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The hungry city should be fed in a sustainable way

British architect Carolyn Steel is fascinated by the profound relationship between cities and food. “The connection between people and their food has been broken and needs to be restored.”

By Kees de Vré

Street names reveal much of the history of a city. All city centres from the past have street names like Bakkersstraat, Graanmarkt, Molenaarsweg, Kippenlaan, Botersloot or Haringpakkerssteeg. They all refer to food and the list is endless. It is an indication of how food has shaped our cities and indeed us, as British architect Carolyn steel writes in her original and thought-provoking book Hungry City. City populations keep growing and it takes a gargantuan effort to feed the growing masses day in, day out. City dwellers never give it a second thought but the consequences of this operation are slowly becoming evident: environmental pollution, waste of energy, mountains of refuge. Last week Carolyn Steel was in the Netherlands on the occasion of the publication of the Dutch translation of her book as De hongerige stad. 
How does an architect come by the notion that food has shaped our lives?

Steel: ‘I have wanted to become an architect since I was ten. I am a city person and I like buildings, but after I graduated I wanted to see more than just the façades. I wanted to get a grip on what was behind them and understand how people were living in these buildings. However, the many years I spent with architects, but also with sociologists, anthropologist and geographers didn't give me much insight into this. Whenever we discussed cities it was like a Tower of Babel. Until one day I had a deep conversation with someone about food. For me it was a Eureka moment. I literally jumped up, abruptly leaving the person I was talking to. Since that time I totally focused on the relationship between cities and food. Food is by far the most important thing a person needs. You can't do without food, you need to eat three times a day. Food is the story of human life and cities are its backdrop.’

The book includes a map of London from 1676, roughly covering what is now known as the City. Steel uses it to demonstrate how food supplies entered the city and reflected the surrounding landscape. What looks like a maze of streets without any plan becomes very clear once you make the connection with food, she writes. Fish and grain were brought in by the river. The grain and fish markets were also situated at the docks, and the streets leading into the city are called Bread Street and Fish Street. Livestock entered the city from the North and West, so the meat market Smithfield was situated there, while the street names are reminiscent of the many beasts than once walked through them: Cowcross Street, Chick Lane, Cock Lane. Turkeys and geese were driven into the city from the East and were traded in the Poultry, which is still a street name near the Bank of England. Vegetables and fruit came from the southern regions of Kent and Surrey and were sold in Leadenhall, the first market hall in the city near the London Bridge crossing the Thames and near the main road to the South.
Steel: ‘What goes for London, goes for any preindustrial city. The development of cities and food have gone hand-in-hand throughout history. Over thousands of years they have formed a complex relationship which has shaped our lives. It is actually a paradox. Increasingly more people live in cities whereas our food comes from the land. Before the advent of the railway this connection was clear. Food came from the land on carts or quite literally marched into the city and was traded in markets. These markets were gathering places where most of social life took place.’

‘Trains not only speeded up supply, but also made it more anonymous, and with more advanced techniques for conserving food it became possible to store food in places at the edges of cities. These are often places that are not identifiable as food storage. The connection between people and their food has been broken and needs to be restored.’
When I remonstrate that clothing, furniture, computers and cars are also being produced far away from the city dwellers out of sight, Steel points out the special position of food in our lives. ‘By now half the world's population – 3.5 billion people – live in cities. Cities occupy only 2% of the earth but they consume 75% of all its resources. In 2050, 75% of the then 9 billion people in the world will live in cities. We really need to think about how to organise that. In a city like London alone 30 million meals have to be prepared every day. It is an gargantuan effort; one that arguably has a greater social and physical impact on our lives and planet than anything else we do. Yet few of us are conscious of the process. We take it for granted that food is available anywhere, anytime.’
Steel is especially worried about the fact that our food is produced in such an unsustainable way.

‘The most important thing in our lives has been relegated to the margin and we no longer see what is going on. Modern food production is polluting, is destroying the environment, is using up much fossil fuel and is causing conditions such as obesity and cardiovascular diseases. Also, there are only a handful of large corporations that determine what and how we eat. This has been encouraged by politicians who didn't want responsibility for such a volatile issue as food prices. Food is cheap nowadays but that is deceptive. The cost of pollution is not reflected in the price of food, but we will end up paying for it later.’

There is no such thing as cheap food, says Steel. ‘The demand that food should be cheap before anything else leads to a polluting system in the hands of a few multinationals. If people can no longer pay for their food, we must make sure that they can afford it. It means we have to think about a better redistribution of wealth. The failure of our food system is symbolic for the failure of our society, which has to become much more humane.’

Steel realises that an ideal society does not exist. ‘Which is why there is also no ideal food system, but we should work on bringing the problems out into the open and start looking for solutions. We should start operating much more like philosophers again and together look for what the good life is and which are the tools to achieve it. Food can provide the handle for this as it touches on so many things: the environment, health, social cohesion. With food we should immediately see what is a good and what is a bad idea.’
In the book’s final chapter Steel introduces the concept of Sitopia, which is a culmination of the Greek words sitos (food) and topos (place). Steel: ‘Instead of looking for the most efficient way to feed cities we should ask ourselves what kind of society we wish to live in and then develop food systems accordingly. Back to nature is not an option. We will have to develop a new type of city.’

Steel describes the city of Dongtan, a Chinese eco-city under construction. This city of 80,000 inhabitants who will be completely self-sufficient in food production, should be completed near Shanghai in 2020. ‘It could be a sitopia. There are many signs of sitopia already. All we need to do is bring them together. For instance, city gardens, green rooftops, biological farms, farmer’s markets. It is not enough to meet the demand for food, especially in cities of millions of people, but these forms of small-scale production can help to re-establish the connection between city dwellers and their food. This is an important cultural process as food plays a central role in a good life. But I'm also thinking of urban food factories, farms inside buildings with sustainable production in closed circuits. We shouldn't exclude anything, as long as it reflects our views of a good life. The most important element in our lives has been relegated to the margins and we do not see what is going on.’
