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Introduction
For the most part, urban agriculture has been made unnecessary by modern urban development and the lifestyles it creates. Its revival as a practice depends in society’s ability to transform itself together with its development style and urban culture so that urban agri-culture becomes more necessary or less unnecessary so to speak. 

Unless we are prepared to focus on the techniques for urban agriculture, —which is a vast and exciting theme on its own— there is not such thing as a “practical implementation” to it. From an Urban Planning point of view, to pay attention to the need and desirability for more urban agricultural development in our cities means paying attention to power structures and immaterial processes that have shaped urban environments for centuries and which are now undergoing fundamental change. Moreover, it means urban agriculture cannot be seen, assessed, or implemented as if it existed in a historical or political vacuum. The purpose of this paper is twofold, first to point out at the relevance of a political ecology of urban agriculture, in other words to highlight the importance of an actor oriented approach in understanding the link between urban planning and urban agriculture; secondly, to use this approach to refer to Mexico City’s farmer’s interplay in the context of a local and global politicised environment. In doing so it is our purpose to outline a framework, not to present a handbook report on how to implement agriculture in Mexico city

Let’s illustrate our point with a quick example. Urban farmers in the south (as is the case in Mexico City) not only live in metropolitan jurisdictions often unable to provide local solutions to problems born in a world market economy; they must also coexist with a semi-developed local culture of cars and ties that does not fully, or ambiguously, recognises his/her own agri-culture and values. One of the keys to challenge such appalling reality is to make urban agriculture more necessary not only as a system of food, job or economic security and health, but also more overwhelming and attractive as a cultural project; this is not however, something to be taken on board by planning authorities alone, it will have to involve a co-ordinated intervention of actors —other than farmers— traditionally well outside the urban planning realm and expertise, such actors would include: schooling system authorities, civic groups and networks, the academia, international agencies, individuals, and yes, the media and cultural industries themselves.

So, creating the conditions able to steer urban agriculture into an ever “less unnecessary” practice demands not just clever assessment of the paradoxes and bottlenecks taking place between farmer practices and current trends in urban policy and planning, it demands that we understand those paradoxes in a politicised arena in which different actors operating at different levels struggle to exert control over the same urban environment. Fortunately, such struggle not always means confrontation: as new opportunities and actors arise, piecemeal win-win co-operation and complementarity of interests amongst them becomes possible.

To evaluate opportunities we need a tool to make visible the kind of relationships that would otherwise be invisible or non-existent to us. Using a compatibility matrix can surely be one of such tools
. (See our matrix below, Fig-2) It allows us to assess various degrees of compatibility between four general categories, namely, urban agricultural development targets (UAD), policies, events, and actors’ desires and behaviour. It is as important in this exercise to appreciate the wider impact and influence of each one of these categories as it is to understand how they would affect each other in the more specific urban, suburban and periurban circumstances. Specific analysis requires of course the use of as many matrixes as necessary to fit and compare all the categories we want, in this paper we shall focus on a general one for a start.

A twofold criteria was used in choosing the sub-categories that integrate this matrix, first, their cross-cutting quality, that is, categories which would allow for a closer observation of dynamic interface amongst actors rather than just isolated “things”. Secondly of course, the information available on these sub-categories. On this respect it is perhaps worth making one last point: an actor oriented approach is not only strategic but also sensible when it comes to making good use of what research and other types of sources make for us available rather than not doing anything due typically to a lack of the kind of information that is never enough. As opposed to start by getting lost in a an embarrassing amount of frequently outdated data, more often than not, it is relatively simpler to find out what actors really want. To be sure, the real issue in the end is how they want it, and what a vigorous cultural transformation can do about this.

1. Background: 

Mexican metropolitan expansion, environmental degradation and agriculture

In contrast with many other urban centres, the nature of the sub-soils and the high water table in the valley of Mexico has determined that the growth of the city should be predominantly horizontal, causing the invasion of great extensions of agricultural land and the rural outskirts that previously made up for a kind of natural green belt around the city. Urban expansion has been incorporating surrounding villages forming what we now know as metropolitan zone. At the beginning of the 1970 a presidential order reclassified city’s administrative and political regions into ‘urban’ and ‘agricultural.’ As a result, of the 16 political regions, only seven were allowed to develop as agricultural zones, land prices changed stimulating urbanisation. Agricultural activities were either displaced, relocated or ‘engulfed’ by the urban mass to remain as islands of agriculture within the city. This trend has been reinforced by the creation of distribution centres that supply the city with agricultural produce brought from surrounding states and which generate considerable amounts of organic waste
. 

2. Adaptation of Agriculture to the Urban Environment

In Mexico, lifestyle and culture rooted in prehispanic traditions have survived through activities such as agriculture. The new urban environment has transformed the spatial and political conditions upon which such agriculture takes place. The survival of cultural roots has brought about a new urban productive network of socio economic relations that has had an impact in the use of three different agricultural spaces: urban, suburban and periurban, each one having a particular social composition and a system of production that interlinks with the others.  

This network of socio-economic relations is also influenced by foreign demand for products (like the nopal legume in the periurban area), the emergence of new urban markets, and, in the case of the Suburban area, by a combination of tourism mixed with agriculture in Lake Xochimilco. In this last one, traditional modes of agriculture (the chinampas) readapted to local conditions and demands for maize, romero and other products thrive along a recreational industry that has played an important role to rescue and revitalise ancient forms of production (local celebrations and festivities have also become part of the attraction). Table 1 summarises at a glance the features, activities and interactions taking place amongst different actors in urban, suburban and peri-urban models of UA. Figure 1 maps out their productive, commercial and socio-cultural interactions. 

Table 1 Summary of features, activities and interactions taking place within and amongst urban, suburban and periurban models of UA.

	URBAN
	SUBURBAN
	PERIURBAN

	· Farming within the urban concept with full access to infrastructure and public services

· Heterogeneous local and migrant population that has maintained its own culture

· Availability of vegetable wastes from the city’s large markets and food processing plants as a supplement to animal’s diet

· Livestock rearing is illegal. Thus It all is informal activity

· Reversion of urban spaces, use of flat-roofs of houses

· Sustained local demand for the agricultural products

· Far more hens than in periurban

· ‘Chain of use’ whereby the waste produced by the cattle and pigs of the urban space is used as organic matter in suburban agriculture

· Daily commuting of people as part of the production-demand commercial chain


	· New urban infrastructure was superimposed upon the original urban setting.

· Land prices fluctuate between agricultural and urban levels, acting as an indicator of the viability of an agricultural land use

· It tends to be the reception areas for provincial migrants looking for permanent city employment although keeping ties with their home communities; this results in a multicultural social structure.

· The typical agricultural space is the Chinampa of Xochimilco, where traditional agriculture is adapted to work in an degraded environment

· Cultivation of maize, corn-on-the-cob, romero and grass turf for use in urban gardens.

· Systems of greenhouses and market gardens for the middle and upper class demands of these products.

· Lake Xochimilco as a recreational resource that attracts tourists from Mexico and overseas has helped revitalising prehispanic and colonial traditions, reflected in the markets and celebrations
	· Last remaining rural spaces in the metropolitan zone mixed with urban infrastructure. 

· This urban rural mix has resulted in a “metropolitan village, where a rural way of life coexists with a city culture

· Agricultural land use thus, has remained profitable vis a vis urban land use.

· Existence of a monocultural society that has prevailed despite immigration

· Private ownership has been granted to land which has traditionally been communal.

· Predominance of small properties associated to the potential use for urbanisation as opposed to the big rural spaces.

· Production patterns dependent on incomes from both the land and urban employment so that family incomes tend to be the sum of various activities.

· ‘Chain of use’ whereby the waste produced by urban space is used as organic matter in 

· Daily commuting of people as part of the production-demand commercial chain




Figure 1- Map of Production, Commercial and Socio-cultural Interactions in Urban, Suburban, and Periurban spaces
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3. Urban agricultural development: a politicised environment

The political ecology approach we use here is one which “emphasises the need to focus on the interests, characteristics and actions of different types of actors in understanding political-ecological conflicts” 
  This approach is about recognising two things: first, the struggle between actors for control over the environment, and second, recognising the power that weak actors have, however small, to act in the pursuit of their interests
. We use the term “urban agricultural development” to refer to a conscious actor’s intervention at many levels, sectors and institutions (not just at the urban planning level( to create conditions that directly or indirectly cause urban agriculture to develop.

The forces that have a knock-on effect on urban agricultural development are not all that  evident and often appear contradictory from an urban planning point of view, specially when this is not necessarily so from a farmers’ point of view. UA is frequently a consequence of seemingly contradictory interests. On the one hand, agricultural activities in all three metropolitan spaces are carried on within various degrees of informality, -( for the case of urban spaces this is more notorious as agricultural activities are entirely illegal and non-regulated-( on the other hand, the same economic stress that has contributed to this informality has also stalled the development of new construction plans by business, tendency in turn reinforced by policies inspired by multilateral institutions like the World Bank to stop migration from the provinces into the city by increasing the costs of living in it;
 the overall effect being that more alternative urban spaces for informal agriculture become available precisely when and where they are needed. Governmental tolerance becomes thus a key resource.

Urban farmers rely mainly in agricultural skills, local knowledge, and degraded environments, yet, their  activities are still unrecognised or legitimised as good for the environment. Recent public awareness and pressure groups’ demands over environmental issues have resulted in an increased number of policies that are not always welcomed by farmers. Although the reason for this goes beyond our paper’s length, we ought to say at least that this is the sort of contradiction that emerges out of conflicting worldviews and out of an actual ‘battle of ideas over human use of the environment’ 
  

The issue of legitimacy takes us to the theme of ideology influencing actors’ struggle. On this regard our matrix below is not only useful to interpret the role of the main actors in this politicised environment, it is also useful in thinking where society actually stands, in economic-ideological terms. As we can appreciate, most of the crossings generated by policies and events (marked with () tend to reinforce each other and need not be object of major assessment, the reason for this is relatively simple: they are all born in times of world economic reform and structural adjustment. Given this consistency pattern (whether we think it good or not) we should now cheerfully focus on the goal of urban agricultural development (UAD), on actors’ interest and behaviour, and their mutual effect, (marked by a ()

Fig 2- Urban Agricultural Development Compatibility Matrix
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4. What the compatibility matrix tells us

This exercise allows us to visualise various degrees of compatibility between four general categories currently configuring Mexican metropolitan reality, namely, agricultural development targets, five policies or measures, events, and actors’ interests and behaviour. Each one of these categories contains several clusters of similar topic areas or sub-categories. The following criteria was used in choosing these:

· Their cross-cutting quality, that is, sub-categories which would allow for a closer observation of dynamic interface amongst actors rather than just isolated “things”. 

· Relevance and information available.

5. Interpreting the interactions

[AB] 
UAD ( INCREASED COST OF LIVING IN CITY

They can be reinforcing as well as undermining each other. Increasing the cost of living in the city might benefit most farmers given the fact that they operate informally and have access to many resources, goods and services informally too. Being these a safety net against higher costs for living. On the other hand this last point cannot be generalised as the outcome may depend on very specific circumstances which might change between urban suburban and peri-urban, and even within each one of these categories. There are extreme variations depending on factors like income strategies composition per households etc
. Although higher costs for living might expel farmers from the urban area, this in itself could also be an incentive to stay as there might be an increase of vacant spaces for more informal agricultural activities.

[AC]
UAD ( TOURIST INDUSTRY PROMOTION

“Tourism” in Mexico city cannot be an homogeneous category, whilst certain types of tourism demand local products from farmers in traditional market places, certain types of ‘cultural tourism’ (an increasingly trendy activity) there is still of course the typical high-class tourism which demands food luxury products coming from abroad. Tourism has a great potential however to reinforce urban agriculture if more specific policies are directed towards the first type. In general terms cultural tourism  contributes to improve the economy with a diversified base of activities.

[AD]
UAD ( ENABLEMENT AND PARTICIPATION (MARKET, POLITICAL, COMMUNITY)

Farmers participation in public affairs affecting their lives seems a good thing but it is not clear yet how this participation combines with policies for market and government enablement as these are too broad categories with many specific implications on their own. Decentralisation of governments to municipalities for example, hasn’t benefited suburban and periurban farmers in the recent past as new political struggles have emerged as a result of this decentralisation. Many farmers have even lost their land. Though the outcomes seem negative so far, it is too early perhaps to asses the medium and long term effect of enablement policies, much more their interactions in regards to UAD.

[AE]
UAD ( TOLERANCE TOWARDS FARMING UNREGULATED AND INFORMAL

The policy of non-policy has clearly benefited the farmer but it has also curtailed her possibilities to build up, as we said before, on other types of capital assets that are more legitimate to society. The condition of informality especially in the urban area breeds freedom but also encapsulates this freedom in a cultural/legal bubble. Informality on the long run means a challenge for the law to cope with changing patterns of economic activity and social organisation for it. UAD is no exception to this challenge, as a matter of fact, it is one of the most illustrative examples.

[AF]
UAD ( PRIVATE OWNERSHIP OF COMUNAL LAND (ARTICLE 27 AMENDS)

Some farmers have benefited from this amend to the constitution, specially those growing nopal legume in the periurban space for Japanese and American markets, on the other hand, not all farmers have the capital assets to benefit from privatisation of communal land. In general terms it seems rather to have polarised both, the benefits and the beneficiaries. Those who do not benefit from the law, join the side of those who benefit from operating outside of it.

[AG]
UAD ( ECONOMIC CRISIS

Economic crisis is a recurrent event that both, reinforces and undermines agriculture, on the one hand it reinforces and increases its scope as a survival strategy,  on the other it contributes to reduce the need for spaces for construction and the need to displace agricultural activities. Less demand for construction might imply two things: less pressures for the agricultural sector and mass unemployment in the construction industry in a polarising economy. Many of these who are unemployed may join the agricultural sector, this is the “if you can’t beat the poor join them” logic. Economic crisis is a manifestation of a more general phenomenon occurring world-wide. As such, it benefits on the one hand, those who have the information and knowledge to operate under a new logic of capital accumulation, on the other, it may potentially offer opportunities (of a radically different nature( to those who don’t have that knowledge but who nevertheless are discovering ways to thrive without them.

[AH]
UAD ( GLOBAL MARKET DEMAND FOR AGROPRODUCTS

The urban environment should be the kind of setting likely to limit, by its physical configuration and unevenness, unsustainable use of land for cash crops and exploitation of disadvantaged labour groups and overexploitation of already scarce urban resources. How this theoretical assumption should work out with economic (though not necessarily social( benefits coming from a global demand for agro-products seems to depend on actors’ level of awareness of other actors’ environmental and economic behaviour. Increasingly influential actors not to be omitted from the picture (because of their rather severe impact in Mexican local economies( are world food market monopoly network businesses.

[AI]
UAD ( CIVIL SOCIETY´S INFLUENCE

The formation of non-governmental organisations and their networks in Mexico, as channels of communication but not of authority, has lead to a new internationalisation of politics
. Example of this are “Promoción del desarrollo popular” who has been organising “1999-2000 Local-Global Workshops on economy, ecology and culture” with community organisations, international networks, businessmen and social enterprises for a “dignified and sustainable life”

[AJ]
UAD ( ACTORS (FARMERS,  STATE, BUSINESS, LOCAL AUTHORITIES, NGO´S TNC)
Whilst not in everybody’s agenda, urban agricultural development indirectly affects and is affected by almost every urban actor. Let us go briefly through each.

· The state

Tolerance from the state towards illegal metropolitan farming means at least two things: inability of the legal system to cope with economic and productive trends. It also means that urban governance mechanisms require a far more complex and flexible social contract embedded in a rather drastic yet progressive cultural shift .

· Business

Enterprises benefit from opportunities that arise in the context of change, that’s why entrepreneurs are often those who induce that change. It is hard to imagine some form of sustainable future without cities, but even more difficult is to imagine those cities without some form of urban agriculture. Small business will not only have to embrace it  and benefit from it, they will have to be the main force that ignites the process. As for today, these developments are in a larva state but nonetheless growing in the direction of social enterprises.

· Transnational Corporations
TNCs impact agriculture technically in at least four ways: world food market monopoly networks, biotechnology-venture-capital, social-responsibility agricultural-comunity programmes, and massive downsizing layoffs of workers who then sometimes decide to either self-employ in their own businesses, become part-time workers or else get themselves involved in productive activities related to urban agriculture. On a broader analysis, TNCs impact agriculture finantially (along multilateral institutions like the WB and the IMF(  by means of macro changes in the economy, (i.e. restructuring programmes) that have severe impact in local economies linked to agriculture. TNCs main concerns are two, on the one hand, give continuity to current policies and market trends in order to enjoy the advantageous place they continuously position themselves in, and on the other, to create the conditions for good urban governance by means of philanthropy, social responsibility and other types of so called “social” or “community” programmes.

· Local authorities

Local authorities’ interests are good administration of public resources and good governance. Nonetheless this actors’ sphere is typically where most vested interests collide and where conflict resolution capabilities are most deficient (and more necessary too). Disputes over land use in municipalities, specially in the peri-urban zone for example, have been common as a result of migration from urban and suburban zones. Municipal realm is for these reason where policies for human and financial empowerment are increasingly challenged to prove their efficiency and effectiveness and where great political tension heats up.

· Non-governmental organisations

Many Civil groups don’t like being called “NGOs” claiming preference to remain free from other actor’s interests such as those of donors and the state. In any case, both NGOs and civil groups claim to represent society’s interests facilitating services or organising activities. Many of them have a recurring weakness which paradoxically is their strength too: they often seem not sufficiently aware who they benefit the most with their work. They frequently contribute to the wellbeing of businesses and even TNCs more than they contribute to their own cause and the wellbeing of society in general. Some few exceptional civil groups and NGOs manage to actually focus their community strategically  in the big picture, and test with this in mind, the advantages of networking locally and regionally. Example of these are the already mentioned “Promoción del desarrollo popular” and “Alianza Cívica”.
· Farmers

Would farmers benefit from specific policies to enhance agriculture in the city? Would urban policies to increase agriculture imply regulation? What kind of regulation and by whom? There are no easy answers to these questions as urban agriculture in Mexico city has seemingly benefited not from regulation but precisely from the opposite. (An ideal free market is about non-regulated activities). In general terms it seems likely that both, regulation techniques as well as agricultural practices will have to redefine themselves if UAD is to become a reality. Farmer interests seem more likely to win terrain if farmers organise themselves in networks movements rather than remain in isolation.

6. CONCLUSIONS

We have tried to show some of the hidden struggle taking place between very different actors while shaping urban agricultural profile in Mexico city. We sketched the context of power in which farmers can act in their favour. We have tried to briefly convey the idea  that UAD is not about farmers but about profound changes in citizens’ cultural desires and about contemporary social behaviour towards agri-culture. It has been our purpose too to propose a framework to appreciate actors’ role in a bigger picture, highlighting the implications not only for urban planning but for actors themselves, including farmers, of course with certain natural emphasis on them. 

Ultimately, every citizen is a potential farmer, but the first step in that direction has to do with farmers acquiring full citizenship. For that to happen, both the idea of farming and the idea of citizenship will likely need to undergo drastic unprecedented change. This change will most likely be of a diversified quality. Just as it is necessary to move from a negative to a positive view of cities, it seems necessary to move from a negative to a positive view of farming as a lifestyle and urban farmers as citizens. Farmers shouldn’t need to coexist with a semi-developed urban culture of cars and ties; specially when agriculture is no longer more necessary as a system of urban food production than it is as an aesthetic, more attractive cultural shift and project.

7. Ideas to discuss
Cultural illegitimacy of UA, keeps weakening citizen-farmer opportunities. Citizen-farmers can position themselves in a more powerful place to the extent that:

· they are capable to contribute society with ​a different perception of the environment and with a power-knowledge system of their own. (Specially when UA is combined with other activities such as cultural tourism and recreation)

· to the extent that city authorities, researchers, civil society, and business are brought together into a creative working relationship with urban planners.

· To the extent that farmers recognise their citizenship along the lines of a political opportunity with their community to contribute society at large with a cultural project upon local and regional networks. 
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‘Chain of use’ whereby waste produced in the urban space is used as organic matter in suburban and periurban agriculture
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