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Feeding spatial planning. 
Rethinking agriculture as an integral  
part of the (policies of) city/region 

 
Maria Felicia Della Valle, Fulvio Adobati1 

 
Abstract – The focus of the paper is the link between 
urban food strategies and policies at regional/national 
level. Related to the UFS, it means consider their 
integrative governance structure as the way that can 
ensures a balance between topdown and bottomup 
elements. Comparing some European food strategies 
the aim is valuate how an holistic approach and an 
integrative governance can increase the sustainability 
of the local food system in a regional food system 
through spatial planning. One of the main instruments 
that city administrations have to support urban 
agriculture and changes of food system is the 
territorial/spatial planning/zoning. Cities can facilitate 
local food production by designating land for urban and 
periurban agriculture and gardening. Spatial planning 
can support short food supply chains and diversity of 
food retail by planning for areas for independent food 
retailers or farmers’ markets. Particularly important in 
this process is the connection of local or city strategies 
to their rural hinterlands, in terms of policy 
development but also in terms of reconnecting the food 
system.1 
Keywords – european food strategies experencies, food 
community selfsupply, spatial planning for urban 
agriculture 
 

INTRODUCTION 
Two key questions have directed our research: 
1. What is the potential and actual role of spatial 

planning in promoting and facilitating agriculture in 
the urban hinterland and specially in the Rural 
Urban Fringe (RUF)? 

2. What problems does the planning policy context 
pose for Urban and Periurban Agriculture (UPA), 
and how can these be overcome? 

 Many European and North American cities and 
regions have recently developed food strategies. They 
deal with a similar range of themes (health and 
wellbeing, environment sustainability, economy and 
community development, social and cultural aspects, 
food security/social justice, etc.) although they might 
have different drivers and different priorities 
depending on their local context. RUF now represents 
the dominant space of this local context, requiring 
explicit policy interventions that manage it as a place 
with its own needs and priorities. The zone where a 
city or town meets the countryside is ubiquitous, 
dynamic and highly diverse (LowChoy et al., 2008). 
Even if farmers have traditionally been the ‘custodian 
of the land’ in rural and urban fringe areas, the 
agricultural spaces of the RUF appear clearly 

                                               
1 Maria Felicia Della Valle, University of Bergamo, CST “Lelio Pagani”  
Piazza Vecchia, 8 24129 Bergamo Italy, 
(mariafelicia.dellavalle@unibg.it; feli.dv.fd@gmail.com); 
Fulvio Adobati, University of Bergamo, Department of Engeneering and 
Applied Sciences  Viale Marconi 5 24044 Dalmine (BG) Italy,  
(fulvio.adobati@unibg.it) 

problematic for planning system; a system that has 
not still evolved to reflect the modern need of 
commercial agriculture and which fails to support the 
necessary diversification of agricultural activity. The 
fact is that in the RUF there are numerous conflicts, 
primarily related to the land use. 
 Land use issues, specifically availability of land, 
access to land and usability of land, are of particular 
concern to urban farmers. These issues are often 
imposed or perpetuated by the urban planning policy 
context through a lack of substantial recognition of 
urban agriculture in planning policy, through a lack of 
awareness about the socioeconomic and 
environmental role of urban agriculture in cities and 
their surrounding areas, through resistant attitudes or 
cultural norms held by players in the land use planning 
process, and through a lack of resources, technical and 
financial support for urban farmers from the 
government. 
 If we also consider that both the spatial planning 
and ecological approach paradigms have evolved 
separately, this has shaped distinctive policy responses 
and institutional architectures which have exposed a 
significant urban/built versus rural/natural 
environment divide (Scott, 2012). This is at its most 
marked and pernicious in the RUF where both frame 
works coincide in daily practice and decision making 
(Scott & Carter, 2012). The RUF can become the scene 
of tension between issues of development and 
conservation, of a need to preserve a legible heritage 
landscape while adapting positively to necessary 
change. This, in turn, hinders the delivery of effective 
planning, as plans and strategies are being developed 
in isolation from each other, creating scalar and 
sectorial disconnects and neglecting the 
interrelationships affecting the wider land use system 
where the RUF is a core component. 
 Despite to this recent planning researches and 
European projects on the urban fringe and food 
growing (PURPLE 2012, SURF 2012, SUBURBFOOD 
2013) had identified the high level of interdependency 
of urban and rural interests, with the respective 
functions of fringe and inner urban areas effectively 
merging. This perspective represents a challenge to 
the convention of treating the urban and the rural as 
independent or opposite entities when the interests of 
their habitants are essentially converging in most of 
European Regions. Recent initiatives of edible 
productive landscape and food growing indicate that 
the concept of urban agriculture may have strong 
currency and resilience in the RUF, even serving as an 
exemplar for integrated development (Piorr et 
al.,2011). According with this, we consider the RUF as 
a positive opportunity landscape to reconnect the 
theory and practice of spatial planning linked to the 
role of urban and periurban agriculture, challenging 
conventional land use theories and models. 
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STUDY CASES AND METHODOLOGY 
In order to reflect on how effectively the planning 
system supports and encourages urban and periurban 
agriculture integrating them in a sustainable spatial 
planning strategy, we have analysed three UFS 
(Brighton &Hove, London and Pisa). They have a 
specific policy and planning focus on urbanrural 
linkages connecting city and their hinterland through 
food, enhancing regional agricultural identity and 
creating spatial quality. Our research has found that 
the planning system appear effective in protecting 
open land through green belt or parks network 
system, but we have notice that existing planning 
regulations, as well as regional and local planning 
policies, often either restrict or ignore urban 
agriculture as a land use. By this analysis we have 
deduced a general lesson on the role that spatial 
planning can play in favour of agriculture in the RUF. 
 The challenge for the statutory planning framework 
is to recognise and integrate food production into 
sustainable development strategies. 
 The planning system needs to better encourage 
diversification that makes agriculture more viable. 
Urban fringes must be supported as contributors to the 
wellbeing of regional and subregional territories. 
Planners and the planning policy context can impose 
and perpetuate the identified land constraints in three 
main ways: 
 through the institution of planning, both the 
institutional structure (that is, the organization of and 
relationships between people who plan at local and 
regional levels of government) and the institutional 
capacity (resources and will) to effect changes; 
 through the policy framework that is, the products of 
planning: legislation, planning policy and bylaws; 
 through cultural norms and attitudes of the key 
players in the planning process: planners, decision 
makers, and the public. 
 Related to Zoning for UPA three are roles that cities 
can play to promote them: 
 Including UPA in the planning process as a 
component of landuse and food policy 
 Contributing to the general process of rehabilitation 
of dismissed or abandoned areas 
 Creating urban and periurban agriculture zoning and 
permitting processes. 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
In this perspective, we conclude suggesting some tools 
that can support planning policy system:  
• Promote the multifunctionality in the planning 
process of periurban zones, as the basic concept 
which supports the sustainable development of 
numerous interactions in these zones. How? 
 The contribution of local/regional planning practices 
in this area would be in the planning commitments 
that provide flexible instruments favouring 
multifunctional agricultural use of agriculture and 

conservation of the attractive and functional rural 
landscape in a ring around the city, instead of creating 
rigid spatial planning solutions; 
• Empower the network of local bodies involved in 
agriculture in periurban areas, which can gather all 
municipalities targeted with interurban spreading, 
with the aim of protecting and successfully exploiting 
agricultural, forested and natural periurban areas; 
• Encourages bottomup initiatives and further 
development of strategies and legal framework which 
will contribute to preserving agriculture, as well as to 
green spaces which provide beneficial goods for the 
urban community taking into account their importance 
for food system. 
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