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Urban and Peri-urban Commercial Horticulture:

Appraising the Potential

Abstract:  Successful urban and peri-urban commercial horticulture is always possible for a few farmers but market gardens flourish and employment in the sector is higher when markets are freely accessible and when market gardeners are held in high public regard.  Limitations on the expansion of market gardening are seen to result more from social and economic factors restricting market access than from technical constraints on production.  This paper presents a partially-tested Urban and Peri-urban Agriculture Rapid Appraisal (UPARA) which program designers may find useful in the assessment of social, economic, and technical factors affecting market gardeners.  The UPARA yields a rating system to be used during project design activities.  A taxonomy of urban areas results as different balances of strong and weak forces are seen in different locations.  The balance of these forces should be reflected in program emphasis and training.
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Part 1.  Introduction to the Urban and Peri-urban Agriculture Rapid Appraisal

1.  Background


The strategic business choices of market gardeners are the product of a dynamic 3-way interaction between producers, a varied body of consumers, and an array of formal and informal regulatory agencies (Figure 1).  These interactions take place in a cultural and historical environment unique to each location.  The UPARA outlined below focuses primarily on issues of regulatory policy and competition.  Physical constraints to expanded production should be considered secondary to other factors.


The regulatory agencies affecting market gardens are the formal and informal mechanisms of public order.  Formal regulatory mechanisms include national, regional and local statutes covering public health, land use and zoning, traffic control, environmental protection and taxation.  Informal mechanisms include public opinion and publicity, competition, and the overall business climate including illegal constraints to trade.


Producers, consumers and regulatory agencies are not equally powerful in their three-way interaction.  While all of the interactions are bi-directional, the producer is seen to occupy a disadvanatageous position in relation to the consumer and regulatory bodies for the following reasons:

-
It is difficult for producers to entice consumers to buy what they do not want.  Producers commonly modify their crop mix to attain profit goals by satisfying consumer demand for quantity, quality, range, availability and price.

-
Restrictive regulations arise from divers sources each requiring time, organisation and money to overcome.  It is difficult for a single farmer or small groups of farmers to muster the necessary resources to overturn unfavourable regulations.

-
Consumers often have a greater power over regulatory bodies than regulatory bodies have over consumers.  In strongly socialist countries, consumer power may be weak.  In developing countries, elite consumers may have considerable influence, disadvantaged consumers, somewhat less, although this imbalance is perhaps overemphasised by some writers.  Often consumer of all economic status share a number of goals.  Support by the social and political elite results in positive benefits for all consumers.

-
Generally, consumers are empowered by the mechanisms of democratic governance operating in most neighbourhoods.  Even in politically conservative areas, consumers will band together to counter perceived threats to their ability to buy safe, economical food.  The power of consumers and producers is greater in open and transparent settings.

For all these reasons, the producers' best strategy to overcome unfavourable regulatory situations is to mobilise the power of consumer opinion, provided that the local cultural and historical environment is favourable to such alliances.  The cultural setting unique to the location will determine how this strategy should be implemented.  In a given location, the direction and strength of cultural and historical influences on market places can be assessed, often very quickly, through press reports on business, in particular on direct marketing and street vending.  In the absence of press coverage, interviews with local leaders, citizens living near production or marketing sites, and with the producers themselves will usually reveal the direction of public thought.

2.  Using the Urban and Peri-urban Agriculture Rapid Appraisal


The UPARA consists of a series of questions which set lines of inquiry to identify market interactions between consumers and producers and the opportunities to affect change through policy adjustments and targeted interventions.  The information which shapes the final rating should be derived from as many sources as possible.  It should be noted that this information is subjective and viewpoints of respondents will not necessarily be consistent.  As in all Rapid Appraisals, particular attention should be given to the abnormal.  That is, what are the experiences of the farmers not following the usual path?  Why have some farmers been unsuccessful in their market gardening activities?  Who are the marginal consumers and what do they want?


The final report of the UPARA rates the different components in peri-urban production and marketing  (Table 1).  The analytic process employed to arrive at the rating illuminates for the project deign team the process necessary to take advantage of local and, and to a certain extent, export market opportunities.  The rating is not an indication of the ease or difficulty a farmer faces in each situation: every business is a challenge and an opportunity.  The analysis and final rating will aide in the development of project timelines and monitoring and evaluation plans.


An agriculture production plan is properly derived from the marketing plan, not vice versa and thus, the physical Means of Production and Transport is probably the least important of the areas assessed.  Too often disproportionate emphasis is given to the physical means of production by outsiders who do not grasp the versatility of horticultural production systems.  The issue for farmers is not what can crops can be grown, these may number in the thousands, which but what can be profitably sold.  The production plan must follow the marketing plan, not lead it.  This is a difficult concept to get across to implementation agencies who often do not trust farmers to recognise opportunities and to be creative in developing production, transport and marketing plans to fill market niches.  Promoting marketing is a more difficult extension task than transferring technical skills and thus is shunned by some agencies.


Table 2 presents the results of a Appraisal of the Washington, DC based on the author's 20 year experience working with nearby farmers.  Each of the factors is rated Strong and the development strategy of agriculture advocates and area farmers can be seen to reflect the conclusions of the UPARA.  That is, supporters of local marketing take advantage of the good public opinion that local marketing enjoys to increase the number of farmers markets (a very popular marketing channel), to broaden the consumer base, and to overcome regulatory restrictions such as the licensing regulations and aesthetic standards the city maintains for other street vendors.  Farmers adapt to strong competition from the wholesale sector and from other local farmers by moving into increasingly specialised production and value-adding activities, by actively supporting the development of additional farmers market sites, and by developed long-term relationships with local restaurants.  Recently farmers and groups of farmers have developed a system whereby the local supermarket chain can buy local produce without the supermarket risking supply interruptions.  Washington, DC experiences a shortage of local farmers to meet local demand for local products.


Table 3 presents the opposite extreme, Yerevan, Armenia in 1997.  As a result of inadequate national food marketing structures, consumer demand for staple and specialty products was very strong.  Farmers access to markets, however, was restricted by negative public opinion about street vending and by restrictive government policies limiting access to public markets.  The shortcomings of the local public market system (including the existence of a vegetable cartel) forced many farmers to sell direct to private customers, an illegal activity.  Despite regulatory interference, over 70% of the country's produce was direct marketed according to USDA research at the time.  Consumer demand was unfulfilled while at the same time farmers were not able to sell what they grew.


This overall negative picture does not mean that development agencies should not consider market garden promotion in Armenia, and indeed improvement of market access by local farmers is one of several development activities being undertaken in Armenia.  The many negative factors point to the need to place more programmatic emphasis on policy development, even to the level of the national agricultural policy, and to devote fewer resources to producer training, at least in initial stages.


Table 4 compares Appraisal results from five countries based on the author's work.  There is little correlation between level of economic development and results of the UPARA beyond the strength of the local wholesale marketing system in developed market economies.  Each of the countires outlined represents a different development opportunity.

Part 2.  Rapid appraisal framework for peri-urban commercial horticulture


The following questions represent the lines of inquiry to be pursued during a Rapid Appraisal for Peri-Urban Commercial Horticulture.  Although the word vegetable is used throughout, the appraisal should include fruit, flowers and herbs.  Although this appraisal is focused on horticulture, the current livestock situation is also important. Livestock may be a source of manure and a competitor for water. Uncontrolled livestock damage gardens.  Negative publicity about urban livestock rearing can damage market garden efforts, yet market access issues may be similar for vegetable and meat producers.


Fruit production and consumption, while of great importance to nutrition, is difficult to track because of the likelihood that fruit trees are found in home gardens.  National fruit consumption data is limited to fruit marketed in bulk and does not reflect actual consumption or demand.  


In some places, meat consumption patterns may be tracked through national data because although the data reflects the buying patterns of affluent consumers, so long as lower consumption of meat products is a function of income and not cultural background, consumption patterns of the affluent can be used as an indicator of market potential, provided market limitations are accounted for.


The information which shapes the final report of the Assessment should be derived from as many sources as possible.  Some of these sources will not agree.  The results of the inquiry are distilled into ratings on the form presented in Table 1.

A.  Producers
 AUTONUM   The people engaged in peri-urban fruit and vegetable production today are:


a.  Mostly the poor growing for home consumption


b.  Mostly the poor growing for commercial sale


c.  A mixture of affluent and poor growing for home consumption


d.  A mixture of affluent and poor for commercial sale


e.  Mostly hobbyists growing for their own enjoyment and home consumption


f.   Mostly affluent growing for commercial sales

 AUTONUM   People engaged in peri-urban livestock production today are:


a.  Mostly the poor growing for home consumption


b.  Mostly the poor growing for commercial sale


c.  A mixture of affluent and poor for home consumption


d.  A mixture of affluent and poor for sale


e.  Mostly hobbyists for their own enjoyment and home consumption


f.   Mostly affluent growing for commercial sale

 AUTONUM   Why have growers stopped their operations?


a.  Very few have stopped


b.  They have retired due to advancing age


c.  They have sold their land for development


d.  They have found other jobs they prefer (why?)


e.  Their market gardens were too much trouble (why?)

f.   Their market gardens weren't profitable (Farmers will answer this question with a discussion of costs of production.  However, the real problem is the inability of the farmer to access good markets for their products.  In exploring the loss of market gardens, growers' marketing experience is most important.)

B.  Buyers, consumers and marketing
 AUTONUM   What constitutes quality in the minds of local consumers?

 AUTONUM   Dietary selection for vegetables


a.  Vegetables form a large part of the preferred local diet


b.  Vegetables form a moderate part of the preferred local diet


c.  Vegetables form a small part of the preferred local diet

T / F

The consumption of vegetables is increasing

T / F

The range of vegetables acceptable in the local diet is narrow

T / F

People taste new foods out of politeness, not from curiosity

T / F

Vegetarianism is viewed with suspicion

T / F

Vegetables are available in sufficient quantities to allow free dietary choice

T / F

There are negative social class implications about vegetable consumption

 AUTONUM   People buying local products from local producers are:


a.  Mostly the poor buying for their own use


b   A mixture of affluent and poor people buying for their own use


c.  Mostly affluent people buying for their own use


d.  Wholesale or export buyers buying for resale locally or elsewhere


e.  Shopkeepers buying for resale locally

 AUTONUM 
Why do consumers buy local products?


a.  Convenient location


b.  Few non-local products available


c.  Personal decision to support local products


d.  Price


e.  Quality

 AUTONUM   Rank the following buyers in terms of their importance to local producers:


___  a.  The wholesale system


___  b.  Shopkeepers


___  c.  Restaurants


___  d.  Housewives and household cooks


___  e.  Processors, including those which prepare livestock feeds

 AUTONUM   Street vending of all sorts is:


a.  A common sight subject to local control


b.  A common sight, mostly uncontrolled


c.  Restricted by custom or regulation to certain areas


d.  Seldom seen

 AUTONUM   Street vending of raw vegetables is:


a.  A common sight subject to local control


b.  A common sight seemingly uncontrolled


c.  Restricted by custom or regulation to certain areas


d.  Seldom seen

T / F
Selling meat and eggs is subject to special or different regulations from those affecting vegetables.

T / F  New businesses are easy to start

T / F  Regulations surrounding food safety are transparent

T / F  Business contracts are generally honoured.

T / F  Cash payments are generally timely even for disadvantaged farmers

C.  The effectiveness of industrial supply system

 AUTONUM   Fresh vegetables are


a.  Mostly sold in supermarkets


b.  Mostly sold in smaller shops


c.  Mostly sold in open-air markets


d.  Good quality vegetables are widely available in all neighbourhoods


e.  Good quality vegetables are seldom found in poor neighbourhoods


f.  Vegetables are commonly sold by vendors travelling the streets

T / F  Consumers are satisfied with the range of vegetables available

T / F  The range of vegetables is somewhat narrow in many neighbourhoods

T / F  Vegetables offered are often of poor quality

T / F  There is a big difference in terms of availability and quality across neighbourhoods

T / F  There are substantial seasonal variations in price and availability of products

D.  Public opinion and regulatory environment
 AUTONUM   Media presentation of local production and marketing is


a.  Positive


b.  Negative


c.  Neutral


d.  Absent

 AUTONUM   Media presentation of rural life is 


a.  Positive


b.  Negative


c.  Neutral


d.  Absent

 AUTONUM   Media presentation of farmers is 


a.  Positive


b.  Negative


c.  Neutral


d.  Absent

 AUTONUM 
Land use regulation


a.  Explicitly restricts urban agriculture


b.  Supports mixed land use in urbanising areas


c.  Discourages mixed land use in urbanising areas


d.  Explicitly favours urban agriculture

 AUTONUM 
Enforcement of land use regulations


a.  Strictly enforced in all situations


b.  Strictly enforced in some situations


c.  Loosely enforced in all situations

 AUTONUM 
Farm preservation regulations


a.  Farm preservation regulations have not been enacted


b.  Farm preservation regulations only apply to certain kinds of farms


c.  Farm preservation regulations only apply to farms in certain national regions


d   Farm preservation regulations specifically exclude peri-urban farms

What are the features of land use and farm preservation regulations which are important to peri-urban producers?

E. Means of production and transport

 AUTONUMLGL 
Land development


a.  Little open space available


b.  Open space available, widely distributed


c.  Open space available only in certain areas

 AUTONUMLGL 
Water availability


a.  Rainfed only


b.  Sufficient irrigation water is available year round


c.  Water availability is restricted by location


d.  Water availability is restricted by season


e.  Water availability is restricted by quality


f.   Water availability is restricted by policy


g.  Water availability is restricted by competition

h.  Water availability is restricted by cost (This finding requires an in-depth examination as high cost may reflect cash flow problems more than a poor cost-benefit ratio.)

 AUTONUMOUT 
Industrial and auto pollution: air, soil or water


a.  Little industrial or auto pollution


b.  Widespread industrial pollution from multiple sources including auto


c.  Pollution of limited areas from unknown sources


d.  Pollution of limited areas from known sources

 AUTONUM 
Social waste pollution: air, soil or water


a.  Little social waste pollution


b.  Widespread social waste pollution from multiple sources


c.  Pollution of limited areas with multiple pollutants


d.  Pollution of limited areas with particular pollutants

 AUTONUM   Vegetable cropping season


a.  Outdoor production is possible for 12 months a year, if water is available


b.  Outdoor production is possible for 9 months a year, if water is available

c.  Outdoor production is possible for 6 months a year, if water is available


d.  Outdoor production is possible for less than 6 months a year, if water is available

 AUTONUM 
Transport is largely

a.  By hand or animal drawn vehicles or bicycles (resulting in limited marketing range)

b.  On buses and other public passenger vehicles (resulting in limits on volume and transport problems at destination)


c.  By train (resulting in limited schedules and transport problems at destination)

d.  By ad hoc rental of space on market bound transport vehicles (resulting in uncertainty as to the availability of space)


e.  On chartered vehicles (space and availability limited by terms of charter)


d.  By personally owned motor vehicles (free choice of market site)

T/F
Physical access to market places is difficult for producers

T/F
Physical access to market places is difficult for consumers

Part 3.  Conclusion: Development of a Taxonomy of Urban Areas


If ratings are compared across locations, a taxonomy of 15 possible configurations results (3 level rating system of 5 factors).  Fifteen configurations is possibly too unwieldy for everyday use.  However the author believes that further work will reveal that some of combinations are unlikely to occur in the real world.  More importantly, the UPARA is presented as a planning tool which may also be used for comparison across location and as such, the resulting taxonomy should not be seen to be prescriptive.


Two notes of caution must be sounded for project designers.  First, niche markets are very small.  A poorly designed or implemented development project can destroy markets as well as create them.  Farmers who are already successful market gardeners must be protected during the development process.  A clear understanding of the evolving nature of market gardening and the need to facilitate market access in all settings is critical to the continuing vitality of peri-urban commercial agriculture.


Second, the presence of potentially hazardous soil and water pollution and the misuse of agriculture chemicals, present an immediate threat to the health and safety of farmers, consumers and neighbourhoods, and thus poses a serious dilemma for project designers.  Land and water quality are assessed in the UPARA as part of Means of Production and Transport.  It may be necessary to evaluate the safety of each potential production site.  Technical advice on mitigating the toxic effects of various existing pollutants should be freely circulated within the development community as should information on preventing additional contamination.  Estimates of the dangers involved in production on contaminated sites or using certain technologies should be judged against European or US standards and current peer-reviewed research rather than against current local practice.


The author invites comments on the above UPARA and offers assistance in testing it further.

Figure 1.  Balance of forces in commercial agriculture



Table 1.  Rapid appraisal framework for peri-urban horticulture

	Factor
	Weak
	Medium
	Strong
	Rating
	Comments
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Table 2.  Rating for peri-urban areas of Washington, DC, 1999

	Factor
	Weak
	Medium
	Strong
	Rating
	Comments

	
	
	
	
	
	

	National vegetable distribution system
	
	
	x
	Strong
	Marketing system well developed. Low income areas less well served. 

	Competition from other farmers and other regions
	
	Strong
	Strong competition for staples but many niches yet unfilled.

	    Current production
	
	
	x
	
	Many market gardeners, well differentiated.

	    Marketing situation
	
	
	x
	
	Excellent access to most channels.  Well developed farmers market and direct to restaurant channels. No nearby small-scale auctions.

	    Consumer demand
	
	
	x
	
	Very strong.  New farmers markets under development.

	    Business climate
	
	
	x
	
	Excellent

	Regulatory support (business)
	
	x
	
	Strong
	Farmers markets exempted from many business regulations.  Right to farm regulations enacted and enforced.  Excellent farm preservation regulations being eroded in some areas by successful blocks on noisy or odorous farming activity

	Public opinion
	
	
	x
	Strong
	Wildly supportive

	Means of production and 

transport
	
	Strong
	Excellent

	     Land availability
	
	x
	
	
	Very high land prices but many areas are only just being developed

	     Land quality
	
	
	x
	
	Very fertile, level soils

	     Water availability
	
	x
	
	
	Summer irrigation recommended. Water prices moderate.

	     Water quality
	
	
	x
	
	No reported problems.

	     Transport availability
	
	
	x
	
	Excellent road system for private vehicles.  No public transport for goods

	     Transport quality
	
	
	x
	
	Vehicles widely available for purchase.  Specialty vehicles available.

	     Input situation
	
	
	
	
	


Table 3.  Rating of Yerevan, Armenia, 1997

	Factor
	Weak
	Medium
	Strong
	Rating
	Comments

	
	
	
	
	
	

	National vegetable distribution system
	x
	
	
	Weak
	After independence the supply system for vegetables broke down. Despite efforts by donors, current system does not meet basic needs. Many opportunities exist for farmers.

	Competition from other farmers and regions
	
	Weak
	Both staple and niche products will sell at high and low prices.

	    Current production
	x
	
	
	
	Spotty. Standards are low.

	    Marketing situation
	
	x
	
	
	Ad hoc markets and vending routes are popular but may be restricted

	    Consumer demand
	
	x
	
	
	Market for fresh produce is large but mostly price driven

	    Business climate
	x
	
	
	
	Former socialist state. Restricts and taxes business. Cronyism and mafia.

	Regulatory support
	x
	
	
	Very Weak
	To bolster wholesale system, farmers are officially restricted from direct marketing in Yerevan. Public law restricts street sales.  Policing poor. No organised system of land rental so that farmers may be forbidden to use the land of non-farmers.  Public advocacy nil. 

	Public opinion
	x
	
	
	Very Weak
	Pubic fears unrestricted marketing but wants fresh, wholesome food. Public advocacy nil.

	Means of production and 

transport
	
	Weak
	Farming and marketing systems are too fragmented.  Good technology is  scarce.  Dangerous chemicals were common.  Industrial pollution in many areas.  Water supply often contaminated.

	     Land availability
	x
	
	
	
	Each Armenian was given land under post-communist reforms. Location may be inappropriate for their needs.

	     Land quality
	x
	
	
	
	Land is often very rocky. Industrial contamination in some areas.

	     Water availability
	x
	
	
	
	Limited in summer. Water metering is inadequate.

	     Water quality
	x
	
	
	
	Possibility of industrial and biological contamination.  Giardia in public water.

	     Transport availability
	x
	
	
	
	Public and private transport limited and dangerous.  Railroads and lorries inadequate.

	     Transport quality
	x
	
	
	
	Roads are dangerous. Vehicles too small. No refrigeration. No packaging.

	     Inputs
	x
	
	
	
	Self-saved seeds, inputs expensive and not readily available


Table 4.  Rating several countries.

	
	Condition of wholesale market system.
	Competition from other farmers and regions.
	Regulatory support for local farmers over other farmers. 
	Public opinion about farmers and local marketing.
	Means of production and transport

	USA: Developed market economy
	Strong.  Quickly moves a wide range of goods to most locations.
	Strong competition from other farmers and from wholesale system.
	Strong support for local marketing. 
	Strong public support for local farmers
	Strong access to technology and information.

	Armenia:

Very poorly developed, former communist country.  Many limits on free trade.
	Weak.  Wholesale system inadequate or entirely lacking.
	Weak.   Lack of wholesale structure means no competition for wide range of products.
	Very Weak.
Government policy deliberately restricts local trade.
	Very Weak.  Public is actively hostile to ad hoc markets and itinerant traders as a  public nuisance.
	Weak.
Inadequate public services, expensive inputs, restricted means of transport.

	UK:

Developed market economy
	Strong.
Excellent system for moving goods to most locations.
	Middle. Strong competition from the wholesale system but weak competition from other local farmers.
	Weak.  Zoning and health laws may be restrictive
	Middle.  The public has poor opinion of farmers.  Limited recent history of farmer to consumer marketing.
	Strong access to technology and information.

	Thailand:

Mid-level market economy
	Middle. Good system for moving goods to most locations, but many consumers are under served by retail outlets.
	Middle.

Competition from local farmers but  competition from distant farmers is limited.
	Middle. No active support but few restrictive regulations
	Middle. Public supports farmers but is unaware of marketing alternatives
	Middle. Loans available for improvement. Good public infrastructure

	Laos:

Less developed, partially restricted economy.  Poor infrastructure limits trade.
	Weak.   Difficult terrain and poor infrastructure restricts long-distance transport.  Socialist history limits development of wholesale system.
	Middle.
Strong competition from neighbouring countries in border areas. Weak competition in remote areas terrain restricts trade.
	Weak. Government policy promotes wholesale trade at expense of local trade.
	Weak.   Public is unaware of differences between local and non-local trade.
	Weak.   Inadequate public services, expensive inputs, restricted means of transport. 
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