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Introduction 

The meaning of local food is changing quite markedly from its 
previous associations with farmers markets and speciality high 
value foods. The potential of local foods is much broader than 
this. Developing a viable local food economy requires thinking 
about both supply and demand reflecting the character and 
possibilities of a local area. Local food is not an extension of 
global food provision, it is complementary, but it requires a 
shift in thinking when considering, for example, approaches to 
marketing, distribution, and underpinning business models.

The aim of Section 1 of this resource pack is therefore to 
provide a briefing on the distinctive features and character 
underpinning local food systems to help better understand 
how they can be supported and developed. Reading 
this part of the resource pack and followed by Section 3 
will provide a good underlying basis for considering the 
development of a local food system as detailed in Section 4.

Support for the idea of Local Food from consumers 
and community initiatives comes from the value placed 
on the smaller producer in contrast to (at times, as an 
antidote for) large food companies and their shareholders. 
Values favouring local food products also encompass 
low impact ethical production methods instead of highly 
mechanised and chemical based industrial methods, 

and transparency around food ingredients and quality. 
The main development path for local food until recently 
has been to emphasise high added value, artisanal and 
speciality food drawing on cultural and locally specific 
qualities as part of that added value. More recently local 
food has become a strategic consideration as part of food 
security, addressing concerns about the resilience and 
sustainability of a single focus on a global food system. 
Urban farming has emerged as a strong potential growth 
area for supply of some foods directly to city populations 
in part responding to concerns around the trustworthiness 
of large food companies and in part as a response to new 
market opportunities based on developing technologies. 
It is important therefore to take a step back and review 
what local food is beginning to mean now and how it can 
be defined. Efforts to define ‘local food’ in the past for 
example, as a basis for allocating financial support have 
struggled, particularly when they attempt to identify unique 
features distinguishing a local food business from any other 
type of food business. Whilst a single, unifying definition is 
possible, it is better to see businesses as part of systems 
such as a short supply chain, but better still, in the context 
of a strategic purpose for local foods as part of the local 
area. What do we want to see local food businesses 
(providers) doing, who should be involved and how? 

When is Local?

The term ‘local’ seems intuitively straightforward but its 
application as a classificatory term is more problematic. 
From a consumer perspective for example, what is local 
for one person (within a manageable walking distance 
for example) may not be for another. In any case, being 
able to purchase locally allows, any food to be considered 
local no matter where it came from originally.

Research for the Food Standards Agency (FSA) found that 
consumers interpret the term local differently with 40% of 
respondents seeing it as within a 10-mile radius, 20% within the 
same county, 20% from a number of neighbouring counties and 
20% from a region, leading the FSA to abandon for the time 
being plans to introduce a definition for regulatory purposes.3

On the supply side, sorting between different food 
production enterprises using ‘local’ as an attribute is 
also problematic. Enterprises often seek out a range of 
markets both locally and non-locally in order to achieve 
or maintain viability. Even retail outlets, which might be 
expected to serve a fixed local catchment area, often also 
include distribution channels to other non local markets. 

Further complications arise looking upstream in the supply 
chain. Retail outlets or food producing enterprises often also 
include non local ingredients or products as part of their offer; 

“many of the resources required to produce them such as 
seeds, fertiliser, pesticides, machinery and so on, are likely to 
be produced in many different places. While few would claim 
that all such inputs need to or could be locally produced,4 
the importance of the issue is clear when Brazilian soybeans 
– a driver of Amazonian deforestation – may be used to 
fatten chicken, pork or beef sold as ‘local’ in the UK.”5 

These problems may reflect constraints in attempting to 
define local food using the same lens as for wider agri-food 
production; i.e. primarily through an analysis of geographic 
and supply chain linkages. As this briefing shows, ‘local’ 
becomes better understood when social and cultural factors 
are brought to the fore or when the relationship between 
local productive capacity and population is considered. 
Whilst it may be difficult to definitively classify enterprises 
as either local or non local, it is useful to describe when 
and in what ways any business might be considered to 
be operating with a local focus, that is, organising sale of 
products specifically to develop and service a local market. 
A local facing component of a business could adopt different 
operating principles to those used in wider regional or 
international marketing and distribution in order to realise 
returns. So what are the necessary features of local operation? 

3 - As is discussed later, a key distinguishing feature of a local food system are relationships of trust, so that regulation would actually undermine rather than protect a local system
4 - �Some would indeed argue that many current inputs are unnecessary. Indeed control over inputs by large agri-chemical companies such as Monsanto is fast becoming a key issue in the debate 

around GMOs; as important if not more so than environmental concerns. Permaculture systems enable a significant reduction in the need for inputs. 
5 - “From field to fork: The value of England’s local food webs”, Campaign for the Protection of Rural England (CPRE), June 2012
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Proximity

A usual starting point for defining a local or short supply 
chain food system has been geographic proximity; the 
distance between production and consumption, not least 
because of the link with food miles and CO2 emissions, a 
link which has recently come under question. Using a short 
supply chain definition introduces a second measure of 
proximity; the number of links in the supply chain between 

producer and consumer. Article 2 of the proposal for a Rural 
Development Regulation for the 2014-2020 programming 
period (2011/0282) defines short supply chain as: “a supply 
chain involving a limited number of economic operators, 
committed to co-operation, local economic development, and 
close geographical and social relations between producers 
and consumers.” 

Different initiatives using distance to define local food 
have applied a range of limits to establish boundaries 
defining what qualifies as Local. Examples include; 

• �The definition adopted by the U.S. Congress in the 2008 
Food, Conservation, and Energy Act (2008 Farm Act), that 
the total distance a product can be transported and still 
be considered a “locally or regionally produced agricultural 
food product” is less than 400 miles from its origin, or that 
it has to remain within the State in which it is produced.

 
• �In England, the Campaign for the Protection of Rural England 

has promoted a definition of local food as “food produced, 
grown and processed within 30 miles of the store”. In a recently 
published research report on local food systems “local food” 
was taken to mean food or ingredients that were supplied from 
within a thirty mile radius of the place where they were bought.

• �This distance has also been adopted by a number of UK large 
retail chains including Waitrose, Asda, and The Cooperative. 
Tesco has developed an extensive web resource around ‘Real 
Food’ that combines information on locally sourced product lines 
within 50 miles of a store and a broader definition of local lines as 
‘those produced and sold within a county or neighbouring county 
in England or the country in Ireland, Scotland and Wales.’ 6

• �The UK National Farmers Retail and Markets Association 
(FARMA) has developed the 30 mile radius definition into a 
set of certification criteria for farmers’ markets to protect their 
integrity. It uses 30 miles as the ideal radius, but this can be 
stretched to 50 miles for larger cities, or coastal or remote 
regions, with 100 miles as the maximum recommended. 

• �Oregional (operating in the Nijmegen and Arnhem 
regions in the Netherlands) uses the term ‘regional food’ 
rather than local to be able to offer customers enough 
variety of products. A region in this case represents 
an approximate 50km radius. Similar regional support 
schemes in Northern Ireland and the island of Ireland 
could be considered to work on similar principles. 

In the specific context of NI, a 2002 study suggested that 
“local food should be defined simply as food which is 
grown or produced in Northern Ireland” noting that “NI is 
a relatively small geographical area and this definition will 
avoid the potential confusion between ‘local’ and ‘regional’ 
food.”7 The map below taken from the report is a good 
illustration of how far this definition aligns with that of a 30 
mile radius (shown in approximate terms by the circle).

Geographic Distance: (Physical Proximity) 

6 - http://www.tesco.com/greenerliving/greener_tesco/what_tesco_is_doing/local_sourcing.page.
7 - “Local Food The case for re-localising Northern Ireland’s food economy”, Friends of the Earth, 2002

Figure 1
Defining “local” food in NI 
using a 30 mile radius
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The ‘FoodShed’ and the Regional Offer

The variation in the size of the limits chosen reflects an 
underlying relationship between the population that needs 
to be supplied and the capacity of producers to supply 
it. This relationship between land and population is being 
revisited and the term ‘FoodShed’ brought back into use. 
The term ‘foodshed’ was used almost 80 years ago in a 
book entitled How Great Cities Are Fed (Hedden, 1929) 
Much like a watershed, a foodshed describes the flow of 
food to a particular population such as a city or town from a 
surrounding area. Workable, sustainable foodshed mappings 
tend to take into account time and ease of travel, density 
of population, where and how natural water sources travel, 
and the innate productivity of land. The size of a potential 
foodshed will then vary depending on the availability of year 
round foods and the variety of foods grown and processed. 
Variables such as micro-weather patterns, soil types, 
water availability, slope conditions, and so on play a role in 
determining the area of land required, based on its underlying 
productive capacity and the knowledge and capacity of 
producers themselves, along with the size of local population. 

The geographic boundary or foodshed will then grow 
or contract depending on the ratio of producers to 
consumers and underlying productive capacity. This 
would in turn require a focus on the supply of sufficient 
amounts of defined food products (vegetables, 
cereals and meat for example) suited to the area. 

Cornell University FoodShed Mapping Project also 
considers food production and food needs in relation 
to a unit called a Human Nutritional Equivalent (HNE), a 
quantity of food that meets the nutritional requirements 
for one person for one year. The project recognises that 

not all the food requirements of a population can be 
provided by a local Foodshed, but a proportion can. 

The Foodshed concept brings the focus for defining local 
food directly onto the supply by local production of everyone 
living in an area, and forms part of moves to improve food 
security and, potentially, affordability. This is different in 
emphasis to many current regional food initiatives, which 
are typically oriented to bringing together local producers 
within a collective shopwindow for sales to a wider, usually 
more affluent target market. The primary beneficiary is the 
producer, in being able to sell product at a higher price, and 
the emphasis on ‘local food’ is in capturing and promoting 
the qualities and inherent added value associated with 
the culture, skills and geography of a region of origin. 

Foodshed mapping helps explore how far local production 
capacity could service local nutritional needs. It goes further, 
in inviting consideration of the production methods used 
to service a local foodshed, and how this can complement 
wider supply options on a seasonal basis. Recent debates 
over the value of food miles for example as a measure of 
environmental impact, highlight the relative costs of trying to 
grow foods out of season or out of balance with the soil and 
typology of the land versus obtaining them from other localities 
with more appropriate underlying growing conditions.8

The encouraging feature of the food shed approach 
is that rather than concentrating on high value niche 
foods, more small farmers could conceivably participate 
in supplying local food than might be the case based 
on a more limited concept of local or artisanal food. 
These distinctions are further discussed in section 2. 

8 - �This also highlights the issue of addressing poverty in countries such as Africa supplying some food items such as beans or nuts, in counterpoint to arguments made for 
supporting local economies through local foods, discussed later. 
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Links in the Supply Chain: Social and Economic Proximity and Social Values

Short Supply Chain models look for more direct links between 
producers and consumers, limiting these to 1 (producer 
sells to consumer) or 2 (primary producer sells to a second 
producer such as a baker or to a local shop, who then sells 
to the consumer). In common with ‘local’, short also implies 
shorter distances between these participants in the chain. 

Research carried out into the potential role of Local Food 
Systems in US Food Policy for Congress (Johnston et 
al) identified distance as one basis for defining local food 
but suggested a further definition based the ‘types of 
marketing channels used by farmers to distribute food 
from the farm to the consumer’. The list includes ‘direct-
to-consumer outlets’ such as road-side stands, on-farm 
stores (farm shops), farmers’ markets and community-
supported agriculture (CSA), and ‘intermediated outlets’, 
such as grocers, restaurants and regional distributors.9

The same research also suggested a third dimension of 
‘local’ based on attributes ‘mostly based on consumer 
perceptions of certain desired social or supply-chain 
characteristics in producing ‘local’ foods, such as 
production by a small family farm, urban farm or garden, 
or farm using sustainable agricultural practices’. These 
factors link to others which influence demand for local 
food, such as quality and freshness, traceability, supporting 
the local economy and environmental impacts.

The EC IMPACT project proposed three main types of 
short food chains on the basis of number of intermediaries, 
physical distance and organisational arrangements:

1. �Face-to-face SFSCs in which a consumer purchases 
a product directly from the producer/processor on 
a face-to-face basis and authenticity and trust are 
mediated through personal interaction (e.g. on-
farm sales, farm shops, farmers’ markets).

2. �Proximate SFSCs which extend reach beyond direct 
interaction and are essentially delivering products which are 
produced and retailed within the specific region (or place) 
of production. Consumers are made aware of the ‘local’ 
nature of the product at the point of retail (e.g. consumers’ 
cooperatives, community supported agriculture).

3. �Spatially extended SFSCs where value and meaning 
laden information about the place of production 
and producers is transferred to consumers who are 
outside of the region of production itself and who 
may have no personal experience of that region 
(e.g. certification labels, restaurants, public food 
procurement to catering services for institutions).

Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) drew on the 
concept of local food webs in establishing a definition that 
would assist their research local food webs as ‘networks 
of relationships between food producers, processors, 
retailers and consumers which deliver economic, social and 
environmental benefits within a defined geographical radius’. 

Supporting local producers, retailers and the local economy 
were also found to be important motivators for buying 
local food in shopper surveys. The CPRE study “From 
field to fork” reports this as a key finding, and cites in turn 
data from the IGD ShopperVista, Shopper Trends 2011 
February survey to suggest that the economic downturn has 
accelerated the trend for locally sourced food more generally 
as shoppers have sought to support local economies and 
communities. “In December last year, over half (52%) of 
shoppers claimed to purchase local products in order to 
support local producers, a quarter (25%) to support local 
retailers, and over a fifth (22%) to keep jobs in their area.” 10

The finding matches wider research and monitoring of 
brand performance that is suggesting a shift in consumer 
spending patterns toward brands and products that have a 
stronger connection to community and social responsibility 
as a back-lash against larger companies and financial 
interests associated with the cause of the downturn. 

Short Supply Chains then go beyond a description 
of the supply chain itself and introduce important 
social and cultural aspects of local food systems 
arising from economic and social proximity. 

Economic proximity means that market exchanges 
happen and money circulates within a community or a 
certain locality. Price can be negotiated more immediately 
between producer and consumer and can lead to 
improved outcomes for both. Retaining money within a 
local economy for longer supports that economy to have 
additional economic transactions amongst wider actors. 

Social Proximity refers to the more direct and therefore 
potentially more trustful relations between producer and 
consumer, who can come to know each other and the 
product. Direct sales allow better two-way exchange of 
information on the product, not only the right price, but 
on its qualities, production methods, and the values of the 
producer. It can, in a similar way to brand loyalty, lead to 
or enable solidarity between producers and consumers, 
and civic engagement in a local food system. The value 
this provides is multi-faceted but there is an underlying 
benefit to the consumer and the producer in enhancing 
mutual wellbeing as an outcome. The extract overleaf from 
a recent Which? Research report helps to illustrate this: 

9 - Johnson, R., Cowan,T. & Aussenberg, R.A., , The Role of Local Food Systems in U.S. Farm Policy. Congressional Research Services Report for Congress. January 20 2012, p.7
10 - http://www.igd.com/index. asp?id=1&fid=1&sid=8&tid=30&folid=0&cid=1489 asp?id=1&fid=1&sid=8&tid=30&folid=0&cid=1489
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It is essential that consumers have a meaningful choice 
over what they eat. The horsemeat scandal highlighted 
the complexity of food production and supply chains with 
the ingredients used in food potentially coming from many 
different suppliers and countries. Food production has 
become ever more sophisticated, bringing a wider range 
of choice. But this also means that many ingredients 
can be used in food products when people would not 
necessarily expect them to be present. Prices may be kept 
low through the use of cheaper ingredients and bulking 
agents, including added proteins and water for example. 

The issues that will impact on consumers in the coming 
years also mean that the information people will need 

is changing. Our research showed that many people 
want to know where their food comes from and this is 
often because they want to support local producers. 
But many foods and ingredients still do not have to label 
the country of origin. There are many environmental and 
ethical labelling schemes on the market, but Which? 
research has shown that there is a low level of awareness 
of the schemes and confusion about what they mean. 
People are more aware of diet and health issues, but 
unhealthy choices are too often the easier choice.

Which Consumer Report April 2013 “The 
future of food: giving consumers a say”

For the consumer then, short supply chain relations can 
be empowering, in enabling better information on which to 
make more confident purchasing decisions. Transparency 
and traceability are easier to verify by the consumer about 
the product and its provenance, production method and 
use directly without the use of complicated food labelling 
or dependency on an external body. There is more 
confidence also that the product bought is authentic and 
of good value with regard to the ingredients used and 
presentation. The consumer can also play a role in helping 
to shape the product by providing feedback on product 
qualities, presentation, composition or indeed recipes. 

Consumers are able to use their purchasing decisions to 
support producers that provide a number of additional 
outcomes not only with regard to the food bought and eaten, 
but to the wider community and environment in which the 
person lives. The ‘consumer’ becomes less anonymous 
and passive and is replaced by individuals making an 
active choice to ‘buy into’ an alternative means to obtain a 
proportion of the food they eat on a day to day basis. As 
such, they are more like members of a club subscribing to a 
set of shared values or benefits than individual consumers. 

For the producer, short supply chains are empowering in 
allowing a better price to be explained and received, less 
visible factors in long supply chains such as environmental 
stewardship and welfare practices can be more fully 
appreciated and supported and their added value realised. 
Valuable feedback can also be gained on product qualities 
and features that can help to improve the product and 
strengthen sales. Producers can incorporate and adhere to 
transparent principles tested with consumers about the way 
food is produced; this may be with regard to the nutritional 
value of the food or the avoidance of ingredients designed to 
favour the producer over the consumer in the transaction.11

These exchanges are facilitated by the provision of 
spaces such as farmers markets or local websites which 
can carry information on individual farmers describing 
their biography, farming experience and ideology, 
production methods, and location of the farm. Farms or 
producer establishments can in turn be more accessible 
for a visit by locals or as part of agri-tourism. 

The extent to which these are real added value opportunities 
for producers however depends on how potential consumers 
are informed about food choices and are able to appreciate 
not only any nutritional benefits but the intrinsic pleasure 
provided by food made with natural ingredients – as is 
discussed in Section 4. There is a need for a consistent and 
innovative approach to breaking down barriers to a wider 
range of people if local food is to fully realise its potential 
benefits as a credible part of food provision. This might 
include education and awareness raising activities but also 
greater participation and co-creation to develop a local food 
scene. As the rise in obesity and diabetes illustrates, food 
health as a whole cannot be left solely to market forces. 

Effective information and communication can 
influence the “willingness to pay” of people in the local 
population, in turn influencing the price that can be 
reached and volume of product that can be sold.

11 - examples such as water retainers (adding weight to a product) salt and sugar (making a food product taste better without also delivering nutritional benefits, 
or competing for purchases through manipulating weaknesses) or using substitute ingredients that reduce inherent food quality in order to compete on price.
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Local Food as an articulation of Social Values 

Economic proximity enables the development of Social Capital; 
relationships of trust and cooperation important to the success 
of the local food economy. To this social and economic capital 
can be added a third element, that of Cultural Capital. Cultural 
capital reflects the shared knowledge that is accumulated 
between consumers and producers, and the potential of 
a (re)connection with local food traditions and identities. 

Closely associated with Social and Cultural capital are 
additional values around place and environment /landscape 

Kneafsey et al For example,12 include amongst three definitions 
of local food (Distance being one of them) Local food 
defined according to product, process and place attributes. 
This definition attributes particular foods to a district or 
geographical area, based on special attributes such as soils, 
topography, climate, local skills and knowledge, and usually 
realised through seeking Protected Designation of Origin 
(PDO) status for food products such as Chedder Cheese or 
more recently, Melton Mobrey Pork Pies or Lough Neagh eels.

The Soil Association definition also includes reference to 
environmental and health benefits; ‘A system of producing, 
processing and trading, primarily of sustainable and 
organic forms of food production, where the physical 
and economic activity is largely contained and controlled 
within the locality or region where it was produced, 
which delivers health, economic, environmental and 
social benefits to the communities in those areas.’

CPRE’s definition used for their research of Local Food 
networks draws from that of the Soil Association in recognising 
the potential for a local food system to deliver economic, 
social and environmental benefits “The concept goes beyond 
that of a supply chain to look at food’s wider impact on the 
quality of places, the environment and community life” 

The Plunkett Foundation ‘Making Local food Work’ 
initiative defines Local food systems as “groups of 
organisations that are united in ethical and sustainable 
principles, working together to improve access to 
local food for a wider portion of their community”
“In a value chain, (seafood) products don’t compete merely 
on price. Rather, their value is held by the stories shared along 
the chain- of fishing families, communities and stewardship- 
along with the traceability and integrity of the chain itself”.13

Added value constructs about local food have however also 
created barriers to the full realisation of a local food market 
by seeking to draw on cultural capital. Local has tended to 
amalgamate with artisanal around higher quality foods; both 
in ingredients and in smaller, more handcrafted approaches 
to production, in which knowledge and skill are important 
intermediate ingredients in the production process. Being 
willing to pay for and as such value and show appreciation 
and support for this knowledge and skill may have a limiting 
effect, considering who can afford to do so and how is this 
perceived to be ‘added value’ to people in different walks of 
life, some of which are focussed on meeting basic needs.

Broader buy-in to a local food system can, however provide 
an alternative way for enterprises to increase viability if a 
price can be reached comparable to that of supermarkets, 
helping to offset some of the impact of competition 
from larger global suppliers on local markets. Social and 
cultural capital then, is an important ‘third leg’ to the local 
food stool along with Natural (productive) Capital and the 
Physical Capital supporting local processing / storage and 
distribution / retail. Cultivating social and cultural capital can 
become a purposeful part of a strategy to develop local 
food systems, something that is re-visited in Section 4.

We consider how unique this association between local food 
production and wider environmental and health benefits might 
be compared to other production systems in Section 2.

12 - Kneafsey, M. , Lambie, H., Dowler, E. & Inman A., ,”Mapping Local Food Webs Concepts and Methods Interim Report Part 1”, SURGE, July 2008
13 - Slow Fish – part of the Slow Food Movement, Beaton at www.slowfood.com/slowfish
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Visualising a Local Food System

Taking the different perspectives discussed so far, the 
following three diagrams each provide a model for linking 
together different components of a local food system. 

The first model below provides a systems picture or map of the key 
contributory parts influencing the existence of a local food system. 
The level and range of activity in the system and its overall stability 
is a result of the relationship achieved and maintained between 

production methods based on the underlying characteristics 
of the land, and the willingness and ability to pay amongst the 
people living in the same geographic region. As such, a local 
food system needs to be considered by looking at areas that 
combine a population centre and a food supply area or foodshed.

Models 2 and 3 extend outwards to also consider other food 
systems as part of a balanced approach to food production.

Social and Cultural Capital 

Relationships of Trust 
Information and Communication 

Education and Awareness 
Values 

Willingness to Pay

Processing and Distribution Options 

Processing facilities  
(kitchen, butchery, packaging etc) 

Storage
Delivery Options 

Retail outlets 
Coordination

Product Offer 

Type and range of food items  
that can be provided.  

Type of added value that can be included
• Product attributes 

• Environment and land management 
• Local Economy 

• Sense of place / identity 

Cost/Affordability

Ingredients of a Local Food Economy:

Productive Capacity

Natural Assets: 
land and soil quality, local climate, biodiversity

Production Systems and knowledge:
Soil management, Permaculture, Poly tunnels etc.

Information / Transparency

Model 1

The upper portion of the model describes the natural 
capital underpinning a local foodshed and its capacity 
to produce, in turn associated with the knowledge and 
production systems that are employed (Human Capital).

Two parallel areas of development influence the linkage between 
local production and consumption; that of processing storage and 
distribution on the one hand (physical Capital) and the relationships 
of trust and awareness that support interest in purchasing product. 

The natural / physical capital pathway influences 
what kinds of product can be provided and the 
types of added value that can be included.

The Social / Cultural Capital pathway combines the local 
population size, its purchasing power (average household income 
levels) along with any potential from tourism and visitors to the 
area to provide an indication of the economic capacity of the area. 
Production and economic capacity define the scale and content 
of a local food system, negotiated and shaped by the involvement 
of producers and consumers participating in the system. 

This model provides a means to baseline and plan the 
development of a local food system, ensuring sufficient 
attention is paid to understanding and supporting each 
element appropriately in order to achieve sustainability. 

Economic Capacity within  
the local community 

Number of people/density of population 
Purchasing Power 

Alternative Currency Schemes

External Buy-in

Tourism/Visitors
Online Sales 
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The Local Food Thematic Working Group considered the 
definition of local food in the first and fourth workshop 
sessions. The definition developed by the group favoured 
the use of Northern Ireland as a whole as ‘local’ from the 
perspective of the buyer (restaurant, retailer, consumer). A 
high level indicator of success could be the proportion of 
food consumed within Northern Ireland that is also grown and 
supplied from within Northern Ireland. This was previously 
considered high in comparison to other parts of the UK (in 
a 2002 study of Local Food in Northern Ireland), but this 
was prior to full penetration by larger supermarket chains 
than is the case today and a new baseline is required.

Foodshed mapping and recognition of the variations in 
underlying geography and productive capacity mean that 
from a production point of view this would benefit from a more 
local perspective. The case for considering regions below the 
level of Northern Ireland as a whole is further supported when 
considering the additional factors of social and cultural capital 
and bio-physical features as factors shaping and sustaining 
local food systems. These require smaller geographies to 
operate effectively. Further, affordability and access mean 

that for a portion of the population, some local food provision 
needs to be organised at the level of the settlement. 

Instead of focussing on one definition of local, a more useful 
way of thinking about local food can be found in the food 
production continuum compiled for the group shown on the 
following page. The continuum arranges different food system 
models according to catchment area, moving from those 
that are highly localised such as community food projects 
to ones which are regional and increasingly global in reach. 
Ideally, a flexible approach to nurturing food production 
would enable producers to find their own level. Much like 
sport, such a multi-tiered approach would enable a broader 
range of people, talent and skills to try working with food, 
allowing for more of that talent to rise to become part of 
regional or export oriented enterprises should they so wish. 

Interestingly, the group arrived at the view that as catchment 
area increased beyond Box 3 (regional) the system became 
less rural and more business / industrial – is there, in effect, 
a further link between local and rural as a meaningful 
term in contrast to a mainstream agri-food industry? 

Community Based 
(10 mile radius)

Community 
owned provision 
based on a social 
enterprise Model 

- �Community Kitchens 
- �Community gardens 
- �Patchwork farms /

GIY networks 

Locally sourced 
and distributed 
(10-30 mile radius)

�Face-to-face SFSCs 
in which a consumer 
purchases a product 
directly from the 
producer/processor

- �Box /coordination 
schemes (BOXA) 

- �Farmers markets 
- �Community 

Supported 
Agriculture/Supply 
Chain Coops 

- �Local buying 
clusters (eg farmers, 
cafe, restaurants, 
small shops)

- �Urban Farming 

Regional Schemes
(30 - 50 mile radius) 

�Proximate SFSCs 
which extend reach 
beyond direct 
interaction and are 
delivering products 
which are produced 
and retailed within 
the specific region

- �Artisanal foods 
- �Speciality Markets 

/Artisan village 
linked to tourism

- �Shared (Regional) 
branding 

- �Food hubs / 
Larger farm shops 
(including self 
supplying retail 
outlets - Brightside)

- �Larger box schemes 
(Root and Branch) 

- �Trade directories / 
search facilities 

Locally Sourced but 
Widely Sold 

Spatially extended 
SFSCs where value 
and meaning laden 
information about the 
place of production 
and producers 
is transferred to 
consumers who are 
outside of the region 
of production itself

- �Brand Ambassadors 
(channels) eg 

- �Cloughbane Farm 
Shop and Brand 

- �Wegmans 
Supermarket 
chain (USA) 

- �Designation Status
- �Food sector 

SME clusters 
- �Online sales 

Conventional – 
Global

Globally extended 
and largely traded 
on price and quality 
and increasingly, 
traceability rather 
than on meaning 
associated with place

- �Primary commodity 
production

- �Food processing 
for export 

Increasing Size of Catchment Area

Use Of Online Sales

Model 2: A Local / Regional / Global Continuum
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Model 3: Growing Communities Food Zones

The Growing Communities initiative in Hackney 
is a social enterprise run by local people that has 
been in operation for 15 years. More detail is 
provided in the Case Examples in Section 3.

The initiative has developed what it calls Food Zones. 
These are designed to show what type of food could best 
come from where and is an initial attempt to illustrate what 
percentage of food the initiative aims to source from different 
zones. Each zone has a target percentage against which 
progress is tracked annually. The zones and associated 
target percentages are shown in the diagram below.

“It starts with the urban areas in which most of us live 
and moves outwards applying a kind of food subsidiarity: 
raising what we can as close as we can and then moving 
outwards taking into account a number of factors, 
such as soil type, climate, what grows best where, 
size of plots available, infrastructure and transport links 
available, the degree of mechanization that makes 
most sense, and the perishability of the produce.”14

14 - http://www.growingcommunities.org/about-us/food-zone/manifesto/

Finally: A definition

Whilst a single unifying definition will always be limited 
the following could be helpful for some purposes.

Article 2 of the draft regulation for rural development defines 
short supply chain as: “a supply chain involving a limited 
number of economic operators, committed to co-operation, 
local economic development, and close geographical and 
social relations between producers and consumers.”

As a label or criterion, we also suggest using the term 
‘Locally Provided Food’; that is, food items that have 
been grown and prepared within (a defined geographic 
area) to service local food needs within the population. 

0: Urban Domestic 2.5%

1: �Urban Traded 5% 
Salads & Leafy Greens, Fruit

2: �Peri-Urban Land 17.5% 
Fruit & Veg, Horticulture, Some Field Scale

3: �Rural Hinterland Within 100 Miles 35%  
Mainly Field-Scale and Some Arable and Livestock

4: �Rest Of Uk 20% 
Mainly Arable and Livestock

5: �Rest Of Europe 15% 
Fruit and Hungry-Gap Veg

6: �Further Afield 5% 
Spices, Coffee, Tea, Chocolate,Tropical Fruit


