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Introduction
 

PURPLE’s Topic Papers aim to raise and explore important issues for policy 
makers and politicians which are linked to the specificity of peri-urban areas. 

Around and between cities, especially in densely populated regions, are 
important peri-urban areas which are often overlooked and misunderstood. 
Here there is a high diversity of land uses and important and productive 
agricultural land and open space. This is often unrecognised or undervalued 
in current policy development which is too often compartmentalised into 
urban and rural actions.

Food and nutrition security is a growing challenge for Europe. This topic paper 
will give an overview of the main issues and set out why peri-urban regions 
are important players in any future strategies and how they can provide 
innovative ways to solutions. The PURPLE network invites all stakeholders to 
join a debate on how to realise the full potential of such regions to improve 
food security and contribute to ever higher standards in food and nutrition.



3

Food and nutrition security imply that  
all people, at all times, have physical, 
social and economic access to sufficient, 
safe and nutritious food that meets their 
dietary needs and food preferences for 
an active and healthy life (FAO 2002b). 
Social, environmental and economic 

developments in Europe’s peri urban 
regions, which are so important for food 
production close to large populations, will 
require more emphasis on safeguarding 
food and nutrition security. This will be a 
growing challenge

1. Why focus on food and nutrition security in a peri-urban context? 

2. Some facts

  Peri-urban agricultural areas are 
particularly suited for multi-functional 
activities related to demands in 
nearby cities. They foster a wide 
array of innovative developments in 
agricultural production that require 
new standards and regulations.

  Due to growing cities, peri urban 
regions are expanding, not only in 
north-western and southern parts 
of Europe, but in central-European 
regions, three of which are members 
of Purple (Mazovia, South-Moravia, 
Wielkopolska) and also in eastern 
Europe, for example Sofia, Varna 
(BG). This leads to the loss of 
valuable arable land close to cities, 
so integrated planning is needed to 
keep food physically accessible and 
prevent food deserts (areas where 
no quality food can be bought) in 
expanding cities.

  More than 50% of Europe’s population 
live in PURPLE member regions and 
up to 80% live in heavily urbanised 
areas; this multi-cultural population 

has varied food demands with 
impacts on agricultural land use and 
production methods.

  Regional production cannot meet 
the full demand for modern day diet. 
Regions are dependent on (inter)
national trade. However peri-urban 
regions are commonly the interface 
where (inter)national trade routes 
come together forming Europe’s 
“food hubs”.

  International food trade is dominated 
by only a few corporations, making 
peri-urban regions and producers 
highly interdependent.

  Food safety standards in Europe are 
the highest in the world. This has to 
be safeguarded in all sorts of local 
and regional initiatives.

  Peri-urban regions are among 
Europe’s most innovative regions 
due to a concentration of R&D, 
important economic clusters and 
triple/quadruple helix strategies.
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  Peri-urban areas host mixed popu-
lations of various socio-economic 
groups, among which some en-
counter specific difficulties:

  - increasing rate of diseases related 
to food (such as obesity or diabetes)

  - increasing  number of recipients 
of food aid  due to low purchasing 
power.

  Large quantities of food are wasted 
in peri-urban regions - by consumers, 
producers, supermarkets and trans-
port/distribution inefficiency. The 
biggest share of food waste falls to 
consumers, approx. 12% of all bought 
food is thrown away1 and this figure 
is growing. On average each person 
throws away 40 kg of usable food, 
resulting in approximately 150 kg 
additional CO

2
 in the atmosphere for 

each 40 kg. If we can reduce food 
waste it could reduce the amount 
of land and energy needed for food 
production.

1  Report of PBL, Netherlands for the Ministry of 
Economic Affairs.
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  Economic viability. 

We identify the following challenges 
to availability and affordability of food 
within peri urban regions:

 The existing food chain is over-complex 
and lacks transparency.  There are many 
actors between producer and consumer. 
This needs to be improved and simplified 
to keep future food affordable and 
traceable.

 European and regional distribution 
networks (food hubs) should be 
optimised in space and time. 
Improvement is needed to keep food 
both affordable and compliant with the 
high quality standards of sustainable 
EU-food production.

 We need to capitalise on the potential of 
the peri-urban food market to provide 
jobs and regional economic added value. 
In particular, local/regional producer-
supply-sales chains should be enhanced 
to create more jobs, strengthening 
regional economics. This is in addition to 
supporting the world market orientated 
food producers and processors located 
in peri-urban areas.

From the peri-urban per spective improvements are needed 
in all dimensions of the food and nutrition security concept

3. Challenges facing peri-urban food and nutrition security
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  Environmental sustainability.

The food chain, from producer to 
consumer, needs to be more sustainable. 
We identify the following challenges 
within peri-urban regions:

 Food distribution networks need to 
be optimised to the lowest possible 
sustainable scale. This would reduce 
road traffic congestion, lower the usage 
of fossil fuels and help improve air quality. 
This will entail cooperation of all actors 
in the food chain and synchronisation 
with regional planning objectives.

The impact of food production on any 
scale, on soil, water, air and biodiversity 
needs to be limited to meet European 
environmental standards. Similarly 
energy consumption and CO2 emissions 
have to be lowered to meet EU2020 
standards. This requires development of 
more closed production cycles, including 
food waste re-usage.

To safeguard quality of life (lively 
neighbourhoods, open landscape etc), 
the spatial footprint of the food chain 
has to be embedded in balanced 
spatial planning, particularly given the 

competition for space and resources 
within peri-urban regions.

There is no consistent policy for 
diminishing food waste volume. If the 
volume is reduced by 20%, it might 
enable a significant reduction in the 
need for agricultural land in the long run1

 

1 2500 square meters per person (a report from 2013 
by PBL/EZ, The Netherlands, p. 79
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  Social and territorial cohesion.

Food production in peri-urban regions is 
strongly related to their history. Regions 
have become successful because they 
were able to feed themselves and find 
ways to get fresh products from ever 
growing distances. But along the way 
most people lost the connection to 
their surroundings and the way food 
was produced. There is also a growing 
disparity between people who can 
afford good food and those who cannot. 
We identify the following challenges 
within peri-urban regions:

Raising awareness about food as such 
(origin, quality, local identity, tradition) 
and how food is grown through 
marketing and educational initiatives. 
Peri-urban regions, with a mix of urban 
and rural activities and lifestyles in the 
same areas offer opportunities to set 
up new food production systems as a 
socially ‘inclusive’ process

Re-connecting the urban cores with their 
surroundings (urban-rural linkages) by 
integrating urban food initiatives with 
peri-urban farming. This will also enable 
peri-urban farmers to improve product 
innovation in line with customer demand.

Quality control. Whatever its origin, 
food must be safe, healthy - and tasty. 
European food standards are among 
the best in the world. These must be 
preserved as a unique selling point. 
National and European food standards 
must be met also on a regional/local 
scale of food production if these 
products aspire to find their way into 
the peri-urban food chain (for instance 
if an urban agriculture initiative starts 
selling products on a local/regional 
scale, consumers must be sure they 
are safe, pollution free etc). Branding of 
regional/local produce in combination 
with traceability is a first step.

Education and access to knowledge is 
needed for local/regional food initiatives, 
to help ensure local/regional producers 
are able to meet the highest standards.
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Peri-urban regions are key to robust 
future food and nutrition security for 
Europe. Within such regions all functions 
and stakeholders of the food chain 
come together in space and time. This 
includes research and development on 
a producer (farm) level, food producers 
(from small scale farms to greenhouse 
concentrations), logistics (transport 
networks, food hubs) to manage input-
output to producers and distribution 
to global/regional food processers, 
large food processors and, of course, 

Strategy 1: 
Stimulating symbiosis between the 
agro-food sector, other major economic 
activities and R&D within the peri-
urban territorial boundaries to boost 
innovation and sustainability goals.

The transition towards a biobased/
circular economy  is one of the strategies 
for sustainable growth. This transition 
requires innovation, experimentation 
and smart solutions involving multi-
sectoral approaches. Within a peri-
urban territory all actors, including the 
agro-food sector come together so peri-
urban regions can support and facilitate 
crossovers to stimulate innovation, 
knowledge transfer and cooperation. 
The peri-urban agro-food chain, from 

4. Peri-urban strategies

consumers. Furthermore, adjacent to the 
food chain actors, other major economic 
activities are present in peri-urban areas 
such as energy production, industrial 
complexes, waste management, (bio-)
science clusters etc.

Within PURPLE regions a variety of 
strategies is emerging ranging from small 
scale individual consumer/producer) up 
to regional scale (symbioses between 
multiple economic sectors).

producer to consumer, can also play a 
role in the transition, enabling produce 
to be more sustainable by using 
residual energy or waste from other 
sectors in the production process or 
delivering specialised agro-products 
with added value to produce high 
tech specialised biobased products 
(such as pharmaceuticals). The use of 
large volumes of food waste within the 
peri-urban territories for high grade 
biobased products is a further possible 
innovation. Peri-urban regions can also 
make use of integrated planning systems 
to give room to the necessary campus 
development, facilitate connectivity and 
to capitalise on research.
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Strategy 2: 
Enhancing regional and local food 
chains.

Europe’s peri-urban regions are already 
actively involved in securing future 
food and nutrition security. Peri-urban 
regions implement mixed strategies 
suited to complex and multifunctional 
territories. ‘Local for local’, both within 
the peri-urban areas but also between 
them and the urban core, and ‘local for 
global’ (highly effective bulk production) 

Strategy 3: 
Enhancing food chain responsibility for 
maintaining the landscapes and natural 
resources of their region.

All actors within the food chain make 
use of a region’s unique qualities such 
as natural resources, human capital, 
infrastructure and surroundings. New 
public-private initiatives should be 
designed to raise producer/processor 
responsibility for their surroundings. 
The new CAP (greening measures) 
provides a first step for food producers. 
There are many opportunities for the 
food processing industry to voluntarily 
deliver added value to a region. These 

concepts are combined to improve 
regional economics and access to fresh 
and sustainable grown/processed food. 
There is scope for initiatives on a local 
scale (area-oriented) and on a regional 
scale (e.g. the different landscape 
parks) to be connected in one system 
with urban farming initiatives,  sharing 
a common goal – securing healthy, 
varied, sustainably produced food, 
identifiable and linked to the landscape 
or neighbourhood identity.

include maintaining landscape, ensuring 
sustainable production, closing food 
cycles and using renewable energy 
as a part of the production process. 
In return, the regions provide physical 
access to markets (maintaining and 
upgrading infrastructure) and spatial 
planning instruments to optimise food 
chains (space for food valley concepts, 
clustering of producers and research, 
local markets etc). Integrated planning 
is needed to secure resource efficiency 
incorporating water and waste 
management and helping reduce food 
miles.
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Incorporating an urban consumer-oriented dimension.  An overhaul of the existing 
framework? A third or fourth pillar? The EC wrote four years ago, when revising the 
CAP and looking even beyond 2020:

(IEEP : Beyond the Immediate Horizon – A CAP Fit for 2020?) 

5. Looking forward to new EU agriculture and cohesion policy

‘[…] provision of public goods 
associated with agriculture and 
particularly with land management 
becomes a central goal of the 
CAP, and expenditure in particular. 
There will be a dynamic process of 
determining precisely what activities 
fall into this category beyond the 
provision of environmental goods and 
services. Agriculture’s contribution to 
global food security is a particularly 
contentious area. If, for example, it was 

decided that holding a higher level of 
stocks of certain food commodities 
in Europe was a valuable and cost-
effective means of contributing to 
food security on the supply side, 
then this should be financed from 
the CAP budget. Providing support 
for a particular level of European 
commodity output, however, is not 
an effective or desirable means of 
achieving food security, or it would 
appear, a public good.’

‘In addition to the traditional focus on 
food supply chains, the global pattern 
of land use will be a matter of concern 
both for policy makers and for those 
in the food supply chain. There will be 
consequences for trade relations as 
foreshadowed by the current debate 
on setting European sustainability 
criteria for biofuels which apply 
within and beyond the EU. Demand 
for renewable sources of energy will 
increase, not only for biomass and 

biofuels but also for other supply 
technologies that can be located on 
farmland. The relevant incentives 
for farmers are likely to come from 
new markets and from energy policy 
rather than the CAP. Some farms may 
come to participate in an emissions 
trading system, although the small 
scale of agricultural businesses and 
difficulties in verifying the precise 
action that is taken will remain 
impediments to this approach’
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PURPLE 15 member Regions: 
Catalonia, Dublin, Flanders, Frankfurt Rhein-Main, Ile-de-France, Mazovia, MHAL 
(Maastricht/Heerlen, Hasselt, Aachen, and Liège), Nord-Pas-de-Calais, Randstad, 
Rhône-Alpes, South-East England, South Moravia, Stockholm, West Midlands and 
Wielkopolska

The multifunctional and complex 
development of peri-urban regions 
should be seen as an advantage 
– providing vital resources which 
support Europe’s urban populations 
and enhancing the quality of life of city 
dwellers but also enhancing economic 
viability of the rural neighbouring 
regions. But we need to develop 
together smarter ways of using the 
space and managing growth – including 
more integrated policy making. The 

6. What can PURPLE offer?

public authorities in PURPLE have the 
expertise and capacity to help develop 
the necessary policy links between 
urban and rural, and our regions can 
act as a laboratory for the EU in terms 
of testing and developing the necessary 
approaches to a more sustainable and 
multifunctional development in complex 
territories. Help us to investigate 
opportunities to develop policies for 
future European food and nutrition 
security across peri-urban areas.

See the PURPLE website 
www.purple-eu.org/en/Publications/Topic-Papers-on-Peri-Urban-Issues 


