
‘The European Agricultural Fund 
for Rural Development: Europe 

investing in rural areas’.

Section 3: 

Case Approaches or  
Initiatives & Innovations



Section 3 - Case Approaches or Initiatives & Innovations

SECTION THREE: 2

Introduction 

In this section we provide a comprehensive guide to the 
range of initiatives, models and approaches that are emerging 
in and around local food provision. The examples illustrate 
the range of choices and solutions that are becoming 

available to address different development objectives. Case 
examples are organised based on the local food continuum 
introduced in Section 1 moving from the very local community 
based initiatives to large scale regional food hubs. 

Community Based (10 mile radius)

Evaluation of community food initiatives has shown how 
powerful food is as a way of bringing people together 
and promoting healthy eating through sharing of skills, 
knowledge and techniques. Community based food 
enterprises also offer important pathways to employment 

through training and volunteering or to entrepreneurship by 
enabling low risk food product and business prototyping. 
Of the different scales of local food provision covered in this 
research, it is at community level that perhaps the biggest 
changes are taking place in both rural and urban settings. 

Community Kitchens

The core idea of a Community Kitchen is of having a central 
kitchen space that anyone from a village or neighbourhood 
can use to cook, develop food products, chat and share 
recipes and resources. The community kitchen concept 
can encompass commercial and social / health related 
purposes. Kitchens can be located in community halls, 
or it may be possible to utilise a school kitchen.

As a social resource, kitchens can enable taster 
sessions and cook-it courses for adults or young people 
around healthy eating and can be linked to gardening 
projects or allotment provision. The combination can 
help address food poverty by enabling disadvantaged 
households to cook affordable and nutritious meals.

As a commercial proposition, a kitchen group can develop 
catering services. For example, as part of a three year 
community food initiative the Northside Community Health 
Initiative in Cork, Ireland established a Food Club which 

uses the kitchen of a local primary school. Begun through 
an informal gathering of local women, the Club caters for 
community events and proposes to tender for the provision 
of school breakfasts and lunches through public procurement 
as a social enterprise. The Food Club is also proposing 
to start a community cookery equipment store which will 
provide shared equipment for cooking through a lending 
scheme overseen by the club. (www.nicheonline.ie)

Kitchens offer a valuable training space in which individuals 
can test and develop food product ideas for sale at farmers 
markets or other retail outlets through their own micro-food 
business. Receiving training in food health and hygiene 
as well as food preparation and being able to access 
equipment and appropriate food preparation area at low 
cost encourages new entrants. Alternatively, training and 
work as part of a catering business can provide pathways to 
employment. A community kitchen can also draw from food 
grown in a community garden or local small producers.

Humshaugh Community Ventures Ltd, in Northumberland, 
England has recently opened such a kitchen in the 
village hall. It received grant aid of £17,340 from the 
Northumberland Uplands Local Action Group’s LEADER 
fund and recycles profits generated by the village’s 
award-winning local shop into community projects.

The kitchen has been fitted out with commercial-standard 
equipment and is designed for use by local people interested 
in setting up small scale local food businesses as well as by 
the hall itself which caters for social events. The combination 
of kitchen and hall improves the viability of the hall as a 
resource. In taking over the village shop considerable interest 
was generated from people in producing their own goods such 
as bread, pastries, jams and chutneys, for sale in the shop. 

“Because of stringent commercial food hygiene requirements, 
it wasn’t possible for people to do this, so we approached 
the village hall committee and came up with a plan that 
would benefit both the hall and the wider community.”

Plans are underway to establish a local orchard 
and beehives. The grant provided includes support 
for purchase of equipment that will enable the 
production of local cider and honey for sale in the 
shop. It is proposed that the kitchen will also be used 
to deliver cookery and bread-making classes.

Northumberland Uplands Local Action Group 
were keen to support the kitchen as a resource 
that could deliver multiple benefits.

Community owned provision typically based on a social enterprise model
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Community Gardens

Community garden initiatives have been plentiful in recent 
years and there is a wealth of experience readily available to 
guide set up and management. For example, from 2004-2011 
the Leitrim Organic Centre (Ireland), in partnership with the 
Health Services Executive (HSE), ran an extensive community 
gardens training and development programme called ‘Growing 
in Confidence’ which helped a number of communities in 
rural and urban settings across the Northwest of Ireland to 
establish and run community gardens, many of which are 
still fully functional. A guidebook, the “Growing in Confidence 
How To Guide”, was produced from the programme to assist 
further communities to plan and establish gardens and is 
available to download from www.theorganiccentre.ie .

The recently completed Safefood funded Community 
Foods Initiative Demonstration Programme provided grant 
support for seven community organisations to develop 
bespoke local food solutions in severely disadvantaged 
communities. A comprehensive evaluation of the initiative 
available from Safefood found that the projects had resulted 
in a range of social and health related benefits including: 

• �Better appreciation of, and confidence 
in, using different kinds of food; 

• �Clear benefits to mental and physical health, gardening providing 
a quiet space and therapeutic benefits in the outdoor air;

• �A strong contribution to social inclusion and sense 
of community encouraging a broad range of 
people to get involved or for community garden 
groups to become better connected to the 
wider community through sale of produce;

• �Training opportunities for young people in horticulture 
skills and the development of a new career path 
in community horticulture including community 
development and horticulture based skills;

• �Encouraging people to use allotments 
more productively by using the community 
garden to provide initial basic training; 

• �Enabling enterprise, for example, the development 
of a new line in herb based soaps and deodorants 
targeted at cancer sufferers who require high quality 
ingredients but which are typically unaffordable.

Potential was also identified for the development 
of social enterprises and linking into wider 
local food provision, for example:-

“The village hall has a new, upgraded kitchen; local people 
can use it to prepare local produce to a commercial 
standard and Humshaugh village shop can potentially 
expand its range of local produce as a result.”

The design of a kitchen is crucial and should be capable of 
accommodating a wide range of uses. For example, it should 
facilitate training through inclusion of a large island with a 
cooktop to gather around and engage in the cooking or 
canning process along with table and counter space to allow 
a number of individuals to participate or work on projects and 
share jobs during a class. Kitchen tools of all sizes should 
be included to support early learning of cookery skills.

Suitable storage should enable stocking of fresh local 
ingredients. Having the ability to purchase larger quantities 
directly from farmers or to harvest, process and temporarily 
store produce will benefit local farms and cafeterias.

In addition, one community kitchen is being designed to 
facilitate filming to allow for the recording of food preparations 
that guide people through basic cooking techniques, enable 
a youth-based healthy cooking show or any number of 
other creative ideas to promote local and healthier foods.

A useful guide to planning and running a community 
kitchen is The Rural Opportunities Network Community 
Kitchen Best Practices Toolkit: A Guide for Community 
Organizations in Newfoundland and Labrador in Canada. 
The principles and practices are generally applicable. 

East Belfast Mission in Belfast - assisted disadvantaged 
people (including recently homeless people) to include fresh 
vegetables in their diet through its food project. It worked closely 
with Root and Branch Organics in sourcing a wider range 

of fresh vegetables than it could grow itself and is planning 
to open a purpose designed shop on the main street to act 
as a food hub and continue providing healthy convenient 
food options, taster sessions and training workshops.
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BBHF Model for a City-Wide Community Food Initiative
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Bogside and Brandywell Health Forum (BBAF) in Derry/
Londonderry - developed three complementary sites each 
with its own function within a larger city-wide community food 
model, illustrated in the diagram below. A small site at the 
Gasworks (BBHF itself) acts as a training resource. A Council 
allotment site, to be managed by BBHF, provides an opportunity 
for individuals to grow their own food but can allocate surplus 
products to other disadvantaged groups in the city. A larger 
site at Westway that is more commercially oriented, acts as 
a key social enterprise. It is planning to provide flowers and 

shrubs via local garden centres or Council procurement and 
vegetables to a local processor as well as providing training 
opportunities for careers in horticulture and market gardening. 

Additional support and advice 
The Federation of city farms and community gardens: 
www.farmgarden.org.uk

Community Gardens Network: 
www.communitygardennetwork.ning.com
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Patchwork Farms / Farm Start initiatives

Urban farming is perhaps the fastest growing example 
of renewed interest in re-localising food provision driven, 
as noted in Section 2, by dissatisfaction with the way 
in which food is provided through mainstream food 
production, processing and retailing. Examples include:-

Growing Communities (Hackney, North London)  
www.growingcommunities.org
This community-led organisation is based in Hackney, 
North London, and has operated for 10 years. This 
initiative has a wide array of production and trading 
methods including two main community-led trading 
outlets - an organic fruit and vegetable box scheme 
and the Stoke Newington Farmers’ Market.

“These harness the collective buying power of our 
community and direct it towards those farmers who are 
producing food in a sustainable way - allowing those 
small-scale farmers and producers whom we believe are 
the basis of a sustainable agriculture system to thrive”. 

On the production side the initiative includes three organically 
certified urban market gardens based on wasteground in 
the area where produce is grown for sale through the box 
scheme. The gardens specialise in salads and leafy greens 
including the product line of ‘zero-carbon salad bags’. 

In addition is the development of a Patchwork Farm made 
up of co-ordinated growing and harvesting across a number 
of very small plots in back gardens, on church land and on 
estates. Growing Communities finds the land and provides the 
Patchwork Farmers with tools, equipment, and advice to help 
them grow salad to sell to the weekly veg box scheme and other 
local outlets. Interestingly, data on Russian food consumption 
indicates that as much as 91% of potatoes, 76% of vegetables 
and 79% of fruits are provided through small holders and 
people growing food in back gardens indicating what is possible 
through this approach. This was recently complemented 
with the opening of a 4-acre Starter Farm in Dagenham 
to grow a wider variety of vegetables on a larger scale.

As with BBHF, the arrangement includes training for apprentice 
growers and volunteers. The overall production capacity is 
geared to supplying the Hackney population as part of a 
combination of food sources described in the Food Zones model 
presented in Section 1. The scheme won the Radio 4 Food 
and Farming Awards Big Food Idea Category award for 2012.

The Kindling Trust
The Kindling Trust near Manchester has established, 
what it claims at time of writing to be the UK’s first 
Farm Start initiative, an incubator farm for those new 
to farming. It allows a new generation of growers to 
trial their farming business ideas in a low-risk way.

For a small annual fee, new growers have access to 
manageable lots of organic land, on-going training and 
mentoring, access to local markets for produce and the benefit 
of peer support. This is an opportunity for anyone to determine 
if farming is for them either on their own, with friends or family. 
It allows for flexibility regarding the amount of time spent each 
week depending on what is grown. As a farm business proves 
itself viable, it is envisaged that farm entrants are enabled to 
expand on to further ¼ acre sections each year, until year 6, 
when participants are invited to move onto their own farm.

Joining FarmStart Manchester costs £450 
in year 1. For this participants get:

• ¼ acre to grow crops;
• Contractor services for larger machinery work;
• Access to storage facilities and some shared tools;
• Bulk buying of sundry items;
• Start-up business planning support;
• �Support accessing marketing outlets (Manchester Veg 

People, Abbey Leys farm shop, local farmers’ markets);
• On-going technical training;
• Mentoring and mediation from the Kindling Trust.

Each additional ¼ acre will cost an extra £50.

“We want to see more people growing food around Greater 
Manchester, and we need more suppliers for our organic 
vegetable marketing co-operative, Manchester Veg People. 
Abbey Leys want home-grown vegetables for their farm 
shop, and there is plenty of scope for attending local farmers 
markets. By trying to remove the barriers that stop people 
getting started in vegetable production, we hope to make 
it possible for a new generation of growers to emerge”.
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Urban Farming / Urban Agriculture 

Urban agriculture involves growing food in a city, town or 
village to generate revenue. It encompasses community 
gardens and patchwork farms but shifts the balance 
toward economic outcomes as much as social ones. 
It includes agricultural production activities as well as 
related processing and marketing activities, inputs (e.g. 
compost) and support service delivery. The latter is 
sometimes provided by specialised micro-enterprises. 
In urban agriculture, production and marketing tend 
to be more closely inter-related in terms of time and 
space than for rural agriculture, as a result of greater 
geographic proximity and quicker resource flow.

A more recent development has been the introduction of 
hydroponics1 based systems for growing vegetables and in some 
cases fish on rooftops or on sites close to supermarket outlets. 
After renewable energy, this is the next example of de-centralised 
small scale independent production systems. As well as providing 
individual food supply options, rooftop or backyard farms enable 
enterprises to make use of currently vacant real estate assets 
and reduce their environmental impact. Examples of rooftop and 
backyard systems include the German ‘UrbanFarmers’ company:-

http://urbanfarmers.com/productsservices/farm
http://urbanfarmers.com/productsservices/box-globe

1 - Hydroponics is a subset of hydroculture and is a method of growing plants using mineral nutrient solutions, in water, without soil.
2 - The therapeutic use of farming practices For more on Care Farming see also 
www.carefarminguk.org/ or the Social Farming Across Borders Project and associated research www.socialfarmingacrossborders.org

Locally sourced and distributed (10-30 mile radius)

These are face-to-face Short Food Supply Chains (SFSC’s) 
in which a consumer purchases a product directly from the 
producer/processor and in which the product in question 
is both sourced and sold within a specific local area. The 
local area itself can often provide a backdrop to the food 

offer for example, as part of a wider tourism product.
Producers / retailers need to find ways to balance choice with 
volume. It is difficult for specialists to survive in the current 
environment without a means to achieve sufficient volume 
to cover costs and this can’t rely on just one product.

Local Foods Linking Countryside And City

The Pure Hubs Project sets out to build better functional 
relationships between town / city and countryside. It includes 
15 pilot projects across the UK and North West Europe.

The model allows educational and leisure activities 
to combine with the provision of local foods thereby 

strengthening relationships between suppliers and 
consumers. Other pilots incorporate Green Energy initiatives 
and Care Farming.2 Partners in the programme include 
networks, farming groups, Councils and Universities. 

http://www.purehubs.eu

Alongside urban agriculture initiatives are projects exploring how to make stronger links between city and surrounding countryside. 

Brightside in the US, (website) farms build larger scale 
greenhouses in conjunction with larger supermarkets 
who sign up to buy and sell on the production. 
Greenhouses are state-of-the-art greenhouse farms 
designed to conserve land, water, eliminate agricultural 
run-off and reduce greenhouse gas emission from 
transportation. Each farm creates jobs for local farmers. 
 
On a smaller more low-tech scale are the 
self named “Urban Farming Guys”:- 

“Running hard to put the most innovative, accessible, low tech 
and reproducible solutions for self sustaining community into 
the hands of everyday people on a local level. We are beating 
a path for communities and villages to thrive in any economy”.

The solutions being pioneered in disadvantaged areas of 
inner cities do not need to remain there. The technology 
could just as easily be integrated into village food 
systems to complement local farm production. Indeed, a 
combination of community gardens, urban farm systems, 
community supported agriculture, a community kitchen 
and a renewable energy scheme could help realise 
a semi self-sufficient village model as a pathfinding 
project for the next rural development programme.

Resources available include the Urban Farming Guidebook 
written and published by the EcoDesign Resource Society 
(EDRS) to “support local governments and communities in 
finding innovative and creative strategies for sustainability 
and resiliency” (see www.ecodesignresources.org).



Section 3 - Case Approaches or Initiatives & Innovations

SECTION THREE: 7

Coordination: Box Schemes and Collection Points 

A key challenge of local food provision is the time it might 
take for someone to either find and/or purchase the food 
produce they want on a weekly basis or for the producer 
to find and sell to individual customers. Neither side 
have the time required to do this unless it is co-ordinated 
in some way. Customers typically want convenience 
whilst producers need to focus on producing.

Box schemes are a method for co-ordinating links between 
suppliers and customers. They have existed for a number 
of years and have recently improved in sophistication by 
drawing on emerging online technologies. The two largest 
UK schemes include Riverford or the long standing Able 
and Cole which saw a 20% increase in turnover from 
2011 to 2013 and has 50,000 weekly deliveries.3

Organic shoppers are increasingly choosing the convenience 
and variety offered by home delivery over limited ranges at 
many supermarkets.4 Most box schemes are now co-
ordinated online through dedicated websites to provide weekly 

deliveries (vegetables or fruit) or monthly (meat/fish). They 
provide a broad range of box sizes and content at different 
prices. Websites allow customers to tailor the content and 
size of boxes to suit their circumstances and some now allow 
them to delay deliveries if they are away or are not ready for 
another box. Delivery costs are usually low or may be free. 

Abel and Cole is a case example of a local food system 
that grew considerably from starting with door to door 
sale of potatoes in 1998. It is now a multi-million pound 
concern worth nearly £40 million in 2007. It suffered a 
significant downturn at the height of the economic crisis, 
however, with pre-tax losses of £13.8 million in 2010. It 
has since moved back into profitability of around £4.8 
million in 2012. It was recently sold to Aunt Bessies (William 
Jackson Food Group) and has moved a long way from 
the local farmer based co-ordination model that is usually 
associated with box schemes. It illustrates how schemes 
can become integrated into larger food chains. Tesco is 
also testing its own box scheme in the London area.

Innovations to schemes include recipe ideas and detailed 
information on sourcing of products. Gousto www.gousto.
co.uk, for example, bases orders around the selection 
of recipes and provides the ingredients and recipe cards 

in the delivery. Ingredients are sourced locally first (for 
example meat is supplied from a local farm) and then 
further afield within the UK and Europe for speciality 
ingredients. All vegetables are organic and seasonal.

In Northern Ireland innovative schemes include Helen’s Bay 
Organic Gardens, Co. Down, which delivers vegetables in 
nets rather than boxes. As with all the schemes mentioned 
supply builds outwards from local to further afield. Helen’s 
Bay estimate that 65% of the produce sold comes from 
four farms scattered along the east and south of Northern 
Ireland. About 10% comes from farms in England and the 

balance through a Dutch organic certified wholesaler.
A number of smaller box schemes have also been 
developing in Northern Ireland including 
‘Veg Out’ Veg Box based in Comber and 
Castle Farm Dundrum, Co. Down

http://www.castlefarmdundrum.co.uk/Box-Deals.html

Boxa is a more recent scheme operating from the North 
East of Northern Ireland and focusing on meat and dairy 
products. The scheme also places an emphasis on affordability 
and was designed to ensure product and boxes were:-

• suitable for all households/incomes;
• affordable;
• easy to use;
• fit in a domestic freezer;
• easily accessible;
• of dependable and consistent quality.5

The simplest and least costly approach adopted by the scheme 
was to divide a cow equally between a given number of people 
so that everyone got the same and paid the same. For example, 

a side of beef is divided among ten people (boxes) at £75 per 
box. Each box has the same quantity of cuts/items and the 
box contents or quantity cannot be changed. Customers join 
the scheme as members and are invited to place an order 
on a monthly basis. The price their members pay is based 
on: farmer’s price + abattoir + butcher + BOXA (10%).

The scheme has grown steadily over the past year 
supplying beef, lamb, pork and recently chicken and milk, 
working in partnership with a handful of farms. It also 
includes seafood from Rathlin Island fishermen off the 
Co. Antrim coast. The basic model, which uses a simple 
e-mail based ordering system and van delivery, supports 
one person part-time as Co-ordinator. This could be 
replicated across Northern Ireland as a series of hubs. 

3 - �The company was recently sold to ‘Aunt Bessies’ (William Jackson Food Group) It suffered a significant downturn at the height of the economic crisis but has since moved 
back into profitability of 4.6 million in 2012

4 - Soil Association Organic Market Report 2013.
5 - Boxa Fact Sheet
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Collection Points

Farm Drop is a new initiative that also aims to facilitate 
trade between customers and farmers / producers 
through the collation and coordination of orders 
through an online platform. The model consists of:-

• �A central website which is designed to support the collation 
of orders for any farm drop scheme. Producers wishing 
to join the scheme apply to the central site and register. 

• �A Co-ordinator (or ‘keeper’) acts as a collection point. 
Co-ordinators are individuals who want to start a 
FarmDrop in their area. Co-ordinators wishing to set up 
a scheme also register with the site. Co-ordinators can 

use any spare space in the community to act as a drop 
point – from a pub to a community hall or local shop. 

• �Customers – potential customers can also register 
on the FarmDrop site or can identify their nearest 
FarmDrop scheme and join it directly. 

The collation of individual orders is intended to enable producers to 
offer the drop scheme product at better prices whilst also achieving 
higher returns than would be the case through wholesalers. 
Proceeds from sales are split to give the farmer 80%, the keeper 
/ Co-ordinator 10% and the Farm Drop Scheme 10% which 
pays for coordination costs such as online payment processing. 

With the backing of DEFRA and ocean conservation group 
Seaweb, Catchbox (http://www.catchbox.coop/) launched 
in March 2013 as the UK’s first community fish co-operative. 
Based initially in Brighton and Chichester, it hopes to spread 
nationwide. The scheme links local fishermen with customers, 
helping consumers to eat more seasonally and ethically and 
providing an alternative market for the fishermen themselves.

It is already possible to order fresh fish boxes from online 
retailers, but the not-for-profit Catchbox invites members 
to play a more active role. Customers pay a £10 joining 
fee and decide how much fish they want over the course 
of the 12-week season. If they choose a kilo a week, 
which costs £6, they will pay a fee of £82 upfront. Some 

weeks the catch will be worth more than £6 a kilo - some 
weeks under. Catchbox guarantees the fishermen £5 of 
that £6, meaning a regular wage whatever they bring in 
with no risk of a sudden drop in a fish’s market value.

Consumers are encouraged to use plentiful, but less popular, 
fish such as cuttlefish, gurnard and scud as well as the 
more usual salmon and seabass. The scheme is based 
on a weekly collection point at which advice is available 
on preparation. A website offers further information and 
is designed to encourage members to share recipes, 
videos and experiences. Those who volunteer in the 
running of the Co-operative will get additional benefits 
such as knife skills workshops or fishing trips.

Farmers Markets

Farmers’ markets along with Farm Shops allow farmers 
and small producers the opportunity to directly sell food 
and other produce to the general public. This direct 
form of selling is beneficial to both the farmer and the 
consumer as it increases profit margins while offering 
locally produced fresh foods. Markets are an ideal way 
for a new entrant or very small scale producer to have a 
relatively low cost outlet and test the market for product. 
All the products on sale at a farmers market should 
have been grown, reared, caught, brewed, pickled, 
baked, smoked or processed by the stallholder.

The National Farmers’ Retail and Markets Association 
(FARMA) estimates 500 farmers’ markets in the UK, some 
of which have grown significantly in size. Bolton Council, for 
example, reported to the House of Commons Committee 
examining local markets that in addition to over 300 small 
businesses at Ashburner St Market, the market also provided 
“direct and indirect employment for over 500 people”.

Markets are evolving to emphasise their contribution to 
sustainable development. Bristol’s St Nicholas market, 
for example, was awarded the title ‘Greenest market 

in the UK’ by the National Market Traders Federation. 
The award recognised the market’s work to recycle and 
dispose of food waste and other market waste, reduce 
food miles by encouraging local growers, suppliers and 
traders, and reduce packaging and plastic bags.

Stoke Newington Farmers Market, part of the multi-
award winning Growing Communities Initiative 
(described earlier), places emphasis on community led 
trading and tackling food poverty, providing cookery 
demonstrations and lessons in how to grow vegetables.

Recent research6 has reported that traditional markets, 
for some time in decline, may be making a slow 
return. However, farmer and speciality markets, which 
have been doing well to date may be vulnerable 
to the current stringent economic climate. 

Challenges in setting up a market include:-
• �finding and attracting a range of producers/

makers on a regular basis;
• �providing a range of prices to attract a wide 

range of customers and pockets;

6 - eg
• �London Development Agency London’s Retail Street Markets - Draft Final Report
• �House of Commons Communities and Local Government Committee: Market Failure?: Can the traditional market survive? Ninth Report of Session 2008–09
• �Nick Rhodes, First National Survey of Retail Markets, Manchester, 2005.
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• �making the market a welcoming place in which a 
wide range of people will feel comfortable visiting;

• �the ability of stall holders to make enough profit at the 
market to cover the input costs of participating in the 
market (such as labour, time factors such as driving 
time, and market stall fees) based on pricing and 
the scale achievable in a small market for sales; 

• �providing good advertising and awareness raising;

• �covering costs without reducing already 
tight margins for stall holders;

• �the weather; wind and rain;
• �complimenting the town centre retail 

strategies and shopping provision;
• �contributing to the town centre’s wider environmental 

regeneration and business development strategies;
• �dealing with increased traffic and parking.

Farm Shops

According to a recent survey by the Campaign to 
Protect Rural England, there are 4,000 farm shops 
across the UK with an annual turnover estimated to 
be at least £1.5 billion (2005 figures). Based on an 
average of nine employees per farm shop, they support 
36,000 employees, many of which part-time. 

Farm shops, like farmers markets, put the consumer 
in contact with the producer. This enables them to 
receive direct customer feedback on produce and 
prices whilst providing local, fresh, quality produce. 

As with farmers markets, to be considered as a farm 
shop, fresh produce and/or local foods should be sold 
that are normally grown, picked, reared or produced on 
the farm or on land close to where the shop is located. 

Farm shops can form part of a larger food web, a localised 
system of retailers, wholesalers and suppliers who know 
each other and work together as part of a community 
helping to ensure the quality of produce and traceability. 

A number of factors determine the viability 
of a farm shop, including:-
• location;
• access and parking facilities;
• local competition;
• suitable buildings;
• �a steady supply of seasonal and marketable local produce.

Planning permission may be required for a new 
building or a change of use on an existing building to 
provide premises for a farm shop but is not always 
necessary when considering farm shop or farmers’ 
market. Planning permission is not required for:-

• �agricultural operations;
• �the use of existing buildings on agricultural 

land for agricultural purposes;
• �changes to the inside of buildings;
• �small alterations to the outside, eg installing an alarm box.

On holdings of five hectares or more, permitted 
development rights exist for:-
• �erecting, extending or altering a building;
• �excavations and engineering operations.

These are only permitted when the changes are reasonably 
necessary for the purposes of agriculture within the 
unit. It may still require approval from the local planning 
authority for certain details of the development.

Examples 
17 farm shops are listed outside Belfast on the Discover 
NI website but this is not complete. A large proportion 
of examples in Northern Ireland tend to be found in 
County Antrim or the County Down area within striking 
distance of Belfast. They include a particularly rich 
cluster in and around Newtownards / Strangford /
North Down. This is an area which can draw together a 
range of meats, seafood and vegetables that are locally 
produced as well as benefit from a relatively affluent 
population in the local catchment area which includes 
South Belfast, Comber, Bangor and Newtownards itself.

In Northern Ireland there are approximately 8 farmer or 
speciality markets in operation. An example of a market outside 
of Belfast is the Causeway Specialty Market in Coleraine. 
The original driver for establishing the market was the 
importance of the agricultural/food sector to the local economy 
of Coleraine, and the need to support the sector. Coleraine 
Borough Council currently supports the Causeway Speciality 
Market with around £32,000 per annum to cover labour, 
licensing, repairs, promotion and management costs. Traders 
provide a very small contribution to costs through stall fees 

The market has a range of traders and a well 
recognised and accepted location in a prominent 
and accessible place in the town. Coleraine itself is 
well positioned in a region of Northern Ireland strong 
in environmental and cultural assets that attracts 
international and local visitors in large numbers. The 
market is recognised within tourism and promotional 
literature for the North Coast and Northern Ireland as 
part of the culture and vibrancy the region has to offer. 
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Regional Schemes (30 - 50 mile radius)

Tourism Based

Tourism initiatives clearly assist in making the connections 
to place and food and increasingly, these are focusing 
on the detailed cultural and natural assets of a region. 
Leitrim Landscapes and Fabulous Food Trails are two 
examples that use local food and cultural background to 
provide an increasingly popular tourism experience. Each 
guide visitors through the landscape and include tasting 
opportunities with local food producers or the opportunity 
to forage and gain an understanding of natural foods.

Orchard Acre Farm is an alternative example which 
develops the concept of open farms and farm visits to 
connect also with local food based activity. This enterprise 
has diversified to training sessions for people on how to 
grow and cook their own produce, the success of which 

led to the building of an Eco-Barn. It was constructed using 
local and recycled materials, fuelled by renewable energy, 
illuminated by daylight and with rainwater collected for 
laundry, toilets and so on. Classes have developed to include 
making beauty products from locally picked ingredients.

LEADER in Estonia has developed tourism based food 
networks also, for example:-Genuine Experiences in Lahemaa 
Lahemaa is the largest national park in Estonia. The scheme 
operates by linking visitors to 16 small ‘tourism farms’ as 
places to stay and participates in a range of activities including 
foraging for food in the local forests ie berries, mushrooms, 
nuts, fresh fish and meat from hunters. Meals are provided 
from food ingredients produced on the farm itself or from the 
immediate region. Local traditional Estonian produce is served 

Harrisons of Greyabbey, located just outside the village, is an 
example of a small food web. It provides a range of food related 
outlets in one location including a thriving 105 seat restaurant 
which draws on local produce including Portavogie sea food, 
local meat and seasonal vegetables grown on the family farm. 
A bakers shop is also accommodated and a farm shop is 
supplied by a separate farm shop in the village itself notably the 
Angus Farm Shop. The Angus Farm Shop describes itself as 
a ‘boutique’ butcher’s shop dedicated to providing free range, 
high welfare meat from traditional cattle breeds and lambs. It 
focuses on low food miles and carbon foot print by sourcing 
meat from the home farm two miles from the Farm Shop and 
making sausages and steak burgers as well as cuts of meat. 

McKees Country Store and Restaurant is based in the same 
area as Harrisons. The McKee Farm Shop was opened in 
1999, selling simple items and home-made food. The response 
from the public was significant leading the family to transform 
some of the farm buildings into a traditional Country Store 
and Restaurant which opened in 2005. It now employs 60 
staff - 9 cooks and chefs, 25 table staff and 15 in the Country 
Store. Similarly, the business focuses on sourcing the best 
local produce so that all of the meat served in the Country 
Store is reared on the home farm or neighbouring farms. The 
vegetables are also sourced locally and all of the food served 
in the Restaurant is made freshly every day in the kitchen. 

Corries on the Farm claims to be the original Farm 
shop in the area and now has three outlets in the 
Newtownards / Belfast area serviced from the 1000 acre 
farm for meat or from locally sourced vegetables.

Pheasant’s Hill Farm started with free range pigs in 1997 as 
a hobby. The farm became a business in 1998 in response 
to requests from local people wanting to buy free range 

pork. In 1999 free range chickens, turkeys and geese for 
the Christmas market were added, all reared free range and 
organically. A butchery was added in 2003 and included dry 
cured bacon and the business grew to become year round 
production selling at the shop, online, at St Georges Market 
and via a mobile shop at different events and markets.

Outside of the Newtownards / County Down cluster, 
farm shops are less easily found. Examples include:-

Greenmount Farm shop opened in November 2009 
and is situated at the entrance to the farm near Richhill 
County Armagh. As with other examples listed here, the 
shop was developed using existing farm buildings and 
in this instance, a derelict flax mill building, originally built 
in the 1800s. Similarly, meat is supplied directly from 
the home farm and other produce is sourced locally. 

Hillstown Farm Shop is a family-run farm shop near 
Ahoghill, in Co Antrim. The family run farm and shop has 
been keeping beef cattle and pigs for four generations 
and has added sheep, chickens and ducks. The farm 
also sells at St George’s Market in Belfast every Saturday. 
It was crowned Northern Ireland Gourmet Pork Sausage 
Champions in 2012 and 2013 using locally reared pork. 

Ballylagan Organic Farm in Ballyclare is the sole outlet 
for all the farm’s diverse range of home grown produce 
including beef, pork, bacon, eggs, chicken, seasonal 
fruit and vegetables. The shop also sells a selection of 
home-made jams and chutneys. To augment home grown 
produce, the shop buys in a range of fruit and vegetables 
every week from an organic wholesaler in England.

Proximate SFSCs which extend reach beyond direct interaction and are delivering products which are produced 
and retailed within the specific region
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such as bread, sweets, ham and sausages, juice and jam 
made from locally picked berries and milk, yoghurt, cottage 
cheese and cheese made by local ecological producers.

Arctic Flavours Association in Finland provided opportunities 
to sample wild produce from the region both as an activity and 
for purchasing. It hosts an annual berry picking competition 
won by those who have picked the most lingonberries.
The Association is nation-wide representing the natural 
products industry and specialising in wild berries, mushrooms, 
herbs and special natural products. The aims of the 
Association are to promote the gathering, processing and 
use of natural products as well as to improve their quality. 
Its activities include compiling and disseminating information 
regarding natural products and educational material. It 
carries out nation-wide campaigns to promote gathering 
and consumption of natural products and assisting its 
members in building networks and finding partners.

The Association aims to make natural products and the 
foods made from them a recognised part of a healthy diet 
in Finland and abroad and to promote health, concern 
for the environment, ‘Northernness’ and genuineness 
as well as safety in picking and eating wild produce .

More tourism related is Nature Entrepreneurship which acts to 
encourage responsible entrepreneurship. It uses varied Finnish 
biodiversity and works mostly with small-scale business ie a 
family or single person companies. The initiative responds to 
an increase in interest for environment-friendly, nature-based 
products, coupled with a commitment to principles of sustainable 
development. Some of the enterprises co-ordinated by the 
initiative are traditional, others have arisen more recently. Nature 
entrepreneurship emphasises in particular “the intangible values 
of natural and renewable resources”. Activities are developed 
in such a way that the natural but also the local people and 
the local cultural perspectives are taken into account. 

Slow Food

The Slow Food movement acts as a bridge between tourism 
based initiatives and quality of life projects making better 
links between towns, cities and countryside (see Pure Hubs 
as a further example). The movement began in Italy, arising 
out of local concerns over the fast food sector’s increasing 
homogenisation and lack of responsibility towards local 
distinctiveness. It was founded by journalist Carlo Petrini in the 
mid-1980s. It is now a global, grassroots organisation with 
supporters in 150 countries around the world who are linking the 
pleasure of good food with a commitment to their community 
and the environment. Slow Food believes that everyone has a 
fundamental right to the pleasure of good food and consequently 
the responsibility to protect the heritage of biodiversity, 
culture and knowledge that make this pleasure possible. 

The idea of slow and distinctive food, resonant of place and 
people, chimes well with efforts to reverse the decline in high 
streets and town centres by developing resilient places with 
distinctive offers and experiences (see Section 2). Slow Food has 
encouraged the growth of the Cittaslow (Slow Cities) movement. 
Cittaslow is an autonomous group of towns and cities committed 
to improving the quality of life of their citizens, especially with 
regard to food. Participating cities adhere to a series of guidelines 

to make them more pleasant places to live e.g. closing the town 
centre to traffic one day a week and adopting infrastructure policies 
that maintain the characteristics of the town. Slow Cities seek 
to safeguard traditional foods, creating spaces and occasions 
for direct contact between quality producers and co-producers. 
Slow Cities have sprung up everywhere from Norway to Brazil 
with several dozen in Italy alone. The Slow Food concept has 
been taken up by local authorities with commitments to increase 
pedestrian zones, reduce traffic, encourage restaurants to offer 
local products, directly support local farmers, increase green 
spaces in cities, and conserve local aesthetic traditions. There 
are clear links between this and the vision guiding planning and 
regeneration strategies for towns, cities and smaller settlements. 

In this way Slow Food and Slow Cities have given regionalised 
food systems additional recognition and a place in urban 
strategies, taking concepts such as ‘food sheds’ and 
hubs and turning them into quality of life experiences 
for people in cities or towns .The Belfast Food Network 
provides an entry point for developing the concept further 
in Northern Ireland (see www.belfastfoodnetwork.org).

www.slowfood.com

Regional Food Hubs

Food hubs represent a larger scale step for local food provision 
acting as a middle tier in the local food infrastructure to enable 
small producers to collectively access a middleman facility that 
enables them to trade with large customers, be they supermarkets, 
food service vendors or public procurement consortia. 

Hubs can evolve, for example Cloughbane Farm shop in Northern 
Ireland, began as a stall on a newly established farmers market 
in the nearby town of Dungannon in 2002 selling lamb and 
beef reared direct from the farm. It proved popular and demand 
grew thereby prompting the family to set up a Farm Shop on 
the farm. Continued growth saw a move in 2004 to a larger 
building (formerly a pig house, then a sheep pen) into what is 
now the shop. The shop includes a 12-foot butchery serve 

over counter, three other chiller cabinets for the farm and other 
locally sourced products, fruit and vegetables and some ambient 
lines. Chicken and pork is sourced from other local suppliers. 

The larger facilities include a large butchery preparation area 
and cold stores for hanging the carcasses to mature. Beef is 
matured for 28 days, lamb for 10-14 days and all is dry hung on 
the bone. With butcher sales being for the higher end cuts, the 
business moved to use surplus of forequarter meat in an in-house 
range of cooked foods. These were initially only sold through the 
Farm Shop but began to be distributed through local retailers.

Accommodating the increasing sales of the cooked dishes 
resulted in conversion of another farm building to provide 
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Farm Shop Kitchens. This enabled an increase in volumes 
on the original range and the introduction of new lines. In 
addition, distribution expanded to include retailers across 
Northern Ireland and The Republic of Ireland and online with 
orders delivered once a week. Distribution has continued 
to expand to include Britain and major supermarkets.
 
The business has also expanded its source for meat 
working through a local abattoir to draw from farms in 
the wider area. The expansion of the business steps 
through the local food continuum, introduced in Section 1, 
from the very local market to what is now a regional and 
increasingly international value chain co-ordinated through 
the Cloughbane site (see www.cloughbanefarm.com).

Food Hubs in the USA 
According to the United States Department of Agriculture, a 
regional food hub is a business or organisation that actively 
manages the aggregation, distribution and marketing 
of source-identified food products. It primarily enables 
local and regional producers to strengthen their ability to 
satisfy wholesale, retail, and institutional demand. Whilst 
the food hub concept in the USA has the benefit of larger 
population sizes, the basic concept could be explored as 
a model for Northern Ireland, with either one or a small 
number of hubs servicing different parts of the region.

A good example of a regional food hub is Eastern Carolina 
Organics (ECO), a privately held limited liability company (LLC) 
based in Pittsboro, North Carolina. It was started by a group 
of farmers in 2004 through a local non-profit, the Carolina 
Farm Stewardship Association (CFSA). ECO markets and 
distributes local organic produce from 40 farmers to more than 
150 customers, including grocery stores, food co-operatives, 
buying clubs, restaurants, school foodservice providers, 
and colleges and universities. By pooling diverse harvests 
from farmers in several regions of North Carolina, they are 
able to meet the demand for a steady stream of high-quality 
local, organic, seasonal food choices throughout the year.

Although relatively new, regional hubs have become a significant 
component in supporting local and regional food systems. 
In the US, and closer to home, most demand for local and 
regional food currently occurs outside of direct-to-consumer 
marketing channels such as farmers markets and community 
supported agriculture. The majority of local and regional 
food sales occur in the retail and food service sector, among 
establishments appealing to consumers at all levels of income 
including restaurants, retail grocery establishments and schools. 

Hubs have grown so as to address gaps in the capacity 
to service local markets effectively. Although many smaller 
farm operations7 have taken advantage of direct-to-
consumer marketing outlets (such as farmers markets, farm 
stands, and community supported agriculture) to sell their 
products, they often lack the volume and consistent supply 
necessary to attract retail and food service customers. 
This problem is particularly acute for operators of mid-

sized farms, who are too large to rely on direct marketing 
channels as their sole market outlet but too small to 
compete effectively in traditional wholesale supply chains.
For those smaller and mid-sized producers who wish 
to scale up their operations or diversify their market 
channels, food hubs offer a combination of production, 
distribution, and marketing services that allows them to 
gain entry into new and additional markets that would 
be difficult or impossible to access on their own. 

For the buyer, food hubs can reduce transaction 
costs by providing a single point of purchase for 
consistent and reliable supplies of source-identified 
products from local and regional producers.

A food hub feasibility study conducted in Southern 
Wisconsin estimated that a food hub operation running 
at full capacity could create 400 jobs and inject an 
additional $60 million into the local economy. It would be 
able to serve as many as 50 family farm businesses in the 
Southern Wisconsin region with the potential to increase 
their overall farm revenue by $900,000 to $1.8 million.8

The Oklahoma Food Co-operative, which started in 2003 with 
36 customers and $3,500 in sales in its first month of operation, 
now generates about $70,000 in monthly sales of products 
from approximately 200 producers. From 2007 to 2008 it saw a 
52 percent increase in gross revenues. In some months it saw 
annual increases in sales revenue of as much as 80 percent.9

The approach taken by regional hubs, explored by the USDA 
in a recent guide10, demonstrate many of the characteristics 
of local food systems explored in section 1. For example:-

• �At the core of their business model is the commitment to buy 
from small to mid-sized local growers, whenever possible, and 
to see these as partners rather than interchangeable suppliers. 
The relationship typically extends beyond purchasing product 
to supporting small farm viability in a number of ways:-
o �depending on their physical infrastructure capacity, some 

food hubs also offer services such as bulk purchasing 
of inputs, light processing and product storage.

o �they provide significant production related, 
marketing and enterprise development support 
to new and existing producers in an effort to 
build the next generation of farmers.

• �Hubs partner with food service institutions 
that want to address the growth in interest in 
purchasing local and regionally produced food 
as a feature, supporting the local economy.

• �Many food hubs source product from growers who 
employ some form of sustainable agricultural practices, 
such as organic production methods and, in some 
cases, restrict producer members to growers who 
conform to a set of practices. They also work closely with 
producers to provide training and technical assistance 
directly, or by partnering with other service providers, to 
encourage the use of sustainable production practices.

7 - US small farm is 1-49 acres, a medium sized farm is 50-180 acres 
8 - �Dane County Planning and Development Department (September 2011). Southern Wisconsin Food Hub Feasibility Study. 

pdf.countyofdane.com/Purchasing/RFI__111101_Packing_House_Study.pdf
9 - Community Food Enterprise: Local Success in a Global Marketplace. (2009) The Wallace Center
10 - Regional Food Hub Resource Guide, USDA, 2012
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• �They assist in achieving a good price for producers 
through product differentiation strategies which include 
information and education related strategies such as:-
o �identity preservation (knowing who produced it and where 

it comes from, group branding, traceability, provenance);
o �unique product attributes (such as 

heirloom11 or unusual varieties);
o �added value from marketing of sustainable production 

practices (such as certified organic, minimum 
pesticides and “naturally” grown or raised). 

• �Food hubs also play an essential role in building 
effective information flows and transparency among 

the supply chain partners enabling every partner in 
the supply network to fully understand the operating 
costs of production, processing, transportation and 
marketing, all of which helps to ensure that value 
chain partners can negotiate acceptable returns.

• �Many food hubs make a concerted effort to expand 
their market reach into under-served areas where 
there is lack of healthy, fresh food (see Box 2).

• �They contribute to reducing energy use and 
waste in the distribution process.

Eastern Market in Detroit works with partner organisations 
to bring food from its wholesale market into under-served 
communities. For example, through a partnership with a 
Community Food Bank, Eastern Market helps offer the Fresh 
Food Share Food Box Programme which purchases food at 
wholesale prices to provide food boxes at affordable prices to 
residents in the Near East side of Detroit. In addition, Eastern 
Market works with community groups to build a sustainable 
network of neighbourhood markets and to operate farm 
stands at places that cannot support a farmers market. 

Through partnerships with 14 community groups, 
healthcare organisations, and neighbourhood markets, 

the Farm Stands Programme seeks to increase resident 
and participant engagement around healthy eating 
choices to enhance the culture of wellness in the City of 
Detroit and throughout Southeast Michigan. As a major 
gathering place for consumer-direct retail purchases, 
as well as wholesale transactions. Eastern Market also 
processes up to $30,000 in SNAP (SNAP is a Welfare 
Food Stamp Scheme) transactions each month and 
participates in the Double Up Food Bucks Voucher 
Programme. This matches up to $20 of consumers’ 
SNAP benefits when they purchase Michigan-grown 
fruits and vegetables at Eastern Market, increasing their 
purchasing power whilst also supporting local producers.

Online Hubs and App based Support Systems for Local Food

As an alternative, or a support tool for a food hub, a 
significant contribution to the rise in market share for some 
local food systems has been developments in online and 
smartphone technologies. This enables customers to 
find, access and order from smaller producers and also 
for smaller producers to co-ordinate efforts in supplying 
larger catchment areas. Developments in web-based or 
app based tools help overcome the ‘patchiness’ in supply 
from smaller producers whilst supporting the particular 
needs of customers. It can also provide a significant 
amount of work by building awareness and support for 
local food systems amongst the local population. 

Click and Collect – Could the Village 
Become a Marketplace Again? 
Though only 6% of consumers with smartphones use 
mobiles to purchase online they are becoming a key 
influencer in the way consumers shop online. This ranges 
from research to checking prices to utilising codes and 
discounts at the point of purchase in stores, even to 
paying for products. The expansion of click & collect 
has been very successful. Now consumers can collect 
parcels from local shops, or in the USA, from lockers in 
railway stations, or drive to collection points out-of-town. 
There are far more options than just waiting at home for 
a delivery or having to go to the Post Office to collect. 

For retailers, click & collect saves delivery costs to 
individual addresses. They are delivering to their 
shops anyway if they are physical retailers and if not 
parcels can be delivered and collected from one local 
delivery point rather than customers’ homes. 

The trend could be a valuable opportunity for smaller 
retailers in rural locations to act as ‘micro hubs’ for the 
collation and pick up of food orders from the surrounding 
area. In effect, a village could once again play a role 
supporting its local farmers to supply food to the community. 
Membership schemes and buying groups are also on the 
increase providing opportunities for bulk purchasing from, 
for example, a village community or housing estate.

The development of online click and collect style supply 
systems has implications for the lifestyle and needs of 
older consumers. In rural areas in particular, it opens up 
opportunities around delivery schemes as well as promotion 
of cheaper but simpler (traditional) food products which 
place emphasis on less processing and packaging whilst 
maintaining convenience. While their needs may be different 
to younger consumers they are just as likely to be using 
technology in similar ways, particularly as new technology 
and mobile technology have become more user friendly.

Box 2 Addressing Food Poverty

11 - Heirloom seeds and plants are cultivars grown traditionally for many generations that are open pollinated – allowing a greater variety of genetic traits and contributing to biodiversity



Section 3 - Case Approaches or Initiatives & Innovations

SECTION THREE: 14

Online Shop Windows and Brokerage Sites

The tools most commonly used to connect buyers, sellers, 
and other value chain actors in the same locality or region can 
be divided into two categories. The first set of tools might be 
best thought of as “relationship creators,” which give producers 
the ability to market themselves and their available products 
to prospective buyers. While virtual marketplaces, such as 
these, allow local and regional buyers and sellers to introduce 
themselves to each other and initiate conversations that may lead 
to business transactions. The actual transactions themselves do 
not take place on the electronic platform. The transaction and 
the delivery logistics are carried out and managed by the buyer 
and seller directly. These tools are for buyers who prefer to deal 
directly with producers without using the services of food hubs.

Big Barn http://www.bigbarn.co.uk/aboutus/ 

In Northern Ireland examples include Naturally North Coast. A 
local produce directory of producers from across the North Coast 
covers cheese, bread, meat, fish, condiments and beverages and 
Flavour of Tyrone which includes listings of food providers and 
producers and a food trail. In the Republic of Ireland Good Food 
Ireland, founded in 2006, targets links between food providers 
and tourists with some 600 approved providers across Ireland.

Online Sales and Distribution Tools 
Other tools are designed to be used by food hubs 
as an integral way to manage their business. 

For example, Local Dirt is a versatile tool that enables food hubs 
to communicate to buyers the volume and types of products 
available from its producers in real time along with the capability 
to carry out online transactions and co-ordinate delivery logistics. 

Alternatively, Local Orbit advertises itself as a comprehensive 
food hub “back office in a box.” It is designed to give food 
hubs the software tools and capabilities they need to run 
their business, including a customized sales portal, marketing 
support and services such as payment processing. 

Open Source Systems 
Another source of services for food hubs are open source 
software systems, such as Local Food Co-operative 
Software. Free to use, the software works on an order cycle 
rather than in real time (for example, it assumes a maximum 
order order-delivery cycle of once a week). However, it 
provides a low cost means for some food hub operations.

The Open Food Web Foundation is a registered Australian 
charity, established in October 2012 to support free and 
open software for support local food enterprises (such as 
food hubs, CSA’s, box schemes, farmers’ markets etc).

Using on open source model to connect buyers and farmers, 
the initiative aims to reduce the administrative and technical 
burden on individual food enterprises. While established in 
Australia, the organisation has been set up to enable global 
collaboration and has partners in the UK, Europe and USA. 
It is currently developing Open Food Hub (OFH) software to 
run a stand-alone food hub (of any scale). It enables users to 
manage online ordering, multiple suppliers and products and 
a range of distribution points. It is designed to facilitate the 
viability of ethical and sustainable food enterprises.

An Open Food Network - how it could work

1. Farmers say what they’ve 
got, what price it is and who 

the want to work with

2. Local businesses and community 
groups set-up ‘offers’ for their 
customers and communities

3. Buyers place orders and receive 
them from their distributor

Farmers

Distributors
Farmers Markets
Buying Groups

Food Hubs
Processor

Coops
Etcl

Buyers
Food Service
Restaurants

Hospitals

Farmers tell their own stories identity 
carried through to point of sale. 
They set the price they need.

Many different business models - is 
there one that suits you yet? Want 

to try something else? Go for it.

You order the food you want from the 
farmers and local businesses you like

qq
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A prototype initiative using OFH is Eaterprises developed, 
used and maintained in Melbourne Australia with help 
from a group of volunteers, software developers and 
supporters. Interested buyers subscribe to an e-mailing 
list to be alerted about offers from suppliers as and 

when they arise, distributed through a number of small 
distribution points around the city The pilot is promoted 
as the first step in building an “open source platform 
that empowers local communities to trade and distribute 
their food” Another example is Local Organics.

An Open Food Network (OFN) is in development, “a free, open source, scalable e-commerce marketplace and logistics 
platform that enables communities and producers to connect, trade and co-ordinate movement of food”. Through peer-to-peer 
product traceability and transparency, it helps put control over food into the hands of farmers, eaters and local enterprises. 

Phone Apps
As with emerging web based platforms, a burgeoning 
number of apps are responding to interest in local food, 
and in some cases helping to enhance the match-up 
between smaller producers and customers by addressing 
real-time variation in supply and demand. A range of 
apps address cooking and support the purchase of 
ingredients. Others focus on finding places to eat in cities 
and towns. Examples of apps that directly support local 
food systems include early versions that are directory or 
database driven, and more recent developments that draw 
from trends in social networking and crowdsourcing.

Locavore
Markets itself as an easy way to find local in-season 
food, pinpoint nearby farmers markets and farms that 
sell specific food products. The app provides information 
about what foods are in season and background 
information about farms and farmers supplying them. It 
also supplies seasonal recipes and a link to facebook.

Foodfinder South West / Kent Food App 
A number of regionally based apps have been 
developed to guide customers to suppliers within 
the region – for example the South West of England. 
The app acts like a web based shop window but is 
mobile, allowing users to find their nearest restaurant, 
market, shop, or small producer on the move. They 
typically also allow customers to rate the food, and 
channel the latest news on food events and festivals. 

Lovefre.sh 
A location-based service, Lovefre.sh describes 
itself as a Social Food Platform. It does not employ 
a database driven system, but instead aims to 
facilitate ‘Human stories’ told through text, photos 
and short audio clips to enable quick and informed 
decisions about where to get food from. 

As with other apps it connects users with local produce 
and the people behind it, and allows users to discover 
the food and drink around them. Finds can be shared 
with friends on Twitter and Facebook, and the app 
plans to incorporate a ‘like’ system. This means users 
will be helping to raise awareness of producers they 
like through links to other social networks, a potentially 
significant marketing option for smaller producers.

The app goes further however and also allows producers 
/ suppliers to check-in and tell their local food story in 
pictures and audio. The app provides a producers toolkit 
to lay out product offers, tell their story, and provide regular 
updates about life on the farm / in the bakery / on the 
allotment. The toolkit also enables producers to design their 
own reward schemes (an idea drawn from crowdsourcing).

The package as a whole is designed to enable food 
producers to connect more fully with their communities 
to allow positive communication, and aims to 
create a network that sees the positive benefits of 
shopping locally and drives local food economies.

The app earns money by charging farmers, vintners, 
artisans, producers and local food and drink businesses 
a £10 a month subscription for software as a service. 
It is advert free and there are no additional charges. 

App development is not an easy task but increasingly, 
the further education colleges in Northern Ireland are 
including app development on the curriculum. Belfast MET 
and the South West College in Enniskillen both have app 
development facilities and potentially, students could work 
with an initiative to develop an app for Northern Ireland.

Screenshot of a Check-in
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Concluding Remarks 

It is clear from this tour through the range of initiatives 
and innovations emerging out of the general concept 
of local food that the role of local food is changing from 
being the preserve of the better off through artisanal 
farmer and speciality markets to being a bigger part 
of the everyday shopping choices of more people. 

Developments in online technology and smartphone apps 
are making it easier to find, assess and purchase a wide 
variety of foods produced by smaller nearby producers 

Concepts around the organisation and planning of 
local food systems are evolving to offer models for 
how local food can be established to supply local 
populations at city, town or village scales. 

This rapidly evolving area of agrifood is opening up 
market opportunities for farmers, small processors, local 
communities and city or town planners alike to grasp, 
but it requires a re-think of the partnerships, training, and 
infrastructure as well as the business models and marketing 
strategies that are required, which are distinct from those 
that might be used for non-local business developments. 

The final section of this document looks at the key elements 
of support that can help grow local food systems that address 
food security, food poverty and local regeneration as well 
as nurture innovative new food products and businesses. 


