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‘We have a distorted relationship with food’

People can't live without food, but for city dwellers food has become invisible. We should be growing food around cities again.

By Marc van Dinther

Food shapes the world around us, according to British architect Carolyn Steel (51). Where our food comes from, what we eat and how we eat not only shapes the countryside, but our cities as well, she writes in Hungry Cities [sic]. The Dutch translation is now available as De hongerige stad. ‘We eat the landscape.’

Hungry cities? Isn't there plenty of cheap food in cities?

‘There is, but what is never mentioned is the fact that for our meals the rainforest is chopped down, the climate warms up and the air is being polluted. Put a price tag on that and a Big Mac wouldn't cost 2 but 200 dollars. Cheap food is a myth, but if you live in the city you have no idea. We no longer see how our food is being produced. Food has become invisible.’
What's so bad about that? We don't see how cars or clothing are produced either.

‘Food is essential to our survival. If we had to, we could do without a car or not buy new clothes for a while. But you have to eat every day. Food is the most important thing that we share with the people around us. Food shapes our lives, we can't do without it.’

How has food shaped the world?

‘The very first cities were agricultural settlements. Up until the preindustrial era cities were constructed to accommodate the food supply. Vegetables and fruit were grown on fields around the city and in a circle around those fields were the pastures to raise cattle. The heart of the city was the market where the food was sold. This is still reflected in old street names such as Groenmarkt, Beestenmarkt and Kalverstraat. The food supply also had a limiting effect on the size of cities, which was determined by the capacity of the hinterland that fed them. All this changed with the advent of the railway and of modern cooling techniques. Food could then be transported over longer distances, allowing cities to expand. It also meant that food lost its central position in cities. With the disappearance of markets we have cut the heart out of our cities. We now buy our food in boxes in supermarkets
.’
You write how 75% of all the world’s food is eaten in cities, whereas cities only make up 2% of the land. What's wrong with that?  70% of the people live in cities. Efficient means of transport enable us to supply cities of millions of people with food.

‘Indeed, but the cost is enormous and it is unsustainable. In the Punjab farmers are committing suicide because they can't pay back their debts, orang-utans are being slaughtered. For every calorie of food that we produce, we use 10 cal of energy. And our system is not that efficient at all. A billion people are underfed. And cities conceal these issues. We have a distorted relationship with food. Some people protest against using laboratory animals but at home they eat chicken from factory farms. The same people! If people should see how our food is produced, they would eat differently.’
What is the solution then? High-rise pig farms in the city? Fields in city parks?

City farms can only supply a small part of the food that cities need. But it's a start. We could do more to integrate food production and built-up areas. We could also stop packing people together in ever larger cities that need to import their food over increasingly longer distances. We should be growing more food around cities again and stop the depopulation of the countryside. Farming should be made attractive again. It is actually fun to grow food. However, what we should do first and foremost is change our relationship to food. The debate is always about how we can produce enough food for everyone in the future, while we should be asking ourselves: what exactly do we want? What kind of life do we want to lead? Those are philosophical questions, not logistical ones. Food is about life.’
Food is too important to leave it in the hands of private companies, you write. What do you mean by that?

‘If you own the food, you have power. Look at China buying up pieces of Brazil to secure its food supply. The Dutch Golden Age was founded on controlling the grain trade from the Baltic states. We have allowed a handful of large corporations to take control of our food. This is frightening, because we have given away part of our freedom: control over our own bodies. We have to democratise our food.’

How can we do that?

‘I think we should undertake action at all levels to curtail the power of large companies. We should outlaw companies owning seed. We have to build new food networks, make sure that food labels are intelligible. Food should re-occupy a central place in our lives. Vote with your feet: don't buy your food in a supermarket. Teach your children how to cook, sit down to dinner together. In wartime people are keenly aware of the importance of food. During the Second World War half of all the vegetables and fruit in Great Britain was grown in victory gardens. What if there was another war? How many people still know how to sow, plant and harvest? Or how to plough without a tractor? We have lost that knowledge.’
�I think he misunderstood you here; the ‘boxes’ are the supermarkets. aren’t they?





