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Outline

• Background: 
– My approach to food justice and urban agriculture

– Recent and on-going research

• Aim: develop conceptual tools for scholar 
activism

• Re-defining food justice from the perspective 
of urban agriculture

• Conclusions: three work-in-progress areas, for 
research, policy and activism



Background

I draw on my personal experience as 
activist and micro-farmer, and research I 
have conducted over 90 different UA 
projects in the UK and the Netherlands: 

• Research: ESRC and STSM-COST

• Action research: Urban Food Justice

• Participatory research and activism in 
Leeds

• UA and Urban metabolism: COST UAE

• Micro-farming



Background

• A number of recent works have started to draw
links between urban agriculture and food justice:
Heynen, Kurtz and Trauger 2012; Sbicca 2012;
Agyeman and McEntee 2014; Galt, Gray & Hurley
2014, Dixon 2014, Tornaghi 2014a, etc.

• They point out the radical message of urban
food growing

• But what are the limitations and constraints for
urban agriculture to actually become a tool for
food justice?

• And how can this perspective help re-defining the
way we understand food justice?



Aim

• I endorse, and try to take forward Beth Dixon’s (2014) aim to 
expand our ability to see food justice, in order to sharpen 
our political toolbox.

• I aim to develop a conceptual
tool for scholar activists in
the field of urban food justice,
aware of a number of
implications this has on the
way we understand
urbanism, the economy
and the nature of food. 



Source: adapted from C. Tornaghi 2014b



Environmental justice      Procedural justice

• Land and water access
• Marginalisation of food, disabling 

landscapes
• Land alienation and soil depletion
• Public land management
Questionning land property rights: land 
as a common good to ensure the right to 
food

[Schrader-Frechette 1984, Passidomo 2014, Purcell 2002]

• Limitations to food growing
• To composting
• To rain collection
• To bio-control of pests
• To animal rearing

Claiming the right to grow, to harvest and 
to shape food systems



Capability justice            Distributional justice       

Lack of skills to:

• Access existing resources

• break dependency and control of 
agro-industry (biological/genetic 
quality of seeds)

• Check for soil pollutants

• Maintain soil fertility

Food dis-abilities (cooking 
and growing) are socially
produced and normalised 

[Nussbaum, …

• Projects recruitment strategies: 
paternalistic vs self-empowerment

• Produce fair share

• Claims of appropriation for public

• produce

• Need to mainstream UA 
as               as a food empowering

practice



Economic justice       Global justice 

- UA widely ‘unviable’

- Self-exploitation

- Over-reliance on volunteers

- A small number of new jobs, 
paid through ‘social funds’ and 
public health fund

- ‘Market’ unsuitable for the 
allocation of resources essential 
to human survival

Need to explore new economic 
models for food allocation, and to 
take ‘food’ out of the market

…when possible.

But when is not, we need an ethical 
certification



Conclusions: three work-in-progress areas

Pathways:

1) Alternative 
Urbanism

2) An urban 
agroecology

3) The food
commons
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Thank you!

I will be happy to hear your comments. Get in 
touch!

Chiara Tornaghi

c.tornaghi@leeds.ac.uk

chiara.tornaghi@gmail.com
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