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‘We have become scared of our food’

For more than four years British architect Carolyn Steel researched the past, present and future of our cities. She concluded that cities were shaped primarily by one common element: food. She wrote a book about it that became a bestseller.
By Jeroen Junte
De hongerige stad. It sounds a bit ominous. The city as a merciless monster devouring everything in its path. Is the future really that bleak?
‘Something in the development of our cities has gone fundamentally wrong. Cities take up only 2% of the Earth's surface but they use 75% of the available food and energy. Expectations are that in 2050 more than three quarters of the world population will live in cities. Will that end well? I don't think so.’
Are we heading for the apocalypse?

‘No. I am optimistic by nature, ha ha. The problems are huge and the solutions will have dramatic consequences, but it can be done. In Great Britain and the United States half of all the food is thrown away. At the same time half a billion people are permanently undernourished. Surely this paradox can be solved?’

Away with cities, then?

‘That's not what I'm saying. I was born in the centre of London, a city I love. Cities have brought progress as well, and the problem of feeding cities is by no means new. At the beginning of the Christian Era, Rome had one million inhabitants and feeding all those people posed enormous problems. Food riots were very common in those days. But now we have additional problems. Pollution, water and energy shortages, the gap between the prosperous West and the rest of the world, these are all issues that are exacerbated by increasing urbanisation. Also, the production of food is increasingly under pressure.’
Aren't we growing more grain per hectare than ever before?

‘Absolutely. However, food has to compete for arable land against crops for biofuel. Indirectly, our food supply is therefore influenced by the price of oil. Also, our eating habits are changing. Nowadays the average Brit eats 80 kg of meat each year and I expect the same thing goes for Holland. 100 years ago, that figure was 25 kg. In China meat consumption is still significantly less than the European average of one century ago, but it is growing at an alarming rate. Why is that? Because an increasing number of Chinese have moved to cities. Already one third of grain production is used as cattle feed. So, yes, the worldwide production of food is increasingly under pressure.’

Was there ever a time when cities and countryside lived in harmony?

‘The first cities were established around 12,000 years ago, with the advent of agriculture. It became more efficient to build communal settlements and these would evolve into cities. Cities and countryside were mutually dependent then, while nowadays there is only one-way traffic and cities are even seen as superior. Education, culture, politics, it's all concentrated in cities. Cities mean progress. I heard that the TV programme Boer zoekt vrouw, about city women looking for a relationship with a farmer, is a big hit over here. Our view of the countryside is influenced by this type of false romanticism. There is this unrealistic idea of the countryside with images of waving grain and cows in meadows. But in Great Britain our meat does not come from cows in our own countryside but from factory farms in Poland and Russia. In the winter our apples come by ship from New Zealand, which is the other side of the world, for crying out loud!’
When did the relationship between city and countryside go of the rails then?

‘With the Industrial Revolution. Up until then the growth of cities was limited by geographical conditions. If they grew too big, it became simply impossible to feed everyone. That is why in 1800 only 3% of the population was living in cities. With the advent of the railway and steamships, however, the food supply was greatly improved. Now food could even be prepared outside of cities because it could be transported refrigerated. From that moment the food trade was left to the free market and that clearly hasn't worked out well.’

Are you an anticapitalist?

‘Of course I am! Anyone analysing the present food culture will come to the conclusion that we need regulation. People in the West are victims of food culture just as well. 80% of the food supply in Great Britain is controlled by five corporations. It is not a free market at all. These five corporations conceal food from our daily experience. People who live in cities no longer see how their meat is being produced. They no longer have a clue what a modern grain field looks like. They are kept Ignorant. The British buy 75% of their groceries in supermarkets, a figure that is likely to rise to 95% by 2050. What we're talking about is pre-packaged food whose origin or content is often invisible. That is why people become strangers to preparing their own food and to eating together. One in every three meals in Great Britain is a ready meal. In California, one in every seven meals is eaten in cars. Is that beneficial to society? I don't think so.’
On the way to his interview I had a pre-packaged cheese sandwich in my car…

‘Well, at least you are aware that that is not the proper way to have a meal, but there's a whole generation of children growing up thinking that it is absolutely normal. They get some drink yoghurt in the car every morning. They have no idea of how a fresh, sun-ripened tomato tastes. And our eating habits are mainly defined in childhood. More than half of British schoolchildren don't like fresh fruit because there are not used to its taste. That’s sad.’
Eating is culturally defined. Are things so very different in other parts of the world?

‘They are indeed. In Asia a cow or a lamb is eaten completely, including tongues and intestines. In Western culture we turn up our noses at that. Guts? Ugh! But it is so wasteful to feed an animal, slaughter it and then throw away half of it.  And the half we do eat preferably shouldn't look like it came from an animal. We no longer appreciate our food. We have become scared of it.’
And for all this five corporations are to blame?
‘I wouldn't go as far as that. But I do know that as long as these five corporations have control over the food chain, nothing will change.’

So the government should intervene?

‘As long as their own people are fed, governments will not be inclined to intervene. A guaranteed food supply provides a stable political climate.’

What is the solution then?

‘Sitopia. A non-existent word from Greek Antiquity. Sitos means food, topos means city. Sitopia is a city where food takes central stage. More food should be grown in cities. In Detroit 25% of all vegetables now comes from ‘urban farming’, using rooftops and empty lots as farmland. Cities and countryside should be more interconnected. The depopulation of the countryside is an immense problem in Europe. We should lure people to the countryside with free Internet, smaller schools and larger houses. Both food and people should be better distributed and food should become the defining element of a city’s size again, like it used to be.’
Aha, the good old days, eh?

‘No, I am not saying that the preindustrial society was better. It was horrible. The differences in standards of living were much greater than today and have led to large-scale famines. I adamantly believe in an ecological city that is based on new technologies. We have to stop seeing food as the problem, and start seeing it as the solution.’

How does an architect become so deeply involved in the world of food?

‘I have always been interested in food. My grandparents ran a hotel and as a child you could always find me in the kitchen. And as an architect I was intrigued by the question of how rooms such as the kitchen and dining room could be better integrated within the rest of the building. When I got a post as Prof of Urban Development at the London School of Economics, I realised I could use food as a way to analyse cities. In order to write this book I took a sabbatical from my own architectural practice in London. A sabbatical that has taken up four years by now.’
And now you see the whole world in terms of food?

‘Food influences all aspects of society. For instance, in the 1950s kitchens became fully automated, which meant that women could spend much less time on cooking. Because of refrigerators they only needed to go shopping once a week, making it possible for women to work outside the home. Almost all human processes can be explained through food, even love. You can woe a man with food. Although it hasn't worked for me yet, ha ha!’

What is on your menu tonight?

‘I've been invited to dinner with my colleagues in Wageningen. So there you are again: food is also a great social binder, even if we have become alienated from it. We simply take food for granted. Half of our food is being imported and for fruit and vegetables it is even 90%.’

Doesn't that mean more choice? Pineapple, kiwis, mangos: you couldn't get those in a supermarket twenty years ago.
‘But then why are there only five kinds of apples in every supermarket? Because we want to eat the same apple all year round. There are only a few varieties of apple that are strong enough to be grown here in the summer and to survive the trip from New Zealand to Europe in the winter. That is why we are all eating Granny Smiths, a horrible apple that tastes like a Dutch tomato. This is why the diversity of food is actually poor.’

Besides fruit and vegetables that are in season I suppose we should also eat only ‘organic’ meat?
‘Of course. But first and foremost we should eat less meat. All of Britain's arable land combined would not even be sufficient to raise the number turkeys we eat at Christmas in an animal-friendly, free-range manner. Let alone if we would want to eat organic meat every day.’
Will meat become the privilege of the rich then?

‘Differences in standards of living are not solved by producing meat so cheaply that everyone can afford it. Food is too cheap as it is. It is the most important thing in our lives but we economise on food so we can go on a vacation.’

So you advocate a change in mentality?
‘It is the only solution, and things are beginning to change slowly. Just look at the slow food movement and the renewed interest in regional dishes and seasonable vegetables.’

Isn't that mostly a trendy hype? First it was nouvelle cuisine and now it is forgotten vegetables and grandma’s stew.

‘It's a start. All great changes start small. We are slowly beginning to realise that we should pay more attention to our food. It is after all the most important thing in our lives.’
