder equitable participation in local food 

planning meetings and engender participatory injustice, while Bell (2019: 233) states in a “Checklist 

for Meaningful Inclusion in Environmental Decision-Making” that, “all parties would have access 

to sufficient material resources to enable them to participate in an equal footing.” What the co-op 

was able to offer was seasonal part-time work averaging roughly one day a week plus fresh produce 

to take home in the summer months, alongside volunteer time to keep the organisation going. But 

as described in 6.2.1, with London’s high cost of living, ultimately tomatoes aren’t going to pay the 

rent; and so LGWC did not have sufficient materials to enable equitable participation, as reflected 

in members expressing how, despite their motivation, high levels of volunteerism wear you down 

and impacts others areas of life. This would land differently if the aim of the organisation wasn’t to 

generate livelihoods. Therefore, a lack of financial resources and inability to generate livelihoods 

restricted the co-op’s ability to build an organisational structure and culture that reflected core aims 

of equitable livelihoods and democratic leadership. In the inequitable context of the neoliberal city 

(Soja 2010), extended periods of sweat equity ultimately re-entrenched inequitable conditions and 

limited connected efforts of participatory, distributional and spatial justice (see 2.5.2). As Soler et al. 

(2019) highlight, prevalent job insecurity is disproportionately experienced by women, and so 

working towards feminist principles of agroecology means prioritising economic viability and, 

“getting realistic agroecological projects going that generate decent remuneration and allow for 

living in dignity while working in the field.” 

As well as a lack of financial viability and livelihoods impacting equity in the co-op, this also 
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affected intentions of generating cultures of care and deep democratic relationships as part of anti-

capitalist livelihoods. From the inception of LGWC there are records of recognising the need for 

care and support in the relations and wellbeing of members which reveals a collective intention to 

co-create a caring, fun, honest, supportive, and flexible pedagogical work environment through a 

non-hierarchical structure.  These intentions of care were placed into documents such as agreed 

‘Ways of Working’. This can be seen in ‘Project Aims and Actions’ from 2015 which states: “we 

will support each other to experiment, learn and take risks around growing food and developing 

livelihoods.” At a co-op development day in 2016 we discussed ways of working together, with the 

discussion reflecting intentions around communication and collaborative cultures of care:  

“Make efforts to figure out and express the reasons behind what you 
think/say/do and to ask each other about it” 

“Openness and honesty even if not easy”  

“How much to bring into this space? How/when/where/how much to 
support each other? Boundaries.”  

“How is criticism expressed and received?”  

“Collaboration – good of the group in the long term” (LGWC Development 
day 2016) 

A written intention for co-op processes was to have, “regular ‘away days’ to voice group dynamic 

experiences and ways of working.”  An ethic of care was also voiced in thinking about how the 

space could be inclusive in relation to childcare, with an action to “research childcare provision, 

child friendly. 10 o’clock club” (LGWC Aims and Actions 2015). Through the evolution of the co-

op an ethic of care continued to be placed at the heart of the its intentions, for example as a core 

value in project plans, with development of, “People care, self-care and land care” (LGWC Strategy 

Review 2019). 

I will now reflect on whether these intentions of generating a culture of care were actualised. At 

regular co-op meetings there was the opportunity for people to express how they were coming into 

the meeting, which related to life outside and inside the co-op at different times.  There were offers 

of support in response to things that came up and depending on if people wanted there was more 

time made to discuss these if needed.  In this sense the regular meetings to some extent enabled a 

culture of care to begin to be embedded into the life of the co-op, although this did not necessarily 

meet the intention of making space to focus on power dynamics within the group. The aspiration 

of “regular group away days” to voice and reflect on group power dynamics and ways of working 

became an intention of once-a-year in October 2017.  From initial discussion of this idea in early 

2016 to the beginning on 2020 the coop did not make a “group away day”. While the ‘reflections 

walk’ as part of this enquiry generated discussion of political issues, it did not move into deeper work 
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into relationships and power within the group. In terms of a commitment to skill-sharing to 

challenge power dynamics as part of cooperative livelihoods, with a lack of financial resources to 

pay for work that needed to be carried out to run the organisation, this was also the case for being 

able to pay for people’s time to do skill-sharing within the coop or pay for training outside of the 

coop. Although some paid work was afforded, for example for fundraising and finance work, and 

informal skill-sharing happened in the facilitation of meetings, and in the garden as we grew plants 

and built infrastructure together. With the co-op being overstretched already, and with members 

needing to already do other work to make an income, the skill-sharing aim of making equitable 

livelihoods was limited. 

This was also the case in terms of a ‘buddy system’ set up in 2017 (LGWC Strategy day 2017) to 

support members to check in with each other about experiences in the co-op, roles members had 

taken on and how these might change if needed. As far as I am aware, this happened three times in 

pairs after this plan was made. In terms of intentions to build childcare into our programmes the 

coop offered childcare as part of a community development process with partner organisations at 

WLHC in 2018. The coop was able to do this in this case as the process was funded, and otherwise 

childcare was not built into our volunteer programme or events otherwise (i.e. a creche), although 

children’s activities were offered at events. In terms of internal meetings members did not express 

needs around childcare. 

AMG’s earlier comment about juggling lives around the co-op also relates to how co-op meetings 

were held. In 2016 meetings mainly happened in the daytime, since members had committed one 

day a week to develop the co-op. From 2017 meetings were mainly held on weekday evenings so as 

to fit around people’s work schedules. Personally, I found this difficult at the end of a working day, 

and I definitely noticed the difference in the quality of the meetings in terms of focus and of people 

wanting to get home, with items falling off the agenda due to lack of time. Over time the culture of 

the meetings was experimented within response to members’ needs – whether they were held close 

to people’s work, at places where we could eat together, or in private homes where it was easier to 

concentrate. Sometimes we would cook with food from the garden, which created opportunities to 

celebrate our collective work, with shared food bringing a social element to the meetings. This 

flexible approach to listening to each other’s needs at meetings reflected caring intentions to make 

space that all members could work in. However, a theme of meeting away from WLHC or Pasteur 

Gardens meant that collective discussions and decisions were made about the sites, that we often 

weren’t present on together.   

The above discussion serves to indicate that, although some elements of listening and cultures of 

care developed (such as in checking in with each other at the start of meetings) many of our plans 
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for building an ethic of care into organisational structures were not realised. By the end of 2018 co-

op members described a sense of isolation in their work. Communication was mainly through 

emails and text messages with coop meetings sometimes not happening once a month, and 

gardening sessions were predominately run by one or two people once or twice a week, due to 

limited funding, with not much cross-pollination of working partners as a consequence of other 

work schedules. With six out of nine members having left the co-operative by May 2020, and one 

member on sabbatical, this shows LGWC was not retaining members. With “burnout” listed under 

“Uncertainty and Risk” in the 2017 business plan, it would make sense to connect this to 

expressions of isolation, and to the co-op’s limited capacity and resources for creating a culture of 

care. This is reflected in AMG sharing that not hitting funding targets and getting rejected 

applications, “creates a stressful environment” (Interview 2019). 

6.3.1 Limited resources and a lack of contact in the neoliberal city  

In understanding how experiences of isolation emerged in the co-op, Dunya reflects on how a 

limited development of supportive cultures relates to the context of London and to having to find 

other paid work:  

“I think is tricky when you’re doing a lot of stuff that’s new and creating and 
especially just because of the reality of doing that in London where we've all 
got other work and other – and like this was kind of this was not enough time 
or money or even proximity to be as supportive of each other as ideally would 
have been the way ... because you're the one managing the thing you’re doing 
and there isn't really – you’re not sharing work so much you’re working 
relatively isolated in an isolated way on this group thing and something that I 
definitely missed was I guess approval, affirmation, development those kinds of 
things” (Dunya 2019). 

This highlights how a lack of resources was one reason for a culture of isolation developing, 

meaning that positive experiences of group work such as ‘development’ were lacking from LGWC’s 

work environment. AMG highlighted how the co-op being able to pay livelihoods could have 

shifted the culture of evening meetings and agenda points being rolled over: 

“We’re massively overstretched as a group and as individuals ... but when 
you’re all so stretched, you know, you’re in a Turkish restaurant and its 8 
o’clock and you’ve been up all day you just kinda wanna move things forward 
and I guess we from experience know that we just need to start making the 
meetings become paid and maybe more regular or routine.” 

A lack of contact time impeding cooperative cultures of care and building relationships (see section 

5.4) is highlighted by J when saying: 

 “I think when you work together in a space – so if three of you are working 
together you're all doing your own different things you can see what people are 
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doing, how they’re coping, if they need help just by being in the same space, 
then that doesn’t build up and up and up. ‘Cos you don’t have the opportunity 
to say, Actually I need help here.  Or, actually I'm struggling here.  Or, you 
know, can we talk about this? So, I think that’s a real barrier to working co-
operatively.” 

In reflecting on what moments did contribute towards building a sense of a collective and caring 

culture, members often expressed enjoyment, and wanting to do more, of gardening days that we 

spent all together at Pasteur Gardens. These days were often open to the public and attended by 

friends and family, ending the working day with a barbecue and a fire. These events would usually 

happen twice a year to mark the beginning and end of the growing season as special occasions in 

the calendar. Due to funding limitations and other work commitments, these were among the only 

times in a season that I was with some members in the garden. This highlights not only was social 

contact important to coop members, but also that this was on the land the project was organised 

around. This is supported by the strong emotional ties to Pasteur Gardens expressed by members 

on the ‘reflections walk’; with the site often referred to as, “the land”. In the conversations, 

members said, for instance, “this has been my land”, “this has been part of my heart and soul”, and, 

“the land provokes passion” (Reflection walk notes 2018).  

When describing what motivated them to be part of the co-op, AMG described interactions with 

Pasteur Gardens:  

“Harvesting our own food, eating food grown by our own fair hands is a good 
feeling. You know every morning that’s a nice time, it’s a buzz. Just opening 
that gate and seeing the container and hearing the birds and walking onto that 
field and seeing pigeons going in every direction” (AMG 2019). 

I also find PG “magical”, as was described on the ‘Reflections walk’.  There’s something quite eerie 

about standing in the middle of the garden with two acres cleared, surrounded by trees in full leaf, 

and with no-one but the animals and plants for company. It shocks me out of city life and can feel 

quite lonely at first, coming from bustling streets into this kind of space. After a while, though, 

things slow down and I settle into the space, gradually becoming more observant of the life around 

and noticing how the space has changed, whether it’s plant growth, colour or, usually, where the 

foxes have been playing in the growing beds. 

Dunya describes transformative learning from interactions with the land in terms of a mutualism 

with nature: 

“[Pasteur Gardens is] quite wild. You see, for me that process of clearing all the 
brambles, seeing it transform, and then knowing in your transformation of – 
and that’s what’s amazing about growing, I guess, in this way – knowing, 
although you’ve had your interventions or you've meddled with something, 
there's still – it's doing its own thing. So, you end up working alongside nature 
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in that space and often accepting that it has greater power than you. Rather 
than trying to control the whole thing and manage it.”  

And in relation to a connected, reciprocal and symbiotic relationship between humans, animals, 

birds and plant life, J shares her experiences of learning with the land: 

“I like working with nature. I think nature it tells you more about ourselves 
than anything else. That's the journey and it tells you about the state of where 
we are at the moment … It teaches you all kinds of things like patience, 
resilience, try again, this may have failed this year but next time you’ve learned 
the lesson – you’re learning lessons all the time, so I think it’s a real template 
for life itself.” 

Learning and having a connection with the land at PG brought co-op members together, with new 

experiences being shared at meetings or group messages: “How was Tuesday in the garden?”; “I 

saw a fox!”; “There were a family of parakeets”; “So-and-so popped in with their kids and said 

that...”, for instance. These emotional, ontological and pedagogical connections with land as 

expressed by co-op members challenge the alienation-disconnection from nature that is part of the 

image of the metabolic rift (Dehaene et al. 2016), and contains seeds of what is described as urban 

agroecology in Rosario, Argentina, where it is a way of life with foundations in, “understanding of 

trans-species ecological interdependencies” and the, “promotion of linkages between soil health, 

plant happiness and human flourishing” (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019). This building of 

relationships and “more-than-human solidarities” (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019) through contact 

with the land, and doing this together, connects to findings in the WLHC enquiry about the 

importance of trust, love and respect as being foundational qualities of relationships in developing 

deep democracies as part of urban agroecology. The experiences of co-op members working on a 

piece of relatively wild woodland in an urban environment highlights that contact with land can 

support development of holistic and transformative agroecologies that, “diagonnalize the nature-

culture divide reproduced in capitalist urbanisation and refuse to think nature outside the urban” 

(Tornaghi and Dahaene 2019).  

 In comparing the quotes from coop members on their relationship with Pasteur Gardens, to 

descriptions of isolation, it feels sad that as a coop we were not able to spend more time in contact 

with the land together. What the reflections highlight is that the activity that motivated members, 

built relationships and was embedded with agroecological learning – learning on the land at PG and 

being there together – was limited by a lack of financial viability, as members literally had to be 

working elsewhere, and thus hindered the organisation’s ability to build a grounding of a culture of 

care and democratic relationships. 

This section, therefore, has found that the inability to develop financial viability and generate 

livelihoods limited the co-op’s ability to meet aims and intentions in building equity and care into 
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organisational cultures and practices. An extended period of sweat equity along with piecemeal 

remuneration placed barriers to participate as a worker-owner, restrained the co-op’s ability to build 

capacity, and wore members down. Furthermore, a lack of livelihoods fundamentally constrained 

development of deep democracy as contact with each other was increasingly limited, with members 

having to find other work to meet London living costs. This contributed to a sense of isolation and 

a lack of time to meet democratic intentions of discussing relationships and power, or what Dunya 

describes as, “intersectional pains and frustrations” (Dunya 2019), that are a critical feature of deep 

democracy and diálogo de saberes (see chapter 2). With a lack of livelihoods curtailing a common 

motivation to be present and learn with the land at Pasteur Gardens through more group time 

there, a lack of financial viability also contributed to debilitating the potential of agroecological 

learning and building relationships of trust, love and respect (see 5.4) as foundations of “more-

than-human solidarities” (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019). This finding reflects and expands on 

Pimbert’s (2017) assertion that for urban farmers and other citizens to be empowered in 

contemplating what policies and institutions they want to see and how they can develop them, can 

only be done with some material security and time available to them. 

So, while section 6.1 highlighted that a lack of financial viability hindered generating agroecological 

livelihoods, with 6.2 outlining internal and contextual factors, the present section has shown that 

the impact of this was to undermine conditions for putting agroecological principles of equity, 

social justice and care into actuality within the neoliberal city. In considering viability as the capacity 

to live, grow and develop, as well as surviving the neoliberal marketplace, then cultures of care are 

also essential to this in building supportive relationships and engaging with peoples’ motivation so 

as to build and retain capacity. Fundamentally this requires strategies for surviving the neoliberal 

city market, with long-term financial investment as a means to build resources for equitable 

opportunities, and time and space to develop democratic relationships towards cultures of care, as 

vital features of a viable urban agroecology. This might mean ‘care’ becoming just as essential an 

element of urban agroecology business plans as purchasing seeds and paying the water bill, with the 

aim of collectivising care work in line with agroecological principles of social justice (Soler et al. 

2019). The enquiry, therefore, agrees that living wages for workers must be a strategic priority in 

developing urban agroecology (Pimbert 2017) as to build enabling contexts for the actualisation of, 

“People care, self-care and land care” (LGWC project plan 2019) as part of “anti-capitalist” 

livelihoods that challenge neoliberal logics (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019). In asserting the need to 

secure financial resources in the neoliberal city to generate viable political agroecologies, I now turn 

to explore some of the tensions in this, considering the risk of co-option into neoliberal logics, and 

how this relates to non-monetary exchange as an agroecological aspect.  
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6.4 Prefigurative compromise and diálogo de saberes towards viable urban 
agroecologies 

With the assertion that it is necessary to secure long-term financial investment to form viable urban 

agroecologies in the neoliberal city, this begs the question, where does long-term financial investment come 

from without undermining social-justice principles? 

With a contributing factor to a lack of financial viability for UK agroecological producers being an 

inequitable government subsidy system, favouring large scale chemical production of cheap food, 

then change to agricultural policy is entirely necessary. This need travels across geographies, as is 

echoed by a survey respondent in Siegner et al.'s (2019) study into urban agroecology in San 

Francisco, USA: 

“The high price of operating a farm makes it difficult to sustain unless there is 
general support from the national, state or local level. This is something we 
need to repeat again and again until there is the political will to see that growing 
food locally is something worth supporting financially – and seeing it as a 
public health, as well as an environmental issue.” 

In recent years the Landworkers’ Alliance has taken a leading role in lobbying for changes in UK 

agriculture policy, as part of broader strategic efforts with the European La Via Campesina 

networks. This has had some positive effects, with the inclusion of the term “agroecology” in the 

UK government’s new Agriculture Bill, and a commitment to move away from the direct subsidy 

payments that miss out small-scale agroecology producers towards financial assistance for the 

provision of public goods (Landworkers’ Alliance 2020). While these inclusions are certainly to be 

celebrated, considering both the historical co-option of agroecology (see 2.1) and the lack of public 

investment, it would be prudent not to rely entirely on governments in developing viable (urban) 

agroecologies. This is highlighted by the fact that despite the use of term “agroecology” by the 

European Union (EU) and the United Nations (UN), public financing from these international 

bodies to transformative agroecology has been severely lacking (CIDSE 2020, European 

Commission n.d.). The Green Climate Fund (GCF), for instance, to which the UK government 

contributed £1.44 billion, invested 10.6% of money for agriculture in transformative agroecology, 

with 79.8% of the money flows supporting business-as-usual approaches (CIDSE 2020).  

Another way to secure financial investment is through grants. While income focused on enabling 

urban agroecological programmes and initiatives from supportive funders is certainly welcome, it is 

also important to note that grants come with, “limitations and requirements that may impede the 

development and implementation of more radical organizational forms, discourses, and strategies” 

(Sbicca 2012), something that should also be considered in relation to the discussion above on 

government support. One approach that is building momentum in the UK is that of community 
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shares and crowdfunding to generate financial resources for community-based initiatives through 

contributions from community members or supporters, who in the former case have a stake in the 

organisation. London-based Sutton Community Farm (SCF), for instance, which in 2019–20 had an 

annual turnover of £493,000 with 23% of grants income and supported 9.7 jobs (Sutton 

Community Farm 2019), raised some of its financial resources to expand its operations through 

community shares (Sutton Community Farm 2015). Coupled with a model of community 

ownership in organisational decision-making, this approach works towards food democracy, with 

this being reflected in economic ownership. A community share offer, however, assumes that there 

is enough access to cash in the community to generate sufficient investment, which may not always 

be the case, and also retains a capitalistic logic as profits are extracted from the organisation to 

individuals through interest payments (Good Finance n.d.). The share offer with SCF was first 

made in 2015 and was successful after five years of activity; for new projects there may not be 

relationships and activity to support full investment from community share offers or crowdfunding. 

It is also worth noting that the organisation relied on grant funding to get up and running, with 

£89,606 raised in grants in 2012–13 for instance, some of which supported 24 paid days’ work a 

month across six job roles (Sutton Community 2012). And so, as with government support and 

grant funding, while continued exploration of viable models of community financing is certainly 

valuable strategically, it is best considered as not entirely reliable.  

A combination of income streams to generate sufficient financial investment seems the best 

approach, as asserted by Levkoe et al. (2018) in a paper reflecting on food hub practices for 

equitable and sustainable food systems: 

“We believe that sustainability comes from pursuing a mixture of revenue 
sources: farm sales income, program fees (where practical), grants from public 
sources, support from private foundations, corporate sponsorships, 
fundraisers, and a solid base of private donors.”  

This finding, and as the example of SCF, highlights that some engagement with market capitalism, 

albeit in “alternative” forms at times (Gibson-Graham 2012), is necessary in generating financially 

viable food initiatives. This agrees with the position that some engagement with capitalist 

economies is required as to resource land-based practices, that engage in place-based 

transformations (Escobar and Harcourt 2005). Agroecological movements such as MST in Brazil 

and the Zapatistas in Mexico, for instance, have created peasant alternatives to neoliberalism, 

whereby goods can include a monetary exchange or an exchange based on non-monetary 

reciprocity, depending on how much access to money is required (Vergara-Camus 2014: 209). One 

example is the aforementioned Zapitista coffee in relation to solidarity economics beyond fair trade 

(see 5.3), sold across the world as a way to raise financial resources for Zapitista co-operatives on 

autonomous land (Active Distribution n.d.). Acknowledging that some engagement with capitalist 
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economies is required as a mode of subsistence means that while an urban agroecological 

perspective presents a vision of human wellbeing connected to food production without being 

shaped by market allocation (Dehaene et al. 2016), interactions with the market are required, in the 

short term at least, to generate financial resources towards viable agroecologies.  

This is a ‘prefigurative compromise’, necessary for prefigurative politics, “that are fertile 

pedagogical grounds for agroecological transitions” (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019) in inequitable 

urban space (Soja 2010), for which some resources must be generated in a considered relationship 

with dominant capitalistic markets. In this way UAGC can develop with sufficient resources to 

build equity, care and capacity (see sections 5.4 and 6.3) into networks and territories, without 

which the praxis risks remaining in interstitial and under-resourced ‘cracks’ (Holloway 2010), 

limited in its prefiguration of deep democracy. The suggestion of a ‘prefigurative compromise’ 

engages with a dynamic tension between the evolution of urban agroecology and neoliberalism. For 

without resources UAGC leaves itself open to being washed away in the neoliberal dynamics of 

state restructuring, encapsulated in recent waves of austerity, whereby the community sector is 

required to take responsibility without power (Peck and Tickell 2002: 386) and run on volunteerism 

without public funds (Blond 2010). Meanwhile the retraction of state funds for public goods, 

creating an entrepreneurial necessity if urban agroecology is to survive, can reinforce mission drift 

away from social justice and into neoliberal logics.  

This dynamic tension between the need to resource efforts towards structural transformation, and 

risk of co-option in interaction with neoliberal markets, can push the development of urban 

agroecology forward in creating a dynamic space for innovative and viable political praxis, as 

highlighted by Levkoe et al (2018: 114):  

“We are continually re-evaluating our business plan and questioning how well 
we are balancing social goals with financial needs. It is a complex problem with 
many moving parts….These financial tensions do not mean that a food hub’s 
financial and social goals and objectives are contradictory. In many ways, these 
tensions propel our work forward [emphasis added].”  

Considering this, UAGC can learn from the tactics of Global South agroecology movements that 

engage in the dynamic tensions of dual efforts to lobby state powers and to assemble autonomy 

from them, while engaging with capitalist markets for monetary resources and also making spaces 

of prefiguration away from neoliberal logics (Shattuck et al. 2015: 430). Ultimately urban 

agroecology, like urban agriculture, must by necessity be radical and reformist (McClintock 2014) if 

the praxis is to survive and thrive in dominant neoliberal conditions. 

Expressions of this dynamic tension emerged in LGWC’s early attempts at a prefigurative 

compromise through hires for film shoots on the land and for corporate volunteering. J expressed 
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her fears that the co-op might have to do more such activities in order to survive: “I hate to have to 

rely on corporates [sponsorship and awaydays] but that’s gonna have to be as well, of course. Just 

other ways of not depending on finance if we’re not going to be fundraising” (J 2019). AMB, too, 

shared concerns at hiring the land while thinking of enterprising ways to generate income: “I guess 

[it’s] selling the land [through hires], to an extent … but how many times do we sell the land 

[epmphasis added] to Dolce and Gabbana [i.e. photoshoots for fashion brands]?’ In discussing 

what kinds of income compromise might be appropriate for LGWC, I developed greater 

understanding of what my colleagues’ ‘red lines’ were, and also what the underlying political 

approach was – what really mattered. The enquiry finds that a pragmatic compromise can be a 

point of tension for deep democracy to emerge, as dialogue engaging with difficult questions about 

political values and viability can support the development of political understandings and collective 

principles.  

In moments like those described above, if there also exist transformative cultures that support 

diálogo de saberes (DDS), I suggest that they can support dynamic tension and decision-making to 

anchor a ‘prefigurative compromise’ in agroecology’s political roots. Having suggested in chapter 5 

that a ‘critical lovingness’, together with creative popular education as part of a transformative 

agroecology learning framework (TALF), can both support cultures for DDS, these approaches can 

contribute to keeping a prefigurative compromise moving towards an “emancipatory” urban 

agroecology (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019). For example, the suggestion of an anti-oppression 

framework underpinning a ‘critical lovingness’, can support decisions around commercial activities 

that consider the relationship between organic food and gentrification. Creative popular education 

methods, too, are well situated to help groups work through practical decision-making in moments 

of dynamic tension, building relationships and democratic skills in horizontal processes. Without 

DDS a prefigurative compromise is severely limited in its emancipatory potential, and leaves urban 

agroecology exposed to co-option in neoliberal logics and green capitalism. However, long-term 

financial resources having been identified as important in developing equitable urban agroecologies, 

with time and space in the neoliberal city to deepen “more-than-human solidarities”, a prefigurative 

compromise can support emergences of DDS. The thesis therefore proposes that a strategic 

symbiotic combination of diálogos de saberes with a ‘prefigurative compromise’ for generating viable 

financial models in neoliberal contexts, is necessary to situate deep food democracy in the evolution 

of urban agroecology. 

This suggestion builds on calls for alternative economic practices to develop transformative urban 

agroecology, including, “the re-localisation of plural economies that combine both market oriented 

activities with non-monetary forms of economic exchange based on barter, reciprocity, gift 

relations, and solidarity” (Pimbert 2017: 17, Tornaghi 2017). In establishing the importance of 
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livelihoods for workers to support equitable process and cultures of care in developing deep 

democracy, the thesis prioritises a prefigurative compromise to generate financial resources over 

gift economies, time banks, and alternative currencies (Tornaghi 2017) in immediate strategies. In 

the case of LGWC, although the co-op entered into gifting exchange with growers for tools and 

resources, or with people volunteering time in the garden in exchange for bags of produce, there 

was a need for money to survive –  and we didn’t generate enough of it to meet the needs of 

workers or aims of the project, with detrimental impacts as echoed across alternative food networks 

(Connelly et al. 2011, Siegner et al. 2019, Daftary-Steel et al. 2015). 

As regards to paying for shelter, a major living cost for workers in London and a reflection of social 

inequity, I look to a project called the Rural Urban Synthesis Society (RUSS 2020) in South 

London, which links affordable community-owned urban housing with peri-urban food growing in 

an exciting agroecological solution. Having set the organisation up in 2009, RUSS are working 

towards building 33 homes in 2019, which is a massive achievement considering the competition 

with developers for urban land. But the process highlights too that setting up small-scale affordable 

housing in connection with growing space in London, a city of nearly nine million people, can take 

years. Therefore while efforts to continue reducing dependency on capitalist relations is vital in 

commons development, especially with care work, food and housing (De Angelis 2017), the pace at 

which these collective projects can materialise, and the human energy required mean that a short-

term strategic focus in supporting UAGC workers must be to meet their need for a fair livelihood 

to cover housing costs (see 6.3). This of course may vary in different urban environments 

depending on processes of financialisation and privatisation of land as linked to property prices and 

rents. The thesis proposes that securing long-term financial investment and supporting fair 

livelihoods as a priority can create more stable, equitable foundations in UAGC networks, from 

which to develop, in the medium to long term, non-commercial exchange through commons-to-

commons economies along the food-housing-energy nexus. 

In this section I have explored ways in which to generate long-term financial investment and 

sustainable incomes to evolve viable urban agroecologies. Within the limitations of different 

options, I highlighted that sourcing diverse streams of income is required so as to not put all the 

urban agroecology eggs in one basket, so to speak. This includes a ‘prefigurative compromise’ with 

market-orientated activities as a necessary way mode of subsistence to resource transformative 

place-based action in an inequitable context of the neoliberal city. Diálogos de saberes is highlighted as 

a complementary strategic focus so as to support engagement with a dynamic tension between 

UAGC and neoliberalism, inherent to a prefigurative compromise, towards the emancipatory 

qualities of the former. The section concludes with an assertion that this strategic approach 

prioritises sourcing financial investment over non-monetary exchange in the short-term, so as to 
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ensure living wages for workers and strengthen equitable UAGC networks as a platform to develop 

non-monetary economies in the medium to long-term. In considering the enquiry’s findings on 

viability I now turn to the thesis objective concerning whether the organisational structure of 

worker co-operatives is an elevating model for urban agroecology. 

6.5 Co-operatives beyond ‘the worker’ towards deep food democracy 

On the ‘reflections walk’ one co-op member commented that the workers’ co-operative (WC) 

structure was, “moulded by the land” and that it was a “fluid” structure that could change with the 

land and the intentions for its use (Reflection walk notes 2018).  There was a sense in the group 

that the land at Pasteur Gardens was the priority, and that the WC was developed for the land 

rather than the land being developed for a WC. So, in terms of evaluating whether a workers’ co-op 

is an elevating model for urban agroecology, I consider the organisational structure in relation to 

experiences of LGWC in connection with the land, as well as findings concerning viability and deep 

democracy in earlier sections.  

In term of generating financial investment the workers’ co-op model had mixed results. While the 

WC structure enabled the group to generate trade income and apply for the different kinds of grant 

funding, with our version combining not-for-profit status with commercial activity, the ownership 

model limited longer-term financial investment from private individuals in exchange for ownership. 

This had positive and negative effects, as it locked out investment capitalism from the internal 

logics of LGWC, but at the same time disabled the possibility of raising investment through 

community share offers, for instance (see 6.5). Private individuals could always make donations if 

they wished, without resultant involvement in organisational decision-making. To engage with 

community ownership models and finance related to this, the workers’ co-operative model would 

fundamentally become redundant. I am not highlighting this as a major reason for the co-op’s 

inability to generate financial viability (as outlined in section 6.3), but that the workers’ co-operative 

structure limited one element of the diverse possibilities for income streams. Broadly speaking, 

however, a workers’ co-operative is relatively suitable for engaging in a strategy of prefigurative 

compromise, as the model enables a flexible engagement with a “dynamic tension” (see 6.4) with 

being able to trade while also being open to funding, if not-for-profit status and social and 

environmental aims are written into the constitution. 

One of the reasons workers’ co-operatives are supported as anti-capitalist (Gibson-Graham 2012) is 

that they enable workers’ empowerment and agency (see section 3.2), something that attracted the 

group to the model. J highlights how a WC enabled one to mould one’s own environment, albeit 

with additional responsibility:  
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“Obviously there’s the responsibility and that weighs a bit. But at the same 
time it's really exciting. It’s empowering. And the fact that in the long term you 
can empower others as well. So it’s a balance between empowerment and 
responsibility... You’re in charge of your own destiny.  Which has to be 
empowering.  But at the same time there’s so many more things to think about, 
but I don’t think that’s a bad thing.” 

When asked about her experience in the WC, Dunya reflected that the self-organisation involved 

was a motivation for involvement in the project: “The satisfaction of the end of the day, at each 

day, which is a kind of – to get satisfaction out of something that is self-organised, that you're part 

of every stage of the process, is a real motivation.” These experiences of LGWC highlight that the 

WC structure can support worker agency and empowerment with management responsibilities for 

the organisation as a whole.  

However, as regards to facilitating the land at Pasteur Gardens as a “community space”, which was 

a key aim for LGWC (LGWC Project Plans 2017, 2018), I find that the WC had a disabling effect. 

It was not just a model for a food-growing enterprise, it was the model for managing a piece of 

public land with a food-growing element, with the intention to open up access to the space decades 

after the gates had been closed. With a WC structure this meant that decisions made about what 

happened on the land and how it was managed were made by the worker-owners, while other 

people who spent time on the land or lived nearby were consulted on what should happen. This 

includes garden volunteers, local residents, teachers and young people attending schools’ sessions, 

sessional workers, and people buying produce. This consultatory dynamic limited relations between 

those with worker identities and those with non-worker identities to power-for rather than power-with, 

where decisions were made by worker-owners on behalf of stakeholders who weren’t present in 

decisions.  

In terms of the land being part of an agroecological food system within the city, and taking holistic, 

whole systems approaches as emerged in the WLHC enquiry through community definitions of 

health (see 5.2), the WC structure restricted inclusion of different perspectives in evolving the 

emerging nutrient cycles. The WC restricted dialogue between food producers and other actors in 

the food system on key decisions (de Molina 2013; Anderson et al. 2018), thus hindering potential 

for solidaristic relations and deep democracy through the organisation managing the land. This lack 

of dialogue not only restricted building unexpected alliances and mapping of power, it also curtailed 

capacity-building through a lack of clear organisational avenues for non-workers to take ownership 

and action on the land. The latter could have been beneficial to the aims of the project, since 

worker-owners were overstretched (see 6.3). Therefore, as an element of deep democracy is to take 

a sophisticated approach to commons (see 2.3), and as commons are established and maintained 

through joint action (Ferguson 2012), then the WC limited capacity for commons creation and thus 
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deep democracy. This position challenges the assertion that a WC is a model to emulate in the 

management of public land as commons (Renzel 2017). Instead this thesis agrees that UAGC 

initiatives managing land and producing food must be run by and for the people they serve, with at 

the very least some degree of local ownership and control (Levkoe et al. 2018b, Berti and Mulligan 

2016). In considering the finding in the WLHC enquiry of the importance of democratic and 

intergenerational leadership (see 5.12), I wonder how the land, decision-making and shifting power 

dynamics might have benefitted if, for instance, the young people that attended schools 

programmes at the site had been involved in organisational decisions. 

So, the thesis finds that the WC model builds agency for those in positions of power, namely the 

worker-owners, and that these opportunities for agency can be expanded beyond the worker 

identity to build broader coalitions of co-op members, thus broadening possibilities for dialogue 

across positionalities and generational perspectives in decision-making. This is not to assume that 

all people that came into contact with PG would want to participate in organisational structures and 

decisions, but rather that there should be transparent avenues of opportunity to do so if desired. A 

broadening of opportunity for agency in land decision-making processes beyond worker identities, 

with an anti-oppression framework embedded in organisational structures (see section 5.3.1), can 

support co-operative structures to promote justice internally and externally (Alkon 2013). This 

finding is particular in that it concerns a WC based on public land that aims to support community 

space, but I would also propose that even for WCs based on private land that involving other 

stakeholders in decision-making structures can be beneficial for developing urban agroecology with 

deep democracy. There is also potential for intra-dialogue between co-operatives representative of 

different positionalities in nutrient cycles, i.e. food producers and consumers, that make up a 

network of co-operatives.  

With calls for deepening democracy in urban agroecology through expansion of direct democracy 

(Pimbert 2017), experiences of LGWC suggest that expanding membership of co-operatives 

beyond a worker identity can be a step towards developing prefigurative organisational structures 

that encourage ‘intercultural contact zones’ (Santos 2016: 234) towards emergences of diálogos de 

saberes. This proposal on urban agroecology organisational structure can work with other thesis 

findings in terms of embedding ‘critical lovingness’ and creative popular education in organisational 

practices, and a strategic prefigurative compromise to raise resources for equitable opportunities 

and time for generating cultures of care. As a practical direction, the Community Interest Company 

(CiC) legal model in the UK can be a useful tool to evolve urban agroecology as suggested by 

Dehaene (et al. 2016), as it has flexible membership regulation for developing appropriate co-

operative appropriate for food democracy in different locales (Hassanein 2003). In the next section 

I summarise this chapter and include practical suggestions for developing viable urban 
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agroecologies in the neoliberal city. 

6.6 Summary and practical learnings 

This chapter has explored the following sub-questions of the thesis through an insiders’ perspective 

in a newly-formed WC, as part of an emerging urban agroecology in London, UK (Tornaghi and 

Dehaene 2019): 

How can urban agroecological initiatives be viable in the neoliberal city? 

Is a workers’ co-operative an elevating model in developing urban agroecology towards food democracy? 

In response to these questions the enquiry generated new empirical research to understand how 

urban agroecology initiatives can live, grow and develop with engagement on issues such as, “the 

volatility of employment and earnings, the long-term viability of co-ops ... and problems of 

democratic governance within co-ops” (Pencavel 2012: 3). With little research focusing on the 

entrepreneurial activity of urban agriculture in Europe (Specht et al. 2016), the financial 

information presented in sections 6.1 and 6.2 and analysis of why LGWC was unable to generate 

fair livelihoods and cultures of care in section 6.3, contributes an insider community-level study to 

understand barriers and future strategies (sections 6.4 and 6.5). 

The chapter finds that the co-operative was unable to meet business plan targets of both trade 

income and funding, thus curtailing the development of livelihoods due to a myriad of contextual 

conditions and internal factors (6.2). While fundamentally the socio-ecological benefits of 

agroecological farming are not valued by the current political economy as reflected in inequitable 

government policy, other dimensions such as high London rents, a competitive funding sector and 

insecure land tenancy all contributed to the co-op experience financial instability. Coinciding with 

these a lack of fundraising and business skills, decision-making that overstretched capacity and 

resources, and a wavering focus on strategic planning also played a role within the co-op. These 

internal and external factors in connection to LGWC aims reflected the “trifecta of urban 

agriculture”, which speaks to a co-generated culture within the sector, funders and government, a 

culture that sets aims which are unachievable without long-term investments from external funds 

(Daftary-Steel et al. 2015) (see 2.5.2). I assert that UAGC inherits the trifecta from urban 

agriculture, with the addition of a fourth element of generating community space, making a 

quadfecta of urban agroecology. 

The internal and external factors, with an underlying quadfecta of expectations, coalesced to draw 

out a period of sweat equity with high-levels of volunteerism in LGWC, resulting in an inequitable 

barrier to becoming a worker-owner and contributing to members’ experiences of isolation. This 
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curtailed the organisation’s ability to retain and build capacity, and limited time to develop deep 

democratic relationships and cultures of care on the land as members literally had to be somewhere 

else to make a living. The thesis, therefore, finds that long-term financial investment must be a key 

strategic focus in generating viable and importantly equitable urban agroecologies that are capable 

of paying fair wages including collectivised care work (Soler et al. 2019, Pimbert 2017). In assessing 

options to do so I find that a diverse range of income streams are necessary in view of the 

limitations of each, and that some interaction with market activities is necessary to engage in land 

practice in the neoliberal city, with place-based transformations (Escobar and Harcourt 2005). 

Considering the social justice aims of agroecology and the need to resource these in an inequitable 

context with risks of co-option into neoliberal logics, I describe the need for considered 

interactions with the market as a ‘prefigurative compromise’ that engages with this “dynamic 

tension” (Levkoe et al. 2018). 

In sum the thesis finds that a strategic ‘prefigurative compromise’ is necessary so that prefigurations 

of UAGC can actually exist, and proliferate with equity, care and capacity in networks beyond 

interstitial cracks in the city. In an extension of this I propose that a symbiotic relationship 

between a prefigurative compromise (PC) and diálogos de saberes is necessary in evolving 

viable urban agroecologies with deep democracy; as DDS can support moments of dynamic 

tension towards agroecology’s political roots, and a PC can fund efforts to create democratic and 

just (distributional, procedural and spatial) cultures towards emergences of DDS. In terms of this 

relationship I introduce findings from the WLHC enquiry (chapter 5): a ‘critical lovingness’ 

underpinned with anti-oppression frameworks (section 5.4), and creative popular education as part 

of a transformative agroecological learning framework (TALF) (Anderson et al. 2018) (section 5.1) 

as supportive elements in moments of dynamic tension to retain connection with an 

“emancipatory” urban agroecology (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019). I note that a PC stipulates a 

short-term strategic focus on financial investment and living wages for workers over non-

monetary exchange such as time banks (Tornaghi 2017). This is with the view that building stable 

and equitable foundations in UAGC networks can support non-monetary exchange through 

commons-to-commons economies in the medium- to long-term. This position maintains the 

vitality of gifting and other non-commercial exchange in urban agroecology spaces every day.  

As to the question of whether the WC is an elevating model for UAGC, the enquiry found that the 

organisational structure limited community financing as a stream of income, although it can be 

generally well situated to engage in a prefigurative compromise. The study also found that in efforts 

to develop community space the organisational structure disavowed equitable dialogue between 

producers and other actors in the emerging nutrient cycles as a key element of food system 

transformation (de Molina 2013; Anderson et al. 2018), creating consultatory dynamics and limiting 



 213 

solidaristic relations. As the WC was found to limit capacity building for commons creation and 

democratic relationships, the findings challenge the view that a workers’ co-operative is a 

model to emulate in the management of public land as commons (Renzel 2017). The thesis, 

therefore, suggests that to engage in direct democracy in evolving urban agroecology (Pimbert 

2017) that co-operatives should broaden membership to include other stakeholders beyond 

the worker identity. This approach, I conclude, can support the development of prefigurative 

organisational structures that encourage ‘intercultural contact zones’ (Santos 2016: 234) towards 

emergences of DDS in tandem with a ‘critical lovingness’ underpinned with anti-oppression 

frameworks, and creative popular education as part of a TALF in Europe. I now summarise 

practical learnings and suggestions based on the experiences in LGWC, before synthesising findings 

across the two enquiries in relation to the aim, objectives and questions of the thesis in Chapter 7. 

6.6.1 Budget estimate, practical learnings and suggestions 

A suggested retrospective budget for setting up LGWC at Pasteur Gardens for the first two years is 

shown in Table 10. The aim is to provide an estimate of what financial investment and income 

might be needed to generate an equitable urban agroecology with capacity to spend time developing 

cultures of care. The figures are estimates based on what investment the co-op generated, and what 

was identified in later years as needed to meet the aims of the project (see section 3.1). 

Considerations behind the numbers can be seen in ‘Appendix D’. The budget does not include care 

work as suggested in section 6.3, as I felt this needed more research in order to understand how 

care work might be reflected in set-up costs for an urban agroecology initiative. The budget states 

that £65k is needed for capital costs, £144k for wages, and £21k for running costs, making a total 

of £230k over the two years. With agroecological projects in London like Organiclea, Growing 

Communities and Sutton Community Farm all generating annual turnovers beyond this figure, the 

budget is a realistic estimate.  

Budget Area (£) Year 1 
(£) 

Year 2 
(£) 

TOTAL 
(£) 

Mains irrigation and toilets 4,000  4,000 

Tools storage and office 11,000  11,000 

Polytunnels and land preparation works 15,000  15,000 

Multi-functional covered space – packing house, kitchen,  30,000 30,000 
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classroom 

Garden Infrastructure i.e. irrigation, netting, membrane 5,000  5,000 

TOTAL CAPITAL COSTS 35,000 30,000 65,000 

2 Grower roles, 3 days a week, £18,000 pro rata 36,000 36,000 72,000 

Organisational role A (funding, finance, business and 
organisational development), 3 days a week, £18,000 pro rata 

18,000 18,000 36,000 

Organisational role B (community development, education 
and volunteering), 3 days a week, £18,000 pro rata 

18,000 18,000 36,000 

TOTAL WAGES 72,000 72,000 144,000 

Garden Sundries (e.g. seeds, propagation materials, 
propagation trays) 

2,000 1,000 3,000 

Insurance and water bills 500 500 1,000 

Transport and packaging 1,000 1,000 2,000 

Accountancy and office costs 1,000 1,000 2,000 

Rent  1,500 1,500 3,000 

Volunteer programme costs (lunches, travel, celebrations) 5,000 5,000 10,000 

TOTAL RUNNING COSTS 11,000 10,000 21,000 

TOTAL 118,000 112,00 230,000 

Table 10: Estimated retrospective budget for setting up LGWC at Pasteur Gardens in the first two years 

In terms of shifting economic conditions to create a more enabling environment for viable urban 

agroecologies, I make the following suggestions:  

• UK local and regional governments taking up the ‘Preston model’ (Reynolds 2017) to 

support co-operative enterprises with public procurement contracts. 
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• Extensive business and organisational development training being situated in UAGC 

training programmes such as FarmStart. 

• Regional co-operative banks that support co-operative enterprise with grants, loans and 

advice, as seen in the Basque region, Spain, in the 1960s (Gunn 2006), should be 

established. 

• Lobbying at different scales for shifting and generating agriculture subsidies towards 

financial assistance for the provision of public goods, continues to be very important. 

• UK agroecology movements to support campaigns for a Universal Basic Income (UBI) 

(Basic Income UK n.d.)(as previously suggested in Pimbert 2017). 

The ‘Preston Model’ highlights how at a time of super-austerity, a borough council has been able to 

support co-operative enterprises within a region by awarding public procurement contracts 

(Reynolds 2017). In the case of LGWC, procurement contracts for education services and food 

provision would have supported building a viable business plan. This has potential to connect food 

and health with contracts with regional public health care organisations. In terms of extensive 

organisational and business development training, UAGC training programmes could take 

inspiration from models such as the School for Social Entrepreneurs in London which provides 

funding, and a year-long course covering different aspects of setting up a viable social enterprise. 

Business training can support practitioners arriving at tensions between a prefigurative compromise 

too far and social justice to have business acumen in understanding the social and financial 

possibilities in decision-making. 

The Basque region in Spain is home to one of the world’s thriving co-operative sectors and to 

Mondragon, the world’s largest worker-owned co-operative. With regional co-operative banks 

providing loans, grants and business advice from the 1960s, this model highlights how alternative 

banking institutions can support co-operative development. The Loans for Enlightened Agriculture 

Programme (LEAP) recently began a similar mixed approach to support agroecology initiatives 

developing in the UK. The expansion of this programme, with inspiration from historical co-

operative movements such as in the Basque country, can support viable (urban) agroecologies to 

evolve.  

The need to shift UK government agriculture policy away from an inequitable subsidy system 

towards financial assistance for public provision of goods is essential to levelling the economic 

playing field for (urban) agroecological farmers. To have received a subsidy to grow agroecological 

food in the first three years of LGWC’s life would have made an enormous difference in its 

financial planning, its working towards livelihoods, and its meeting project aims. The continued 

lobbying efforts of LWA at a national level, and at a regional level, such as with the Community 
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Food Growers Network, can support (urban) agroecologies to increase viability with policy change 

and public investment. Finally, the suggestion that agroecology movements should support 

campaigns for Universal Basic Income (UBI) came about in an interview with LGWC member 

Dunya. In reflecting on the power dynamics of co-op members managing the land and facilitating 

public volunteer sessions, she suggested that a basic income could support a more equitable basis 

for co-developing community space at PG. The reasoning was that if people had their basic needs 

met there would be less emphasis on the need to pay workers to facilitate gardening sessions, and 

that this would create opportunities to break down the power dynamics of who was a paid project 

worker and who was a volunteer. UBI could have the positive consequence of increasing capacity 

for commons-creation and deep democratic relationships as part of UAGC.  

Table 11 below outlines internal learnings from LGWC predominately based on analysis in 6.2.2. 

Some of these may be obvious in developing viable organisations, but as a group of new-entrant 

growers these points would have been useful reminders, certainly in terms of my own learning for 

the future. One point not previously mentioned is the proposal for a steering committee. At a co-

op development meeting in 2016 it was noted that, “It is felt that a Steering Committee should be 

formed to help guide the project. A list of potential community representatives to be collated” 

(LGWC meeting 2016). This was one point that slipped off the agenda, and on reflection it could 

have supported our group to set up viable operations on the seven acres of land with guidance and 

advice, as well as a way to solidify relationships and partnerships.  

 Practical learnings from LGWC based on analysis in 6.2.2 

1 Use organisational tools to understand where skills gaps are in the collective i.e. 
organisational development and make action plans to respond to these, through 
either skilling up within the organisation, recruitment or external advice/ 
business support.  

2 Make plans with carefully listening to capacity and resources available. If there 
are not adequate resources and/or capacity, maybe don’t start the activity. 

2 Develop a cogent business plan and review it regularly. 

2 Secure adequate financial investment to start programmes and activities including 
infrastructure requirements. 

2 Build care work into budgets with the aim to collectivise these i.e. childcare, 
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worker support, and group reflections on power dynamics. 

3 Consider a steering committee to offer experiences, guidance and support in the 
early stages of development, or until there is enough experience within 
organisational structures. 

Table 11: Practical learnings/suggestions from experiences with LGWC (in no particular order)  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions 

This thesis has explored how the emerging praxis of urban agroecology (UAGC) can evolve with a 

central feature of deep food democracy whilst surviving and thriving in the neoliberal city. This 

research direction was taken as democracy is central to agroecological visions and practice 

(Anderson et al. 2019, de Molina 2013), coupled with the observation that financial viability has 

limited the progression of socially just urban agricultures (Siegner et al. 2019, Daftary-Steel et al. 

2015, Connelly et al. 2011). As the study is based in Western Europe, where agroecology is at risk 

of being co-opted away from its political origins (Altieri and Holt-Giménez 2016, Mama D and 

Anderson 2016) and epistemic shifts are required to challenge food movement missionary 

complexes more broadly (Bradley and Herrera 2016, Slocum 2006), the research has engaged with 

transformative pedagogies as a fitting approach to develop urban agroecology with deep 

democracy.  

Through community-level insider action research (AR), set within London’s emerging urban 

agroecology movement (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019), I have contributed empirical research to the 

young praxis through evaluation of policy-creation, organisational structure and economic viability 

in terms of deep food democracy. The thesis contributes that the joint development of diálogos de 

saberes and a ‘prefigurative compromise’ with the market, to generate viable place-making 

transformations in inequitable neoliberal contexts, is necessary to evolve urban agroecology with 

deep food democracy. I propose that additional findings can support this strategic relationship in 

developing UAGC towards its “emancipatory” potential (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019), these being 

a ‘critical lovingness’ embedded in organisational structures and underpinned by an anti-oppression 

framework, creative popular education included in a transformative agroecological learning 

framework (TALF) for Europe (Anderson et al. 2018), and extending co-operative membership 

beyond worker identities. 

In this final chapter I synthesise the findings from the dialogic enquiry across the policy process in 

the food hub at Wolves Lane Horticultural Centre (WLHC), and the reflective spaces created in 

London Grown Workers’ Co-operative (LGWC), to connect these with overarching questions the 

thesis was framed by. The chapter has four key sections. In section 7.1 I synthesise the key findings 

with the inclusion of how these relate to thesis objectives and sub-questions. Limitations and 

methodological learnings of the study are critically reflected on in section 7.2, before calling 

attention to contributions to knowledge made in 7.3. The chapter is concluded with 

recommendations for future praxis development (7.4). 
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7.1 Summary of key arguments  

In outlining the key arguments of the thesis, I relate these to the overall question, key objectives 

and sub-questions in the text. As a point of reference for the reader these are presented in Table 12 

below.  

Aim/objective/question  Description 

Aim To develop understandings of urban agroecology with a focus on 
deep food democracy and how this relates with tensions of trying 
to exist in a neoliberal city.  

Overall question How can urban agroecology evolve with food democracy as a feature whilst 
surviving and thriving in the neoliberal city? 

Objective 1 To co-produce a just democratic process in shaping foundational 
principles of a food hub with urban agroecological intentions 

Sub-question 1 How can a food hub develop urban agroecology with a central tenet of food 
democracy? 

Objective 2 To develop understanding of how urban agroecologies can be 
viable in a neoliberal city economy 

Sub-question 2 How can urban agroecological initiatives be viable in the neoliberal city? 

Objective 3 To explore with co-workers our individual and collective 
learnings in developing a workers’ co-operative as an elevating 
organisational structure for urban agroecology 

Sub-question 3 Is a worker’s co-operative an elevating model in developing urban agroecology 
towards food democracy? 

Table 12: Thesis aim, objectives and key questions 

Analysis of the food policy enquiry found that creative popular education (PE) methods 

contributed towards the creation of holistic community definitions of health and “intercultural 

contact zones” (Santos 2016: 234), with budding emergences of diálogo de saberes (DDS) and the 

centring of translocal foodways as local. In connection to this I hold that the food policy process 

took steps towards breaking out of the “local trap” (Born and Purcell 2006) and challenged 
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dynamics of “bringing good food to others” (Guthman 2008) as undermining aspects in alternative 

food movements. Based on the above I argue that creative popular education should be 

included as feature of a transformative agroecological learning framework (TALF) 

(Anderson et al. 2018) in Europe, strengthening conditions for pillars such as ‘horizontalism’ and 

‘combining political with practical’.  

In terms of supporting and defending a transformative culture that underpinned a burgeoning DDS 

and centring of translocal foodways in the policy process (Gamauf 2019), it is suggested that an 

anti-oppression framework be integrated into organisational structures, with consideration of how 

social inequities manifest in community and food movement spaces (Alkon and Agyeman 2011, 

Sbicca 2012). I hold that the framework can support the evolution of arising discussions of power, 

and hold the tension between the final food policy principles of culturally-appropriate foods and 

ecological considerations in a “just sustainability” (Agyeman 2013). The enquiry also found that 

relationships were an important element of making a democratic space in the food policy enquiry, 

with participants highlighting characteristics of love, respect, and trust as vital. In connecting these 

characteristics to critical pedagogies that feature love as foundational to building solidarities in the 

transformation of oppressive ideologies and practices (Darder 2002, Freire 2000, hooks 2000), I 

propose that a ‘lovingness’ be embedded into organisational structures to support democratic 

relationships and cultures. This is considering that respect, trust and love are some integral 

characteristics of equitable dialogues; listening is a fundamental part of respect, trust is essential to 

building networks, and love begets solidarity. With a ‘lovingness’, combined with anti-oppression 

frameworks embedded in organisational structures as an approach to map power, I propagate that a 

‘critical lovingness’ can be a supportive “frame” (Anderson et al. 2019) to foster democratic 

cultures towards diálogo de saberes.  

Therefore, in terms of objective 1 and its related sub-question, the thesis proposes that embedding 

a ‘critical lovingness’ underpinned with an anti-oppression framework into organisational 

structures, and implementing creative popular education as part of a TALF in Europe, can support 

transformative relationships and cultures for the food hub to develop with a central tenet of food 

democracy. Furthermore, I extend the finding, based on critical reflections on the policy process, 

that a democratic and intergenerational leadership of learning processes should be extended to 

organisational structures.  

In understanding why LGWC took limited steps towards financial viability and the ability to 

generate livelihoods for worker-owners, I outlined a host of internal factors and external conditions 

(see section 6.2). Underlying these was the “unattainable trifecta of urban agriculture” (Daftary-

Steel et al. 2015) as reflected in LGWC’s aims, which were insurmountable without external 
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financial investment. I highlight that UAGC inherits the trifecta from UA, and add the expectation 

to run community space, making a ‘quadfecta of urban agroecology’. The lack of sufficient 

financial investment in LGWC meant that worker-owners had to make livelihoods outside the co-

op to meet high living costs and particularly rents for shelter. This contributed to a loop of 

unviability, with the organisation having inadequate financial resources to build capacity, and 

consequently lacking capacity to generate financial resources. An element of this loop was a 

curtailed capacity to meet intentions of building cultures of care, fundamental to “anti-capitalist” 

livelihoods (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019), which assisted in worker owners’ experiences of 

isolation. In light of the above analysis, the thesis asserts that financial investment is a strategic 

necessity for UAGC towards deep democracy - in order to resource “anti-capitalist” livelihoods 

(Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019, Pimbert 2017) with capacity to engage in collectivising care work 

(Soler et al. 2019), hold discussions of power dynamics as part of cultures of care, and generate 

equitable opportunities in an inequitable environment. 

In exploring how appropriate financial investment can be generated I find that a myriad of income 

streams is necessary, as each stream has its own limitations so as not to put all the (urban) 

agroecological eggs in one basket, so to speak. Importantly, this includes strategic engagement with 

the market, albeit including “alternative” manifestations (Gibson-Graham 2012), so as to generate 

resources for land-based practices, that engage in place-based transformations (Escobar and 

Harcourt 2005). This I describe as a ‘prefigurative’ compromise so as to make fertile pedagogical 

grounds for agroecological transformations (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019) in inequitable urban 

space (Soja 2010), whereby some resources must be generated through markets antithetical to 

agroecological visions. This compromise is imperative, I claim, so that UAGC can develop with 

sufficient resources to build equity, care and capacity into networks and territories, otherwise the 

praxis risks remaining in interstitial and under-resourced ‘cracks’ (Holloway 2010) that are limited in 

their prefiguration of deep democracy. With beginnings of prefigurative compromises in LGWC, I 

assert that these moments of “dynamic tension” (Levkoe et al. 2018b) between agroecology 

principles and co-option by neoliberalism, offer opportunity to engage in deep democracy through 

building understanding of collective politics. An example of a dynamic tension for urban 

agroecologies to consider is the hiring of land or space, or holiday lets, as seen in farm 

diversification in UK farming (Gasson 1988).  In terms of a prefigurative compromise strategy I 

argue that a short-term prioritisation of raising of financial investment to generate fair wages 

for workers over economic strategies of gifting, timebanks and alternative currencies (Tornaghi 

2017), is necessary to support the building of equitable and stable foundations in UAGC networks, 

from which to develop non-commercial exchange through autonomous commons economies in 

the medium to long term.  
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Therefore, in terms of objective 2 and its related sub-question, the thesis finds that a ‘prefigurative 

compromise’ with the market, as part of diverse income streams, is required to support the 

prefigurative development of agroecological principles in actuality within the disabling and 

inequitable conditions of the neoliberal city. I suggest that UAGC practitioners can find inspiration 

in rural peasant movements, such as the Landless Workers Movement (MST) in Brazil and the 

Zapatistas in Mexico, who engage in the dynamic tensions of dual efforts to lobby state powers and 

to assemble autonomy from them, whilst engaging with markets for monetary resources and also 

making spaces of prefiguration away from neoliberal logics (Shattuck et al. 2015: 430, Vergara-

Camus 2014). 

The workers co-operative (WC) model was found to support agency for worker-owners in taking 

control of their labour and offered a flexible commercial and not-for-profit organisational structure 

in order to engage with a ‘prefigurative compromise’, albeit with limiting community finance. 

However, in terms of generating community space as an aim of LGWC, analysis found that the 

model limited dialogue between different actors in contact with the land at Pasteur Gardens, and 

across different positionalities in the emerging nutrient cycles (de Molina 2013, Anderson et al. 

2018). This was found to create consultatory power dynamics between workers and non-worker 

identities, both limiting the potential of building “more-than-human solidarities” (Tornaghi and 

Dehaene 2019) within the organisational structures managing the land, and curtailing capacity for 

commons creation. The thesis finds that UAGC co-operatives can therefore deepen democracy by 

expanding membership beyond the worker identity so as to build agency across different 

positionalities in decision-making processes. 

Therefore, in terms of objective 3 and its related sub-question, the thesis finds that although the 

WC builds agency for workers, the model creates a consultatory power dynamic between worker-

owner and non-worker identities; thus co-operative models that expand membership beyond 

worker identities can support deep democracies as part of UAGC. This could include producer co-

operatives as part of broader co-operative models with representation of different positionalities in 

the food system.  

The findings outlined in relation to the objectives and sub-questions of the thesis coalesce to 

respond to the overall aim and question, How can urban agroecology evolve with food democracy as a feature 

whilst surviving and thriving in the neoliberal city? In terms of the thesis’s assertion that urban 

agroecologies must necessarily engage in a ‘prefigurative compromise’ (PC) with the market, this 

risks the young praxis being derailed into a compromise too far and becoming entrenched in neoliberal 

logics and green capitalism. The thesis proposes, therefore, that if transformative cultures also exist 

supportive of diálogo de saberes (DDS) as critical to agroecological transformations  (Martínez-Torres 
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and Rosset 2014, Anderson et al. 2018), then this can be a complementary frame in moments of 

dynamic tension and decision-making to anchor a ‘prefigurative compromise’ in agroecology’s 

political roots. I describe this relationship as symbiotic, as without DDS a ‘prefigurative 

compromise’ is severely limited in its emancipatory aims, and with long-term financial resources 

having been identified as critical to make time and space to deepen solidaristic relationships 

through cultures of care in the neoliberal city, a PC can support the making of equitable places 

towards diálogo de saberes.  

Previous findings relate to this as a ‘critical lovingness’ underpinned by an anti-oppression 

framework can support decisions around commercial activities considering the relationship 

between organic food and gentrification, and creative PE methods are well situated to assist groups 

to work through practical decision-making concerning moments of dynamic tension, with building 

relationships and democratic skills in horizontal processes. Furthermore, co-operative 

organisational structures beyond the worker-identity, offer a flexible model to engage in a PC as has 

capacity to generate commercial revenue and not-for-profit income, whilst offers decision-making 

processes open to dialogue across positionalities in the food system and around land-based 

projects. Therefore, with these findings in tandem, the thesis proposes that a strategic symbiotic 

combination of diálogos de saberes, and a ‘prefigurative compromise’ to generate financial resources in 

neoliberal contexts, is necessary to support deep food democracy in the evolution of an 

“emancipatory” urban agroecology (Tornaghi and Dehaene 2019). 

7.2 Methodological learnings and limitations of the research  

Some methodological learnings have already been stated in relation to the food policy process in 

section 5.1.2 concerning power in agroecological learning processes. One key critical reflection I 

suggested was that WLHC enquiry could have benefited from broadening democratic and 

intergenerational leadership in the conception, carrying out of the enquiry, and analysis in supporting 

the development of deep democracy at the food hub. Regarding this reflection in relation to this 

PhD, a learning relates to resources and participatory research. In carrying out AR with colleagues 

within organisations I was able to buy resources for the processes with PhD expenses through 

transparent discussions with colleagues. I was also able to offer some financial contributions from 

this pot of money for colleagues who took on planning and facilitation work as part of the WLHC 

enquiry. Once the process was clarified as regards a timeline of activities, I also made two external 

funding applications that would cover more wages and resources, but these were unsuccessful.  

Due to my PhD stipend covering some living costs I was able to take on more of the background 

labour for the research, such as sourcing materials and data management. This meant that I had 

more contact with the data, for instance, and time to reflect on what was emerging. At a time when 
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both organisations had inadequate resources the PhD research was able to contribute financial 

resources towards enquiries shaped with colleagues that directly contributed to the organisations’ 

development. However, the enquiries could have been better resourced without relying on my 

‘PhD time’ so as to challenge underlying ownership of the research. Therefore, if I was to start the 

PhD again with the aim of producing AR I would try to establish what financial resources were 

needed earlier in the process, perhaps before the exact nature of the process was identified, so that 

there was more time to generate additional funding if needed. 

Power dynamics around doing a PhD with an AR approach does not simply stop at how resources 

are distributed. A continual tension in the work has been working to co-produce knowledge in 

equitable ways in relation to a PhD framework that is geared towards the learning of one person 

who produces a jargon-heavy document in the style of academic argument. Whilst the learnings 

through the processes were quite distinct from the document you are now reading, and are 

embodied in the spaces, relationships, emotions, memories, and visual documents the enquiry 

generated, this underlying feature of what the research is geared towards and who benefits from 

such a time-intensive product, exists within efforts towards a more transformative research practice 

and, I feel, cannot necessarily be decoupled. As Badwall (2016: 16) notes, “the role of the 

researcher can re-inscribe relations of dominance, and there is no innocent knowledge on the part 

of the researcher”, and I would argue that this is doubly so for a PhD that is so geared to one 

person, while in research projects there is more space for co-ownership and shared responsibility in 

spite of academy-community power relations. Certainly, I have tried to make clear which parts of 

the work were co-produced and which I did alone, and also co-sharing work with colleagues at the 

RGS conference in 2019 gave opportunity for co-analysis and opportunity to get feedback on our 

shared work together. With ultimate responsibility and ownership falling to one person, however, I 

doubt that extractivism present in UK academia can ever be fully challenged within the PhD 

framework as it is.  

While my research centre at Centre of Agroecology Water and Resilience (CAWR) has been very 

supportive in peoples’ knowledge approaches, I think that university conceptions of a PhD must 

change fundamentally to fit better with AR epistemologies and to meet demands for cognitive 

justice. This is reflected in agroecology practitioners in Europe expressing that, “mainstream 

institutions were unwilling or incapable of providing training that reflects and includes both the 

political rootedness and the practitioner-led learning considered essential by social movements” 

(Anderson et al. 2018). Two suggestions that I have are that there should be more opportunity for 

PhDs to be collaborative between two or more people, with flexibility in how outputs are 

produced; and that there is freedom for the main product of the thesis to be in other 

mediums of expression outside of the traditional academic thesis, such as film, theatre or 
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events. The latter would place less stress on PhD action researchers to produce a thesis and 

knowledge communication in forms generated with the communities they work with, as well as 

knowledge being more effectively communicated considering different ways of knowing and 

learning outside an 80,000-word text. 

In terms of further learnings and limitations of this research, I have discussed these in detail in 

sections 4.3 and 4.7 of the Methodology. I considered my ‘closeness’ to the enquiry in relation to 

reflexivity and positionality, and the steps I took to develop the AR with democratic validity. One 

limitation of the study, due to its embedded nature and specific context, is that the findings are 

particular to London as a “world city” (Massey 2010). The thesis does not engage in dialogue with 

other community-based places in London or with other city territories in the UK or beyond 

political borders, nor travel through scale to see how the findings sit within networks with which 

LGWC and WLHC are connected. The thesis’s contribution of a strategic ‘prefigurative 

compromise’, is partly the result of identifying London’s high cost of living, including housing 

costs, as a contextual factor in LGWC worker-owners having to spend time making income away 

from co-op activities together. With London’s experience of the rollout of neoliberalism with 

intense financialisation and privatisation (see section 2.5), the form of this will surely differ across 

urban environments, with the potential to make a strategic prefigurative compromise redundant. 

Since the thesis takes an AR approach, with foundations of local situated knowledge in relation to 

structural processes, the findings are presented with the acknowledgement that its scope is limited 

in generalisability, although it may offer pockets of praxis to other contexts with varied experiences 

of the neoliberal city and differing groundswells of urban agroecologies. In this regard I now 

underline this thesis’s contributions to knowledge before making recommendations for 

development. 

7.3 Contributions to knowledge 

Individual contributions to knowledge that exist within the summary of findings are underlined 

below. I then discuss these in combination as contributing to the development of urban 

agroecology, and understandings of deep democracy. This enquiry has: 

1. Elaborated on a “transformative agroecological learning framework” in Europe (Anderson 

et al. 2018) through action research in the development of a food policy at a food hub. The thesis 

contributes that creative aspects of popular education can support holistic, community 

definitions of food and health, and the emergence of translocal foodways as local. The 

enquiry found that the horizontal pedagogies of PE with engagement in different ways of knowing 

(i.e. emotional, relational, memory) and emphasis on the practical as political, encouraged the 
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creation of intercultural contact zones towards initial emergences of diálogos de saberes.   

2. Developed understandings of enduring relationships in deep democracy in connection to the 

mapping of power. The study supports that enduring relationships are a critical foundation in food 

democracy (McIvor and Hale 2015) and that a ‘lovingness’ inspired by critical pedagogies (Darder 

2002, Freire 2000, hooks 2000) is key in building transformative solidarities, underpinned with an 

anti-oppression framework to map power in organisational structures and practices. I described this 

dialogic approach to relationships and power as a ‘critical lovingness’.  

3. Contributed a community-scale case study of a UAGC workers’ co-op with analysis of financial 

viability, in the context of an absence of research in Europe on urban agriculture as an 

entrepreneurial activity, and the economic dimension of agroecology (Specht et al. 2016, van der 

Ploeg et al. 2019). The enquiry agrees with the analysis that in underlying questions of viability of 

UA there lies an “unattainable trifecta” of expected goals that are insurmountable without external 

financial investment (Daftary-Steel et al. 2015). The thesis contributes a fourth dimension for 

consideration, this being the expectation of initiatives to facilitate community space, making an 

unattainable ‘quadfecta of urban agroecology’. 

4. Expanded on calls for direct democracy as part of urban agroecology (Pimbert 2017). The thesis 

finds that UAGC co-operative structures should look to expand membership beyond worker 

identities to encourage deep democracy dialogues across positionalities in the food system and 

build capacity for commons creation within prefigurative organisational structures. 

5. Evolved the young praxis of urban agroecology with strategic findings connecting 

economic and democratic dimensions. Given the lack of empirical research that is needed to 

ground emerging theory in practice (Siegner et al. 2019, Renting 2017), the thesis engaged in 

community-based action research within an emerging urban agroecology in London, UK, 

generating practical enquiries in response to developments on-the-ground linked with academic 

discourse. The thesis finds that a strategic symbiotic combination of diálogos de saberes and a 

‘prefigurative compromise’ with the market, to generate viable place-making transformation in 

the inequitable neoliberal city, can support urban agroecologies to develop with deep food 

democracy.  

Table 13 (below) provides a map if the reader would like to engage with the above contributions to 

knowledge in more depth within the thesis chapters.  

Contribution 
to knowledge 

Topic Related sections  



 227 

1 Creative popular education and TALF 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 

2 Critical lovingness  5.3, 5.4 

3 Quadfecta of urban agroecology 6.2 

4 Co-operatives beyond the worker identity 6.5 

5 Prefigurative compromise and diálogos de saberes  6.3, 6.4 

Table 13: Map of contributions to knowledge within the thesis 

This thesis has primarily contributed to the emerging concept of urban agroecology connecting 

ecological, economic and political elements. The economic experiences of LGWC emphasised the 

need for financial investment and a prefigurative compromise with the market to raise resources for 

engagement in political efforts to build deep democracies with equitable opportunities and capacity 

for cultures of care. This connection between economic and political elements is underwritten with 

the need to make time and space in the neoliberal city for different actors in the food system to 

engage in diálogos de saberes; with time for ecological co-learning as seen in the WLHC enquiry through 

holistic definitions of food and health, and expressed in LGWC workers’ key motivations. This 

position agrees with Pimbert (2017) that for urban farmers and other actors to co-produce policies 

and institutions then some material security and time is required, and also that an urban 

agroecology demand can be for universal basic income (see practical suggestions in 6.6.1).  

While scholars have proposed an economic strategy of combining non-commercial and monetary 

exchange in the development of UAGC (Pimbert 2017, Tornaghi 2017), this thesis finds that a 

short-term strategic prioritisation of financial investment, and a prefigurative compromise with the 

market, is necessary over non-monetary forms of economic exchange. This is based on experiences 

of LGWC within a neoliberal city with high living costs and having the impact on the coop as 

described in 7.1 (and greater detail in 6.3). I acknowledge that gifting economies are present every 

day in community gardens and contribute to urban agroecology, but rather as a strategic approach 

emphasise that these can be more equitably developed in the medium to long term from UAGC 

networks that have greater financial stability and are able to pay fair wages. As the thesis states that 

the development of diálogos de saberes is necessary to root a prefigurative compromise in 

agroecological principles, this gives shape to the assertion that governance is a transformative 

process in UAGC (Schmutz 2017), as DDS must be part of this. Other findings offer pathways to 

support this, from; popular education as part of a TALF, ‘critical lovingness’ underpinned by an 

anti-oppression framework in organisational structures, to broadening co-operatives beyond worker 
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identities to encourage dialogue across different positionalities.  

In aiming to evolve UAGC with consideration of deep food democracy the enquiry has developed 

on McIvor and Hale's (2015) interviews and participant observation through insider research with a 

myriad of methods – honing in on local practices in a food hub and WC. The suggestion of 

embedding a ‘critical lovingness’ into organisational structures provides a pathway to work towards 

two features of deep democracy: ‘lovingness’ as central to building solidarities in enduring democratic 

relationships, and an anti-oppression framework providing a praxis to map power. And the finding that 

co-operatives beyond worker identities can be an organisational model to encourage dialogue across 

different positionalities in the food system and around land-based projects, speaks to the deep 

democracy feature of a sophisticated turn towards the commons (McIvor and Hale 2015). This offers a 

different perspective to that which finds the WC a model to emulate in developing new commons 

on public land (Renzel 2017). Also, in regards to recent studies of food democracy in the UK the 

enquiry found that popular education can support the development of democratic skills and 

relationships, rather than choosing between the two (Prost 2019).  

With emphasis on building solidaristic relationships towards equitable knowledge dialogues, and 

recognising that trust takes time to build and is never guaranteed (McIvor and Hale 2015), this 

thesis holds that while short-term action is critical, developing deep democracy as a feature of 

UAGC also requires “deep and long civilisational changes” with the transformation of power 

culturally, institutionally and economically (Santos 2016: 27-28, Prizendt 2017). 

7.4 Recommendations for further research and action 

Further to the practical learnings and suggestions made in section 6.6.1 based on the experience of 

setting up an UAGC workers co-operative, I make four recommendations for future UAGC praxis 

development: 

A. Research to further understand symbiosis between diálogos de saberes and a 

‘prefigurative compromise’ towards emancipatory urban agroecologies in different practical 

contexts. This could be through a series of dialogic action research projects at differing scales 

coming together to produce third-person knowledge aiming to understand existing examples of 

‘prefigurative compromises’, and if there are tactics or toolkits to support moments of dynamic 

tension (Levkoe et al. 2018b).  

B. Research into UAGC co-operative structures that enable dialogue between worker and 

non-worker actors beyond ‘consultation’ power dynamics, so as to support the development of 

deep democracy and commons-making inclusive of different positionalities within nutrient cycles. I 
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agree with Dehaene (et al. 2016) that the Community Interest Company (CiC) legal model in the 

UK can be a useful tool to develop UAGC, as it necessitates community ownership and has flexible 

membership regulations for developing co-operative structures responsive to food democracy 

manifestations in different locales (Hassanein 2003).  

C. A Food democracy ‘audit’ of agroecology initiatives across the UK. This would have three-

fold aims: to understand better the state of just and deep democracy in the UK agroecology 

movement; to highlight areas of work for organisations to take forward; and to build food 

democracy skills through popular education. A practical framework for a deep food democracy 

could be evolved through action and reflection cycles, building on the existing work of Maughan et 

al.'s (2020) five point framework for ‘reading for justice’, Anderson et al.'s (2017) ‘transformative 

agroecological learning framework’, and Agyeman's 'just sustainabilities' (2013), for instance.  

D. Action research to understand further how processes of diálogos de saberes manifest 

within urban places to support the evolution of a political UAGC in connection with movement 

roots of cognitive justice in the Global South. In cases of agroecological transitions in Global 

North cities, an explicit decolonial agenda seems necessary so as to generate ‘emergences’ that, 

“point to new constellations of meaning as regards both to the understanding and the 

transformation of the world” (Santos 2007b: 10) from within geographic centres of colonial 

knowledge hegemonies. Woods (2019) highlights decoloniality as a frame to support analysis in 

identifying and challenging oppressive power in working towards socially just food systems in the 

UK. Nominal focus has been turned to how learnings in the cultural and historical context of Latin 

America relate with experiences in different regions (Anderson et al. 2018), and so agroecology and 

DDS in the UK, for instance, may unfold in divergent forms with the same underlying principles. 

The TALF proposed by Anderson (et al. 2018) offers an approach to develop this recommendation 

in Europe, with a critical pedagogical framework that centres DDS as a key feature.  The territorial 

level could be a strategic place to begin action research, whereby cultures generated through DDS 

processes interact with community and national scales, thus enabling engagement with the diversity 

of actors that have been pushing urban agroecology forwards (Fernandez 2017) and evolving tools 

and practice that bring together translocal knowledges across networks (Moragues-Faus and 

Sonnino 2019). In the light of the success of systematizing social learning processes through 

agroecology schools by La Via Campesina (Anderson et al. 2019), what might a territorial urban 

agroecology school look like, built by movements and supported by university institutions, to 

engage in land and practice-based learning with cognitive justice underpinnings? And how might 

territorial urban agroecology schools support the strengthening of community-rooted coalitions 

based on difference to promote progressive social change through feminist and anti-racist practice 

(Emejulu 2016:126)?  
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In terms of these recommendations and any evolution of (urban) agroecology, effective 

emancipatory change that develops with, “culturally appropriate form in the UK, sensitive to ways 

in which inequalities are generated, sustained, reproduced and reinforced in British society” 

(Kneafsey et al. 2016) cannot happen without leadership by those most oppressed in global food 

and economic systems (Woods 2019). In developing future participatory methodologies which 

require considerable financial resources and long time frames (Kneafsey et al. 2016), universities 

must be willing to enter into processes of co-production that prioritise mutual benefit (Martikke et 

al. 2015). Therefore in generating AR methodologies, to build on conclusions and 

recommendations of this thesis, it is necessary that university–community partnerships require both 

capital asset and knowledge sharing (Clennon 2019) to support cognitive justice with underlying 

praxis of procedural, distributive and spatial justice. 

Considering this research’s attempts to support cultivation of a socially just research, with the 

generation of transformative moments alongside limitations, one message cuts through all the 

academic theory, from the local trap to trifectas to quadfectas to prefigurations, and can be a rooted 

principle for solidarity in urban agroecology futures – that is: “nothing about us, without us!” 

(Charlton 1998). 
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Appendix 

Appendix A: Interviews 

 

Name Detail Date(s) 

J LGWC co-op member April 2019 

Anonymous Market Gardener LGWC co-op member May 2019 

Dunya LGWC co-op member April 2019 

May 2019 
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Appendix B: Food for Thought; towards food principles at Wolves Lane, April 
2019 

 

1. We aim to create a healthy, growing, food community with integrity 

2. We believe food brings together diverse communities, cultures and generations through 

exchange of old and new knowledge, skills and ways of growing and preparing food 

3. To make eating joyful we encourage sharing and making positive connections within the 

community  

4. We aim to promote emotional well-being, leading to personal growing within all our 

community to inspire a safe space for all 

5. Allowing love, healing and spirituality to grow organically 

6. To identify yourself with others through our memories gives us joy and a sense of 

achievement 

7. We value and respect the cycle of life as an interconnected, regenerative relationship 

leading to positive health and wellbeing for all life forms 

8. We value food and avoid waste 

9. Sourcing and growing healthy, nutritious and affordable food that embraces the food 

ways of diverse diaspora communities 

10. We aim to source foods from localised systems as much as possible  

11. Creating food habits that do not have an adverse impact on food growers around the 

world 

12. All this can be achieved by people working together and making decisions in a 

democratic way 
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Appendix C: Background Information on LGWC Profit and Loss 2015-2020 
(Table 4) 

In reading Table 4 it should be noted that: 

• Organiclea was a conduit for LGWC’s funding from 2015 into 2016 and there was a 

handover in the financial year 2016–17. LGWC did its own accounting from the point of 

company registration in June 2016. 

• The table does not reflect the unpaid labour that workers put in working in the garden and 

in their role of co-op members developing the organisation i.e. organisational meetings, 

funding bids, partnership development, financial and admin work. Some of these roles 

began to be paid intermittently in 2018–19 when there was money available. 

• ‘Additional grant expenses’ refers to expenditure related to specific social programmes (i.e. 

volunteer expenses), with wages for delivering these programmes included in ‘Growers’ 

Wages’ for running gardening volunteer sessions, and ‘Organisational Wages’ for 

programme co-ordination. In aiming to obtain ‘full cost recovery’ for the running of social 

programmes, grants would include contribution towards insurance, administration, and 

gardening materials if appropriate. 

• In 2017–18 a lot of the time spent on the ‘Growers’ Wages’ involved setting up the 

growing rotations and putting new beds into Wolves Lane Horticultural Centre and 

Pasteur Gardens, rather than growing produce. 

• The figure of £8,708 for ‘Additional grant programme’ expenses in 2018–19 includes 

£6,055 for the repayment of a grant and being a conduit for a local community kitchen’s 

funding. 

Appendix D: Background considerations on an estimated budget for setting up 
LGWC (Table 10) 

The background of the infrastructure costs is that the seven-acre site was largely covered in 10- to 

15-foot-high brambles and had no toilets, electricity or running water. The multi-functional covered 

space is budgeted for in Year 2, reflecting LGWC’s plans to co-design and build with residents and 

schools. The budget includes four part-time roles to cover the activities of the co-operative, set at 

£30k per annum (£18k pro rata) including pensions and sick pay. This figure is based on the being 

close to the £12.50 per hour that the co-op set in 2017 as a liveable wage (see section 6.1.1), and 

reflects recent jobs advertised with the Landworkers’ Alliance, the UK’s largest agroecological 

union (Landworkers’ Alliance 2020b). As regards to running costs, this includes running expenses 

for a public gardening session one day a week, with volunteers working with the paid growers; 
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while the rent is based on what we paid at WLHC. The running costs do not include other 

education programmes, taking the position that this would be dependent on what partnerships 

were made. 
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