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Takng a step back from local producton
Damen Conaré and Ncolas Brcas

e relocalization of our food restores trust between producers and consumers, 
oen broken by the industrialization and globalization of food supply chains. 
However, it is entirely possible to recreate locally the same dysfunctions observed  
at larger scales or to simply promote a narrow-minded localism. is points to 
the need for a cosmopolitan localism.

e last few years have wtnessed the rse of a local food craze wdely platformed 
by the meda. s trend, drven by economc actors, non-prot organzatons, 
consumers and publc authortes, seeks to reconnect eaters and farmers. It has 
translated nto the re-terrtoralzaton of food systems, that s, the armaton of 
the terrtoral anchorng of food growng and processng actvtes; the relocalzaton 
of food systems, n other words, the reducton of the geographcal dstance between 
places of producton and consumpton; and the development of short supply 
chans – forms of commercalzaton wth few or no ntermedares (Wallet et al., 
2017; Choleau, 2019).

As new ways of buldng proxmty prolferate, localness n partcular s 
emergng as a new attrbute that seems to have t all. But we should beware of 
the ‘local trap’, whch tends to post ths scale of actvty as nherently vrtuous.

Demand for proxmty

A trend towards the nsttutonalzaton and masscaton of local consumpton, 
smlar to that observed wth organc products, ndeed appears to be underway, 
wth the establshment of farmers on urban land by local authortes, the promoton 
of urban agrculture, the development of ‘vertcal farms’ n ctes, the publcaton 
of catalogues of local product supplers, the openng of farm shops or farm 
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drve-throughs, the development of local supply n collectve caterng and the 
development of local oerngs n mass retal.

s movement has a long hstory and s growng around the world. In Japan, 
drect farm food purchasng groups, teikei (提携), developed n the late 1960s. 
ey emerged under the mpetus of young urban women who were eager to 
source organc products (mlk n partcular) for ther chldren, aganst the 
backdrop of numerous food posonng ncdents lnked to the excessve use of 
chemcal nputs (Amemya, 2011).

In the Unted States and Canada, the Communty Supported Agrculture 
(CSA) movement, whch emerged n the 1980s and was nspred by a model 
developed n Swtzerland, allows consumers to reserve a porton of a farm’s 
future harvest n advance. ese local soldarty partnershps, whch are stll 
lmted n scope, generally share a commtment to preservng small farms usng 
envronmentally frendly farmng methods (Pouzenc, 2020).

In Italy, from the 1980s, the Slow Food movement was quck to promote the 
benecal eects of eatng local, qualty food. In Brazl, n 1993, the cty of Belo 
Horzonte (2.4 mllon nhabtants at the tme) launched a publc food securty 
polcy based on the promoton of food grown by small per-urban famly farmers 
through subsdzed prces at popular restaurants, farmers’ markets n the cty, 
food banks and a law requrng 30 per cent local purchases n publc tenders for 
school caterng (Rocha, 2001).

On the Afrcan contnent, local producton has been promoted n response 
to changes n eatng habts (Touré, 1982), the ncrease n food mports and the 
economc dependence they generate. For example, n the Sahel, the Regonal 
Programme for the Promoton of Local Cereals (Procelos, Programme régional 
de promotion des céréales locales) was mplemented across the regon from 1987 
for nearly ten years to encourage the resurgence of Afrcan mllet, sorghum, 
maze, rce and fono n domestc markets (CTA, 1989). Furthermore, followng 
the food prce crses on nternatonal markets n 2008 and 2011, a French 
network of NGOs, the CFSI (Comté franças pour la soldarté nternatonale), 
launched ‘the battles for local consumpton n West Afrca’ (Eloy et al., 2019). 
Localness here refers to the natonal or even regonal space – n contrast wth 
nternatonal markets – rather than to a more restrcted terrtoral area.

In France, the early 2000s wtnessed the development of a network of non-
prot organzatons for the mantenance of peasant farmng, AMAP (Associations 
pour le maintien d’une agriculture paysanne). s network s partly nspred by 
the North Amercan CSA model: consumers subscrbe to receve food baskets 
suppled by local farmers. In addton, beyond the long-standng practces of 
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drect sales by farmers at markets or on farms, a wde range of ntatves has 
emerged to encourage the sourcng of local products by households and caterng 
establshments (Dednger et al., 2021). ese ntatves, whch oen started out as 
a way to challenge conventonal farmng and ts commercalzaton through mass 
retal, are now supported by publc authortes and are also beng mtated by the 
prvate sector, whch sees opportuntes n ths new market segment. Supermarkets 
are thus promotng local farmers on ther shelves – ths s partcularly the case 
wthn ndependent chans where each owner s free to choose the products they 
supply. Urban agrculture s also attractng nterest from many companes. e 
Lufa urban farms n Montreal, for example, are nsprng ctes and supermarkets 
that are startng to set up farms on ther roofs (Pouyat, 2018).

e ‘local’ promse

ere s no ocal denton of what consttutes a local product. e ‘reasonable’ 
geographcal dstance between the place of producton and the place of 
consumpton vares dependng on the locaton and the products concerned. 
In France, for example, ths dstance ranges from a few klometres to less than 
150 km for ‘proxmty supply chans’, as dened by the French Agency for 
Ecologcal Transton (Ademe, 2017). In Afrca, the concept of ‘local’ extends 
to natonal producton or even to neghbourng countres. In ndustralzed 
countres, relocalzaton ntatves are most oen presented as alternatves 
to the conventonal model based on ther forms of producton, processng and 
organzaton and/or on ther desre for transformaton, whch some authors 
descrbe as a ‘promse of derence’ (Le Velly, 2017). e promoters of these 
ntatves generally consder that they contrbute to

 – restorng economc and socal tes of trust between consumers and farmers, 
oerng the latter remuneraton deemed more equtable by chargng a ‘far 
prce’ (Choleau, 2019);

 – gvng new meanng to both farmng actvty and the act of consumpton, 
thus restorng the value of food;

 – promotng the product attrbutes of freshness and seasonalty;
 – reducng packagng;
 – mnmzng losses and waste along the supply chan by reducng the number 

of ntermedares and valourzng products that do not meet the crtera set 
for long supply chans;
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 – mantanng agrcultural and processng actvtes, thus contrbutng to local 
economc development and employment;

 – rasng consumers’ awareness of how ther food s produced;
 – restorng the balance of power between the actors n the food chan to the 

benet of farmers and consumers;
 – reducng envronmental mpacts n terms of energy consumpton and 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emssons.

Analyses generally post localsm as a response to the socal, economc and 
envronmental falures of a ‘domnant’, ‘conventonal’, ‘ntensve’, ‘agro-ndustral’ 
or ‘productvst’ food system (Rentng et al., 2003; Deverre and Lamne, 2010). 
s food system, also consdered ‘global’, produces food that s removed from 
the places and condtons of ts producton. It s deterrtoralzed food, that 
s, ‘food from nowhere’, as opposed to food anchored n ts socal and cultural 
context – ‘food from somewhere’ (Fonte and Papadopoulos, 2010). e global 
scale has been that of the petro-chemcalzaton of farmng, the commodcaton 
of seeds, the globalzaton of transport, the development of large dstrbuton 
channels and the nancalzaton of agrcultural markets. e rse of local food 
thus appears as a counterpart to the crtque of global food, a locus of resstance to 
a global approach deemed anomc (DuPus and Goodman, 2005; Paddeu, 2017).

e relocalzaton of food can also be seen as a response to the varous forms 
of dstancng (geographcal, economc, poltcal, cogntve and sensory) between 
eaters and ther food (Chapter 6). s dstancng was already noted by Walter 
P. Hedden (head of the Port of New York trade oce) n hs book How Great 
Cities Are Fed, publshed n 1929. In ths book, he showed how New York Cty, 
whch depended on dstant food supples (lettuce from Calforna, lemons from 
Italy, butter from Denmark etc.) and was losng ts surroundng farmland to 
urban sprawl, would be threatened by any nterrupton to ths supply (Cohen, 
2010; McCabe, 2010). Hedden was the rst to use the concept of a ‘foodshed’ 
(drawng an analogy wth watersheds) to denote the whole geographcal area 
from whch food reaches a group of eaters. It ncludes the farmland, processng 
and dstrbuton facltes, transport systems, wholesalers and retalers nvolved. 
He noted that frut and vegetables travelled an average of nearly 2,500 km 
from farm to New Yorkers’ tables. He thus explaned that ‘the wdenng gap n 
physcal dstance between the pont of producton and the pont of consumpton 
has ts counterpart n the attenuaton of the contact and mutual understandng 
between producers and consumers’ (Hedden, 1929). s was almost a hundred 
years ago.
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e term ‘foodshed’ was revsted much later by permaculturst Arthur Getz 
(1991) to ask the queston: ‘Where does our food come from and how does t reach 
us?’ Beyond the metaphor, ths concept reveals that consumers are oen so far 
removed from the source of ther food that they cannot grasp the consequences 
of ther purchasng habts (Kloppenburg et al., 1996). Recognzng ther food 
catchment area can gve a person a sense of anchorage n bologcal and socal 
realtes but also a sense of responsblty towards that terrtory.

e COVID-19 crss, wth the border closures and restrctons on movement 
t caused, was an opportunty for many countres to reect on ther degree of 
food dependence on other natons. In France, food soveregnty1 – whch the 
peasant organzaton La Va Campesna had long called for n response to the 
lberalzaton of nternatonal markets n the 1990s – emerged as a theme of 
publc debate. Fears of shortages even led some actors to promote forms of food 
autonomy2 (Roullay and Becker, 2020).

Beware of the local trap

Some of the arguments n support of relocalzaton must however be put nto 
perspectve. Frst, t s mportant to remember that, hstorcally, ctes have not 
always developed n the heart of foodsheds wth the capacty to feed them – far 
from t. Some ctes were bult by the sea or on rvers and, as Braudel (1993) 
has shown, they reled heavly on dstant trade, whch multpled as nexpensve 
means of transport developed from the tme of the Industral Revoluton 
(Chapter 5). Moreover, local producton s not possble everywhere. Even f all 
ndustral wastelands and urban nterstces were converted nto farmland and 
buldng roofs were used to grow food, urban agrculture could only make a 
margnal contrbuton to ctes’ food supples. For example, by ncreasng Pars’s 
agrcultural surface area tenfold to 33 hectares, the cty could hope to produce 
500 tonnes of food per year or 0.26 per cent of what t consumes (Leray, 2018).

Relocalzng agrcultural producton as close as possble to consumpton areas 
would requre a complete reconguraton of agrcultural producton, as well as 

1 Accordng to La Va Campesna, food soveregnty s ‘the rght of peoples to healthy and culturally 
approprate food produced through ecologcally sound and sustanable methods, and ther rght to 
dene ther own food and agrculture systems’.

2 e degree of food autonomy of a terrtory refers to ts capacty to produce locally, wth local 
agrcultural resources, the food (raw, prepared, processed or cooked) consumed by ts nhabtants. 
Accordng to a study by the consultancy Utopes (2017), the average degree of food autonomy of the 
hundred largest urban areas n France s of 2 per cent.
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gvng up regonal specaltes to some extent. Yet many countres have polces 
n place to promote and protect the typcty of products and the assocated know-
how n the face of food standardzaton. us, a compromse s needed between 
two seemngly contradctory trends: dversfyng to reduce the negatve eects of 
specalzaton and specalzng to captalze on the characterstcs of a terrtory.

Relocalzaton s oen seen as envronmentally benecal because t reduces 
the dstances travelled. For ths reason, the dsplay on food products of the food 
mles calculaton method, proposed by Tm Lang and formalzed by Angela 
Paxton (1994), was ntally promoted by some as a way to help consumers reduce 
ther carbon footprnt. Snce then, lfe cycle assessment calculatons regardng 
food systems have revealed the ultmately lmted share of emssons assocated 
wth transport. In France, for example, transport accounts for less than 14 per cent 
of the food system’s GHG emssons, whereas agrcultural producton accounts 
for about two-thrds (Barber et al., 2019). Reducng supply dstances therefore 
has lttle mpact on a food system’s carbon footprnt. us, food that s produced 
locally but out of season n a heated greenhouse may consume more energy 
and emt more GHGs than an mported product grown outdoors, even when 
transport s ncluded. Moreover, logstcs s crucal: large volumes transported 
ecently over long dstances can emt less GHGs per tonne than small volumes 
transported over short dstances n under-lled or returnng-empty vans (Ademe, 
2017). Food’s envronmental mpact s also strongly lnked to the dstances 
travelled by consumers: ncreasng the number of trps made to purchase supples 
from derent farmers who are not necessarly grouped together can prove very 
costly from an envronmental pont of vew.

Moreover, drect sales by local farmers can place the burden of the cost and 
know-how assocated wth dstrbuton work (order fullment etc.) on them, 
when they are not necessarly equpped for ths addtonal (and mental) workload. 
A study on the functonng of the AMAP n the Rhône-Alpes regon (France) 
also hghlghted the fear expressed by some farmers of feelng dependent on 
consumers (Mundler, 2007). s fear ponts to the relatonshp of domnaton 
that could develop between consumers who generally have a hgh level of socal 
and cultural captal and a farmer, should ther ncome come to depend on the 
strength of these same consumers’ commtment. In practce, the soldarty that 
develops may thus be top–down, from consumers to the producer. However, we 
should note that farmers generally combne several dstrbuton channels, whch 
aords them a certan amount of leeway (Maréchal, 2008).

Lke all other scales, the local scale s not an ndependent entty wth nherent 
qualtes. e scale tself s not a gven; t s a socal construct, dependent on the 
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actors nvolved and the agenda they have set for themselves. It s the content of 
that agenda that wll produce sustanablty or socal justce objectves, not the 
scale at whch that agenda s mplemented (Born and Purcell, 2006). us, a 
relocalzed food system s just as lkely to be more or less sustanable or more or 
less far as a food system at another scale (Sten and Santn, 2021). Local food 
s not nherently ‘good’. Geographcal proxmty does not guarantee the non-use 
of large quanttes of pestcdes (especally on per-urban land, where the prce 
of land encourages more ntensve farmng) or the non-use of exploted foregn 
labour. Nor does t guarantee a better food supply n terms of health, taste or 
nutrton.

Fnally, whle relocalzaton undenably creates opportuntes for the ncluson 
and partcpaton of new actors, the local scale remans dependent on the domnant 
poltcal economy and exstng socal prvlege can therefore be reproduced at ths 
scale by servng the nterests of a small ‘local elte’ wthdrawn nto ts ‘protected’ 
food terrtory (Allen, 2010; DuPus and Goodman, 2015).

Localness also has a dark sde, wth an dentty focus characterzed by 
wthdrawal and the rejecton of otherness, panderng to a sense of speccty and 
authentcty. A farly wdespread dscourse, echoed by far-rght partes, promotes 
a defensve verson of ‘localsm’ (Hnrchs, 2003; Wnter, 2003; Charbonner, 
2018) that s tradtonalst and narrow. It also rsks fomentng competton 
between terrtores that succeed n managng local food systems (owng to socal, 
economc, geographcal or poltcal attrbutes) and those that do not (Allen and 
Guthman, 2006; Feagan, 2007). e actvaton of localness may also contradct 
the goal of terrtoral ntegraton n countres seekng above all to appease rsks 
of nternal concts and to buld natonal unty.

Ultmately, where the local scale proves partcularly nterestng s undoubtedly 
n the moblzaton of stakeholders – farmers, ctzens, consumers, poltcans – 
and the development of new forms of governance to regan soveregnty over food 
systems. e growng number of terrtoral food projects, partcularly n France, 
s evdence of ths. ese projects generally emphasze the prncples and values 
assocated wth sustanablty and equty. Even as they work towards these goals, 
they need to make trade-os between benets to farmers and accessblty for 
low-ncome consumers, and to strke the rght polcy balance between reform 
at the local level and the pursut of systemc change on broader scales (Feenstra 
and Campbell, 2014). In short, t s mportant to ensure that local ntatves 
do not dstract from the macroeconomc polces and structures that organze 
our agrculture and food, such as the EU Common Agrcultural Polcy. e 
challenge s to ensure that these local governance frameworks are gradually able 
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to federate nto networks and form real poltcal forces that can have an mpact 
on natonal or nternatonal food system governance bodes (Chapter 22).

For a cosmopoltan localsm

We eat our way through the world from breakfast-tme, drnkng our tea, 
coee or cocoa, possbly wth sugar (Grataloup, 2017). By ts very nature, food 
connects us to other terrtores (Chapters 2 and 5). For example, accordng to 
a study by the Internatonal Center for Tropcal Agrculture, two-thrds of the 
food we eat hstorcally orgnated from other parts of the world, rrespectve 
of where we nd ourselves (Khoury et al., 2016). It seems that the whole world 
s ndeed nestled on our plates – the outcome of a long hstory of the spread of 
food producton, human mgratons, conquests, great dscoveres and trade.

Bruno Latour (2021) proposes the concept of ‘subsstence terrtores’: ‘Tell me 
what you lve o and I’ll tell you how far your lvng space extends.’ s concept 
seeks to sh from a cartographc and admnstratve denton of terrtory 
(seen from above), wth a clear demarcaton between nsde and outsde, to a 
more horzontal understandng of dependences and nteractons wth other 
terrtores, however dstant. It captures the derence between the terrtory wthn 
whch we are stuated (‘the world n whch we are’) and the dstant terrtores 
on whch we depend or even from whch we prot (‘the world n whch we lve’): 
when t comes to food, some terrtores are subject to the domnaton of others. 
Hstorcally, ths s clearly exempled by the spce trade or the slave plantaton 
system. But even today, we stll, for example, consume bananas grown on land 
‘elsewhere’ n the French Carbbean, whch has been knowngly polluted wth 
a pestcde that s banned n manland France, chlordecone (Ferdnand, 2022).

If we recognze that we are lnked across food terrtores, let us commt to a 
‘cosmopoltan localsm’ that ‘chershes a partcular place, yet at the same tme 
knows about the relatvty of all places’ (Sachs, 1992): a localsm embedded n 
a global dynamc where communtes are not solated from one another but 
nterconnected n a world of crculatons (Manzn, 2007). Wth regard to food, 
far trade and products wth a qualty and orgn label (protected geographcal 
ndcatons, regstered desgnatons of orgn etc.) perfectly llustrate ths 
soldarty between terrtores and the possblty of translocalsm (Ho, 2020), 
transportng a product wth a terrtoral orgn from one place to another. Even f 
they come from regons far from where consumers lve, terror products, whch 
are ‘localzed’ (ther orgn or even ther condtons of producton are known), 



Taking a step back from local production 207

allow for ths cogntve connecton (Bazzan and Canavar, 2017). Smlarly, 
some ctes support agrculture that guarantees access to qualty products n the 
terrtores that supply them by establshng soldarty contracts, as the cty of 
Hano n Vetnam does wth the provnces that supply t or as exempled by 
the collectve n Rennes that runs the ‘Terres de source’ project (Zeggoud, 2021).

Concluson

Heren les the value of processes of hybrdzaton between local and more 
dstant supples, allowng for terrtoral anchorng wthout beng locked nto a 
local space. ese processes are dened by some as ‘food systems of the mddle’: 
they have ntermedate conguratons n terms of sze, and they are hybrd n 
terms of ther actors, ther organzaton and the values they hold (Chazoule 
et al., 2015). Local food s thus valued beyond the connes of a specc space. 
Aer all, we are always consumng someone else’s local food.

e authors would lke to thank Mathlde Coudray, Ronan Le Velly and Colne 
Perrn for proofreadng ths chapter and for ther suggested mprovements.
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