Mapping Meals in Metropolis

[PPT1 – title slide]

In 2008, RMIT University introduced an elective for Industrial Design and Landscape Architecture students called “Meals in Metropolis”. This subject explored a variety of urban agriculture models with regards to sustainability. Much of the coursework involved mapping – mapping the distance food traveled, mapping food growing in neighbourhoods and ultimately, mapping the input and outputs of selected urban agriculture models whilst suggesting ways to incorporate sustainability into current practices. The VEIL Food Map – an online map of food production in Melbourne – was also launched during this course.

Ecological mapping opens up many new ways of looking at our cities – particularly in terms of sustainable food production. Food is an excellent starting point to grasp the interconnections within city systems that sustainability demands. By using food as an initial focus point, the city reveals important other sustainability-related resources such as water, soil quality, urban planning and more. It also touches on important urban issues such as the heat island effect, food miles and peak oil. In our work at the Victorian Eco-Innovation Lab (VEIL) we are interested in how a sustainable food system could be further integrated within the city, with initial research focusing on food growing to bring greater resilience into the food system. One theory that promotes resilience and which underpins our work at VEIL is that of Distributed Systems (DS) [PPT], “an alternative model for the economy and well-being, based on networked small(er) scale systems of production and consumption that are re-localised, so that they utilise regional resources, increase diversity of productive cultures and goods and services, strengthen communities and increase socio-technical innovation.” The multitude of food production models, sites, types, and actors found within the mapping of the city suggest a distributed system of resilience is already growing.
In this paper I will discuss the students’ food mapping work which examines current urban food production models, design and sustainability. I will also discuss how, from the perspective and process of VEIL, this work opens new terrains in sustainable urban food production research and opportunities. The first half of the presentation is more of a “show-and-tell” of the students’ work with lots of images, while in the second half I discuss the implications of this work. This presentation is basically a synthesis of my food research at VEIL over the last year – it’s an exploratory scoping of what I’ve done - and I hope to publish a paper about this in the not so distant future so I’d really appreciate any feedback you may have to help me further develop this work.
Body

To give a brief background to food mapping, food mapping [PPT3] has been used in a range of disciplines to chart various aspects such as:

· food deserts and food access

· the connections between transport and food access

· to reveal wasted space in cities

· to chart food systems from local to global.

I define ecological maps as a broader type of mapping that considers the city system approach through lens of sustainability acknowledging related factors such as biodiversity, water, space and people.

The VEIL project was keen to explore food mapping through the lens of urban sustainability. And I’d like to unpack the key assumptions that we have at VEIL to explain what mean by this term. In creating a sustainable food system we consider: [PPT4]
· Urban environments and local food
To encourage more local food – to shorten the distance traveled between production, distribution, consumption and waste. Although relocalisation must also consider the context of specific foods and place, when these factors are considered it responds to issues of pollution, peak oil and increasing urbanisation.
· Food is a resource that extends from purely economic factors to consider the people who grow, distribute and eat the food and the environment in which it grows.

By considering the Triple Bottom Line we bring into food production issues of social inclusion, the growth of social support networks, health and happiness, less consumption, etc.
· Many resources already exist within the city and that these resources could be revealed and connected to increase urban sustainability within the city as a system.

(To use potential resources that would normally go to waste by redesigning cities to transcend their forms as concrete centres of consumption to redesign them as sites of both consumption and production.) Please note that we are not proposing that we are not trying to replace the current industrial system which has a place, but instead are looking at how the food system could be made more resilient and sustainable. Also, if you saw the presentations yesterday afternoon by Kirsten Larsen and Trevor Budge they beautifully explained why some of these factors are very important.

So considering this, our aims for teaching “Meals in Metropolis” and our research at VEIL was:

(i) To introduce Industrial Design and Landscape students to the complexity of our current food system and to introduce the food system as a new design territory. Through this subject the students increased their knowledge of complex urban sustainability issues through their investigation of our food system. The subject challenged them to think about their urban surrounds and daily life in new ways.

(ii) And the Victorian Eco-Innovation Lab seeks to identify and promote emerging technical and social innovations that could form part of future sustainable systems. It also creates conditions to explore emerging ideas and to stimulate new ones. Food has been the first strong research focus for VEIL – Kirsten Larsen is also speaking here at Agri-Food and we’ve also done a lot of future food visioning. By charting the variety of urban food systems that currently occur in Melbourne and by visually placing them on a map we hope to see the connections and possibilities, to identify current innovations and models that could lead to creating more sustainable cities.

Finding food - Types of mapping

I set the students a range of tasks to be able to identify interesting things, to investigate and identify crucial actors and elements, and to develop their ability to visualise, communicate and improve these models. I asked them to:

(i) [PPT – 2sec transition] map the distance food travelled from producer to consumer. I asked the students to do this so they could start to think about the food that they chose to personally eat is produced and distributed. What I hoped the students would notice was that it was very difficult in some cases (ie. mainly in terms of processed foods and foods produced further away) to find out this information and to start to get them thinking about why. (Who made that food? How did it travel here? What was added to it along the way?)
(ii) [PPT17-24 - 2sec transition] I asked the students to do a food walk in their local neighbourhood to recognise the foods being grown near where they live. I encouraged them to write down more unusual foods such as edible weeds on the footpath, overhanging food on fences (such as chokos), or even things that they could consider to eat but wouldn’t normally - even roadside kills! I also encouraged them to look at what potential resources could be used to grow food, such as water sources (rooftops, run off, different quality, etc.), organic material and wasted space. (This exercise changed the scales from food as being something produced out there by someone you don’t know to being grown around you and where you live.)
(iii) [PPT25] I asked the students to contribute to the VEIL Food Map – an online database of local food sources that reveals the present state of urban agriculture in Melbourne. This online site does this by recording the location, quantity and different models of food production. (I’d started mapping resources to put on this map before I taught the course and then added the students’ material to this site.) This site even in its early stages reveals the extent to which food is already being grown in Melbourne.
(iv) Finally, I asked the students to do some fieldwork - to choose a current food production or distribution model in Melbourne and to study this in more detail. [PPT30-36 - 2sec transition] The results from this exercise were recorded on posters – the first of which mapped the current inputs and outputs of the urban food model, and the second to apply the information they’d learnt over the term to suggest new ways to incorporate greater social, environmental and economic sustainability into these urban agricultural models. This exercise took the students from simply recording data to applying what they’d learnt about urban sustainability issues to retrofit these current food models.
To take a few examples of these to explore in detail:

We’ll start with Tyson as he’s looked at a retrofit of an existing model, which is a great place to start when you consider how we’ll need to transition to a more sustainable future. [PPT33] Tyson studied the Mountain Goat Brewery, a micro-brewery based in Abbotsford, Melbourne. Micro-breweries are defined as “typically small industrial operations that craft unique beer but consume a lot of power and water and often have significant levels of emissions”. Although they may seem unsustainable in this definition, their range of sizes and diversity creates potential for new, more sustainable products, production processes and distribution methods. [PPT34] The example of the Mountain Goat Brewery goes beyond simple carbon offsetting to incorporate many other sustainable techniques. Key recommendations touch on topics of localism, retrofitting and new building materials, and the use of waste materials. There’s also a social side to this sustainability with the company encouraging their employees to ride to work.

Our second example is by Haley, [PPT35] (titled Wild Food Issues and Possibilities – Blackberries), where she explored the topic of wasted resources. Haley’s thorough research into blackberries as a weed raised many interesting questions. For example, in order to fully engage with sustainability we must re-consider and re-categorise how we define value in what we consume and discard. In her posters Haley has traced the problems of current blackberry management and suggested possible alternatives. [PPT36] These suggestions take on a new gravity when you consider that $4 billion dollars are spent annually due to blackberry agricultural losses and management. Suggested alternative strategies include foraging berries for sale – similar to the market for indigenous foods. However, this topic of “weed to resource” for blackberries is not so easy to resolve due to many management plans using poisons which could kill you if consumed!

The final redesign case study is by Kate [PPT37] who studied the Permablitz model. Permablitz is a new innovative food service model that is defined as “An informal event when at least two people come together to create or add to edible gardens, share skills, build community networks and have fun”. Permablitz is interesting for many reasons. It re-values the use of backyard space for food production and it moves away from dominating themes of individualism and commercialism to support the need for people to work together. In particular, the practice of permablitz evaluates success on an ethics of production. In Kate’s second poster [PPT38] she outlines many of the issues faced by many social justice and environmental groups – namely little monetary support with corresponding heavy reliance on volunteerism, (and she suggests some innovative strategies to address these issues). Most importantly, the permablitz model is one that it is easy to be picked up and applied by others elsewhere – already there are multiple new permablitzes occurring around Australia which have no direct ties or dependence on the initial organisers. (This is a very successful model within itself!)

Many of the examples identified by the students are not independent but occur within a shared pattern of change. From the mapping work we are able to identify current patterns of social and technological innovation occurring within urban food production in Melbourne.

Transitioning business as usual

Tyson’s study of the Mountain Goat Brewery illustrates how current businesses are retrofitting their activities to incorporate greater sustainability into everyday practices. Other food-related businesses who both sustain themselves whilst transforming their existing businesses to incorporate greater sustainability include: [PPT] the 100 Mile Café, garden cafes such as The Observatory Café in the Royal Botanic Gardens, Elgo Estate wines who use wind energy in their vineyard, and the rise of environmentally-friendly farmers markets such as the Gembrook sustainability market or any of the four Melbourne Farmers Markets. These examples show people who have put themselves out on the frontline, who have often taken on more costs to run their businesses according to what they believe, and consequently have challenged many stale policies that discourage environmental uptake. These businesses have also had to contend with public opinion - they’ve had to explain why these changes are important  and necessary and have had to encourage the public to take on the associated behaviour changes. These examples are important - we’re not going to raze our cities and start over for sustainability– instead we’ve got to retrofit from what we have.

Waste as resource

Haley’s study of the potential use of blackberries introduces another theme – waste as resource. By looking at the bigger picture of what’s happening in Melbourne we’ve identified a number of organizations working in the field of wasted or underused or surplus food. At VEIL we’ve identified three main types as [PPT]:

(i) organizations who rescue food that would normally go to waste to give to people in need, such as Fare Share (previously One Umbrella), Second Bite, Vic Relief Food Bank and Food Not Bombs;

(ii) projects that work on a community scale to bring people together to swap excess food such as the Yarra Urban Harvest Produce Project, CERES Urban Orchard, and the Western Urban Orchard Swap Meet;

(iii) emerging community projects that work with surplus food using different models again to (i) and (ii) such as the Fruit Peddlar project and Moreland’s Grow and share program.
Each of these projects that turn waste into a resource highlight the inefficiencies of our current food system as so much food is wasted from all levels of production, distribution, retail and household. For example, the ABS Social Trends Paper 2007 found that “just over half (52%) of all Australian households did not recycle or reuse kitchen or food waste (between March 2005 and 2006.)” While these food rescue organizations redistribute food they also more importantly reorientate our values. They also recognise the gaps in the system and attempt to close them. While most of these organizations run as businesses, they place emphasis on social and environmental sustainability rather than purely financial profit. Many of these projects can also be replicated in other places – a sure sign of a successful model. However, we do recognise that these operations on the whole still represent a bandaid solution, basing themselves on the inefficiencies of our current city and food system. These groups remain trapped within the not-for-profit sector in an ongoing search for funding and are reliant on government policy.

The emergence of new urban food niches
Kate’s case study of permablitz offers a completely new model for food production in our cities. New urban food niches have emerged due to increasing fuel prices and a reconnection to place that proffer products that can both grow and prosper in city centres (– issues we mentioned before and many people spoke about the pressing factors of climate change, urbanisation and its affect on our food system yesterday.) The role of innovation in our food system – adapting to these changes and reorientating and redesigning our cities to respond to new conditions is paramount. The emergence of new urban food niches connects factors such as transport, peak oil, water, urban planning and people all creating a new use of urban landscape. It’s about resource access and availability – new urban food niches are located where the people are and the responding resources are – in the cities! And it’s a story of unrevealed resources – recognising what exists already so that it can be reconnected to create a city of both consumption AND production. And its happening [PPT] - other such city-based food ventures include sustainable snail microenterprises, hydroponics, aquaponics and even large establishements such as the CostaExchange mushrooms. Of course, what my colleague Kirsten Larsen spoke about yesterday - Food Sensitive Urban Design – is also one of these. 

So, where to from here? Revealing the present and changing the direction for our future
From all this mapping work we’ve revealed a lot about the present state of urban agriculture in Melbourne today and I admit that this story is still unfolding. We know:

· There is currently a lot of food being grown in Melbourne

There are 290 sites listed so far on the VEIL food map and all these food production sites are at a size greater than household level – imagine how many sites there would be if the map also included household level! Considering environmental factors and how they’ll change over the next couple of decades, (the visionary document, Melb2032, by VEIL states that: “As a new metric for the city by 2032 more than forty percent of the food that Melbourne’s citizens consume will come from within the urban boundary”.) This food mapping emphasizes the need to take the topic of urban food production seriously in city planning and policy issues. Such an example is the “water-for-food” petition that’s recently been canvassed in Melbourne.

· People are producing food in urban areas in many different ways
The VEIL food map so far shows the categories [PPT] of community gardens, commercial production and market gardens, shared private (extended family / group households), food production on public space (i.e. street edge gardening, nature strips and street trees. Other categories include public housing, school gardens, production types such as organic, hydroponic, biodynamic and conventional, and key organizations involved in urban agriculture such as Cultivating Community, Stephanie Alexander, Gould Group, and Permablitz. These categories can and very likely will be extended to include other models of production and distribution as the map and the research develops.

· There are a lot of different reasons why people are growing that food

The motivations of participation in food production vary, and may include health, social interaction, environmental concerns and education. Again, it is evident that action is happening and this action appears to be coming from the grassroots with many motivations based on social and environmental concerns rather than dollar value.

Introducing the distributed systems model

In terms of sustainability, this food mapping is beginning to produce a picture of a possible distributed urban food network system which could offer future food resilience in Melbourne. Rather than relying upon one centralised dominant food source –the variety of different sources, models, actors, distribution and scales of food production offer a safety-net to future possible disasters – be they economic, social, political or environmental. In Victoria there is one enormous food distribution center in Aubury-Wodonga. Bev Wood from the VLGA states that if this one source was impeded that Melbourne would be food-dry within 3 days. There is no doubt that centralised models of distribution, production and consumption leaves us economically, socially, politically and environmentally vulnerable.

VEIL pursues its investigations through a distributed system framework. We believe that when the food system is looked at as a distributed system it is easy to see how different sources, models, actors, distribution and scales of food production offer a safety-net of resilience against the unpredictable elements of climate change and other connected events. A distributed food system doesn’t have to rely on a certain few to produce or distribute it – it places the power of production into the hands of many. However it doesn’t necessarily mean that each household must produce their own food, instead with the rise of innovative services and technologies new connections can be made to increase a networked scale of production whilst endorsing an emerging service economy based around food. Similar to the internet in terms of representing many interconnected voices, the DS model challenges the current logic of economic and social development instead offering the basis of a ‘disruptive innovation’ that could bring along radical transformation.
I hope that through the food mapping I have been able to illustrate to you the beginning of a distributed system already existing within Melbourne. A system which if further supported could increase the resilience of the local food systems within Melbourne whilst also encouraging the existing system to be more sustainable. 

Future directions – where to from here? [PPT]

(i) To further develop the VEIL Food Map: Revealing the present and connecting wasted resources

Future options for the VEIL map include either using the map to portray a breadth of information at a shallow level or to use this beginning to produce a deeper, qualitative research of these various models. Alternatively, we could work with other groups to format this tool to become of use to their related projects. For example, the Brotherhood of Saint Laurence are currently planning a social enterprise project to bulk buy for food insecure areas in Melbourne.  Alternatively we could information about local food producer information with products to sell on to the map to support the growing 100 Mile movement. One aspect I’m keen to pursue is to encourage public participation in the project - to allow public ownership and access for people with Melbourne to add their personal points of interest, and to draw new local connections and relationships with products, people and places. 
(ii) Forthcoming Food Briefing Paper

From the work you’ve seen here I’m in the process of writing a Social Innovations in Victorian Food Systems Briefing Paper which further explores the revealed present. The examples in this forthcoming Briefing Paper will illustrate the range and variety of social and technological innovation that is occurring on the ground – other categories that have been drawn out from the mapping but not yet discussed here include “The power of many small shared things”, “Networked neighbourhoods online” and “Changing the way we shop”.
(iii) Forthcoming publication of this paper

As I mentioned at the start of this presentation I would like to publish this work discussed today, which would be another outcome! I’d be very interested to hear any comments you may have – such as if you needed any further clarification on any points, to recommend other readings, theories or future directions.

Thank you!




