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Abstract: Urban food strategies are increasingly being used as means to address a multitude of
challenges presented by food system failings. The use of participatory approaches has become
common practice in the field of urban food systems planning. These approaches are believed to
democratize, legitimize and increase effectiveness of addressing challenges. Despite these “promises”,
they have also been viewed as problematic for being unbalanced and lacking accountability. This
paper sets out to compare the creation and use of new participatory spaces in two initiatives in two
European cities in their on-going attempts to formulate urban food strategies through multi-actor
processes. This is explored through operationalisation of two key concepts essential to participatory
approaches: participation and accountability. As such, the paper addresses how participatory
processes for urban food strategies can be conceptualised when policy making involves the interplay
of actors, knowledges and spaces. We conclude that within the two cases, ample attention is given
to get a cross-section of the types of participants involved, while accountability is an aspect still
under-represented. Based on the two cases, we argue that incorporation of accountability in particular
will be instrumental in the development and implementation of more mature urban food strategies.
However, it is essential for participatory processes to not completely break from more “traditional”
policy processes, at risk of limiting progress in strategy development and deployment.

Keywords: participatory processes; urban food strategies; accountability; food policy

1. Introduction

Urban Food Strategies have become regarded as a pivotal point of change in addressing food
systems failings and transitioning to sustainable food systems at the local level [1–5]. Food systems
refer to the “web[s] of actors, processes, and interactions involved in growing, processing, distributing,
consuming, and disposing of foods” [6] and their principal aim is to deliver sustainable food
security [7–9]. Many food systems fail to do so and present concerns to stakeholders, such as the
associated challenges of degradation of ecosystems [10], growing inequalities [11] and resource
use [6–8,12]. The city region is increasingly identified as the appropriate level for action “to
develop and implement an integrated and comprehensive solution for a future-proof urban food
system” [4,12–14]. The city region is a spatial representation that allows to look beyond cities’
administrative boundaries [13,14], in the sense that it takes into account a single urban centre or
multiple urban centres and the peri-urban and rural hinterlands that surround them. Cities have
become powerful actors in addressing societal problems, as it is argued they can have more impact than
nation-states [15–20]. Firstly, due to urbanization rates and economic concentration, the “generative
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powers” of cities have become “world-making” [15,18]. (“World-making” in the sense that cities have
become the sites where power, knowledge, culture, etc. are most concentrated. Only a handful of
cities now “drive world economic growth” [15]). Secondly, city-level governors can prioritize local
challenges more effectively than state-level government because they are embedded in their locality,
often dealing with daily problems in innovative and bespoke ways. Thirdly, while the state is known
for being a slow apparatus having to deal with international relations, cities are primarily concerned
with urban dynamics and just “have to get things done” [16,21]. The willingness of cities to take
action is visible in the increasing number of urban strategies being developed all over the world.
One reason for this being that “UFSs aim to place food on the urban agenda, capitalizing on efforts
made by existing actors and creating synergistic effects by linking different stakeholder groups” [22].
Through a community-based food systems approach themes that typically overlap and link to various
municipal departmental mandates—such as food security, public health, and social justice—can be
addressed effectively [22,23]. Such policy tools can take on various forms, including food charters,
food strategies, and food action plans [23,24]. These can be local or regional and would ideally be
a part of local comprehensive plans and policies with touch points to the local food system. Local
policies must reflect their unique local contexts [25] and incorporate “[h]istorical and cultural factors,
. . . geographical setting and natural resources . . . and societal and political factors” [22]. These in turn
will shape the “aims, objectives and actions that are appropriate and achievable” for a UFS [22].

Such a shift toward more inclusive policy making at this local level thus requires policy tools
that can open up and democratize key policy tasks. Policy-making itself is “the interplay of actors,
knowledge and policy spaces [which] is clearly dynamic and complex” [26]. Participatory approaches
in particular frequently emerge as new forms of policy-making that reconfigure these elements and
allow for incorporation of a broader range of policy actors (or “stakeholders”). This offers policy based
on multiple dimensions of knowledge, and shapes a policy space that differs from those traditionally
used. The use of participatory approaches in urban food policy-making is promising [6,22,27,28]—since
it is said to lead to increased legitimization, effectiveness, and democratization of planning [29,30], but
requires critical review in terms of what conceptualises the participatory processes.

Based on experiences gathered from two research projects, this paper aims to review participatory
processes that contribute to the formulation of UFSs. The question this paper addresses: How can
participatory processes for UFSs be conceptualised when policy making is the interplay of actors,
knowledges and spaces? We do this by interrogating two cases; first, that of the Exeter Food Network, a
member of the UK’s Sustainable Food Cities Network, and the second being Proeftuin040 in Eindhoven
in the Netherlands. We start by reviewing some of the literature on participation, to get an idea of
its origin and to clarify some key concepts which will lead to a conceptual framework. Following
this, we give brief descriptions of the two case studies in order to provide context, considering the
different institutional structures of the local food groups, and the unique interplay of actors and
local food system objectives. We then turn to the analysis, which will highlight how participation
and accountability are manifested within the participatory processes of the two cases. This will lead
to the conclusion that the elements that are key to making participatory processes successful are
often neglected in light of the messy local governance process that includes stakeholders that are not
normally engaged in policy-making or decision-making.

2. Participation

In this section, we first interrogate two strands of literature describing a turn towards participation
and how this has shaped and constructed contemporary processes of policy-making and sustainable
development. This literature provides the basis for a conceptual framework for the analysis of
participation and multi-stakeholder processes.

Firstly, at the foundation of the use of participatory approaches in sustainable development
practices lies a critique of discourses on modernity [31–34] which were central to the “early” field of
International Development. This gave rise to a vast field of research that aimed to go beyond “western
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trajectories of modernity” and emphasised the value of “local knowledge”, “counter-development
(i.e., strategic actions that counter the dominant development trends and thinking [31])”, and
“bottom-up participation” [31,35,36]. Participatory approaches were argued to make development
more “responsive to citizen desires and more effective in service delivery” [37] and would allow
for local people to make sense of, interpret and shape policies and development programmes
the way they see fit [31,38]. As such it was an explicit attempt to move beyond expert-driven
policy-making [34,39,40] that often offers little space for “local knowledges”. The underlying logic
is that the gap between citizens and institutions can be bridged by giving space to citizens or locals
to exercise voice and influence policy and institutions [41,42]. As such, it is an attempt to balance
“bureaucratic procedures and local practices” [31].

A second strand of literature is focussed on participation as a remedy for democratic deficits
in (global) governance. “Governance has become post-sovereign, in the sense that policy processes
are institutionally diffuse and lack a single locus of supreme, absolute and comprehensive authority.
Today no regulatory body—including a state—constructs public policy on its own” [43,44]. Sources of
legitimacy and accountability in policy-making shift with the arrival of these new actors and many
such arrangements have “been found to suffer from democratic deficits” [29]. This is partly due to
two large groups of actors that gained considerable importance in global governance arenas. Firstly,
corporations are now often consulted during policy development. Their participation in processes
of governance is greatly contested; some see them as “engines of growth”, while others find them
responsible for increasing levels of poverty [45–48]. Secondly, Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) have
gained influence in global governance [43,45,49,50]. (Civil Society is here defined as “a political arena
where associations of citizens seek, from outside political parties, to shape societal rules” [43], as such
this may include NGOs, social movements, people’s organisations and so on; for an overview of the
complexity and diversity of civil society, see, e.g., Scholte [43] and Willets [45]) CSOs are “presumed to
be closer to ‘the people’” and increasingly have played an important role in “delivering development
assistance” [51]. Considering both actors have gained considerable influence in societal and economic
terms, their inclusion in governance processes is meant to lead to more effective and democratic
policies. At national levels, there is increasingly talk about the need to give space for participation
in governance (in the U.K., this discussion is dubbed “Big Society”, while in the Netherlands this is
referred to as “Participation Society”). In the Global South, there are already plenty of examples of
citizens’ participation in local governance, such as citizens’ forums in Indonesia and neighbourhood
meetings in Porto Alegre [30]. Increasingly, in the Global North the involvement of “active citizens” is
seen as key for wellbeing [52,53]. This is supported by the understanding that involvement of citizens
in such processes “makes for better citizens, better . . . decisions and better government” [51,54].
However, it can also be explained by the neoliberal tendencies of many states, which are rolling back
their welfare policies and calling upon citizens and third sector to assume more responsibilities [52,55].

We can conclude from the literature that moves to participatory approaches are based on
democratic principles. Participation of stakeholders is seen as a method to balance the power that was
previously largely assigned to states [56], allow citizens to shape and construct their opportunities and
rules [51], and for poverty reduction [37]. In reality, this is infinitely more complex. Critics emphasise
concerns around “wishful thinking” and “bad practices” in the implementation of participatory
approaches, such as “use of the label without the substance”; “putting methods before process
of empowerment”; and exclusion of the poorest [35,57]. It is often emphasised that the term has
become a buzzword that is inherently vague and is used for multiple ends: “‘[P]articipation’ has
historically been used both to enable ordinary people to gain political agency and as a means of
maintaining relations of rule for neutralising political opposition” [35]. These concerns emphasise
the necessity to safeguard key democratic values in these processes. A large portion of the literature
on participatory processes is concerned with the evaluation of two key values, participation and
accountability [29,41,43]. As stakeholders get space within agenda setting and policy making, key
values that are often underlined include: enhancement of democratic legitimacy; potential to strengthen
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external accountability; increased effectiveness and quality; more adaptability and creativity; and
greater responsiveness [37,43]. They are considered essential in securing the benefits of participatory
decision-making, in contrast to state-centred decision making. There are a number of specific challenges
related to the prevention of “bad practices” in participatory processes. Many of these challenges also
relate to safeguarding accountability and participation: “retooling” (adapting to the new form of
rulemaking), “negotiating cultural diversity”, “securing compliance”, “obtaining accountability”, and
“fostering access” (of information and resources) [43]. It is clear that the design of the multi-stakeholder
approach becomes equally important as the behaviour and attitudes of the actors involved. There are
numerous ways to design the involvement of these non-governmental stakeholders in governance
structures, depending on the context, involved parties, objectives, and so on [58].

3. Operationalizing Participatory Policy Processes

We will now highlight our conceptual framework by operationalising the two elements
highlighted in the literature as key to the functioning of participatory approaches: participation
and accountability (see Figure 1). These are found at the intersection of actors, knowledge and
policy spaces; where policy processes take place [26]. Although we have established the concept of
participation is subject to contestation, we turn to Polk and Knutsson [53] who distinguish between
the “types of participants and their relationships to one and another” and “quality of participation
in the participatory process”. The first links clearly to representation: are “those that hold a stake”
invited to the table? This is important to review considering this a major source of legitimization
of such processes. The latter links to the access and space present stakeholders receive during the
decision-making process and whether they are able to go beyond “superficial interactions” [53]. This
partly relates to the power imbalances that may naturally be present, due to social (or cultural)
hierarchies, but also to interests and mandates people might have. Through “incorporation through
collaboration” [53] and the creation of a “safe space” [59] for all participants, more effective and
democratic decision-making can be established.
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In local (multi-stakeholder) governance, few links have been made to accountability, considering
this is something that was mostly associated with states and government representatives. However,
in an increasingly “post-sovereign” and multi-stakeholder context accountability—or the “processes
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whereby an actor answers for its conduct to those whom it affects”—does not just apply to states [43].
Rather, “accountability needs to be understood and practised in contemporary governance in a
dispersed and shared fashion. All nodes in a given public policy network ... must play their part in
delivering accountability” [43]. As such we argue accountability is also an important element in order
to secure the promises of participatory governance when reviewing local governance arrangements,
especially when accountability is regarded as a “means to constrain power” and to be responsive
to the governed [37,43]. In examining the concept of accountability, Scholte [43] highlights four
principal aspects: transparency on actions and used resources; consultation of those that are about to
be affected; evaluation of impacts and effects; and correction in case actions have had harmful effects.
According to Blair [37] there are multiple “mechanisms that can serve as agents of accountability” in
local governance, such as elections, political parties, civil society, the media, public meetings, formal
procedures, and opinion surveys. A number of these mechanisms, depending on the context and
resources available, can be used to hold those that govern accountable.

These two concepts allow us to critically review the participatory processes that are part of the
urban food strategy development in Exeter and Eindhoven. See Figure 1 for an overview of how these
multiple mechanisms align on the intersection of knowledge, actors and policy spaces. This allows
us to address the question: How can participatory processes for UFSs be conceptualised when policy
making is the interplay of actors, knowledges and spaces?

4. Methods

This paper came out of a discussion where the authors found that they shared overlapping
experiences of observing policy development in their respective cities. This prompted a preliminary
review of elements common to each, or ways that these cities differed. Of particular interest was
how and why the policy development process was initiated, which local players were involved, and
how the creation of the documents was being executed. The similar, yet unique elements of each case
suggested the potential for comparative analysis. The two cases have been independently researched
by the authors, who have been participant observers of the multi-stakeholder meetings that were part
of these urban food strategy developments. The case of Proeftuin040 in Eindhoven was part of the
EU-project TRANSMANGO, as one of the Dutch local cases on “local” pathways to food and nutrition
security (see Hebinck and Villarreal [60] for the full report). Exeter has been studied as a part of the
PhD research being undertaken by Daphne Page at City University London’s Centre for Food Policy.
Interviews and document-analysis have been used to supplement observation and develop deeper
understanding of the motivations of particular participants and institutional dynamics.

For the Exeter case study, the researcher was invited by the steering group convenor to observe
the development process of the UFS, and consent to observe the process was granted by the steering
committee on behalf of the broader Exeter Food Network (EFN). Observation, both in person and
through inclusion in digital correspondence of the EFN activities and meetings, took place from
summer 2016 and is still on-going at the time of writing. During observation, all participants were
informed of the role of the researcher and that observation of the process would be taking place, and
were given to opportunity to express any objections. There were no objections to the researcher’s
presence at any time, nor were any questions about the research process raised. This process involved
attending EFN meetings, reviewing minutes of meetings to capture the details of discussions and plans
surrounding the UFS, and attending the initial planning workshop. Data collection involved note
taking throughout these events, and a desk analysis of minutes and documents to review for content
pertaining to the UFS process.

For the second case in Eindhoven, the author had been pointed to the Urban Agriculture visioning
process by an urban agriculture initiative that was part of exploratory research. She contacted
Proeftuin040 about possible involvement of the project TRANSMANGO. From here on, Proeftuin040,
the author and a project colleague who specialises in foresight methods had two meetings to discuss
whether collaboration was wanted and what both parties were hoping to get out of it. During this
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meeting and all the following sessions, the role of the researchers was made clear to participants and
in (public) reports of these meetings. The researchers attended meetings, arranged expert-consultation
meetings and facilitated a number of sessions using foresight methods. The data used in this paper are
based on those participatory encounters and reports written by Proeftuin040. For this paper, each case
study was analysed according to the framework described above, and the authors compared findings
based on their observations and experiences within the UFS development processes.

In both urban food strategy development processes foresight methods had been used as tools
to “engage with complex challenges, and to mobilize action” [61]. In this they acknowledge future
uncertainties, and together with a multi-scale, multi-actor group explore diverse possible future
scenarios, without being held back by contemporary constraints or claims. There are many different
foresight methods that all have a particular objective. In the case of Proeftuin040, “the seeds game”,
back casting and scenario-modelling were employed to help people to start thinking in new ways of
the future. In Exeter, back casting in particular was used to envision more sustainable food systems in
Exeter, and necessary steps to achieve these.

5. Results

5.1. The Exeter Food Network

Exeter, with a population of little over 124,000 in 2014 [62], is the main urban centre in Devon,
a predominantly rural county in the southeast of England. Devon is a significant producer of
agricultural products with a strong local food economy [63]. (According to 2008 figures [63], Devon’s
food economy (broadly, including restaurants, bars, supermarkets and accommodation) was measured
at around 13% of Gross Value Added (GVA)—making it significantly higher than the same figure
for Great Britain overall at 7.6%). The strategy development process initiated in 2016 by the Exeter
Food Network was an outcome of the earlier strategy experience in Devon in 2012. The Exeter Food
Network was formed as a result of the Feeding Devon’s Future strategy, and has sought to develop
a more urban-focused document to address the city’s unique needs, in contrast to the broadly rural
and county-wide focus of the Devon strategy. An early EFN action was to join the Sustainable Food
Cities Network.

Motivations behind the development of the Devon strategy differed between the civil society
actors (concerned primarily with food poverty, waste, and ecology), and the council actors involved
(focusing on the rural agricultural economy). As such, the Exeter effort sought to take a more urban
focus to meet the needs of the city, rather than the previous county-wide approach, and to approach the
process using the six key issues highlighted by the Sustainable Food Cities Network (these key issues
are: (1) promoting healthy and sustainable food to the public; (2) tackling food poverty, diet-related ill
health and access to affordable healthy food; (3) building community food knowledge, skills, resources
and projects; (4) promoting a vibrant and diverse sustainable food economy; (5) transforming catering
and food procurement; and (6) reducing waste and the ecological footprint of the food system. More
information on these key issues is available on www.sustainablefoodcities.org/keyissues), but with
food poverty still a central issue. Resulting from the previous Devon strategy experience, and concerns
over a climate of austerity (with its associated budget cuts in local councils) across England, a decision
was made to establish the Exeter strategy process as a primarily grass-roots effort. This shaped the
participation structure for the UFS as being the domain of the Exeter Food Network, rather than foster
dependence on the Council. It was felt that this would allow for more control over the long-term
delivery of projects and programs without fear of failure from council support being lost. This reflects
Marsden and Franklin’s [55] point that civil society is moving to fill the gaps left by government in
regards to local-level social support.

Participation in the strategy development process is limited to members of the Exeter Food
Network. This is a voluntary, civil society group with representation of about 20 organisations
(and many individuals) is made up of a variety of local interest groups, small local businesses, and

www.sustainablefoodcities.org/keyissues
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non-profits (www.exeterfoodnetwork.org.uk). Some council representation exists through links to the
Public Health and Sustainability departments at the local council level, however, the effort is largely
civil society driven, rather than a council initiative.

Several actors in the Exeter strategy development process had been involved with the earlier
Devon process. Notably this includes the initiator of the Devon strategy, who has become a local
(civil-society) leader for food system efforts in Devon and Exeter, and has acted as the Steering Group
convenor for both. These actors bring the shared experience and network from the previous strategy
process, local-specific knowledge, and awareness of local government mechanisms relating to local
food system work. A quality that cannot be understated is a shared commitment to improving aspects
of the local food system for the greater good of the city. However, despite these underlying social
concerns, public consultation beyond the members of the EFN has not been a part of the process up to
the current draft-writing stage of the strategy. The EFN chose to keep the UFS development process
internal to the group, which allowed for efficient organising and decision-making.

The EFN process to date has involved facilitated workshops to define the priorities of the strategy
using foresight methods, as well as updates from the Steering Committee on document progress,
which were communicated during regular EFN meetings and emails to the group’s mailing list. The
Steering Group has played the primary role in drafting the strategy from content gathered in the EFN
workshops, as well as the framework themes provided as guidance for policy makers by the SFCN.
Throughout the draft stage (again, still on-going at the time of writing), priorities included local food
poverty, community building through food, and encouraging healthy eating.

5.2. Proeftuin040, Eindhoven

The second case that focuses on the use and creation of participatory spaces is that of Proeftuin040
(PT40). This is a visioning-process aimed at the development of a municipal policy informed by citizens,
and on-going urban agricultural practices that are able to support and facilitate these urban agriculture
activities. Eindhoven is the fifth largest city of the Netherlands with approximately 224,000 inhabitants.
It is located in the south of the country and was largely shaped by the multinational technology
company Philips during times of industrialization which has instilled a culture of embracing technology
as a solution to local level challenges. It still strongly defines the city region as being a hub for
technology and design industries. The rural areas surrounding the city are mostly used for agricultural
purposes, where industrial pig farming is one of the main economic activities. The city of Eindhoven
had quietly seen a proliferation of urban food system initiatives. For that reason, a visioning
process was initiated, as a way to capture these local dynamics for policy purposes. The council
of the Eindhoven municipality had commissioned this participatory process to the urban agriculture
platform PT40.

The platform PT40 (www.proeftuin040.nl) was initiated by two urban planners with ambitious
ideas about the role of urban greening (i.e., vegetation, agriculture) in urban areas, and aims to “initiate,
strengthen and embed” UA initiatives in Eindhoven. This is reflected in their name; “Proeftuin” stands
for “experimental” or “tasting” garden in Dutch, and 040 represents the area code for Eindhoven. The
platform was supported by a regular group of local stakeholders, who are consulted at least four times
a year regarding urban agriculture in the city. From the onset, the platform had tried to gather support
from UA initiatives by organizing UA activities in the city, such as the placement of beehives, and
guerrilla gardening in key locations in the city. However, especially at the start of the vision-making the
platform was not yet broadly established and for many UA stakeholders still unknown. Nevertheless,
the municipality’s wish to have a “city supported” vision on UA, already predetermined an open
approach to participation in this process. This essentially meant that PT40’s objective was to capture
the views all possible stakeholders within the city of Eindhoven. On top of that, the construction of a
vision on urban agriculture, or other forms of policy making, was not something PT40 had done before
and as such a major assignment.

www.exeterfoodnetwork.org.uk
www.proeftuin040.nl
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Within this case-study three phases can be described: the process-planning phase in which
PT40 and the municipality design the broader framework of the process and its objectives; the city
consultation phase that included a number of workshops and presentations; and the eventual reporting
by PT40 which required distillation of the gathered ideas and visions and writing up. In the next
section the execution of accountability and participation will be described in terms of involvement of
actors and process-practicalities within these phases.

5.3. Comparison of Participatory Policy Processes

Participatory policy processes are differently constructed in the two cases of urban food strategy
development. By using the conceptual framework, which sets out accountability and participation
as key elements in participatory policy processes, we can highlight what some of these differences
are and how that shapes policy processes. Within the two cases we have underlined these elements
of participatory policy processes and how they are embedded in the policy process according to
McGee [26], taking consideration of actors, knowledge and policy spaces. In this section, we present
the two cases to illustrate how the participatory policy processes differ. See Table 1 for a comparative
overview. Although the principal aspects and what policy process elements they belong to are
inseparable, for analytical purposes we have made a distinction, which is discussed below.

5.3.1. Participation

One of the key aspects of participation is the need to establish a group of participants that mirrors
the types of people that hold a stake in the issue being dealt with. This partly legitimizes the process,
for it suggests that the views of all stakeholders are incorporated in a certain policy process. Both
cases show explicit, yet differing attempts to broaden the type of participants in the policy process.
Participants from various disciplines and backgrounds are incorporated in both processes. However, in
Exeter these were already part of the Exeter Food Network; as such the process was kept internal to the
(largely civil society) group. This also means the participants already had prior associations with one
another. Being an interest group in a small city, the EFN is a largely cooperative group of people who
are familiar to one another as community members, colleagues, and acquaintances, with some having
worked closely together from the previous experience of developing Devon’s county food strategy.
Development of the Devon strategy offered lessons, having revealed tensions between a largely civil
society group working with few parameters to create a strategy on the council’s behalf. This experience,
the broad nature of the county-wide and mostly rural strategy, and the lack of reliable funding from
council sources led to the EFN to focus its efforts on the urban realm and to be less outwardly reliant.
In Eindhoven, the assignment was to capture “the city’s vision”. As such one of their priorities was to
have a group of participants that could represent “the city”. In reality, this proved difficult for PT40. A
few bigger corporate actors, such as a big Dutch supermarket chain, had declined the invitation to the
initial workshops, adding that they were interested in partaking in a later stage of the process. Secondly,
while organisations that target certain vulnerable groups (e.g., social housing cooperation) were part
of the process, open invitations did not yield any participants that belonged to the actual vulnerable
group. Prior to the workshops, these organisations already collaborated with the municipality and
experiences. The initiatives’ actors were also on many accounts sceptical of the municipality and many
thought it was too bureaucratic and not flexible enough. Moreover, although the process was initiated
by the municipality, only few municipal policy makers participated in the process, leaving another
important actors underrepresented. In the cases this makes for different starting points, as the one is
kept within an existing network, while the other is starting a new network. Incorporation of vulnerable
groups is a weak spot in both participant groups. Important for participatory policy processes is not
only to invite the right people to the table, but also to get them to the table.
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Table 1. Comparison of key elements in participatory policy processes in the case of the Exeter Food Network and Proeftuin040.

The Exeter Food Network Proeftuin040, Eindhoven

Participation

Types of participants
and their relationships to one
and another

• Interdisciplinary group of actors, based on the EFN
members: mostly civil society actors, small scale local
farmers, non-profit actors, volunteers, and some
council representatives (Public Health, Sustainability);

• A civil-society-led effort, rather than council-initiated;
• Being a small city, this network of like-minded

individuals were all known to one another. Most
members had previous collaborative relationships;

• The core Steering Group was formed of several
members reconvened from the 2012 Devon strategy
process, with some new actors;

• No vulnerable groups included; only a “elite” group
with specialist knowledge, some “representing” those
vulnerable groups.

• Interdisciplinary group of actors: local and regional
government, housing corporations, elderly care
institutions, community centres, social welfare
organizations, regional health authority, urban food
initiatives, (small) retailers, landscape architects,
design studios, and academics;

• Decline of (initial) participation by bigger corporate
actors and only few municipal policy-makers who
were involved from start to end;

• No vulnerable groups participated; only institutions
or initiatives targeting or representing
vulnerable groups;

• Majority of urban agriculture initiative actors had no
prior collaborative relationships; The municipal
institutions did, but on different themes: such as
housing or care;

• High level of participation in the 1st workshops;
decreasing numbers towards final ones.

Quality of Participation
in the participatory process

• Leader: Local knowledge, particularly in food security
and local poverty context, practical knowledge of local
networks, previous strategy development experience;

• Foresight methods, on-going dialogue during EFN
meetings, email updates to wider EFN group,
significant role of Steering Group in strategy “leg
work” (distilling meeting takeaways, structuring and
writing of strategy);

• Creation of new policy spaces by using mixed
expertise, and foresight methods;

• Building on the Devon experience: lessons learned,
more-grassroots in development and project
deployment, with a focus on reduced dependence on
council supports.

• Structured workshops were used to discuss the future
of UA, which provided a “safe space” that allowed for
knowledge sharing among the different participants;

• Little time was given for participants to get
acquainted with each-others’ work in the first
workshops; that distracted participants from the
workshops’ goals and objectives;

• In the final workshops that used foresight methods
that allowed for free exploration of the future of UA.
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Table 1. Cont.

The Exeter Food Network Proeftuin040, Eindhoven

Accountability

Transparency
on actions and used resources

• Reference to the principles of SFCN as a framework;
Collaboration with select members of local council;

• Little interaction with the broader public about UFS
development process or aims.

• Public announcement of the municipal council
commissioned vision for UA;

• Used resources, dates of workshops and meeting
spaces openly available on PT040’s website;

• Initial workshops were invitee only; based on PT040’s
and municipal network.

Consultation
of those that are about to
be affected

• Steering Group meetings reported discussion of larger
political dynamics (Brexit);

• Local level expertise (knowledge of local food systems,
social issues, business, network actors); policy
knowledge and an understanding of council workings
and key contacts—EFN members “representing”
the public;

• Internal EFN consultation with members: No
consultation of broader public.

• Consultation of “the city” before and after vision
development through a town hall model and online
consultation on results via the website;

• Call for consultation was mostly responded to by “the
already converted” and thought UA was a
worthwhile cause.

Evaluation
of impacts and effects

• Internal evaluation of drafts while in the development
process, input given during workshops by
participating EFN members;

• No evaluation of impacts at the development stage.

• Early evaluation of the vision was done through
foresight methods within the workshop rounds; this
allowed for open value and claim free exploration;

• Only a few policy-makers were involved at this stage
of evaluation.

Correction
when actions have had
harmful effects

• The Exeter Strategy is an evolution of previous local
strategy efforts

• The UFS development is a voluntary effort;
accountability measures are unclear;

• No specific consideration given to potential negative
impacts during the early strategy
development process.

• Nobody was really championing the process outside
PT040, so little responsibility was felt outside PT040;

• Themes and objectives were adapted according to
consultation input;

• Final version of vision was evaluated by the council
and eventually rejected.
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Secondly, highlighted in the cases is the quality of participation: this describes the space the
participants receive during the participatory policy process and whether this is a safe space to interact
about a certain topic. In both cases, we have seen the exploration of new policy spaces, meaning that
they attempt to go beyond “traditional” policy spaces where knowledge is purely evidence-based and
expert driven. The use of foresight methods is one way of achieving this, as this is a tool that allows
for new ways of generating knowledge. On top of that, it is argued that because the future holds
no claims or relations, foresight offers a “safe space” in which actors from diverse backgrounds can
interact. In Exeter, participants are largely driven by their own values, experiences, and concerns over
a number of local issues, which they feel can be positively impacted by having a food strategy. These
could be shared and expanded upon through the foresight process during workshops. Particularly
interesting is that at first participants found thinking of the future difficult, but in most cases really
got the hang of it and reported positively about this new way of thinking. Notable is the role of the
process leader; he/she steers the process in a certain direction in which their own background often
has a considerable influence. In Exeter, the convenor of the steering committee is regarded as a moral
authority through his position with the local church, and a respected local champion for his history of
work with community groups, and on local poverty (including food poverty) issues. Ultimately, the
convenor oversees the process and is in a position to ensure that particular concerns are represented,
including their own. In Eindhoven, this came to the fore in the sense that the process leader often was
not satisfied with the ability to vision about the future of the city—which is a key characteristic for a
planner. Secondly, they were also new to collaborating with the municipality. As such, much of the
policy-making process was new to the process leaders too. Furthermore, one of the leaders left PT40
halfway through the UFS development. This slightly shifted the focus within the UFS, with a priority
on themes around circular economy, as this was an interest of the leader that was now solely in charge.

Although both cases differ in their ways of ensuring participation of stakeholders, they are
considerably different from traditional policy processes. The process in Exeter was limited to
those within the established Exeter Food Network. As a civil-society partnership group made
up of community members, the EFN seems to have taken on the role of “representing” groups
in the community, albeit with little representation from vulnerable groups themselves. Rydin and
Natarajan [64] described this as “empathetic understanding of other people’s experience” that these
actors had gained through their own grassroots contact with others, for example, those experiencing
poverty, and as such “were speaking beyond their immediate experience and for a range of other
people”. Despite being largely homogenous in terms of class and ethnicity, it is diverse in the disciplines
and professions represented at the table. In contrast, Eindhoven intended to provide ample space for a
broad range of actors to participate, however was not sufficiently able to accommodate them within
the process.

5.3.2. Accountability

Besides participation, accountability is key to the participatory policy processes.
When accountability is safeguarded within the process, it is a way of constraining power and
being responsive to those governed. This starts with transparency on actions and used resources in the
policy processes. PT40 had been very clear about their collaboration with the municipality and the
resources used during the process: the municipality had commissioned this vision and therefore was
paying the bills. Moreover, the documents produced by PT40 were published on their website and
disseminated further via social media. This also includes participant lists, minutes and agendas of
workshops and meetings. To the people participating in the workshop, they made abundantly clear
that what came out of this process needed to be acceptable to the municipal council. In Exeter, the
process started by building on the strategy that was developed for Devon and earlier SFCN principles.
However, during the policy process little was made public about proceedings, agendas, participants,
and direction the UFS was heading in. Meeting agendas and minutes, as well as drafts of the strategy
were shared by email to the EFN membership list, but not posted for the public online. One participant
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noted that the Exeter strategy initiative had a desire to foster a more empowered grassroots-led effort
through the members of the EFN. This showed a contrast to the earlier Devon strategy, which was
accountable to a council-heavy partnership group. As such we can conclude that both parties had
rather different approaches to transparency in their policy processes; as transparency was high in
Eindhoven in an attempt to connect to “the city”, it was kept low in Exeter’s policy process as it was
focussed on an existing network.

A key aspect that follows being transparent, is consulting those that may be affected by your
actions. Consultation clearly has overlaps with the key aspects that define participation, as it concerns
hearing those that hold a stake. However, here we would like to focus on the types of knowledges that
were consulted during the process. As McGee [26] argues, there are many different types of knowledges,
embedded in different narratives and discourses, and giving space for these to encounter is essential
for the establishment of legitimacy for a policy process. As emphasised above, not all of those
affected were participating in UFS developments. In Exeter, the process was characterized by a small
coalition with expert knowledge; comprised of people who have experience with various aspects of
the food system, the local landscape (social, environmental and economic), and experience with policy
making. In Eindhoven, this was rather different as they opened up the floor to practitioners, policy
makers, planners, citizens, and academics. Although this makes for different types of knowledges,
knowledge of vulnerable groups (other than an intended “representation” role through members)
had not been included in either cases, even though both processes aim to affect these groups through
their UFS-development. Furthermore, the absence of bigger corporate actors and a sufficient number
of municipal policy makers meant a rather one-sided version of UA in the city was documented. In
the case of Exeter, it was the membership with the Sustainable Food Cities Network that provided
a framework of aims to draw upon which are being drawn upon throughout the network. Work in
these areas can receive acknowledgment through the SFCN awards system, and in doing so projects
the work of members to the broader network across the UK and Ireland.

Evaluation of the effects and impacts is essential to any policy process and usually takes place
after the implementation of a certain policy. Considering this research has focussed on the actual
policy processes that lead to UFSs, we explore the degree of evaluation within the policy process.
In Exeter evaluation of the work delivered by the steering group was performed by the total EFN.
A back-and-forth process organised by the convenor involved workshops with the EFN, drafting by
the steering group using workshop feedback, and meetings for EFN review. In general, the evaluation
was done with little interaction with the broader public throughout this drafting stage. In the case of
PT40, the draft strategy was evaluated in a smaller foresight session and in a public town hall meeting.
In the town hall meeting, stakeholders were giving the opportunity to highlight their concerns or
issues with respect to the draft strategy. However, the people participating in this town hall meeting
were largely the people who already were part of earlier meetings; only a few new actors took part in
this exercise. A more detailed evaluation was done during the foresight workshop, where the strategy
was “tested” by participants in various future scenarios. Especially this workshop resulted in a number
of points that PT40 itself had not considered. Amongst other things, the need to rebrand the image of
UA was stressed in order to make it mainstream in terms of language, and allow it to connect more to
the municipality’s perspective. While PT40 opened the space to the city during the evaluation of the
draft, Exeter kept this process indoors. Nevertheless, PT40 was not able to reach a new public and
relied mostly on the input of people that were already part of the process. In this sense, both relied on
a like-minded core group of the already converted.

Correction involves a process for addressing and mediating potentially negative or harmful
outcomes of actions relating to the strategy. In Exeter, the strategy was developed out of a perceived
need to have more urban-focused effort to address Exeter’s unique needs, rather than a county-wide
and more rural document. This evolution process shows a form of correction from previous efforts.
However, within the Exeter process, being a voluntary effort, the process has been primarily focused
on addressing local issues and developing projects and programs. A systematic approach to evaluating
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potential negative outcomes and addressing them has not been made clear through the development
stage, although with the EFN aiming to be a grassroots effort, it can be assumed that corrections
will be the responsibility of the group, rather than an external body such as the council. Limited
engagement with the broader community beyond the EFN may allow potential areas of concern to
go unnoticed. At this stage, there has been no indication that the strategy will be formally adopted
by the local council, resulting in it taking responsibility for the outcomes. Similarly, as a group, PT40
took ownership of the process, and so responsibility remained internal. While the UFS process was
commissioned by the municipality, they made little effort to being accountable for the process. In fact,
the municipality rejected the PT40’s vision as they argued it was just “impossible for them to carry it
out” (Personal communication, 2017). While the vision was based on the input of a group of engaged
stakeholders, the municipality nonetheless chose to reject it, rather than correct it. Currently, PT40 has
not been able to negotiate the next step in the UFS development process.

In both the UFS development processes, accountability was hardly (intentionally) embedded
within the process design. While participation of different stakeholders was given ample attention,
the aspects of evaluation and correction were not. In the case of Exeter, this may well play out as the
strategy is developed beyond the early draft stages. The role of the EFN as a network supporting local
level projects and programs over time, and involvement of the council, should it choose to formally
adopt the strategy, are yet to be seen.

6. Discussion

The use of participatory policy processes is an attempt to break out of traditional forms of
policy making [30,34,40]. Through the incorporation of the types of actors and knowledges related
to the policy goal in question and the creation of new policy-spaces, new ways of policy making
can be shaped that arguably are more democratic and effective [26]. The two cases show that when
interrogating accountability and participation, participatory policy-making processes are differently
shaped and conceptualised in the Exeter and Eindhoven cases. Reflecting on both cases with respect
to the conceptual framework, we conclude that the combination of accountability and participation
are crucial for the participatory policy process being able to provide a space for different types
of actors to interact and shape effective policy as a result. Differences in the participatory policy
processes are highlighted when focussing on the involved actors, knowledges, and policy spaces.
Both cases paid specific attention to broadening participation within their policy-processes—Exeter
within a confined “elite” group, and Eindhoven constrained by a limited number of recruited volunteer
participants—whereas accountability was less addressed overall. Moreover, highlighted in the ultimate
rejection of the Eindhoven UFS proposal is the complexity of participatory policy-making and the
shaping of new policy spaces.

Firstly, we consider the former point, which emphasises how the idea behind participation
becomes problematic: while PT40 had managed to include new knowledges and actors (such as local
participants without prior experience in policy-making), their UFS was rejected by the city’s council
for not being feasible and too disconnected from their current policies. This strengthens the idea that
policy is based on certain knowledge-networks and in particular favours the more empiric conception
of “expert”, or evidence-based knowledge [39,40]. The PT40 vision did not connect the grassroots
local knowledges of participants to the more conventional “expert knowledges” that are prioritised
within the local council’s more conventional policy processes. Although during the evaluation phase,
the need to mainstream the way of thinking about UA was emphasised, this was less reflected in
the final vision, which was in many aspects highly progressive and in some points quite radical.
As such, the municipality deemed the vision politically impossible to accept. This shows a disconnect
in how knowledges are valued in policy making, and how essential it is to find a common language
to communicate shared priorities. Furthermore, hardly any actors with experience in policy-making
had been involved in the UFS-development, which would have contributed to the incorporation
of “policy language” and “expert knowledge” from a government viewpoint. In the case of Exeter,



Sustainability 2017, 9, 931 14 of 18

however, a clear decision was made about limiting the scope of participation to those within the EFN
in the development stage of the UFS, resulting in clear and efficient progress due to the small size
and unimpeded focus of the group. Contrary to PT40, the EFN had a number of actors with previous
experience in local food strategy development. This brought together local knowledge of issues and the
food system, as well as an established understanding of council-level priorities that could provide “the
hook” when framing strategy aims. This was helped along by a small number of council departmental
staff involved, recognising a beneficial exchange through the partnership. Prior experience provided
the EFN steering group in particular with a confidence to develop a grassroots driven UFS, as well as a
pragmatic view with regard to council limitations, particularly in the face of budget cuts and the ability
to contribute supporting resources to the strategy and its eventual deployment. This is illustrative
of the “picking up the slack” activities of citizens at the local levels are taking on, where they feel
councils are unable or unwilling to provide supports for local needs [52,55]. In the end, this structure
contributed to a more effective policy process. This complicates the notion of participatory policy
processes: while the use of participatory processes is clearly gaining popularity, there is still a clear
need to connect to traditional policy-language and knowledge for the policy-process to be successful.

Secondly, with regard to the shaping of new policy spaces, the elements of participation and
accountability show in both cases the lack of vulnerable groups being incorporated into otherwise
collaborative processes. The two cases-studies both see UFSs as a means to address social inequalities
and food insecurities, however, neither had managed to include these socially vulnerable groups
at any stage in their policy-processes. Although Exeter had made the explicit choice of keeping the
UFS-development internal in its draft stages, PT40 had extended open invitations to “the city” multiple
times, which did not yield participants of these vulnerable groups. While the Eindhoven policy-process
was pushing for the extreme in terms of participation by “the city”, it was seemingly still too “closed
down” [65]. It reflects a common issue in policy making of reaching vulnerable groups who are often
least able to take time to volunteer and feel secure that there is the “safe space” [59] needed to share
their voice. However, it also assumes that it is entirely clear who exactly are the stakeholders that will
be affected by the policy in question. Some actors are not associated with the matter because of a lack
of awareness, or through their own choice such as those who cannot justify giving up the time, while
others might simply prefer to be excluded from the process [40].

Another common issue associated with participatory policy-processes is “participant-fatigue”.
Many of the multi-stakeholder processes we see at the local level, depend on the time and expertise of
local, often voluntarily participating, actors. It takes a certain type of actor; one who feels sufficiently
motivated and informed to work on a specific policy subject and to dedicate time to these processes
in their free time. As such, the same actors are often called upon when a new multi-stakeholder
process is initiated, for they are known as being open and capable of making a contribution. Due to the
growing popularity of multi-actor approaches, these frequently-invited participants cultivate a certain
participant-fatigue, making it harder for convenors to find a representative sample of stakeholders for
the process. This may be particularly true at the local level where the pool of actors with both sufficient
expertise and interest is limited. This was visible in the PT40 case, where the first workshops were
highly successful in terms of their attendance rate and mix of stakeholders; but numbers dropped
significantly towards the end of the process. While global, and sometimes also national, efforts at
participatory policy-making often have budget to invite people; these small-scale and grassroots
initiatives do not. Combining this with the previously mentioned lack of vulnerable groups within the
participatory process, this clearly becomes a weak spot in terms of types of participation.

Relating to accountability, both cases show heavy reliance on the person championing the
participatory policy-process. When the person championing this process is not experienced in
policy-making, this proves problematic. In the case of the EFN, the leader of the process was well
regarded for his previous policy and social work and was respected as an expert in local food and
poverty matters. In this case, the authority granted to this individual by other participants had a
positive influence on the outcome of the process. By comparison, the relatively “new kids on the
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block” PT40 was still in the process of establishing its own name as an organisation and also had
little policy-making experience. This will have contributed to the disconnect with regard to the more
conventionally used policy-language by the council and, arguably, the rejection of the vision in its
entirety. Although Scholte outlines clearly some of the characteristics that make a good leader for
such a process at a global governance level [43], we argue that further research is needed on what
makes a good participatory process-leader at the local level. As both cases have shown these actors
championing the process play a crucial role in connecting to the conventional ways of policy-making
and reaching out to actors (from all levels), we feel that more empirical research on the matter will be
able to establish more clear guidelines around the (potentially quite strategic) decisions surrounding
the selection of such a leader.

Lastly, we argue that there is a need for more research around accountability on the local level.
Considering most of the literature on accountability relates to global governance and especially on
how to proceed from state-centred accountability to a multi-actor accountability context and how to
evaluate and correct once the policy is implemented. As this research paper explored the process of
development of UFSs, it meant we had to consider what accountability, and in particular evaluation
and correction, mean during the developing of a policy. These aspects become especially relevant
during and after implementation of a policy, thus we argue that they are vital to consider during the
development of the process, and should not be regarded as “buffet style” choice options. Moreover,
since local food strategies have become more common and moved into the domain of citizen-actors,
the development of practical guides could offer valuable frameworks and tools to empower actors to
integrate these elements into strategy processes and documents.

7. Conclusions

Urban challenges related to food, such as environmental change and food poverty, are growing.
Urban food strategies have become regarded as a pivotal point of change to address said challenges.
Considering this, this paper focussed on exploring what conceptualises participatory processes for
UFSs. By operationalising participatory processes as elements of accountability and participation
located at the interface of actors, knowledges and policy spaces, we have unpacked two cases of
UFS development. We conclude that within the two cases, types of participants are given ample
attention, while accountability is an aspect still under represented. Based on the two cases, we
argue that the incorporation of accountability is especially instrumental in the development and
implementation of urban food strategies. Each of the two cases offers a different participation model;
Eindhoven attempted to develop a strategy out of transparent and inclusive process, but, in the end,
was unsuccessful due to having not considered how best to integrate grassroots objectives into existing
council plans and priorities. The EFN kept the process internal to the group in its early stages, and as a
result was able to move efficiently through the UFS development. However, this approach may have
compromised the process through excluding potentially valuable input from the public with interests
and experience in key issues, such as food poverty. While both processes turned to UFS development
as a step toward addressing local level issues, the two efforts represent two ends of a spectrum of
participation; one very open, and the other one closed to wider public participation. Considering UFSs
have huge potential in addressing food related urban challenges, we argue there is grounds for further
empirical research on what constitutes a productive and representative strategy development process
within that spectrum, tailored to local circumstances, needs and goals.
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