
CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT
The expression Urban Agriculture
(UA), or “Intra- and Peri-Urban
Agriculture” (UPA), originally only
used by scholars and occasionally
in the media, has now been
adopted widely (Smit et al. 1996b,
FAO, 1996; COAG/FAO 1999).
This makes the need to further
define and specify the concept
important. Only with greater
internal coherence and external
functionality will it turn into a dis-
tinctive and useful tool for us to
understand and use to intervene.

With external functionality the
position of urban agriculture in
relation to other concepts, for
instance rural agriculture, sustain-
able urban development or urban
food supply systems is needed.
The concept should be clear
enough for users to easily perceive
its potential for complementarity
and synergy with related con-
cepts.

CURRENT DEFINITIONS
The more common definitions of
urban agriculture are based on the
following determinants: 
❖ types of economic activities;
❖ food/non-food categories of
products and subcategories; 
❖ intra-urban and peri-urban
character of location;
❖ types of areas where it is prac-
tised;
❖ types of production systems;
❖ product destination and pro-
duction scale.

Economic activities
Most definitions refer to the pro-
duction phase of agriculture,
while recent definitions add pro-
cessing and trade to production,
and emphasise the interactions
between these. In urban agricul-
ture, production and marketing
(and also processing) tend to be
more interrelated in terms of time
and space, thanks to greater geo-
graphic proximity and quicker
resource flow. Economies of
agglomeration seem to prevail
over those of scale.

Categories of products
The definitions here may high-
light food production for con-
sumption by either people or live-
stock. Further, a difference
between type of crop (grain, root,
vegetable, aromatic and medicinal
herbs, ornamental plants, tree and
fruit crops) and types of animals
(poultry, rabbits, goats, sheep, cat-
tle, pigs, guinea pigs, fish, etc.) is
made. Within the food category,
definitions clearly stress the more
perishable and relatively high-val-
ued vegetables and animal prod-
ucts and by-products. To exclude
the non-food category from the
general urban agriculture concept
would truncate the understanding
of city farming at large. 

Exchanges are taking place
across production systems and
within particular production
units. Many ways exist in which
urban agriculture interacts with
other urban functions to use and
provide resources, outputs and
services to the city.

Location
By far the most common element
of the reviewed definitions is loca-
tion, and probably the biggest
source of contention. Few field
studies actually differentiate
between intra- and peri-urban
locations, or if they do, criteria
used vary widely. Those who do
differentiate have used as criteria
for intra-urban agriculture: popula-
tion sizes, density thresholds, offi-
cial city limits (Gumbo & Ndiripo
1996), municipal boundaries of the
city (Maxwell & Armar-Klemesu
1998), agricultural use of land
zoned for other use (Mbiba 1994)
or agriculture within the legal and
regulatory purview of urban
authorities (Aldington 1997). 

For peri-urban agriculture, the
location definition is more prob-
lematic. Peri-urban locations are
in closer contact with rural areas
and tend to undergo, over a given
period of time, more dramatic
agricultural changes than do loca-
tions in more central and built-up
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Key features of current definitions of “urban agricul-
ture” generally have downplayed a critical trait that
makes urban agriculture, urban. Urban agriculture
(UA) is different from and complementary to, rural
agriculture in local food systems: UA is integrated

into the urban economic and ecological system.
Unless this dimension is enhanced and made opera-
tional, the concept will remain of little use to the sci-

entific, technological and policy fronts.
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n fact, urban agriculture is
growing out of its ability to
assist, resolve or cope with

diverse development challenges. 
It is spurred by a complex web of
factors still little understood, not
least of which are urban poverty
and food insecurity. In this short
contribution, a common agreed
concept is proposed, while the
author further reflects on sugges-
tions for action and the main
actors who should be involved.
Possible action to foster urban
agriculture is further elaborated in
the next article on policy develop-
ment.

A common agreed concept of
urban agriculture is a necessity,
because policy and technology
interventions need first and fore-
most to identify meaningful dif-
ferences and gradations, if they
are to better assess and intervene
with appropriate means for pro-
motion and/or management of
urban agriculture.
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parts of the city. Authors have been trying
to delineate the outer boundary of the
peri-urban area, using for instance urban,
suburban and peri-urban zones based on
varying ratios of buildings and roads, and
increasing ratios of open space per km2

(Losada et al. 1998). Others use the maxi-
mum distance away from city centre
within which farms can supply perish-
ables to the city on a daily basis (Moustier
1998), or the area within which people
living within the city’s administrative
boundaries can travel to engage in agri-
cultural activities (Lourenço-Lindell
1995). 

Types of areas
Criteria according to which such areas are
typified vary from author to author: loca-
tion respective of residence (on-plot or
off-plot), development status of site
(built-up versus open-space), modality of
tenure/usufruct of site (cession, lease,
sharing, authorised through personal
agreement or unauthorised, customary
law or commercial transaction) and the
official land-use category of the sector
where urban agriculture is practised (resi-
dential, industrial, institutional, etc.).

Product destination
Most definitions embrace agricultural
production for both self-consumption
and some trade. Both destinations usually
are targeted to varying degrees by the
producers or households studied.
Economic research has recently been
aimed at specific (export) market-oriented
production and has helped us to better
understand the economic performance of
urban agriculture and its comparative
advantages over other supply sources,
both at the producer and consumer level. 

Production system and scale of production
Few definitions clearly include or exclude
specific types of production systems a pri-
ori. Surveys collect data on the different
types of systems found in the area under
study. Generally, the research effort has
focused on individual/family micro, small
and medium sized enterprises, as opposed
to large scale, national or transnational
undertakings.

THE URBAN ECOSYSTEM 
CONNECTION
While referring to these dimensions of
urban agriculture, most authors define it
only in general terms. Studies rarely use
their findings to refine the urban agricul-
ture concept of the day (Mbiba 1998) or to
analyse how this concept is related to oth-
er development concepts. 

One striking feature of the reviewed defi-
nitions is that few of them contrast urban
and rural agriculture, even less so the
implications of one for the other. Indeed,
all building blocks, perhaps except loca-
tion, can apply to rural agriculture as well;
they do not suffice to trademark urban
agriculture and justify the need for specif-
ic knowledge, know-how and policy.

The lead feature of urban agriculture
which distinguishes it from rural agricul-
ture is its integration into the urban econom-
ic and ecological system (hereafter referred
to as “ecosystem”). 

It is not its urban location which distin-
guishes urban from rural agriculture, but
the fact that it is embedded in and inter-
acting with the urban ecosystem. This
integration into the urban ecosystem is
not captured in most definitions of the
concept, and less so developed in opera-

tional terms. Though the nature of cities
and of urban food supply systems has
changed, the need for urban agriculture
to interact well with the rest of city, on
one hand, and with rural production and
imports, on the other, remains as true
today as it was thousands of years ago.

Agriculture will become more urban, or
will integrate itself more into the urban
ecosystem, through a series of processes
which accumulate over time and are more
numerous in the larger urban centres. 

Because UA is reported to interact with so
many facets of urban development, city
farming also holds the potential to help to
diversify and strengthen urban manage-
ment strategies. This is not a small oppor-
tunity, as city-based electorates struggling
for access to food, income and sanitation
are increasingly calling the shots in local
and national policy arenas.

The above is the background for the fol-
lowing revision of the concept: 
Urban agriculture is located within (intra-
urban) or on the fringe (peri-urban) of a
town, a city or a metropolis, and grows or
raises, processes and distributes a diversity of
food and non-food products, (re)uses largely
human and material  resources, products and
services found in and around that urban
area, and in turn supplies human and materi-
al resources, products and services largely to
that urban area.
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