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Foreword 

By 2050 the world’s population is expected to reach 9.7 billion, 70 percent of which will be living in urban 
areas, mainly in low and middle-income countries in Africa and Asia. At the same time the current 
COVID-19 pandemic and the increasing climate emergency is forcing us to rethink how we produce, 
process and distribute food.  

Since history has recorded cities, urban and peri-urban agriculture (UPA) has played an important role in 
food production, and the impacts of UPA have multiplied as cities have expanded. In the last few decades, 
the importance of UPA has grown and been progressively recognized as a key player in feeding growing 
urban populations, supplying safe and nutritious food from different types of crops and animals, and 
contributing to all urban food systems. The role of UPA is specific and complementary to food supply 
from rural areas, as it helps meet local demand and contributes to short, efficient supply chains, thus 
reducing food loss and waste. UPA also generates various benefits in the daily lives of billions, from social 
to educational aspects, and from economic to environmental functions, ensuring urban and peri-urban 
dwellers are able to engage in prosperous livelihoods.

In 1999, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) was formally mandated by its 
Members to include UPA as an integral part of agricultural production systems, and to specifically 
consider the contributing role of UPA in feeding cities, providing employment and generating incomes. In 
collaboration with global, national and local partners and stakeholders, FAO has been supporting the 
transformation of UPA into a recognized urban land use and economic activity, integrated into national 
and local agricultural development strategies, food and nutrition programmes and urban planning. In 
2020, FAO launched the Green Cities Initiative, to improve people’s well-being and the environment by 
promoting sustainable and resilient agrifood systems and green spaces in urban and peri-urban areas, 
where UPA is critical to contributing to the lives of people and, overall, to urban sustainability and 
resilience.

The practise of UPA is central to FAO’s current mission in support of the transformation to more efficient, 
inclusive, resilient and sustainable agrifood systems, through mainstreaming green innovation and 
digitalization under four betters – Better Production, Better Nutrition, a Better Environment and a Better 
Life. In addition, UPA is critical to the operationalization of linkages between the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG) 1; 2; 3; 8; 11; 12; 13 and 16. 

This publication was designed by FAO in partnership with the RUAF Global Partnership on Sustainable 
Urban Agriculture and Food Systems (RUAF) and Rikolto to collect, analyse and systematize existing 
experiences and case studies on global UPA. The reader will enjoy the specific insights and lessons on 
targeted and context-specific UPA typologies, approaches and practices, as well as the key components 
required to create the enabling environment to sustainably scale up UPA within the context of broader 
urban development.

This sourcebook will serve as a reference to provide guidance and recommendations when planning and 
implementing UPA interventions. Target readers include local decision-makers, policy advisors, urban 
planners, and others involved in the design and implementation of production systems strategies and 
policies.

Jingyuan Xia, PhD 
Director, Plant Production and Protection Division (NSP), FAO
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Executive summary

1 According to the World Organization of United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), small cities and towns include any urban 
centre with fewer than 50 000 inhabitants (www.uclg.org/en/agenda/regions-and-small-towns). 

According to the United Nations, 68 percent of the world’s population will be living in urban areas by 
2050, and around 90 percent of this increase will occur in small cities and towns1  in Africa and Asia. 

The impact of these global trends in population increase and urbanization is compounded by other global 
trends such as climate change and pandemic shocks. The overall increase in food security and 
malnutrition, rise of diet related non-communicable diseases, such as obesity, are a few of the issues 
affecting the food system. The recent COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated the importance of stable food 
production, shorter and simplified supply and distribution chains (FAO, 2020a).

In this context, urban and peri-urban agriculture (UPA) is increasingly becoming a valid solution adopted 
by urban and peri-urban dwellers, and promoted by local institutions to face the above-mentioned 
challenges.

FAO’s global survey (FAO, 2020b) revealed that many cities have identified the importance of promoting 
local food production and improving access to locally produced food – e.g. newly created initiatives that 
have responded to the pandemic, or the expansion of existing programmes to ensure continued food 
supply and to protect the most vulnerable residents.

Urban and peri-urban agriculture is not a new concept, as it has been practiced for decades at the global 
level, through formal and informal practices. Global society has recognized the importance of UPA and 
the need for it to be integrated into urban planning. In this regard, innovative actions are being 
implemented to promote the development of UPA in both the global South and North.

Since the 1990s, FAO has been working with Members and key partners such as the RUAF Foundation to 
promote UPA through various activities, the Food for Cities/City Region Food Systems (CFRS) 
Programme, Growing Greener Cities programme, the Framework for the Urban Food Agenda and Green 
Cities Initiative. RUAF, Rikolto, Ryerson University, who co-authored this sourcebook, as well as city 
networks such as the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI), C40 Cities, Milan 
Urban Food Policy Pact (MUFPP), among others, are active partners that bring together experiences and 
share innovation. Partners also include private companies, promoters, agencies, individuals working with 
cities and citizens to promote resilient and sustainable urban agriculture production and value chains.

It is time to renew the focus on UPA and its evolution by collecting and classifying typical cases and 
examples, analyse the key elements and challenges faced by practitioners, so as to provide useful 
information for those who are interested in taking an active part in urban food production.

The purpose of this book is to set out the key lessons learned and to provide recommendations and 
guidance based on existing cases and examples for a wide range of actors involved in urban food systems. 
In particular, the aim is for this publication to serve as a sourcebook for local decision-makers, policy 
advisors, urban planners, specialists, practitioners and others involved in UPA. The sourcebook is also for 
those involved in the design and implementation of production schemes, planning of urban food 
strategies, and policies concerning agriculture in urban and peri-urban areas.

Readers can expect to gain knowledge of the following topics:

 • What is UPA?

 • What are the benefits and impacts of UPA? 

 • Why and where to invest in UPA? o
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In September 2020, FAO launched the Green 
Cities Initiative7 on the occasion of the 
Seventy-fifth Session of the United Nations 
General Assembly. The Initiative focuses on 
small, intermediate and metropolitan cities to 
improve people’s well-being. This will be achieved 
through improving the urban environment, 
strengthening urban-rural linkages and the 
resilience of urban systems, services and 
populations to external shocks. While ensuring 
access to a healthy environment and healthy 
diets from sustainable food systems, the 
Green Cities Initiative also contributes to the 
mitigation of and adaptation to climate change. 
The Initiative supports the development of 
local government and community capacities, 
as well as those of national governments to 
implement and scale up coherent and context-
specific strategies, policies and investment 
plans that promote improved UPA, forestry and 
sustainable food systems. The Initiative will drive 
and frame FAO’s support to local and national 
governments in the upcoming decade to assist 
countries achieve the Sustainable Development 
Goals, especially SDG1 (No Poverty), SDG 2 
(Zero Hunger), and SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities 
and Communities), under Agenda 2030.

The development of sustainable and resilient 
urban and peri-urban agriculture and city region 
food systems is supported by RUAF8 which is 
a consortium of strategically selected expert 
institutions with a track record in UPA and 
urban food system solutions. The Partnership 
brings together cities, research institutes and 
civil society organizations. Celebrating 20 years 
since its formation in 1999, RUAF, led by the 
RUAF Foundation, has worked over 20 years with 
cities in more than 40 countries. The Partnership 
advises on multi-stakeholder policy and planning, 
provides services and builds the capacity of 
cities and stakeholders in UPA and city region 
food systems. Since 2000, RUAF has published 
the Urban Agriculture Magazine and has worked 
on several publications with key partners that 
have influenced policy agendas at the local 
and international level. In addition, RUAF has 

7 For more information see http://www.fao.org/green-cities-initiative/en/
8 For more information see www.ruaf.org  
9 For more information see https://www.rikolto.org/ 
10 For more information see www.carrotcity.org 

collaborated with FAO on many reports; played 
an important role in drafting the Milan Urban 
Food Policy Pact (MUFPP), and has successfully 
lobbied for the inclusion of urban agriculture and 
food systems in the New Urban Agenda (NUA).  

Rikolto9 (formerly VECO) is an international 
non-governmental organization (NGO) with 
more than 40 years of experience in partnering 
with farmer organizations and food chain actors 
across Africa, Asia, Europe and Latin America. 
Rikolto works towards a sustainable income 
for farmers and nutritious, affordable food for 
everyone by building bridges between smallholder 
farmer organizations, companies, authorities 
and other actors across rural and urban areas. 
With inclusive business facilitation as its main 
focus, Rikolto and its partners strive to develop 
innovative ways to access, distribute and 
produce nutritious, quality food, so no one is left 
behind. As part of its global Food Smart Cities 
programme, Rikolto aims to catalyse collective 
action among local actors for interventions in 
three priority domains: sustainable production 
of healthy and nutritious food; inclusive urban 
food markets that cater to smallholder producers 
and vulnerable consumers; and enabling 
environments that incentivize sustainable and 
healthy diets through policies and partnerships.

Carrot City is an initiative of Ryerson University’s 
Department of Architectural Science, supported 
by its Centre for Studies in Food Security. It 
explores the relationship between design and 
urban food systems as well as the impact that 
agricultural issues have on the creation of urban 
spaces and buildings as society addresses the 
issues of a more sustainable pattern of living. 
Through a travelling exhibition, a website10, a 
book (Gorgolewski, Komisar and Nasr, 2011), the 
initiative has documented practices related to 
the designing and building of urban agriculture 
around the world, working with numerous 
partnerships, including FAO’s Food for Cities 
programme. Many case studies in this sourcebook 
are documented on the Carrot City website.
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Purpose and audiences

The present publication catalogues the 
documented experience and evidence of UPA, 
organizes and analyses various existing cases and 
examples at the global level in order to set out the 
key lessons and provide recommendations and 
guidance for a wide range of actors involved in 
urban food systems. In particular, the publication 
aims to serve as a sourcebook and proposes 
targeting, in particular, local decision-makers, 
policy advisors, urban planners, specialists, 
practitioners and others involved in the design 
and implementation of production schemes, 
planning of urban food strategies, and policies 
on agriculture in urban and peri-urban areas.

The sourcebook gathers and analyses about 150 
different examples of practices and typologies 
from various agroclimatic and socio-economic 
contexts that can be easily accessed, consulted 
and analysed in-depth. All cities and urban 
regions around the world are different, and 
the characteristics of UPA in each city region 
are specific to the context of a particular city 
region and may play different functions in 
each locale. This great variety of UPA within 
and across cities and regions is reflected in the 
book. The inclusion of a range of cases from the 
past couple of decades is intended to inspire 
various urban actors in their respective roles. 
Although many other relevant cases have not 
been included, and some of these may not be 
pertinent to a particular city, the overall set 
of examples found in this sourcebook – and 
particularly in its central section – outline the 
range of practices, challenges and forms of 
interventions that can enable UPA to play an ever 
more significant role in cities and their regions.

Based on concrete cases, this publication 
will answer the following questions:

 • What is UPA?

 • What are the benefits and impacts of UPA? 

 • Why and where to invest in UPA?  

 • What options are there for different contexts 
and scopes?

 • What are the requirements and conditions for 
implementation (natural resources, finance, 
labour, etc.)?

 • How should beneficiaries be targeted and 
involved?

 • What examples are there of policy instruments 
and institutions to facilitate the scaling up of 
UPA?

However, in view of how extensive, diverse and 
complex UPA typologies, practices and 
experiences are globally, we recognize there are 
limitations and gaps in this book. Such gaps are 
clarified in the following section.  

Structure and methodology 
used in the sourcebook

Structure and methods

The book is part of a set of stand-alone, linked  
products as follows:

 • A main report (this book) in which typologies 
and practices of UPA, scopes and benefits are 
defined. Guidance is provided on design and 
implementation, taking into consideration 
aspects and practices related to: land-use 
planning, water resources management, 
financial and labour resources, production 
and agronomic practices, value-chain 
and marketing, resilience enhancement, 
governance and policy, multi-stakeholder 
collaboration and coordination.

 • A report detailing six in-depth case studies 
of urban and peri-urban agriculture from 
across the globe to provide an overview of 
the impacts and key requirements of a broad 
range of UPA typologies and practices (see 
Annex 1 for an overview of the report).

 • A comprehensive matrix that includes 
examples and cases cited in the sourcebook, 
organized and catalogued according to 
typologies and criteria (see Annex 2 for an 
overview of the matrix). The matrix is organized 
flexibly so as to allow further evidence to be 
collected and enriched at a later stage.

Literature review

Secondary data collection was conducted based 
on a range of existing sources (see References 
and Matrix), including academic research articles, 
publications by international organizations and 
institutions such as FAO and RUAF, open access 
databases such as European Cooperation in 
Science and Technology (COST)-Action Urban 
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Agriculture Europe11 and Carrot City12, the MUFPP 
city case collection13, public websites, as well 
as relevant materials from FAO’s Technologies 
and practices for small agricultural producers 
(TECA) platforms. A total of almost 300 
publications and materials were collected from 
online databases and analysed. Representative 
cases have been extracted and presented in 
the relevant sections of this sourcebook.  

In-depth case studies

For the purpose of this sourcebook, six new 
in-depth case studies on urban and peri-urban 
agriculture were produced for Leuven (Belgium), 
Quito (Ecuador), Tegucigalpa (Honduras), 
Surakarta (Indonesia), Dakar (Senegal) and 
Arusha (Tanzania). All six cities are partners 
in Rikolto’s Food Smart Cities programme14, 
which aims to connect smallholder farmers to 
urban markets and improve citizens’ access 
to healthy, sustainable and nutritious food. 

Following an initial review of the literature, and 
a collection of primary biophysical and socio-
economic data, several tools were developed 
to collect the information needed for the case 
studies: two qualitative surveys to guide semi-
structured interviews with UPA practitioners and 
local authorities, and a quantitative questionnaire 
for UPA practitioners focusing on production and 
commercialization practices. UPA practitioners 
represent four types of gardens: commercial 
farms, home gardens, institutional gardens 
and collective gardens (allotments/community 
gardens). Between 20 and 30 respondents were 
interviewed in each city. The quantitative data 
were collected and analysed by local consultants 
using Kobo Toolbox, an online platform connected 
to smartphones and tablets that facilitates the 
aggregation of information in a central interface. 

11 For more information see www.urban-agriculture-europe.org/online-atlas.html
12 For more information see www.ryerson.ca/carrotcity/index.html 
13 For more information see www.milanurbanfoodpolicypact.org/award/ 
14 For more information see www.rikolto.org/en/focus-areas/food-smart-cities

Data collection took place during the global 
COVID-19 pandemic, requiring the team to find 
innovative ways to connect to respondents.  

Insights and examples from the case studies are 
reported in different chapters and sections of 
the sourcebook. A summary of each individual 
case study can be found in Annex 1.

Areas for further development

In view of how extensive, diverse and complex 
the UPA types, practices and experiences are 
at the global level, we recognize a number of 
limitations in this book. The examples used and 
the analysis and recommendations proposed, 
present a few aspects have been emphasized less 
so as to enable a relatively concise publication.
There are also a few knowledge gaps related 
to finding or accessing documented examples 
and their systematization. For either of these 
reasons, it is acknowledged that there are 
limited areas in this book, which will benefit 
from further development in future updates.  

Furthermore, some examples in this book are 
from some years back, but serve to illustrate 
the points made, while others are more recent. 
Moreover, UPA relates to many dimensions, 
touching on all of them equally would have 
led to a much weightier publication that could 
not have been completed in the time, and 
with the resources, available for this project. 
However, the book is structured in a flexible 
and open manner that will allow FAO and the 
authors to update and enrich the publication 
in the future, as further evidence is collected.
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OVERVIEW

PART ONE





1.1 Definitions

1.1.1 Characteristics 

Food production in and around cities has been 
present as long as histories have recorded cities. 
However, “urban agriculture” as an expression and a 
concept came into common use relatively recently 
and began to take hold during the 1990s.15  While 
there is no universally agreed-upon definition 
of urban and peri-urban agriculture (UPA), a 
great variety of agriculture practices are covered 
within and surrounding the boundaries of cities,16 
which compete for resources (land, water, energy, 
labour) and serve other purposes to satisfy the 
requirements of the urban population. Important 
UPA sectors include horticulture, livestock, fodder 
and milk production, aquaculture and forestry. Also 
included are non-wood forest products, as well as 
ecological services provided by agriculture, fisheries 
and forestry, therefore, the term UPA should 

be understood to be inclusive unless otherwise 
specified.

One of the most frequently cited definitions 
of UPA (Mougeot, 2000) integrates many 
of these elements: 

Urban agriculture is located within 
(intra-urban) or on the fringe 
(peri-urban) of a town, a city or a 
metropolis, and grows or raises, 
processes and distributes a diversity 
of food and non-food products, (re-)
uses largely human and material 
resources, products and services 
found in and around that urban 
area, and in turn supplies human 
and material resources, products and 
services largely to that urban area.

WHAT IS URBAN 
AND PERI-URBAN AGRICULTURE?

1

15 The term “urban agriculture” was used occasionally prior to 1990, but in the 1990s, the term became more common and a global 
awareness of the concept coalesced.

16 Multiple terms have been used in different ways by various people in sundry publications. So, “urban agriculture” is sometimes 
meant to include peri-urban areas, other times not. Some use “peri-urban” as opposed to “urban,” while others use the term in 
contrast to “intra-urban.” In this book, we use “urban and peri-urban agriculture.” Some publications use “urban agriculture” with 
the same meaning – we maintain this term when quotations containing the words are used, as in Box 1.  

9
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construction) that can be used in the interim, 
community land and household areas. Areas 
cultivated tend to be small and farming systems 
mainly have a subsistence or recreational nature 
(backyard gardening and raising animals on 
household plots or balconies, small-scale 
gardening on vacant public land) or are highly 
specialized (e.g. nurseries of ornamental plants in 
parks, production of herbs and medicinal plants on 
rooftops22, production of mushrooms in cellars). 
While the economic effect of urban agriculture is 
difficult to measure and may be limited, the effect 
on food security is often significant.

Peri-urban agriculture takes place in the urban 
periphery. Peri-urban spaces act as a transitional 
zone between the inner city and the countryside; 
they tend to undergo dramatic change over time: 
land prices rise, there is an influx of people both 
from rural and intra-urban areas,23 density 
increases, multiple land-uses emerge and 
construction spreads. Such changes impact the 
original agricultural production systems, which 
tend to become smaller with more intensive 
production and there is a shift from staple to more 
perishable crops and animal production to serve a 
growing urban market (meat, eggs, milk). Peri-
urban agriculture tends to be more intensive (with 
more use of protected cultivation techniques) and 
commercially oriented, providing a substantial 
number of jobs and higher income than urban 
agriculture. It may also significantly contribute to 
food security and nutrition.

This sourcebook recognizes that, typically, there is 
a continuum between the intra-urban and the 
peri-urban, just as there is between the urban and 
the rural. Understanding the differences across the 
continuum from the core of a city to the edge of its 
hinterland is important for any actors who may 
impact UPA, from planners to decision-makers, to 
determine the geographic scope of their 
interventions and grasp what this may entail for 
practitioners.

1.2 Typologies

1.2.1 Rationale for identifying urban 
and peri-urban agriculture types 

Although the structure of types 
varies across cultures, the activity 
of typing frames knowledge and 
facilitates living within all societies.
Franck and Schneekloth (1994, p. 15)

Having analysed different grounds for, and 
approaches to, defining (intra-)urban and peri-
urban agriculture overall, the next step is to break it 
down into different categories, classes or forms. It 
is useful to be able to differentiate between 
different types of UPA and to know the common 
characteristics within each type. This also serves to 
help understand the location-specific nature of 
UPA as well as to provide a basis to construct a 
typology of UPA systems – a broad classification 
that can organize knowledge – to distinguish 
between different forms of UPA and to compare 
between cities and their regions. 

Typologies may be an efficient tool 
in the planning and management of 
urban agriculture and areas affected 
by urban agriculture. In order to 
target policies, schemes, rules and 
regulations, we need information of 
which type of urban agriculture we 
are dealing with; i.e. the spatial 
location, functional profile, origin, 
market role, the character of the 
farmer and the stakeholders  
involved.24 

However, UPA involves many actors, comprises 
many growing techniques, produces a wide variety 
of products, takes place in all kinds of places, 
employs many organizational arrangements, and 
serves multiple functions. Therefore it is essential 
to identify the key criteria of the different 
typologies. Categorization of UPA can be based on 
a range of features such as location, scale, 
objective, ownership, crop or animal varieties, land 

22 Rooftops have emerged as an especially important and varied space within urban agriculture – for a panorama of the diversity of 
rooftop agriculture, see Orsini et al. (2017) and the section on Rooftops in www.carrotcity.org and in Gorgolewski, Komisar and 
Nasr, (2011).

23 Pressure on agricultural land in peri-urban areas comes from both directions. Rural migration is a major source of population and 
economic pressure – but so is the flight of urbanites from city centres that is commonly observed across the globe.

24 From: www.urban-agriculture-europe.org/mediawiki/index.php?title=Definition_of_Urban_Agriculture&oldid=110
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CASE STUDY 

A global assessment of UPA in 2014 estimated 266 
million urban households are involved in crop 
production in developing countries, and 68 million 
ha of land within 20 km of urban centres are under 
cultivation worldwide (Thebo, Drechsel and 
Lambin, 2014).

Initially, the recognition of the important role of 
UPA focused on the global South, where significant 
levels of the urban population have been long 
active in food production in and around East 
African cities (Sanyal, 1986; Lee-Smith et al., 1987; 
Rakodi, 1988; Sawio, 1993; Foeken, 2006; Cole et 
al., 2008; Prain, Karanja and Lee-Smith, 2010). 

Moreover, the primary focus of this recognition was 
on the contribution UPA makes to food security 
and nutrition and its importance during crises. In 
the past two decades, as the attention being 
placed on UPA has been growing in both the global 
South and North, as well as the awareness that the 
scope of UPA initiatives worldwide is no longer 
limited to food production for food and nutrition 
security, but spans the much broader perspective 
of social, educational economic, environmental 
functions/objectives that benefit city development 
and citizens’ livelihoods. It has become clear that 
food production in and around cities has multiple 
values and benefits. 

Chapter 2, briefly overviews some of the key 
dimensions of UPA and the multiple values and 
benefits that UPA offers. In particular, the chapter 
focuses on the opportunities that UPA offers to 
promote innovative, resilient and resource-efficient 
production practices and technologies, to 
contribute to food security and promote healthy 
diets, to create opportunities for employment and 
income-generation activities, to foster social 
inclusion and cohesion, to promote awareness and 
education of healthy diets and finally to contribute 
to the urban metabolism and resilience of local 
food systems through greening the cities and 
shortening supply chains.  Other dimensions that 
have not been covered in this limited space include 
aesthetic, therapeutic, recreational, ornamental 
and other aspects. 

Using the SDGs as a framework, it is shown how 
UPA contributes to global food security linked to 
SDG 2 for better nutrition; biodiversity and 
ecosystem services linked to SDG 15, and climate 
adaption and mitigation linked to SDG 13 for a 
better environment; poverty alleviation linked to 
SDG 1 for a better life, and sustainable 
consumption and production linked to SDG 12 for 
better production. Existing or potential trade-offs 
and synergies are highlighted in comparison to 
industrial farming.

SCOPE AND BENEFITS OF URBAN 
AND PERI-URBAN AGRICULTURE

2
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