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Social Justice in Urban Food Strategies: The missing “wicked” problem 

 Social Justice oriented food concepts are rarely and only superficially employed 

by European Urban Governments 

 

 To unpack, assess and integrate social justice in their specific food policy 

context, urban policy makers, would need to engage with a wide range of 

“wicked” issues 

 

 If power imbalances, malnutrition and poverty continue to be rarely addressed 

and acknowledged as urgent and pressing themes within urban food 

governance, public consciousness around these problems and inequalities are 

likely to remain low 

 

  Achieving socially just food systems requires international, cross-scale and 

multi-sectoral coordination and radical political and economic regime changes 

 

 Further research is needed on how social justice-oriented urban food policy 

ambitions are implemented in practice, which departments and stakeholders 

are involved in this trajectory and how to capture the social impact of this 

implementation 

 

Key Policy Messages 
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Summary 

Urban food strategies are expanding across the globe, as a response to transforming the urban food 

agenda in the context of pressing socio-ecological challenges, such as poverty, pandemics and climate 

change. The efforts and practices towards more sustainable food systems take many shapes and 

forms, for example urban agriculture, street vending, public procurement, spatial planning, city 

networks or deep explorations of specific urban policy-making processes. Often, however, the main 

theme of Urban Food Strategies (UFS) is environmental sustainability, with few UFS’ making explicit 

reference to social justice and justice-oriented food concepts, such as food security, food justice, food 

democracy and food sovereignty. This Policy Brief calls for more focus on the relational aspects of 

urban food governance and policy-making dynamics, and for a more engaged debate on issues of 

power inequalities within policy budgeting, implementation and evaluation trajectories.  

 

Background: ‘Social Justice’ the missing concept 

In a context of increasing urbanization, urban governments are taking the lead in mobilising the power 
of food to develop urban policies that integrate different sectors and actors implicated in delivering 
good food for all. An example of this is the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact (MUFPP), which has been 
signed by over 200 cities, and various national and international urban food policy networks. 
 
To align and manage their public food procurement plans, to set up incentivising funding schemes, 
legislation and regulation frameworks, and to establish links and relationships between the different 
stages and actors of the food chain, cities often develop Urban Food Strategies (UFS).  
 
 

However, a qualitative analysis of the 
UFS of 16 medium-sized cities, 
conducted by Ghent University, the 
Flanders Research Institute 
for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, 
and the University of Groningen, 
found that while social justice is 
mentioned as one of the many 
objectives a city may focus on, it is 
rarely considered in great detail. In 
other studies, the theme is either 
found to be absent in the analysed 
policy documents (e.g. Doernberg et 
al. 2019; Sibbing et al. 2019), or is 

Cities have become critical spaces to conceptualise and 

enact holistic and territorial food policies that promote 

short food supply chains, healthy and sustainable diets, 

and food waste solutions 

 

For the purposes of this document, UFSs are defined as 
“comprehensive vision documents which outline 
desirable urban foodscapes for the future, connect 
and create synergies between different policy domains 
and objectives and map existing, planned and 
recommended initiatives, measures and courses of 
action that are directly or indirectly linked to food in 
the city” 
 
 ( Smaal, 2020,p.710; see also: Candel 2020; Ilieva 2017).  
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simply not discussed or studied at all. Meanwhile, a state-of-the-art debate among academics and 
activists is calling into question the contemporary institutional architecture of food security. By calling 
for more comprehensive definitions and frameworks for food security, it is creating space for inclusion 
of alternative movements around food justice, food democracy and food sovereignty.  In the policy 
making and enacting world, however, European urban governments are seemingly rarely deploying 
justice-oriented food concepts. 

 

Why is ‘social justice’ so “slippery”? 

 

Contentious vocabulary 

The terms “social justice” and “food justice” are deeply entangled with our wider economic, cultural, 

social, and ecological systems, touching many aspects of our lives. Given the contested and 

normative nature of these terms, which stem from long- standing cultural, geographical and political 

settings or struggles that transcend the local context, it is not surprising that urban policy makers 

avoid using potentially problematic and critique-provoking notions in public policy documents.  

 

Politically Risky 

Radical goals such as adopting the notions of “food justice” and “food sovereignty”, which offer an 

implied critique not only of the dominant food systems, but also of initiatives that do not explicitly 

address power relations, may often be seen as too politically risky and potentially alienating. In a 

corporate food regime and a strongly neoliberal policy environment, urban government planners 

often have to deal with lack of commitment from elected officials, insufficient funding and resources, 

and competition with other planning objectives (Horst, 2017). 

To unpack, assess and integrate social justice in their specific food policy context, urban policy makers 

need to engage with a wide range of “wicked” issues, including: 

- gender equality; 

-unequal power relations; 

- environmental and social injustices; 

- poverty and health, etc. 

 

 

Tricky to Co-Ordinate 

Consequently, UFS are commonly neither deliberately exclusive nor entirely inclusive; in accordance 

with context specifics, certain issues receive more attention than others and ambitions do not always 

include targeted audiences or action steps. This is adding to the trend of justice-oriented movements 

and vocabularies having a much less pronounced presence in Europe, as compared to South and 

North America, for example. While citizens and social movements, are calling for food justice, food 

sovereignty and/or food democracy, urban governments rarely seem to be responding to, or 

adopting these bottom-up movements and terminology. When they do, critical and reflexive 

descriptions of these concepts are often missing. For example, the marketing and assumptions 

behind ‘buy local’ or ‘buy fair trade’ labels and campaigns are rarely explicated or questioned (Born 

and Purcell 2006) 
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Owing to the fact that UFS goals are rarely legally binding, they are susceptible to shifts in electoral 

cycles. As they require multi-sectoral and cross-scale coordination, as well as trade-offs between 

conflicting goals and powers, urban food policy makers can be inclined to more readily embrace a less 

radical approach of food security, or exhibit conflictual understanding of food sovereignty.   

UFSs tend to define target groups based on their role in the food supply chain, organisation type or 

age, whereas the living areas, backgrounds and lifestyles of communities and individuals are rarely 

touched upon. European cities appear to shy away from drawing attention to issues of 

intersectionality within urban food systems, and rather present policy measures as being designed 

and accessible ‘for all’, making sure not to step on anyone’s toes (Coulson and Milbourne 2020). 

 

Accountability 

Finally, without clear targets, beneficiaries or indicators related to the social values of food, this risks 

the theme being easily disregarded in policy budgeting, implementation and evaluation trajectories 

(Candel 2020).  

 

Recommendations  

In light of the above, the following recommendations have been formulated, based on research 

conducted by the RECOMS project: 

The de facto absence of social justice in European UFSs is problematic. When power 

imbalances, malnutrition and poverty are rarely addressed and acknowledged as urgent and 

pressing themes within urban food governance, public consciousness around these 

vulnerabilities and inequalities is likely to remain low. 

 

 If urban governments do not publicly commit to tackling power imbalances, cultural 

prejudices and social exclusions in their cities’ food environments, marginalized communities 

might not feel heard or empowered to participate as peers, or to take collective action. 

Diversify 

Working with grassroots and social advocacy 

organisations will enable more diverse and varied 

groups of stakeholders to participate in decision-

making and governance processes, as equal partners. 

Working towards social justice requires social 

arrangements and the dismantling of institutionalised 

obstacles, such all people to participate as peers, and 

through such parity of participation, promoting 

inclusive communities and mutual respect.  

 

Set out clear principles 

 

Wherever possible strategies should be built 

around clear, practical and exhaustive social 

justice principles that urban governments likely 

are already familiar, and can be easily translated to 

a food governance context. Notable here, for 

example, is the three-dimensional theory of 

justice (Fraser 2005, 2008) that comprehensively 

reflects the ongoing theoretical shift from a mere 

distributional perspective on justice, to one that 

also includes:  
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Critically Reflect 

Engaging in dialogues about why, how and for whom to pursue a more socially just food system, 

making the abstract themes more concrete in the context in which a UFS is being developed, is 

essential. In support of this we suggest the following set of questions, to help UFS stakeholders—

from policy, business, movements and academia— to both individually and collectively contemplate 

and operationalise social justice. The questions are organised according to the principles of economic 

redistribution, cultural recognition and political representation: 

 

- What social justice-oriented narratives, concepts and frames do cities use in their UFSs? 

- How do cities propose to alter resource allocations (redistribution), value patterns 

(recognition) and decision rules (representation) in their UFSs? 

- Who is being/is to be supported (redistribution), empowered (recognition) and included 

(representation) through current/planned initiatives and policy measures described in the 

UFSs?  

- Do policies enable distribution to (and participation of) the most marginalized? 

- Do the policies attempt to build alliances across boundaries? 

- Do the policies address spatial and temporal injustices? 

- Does the policy process prefigure democratic participation? 

- Does the policy process create space for reflexive learning? 

- How to set up criteria for evaluation and monitoring in order to capture positive impact 

on inclusion and social justice? 

  

- economic redistribution: the 

allocation of the material resources that 

people need in order to participate in 

social life on equal terms  

- cultural recognition: what 

institutional patterns can allow or deny 

people the social status of full partners in 

social interaction, as well as 

opportunities for achieving social esteem 

- political representation: how 

decision-making rules around 

membership and procedures can allow or 

deny people equal voice in public 

deliberations and democratic decision-

making (Smaal et al 2020) 
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Gamify 

RECOMS project has created the Re-ADJUSTOOL in the shape of a board game to help start 

dialogues between UFS stakeholders and policy makers. Its aim is to enable urban food governance 

stakeholders to qualitatively assess, reflect on and operationalise how their UFSs or food 

organisations can incorporate the social justice theme and who to involve in this pursuit. 

Stakeholders of already launched UFSs could use the tool to evaluate how the three dimensions of 

economic redistribution, cultural recognition and political representation are currently incorporated 

in their cities’ UFS documents and how to further advance social justice in the implementation stage. 

Urban governments that still have to develop a UFS could employ the RE-ADJUSTool to formulate 

and operationalize social justice-oriented UFS objectives and measures, ideally in consultation and 

collaboration with the intended target groups. If revisited on a regular basis, the RE-ADJUSTool could 

also be employed to monitor progress and needs, for urban food practices, networks and contexts 

which are subject to continuous change. The Re-ADJUSTOOL is available for free download here: 

(https://recoms.eu/re-adjustool) 

 

 Expand:  

Individual cities can only do so much on their own.  Achieving socially just food systems requires 

international, cross-scale and multi-sectoral coordination and radical political and economic regime 

changes (e.g. Horst 2017; Ilieva 2017; Holt Giménez and Shattuck 2011). Nevertheless, cities are in 

quite a unique position to promote and advance social justice, because they can reach out to, 

collaborate with and influence quite a wide range of actors and institutional bodies. Internally, they 

can tap from and invest in the knowledge hubs, alternative food practices and social innovation 

initiatives already present within their city. Externally, they can raise the issue with, urge action from 

and inspire other institutional bodies (e.g. through (inter)national networks and agreements), to 

comprehensively address, and concretely target social justice issues in their urban food policies. 

Therefore, stronger central and international institutional support is needed to further strengthen 

existing networks such as EUROCITIES and MUFPP.  

 

Further Research 

Further research is needed on how social justice-oriented urban food policy ambitions are 

implemented in practice, which departments and stakeholders are involved in this trajectory and how 

to capture the social impact of this implementation. We have seen that UFSs are seldom legally-

binding, that the responsibility to act is often placed with the citizen and many food-related resources 

and services are facilitated by civil society organisations. We also encourage further research on 

accountability in urban food governance, to explore the links between and integration of social and 

environmental goals in fostering justice in urban food governance 

 

 

  

http://recoms.eu/re-adjustool
https://recoms.eu/re-adjustool
https://eurocities.eu/
https://www.milanurbanfoodpolicypact.org/
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