Conclusions and Recommendations

of the RUAF-SIUPA E-conference on: 

“Appropriate Methodologies for Urban Agriculture Research, Policy, Planning, Implementation and Evaluation” 

4-16 February 2002

Introduction

In total 346 participants, from 68 countries, registered and many more followed the discussions by visiting the RUAF-website on the Internet. 

We received in the past two weeks 145 contributions to the discussions and some 21 papers, which were added to the section “Background papers” of the Conference website (together with the 49 papers prepared in the context of the Nairobi expert consultation, November 2001). 

These are encouraging numbers, indicating a strong interest to gain access to and discuss alternative approaches and methods, which can be applied in on-going or future urban agriculture projects. 

The large number of contributions and papers submitted over the past two weeks, have certainly enriched the methodologies, tools and techniques which can be used to understand and contribute to strengthening intra-urban and peri-urban agriculture
. 

Several very important points did emerge which have more wide-ranging implications for HOW we go about understanding existing situations, doing research, supporting planning processes or conducting monitoring and evaluation activities with urban farmers and gardeners. 

Participatory methods

The first issue concerns the use of participatory methods. There was widespread agreement on the need for participatory approaches to understand both local needs and also local innovation practices and to work with local people in the validation of existing innovations and the development of alternative technologies and practices. The variable quality and quantity of local technical knowledge in urban agriculture versus rural agriculture perhaps surprisingly did not emerge as a topic in the discussions, but innovative forms of “common knowledge” and social capital formation in urban areas was illustrated by a number of contributors. Tapping in to these innovative knowledge systems and sources of social capital will be important for a richer and truer understanding of how urban agriculture functions, but this can also be an entry point for strengthening the functioning of urban agriculture, through offering means to diffuse innovations, lobby for benefits increase resilience. 

At the same time, participatory approaches need to come to terms with the very wide range of stakeholders present in the urban context. Stakeholder analysis emerges as an absolutely key tool and starting point, whether we are pursuing research, planning or local development goals. It is very usefully applied to understanding the different kinds and styles of farmers and gardeners involved in urban and peri-urban agriculture, which in turn will help to target likely partners in participatory technology development and interventions to support micro-enterprises. This differentiation is also important for identifying particular groups in which non-sustainable practices affecting health and the environment and in urgent need of attention. In fact, a clear conclusion is that in the context of urban agriculture, there should be intensive, participatory stakeholder consultations ahead of any interventions. 

Several contributors pointed out that the issue is not just that there are more stakeholders in the urban compared to the rural context, but that they very often have different and competing interests. Stakeholder analyses need to beware of some stakeholders muting the voices of others. In this sense, stakeholder relations are also power relations, and negotiating such an analysis requires great flexibility and sensitivity. The competing interests of stakeholders raises another challenge. It will usually not be possible to satisfy all of the people all of the time – resources won’t permit it. This may lead in many cases to making choices about priority target groups: Urban producers or urban processors; poor peri-urban producers or poor intra-urban consumers. 

Other contributors point out that urban farmers to a large extent have other urban jobs too, which makes it important not to restrict the analysis to their agricultural activities but to take the whole of their livelihood strategies into account.  

Interestingly, the sensitivity to stakeholders in the context of methods for urban agriculture should feed back into more effective situation analysis in the rural context. Participatory approaches to rural agriculture have been far too fixated on “the farmer” often paying too little attention to the household and its off-farm activities, and rarely looking at the wide range of other local stakeholders, from village and district authorities to government agencies to different kinds of local association all of whom impinge on the functioning of rural agriculture. 

Temporal processes

A second set of conclusions concern the importance of temporal processes in the urban context to which methods must adjust. Seasonality is of course a crucial temporal element in rural contexts, and government authorities are often sensitized to problems faced by farmers during the off season. But food insecurity issues are much less recognized and understood in the urban context, so that off-season food supply for urban families highly dependent on agriculture can be a critical issue that situation analysis needs to be sensitive to. Seasonality also affects the rhythms of many urban families, linking them to rural agriculture and perhaps also to non-agricultural seasonal employment opportunities. In many cities, the supply of reclaimed waste water to urban farmers can turn seasonal rainfed agriculture into higly productive year round production. 

Another temporal aspect that has emerged in this conference, relates to the short-term objectives of farmers versus the longer-term objectives of researchers and action project. A lot of UPA research and development projects concern natural resource processes and management such as nutrient cycling and soil conditioning, long-term processes to strengthen the sustainability of urban agriculture. However, certain urban farming styles are highly short-term, constrained by land insecurity, cash flow problems and an uncertain political environment and motivated by the possibility of quick earnings. This can limit the kinds of participatory research activities that is feasible with such farmers, or require innovative techniques to attract their interest, such as linking of experimentation with loan access, or with relevant learning settings such as farmer field schools. It also can limit the participation of farmers in self-assessment forms of monitoring and evaluation: they are unwilling or unable to commit the time. 

A further element concerns the open-endedness of temporal processes in urban areas compared with rural contexts, where the circular time of seasonality is still a major feature of people’s lives. Change is a dominant feature of the urban context for many people, either real or anticipated. Housing insecurity, land insecurity, shifting work opportunities all contribute to this.  There are also rapid changes in land uses and dynamic activities in the sets of negotiations leading to these changes. For all these reasons there is a need to emphasize methods that are sensitive to these dynamic processes. These include kinds of rolling stakeholder analyses which link in with formative type participatory monitoring and evaluation, analyses of negotiating platforms or “playing fields”, and the interesting notion of “a posteriori” situation analysis of these processes. 

A final element linked to temporal processes that was mentioned only briefly in the conference but which deserves a lot more attention, concerns the methods needed to for a rapid response to disasters and emergencies. We are not talking about shipping in food, which is the responsibility of others. Rather it is an issue of methods to help quickly establish food security gardens in urban areas, through choice of crops, accessing seed, using certain cultivation techniques and establishing social networks and developing negotiating capacity. Developing these techniques and tools could be of vital importance to many situations, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Spatial processes

A third set of conclusions have to do with the spatial processes taking place in the peri-urban zones and affecting peri-urban agriculture. 

In the peri-urban zones a transition process is taking place involving rapid changes in land use, inmigration (both from the rural areas as well as from the City), soaring land prices and an increasing interference of urban political and economical power groups. 

A first issue discussed is the peri-urban land tenure situation. It is stated that more studies regarding urban land tenure, especially with a sociological focus, are needed since peri-urban land tenure is so complex and dynamic.  

Formal and traditional mechanisms and rules that govern use of and access to land (and water) and the buying and selling of land may cease to function, and are replaced by informal rules and networks. Since poor people’s urban agriculture and housing activities often are illegal formally, there is often secrecy about these rules and only direct participation in such a system may reveal the rules. Moreover, original inhabitants and newcomers may have varying perspectives on the rules and may conform their own networks, which may become visible in periods of overt conflicts.


Formalization of land titles may be needed as part of a process to include the poor in institutions of Governance of the City. However, poor people sometimes can only hold to the land because the City is ignorant and the formalization may draw the attention of political and socio-economic powers interest to get hold of the land because of its growing value “land grabbing”. But also conflicts between groups of the poor occur (e.g. those working the land in agriculture and those seeking land to built houses) and middle class people from the City buy land for building a house with possibility for weekend farming. 

It is suggested that intermediate forms of land tenure (e.g. temporary occupation licenses) and may work better under the given circumstances than registered titles. It is recommended to obtain political acceptance by City authorities of such intermediate forms of land tenure, to inventorise available open spaces suitable for temporal use by urban farmers and to promote the organization of groups of potential users of such areas.  

Other participants mention that various cities in developing countries are experimenting with providing medium term leases of public land to organized farmer groups and mention the western experience with allotment gardens as a way to integrate farming activities by the urban poor in City land use plans and .

A third issue concerned the use of Geographic Information Systems. Many participants indicated that GIS is an important tool for the integration of agriculture in urban planning, monitoring of the green spaces, the formalisation of land tenure, amongst others. However, there are some important preconditions:

a. Various participants indicated the need for “bottom up GIS” and the combination of GIS with participatory community mapping. 

b. Thorough evaluation of the GIS data in the field is crucial. 

c. Good knowledge of the area, the ongoing urbanization processes and the wider socio-economic and political context 

d. Combination with other methods is often most useful: analysis of photographs, field studies, a/o

Some participants are afraid that GIS will be mainly of use for technocrats and donors and will be of little benefit for the urban cultivators, while others are concerned about the costs of a GIS and seek ways to reduce costs (use of cheaper soft ware, use of photographs).  

One participant indicates that the principles of eco-sanitation can not be fully implemented without the integration of urban agriculture in the City landscape. The recycling of household wastes preferably should take place at the lowest level and space should be created at each of them: on plot (house hold), off plot (neigbourhood), green lungs and peri-urban zones (City). This has far reaching implications for city planning.  

Socio-economic and Political context for Urban Agriculture

Various participants have indicated that urban agriculture essentially is a political process and that the appropriateness of methodologies in urban agriculture depends very much to their functionality in the local socio-economic and political context.

Conventional approaches are seen as less adequate in such a dynamic  environment in which so many actors interact, each with their own interests and power base. Dynamic action-learning approaches are advocated. 

Attention is asked for the role that various actors play in “moulding” the political and economic environment for urban agriculture; Negative effects of urban agriculture might be the consequence of actions of politicians and influential power groups rather than resulting of farmers choice. More knowledge of the factors that shape the conditions for urban agriculture will prepare us better for providing adequate assistance to the urban farmers and those who assist them at local level.

In this context also the role and potential of NGO’s was discussed, leading to the conclusion that committed, flexible and development oriented NGO’s can play an important role both in awareness raining and advocacy at City level as well as in the concrete action learning process with the direct stakeholders in a specific location. 

Also in the debate on the role of cooperatives in the development of urban agriculture, the role of the political context figures prominently; Co-operatives often have been imposed by governments and governments rules regarding the co-operative sectors often restrict them from functioning as commercial enterprises, reason why they often are not sustainable. Other reasons mentioned for the failure of many cooperatives are: often its conception as rather as social or political organization than as a business enterprise, lack of heterogeneity of interests, lack of transparency, lack of management capacity due to inexperience or taking on too many functions.

Other participants see the advantages of grouping small enterprises into cooperatives: accumulation of skills, reduction of mutual competition, pooling of resources for capital development, economics of scale and increased negotiation power. However, it is realized that such advantages can only be realized if the co-operation is voluntarily and based on the recognition of common interests and developed step by step. 

Finally also the issue of financing urban agriculture was touched upon, pointing out it should be taken into account that many Municipalities lack the means to finance GIS and investments in urban agriculture and that alternative ways of financing are needed. The financial and technical support by national or international agencies is mentioned as one of the conditions for the success in Municipal Urban Agriculture Programmes in Latin America, together with the co-operation with other stakeholders in an inter-institutional working group, the presence of local experiences in urban farming that form the basis for pilot projects and the exchange of experiences with other cities.

� In the remainder of this document we will use urban agriculture as the general term for both locations. We will add intra- or peri- when either of the two locations is meant.





