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In the past decade, there has been growing attention 
to building stronger and more resilient urban food 
systems. Designers and architects have joined the effort, 
proposing urban gardens and markets, food hubs and 
commissary kitchens, and plans describing the ways in 
which foodsheds can be contracted, and supply chains 
made shorter and more transparent. At Terreform, we too 
have been motivated by the enormous transformative 
potential of food as an urban metabolic function, 
and have spent the past few years investigating and 
re-imagining New York City’s food system for our 
forthcoming book Home Grown. Here we wish to impart 
three lessons gleaned from our work.

Look To The Past
Cities are often considered passive subjects in the logic 
of globalized agriculture, at the whim of impersonal 
forces of agri-business, economies of scale, opaque 
supply chains, and far-flung foodsheds. Yet, if we 
analyze the city’s past food networks, we discover that 
city planning and urban policymaking, via regulations, 
land-use ordinances, and zoning regulations, have in 
fact played a significant role in unraveling localized 
food production, processing, distribution, and waste 
management enterprises, first targeting the animal 
industry in the nineteenth century, and second the 
decentralized mish-mash of distributors and retailers 
throughout the early to mid-twentieth century. In doing 
so, city dwellers and progressive reformers aligned, 
sometimes intentionally and sometimes inadvertently, 
with powerful industry in farming, food processing,  
and retail while seeking to create a “sanitary” and 

“efficient” city. 
New York’s first Board of Health was established in 

1805, and is considered to be the predecessor of the city’s 
first centralized planning authority, established in 1916.1 
Some of the first initiatives directed through the Board 
of Health involved the regulation of animals and included 
a number which focused geographically, for instance, 
based on the redirection of animal trafficking between 
farms, slaughterhouses, and packing districts. Those 
location-based efforts were reinforced later, after the 
mid-century, when in 1865 the City’s Council of Hygiene 
and Public Health introduced data-driven spatial 

mapping.2 Fueled by the city’s most recent cholera 
outbreak three years’ prior, the aim of mapping was to 
correlate environmental nuisances with disease. 

The eventual elimination and replacement of animal 
industry with more profitable—and less putrid—land 
uses seems like an inevitable and welcome outcome 
in the urban trajectory. Yet the means by which these 
neighborhood-based enterprises were severed from 
the city’s food supply and waste management systems 
demonstrates their targeting by progressive reformers 
as isolated nuisances, rather than as a set of interrelated 
infrastructures that provided for the livelihoods of the 
city’s poor and fit within a broader food supply system. 
Reforms that prohibited slaughter at neighborhood 
sheds, for example, undermined the butcher’s ability to 
monitor meat quality and eventually led to the demise of 
the profession, but was a big win for railroad companies 
and industrial-sized slaughter plants, which consolidated 
on the waterfront and city outskirts.3 The gradual 
elimination of manure sheds in the city disrupted the 
urban-rural fertilizer (or “black gold”) recycling system, 
and contributed to declining crop yields on Brooklyn and 
Queens farms, once the most productive counties in the 
nation.4 The combination of dairy reforms and advertising 
campaigns that highlighted the purity of rural milk and 
later the safety of industrialized milk is another case 
where the city’s food system was dismantled by design.5

By the early 20th century, planners and health officials 
had mostly rid the city of animals and “efficiency” 
replaced “sanitary” as the mantra for city planners 
who sought to tackle a new set of challenges: the ad 
hoc and inefficient nature of the city’s food supply. The 
1913 Report of the Mayor’s Market Commission of New 
York City revealed the major concern not to be that food 
traveled on average 1,500 miles to the city’s ports and 
rail yards,6 but rather the last mile required an elaborate 
human network that was condemned for decreasing 
food quality and increasing its cost to the consumer.7 
In response, the city built the Bronx Terminal Market 
between 1918 and 1925 to centralize food flows and 
eliminate the extraneous hands involved in distribution, 
while freeing up the valuable downtown market sites for 
middle-income housing that would be developed during 
urban renewal.8

Like those of the previous century, reforms targeted 
working class immigrant communities and the cramped 
and dirty city streets their stalls inhabited; but by failing 
to understand their function within the larger food 
system, the reforms also chipped away the local control 
of food supply and distribution. By approaching the 
food network as an infrastructural problem to be fixed, 
planners and designers missed opportunities to build 
upon the long-standing and often multigenerational 
business and economic bonds between producers, 
distributors, and retailers.9 While this tight knit 
distribution and retail system was being demolished, the 
authority of urban planners working within food systems 
continued to erode, which opened the door for national 
institutions like the USDA, rural extension services, 
and corporations of the increasingly consolidated 
food industry. Supermarkets, for example, were able 
to develop their own vertically integrated systems of 
wholesale distribution by dictating terms upstream 
to suppliers and setting standards for logistics and 
transportation networks.10 
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Stop Focusing On Food In Food Systems Planning
The reforms of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
demonstrate that food was predominantly understood 
in its physical dimensions and not as a multifaceted 
social and cultural phenomenon. Today, as planners 
and designers attempt to regain authority over food 
as an integrated system, their tools and approaches 
are shaped by historical undercurrents, with a greater 
degree of attention given to the physical environment, 
and less on the nature of engagement and relationships 
with broader city systems.

In New York City, more than a dozen city agencies 
have developed policies and programs to improve 
access to healthy foods, reduce food insecurity, promote 
sustainable food systems, and support community 
development. Whereas in the past, the goal was to 
remove “noxious” and “excessive” food industry from 
the environment, today the goal is to bring “good” food 
back into it. We’ve analyzed the city’s policies and 
programming (Planning diagram) that span various 
municipal jurisdictions and discovered the majority to 
be directed towards a specific food-related goal like 
providing dietary guidance versus programs that address 
structural issues embedded within the city’s broader 
social and economic initiatives to improve people’s 

income and education, or increase the time they have to 
prepare healthy and culturally-appropriate foods.11

The construction of the problem of so-called “food 
deserts” and the planning response of bringing “good” 
food to low income communities is a case in point. 
Seeking to document a causal relationship between 
one’s food environment and public health overlooks 
the social, cultural, and economic circumstances of 
the city’s distressed neighborhoods. If people just had 

“access” to more fresh fruit and vegetables instead of 
junk food, the thinking goes, health would stabilize 
at new heights. Researchers and policy makers view 
both the problem and the solution rooted at the level 
of individual “choice.”12 Given that nutrition-related 
diseases have been framed as a result of individual 
behavior governed by having a grocery store nearby, 
it’s no surprise that policy responses have centered on 
increasing the physical access that low-income people 
have to fresh and healthy foods. 

In New York, this is embodied in the Food Retail 
Expansion to Support Health (FRESH) program, which 
offers a mix of tax and zoning incentives for developers 
to include grocery stores of at least 6,000 square feet 
in exchange for additional bulk area in mixed-use 
buildings.13 Studies have found that factors like income, 

cultural preference, and mobility matter more in diet 
choices—and it’s not the simple fact of the arrival 
of a Whole Foods that will raise health indicators to 
the levels of more affluent communities.14 Individual 
choice is highly constrained by overarching, systemic 
influences, including social, cultural, political, and 
economic relations.

As designers and planners, our natural impulse is to 
seek out metrics for quantitative improvement wherever 
we work, but acting on that motivation often causes us 
to overestimate the importance of the built environment 
and underestimate its context. Like the sanitary mapping 
of 1865 that sought to link environmental nuisances with 
public health, today’s mapping treats food environments 
as abstract territory rather than lived space and misses 
opportunities to leverage these systems within broader 
city policies and funding streams. 

In Home Grown, we are proposing strategies that 
re-entangle food with broader planning and design goals 
to connect with other facets of the city metabolism not 
through the universal development of completely closed 
loop systems, but rather by reimagining food as a public 
utility15 supported by greater municipal investment that 
forges connections both locally and in the greater region. 
This includes such strategies as collective kitchens and 

eating spaces; neighborhood food hubs; composting 
infrastructure; waste collectives; new mixed food 
manufacturing and residential zoning; cooperative farms 
and bio-remediation strategies; and environmental 
infrastructure planting strips. (Several Renderings) 

It’s All About The Region 
We advocate for localized food systems to expand civic 
engagement, bolster environmental performance, and 
create more opportunities for economic empowerment, 
but the regional scale is key to supporting these changes, 
and to transforming the broader U.S. agricultural system. 
The notion that we can change the current system by 
growing food ourselves or purchasing it from within 
some arbitrary boundary from the city is conceptually 
flawed.

We can’t reflexively equate localism with 
environmentalism considering the innumerable 
criteria that define our food system—production and 
conservation practices; the scale of production and to 
whom the food is accessible; labor conditions in farming 
and processing industries; the value of relationships 
between various players in the food supply network; 
forms of localized self-governance; among others. The 
idea of “food miles” as an argument for local foods is a 
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myth, when the largest amount of fuel use in the food 
chain occurs in the pre-production stage of fabricating 
fertilizers and pesticides, not in the distribution and 
transportation of food.16 Prioritizing buying foods within 
a certain distance from NYC puts the ball in the court 
of the producer, yet there is inadequate infrastructure 
and policies to support regional farmers to scale up and 
move their products in larger volumes to city centers, 
which also, inter alia, reduces the negative effect of 
food miles.

A stronger region, in addition to a stronger city, will 
lead to more food-related employment, more richness 
and diversity in food types and sources, and greater 
health benefits for more people. But improving a regional 
food system cannot be limited to simply improving urban 
efficiency. Yes, local and regional alimentary systems 
need to engage in new relationships with municipal 
infrastructure, and producers need to redesign logistics 
and material flows. Transparency, in all of this, is perhaps 
overvalued. For instance, middlemen and distributors 
are often vilified for their role in increasing the final 
costs of foodstuffs for consumers and for increasing the 
opacity and autonomy of a large and complex network. 
But middlemen serve key functions—the economy of 
food is multi-layered and any re-entanglement scenario 
must consider the value it adds across and throughout 
the supply chain. Food hubs, a vital component in our 
strategies repertoire, must be imagined in their full 
dimensions, from neighborhood to region.

Such multi-scaled thinking is central to the design of 
resilient foodsheds. Climate change is and will continue 
to impact farms in highly variable and increasingly 
severe ways.17 In the Northeast, greater agricultural 
production from an extended growing season will likely 
be offset by decreased yields from drought, carbon loss 
in plants from warmer night time temperatures, and 
inadequate irrigation equipment and decreased water 
supply. On the other hand, increased periods of heavy 
rainfall will exacerbate disease pressure in plant roots, 
soil erosion, and contaminant runoff. Delays in planting 
due to wet or flooded soils will actually shorten the 
growing season, and accelerated bud development from 
warmer temperatures can be subject to frost damage 
or midwinter-freeze. Given the level of uncertainty of 
climate impacts on agricultural systems, it is logical 
to design systems that intersect with both wider and 
smaller scales in order to mitigate challenges and seize 
opportunities at all locales. 
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