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1. Introduction to urban food security in the 
Global South
Jonathan Crush, Bruce Frayne and Gareth 
Haysom

Food and cities are so fundamental to our everyday lives that they are almost too 
big to see. Yet if you put them together, a remarkable relationship emerges. (Steel, 
2008, p. ix) 

1. INTRODUCTION

This book sits at the confluence of three transformative processes in the Global 
South. First, the South is undergoing a rapid urban transition fuelled by natural 
population increase and migration. Attendant to this urban transition are many 
daunting challenges, not the least of which is how hungry cities and city re-
gions will actually be fed. Second, the cities of the South have witnessed major 
changes in the ways in which their food supply is organized. In the vanguard 
of this second transformation are new linkages to global processing and dis-
tribution networks, that are vertically integrating all aspects of the food value 
chain and incorporating cities into global food markets. Third, there is a major 
upsurge in levels and trends of food insecurity in the cities of the South. Long 
a characteristic of rural populations, undernutrition and overnutrition are both 
rising in the cities and towns of the Global South, and constant hunger is the 
lot of millions. Yet, most cities are not short of food; the key issue is not how to 
grow more but how to improve access to the food that is available.

The central proposition of this book is that the links between these three 
processes are imperfectly understood, partly because they have been sidelined 
by the anti-urban bias of the new international food security agenda (Crush and 
Frayne, 2011; Crush and Riley, 2018). If a fraction of the resources devoted to 
developing new agricultural technologies were directed to applied research and 
policy-making on urban food insecurity, the countries and cities of the Global 
South would be in a much better position to comprehend and respond to the 
growing crisis. Most new urbanites are not going to grow all their own food, 
nor are they going to be fed by the household members they left behind in 
the rural areas, places they left precisely so that they could locate an income 
and improve the food security and life chances of all. Failure to address the 
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2 Handbook on urban food security in the Global South

development challenges of urban food insecurity, rising food prices, and low 
incomes will have serious unintended consequences for the Global South and 
will undermine efforts to achieve a sustainable urban future.

This book’s aim is to unpack the various dimensions of food and nutrition 
insecurity that is now a pervasive characteristic of cities and towns in the Glob-
al South. Each chapter investigates and explains key dimensions of the rising 
urban food and nutrition security challenge, and also provides insights as to 
possible pro-poor policy and investment pathways that can properly address 
this key developmental imperative in our predominantly urban world. The re-
mainder of this chapter provides the context of the urban food challenge facing 
the Global South, which is followed by an outline of the subsequent chapters 
and their contributions to this critical development challenge confronting the 
global community in the 21st century.

2.  THE SECOND URBAN TRANSITION

Saunders (2010, p. 1) begins his exploration of global urbanization with the 
prediction that “what will be remembered about the 21st century, more than 
anything else except perhaps the effects of a changing climate, is the great, and 
final, shift of human populations out of rural, agricultural life and into cities.” 
The international community has only recently accepted that the fundamental 
urban transition taking place across the Global South is not a temporary or re-
versible phenomenon (Seto, et al., 2017). In contrast to the first urban transition 
in the Global North, the process is taking place much more rapidly and involves 
much larger numbers of people. Urbanization in the Global South outstrips the 
growth of 19th-century cities in Europe and North America, with the result that 
in 2020, more countries have moved from incipient and moderate to extensive 
and advanced urbanization (Smith, 2019). Fuelled by the second transition, 
the world’s urban population is expected to continue to rise to nearly 60 per 
cent by 2025 and to two-thirds by mid-century. In contrast, the rural popula-
tion is expected to stabilize in 2020 and then to start declining (Figure 1.1). 
The combined urban population of Africa, Asia and Latin America increased 
from 1.8 billion in 1995 to 2.9 billion in 2015 and is projected to rise to 3.7 
billion by 2050. In 1950, only 24 per cent of countries (mainly in Europe and 
North America) were more than 50 per cent urbanized. By 2014, this figure had 
increased to 63 per cent and is projected to exceed 80 per cent by 2050 (UN, 
2015, p. 7).

Current levels of urbanization vary considerably but all regions are becom-
ing more urbanized (Figure 1.2). In the Global South, Latin America urbanized 
the earliest and now has levels of urbanization comparable to those in Europe 
and North America. Asia is currently urbanizing at the fastest rate, with coun-
tries such as China and India at the forefront. Even in Africa, often regarded 

Jonathan Crush, Bruce Frayne, and Gareth Hayson - 9781786431516
Downloaded from PubFactory at 02/03/2023 08:43:33AM

via communal account



Introduction to urban food security in the Global South 3

Source: UN, 2015, p. 7.

Figure 1.1 Global urban and rural population

Source: UN, 2015, p. 10.

Figure 1.2 Level of urbanization by region, 1950–2050
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as the most rural region of the Global South, the urban transition is well under 
way. The urban population of Africa increased from 248 million (or 34 per 
cent) in 1995 to 412 million (44 per cent) in 2010 and is projected to climb to 
658 million (47 per cent) by 2025. By 2030, there will be more people living in 
towns and cities in Africa than in the countryside.

By 2050, the bulk of the world’s urban population will be living in the Glob-
al South and especially Asia (52 per cent) and Africa (21 per cent). The number 
of megacities (of over 10 million in size) increased from 3 in 1950 to 29 in 2015 
and is projected to rise to 43 in 2030 (UN, 2018). The majority of megacities 
and large cities of 5 to 10 million inhabitants are in the Global South. However, 
the fastest growth is in the number of secondary cities (Figure 1.3). The number 
of cities with 1 to 5 million people increased from 127 in 1970 to 439 in 2015 
and those with populations of 300,000 to 1 million, from 415 in 1970 to 1261 
in 2015 (UN, 2019).

The UN estimate is instructive in detailing the importance of secondary cit-
ies in the transition and in global urbanization more generally (Battersby and 
Watson, 2019). The data demonstrates that in 2015, the number of urban Af-
ricans residing in cities of one million or less totalled slightly less than 320 
million. Those residing in cities of more than one million made up 175 mil-
lion (UN, 2019). According to Chai and Seto (2019), urban areas of less than 
500,000 are now home to just over a quarter of the world’s population.

Source: UN, 2019, p. 58.

Figure 1.3 Urbanization trends and city size, 1990–2030

Jonathan Crush, Bruce Frayne, and Gareth Hayson - 9781786431516
Downloaded from PubFactory at 02/03/2023 08:43:33AM

via communal account



Introduction to urban food security in the Global South 5

The rate of urbanization in Latin America over the last 50 years has been 
called “remarkable” (Cerrutti and Bertoncello, 2006, p. 140). Within the re-
gion, however, the pace of urbanization has varied from country to country. 
These authors suggest that there are four groups of country based on their level 
of urbanization: incipient (40–50 per cent urban), moderate (55–65 per cent 
urban), extensive (70–80 per cent urban) and advanced (85–95 per cent urban). 
The drivers of Latin America’s urban transition have been analyzed in consid-
erable detail, but it is clear that rural poverty and fundamental transformation 
of the agricultural sector from peasant production to large-scale commercial 
farming have been critical drivers (Portes and Roberts, 2005; Roberts, 2005; 
Rodgers et al., 2011; Thurlow et al., 2019).

If Latin America’s urban transition is remarkable, Asia’s is “profound” 
(Hugo, 2006, p. 115). Almost half of all the world’s urban residents now live 
in Asia. By 2030, Eastern Asia (including China, South Korea and Japan) is 
projected to be 63 per cent urban, South-Eastern Asia (including Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam and the Philippines) to be 56 per cent urban, and 
South-Central Asia to be 44 per cent urban. Among the most urbanized Asian 
countries will be South Korea (90 per cent), Japan (85 per cent), Indonesia (64 
per cent) and China (60 per cent). One of the defining characteristics of Asian 
urbanization has been the emergence of megacities (defined as urban agglom-
erations of over 10 million people) (Hugo, 2006, p. 119). In 2001, two-thirds of 
the world’s megacities were in Asia (Tokyo, Mumbai, Calcutta, Dhaka, Delhi, 
Shanghai, Jakarta, Osaka, Beijing, Karachi and Manila). Latin America had 
three (Sao Paulo, Rio de Janeiro and Buenos Aires), and North America just 
two (Mexico City and New York).

Africa as a whole is at an earlier stage of the transition, although countries 
such as South Africa and Botswana are already more than 60 per cent urban. 
The least urbanized African region is Southern Africa which will still be only 
35 per cent urbanized in 2030. However, it does have the highest rates of urban-
ization in the world (UNDESA, 2018). The most urbanized region is Eastern 
Africa, which became more than 50 per cent urban between 1990 and 2000. By 
2030, the proportion of people living in towns and cities could exceed 60 per 
cent. In Northern Africa, levels of urbanization were 47 per cent in 2010 and 
are projected to increase to 58 per cent by 2030. Some Northern African coun-
tries (such as Algeria and Libya) already have levels of urbanization equivalent 
to North America and Europe. The urban population of Western Africa was 
projected to pass 50 per cent between 2010 and 2020 and rise to 56 per cent by 
2030.

While some have questioned the UN methodology for projecting future ur-
banization levels, no one seriously contends that the transition towards a pre-
dominantly urban future in the Global South is a statistical invention. Promot-
ers of rural development in Africa (such as the Alliance for a Green Revolution 
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in Africa, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization, and the International 
Fund for Agricultural Development) suggest that urbanization is an inherently 
negative and problematic phenomenon that can and should be slowed, or even 
reversed, through judicious technocratic support of rural small farmers. IFAD’s 
president recently argued, for example, that “if smallholders are excluded from 
the region’s food security response, they will follow a well-trodden path to 
over-crowded urban areas and abroad. Rural areas will become increasingly 
depopulated … Africa needs vibrant rural areas that offer a variety of enter-
prises of all sizes, providing employment, income and food security, as well as 
offering essential environmental services” (IFAD, 2013). Romantic visions of 
pastoral Africa may provide a convenient rationale for institutional relevance 
but fly in the face of reality. As Collier (2009, p. 62) notes, “peasant agricul-
ture offers only a narrow range of economic activities with little scope for sus-
taining decent livelihoods. In other societies people have escaped poverty by 
moving out of agriculture. The same is true in Africa: young people want to 
leave the land; educated people want to work in the cities. Above all, people 
want jobs”. As Gebre-Egziabher (2019, p. 219) observes, “the welfare gains of 
properly managed urbanization for urban dwellers come in the form of higher 
income and employment, better access to services and infrastructure” (see also 
Collier and Dercon, 2014).

In the context of the second urban transition, it is now increasingly recog-
nized that the cities of the South are confronting a deepening crisis of food in-
accessibility, characterized by growing food poverty, hunger and malnutrition, 
a lack of dietary diversity, child wasting and stunting, increased vulnerability 
to infectious and chronic disease, and a growing obesity epidemic (Caprotti et 
al., 2017; Crush et al., 2012; Frayne and McCordic, 2018; MSSRF and WFP, 
2010; Popkin et al. 2012; Popkin, 2017). However, this urban crisis still seems 
largely invisible to the policy and research communities concerned with global 
food security.

3. THE SOUTHERN URBAN FOOD CRISIS

In 1996, the Rome World Food Summit Plan of Action offered a new definition 
of food security which has since become embedded in academic and policy 
discourse: “Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical 
and economic access  to sufficient,  safe and nutritious  food  to meet  their di-
etary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO, 1996, 
Article 1). The staying power of this definition is due to the fact that it moves 
beyond the unsustainable idea that food insecurity is simply a matter of insuf-
ficient food production. In the urban context, in particular, where households 
have to purchase most of their food and other goods and services, food security 
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Introduction to urban food security in the Global South 7

“depends to a large extent on individual household circumstances as the house-
hold operates within this purchasing environment” (Teng and Escaler, 2010, p. 
2). The FAO definition suggests that a holistic understanding of food security 
should focus on four interlinked issues: food availability, food access, food 
utilization and food stability (Burchi et al., 2011) (Figure 1.4).
Understanding these different dimensions of food security and their  inter-

relationship is clearly a trans-disciplinary challenge (Drimie and McLachlan, 
2013). For  example,  the  food utilization  component  in Figure 1.4  identifies 
“food preparation, nutrition knowledge and cultural traditions” as determinants 
of food insecurity. Thus, people may be consuming a sufficient number of calo-
ries but if the food is unsafe, their dietary diversity is poor, and they are forced 
to eat food they prefer not to, then, by this definition, they are food insecure. To 
fully comprehend these connections would require an approach that incorpo-
rated concepts and methodologies from the social sciences and humanities as 
well as nutrition and public health.

The measurement of food security in the urban context is a subject of con-
siderable debate (Haysom and Tawodzera, 2018). Anthropometric measures 
of food insecurity outcomes are widely used in the biomedical literature. The 

 

 

 
 
Figure 1.4 The four dimensions of food security 
Source: Burchi et al., 2011 
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Figure 1.4 The four dimensions of food security
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8 Handbook on urban food security in the Global South

three most common are child wasting (low weight for height), stunting (low 
height for age) and underweight (low weight for age). A national study of urban 
food security in India reported, for example, that in all but one Indian state, 
more than a third of children in urban areas were stunted (Table 1.1) (MSSRF 
and WFP, 2010). Levels of wasting varied from a low of 9 per cent in Kerala to 
a high of 37 per cent in Bihar. In almost every state, over 20 per cent of children 
were underweight. Apart from the very high levels of child undernutrition cap-
tured in these figures, there are striking differences from state to state and, by 
extension, city to city.

Another conventional measure of food insecurity is the amount of dietary 
energy consumed by individuals or a household. Various cut-offs are generally 
used to classify the undernourished into increasingly deprived groups: for ex-
ample, the subjacent hungry (1800–2200 kcals per person per day); the medial 
hungry (1600–1800 kcals per person per day) and the ultra-hungry (less than 
1600 kcals per person per day) (Ahmed et al., 2011). In a number of countries 
food-energy deficiencies are already higher in urban than rural areas (Ahmed et 
al., 2011, p. 38). The Global Hunger Index (GHI) combines food-energy with 
anthropomorphic data including the proportion of people who are food-energy 
deficient, the prevalence of underweight children under five, and the under-five 
child mortality rate (IFPRI, 2012). The GHI is a useful composite measure for 
tracking changes over time but tends to rely primarily on national level data. 

Table 1.1  Prevalence of undernutrition in children (age 6–36 months) in urban India, 
2005–2006

State % Stunted % Wasted % Underweight

Andhra Pradesh 33 15 24
Assam 35 19 28
Bihar 38 37 33
Gujarat 42 17 36
Haryana 36 24 37
Karmataka 34 17 26
Kerala 27  9 15
Madhya Pradesh 41 31 44
Maharashtra 40 15 27
Orissa 36 14 28
Punjab 33 11 20
Rajasthan 29 20 26
Tamil Naidu 30 22 23
Uttar Pradesh 33 13 26
West Bengal 30 13 24
Total 37 19 30

Source: MSSRF and WFP, 2010, pp. 72–5.
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As a result, its utility for tracking and mapping levels of urban food insecurity 
is untested.
Experiential efforts to measure the utilization dimension of food insecurity 

include the World Food Program’s Food Consumption Score (FCS) and the 
Hungry Cities Food Purchases Matrix (HCFPM), which have been usefully 
applied in case studies in Accra, Ghana and Maputo, Mozambique at the sub-
national urban scale to link food insecurity with dietary diversity, food con-
sumption frequency, and food sourcing behaviour (Crush and McCordic, 2017; 
Tuholske et al., 2020; Wiesmann et al., 2009). More widely used at the sub-
national level are a set of cross-cultural measures of food access insecurity 
developed by the FANTA (Food and Nutrition Technical Assistance) Project in 
Washington DC (Swindale and Bilinsky, 2006). The FANTA methodology was 
used in a baseline survey of poor households in 11 cities in Southern Africa by 
the African Food Security Urban Network (AFSUN) (Crush et al., 2012; Crush 
and Battersby, 2016; Frayne et al., 2018). The survey revealed a stark picture 
of food insecurity in poor urban neighbourhoods across the region. Only 17 per 
cent of the 6453 poor households surveyed were classified as food secure on 
the FANTA scale (Figure 1.5). As many as 57 per cent were severely food inse-
cure and another 19 per cent were moderately food insecure. In cities in crisis, 
such as Harare (Zimbabwe) and Manzini (Swaziland), food security rates were 
less than 7 per cent and severe food insecurity levels were over 70 per cent. 
Other findings included consistently low dietary diversity, severe fluctuations 

 

 

 
 
Figure 1.5 Levels of food insecurity in Southern African cities 
Source:  Crush et al., 2012 
 

Source: Crush et al., 2012.

Figure 1.5 Levels of food insecurity in Southern African cities
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10 Handbook on urban food security in the Global South

in levels of food insecurity during the year, and particular vulnerability to food 
insecurity on the part of female-headed households.

Popkin and Gordon-Larsen (2004, p. S2) observe that “there has been in-
creasing evidence that the structure of dietary intakes and the prevalence of 
obesity around the developing world have been changing at an increasingly 
rapid pace”. Urban food insecurity is therefore increasingly viewed as a prob-
lem of both undernutrition (insufficient good quality food) and overnutrition 
(too much of the wrong kinds of food) (Popkin et al., 2012). A review of 28 
studies in West Africa, for example, found that the prevalence of urban obesity 
had doubled in the previous decade and a half (Akubakari et al., 2008). Another 
study of West African cities reported that the prevalence of obesity increased 
by nearly 35 per cent between 1992 and 2005 (Ziraba et al., 2009). Amugsi 
et al. (2017) found that rates of overweigh and obesity among urban women 
had increased between 1991 and 2014 in all 24 African countries studied, with 
rates doubling or tripling in half of them. In Latin America, a recent study of 
seven major cities found that 23.5 per cent of the adult population was obese 
(Armaz-Hernandez et al., 2016). In addition, “childhood obesity is on the rise 
as a result of diets that favour energy‐dense, nutrient‐poor foods and the adop-
tion of a sedentary lifestyle” (Corvalán et al., 2017, p. 7). The Asian Develop-
ment Bank has warned of an imminent “obesity crisis” in Asia and the Pacific 
where over 40 per cent of the adult population is already overweight (Helble 
and Francisco, 2017).
In the Global South, obesity rates tend to be significantly higher amongst 

females than males and amongst urban than rural populations as high-fat, high-
sugar urban diets displace more traditional fare (Ford et al., 2017; Harris et al., 
2019; Ruel et al., 2017; Subramanian and Davey Smith, 2006). Obesity is also 
increasingly affecting  the urban poor  (Case and Menendez, 2009; Frayne et 
al., 2014; Monteiro et al., 2007). Studies in India show that poor migrants who 
move from the countryside to the city immediately begin to experience higher 
rates of obesity and chronic disease as a result of changes in diet (Ebrahim et 
al., 2010). In many households in poor urban communities in the South there 
is also evidence of a “nutrition transition paradox” of child undernutrition and 
adult obesity within the same household (Dang and Meenakshi, 2017; Doak 
et al., 2005; Roemling and Qaim, 2013; Van Hook et al., 2013). As Caballero 
(2005, p. 1515) notes “cheap, energy-dense, nutrient-poor foods may adversely 
affect the growth of the child but may provide sufficient calories for the adult to 
gain excess weight”. The growing public health and economic burden of soar-
ing rates of urban obesity has been documented most thoroughly in countries 
such as Mexico (Levasseur, 2019; Rtveladze et al., 2013).

Changes in levels and types of food insecurity accompanying the urban 
transition in the Global South are increasingly well-documented. Coherent 
strategies to mitigate rising levels of undernutrition and overnutrition are, by 
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contrast, virtually non-existent. Very few national and city governments have 
thought systematically about the challenges or developed food and nutrition 
security plans for their burgeoning urban populations (Haysom, 2015). One of 
the many complex policy challenges is the dramatic transformation in urban 
food systems over the last three decades. This involves “extensive consolida-
tion, very rapid institutional and organizational change, and progressive mod-
ernization of the procurement system” (Reardon and Timmer, 2012, p. 225).

As the urban transition in the Global South continues to gain momentum, 
food and nutrition insecurity has become a serious, multi-faceted and neglected 
development challenge in its cities and towns. The next section examines the 
nature of the international community’s response to this challenge since one of 
the aims of this volume is to raise global awareness of the different dimensions 
of the crisis of urban food security.

4. SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AND URBAN FOOD 
SECURITY

In the last five years, two key global compacts have been ratified, which place 
cities at the centre of the sustainable development imperative: The New Urban 
Agenda (UN, 2017) and the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable De-
velopment (UN, 2018). Embedded in both of these global development strate-
gies is the recognition that building sustainable and food secure cities is one of 
the critical development issues of the 21st century (Barling and Fanzo, 2018; 
Birch and Wachter, 2011; Blay-Palmer, 2016; Fox, 2011; Haysom et al., 2019; 
Satterthwaite et al., 2010).

In 2015, the UN General Assembly decided to convene the Habitat III Con-
ference “to reinvigorate the global commitment to sustainable urbanization, to 
focus on the implementation of a New Urban Agenda, building on the Habitat 
Agenda of Istanbul in 1996” (UN, 2017). The New Urban Agenda (NUA) was 
adopted at the United Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban 
Development (Habitat III) in Quito, Ecuador, on 20 October 2016, and was 
endorsed by the United Nations General Assembly at its sixty-eighth plenary 
meeting of  the seventy-first session on 23 December 2016 (UN, 2017). The 
main objectives included the securing of “renewed political commitment for 
sustainable urban development, assess accomplishments to date, address pov-
erty, and identify and address new and emerging challenges” (UN, 2017). The 
NUA highlights food security as a key element of a sustainable urban future, as 
Article 5 shows:

By readdressing the way cities and human settlements are planned, designed, 
financed, developed, governed and managed, the New Urban Agenda will help 
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12 Handbook on urban food security in the Global South

to end poverty and hunger in all its forms and dimensions; reduce inequalities; 
promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth; achieve gender 
equality and the empowerment of all women and girls in order to fully harness 
their vital contribution to sustainable development; improve human health and 
wellbeing; foster resilience; and protect the environment.

The HABITAT III conference took place shortly after the adoption of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) and provides a potentially important corrective (UN, 2017). The SDG 
commitment to ending poverty and hunger in all its forms is directly addressed 
in Goals 1 (end poverty) and 2 (zero hunger). This congruency is important and 
provides the mandate for the global community to address food and nutrition 
security head-on within the context of the drive towards a more sustainable ur-
ban future. However, while the New Urban Agenda does well to highlight food 
and nutrition security as a key element of the urban sustainable development 
priorities, cities and food are in fact not integrated within the SDG framework, 
a problem which also characterized the earlier Millennium Development Goals 
(Battersby, 2017; Battersby and Watson, 2018a).

The inclusion of an urban Sustainable Development Goal (SDG 11) repre-
sents an important acknowledgement of the reality of global urbanization and 
the many social, economic, infrastructural and political challenges posed by 
the human transition to a predominantly urban world (Sgro et al., 2019). How-
ever, while SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities), provides goals for 
housing, transportation, land use, cultural heritage and disaster risk prevention, 
food is not mentioned at all. Similarly, SDG 2 Zero Hunger, focuses on food 
production and marketing, but makes no reference to urban residents’ access 
to that food. This conundrum reflects the dichotomy in thinking and program-
ming when it comes to food and cities. As already highlighted, access to food 
remains the key development challenge for impoverished urbanites, and not 
food supply or availability.

This siloed approach to food security is only the latest example of a more 
chronic problem. With few exceptions, food insecurity in the Global South has 
been sidelined in urban research and policy-making over the last decade (Bat-
tersby and Watson, 2018b; Crush and Frayne, 2011; Crush and Riley, 2018; 
Frayne et al., 2018). When the UNDP (2012) called for “inclusive growth and 
people-centred approaches to food security”, for example, it framed the issue 
purely as a matter of rural production and employment (Hanson, 2013; Spoor 
and Robbins, 2012). When the current operationalization and reporting on the 
SDG agenda is considered, a further concern emerges. There is a real risk that 
the framing of hunger in SDG 2 as a production challenge will divert attention 
to rural hunger. If the adage that “what is measured is managed” is applied, the 
SDGs and their resultant reporting could unintentionally further marginalize 
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urban food security and so deepen hunger and malnutrition in the towns and 
cities of the Global South.

When the UNDP (2012) called for “inclusive growth and people-centred ap-
proaches to food security”, it framed the issue purely as a matter of rural produc-
tion and employment (Hanson, 2013; Spoor and Robbins, 2012). Indeed, there 
was more research and policy debate on urban food insecurity in the 1990s, 
when the South was a lot less urbanized than it is today (Drakakis-Smith, 1991; 
Maxwell, 1999; Smith, 1998). The only aspect of urban food security that con-
tinues to command significant attention has been urban agriculture, which is 
widely but improbably seen as the key to cities feeding themselves (Badami 
and Ramankutty, 2015; Binns and Nel, 2020; Crush et al., 2011; Frayne et al., 
2014; Lee-Smith, 2010).

5. CONTRIBUTIONS

A number of themes run through the chapters of this edited volume. Six are 
highlighted here: scale and context; markets; governance; transitions; intercon-
nectedness; and networks. As readers will observe, many of the chapters speak 
to more than one theme, while a number of chapters appear to take contradic-
tory positions on key issues. This is a deliberate editorial strategy and the result 
of authors being asked to write to their own specific disciplines, viewpoints and 
areas of research. These tensions demonstrate the emerging and disputed na-
ture of urban food system theorization and normative positioning in the Global 
South. To curate uniformity in positions and perspectives would have meant 
excising many important and critical voices within this contested domain.

5.1 Scale and Context

The first theme pertains to questions of appropriate conceptual and methodo-
logical scale and context for addressing urban food security, and whether and 
how to link the global and the local. All of the contributors were asked to “think 
global” and produce overviews and syntheses that relate to more than one re-
gion of the world. As we have argued above, and the chapters by Cecilia Tacoli, 
James Tefft and Marketa Jonasova, and Tony Weis et al. confirm, the industri-
alization and globalization of food production, distribution and access provides 
essential context for understanding the general drivers of rapid urbanization 
and urban food security. That said, it is clear that food security challenges, 
outcomes and responses vary considerably from region to region, country to 
country, and city to city. The chapters in this volume take two approaches to the 
analysis of spatial variation: some, such as those by Reena das Nair, Jonathan 
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Crush and Mary Caesar, and Daniel Warshawsky test global generalizations 
about the supermarket revolution, food remittances and food banking against 
case study evidence from Southern Africa. Others, such as those by Susan 
 Horton, Piero Conforti et al., Carrie Mitchell et al. and Abel Chikanda et al., 
adopt a comparative approach to issues such as overnutrition, urban agricul-
ture, climate change and migration to demonstrate the existence of consider-
able inter-country and inter-city heterogeneity.

One of the most important scalar questions addressed here has arisen in re-
sponse to the city-region approach advocated by the UN FAO, the Milan Urban 
Food Pact and the New Urban Agenda. Here there are clear tensions over the 
the role and importance of city regions and localism. The chapters by Tefft and 
Jonasova, and Felicity Proctor and Julio Berdegué suggest clear advantages in 
a City Region Food System (CRFS) approach. Others, such as Conforti et al. 
and Marie Ruel et al. foreground the importance of local production, specifical-
ly in peri-urban areas. However, other chapters, such as those by Jane Battersby 
and Vanessa Watson, and Gareth Haysom, historicize and explicitly challenge 
the universal applicability of the City Region approach. Tacoli, Liam Riley and 
Belinda Dodson, and Jodi Koberinski et al. are less direct in their challenge but 
caution against a production-dominated focus in urban food security responses. 
These tensions demonstrate the divergent positions in emerging scholarship 
in the field of urban food systems research. While there may be a measure of 
emerging consensus on issues pertaining to urban food system studies in the 
Global North, this is not as evident in the Global South and this book deliber-
ately seeks out some of these contradictions.

5.2 Markets

Reflecting the 1996 FAO definition of food security,  this book explicitly fo-
cuses on the accessibility, utilization and stability dimensions of food and nutri-
tion security. As a result, there is a clear focus on the role of the market, in all 
its forms. This includes supermarkets and the emerging “middle” in the works 
of Thomas Reardon on the quiet revolution in the midstream of agrifood value 
chains, and das Nair, who offers nuance to discussions of the supermarket “rev-
olution” in the South. An additional area of focus is that of the informal food 
retailing economy whose importance to poor urban households as a source of 
income and food is increasingly recognized by researchers, and repudiated by 
national and local policy-makers. Here the contributions by Tacoli, Graeme 
Young and Jonathan Crush, and Ruel et al. offer  important  insights  into  the 
needs and challenges faced by the economy and how different conceptualiza-
tions  of  informality  lead  to  very  different  policy  and  regulatory  responses. 
These chapters also underscore the central role that urban governance plays 
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in urban food systems, even if indirectly through non-food-related governance 
actions imposed on food system actors.

5.3 Governance

This book offers important new insights into urban food systems governance 
theorization in the Global South. Haysom, for example, argues that pluralis-
tic “Northern” views and arguments about urban food governance are being 
uncritically inserted, or worse, imposed (and adopted) in cities and regions in 
the Global South. More problematic still, many cities in the South do nor rec-
ognize the importance of food system governance and lack the exemplars and 
resources to change this situation. SDG 11 provides little guidance or incentive 
to rectify this situation. Food banking has emerged as a significant policy “solu-
tion” to food system dysfunction but, argues Warshawsky, suffers from inap-
propriate placement in many parts of the Global South, and uncertain impacts 
on food insecurity and food waste levels over the long term. Tefft and Jonasova 
advocate an overall framework for urban food system governance in what they 
call TRANSFORM, which may command significant attention emerging, as it 
does, from World Bank thinking on the issues. Mitchell et al. examine the new 
era of governance hyper-experimentation and contend that it fails to address the 
important climate change–food security nexus and has the potential to exacer-
bate existing socio-economic inequality. A common thread in these chapters is 
the so-called absent urban mandate specific to food in cities of the South. By 
offering new insights into urban food governance questions and linking urban 
food system challenges to other urban governance mandates, they highlight the 
need for more Southern theorization that breaks with dominant Northern nar-
ratives of the city.

5.4 Transitions

The overarching purpose of this volume is to situate the current urban food 
security challenge within a series of inter-related transitions that will define the 
quality of human existence in the 21st century. These transitions pre-date the 
SDGs and will persist long after the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda 
wraps up. Our concern is that the sidelining of the urban food security chal-
lenge, or its confinement within narrow production-oriented parameters, will 
inevitably mean that it does not receive the urgent research and policy atten-
tion it rightly should. Many of the chapters provide additional insights into the 
transitions identified at the outset of this chapter including rapid urbanization 
(Tacoli), the industrialization of the global food production and retail system 
(das Nair, Weiss et al.), climate change (Mitchell et al.), international mobility 
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(Chikanda et al.) and the transformation of rural–urban linkages (Crush and 
Caesar, Proctor and Berdegué, and Reardon). Three chapters (by Horton, Taco-
li, and Ruel et al.) demonstrate the scale of the nutrition transition, but also the 
significant rise in non-communicable diseases and the double burden of disease 
experienced in Southern cities. The chapter by Riley and Dodson further dem-
onstrates how gender and power impact nutrition outcomes and how “what 
people eat in cities of the Global South is a reflection of their intersecting iden-
tities, as urban, gendered, classed, and belonging to contextually specific reli-
gious, regional, or ethnic groups”. All of these chapters on transition highlight 
the fact that the urban food question is far more than a question of production 
and that urgent attention is required to address the inter-generational conse-
quences that the development deficit of poor nutrition brings.

5.5 Interconnections

A further theme that emerges in many of the contributions concerns linkages 
and connections and, in particular, the interconnected nature of the urban food 
challenge in cities of the South. Many chapters explicitly engage questions of 
the “nexus” or “interface” between food security and other processes. Mitchell 
et al. consider the climate change–food security nexus and the nature of ex-
perimentation taking place on this issue (together with some of the associated 
politics); Riley and Dodson focus on the “gender–urban-food” interface; and 
Koberinski et al. consider the food safety/food security nexus with specific ref-
erence to the impact of industrialization in Southern cities. Tefft and Jonasova 
position the urban food system at the heart of the food–water–energy nexus, 
while Chikanda et al. focus on the South–South migration and food security 
nexus, and Conforti et al. explore the urbanization-urban agriculture connec-
tion. Exploration of these interconnections demonstrates the nature and com-
plexity of the urban food insecurity challenge and emphasizes the key point 
made in emerging Southern studies on urban food, namely that food and food 
insecurity intersects with a variety of other urban challenges and opportunities. 
A key contribution made by the chapters in this reader is that these intersec-
tions explicitly highlight the need for inter-, multi- and even trans-disciplinary 
research approaches. Additionally and importantly, food security questions 
in Southern cities raise critical governance and policy questions. Traditional 
Southern governance approaches, and often funding and development sup-
port, reinforce siloed governance systems and hierarchies. As a result, many 
Southern cities are stuck in outdated planning and governance regimes. This 
has a direct impact on urban food outcomes, something detailed throughout the 
volume.

Jonathan Crush, Bruce Frayne, and Gareth Hayson - 9781786431516
Downloaded from PubFactory at 02/03/2023 08:43:33AM

via communal account



Introduction to urban food security in the Global South 17

5.6 Networks

Many chapters either directly focus on networks and their roles in the food sys-
tem, across multiple scales. Some chapters, such as those by Tefft and Jonaso-
va, Weis et al., Proctor and Berdegué, and Crush and Caesar speak to networks 
that span the urban and rural scales and define the food-related and other flows 
between them. Mitchell et al., as well as Warshawsky, and Battersby and Wat-
son, highlight the positive and negative roles that international networks play 
in defining priorities and  interventions  for addressing perceived urban chal-
lenges. While readers may note additional common themes, the six identified 
demonstrate the scope of the work detailed in this volume. The contributions 
highlight the regional and contextual differences in urban food security drivers, 
outcomes and associated challenges. Generalizations are not always productive 
and nuance is required – the Global South is not a uniform landscape. These 
differences and tensions within and between the chapters, serve to demonstrate 
the importance of context, the centrality of scale and, perhaps most important-
ly, the importance of using evidence derived from Southern contexts to formu-
late and engage Southern urban food system responses and theorization. While 
this statement may appear self-evident, the work contained in the following 
chapters demonstrates not only  the different viewpoints, but also  significant 
areas for new research consistent with the forward-looking agenda identified 
by Ruel et al.

6. CONCLUSION

Underlying the new international food security agenda are three propositions: 
first, the problem of food security is primarily one of inadequate national pro-
duction and supply; second, the primary location of food insecurity is in the 
rural areas of the South; and, third, urbanization is an essentially problematic 
phenomenon which can be slowed and even halted by addressing the “root 
causes” of food insecurity (rural poverty and declining smallholder agriculture) 
(Crush and Frayne, 2011; Crush and Riley, 2018).

Despite the current donor and philanthropic enthusiasm for further “green 
revolutions” in the countryside, such efforts are highly unlikely either to stem 
the migration of people to the cities or to feed these newly urbanized popula-
tions. The Global South faces an increasingly urban future and food insecurity 
will become a primarily urban challenge (Chmielewska and Souza, 2011; Crush 
et al., 2012; Graziano da Silva and Fan, 2017; Frayne et al., 2018; Steel, 2009; 
Tacoli, 2019; Teng et al., 2011; Zingel et al., 2011). The knowledge gaps are 
many and a wide-ranging programme of research is urgently needed to uncover 
the dimensions and complexities of the phenomenon. Out of this will emerge 
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policy responses that move beyond the pervasive idea that urban households 
can and will feed themselves or be fed by their impoverished elderly relatives 
on small plots in rural areas.
Notwithstanding  the  explicit  identification  of  food  and  nutrition  security 

within the NUA, and the SDG commitment to ending poverty and hunger, a 
key challenge that the global community currently faces is how to integrate 
these food-oriented development objectives in the urbanizing Global South. 
Meeting these objectives will certainly remain central endeavours in achieving 
a sustainable future, both within the 2030 Agenda timeline and beyond. This 
reader serves as a foundation, offering multiple entry points for new work on 
food systems and food security in Southern cities. Despite food and cities be-
ing fundamental to our everyday lives, we often do not see the connection, but 
when the issues are considered in a more collective manner, as here, a remark-
able relationship emerges (Steel, 2009, p. ix).
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