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CREATIVE FOOD CYCLES

by Jörg Schröder

9

I n t r o d u c t i o n

Creative Food Cycles aims to enhance innovative and creative practices be-

tween food, architecture, and conviviality in a transnational and European 

perspective. Food systems as complex and rapidly changing constellations of 

economic activity, cultural exchange and social interaction influence Europe's 
long-term sustainability and living conditions. Resilient food cycles as part of 

the circular economy can be drivers for strategic change in urban develop-

ment, urban qualities and cultural values. Creative Food Cycles works for new 

conviviality in the city as a creative factor for identities, innovation and social 

integration. The project develops a cultural and holistic approach that links all 

aspects of food cycles: from production to distribution (phase 1), from distribu-

tion to consumption (phase 2), and from consumption to utilization (phase 3). 

This open and inclusive approach will stimulate interactions between creative 

professionals, cultural operators, institutional actors and committed citizens 

with all those active in food cycles.  

Creativity and culture are a major driving force in this current cultural and soci-

etal field. In the last years, the limits of sectorial policy programmes as well as 
sectorial academic reasearch have become quite obvious to address the topic 

of food cycles as a main field of change in Europe. Co-creation of change across 
food issues and values is as design- and creativity-related action that examines 

the increased attention for the space and place qualities, the regional scale 

and local product, their relationships among cultures and cultural experiences. 

It is placing food issues higher on both the political and urban agenda. 

If green and local growth has become a major leitmotiv of contemporary socie-

ty in terms of nutritional and health issues, with Creative Food Cycles we want 

to empower architects, product and communication designers and cultural 

actors to assume a more proactive attitude, regarding food and its expressive 

capacity, as a cultural vehicle of identity, innovation and social integration. 

Looking at identity as the product of continuing exchanges and transforma-

tions, means considering the positive and progressive interactions between 

food cultures, food spaces and places, creative performances, responsive dig-

ital technologies. 
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What is Creative Food Cycles? 

Creative Food Cycles is funded by the European Union in the Creative Europe 

programme from 2018 to 2020. The project is coordinated by the Institute for 

Design and Urban Planning of the Leibniz University of Hannover  and pre-

formed with the project partners Institute for Advanced Architecture of Cat-

alonia IAAC Barcelona/Spain and Department of Architecture and Design of 

the University of Genoa/Italy. Creative Food Cycles combines research with 

experimental prototyping, cultural actions and social dialogue. It has already 

developed a catalogue of good examples, carried out workshops and installa-

tions in the three cities of Hannover, Barcelona and Genoa. With the travelling 

Creative Food Cycles Exhibition and the associated events, a further exchange 

with initiatives and committed public is organised. Two major events promote 

the results of the project and launch their transfer: the Creative Food Cycles 

Symposium initiates a design-research platform contributing to the European 

Green Deal. The Creative Food Cycles Festival highlights the artistic-creative, 

social, and entrepreneurial force of the project. 

Creative Food Cycles Symposium  

How can Creative Food Cycles enhance urban resilience?  

How can Creative Food Cycles become a major field for social innovation? 
How can digital technologies foster Creative Food Cycles?  

The Creative Food Cycles Symposium presents and discusses innovative and 

creative scientific contributions in the transformation of space and society 
for creating sustainable futures through food cultures, particularly connect-

ed to creative performances, responsive digital technologies, co-creation of 

change. The Symposium is aimed at an international academic audience, ex-

ploring novel ideas, knowledge and practices in addressing the manifold link-

ages of food-creativity-space together with project partners, representatives 

of international institutions, invited experts and key-note speakers. Hence, its 

target is to establish a common ground to contribute to the debate on circular 

economy and collaborative cities in Europe, to implement the objectives of the 

EU Urban Agenda and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals.  
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Contributions are organized in three sessions: 

 

1. CREATIVE FOOD CYCLES AS DRIVER FOR URBAN RESILIENCE 

Fostering novel and adaptive Food Cycles as driver for resilience  

in cities, economy, society, and culture. 

 

2. CREATIVE FOOD CYCLES AS SOCIAL INNOVATION 

Extending civic participation in Food Cycles toward active engagement,  

new urban communities, and new models of social entrepreneurship.  

 

3. CREATIVE FOOD CYCLES BASED ON DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES 

Experimenting with interactive devices and digital protocols with a strong  

cultural and social impact, as an empowering force of Food Cycles 
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This session discusses how Creative Food Cycles can be fostered as a driver for re-

silience in cities, economy, society, and culture. Food as urban element—this major 

shift in culture and politics in the last years is provoking major innovations in the 

concepts and modes of food culture and circular economy, of community and so-

cial inclusion, of new work opportunities, and it is also strongly affecting our vision 

of urban futures. Creative Food Cycles are targeting creativity for the transition to 

sustainability, to change effects provoking climate change. How to sustain initia-

tives for innovation? How to foster upscaling towards the city and resilience? How 

to position design and creativity for adaptive strategies of urban change? How to 

include enlarged actor-constellations into new forms of urban strategy building?  

Interventions present novel concepts, methods, and examples of the urban di-

mension of Creative Food Cycles. 

Circular Design for the Regenerative City is put forward as a spatial-digital para-

digm that can accelerate innovation through the “learning nature” of multi-scalar 

design processes. Responding to Multiscalar Challenges, Land-links, Agro-land-

scapes, Hyper-foods, Inno-fields promote a strategic and innovative integration, 
from the territorial and urban perspective to the creative-social dimension. An 

evaluation of Food Plans of cities argues their contribution to the set-up of sus-

tainable food systems and their development opportunities in relation to urban 

and territorial planning. Practices, prototypes, and pathways in Designing Food 

Cycles are illustrate chances for urban resilience based on creative research. 

A next step for urban Food Strategies—linked with potentials of patrimony and 

tourism and connecting actors, resources and tools—is promoted as a new kind of 

agro-urban integrated system. In the perspective of Creative Ecosystem Servic-

es, a model for a Creative Food Cycles value chain can be shown through the study 

of the social-creative enterprise “VàZapp’” in Apulia. Trueque Based Urbanism pro-

motes the creative use of vernacular roots in exchange and interaction models for 

food flows as alternative benchmark for the expansion of the megacity Bogotá. 
Based on an analysis of landscape transformation and social dynamics in the Tren-

to area, Food Cycles are put forward as a key for Socio-ecological Connectivity 

of city and countryside. The Kezersrande Natural Farm project is illustrated as a 

case study for the integration of hydrogeological risk managament with sustaina-

ble food production and a new design of territories. Self-cultivation in Barcelona is 

shown as an expression of the resilient capacities of migrants in the city during the 

twentieth century that influenced urban space well as urban biodiversity. 
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Figure 1.St Nicholas Market in Bristol. Photo by Visit Bristol, 2008.
Figure 1.St Nicholas Market in Bristol. Photo by Visit Bristol, 2008.
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FROM THE GLOBAL FOOD SYSTEM TO THE 

LOCAL DIMENSION THE URBAN FOOD 

STRATEGIES

 
Giorgia Tucci 

European and global policies are increasingly moving towards new frontiers of sus-

tainability, innovation and social inclusion. Many of the 2030 SDGs promoted by the 
UN, to which should refer all planning for the future development of cities, focus on 
urban food systems and waste food loss. 
Recently, alongside the forms of reaction activated by organized civil society, ex-

periments related to the so-called urban food policies, linked with holistic urban 
approaches, in which cities are configured as new actors in the food systems, are 
spreading internationally. The big news compared to this type of approach, of a punc-

tual and sectorial type, is represented by the promotion by cities of real integrated 
and multi-sectorial food strategies (Urban Food Strategies, UFS), characterized by 
a holistic approach to supply chains of development through eco-efficient cycles 
linked with multidimensional agro-food systems and the multidimensionality of food. 
The article focuses on understanding how the holistic agro-cultural and social sys-

tems intercept spaces, actors, re-sources and dynamics present in a city, moving 
from the food system to promote a new kind the of agro-urban inte-grated system of 
where innovative food and multi-scalar approaches are combined. 

food system / urban food strategies / food movements / urban policies / sustainability
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European and global policies are increasingly moving towards new frontiers of 

sustainability, in-novation, and social inclusion.  2030 Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) promoted by the United Nations, that are a reference for the future 

development of cities, focus on reduction of food waste, sustainable food produc-

tion systems, resilient agricultural practices [2 - Zero Hun-ger], management and 

recycle of waste, reduction of food losses along supply chains [12 –Responsible 

Consumption and Production], and sustainable cities [11 – Sustainable Cities and 

Communities]. 

Connecting to the international debate that legitimised the importance of the re-

lationship between food, territory, and city, in many countries—in particular in the 

Mediterranean Area—food and nutrition (combined with heritage) are fundamental 

and recognised elements of culture, but also of economic development. The ma-

jority of consumers whose individual choices are decisive in defining the evolution 
of the food systems—associated to urban and territorial development —are already 

concentrated in cities and will increasingly concentrate.

At the same time, however, cities are the places where access to food is often 

problematic and where entire neighbourhoods exist, defined as food desert, where 
it is impossible to find fresh and healthy food. Various studies have examined the 
socio-economic and demographic charac-teristics of cities to understand what 

Figure 2. This map depicts food deserts in the United States by counties as reported by the USDA in 2010. Source: US De-

partment of Agriculture, by Brianna Davis – 11/7/2016. University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign.
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the factors for this problem are and to what extent they in-fluence the food desert 
status. The USDA Economic Research Service, for example, in a survey developed 

on 2000 census and 2006 data on locations of supermarkets, super-centers, and 

large grocery stores identified more than 6,500 tracts of food desert in the United 
States. It was found that “areas with higher levels of poverty are more likely to be 

food deserts, but for other factors, such as vehicle availability and use of public 

transportation, the association with food desert status varies across very dense 

urban areas, less dense urban areas, and rural areas” (Dutko et. al. 2012).

The lack of availability of fresh and healthy food, but also the shift from small-scale 

family-owned businesses to massive corporatised enterprises has led to a loss of 

connection between produc-ers and consumers and has raised concerns in terms 

of human health, environmental degrada-tion, and animal welfare. Starting from 

the awareness of this weakness, cities have been and still are the political and cul-

tural arenas in which the movement of opposition to the standardised food sys-

tems are manifested with greater evidence, through different phenomena. “Food 

movements” (FM) have therefore emerged around these problems in the 1970s as 

one of the main actors of the contemporary local food movement. In the United 

States, there were 1755 FM in 1994; this number increased to 8144 in 2013 (USDA, 

2002, 2013) and today FM are spread all over the world, some of the largest are 

Figure 3. The Creative Food-Cycles Phases and partners: international exchanges. Image: LUH Regionales Bauen und 

Siedlungsplanung.
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found in Japan and Australia. Unquestionably, part of the popularity of FMs stems 

from their ability to bring communities together and create distinctive cultures, 

especially for those who feel that urban areas have become too impersonal and 

com-mercialised.

In addition to food movements, alternative bodies have spread rapidly over the 

past 30 to 40 years: Alternative Food Networks (AFNs), Solidarity Purchase Groups 

(GAS), farmers’ market (FMs), direct sales, inner-city markets, Community Support-

ed Agriculture (CSA) are just some of the networks and practices that openly break 

with the dynamics and the values of the large-scale retail trade (GDO), proposing 

new values related to food production and consumption, genuine and cosmopol-

itan at the same time. However, it remains to be seen whether alternative move-

ments will transform the way food is produced and consumed, locally and globally, 

through sustainable, local, and fair practices and whether the growing world pop-

ulation can be fed with non-intensive agricultural methods promoted by the AFN 

as an alternative to conventional indus-trial agriculture. However, industrialisation 

and alternative food practices need not be mutually exclusive, on opposite sides of 

a political agricultural continuum. Jarosc stated that “globalisation of food is part 

of the development of local food systems” (Jarosc. 2008 p. 242).

More recently, alongside of forms of reaction activated by organised civil socie-

ty and local communities such as FM, experiments related to the so-called urban 

food policies are spreading in-ternationally, in which cities are configured as new 
actors in the food systems. The novelty of this type of approach, in a punctual and 

sectorial form, is represented by the promotion of integrated and multi-sectorial 

food strategies (Urban Food Strategies, UFS), characterised by a holistic approach 

to supply chains and the development of eco-efficient cycles linked with multi-
di-mensional agro-food systems and the multidimensionality of food. In these dy-

namics some pio-neering realities can be identified, such as large North American 
urban areas, among all Toronto with more than 100 public markets, Seattle—home 

of the iconic Pike Place Market, one of the largest public markets in the US, as 

well as a network of 16 neighbourhood farmers’ markets— and Pittsburgh, often 

called a “city of neighbourhoods” that has 48 markets in the city and inner ring 

suburbs. Subsequently, the phenomenon also extended to London and to small 

and medium-sized cities in the United Kingdom (which formed a network of Sus-

tainable Food Cities, today called Sustainable Food Places) and Northern Europe. 

More recently, Southern European countries such as Italy, Spain, or Greece, are 

also beginning to implement participatory food policies, agro-urban revaluations, 
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and new cohesion processes of social sharing. Milan is the first Italian city to have 
approved an urban food policy, but also the metropolitan city of Turin has started a 

project in a logic of an multiscalar approach—Atlante del Cibo di Torino Metropoli-

tana—with the aim of building a support tool for future territorial policies.

Of significant relevance is the case of the city of Bristol—that received the Europe-

an Green Capital Award in 2015—which developed a sustainable and resilient food 

plan that is integrated on a regional level (Who Feeds Bristol?, report March 2011). 

The Bristol Good Food Plan is grounded on thorough analysis of how the city and 

its regional food supply system operates and how the different elements of the 

system are interconnected. Who Feeds Bristol targeted the six key components of 

the food system: production, processing, distribution, retail, catering, and waste, 

investigating the provision of basic staple food items; the land use for current 

and potential food production; and the current food supply capacity from the sur-

rounding region in relation to the food needs for Bristol. It also investigated which 

businesses were involved in distributing, sellin and recycling or disposing of food 

across the city region and within the city itself. The plan identified eight themes 
that Bristol needs to address in order to ensure that in the future the city has a 

healthy, viable, and equitable food system that is as resilient as possible to any 

future shocks and challenges. The purpose of the food plan was to enable every 

organisation in the city to examine how they can influence the food system and 
where they can take action. All involved stakeholders—groups, organisations, busi-

nesses, individuals—are called to clarify where their input and expertise lie. Differ-

ent groups lead on different themes according to their expertise; they can develop 

a clear advocacy and food policy leadership role for the Bristol Food Policy Council 

and enable strategies to create positive change in the food system.

The two main denominators of urban food strategies are the systemic approach 

to the theme of food linked with the urban potentials of patrimony, tourism and 

landscape, translated into policies aimed at integrating and connecting actors, 

resources, and tools as well as the inclusion of civil society within this process-

es. The next step towards which urban strategies, supported by the scientific 
community (Urban Food Actions Platform, FAO-UN), are moving is to understand 

how agro-cultural and social systems intercept spaces, actors, resources, and 

dynamics present in a city, moving from the food system —understood as a chain 

of activities related to the production, processing, distribution, consumption, and 

post-consumption, including related institutions and regulatory activities—to a 

new kind of agro-urban integrated system of where innovative food initiatives and 
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multi-scalar planning approaches are combined. Even if each city develops its own 

peculiar and contextualised process of defining, adopting, and implementing an 
agro-urban integrated agenda, it is possible to identify some common phases.

The Creative Food Cycles project follows this approach by addressing the theme 

of food at 360 degrees, from production to disposal, structuring the project into 

three main phases.

The production phase is substantiated in the city in the experiences of urban and 

peri-urban agriculture (producing in the city or around the city), the approach of 

commercial farms, agricultural parks, the heterogeneous set of horticultural ex-

periences (social gardens, vegetable gardens collectives, private gardens, school 

gardens, regulated or abusive gar-dens, guerrilla gardening practices, etc.). With a 

view to the food system at the city-region scale, it is equally important to know the 

characteristics of production, analysing the agricul-tural sector in terms of quality 

and quantity. Specifically, the CFC project in this first phase aims to demonstrate 
how the use of technology can help to produce food in urban environ-ments, or 

in close proximity, and to enhance urban resilience. Urban agriculture can con-

trib-ute to enhance resilience beyond the provision of healthy food for citizens. 

Thanks to the use of digital fabrication and control interfaces, the aim is to create 

a hydroponic and aquaponics system in a close loop, teaching to citizens, archi-

tects, product and event designers how to build self-sufficient cultivations. The 
use of digital fabrication allows to install customised gardens and the use of sen-

sors helps in controlling the performance. If soil cultivation cannot be practicable 

in many urban conditions, especially in dense city cores, hydroponic cultivation 

can represent a practical solution where the lack of space or farming knowledge 

are main limitations.

The distribution phase (GDO, retail stores, markets, alternative food networks, 

online commerce) is the service activity aimed at the transfer of food products 

from producers and processors to consumers. In general, food distribution inter-

cepts urban dynamics in spatial terms (since it affects the way in which space is 

lived, designed, and consumed), social (in the relationship between actors), and 

environmental (because it generates impact in terms of pollution of the air and 

soil, energy consumption, etc.). In the CFC project, the concept of this phase is to 

focus on new models of distributing, marketing, processing—as well as cooking, 

displaying, sharing—food and regional products into a collective aggregation point 

(place-making effect). An “urban food hotspot” characterised by a multipurpose 
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stage able to con-nect different places to a single manifestation of material and 

immaterial open public activi-ties, trends, and movements. The aim is to recollect 

different sensorial experiences, aug-mented reality data processing and art instal-

lations, into movable pieces of urban furniture; offering interactive ways for audi-

ences to participate to a product or service, to address ex-tended audiences, and 

ensure that their goods and commodities are attractive for customers. A sense 

of originality and unparalleled creativity are critical aspects that buyers take into 

consideration when shopping, consuming, and interacting in urban food issues.

The phase of consumption, combined with disposal, is complex and difficult to an-

alyse, since it includes a multiplicity of issues, ranging from the spaces in which 

it is consumed (public and private collective catering, domestic catering), to the 

social and cultural implica-tions related to habits, traditions, consumer choices, 

ways, and times of consumption, food accessibility, the relationship between food 

and health, etc. The disposal addresses the issue of waste and scraps, which FAO 

distinguishes in food loss (in the production, collection, distribution and transfor-

mation phases) and food waste (produced in the final stages of sale and consump-

tion) and that it is becoming increasingly important in relation to issues such as 

climate change, social justice, and food education. In particular, within the CFC 

project, in this phase the process that brings food from consumption to disposal is 

explored, by offering not only options for new uses of the discarded products (from 

waste to resources), but also to define new potentials of meaning and of spatial 
expression in an artistic reinterpretation (from scrap to art). It proposes a series of 

actions and performances based on the combination of the exposition of projects 

and researches that explore a new way of thinking food after consumption, or that 

aim at a reinterpretation of discarded products in an art or reuse. The creation of 

ephemeral and flexible installations to define a new configuration of public spaces 
(urban and artistic scenography) in order to attract the attention of target groups 

and stake-holders in the framework of public events constitutes a further action; 

such as the reuse of abandoned heritage buildings in order to promote civic partic-

ipation and a convivial dimension in different urban settings.

The analysis of the qualitative and quantitative aspects, of local relationship and 

linkages with the larger scales is concentrated on these elements and their inte-

gration; in a logic of a multiscale approach, with the aim of constituting an effec-

tive support tool for the territorial policies. An important challenge for the future 

will be to strengthen collaboration and knowledge sharing be-tween actors of the 

food sector (groups, organizations, businesses, individuals, etc.), research organ-
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isations, and enterprises by combining the technological capacity of enterprises, 

their prac-tical, operational, and market visions, with the conceptual capacity, the 

experimental and creative role of research in order to launch proactive exchange 

platforms on the theme of food and its expressive capacity, as a cultural vehicle of 

identity, innovation, and social integration.

In the last decade, the agricultural sector has been the protagonist of constant 

experimentation in integrated agro-food production processes, thanks to the 

introduction of new technological devices it has proven to be able to minimize 

waste, maximizing production, exceeding the con-cept of precision agriculture 

to approach that of sustainable agriculture. In addition to traditional tools, new 

technological devices have spread (drones, sensors, robots, apps, etc.) capable 

of controlling and facilitating production processes. The new generations of agri-

cultural entrepre-neurs (farmers 2.0) have rediscovered a new system of “making 

agriculture” automated and in-novative. This brief reflection underlines the aim to 
focus on the current dynamics and to pro-mote social, technological, and logistical 

innovation processes in the transformation of the food sector in cities to facilitate 

the transition to a sustainable food system, which is changing the per-ception of 

how we live the city and which is able to support cities in a development process 

in line with the SDGs.
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