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Introduction 

The emergence of a globalized food system, characterized by the industri-
alization of food, long-distance food supply chains and growing economic
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concentration, has been accompanied by a trend towards metropoliti-
zation (Sassen, 2001; Tefft et al., 2017). Among the consequences of 
growing populations concentrated in large cities are a heavy carbon foot-
print, rising sanitary risks, unhealthy ultra-processed food, economic and 
social exclusion, and unbalanced power relations that jeopardize demo-
cratic food choices (Lang, 2003; Puissant & Lacour, 1999). A place-based 
approach can help to address sustainability issues and contribute to relo-
calizing food supply chains and inclusive food environments (La Trobe & 
Acott, 2000). 

This chapter posits that a territorial perspective that addresses place-
based problems and their solutions can better reflect the reality of spatial 
dynamics. It will highlight how this perspective can contribute towards 
the development of resilient food systems. The food system paradox in 
South Africa, in which sophisticated food policies stand in contrast to 
poor food system outcomes, and recent state and civil society’s responses 
to food system shocks illustrate how territoriality emerges as a solution 
when actors seek to build resilience. 

The chapter will first summarize the systems approach, noting that 
some systems, such as those concerning food, operate in places that have 
unique physical attributes and social networks. We then explain what 
a place-based approach to food system change contributes. Following 
Harvey (2001), we emphasize that places become territories when specific 
conditions and actions take place, and suggest that these actions may not 
be state-led. As evidence of this, we then describe the South African policy 
context, noting the movement from the country’s state-led 2017 National 
Food and Nutrition Security Plan (NFNSP) to the civil society-led 
responses to COVID-19 in 2020–2021 and the formation of Community 
Action Networks (CANs). Focusing on the Western Cape Province, and 
drawing on a systematic review of policy documents and research reports, 
we argue that these attempts to deal with shocks to the food system may 
constitute an embryonic place-based approach. This case study provides 
an example of a process that can be transferred to other contexts in which 
food systems present an inconsistency of sufficient food and a dense policy 
framework but with poor system outcomes and fragile resilience. 

Food Systems, Place and Resilience 

Systems comprise a set of interacting or interdependent elements that 
function together as collective units, thereby forming a larger whole that
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has properties greater than the sum of its component parts (Von Berta-
lanffy, 1968). Activities may be arranged in sub-systems, each with their 
own networks and dynamics, with multiple levels, actors and boundaries. 
Importantly, the geographic scale of systems governance is of relevance 
(McGinnis & Ostrom, 2014). 

A system has the capacity to adapt, change or transform in response 
to internal or external stimuli (Baser & Morgan, 2008),  and to generate  
both feedback and feedforward loops (Casti & Fath, 2008).1 Adopting a 
systems approach reveals the trade-offs, synergies and unintended conse-
quences of such change (Ostrom, 2000). Sustainability and resilience 
questions can then be identified, as well as leverage points for action. 
To be resilient, a system needs to maintain diversity, manage connectivity, 
respond to feedback, and have the capacities to self-organize and to learn. 
In doing so, a resilient system becomes polycentric: “a governance system 
in which there are multiple interacting governing bodies with autonomy 
to make and enforce rules within a specific policy arena and geography” 
(Schoon et al., 2015, p. 236).2 For public policy, a systems approach 
can reveal problems of coordination and cooperation, as well as opportu-
nities to break down barriers arising from segmented approaches where 
departments operate in silos (Sarapuu et al., 2014, pp. 263–264). 

The production, distribution and consumption of food is one such 
complex adaptive system (Ingram, 2019). A food system comprises 
“all the elements (environment, people, inputs, processes, infrastructures, 
institutions, etc.) and activities that relate to the production, processing, 
distribution, preparation and consumption of food, and the outputs of these 
activities, including socio-economic and environmental outcomes” (HLPE, 
2017, p. 11). These actors and activities are embedded in “broader 
economic, societal and natural environments” (FAO, 2018a, p. 1).  Regu-
latory institutions within the food system provide the context and rules 
within which the food system outcomes are produced (Ingram, 2019). 
Constitutional rights, international declarations, policies, strategies and 
local government by-laws are examples of these rules.

1 Feedback loops permit responses to system disturbance to modify the system and 
so maintain the system’s health and function. Feedforward loops anticipate system 
disturbance, and allow for mitigating responses prior to the disturbance taking effect. 

2 The seven principles of building resilience are well summarised in Biggs et al. (2015). 
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Food systems have outcomes related to three goals essential for human 
existence and society resilience: food and nutrition security (FNS)3 ; liveli-
hoods and economic inclusion; and environmental sustainability (OECD, 
2021). This is presented as a ‘triple challenge’ since pursuing the goals can 
result in multipliers, trade-offs and externalities. Of significance for this 
chapter, addressing territorial balance has been identified as an additional 
goal (FAO, European Union and CIRAD, 2021). 

All of these goals have place-based attributes. For example, food supply 
chains ensure both the availability and accessibility of FNS but with 
different spatial spans which may be short (low-input subsistence farmer 
to her/his family or smallholder supplying the local market) or long 
(agrochemical company to urban consumer via industrialized farms and 
multinational retail corporations). These have differing implications for 
nutrition, livelihoods, inclusion and sustainability (Coley et al., 2009; 
Morgan et al., 2019). Following the notion of the European Union (EU) 
Green Deal, the approach can be thought of as ‘farm-in-place’ to a ‘fork-
in-place’, with food waste and loss occurring in each place as well as 
during the movement from place to place. 

At this point, the polysemy of wording related to places should be 
addressed. Several words such as region, place, space and territory refer 
to geography, boundaries and spatial scales. There are no standard defi-
nitions and they are often used interchangeably. This is exacerbated by 
different meanings and usages between different languages (particularly 
English and other languages with Latin roots). 

While spaces are neutral and a basic category of human life (Harvey, 
2001), places are specific locations where things (from natural or human 
origins), living species and people are situated. As reminded by Relph 
(1985, p. 7),  they  are also “an origin; it is where one knows others and is 
known to others; it is where one comes from and it is one’s own.” The concept 
of territory can also relate to identity, usage and belonging, but is rather a 
social construct. This is the approach adopted in economic geography. A 
space becomes a territory when leaders organize it to optimize economic 
production (Harvey, 2001), when a coalition of actors share goals, and 
when networks of stakeholders mobilize local resources and dedicate them 
to a project.

3 Food and nutrition security is now defined as possessing six dimensions: availability, 
access, utilisation, stability, agency and sustainability (HLPE, 2017). 
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Therefore, territories are spaces of coordination and contestation 
between actors, where local resources can be ‘activated’ through collective 
action and become an answer to a shared challenge, such as adaptation 
to globalization or to climate change (Campagne & Pecqueur, 2014; 
Storper, 1997). A territory takes into consideration multiple levels of 
spatial organization, nexus interactions and the roles they play. Central to 
the concept are the multiple boundaries or borders that are implied, how 
these are distinguished and how they are created, regulated and enforced. 
In this respect, the border of a territory is an institution rather than a line 
that simply demarcates a geographic location (Sassen, 2005). 

Territories thus include: the network of actors, their strategies and their 
connection to other places; the linkages between dense urban centres, 
surrounding peripheral areas, burgeoning small and medium towns, and 
the rural hinterland; flows of food products along short or long-distance 
supply chains; and ecosystems dynamics related to natural processes and 
human activity (Blay-Palmer et al., 2018). A further implication is that 
community-based actions and local social networks are also place-bound. 

Conceptual frameworks of the food system recognize that there are 
multiple embedded food systems, each with their own spatial boundaries 
(Borman et al., 2022). Firstly, the macro or global system is predomi-
nately capitalist in nature, in which land and capital are privately owned, 
and food is a commodity to be acquired via market transactions. This can 
also be thought as the food regime, built on historical contradictions that 
generate crises, transition and transformation (Friedmann & McMichael, 
1989). 

Then there are meso-systems that are particular to a country or region. 
For example, Lapping (2004) refers to an American food system that is 
characterized by globalization, consolidation and industrialization, which 
succeeds in feeding the population of the USA (NRC, 2015) but less 
in nourishing it. Conflicting views exist about an African food system 
with opposite reporting about hunger, fragmentation and inefficiency 
(Pinstrup-Andersen, 2010), or about progression towards positive trans-
formations (Tschirley et al., 2014). The very notion of a single food 
system for a continent is highly problematic due to the heterogeneity of 
contexts related to natural environments, population densities, agrarian 
systems and sociocultural patterns. However, in the case of Africa, the 
conditions of its integration in the world economy has resulted in impor-
tant commonalities. Examples are the shared history of colonization; the 
adverse terms under which most countries have since been included into
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the world food system; and the common purpose of pan-African integra-
tion and governance started with decolonialization and the creation of 
a continental organization (today the African Union) focusing on infras-
tructural investment, regional trade collaboration and regulation reforms 
illustrated today by Agenda 2063, the ‘One Africa Voice’ initiative or the 
Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme (ECA et al., 
2021; Forum for Agricultural Research in Africa [FARA], 2021). Applied 
more usefully at the country level, such meso-analysis is able to reveal 
strong patterns, like a dichotomous food system in South Africa with 
concentrated and highly skewed access to land, capital and technology, 
in which the corporate sector exerts considerable power in guiding the 
system (Greenberg, 2017; Pereira & Drimie, 2016). 

Micro-food systems have been identified as those operating at the level 
of the neighbourhood, workplace or household (Finney et al., 2012). 
This focuses attention on the food environment and the capabilities of 
the household when managing its food security, and also considers intra-
household distribution and power (Harris-Fry et al., 2017; Westbury 
et al., 2021). Individuals negotiate access to food within the micro-
food system, and ultimately, their digestive system transforms that food 
into energy, nutrients and waste—which could be named the nano-food 
system. 

Adopting a territorial approach can help articulate these components 
of the food system, while addressing the complexity of processes related 
to food in a specific area. It emphasizes that food system actors don’t 
only produce, distribute and consume food in markets, they also live in 
places where the potential, constraints and plausible futures of that place 
matter, and where answers to challenges can be identified through collec-
tive action. It highlights the multi-dimensional nature of the food system, 
the diversity of its actors, their different levels of action and the need for 
coordination (Blay-Palmer et al., 2018; Caron et al., 2017, 2018; Cistulli 
et al., 2014). 

As such, the territorial approach facilitates food system resilience 
through adaptation to changes and risk management. Risks directly affect 
the stability of food system outcomes through price fluctuations, sudden 
changes in policies, changing social relationships, unstable governments 
and armed conflicts (Freshwater, 2015). Moreover, repeated shocks grad-
ually erode household livelihoods, as well as the food system resilience 
of the communities and places in which households are located (Davies, 
1996).
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Connection and complementarity between markets facilitated by glob-
alization have always been and continue to be major answers to risks 
related to climate or socioeconomic and political events. These risks can 
result in shortages and price increases with huge impacts on food systems 
(Godfray et al., 2010). However, the adoption of a territorial perspective, 
with greater attention to the characteristics of places through local lenses, 
helps to mitigate the negative impacts of globalization (unsustainability of 
long-distance supply chains, growing economic and phytosanitary risks, 
exclusion and adverse inclusion due to concentration of wealth and 
power). It also helps to highlight within-country food system disparities 
related to unequal socioeconomic development (Giordano et al., 2019) 
often characterizing the most rural provinces or districts, ethnic commu-
nities or indigenous groups, as described by Cistulli et al. (2014) in South 
Africa, Ghana, Vietnam or the highlands of Latin America. 

Nesting food systems governance at different geographical scales 
provides a link to the well-established literature on risk and vulnerability 
and the more recent focus on food system resilience (Béné et al., 2016; 
Bullock et al., 2017; Dury et al.,  2019, and the current book). Some 
events, such as injury or illnesses from non-communicable disease, are 
specific to individuals or households and can be thought of as ‘idiosyn-
cratic risk’ (Barrett, 2011). Others, such as drought or infectious disease, 
simultaneously affect many households in a community or region. This 
‘covariate’ risk refers to the extent to which individuals, communities or 
sub-groups, structures and places, and indeed systems are likely to be 
damaged or disrupted by such shocks. The impact of HIV and AIDS is a 
well-documented example (Beegle et al., 2008). 

The COVID-19 pandemic represents such a covariate risk, and an anal-
ysis of responses to the pandemic can provide information about the 
resilience of food systems (Bidisha et al., 2021; Gupta et al., 2020). 
Notably, the relevance of a place-based approach in articulating different 
levels of interventions was confirmed during the lockdowns that COVID-
19 prompted. In many countries, local authorities have borne the brunt 
of any early response to disasters and are central in the enforcement 
of regulations concerning the use of space, including those relating to 
social distancing such as access to public facilities and the enforcement 
of restricted trading hours (Wright, 2020). But local governments are 
also proved to be well positioned to identify and help to implement 
nutrition-sensitive interventions targeting the vulnerable groups (FAO, 
2020).
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In a review of documents published since the start of the COVID-
19 pandemic, Béné et al. (2021) found that food security was primarily 
threatened through both covariate and idiosyncratic disruptions to phys-
ical and economic access to food, with the former caused by lockdowns 
restricting mobility, and the latter by the loss in employment and or 
income. They found no evidence of disruptions to food availability, and 
limited evidence on utilization dimensions of food security. They inter-
preted lockdown interventions as disruptors to the stability aspect of 
FNS. 

Béné et al. (2021) also note that the apparent resilience of the food 
system as a whole often came at the expense of smaller actors in the 
food system, while benefitting larger actor consolidations. For example, 
lockdowns meant that informal food vendors were unable to trade, while 
supermarkets that were given ‘essential service’ status, made large profits 
during these periods (Kroll et al., 2021). This points to the importance 
of understanding the manner in which food system governance responds 
to disruptions and operates at the level of a place rather than in aggregate 
(Kusumasari et al., 2010). 

Experiences of Territorial Approaches 

to Food System Management 

If there is a polysemy of wording related to places, there is also a diversity 
of experiences related to territorial approaches to food system manage-
ment. These experiences adopt different perspectives, and it is important 
to consider the level of government, national or local, at which the 
policies or programmes have been designed. 

National governments have long been, and continue to be, the main 
producers of public policies. Sectorial policies remain the backbone of 
governments’ actions, with sectorial growth as a core objective pushing 
spatial issues in the background. Indeed, widening regional inequality was 
once seen as a stage in economic growth that would follow an inverted U 
progression as the benefits of agglomeration trickled down (Williamson, 
1965). As a result, the adoption of spatially blind policies was considered 
as a prerequisite for economic development even if its cost was growing 
territorial inequalities at a first stage (Varga, 2017). Influential interna-
tional organizations such as the World Bank have been advocating for this 
approach: the World Development Report 2009 on Reshaping Economic
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Geography being an example (World Bank, 2009). However, this concep-
tion has been criticized (Barca et al., 2012; Rodríguez-Pose, 2010), and 
there is evidence of the negative consequences of the rise in territorial 
inequality (Lessmann & Seidel, 2017). Other voices, like the European 
Union, particularly concerned with regional asymmetries and cohesion, 
and the OECD have been advocating for another approach recognizing 
the importance of the territorial level as a way to tailor strategies towards 
addressing local conditions (Barca, 2009; OECD,  2009; TP4D,  2018). 
This discussion is also emerging in Africa where structural challenges 
call for a paradigm shift towards territorial development (AfDB, OECD, 
UNDP, 2015; Losch, 2016). 

Territorial approaches to food systems have emerged in this context 
(Forster et al., 2021). Still, it is necessary to clarify what is meant 
by the reference to a territorial approach, because some appellations 
can be misleading and the sectorial perspective often strongly remains 
behind a formal positioning on the territorial approach, which could 
be named ‘territorial-washing’. The OECD-FAO-UNCDF study titled 
“Adopting a Territorial Approach to Food Security and Nutrition Policy” 
(OECD/FAO/UNCDF, 2016) is provocative. It advocates for the adop-
tion of a territorial approach, taking stock of the limitations of existing 
food security policies through a series of case studies in Cambodia, 
Colombia, Côte d’Ivoire, Morocco, Peru, and quicker assessments in 
Mali and Niger. The main issues identified relate to the priority given 
to agricultural interventions, the persistence of project-based approaches, 
the insufficient coordination between sectorial departments and levels of 
government, the weaknesses of decentralization and the lack of spatial 
differentiation (i.e. spatially blind policies), which prevents taking on 
board within-country inequalities and disparities. It also talks to the 
specificities of different contexts—for instance metropolitan regions, peri-
urban and remote rural regions. 

Based on this assessment and common issues identified across coun-
tries, in spite of significant differences, what is proposed as a territorial 
approach is to implement multi-sectorial integrated policies, to promote 
multi-level governance and coordination and the role of sub-national 
institutions, and to improve territorial information for a better regional 
targeting of interventions. These recommendations correspond before 
anything else to an objective of improving national policies by a ‘terri-
torialization’ of priorities and planning, as illustrated by the 3 N Initiative
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in Niger (Nigériens Nourish Nigériens)4 or by the Green Morocco Plan 
(Faysse, 2015). Although space-based, the 3 N Initiative is far from a 
coalition of local actors identifying common challenges and adopting a 
shared vision of objectives and priorities. 

Another example to mention is the experience of development corri-
dors, which is sometimes presented as a way to engage in a territorial 
approach. Joining physical transport infrastructure with ad hoc facilities 
and services and bringing in the private sector through public-private 
partnerships, corridors are supposed to stimulate territorial development 
with improved connection to markets and reduced costs (Kuhlmann et al., 
2011). Again, these corridors, now supported in many African countries, 
are examples of a top-down approach. They are in effect reproducing 
the extractive schemes of the colonial period, facilitating the transport 
of resources from the hinterland to the coast—a framework which has 
profoundly shaped the spatial pattern of many African countries (AfDB, 
OECD, UNDP, 2015). As such, corridors can create ‘tunnel effects’ with 
adverse impacts on the surrounding areas (Fau, 2019; Scholvin, 2021). If 
they offer better market opportunities with reduced transport costs and 
can stimulate activities, their attraction tends to marginalize neighbouring 
places (similar to a vacuum effect), thereby increasing spatial asymme-
tries. They also tend to benefit the better-off, who can quickly reap the 
benefits of the new infrastructure and can pave the way for outsiders. 
The Southern Agricultural Growth Corridor of Tanzania (SAGCOT) is 
a good illustration. Supposed to support agriculture and small farmers, it 
has been managed by foreign enterprises and has excluded smallholders 
(Byiers & Rampa, 2013). 

Contrary to these policies designed at the national level, initiatives 
developed by local authorities correspond more effectively to a territorial 
approach to development and food system management. They need to be 
put in perspective with processes of decentralization, which have spread 
worldwide at different paces since the 1980s, with differences depending 
on the characteristics of the state and the political regime (Beard et al., 
2008; Faguet, 2014). Roles attributed to local governments are heteroge-
neous, but food and food systems’ related issues are generally not in their 
mandates, even if local food system planning was identified as requiring

4 http://www.initiative3n.ne/. 

http://www.initiative3n.ne/
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attention two decades ago (Buchan et al., 2015; Pothukuchi & Kaufman, 
2000). 

In most parts of Africa, state consolidation objectives have delayed 
effective decentralization. Where administrative decentralization has 
occurred, with the relocation of administrative functions and executive 
responsibilities to different levels of government, fiscal decentralization 
(i.e. transfer of revenue-generating power) has been more limited (Cabral, 
2011; Conyers, 2007; Crooks, 2003; Smoke, 2003). As a result, the lack 
of local fiscal resources prevents effective and numerous interventions and 
food system governance is rarely on the agenda of local governments. 

This situation explains why the entrance of local governments in the 
food policy space first occurred in major cities of the richer countries, 
where the existence of a larger fiscal basis offered enough room for 
manoeuvre for independent action from central governments and their 
budgets, and where food appears as a critical issue. Among the main 
reasons supporting this new status of food are the rising awareness of 
consumers (and voters) with regard to the importance of healthy food, 
and growing concerns about sustainability questions (e.g. type of agri-
cultural practices and origin of the food supply and the related transport 
costs). The foregoing explains why initial interest focused on localized 
production and the promotion of urban agriculture. 

Yet, some cities have embraced a broader scope and adopted a food 
system approach, with pioneers like Toronto in Canada, or Belo Hori-
zonte in Brazil (Blay-Palmer, 2009; Friedmann, 2007; Rocha & Lessa, 
2009). Since the early 1990s, these cities have engaged in developing 
their own vision and food system planning, using the full potential of 
urban-rural linkages existing with their large periphery. In that context, 
the FAO started its ‘Food for the Cities’ programme5 in 2001, with the 
objective of building more sustainable and resilient food systems in the 
conditions of rising urbanization and environmental challenges, and to 
develop dialogue and partnerships. 

These experiences contributed to the preparation of the New Urban 
Agenda (NUA), adopted by the Habitat III conference in 2016. This 
recognizes the importance of urban-rural linkages, the need to break away 
from silo thinking, and to support integrated urban and territorial plan-
ning and development (UN-Habitat, 2017). International dynamics and

5 https://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-programme/en/. 

https://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-programme/en/
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mobilization initiated by these processes have resulted in the develop-
ment of a network of cities, formalized in 2015, with an international 
protocol calling for the development of more sustainable and resilient 
urban food systems: the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact, signed by 210 
cities.6 The approach is fostering decentralization and cooperation mech-
anisms between cities which have been active in sharing their experiences 
(Magarini et al., 2017) and is converging with other city initiatives 
focusing on resilience, like the Resilient Cities Network7 which includes 
a food component. Significantly, several cities hold their food initiatives 
under their resilience units, as it is the case for instance with Cape Town 
and Johannesburg in South Africa. 

In that context, a new conceptual and policy framework has emerged. 
The City Region Food System (CRFS) formalizes a possible territo-
rial approach to food system management (Blay-Palmer et al., 2018; 
Forster & Escudero, 2014). With reference to its own experience with 
the Food for the Cities program, the FAO started a CRFS programme 
in 2014. Its objective is “Reinforcing rural-urban linkages for resilient 
food systems,” the CRFS being defined as “all the actors, processes and rela-
tionships that are involved in food production, processing, distribution and 
consumption in a given city region”.8 The programme is today developed 
in 13 countries in six continents. 

The CRFS toolkit, developed by the FAO in 2018, presents a method 
for assessing the performance and functioning of food systems for a city 
region, including defining and mapping the city region, collecting data on 
the food system in the city region and analysing the data through assess-
ments to develop an understanding of the relationships between food 
systems components and multi-dimensional sustainability indicators in the 
city region (FAO, 2018b). These include indicators that reflect improved 
health and well-being and increased access to food and nutrition: access 
to affordable, sufficient, nutritious, safe, adequate and diversified food 
that meet dietary needs. There are also indicators showing improved 
social and economic conditions for workers; building local food culture, 
food heritage and sense of identity; strengthening rural-urban linkages 
including food production and flows of food, nutrients, energy, water,

6 https://www.milanurbanfoodpolicypact.org/. 
7 https://resilientcitiesnetwork.org/?s=food. 
8 https://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-programme/en/. 

https://www.milanurbanfoodpolicypact.org/
https://resilientcitiesnetwork.org/?s=food
https://www.fao.org/in-action/food-for-cities-programme/en/
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and income across rural and urban areas; and finally protecting ecosystems 
and environmental resources and reducing vulnerability and increasing 
resilience to shocks and disasters. 

This standardization of the approach by the FAO has led to critics 
pointing to a rural bias with an emphasis on rural-urban linkages and food 
supply from neighbouring areas, preventing an effective vision and specific 
intervention on urban food security (Battersby & Watson, 2019) and  the  
development of urban food-sensitive planning practices (Haysom et al., 
2021; see also Battersby & Haysom, this volume). The toolkit approach, 
with priority given to flows and resource stock, is also possibly driving 
the focus away from governance, which is central to an effective territorial 
approach. 

In spite of these growing decentralized experiences, the dominance 
of the de facto monocentric governance of food systems by the states 
remains. Rooted in the history of public policies, this top-down approach 
has been criticized over recent decades (Candel, 2014). The food system 
is complex; it includes many different stakeholders characterized by huge 
asymmetries in terms of incomes, assets and economic power; and it 
is characterized by a strong interdependency and interconnectedness 
between issues and actors. As such, a consensus has progressively emerged 
calling for a necessary shift towards a new approach which should be 
integrative and inclusive (Termeer et al., 2018). This moves away from 
the traditional monocentric governance towards an approach that may be 
considered as polycentric and paves the way for adaptive and collaborative 
governance. The case of South Africa is illustrative of this emerging trend. 

Place-Based Food System Governance: 

Recent Experience in South Africa 

Historically, food system governance has been a central issue for the state. 
Food policies were designed and implemented by central governments, 
and this characteristic remains deeply rooted in the policy practice of most 
countries (Toussaint-Samat, 2009). Because food was first a question of 
supply, production was the central issue and ministries of agriculture have 
quickly taken the leading role in food security policies: a position that 
they continue to play in a large majority of countries, particularly in 
developmental states such as that aspired to by the South African govern-
ment. It generally results in effective support from ‘strong’ ministries, like 
economy and finance and trade which can be explained by the growth
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and employment potential of agro-food production. In the case of South 
Africa, this has been referred to as an implicit ‘Economic Growth’ coali-
tion between these core ministries (Thow et al., 2018). Even if food 
security is recognized as a cross-sectoral issue, other ministries (such as 
health or social development) are in the ‘second line’. The result is a 
specific framing of food system issues, giving priority to production and 
food supply. 

Based on a systematic literature review on food system governance in 
South Africa since the end of apartheid in 1994, Adeniyi et al. (2021) 
analyse these tensions and point towards the need for a new approach 
to governance. The literature reveals the importance of state policies: it 
particularly highlights a national paradox in which, despite the concerns of 
the Economic Growth coalition, South Africa is considered food secure, 
with the dietary needs of its population consistently exceeded by the food 
that is available. However, household food and nutrition insecurity is high 
when compared to countries of similar economic development. 

To illustrate the national paradox, in 2015, 25% of the population lived 
below the national food poverty line (StatsSA, 2017a) and 27% of children 
under the age of 59 months were found to be stunted in 2016, a situation 
that has not improved despite two decades of appropriate policy interven-
tions (Devereux et al., 2019). At the same time, 68% of adult women and 
31% of men are either overweight or obese, which has translated into high 
prevalence of diet-related non-communicable disease (StatsSA, 2017b). 

These sobering results are in contrast to a sophisticated food policy 
framework that is rooted in the interventionist tradition of the state, 
dating back decades. Contrary to other African countries, the colonial 
history has resulted in the development of a deep state with an autonomy 
of government since 1910, characterized by high centralization during 
the apartheid regime, and then the adoption of a limited federalism with 
the 1996 Constitution. Yet, food and nutrition security are enshrined as 
a basic human right in South Africa’s Bill of Rights, and the right to food 
for all people and the right to nutrition for children are set out in South 
Africa’s Constitution in Sections 27(1)(b), 27(2) and 28(1). Indeed, one 
of the first acts of the newly elected democratic government was to intro-
duce a National School Nutrition Program (NSNP) in 1994 that was 
feeding 9 million children at the start of 2020. 

The last major overhaul of South Africa’s long-term strategy for 
social and economic development, the National Development Plan (NPC,
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2011), identifies food security and rural transformation as enabling mile-
stones for the eradication of poverty and reduction of inequalities by 
2030. The National Policy for Food and Nutrition Security (NPFNS) 
gazetted in 2014 builds on the National Development Plan (NDP) 
and seeks to establish a platform for increasing, and better targeting, 
public spending in social programmes that impact on food security 
(DSD/DAFF, 2013). The policy is framed in terms of the recogni-
tion of the right to food in the South African Bill of Rights, and 
commits government to increasing access to production inputs for the 
emerging agricultural sector; leveraging government food procurement to 
support community-based food production initiatives and smallholders; 
and strategically using market interventions and trade measures which will 
promote food security. 

The NPFNS acknowledges the complex nature of food and nutrition 
security and the importance of interventions that encourage increased 
access to affordable healthy food. However, due to weak consultative 
processes, the state-led NPFNS is argued to have led to policy direc-
tives that were “deemed inadequate by a wide cross-section of people” 
(Pereira & Drimie, 2016, p. 24). Notably, after reviewing the NPFNS, 
the South African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) recommends a 
rethink of the food system and concludes that the policy “does not speak 
to the need for an interconnected system” (SAHRC, 2017, p. 23).  

Despite the establishment of an inter-ministerial National Food and 
Nutrition Plan (NFNSP) in 2017 coordinated by the Office of the Presi-
dent (PMG, 2017), there has been little evidence of action from national 
government. Although the policy framework has been put in place, 
both the NPFNS and NFSNP lack the legislative structures necessary to 
achieve their goals and objectives (Hendriks & Olivier, 2015). Jacobs & 
Nyamwanza (2020) go further and call for the establishment of national 
and sub-national forums and the involvement of non-state actors in the 
coordination and monitoring of both the policy and the plan. 

Moreover, the South African government has been unwilling to take 
direct interventions such as the management of food prices, despite cycles 
of food inflation. The Integrated Growth and Development Plan (IGDP) 
of 2012 mentions addressing high food prices, improving smallholder 
access to markets and support services, and the need for an integrated 
approach to ensuring food security. The country’s national agricultural 
policies also include strong support for food security, but again with 
no mention of nutrition. For example, the Agricultural Policy Action
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Plan (APAP) 2015–2019 places emphasis on value-chain interventions 
to improve food security, and also notes the importance of research and 
innovation, climate-smart agriculture, trade, agribusiness development 
and support. Nutrition, affordability and safety are not given attention 
(May, 2021). 

Adeniyi et al. (2021) show an analytical convergence in most of these 
policy documents towards a series of governance challenges which are 
related to the framing problem, already mentioned, and to the impor-
tance of fragmentation, siloization and (lack of) policy coherence. These 
core problems are aggravated by a weak coordination, limited institutional 
capacity, and a partial and inadequate stakeholder engagement. 

Among the proposed identified solutions to these shortcomings are the 
need for a legislative framework, necessary to actualize existing rights and 
particularly the right to food, the improvement of stakeholders’ participa-
tion and stronger institutions, as well as priority to be given to local food 
system governance (Haysom, 2015). If multiple levels of governance are 
necessary to address the food system complexity, a place-based approach 
is an opportunity for an effective understanding of food systems’ issues, 
facilitated and improved stakeholder engagement, improved connection 
with local networks and grassroot movements, and the progressive adop-
tion of a shared vision of the main challenges on which to focus action. 
However, the way local processes can develop and strengthen remains an 
open question. Experiences of food system governance in the Western 
Cape province of South Africa during the COVID-19 pandemic offers a 
case study of how place-based food system governance may be emerging. 

Due to the limited federalism, South Africa’s provinces have restricted 
competency for food system governance. Trade, industrial policy, health, 
social development, education, agriculture, environment and rural devel-
opment are managed by the central government, although in some 
instances, provincial government holds the mandate for delivery. Local 
governments do not have any specific mandate related to FNS and food 
system management. 

However, there is room for action and local governments do have rele-
vant competencies, notably for zoning and trading regulations, markets 
and street trading (De Visser, 2019). They are often responsible for 
the delivery of electricity and potable water, both central to food safety. 
Therefore, they can, or could, influence food system outcomes through 
the protection of agricultural land and food trade regulation, supporting 
activities in the informal economy, balancing the role of large retailers
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and supporting local food producers and traders. They can, or could, 
also improve access to healthy and nutritious food through advertising 
and support to farmers’ markets. Budgets and human resources remain a 
major limitation to implementation and impact, with the exception of the 
metropoles. 

Despite the Western Cape’s prosperity when compared to other 
provinces and its well-established food system, the largest food economy 
in South Africa, the prevalence of the indicators of malnutrition among 
its population of 6.5 million is similar to national trends (StatsSA, 2019). 
The Western Cape Government (WCG) recognized the urgency for 
action and in 2014, set out to develop a food security strategy to comple-
ment its Provincial Strategic Plan. This strategy had to align with a 
National Policy on Food and Nutrition Security gazetted in 2014, as well 
as with other national policies such as those concerning land, water, health 
and sanitation. The process required dialogue and co-design between 
multiple agents and bodies of knowledge, as well as between multiple 
rationalities and multiple levels, a feature identified elsewhere to co-design 
policy (Himanen et al., 2016). 

Termed ‘Nourish to Flourish’, this strategy commits to a wide range of 
interventions that address all food system outcomes, although the focus is 
on FNS. These include providing food and nutrition literacy interventions 
targeting diverse age groups; food-sensitive economic and spatial plan-
ning; influencing municipal planning for food and nutrition; promoting a 
climate-resilient low-carbon agricultural sector; and building an inclusive 
food economy that recognizes the role of informal traders as an important 
source of affordable food for low-income households (WCG, 2016). The 
strategy also addresses food security governance and the establishment of 
multi-stakeholder processes. Although the implementation of the strategy 
appears to have stalled prior to the pandemic, the response to COVID-19 
in the Western Cape largely followed its ‘whole of society’ approach and 
appears to have had a positive impact (WCEDP, 2020). 

Both the provincial government and the metropolitan government of 
the City of Cape Town have recognized their roles in regard to improving 
food security. Making use of an existing agreement with the Cape Higher 
Education Consortium (CHEC), a network for collaboration between the 
four universities of the province, research reports were commissioned to 
provide an information base (Adelle et al., 2020). These in turn recog-
nized the complex nature of the food system and the nature of food 
security as a common good: an important improvement when compared
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to existing national policy frameworks. The research base informed stake-
holder workshops conducted during 2015. These provided opportunities 
to discuss the conventional collective action related to concerns of coordi-
nation, cooperation, and finding and keeping agreements at the local level 
(Poteete & Ostrom, 2008). The deliberations of these workshops fed into 
a draft strategy document approved by the provincial cabinet in 2016 for 
public comment, which has subsequently evolved into a programme of 
work that includes civil society (WCEDP, 2020). 

Parallel processes took place in other forums related to food 
security including health, governance and agriculture (Adelle et al., 
2020). Following public comment, a non-government organization, the 
Southern African Food Lab (SAFL) specializing in partnering convened 
additional groups of stakeholders including ‘Transformation Laborato-
ries’. The purpose of these meetings was to develop projects to be 
implemented as partnerships between government and other actors in the 
local food system (Drimie et al., 2018). 

These provincial dynamics of consultation and local debate have 
provided a fertile context which allowed further engagement and the 
implementation of a transdisciplinary community of practice on food 
governance in 2018. Based on an iterative process of shared knowledge 
and knowledge co-production (Adelle et al., 2021), this community of 
practice, still active in 2022, includes: decision-makers from provincial 
and metropolitan governments as duty bearers for the provision of food 
security as a public good; the private sector as the producers and suppliers 
of the food itself (from farmers to processors and retailers, including from 
the informal sector); and civil society organizations, including consumers, 
as final decision-makers as well as rights-holders. 

In 2017/18, extreme drought put provincial and local governments to 
the test and revealed the potential of community mobilization (Robins, 
2019). This was followed in March 2020 by the implementation by 
national government of a hard lockdown in response to the first COVID-
19 cases. Among the first food system impacts in 2020 was the suspension 
of the National School Nutrition Program (NSNP). Restrictions on 
informal sector food traders, the prohibition of mobility across munic-
ipal boundaries and a strict curfew also affected food systems’ actors and 
consumers. Mitigation measures in the form of direct food assistance were 
slower to be implemented, and in the case of school feeding required
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litigation before being addressed.9 Even then, the reintroduction of the 
programme was slow and uneven (Section 27, 2020). 

Responding to this in the Western Cape, multiple community-led 
initiatives facilitated the development of a vibrant and localized food 
debate and action. The continuation of school feeding though the Penin-
sula School Feeding Association was particularly important, but this also 
included coordination and advocacy such as Food Dialogues, organized 
in 2020 and 2021 (SAUFFT, 2020) and the Food Forum hosted by the 
Western Cape Economic Development Partnership (Trialogue, 2021). 
Altogether they improved the local capacity to react to the COVID-19 
crisis with the rapid development of community action networks (CANs), 
such as those in an umbrella organization ‘Cape Town Together’, which 
linked almost 200 such organizations.10 These local networks, connected 
through information and communications technologies such as social 
media and WhatsApp® applications, contributed towards a localized and 
coordinated response to the crisis by civil society (Adelle & Haywood, 
2021; Odendaal, 2021). In addition to addressing the immediate food 
and health crisis, a stated goal of the CANs was to “put the public back 
into the public sector” (Bust et al., 2021). 

The Western Cape is a region characterized by extreme resource 
inequalities, resulting in communities that, although spatially proximate, 
are socially distant (Mears & Bhati, 2006). This has produced ‘cities 
of islands’ (Writers Community Action Network, 2020). To overcome 
this, partnering has been key, involving different forms of collabora-
tion according to the specific issues being addressed Although partnering 
strategies have been widely used by local governments (Greve, 2015), 
they may be demanding in the context of food system governance in 
which there are fundamental differences in priorities, substantial material 
stakes and low levels of trust. In the case of the Western Cape, achieving 
successful partnerships required “moving at the speed of trust” as well 
as compromises, incentives and the enforcement of duties and rights. 
Despite this, the CANs still experienced push back by both local political 
leaders and the national government (Bust et al., 2021).

9 On 17 July 2020, a consortium of NGO successfully litigated against the Minister of 
Basic Education to reinstate the NSNP (Section 27, 2020). 

10 See https://capetowntogether.net/ for more details. 

https://capetowntogether.net/
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Although still work in progress, the interventions and activities in the 
Western Cape since 2017 have shown the potential to produce poly-
centric forms of system governance and to engage in the pathway of a 
possible collaborative governance. They have required a dialogue between 
multiple agents and bodies of knowledge, as well as between multiple 
rationalities and multiple levels. As was shown, such dialogue is not neces-
sarily initiated by the public sector and is unlikely to be proposed by the 
private sector even if some stakeholders, such as farmers, have strong 
incentives for collective action but generally lack adequate information. 
Key to the notion that these interventions may be nascent territoriality is 
the claim that they emerged when communities realized that “When you 
know that it is your neighbours who have empty cupboards, it is a political 
act to start cooking. As we cook, food becomes a vehicle for the sharing 
of social and cultural practices, as well as politicizing the hunger in the 
first place – generating learning, consciousness and human connection” 
(Writers Community Action Network, 2020). 

In the case of the Western Cape, food system resilience during 
the COVID-19 pandemic has required assertive action on the part of 
consumers and civil society with the realization that they indeed hold 
rights for which others bear duties to fulfil. It is likely that some issues 
will still need to be resolved by the enforcement of duties and rights 
as contained in the national laws of South Africa, including the interna-
tional treaties it has endorsed. As in other contexts, ensuring resilience has 
required litigation and civil society actions including consumer boycotts, 
social media campaigns and protests in order to put pressure on govern-
ment and the main food corporate businesses (Huang et al., 2015). A 
possible outcome of these responses, and a possible objective, is the 
progressive adoption of a collaborative governance of the food system, 
where collaboration and consensus building are the rule. 

The experiences since the start of the pandemic in the Western Cape 
may not be unique as similar responses have been documented elsewhere 
(Nemes et al., 2021; Zhan & Chen, 2021; Zollet et al., 2021). Within 
South Africa, CANs have spread to other provinces and have adopted 
similar modes of operation.11 Alongside this, some umbrella associations 
of CANs are identifying a more ambitious agenda. One such association, 
Gauteng Together, states that it intends re-orientating the work of the

11 For example, Eastern Cape (https://easterncapetogether.co.za/) and Gauteng 
(https://www.gautengtogether.org/). 

https://easterncapetogether.co.za/
https://www.gautengtogether.org/
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CANs into a “critical mass disruption agenda” through the integrated 
zones to set up a CAN in every neighbourhood to “save the soul of the 
nation” (Nortier, 2021). 

Taken together, local responses to the food system challenges arising 
from COVID-19 highlight how embryonic territorial approaches to 
addressing such challenges may contribute towards:

• rebalancing power, rebuilding capability to act, invest and influence 
at the local level: local governments, districts or ad hoc local coop-
eration bodies such as CANs help to identify the effective challenges 
and possible solutions through the agency and mobilization of the 
diversity of their stakeholders and constituents;

• building better and more resilient connections between institutions 
and resources, especially ecological resources: shared diagnoses and 
co-elaborative scenarios about plausible futures can help to design 
adequate strategies;

• strengthening the connection between food and innovation by 
building on local food cultures: local knowledge and local debate can 
help to build on the specific resources of a place (to be differentiated 
from generic resources which can be found everywhere);

• re-establishing and strengthening local flows of food and informa-
tion between rural and urban areas, reducing unnecessary long-
distance trade, promoting livelihoods and local multipliers. 

This is not to imply a return to the localization approach ably critiqued 
by Born & Purcell (2006), but rather the recognition of the poten-
tial role of local governments and local actors to guide place-based 
food systems towards goals of economic inclusion, environmental sustain-
ability, equity and social justice. Certainly, the long value chains, which 
define most present-day food systems, necessitate territorial approaches to 
be embedded in global contexts so that the interplay between local and 
global causes and effects can be clarified and understood. Furthermore, 
territorial approaches to food system research and development must 
align with national policies and commitments, including social protection 
measures, trade policy and corporate regulation, all of which influence 
food system activities and outcomes.
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Conclusion: The Spirit of Place 

Despite the usefulness of toolkits of indicators and activities, like those 
developed in the City Region Food System (CRFS) programme presented 
above, local government policy development concerned with food secu-
rity, and the manner of its implementation, will depend both upon the 
actions, negotiations and relative powers of those engaging in the process, 
as well as those that do not. Changing the food system is likely to produce 
individual and collective costs, some of which will be borne by actors who 
are not duty holders, nor hold rights that can be realized. A changing 
food system also produces new beneficiaries, some of whom are free riders 
able to benefit without making any contribution. Building food systems 
that are resilient to disruptions requires addressing the distribution of 
costs/benefits and how/whether these are to be managed. 

Re-localizing food systems and food systems governance can signifi-
cantly contribute to resilience, reduce ecological footprint and costs of 
transportation and transaction, foster rural-urban linkages and local activ-
ities, strengthen the social fabric, promote local food and the related 
cultural heritage, and enhance natural resources management and the 
development of new uses and services. In the context of system shocks 
such as COVID-19, the unintended consequences of mitigation inter-
ventions can be more quickly identified and addressed. This included 
expanding social protection coverage through the provision of distress 
grants or disaster relief, providing food parcels and permitting essential 
economic activities such as informal food trading. 

Implementing a territorial approach to food systems in the context 
and the aftermath of COVID-19 in South Africa will require more than 
community action networks. There is a need to address funding shortages, 
donor and practitioner fatigue and the pull towards returning to pre-
pandemic practices in the food system. Already by November 2020, 33% 
of the CANs in Gauteng had stopped their operations (Mahwai, 2020). 
To move forward, it may be necessary to draw on the existing mandate 
and tools of local governments and to combine the relative strengths of 
both state-led and community-led approaches. New forms of innovative 
governance will be needed to do this. This could include establishing 
communities of practice that build on knowledge co-production tech-
niques, developing food charters and implementing food policy councils. 
Buchan et al. (2015) detail some of additional actions that are already 
undertaken by local governments.
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To do so will require interactions with the full array of food system 
actors (consumers, farmers, processors, distributors, retailers, government 
and so forth) who are pivotal in determining food system outcomes. 
Although there may be failures to reach agreement, an approach to 
identify and provide answers to local problems can gain traction. Further-
more, a process that involves local stakeholders will facilitate territory 
formation, an important outcome in its own right. In this respect, the 
territorial approach has shown that it is well suited to addressing collec-
tive action problems concerned with the resilience of food systems, and 
the urban-rural interface on which they often rest. 
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