
Thanks to everyone involved in making this event 
happen! 

Today I want to make the case that our current 
efforts to promote urban agriculture and food 
production are not enough. If we want cities that can 
actually produce their own food and are great places 
to live in, I argue we need to become stewards of 
biocultural cityscapes. 



To begin, let me tell you a very short story. Some years ago I had just 
moved to Brisbane in Australia. What immediately struck me was the 
rain water collection tanks everywhere. As people kept telling me, 
there had been no proper rain for years. Then, shortly after, the rain
came. It would turn out to become the highest flood in Brisbane in 40 
years. The first day of the flood, I was visiting the Gold Coast and 
returned to Brisbane in the afternoon. When I stopped by the 
supermarket on my way home, there was almost no food left. 



Now, Australia is one of the few countries with a high food self-
sufficiency. Yet cities like Brisbane depend on a steady stream of 
supplies, and those depend on roads. It would be days before milk 
and other fresh food became available again.



Of course this was not a one-time freak event. This is the new normal. 
Today, extreme heat already kills more people in Australia than all 
other extreme weather events combined. That’s because our cities just 
aren’t built for the heat. Nor are they built to provide us with the food 
we need, or the natural environment we thrive in.



The solution seems simple enough. Just grow the food yourself! This is 
easier said than done. As a recent immigrant to Australia, I had neither 
a long-tended garden, nor land to even start a garden. Many people 
are in a similar situation. If we think about the larger picture of 
sustainability, the people with space for gardens also have the highest 
housing footprint. In contrast, apartments have the the lowest housing 
footprint, but can severely limit the opportunities to grow food – a kind 
of catch 22. 



But! I can imagine many of you are thinking now. Haven’t you seen all 
the amazing community gardens around here? There is so much 
vacant land we can use! A lot of urban agriculture is happening 
already!



So let’s assume we take all the available vacant land and use it to 
produce vegetables. Here are some numbers. The numbers from 
Sapporo are rough and preliminary, so please take them with a grain of 
salt.



These are some photos from great informal gardens in Sapporo. What 
I want to say is not that these people aren't doing great work -- the 
opposite, in fact. Working with vacant land and struggling to be 
accepted by the city, these gardeners are accomplishing amazing 
things. But this has to be just the start of a larger transformation. 



So what about traditional urban agriculture? At our FEAST project, 
we’ve looked at how the agricultural land use in Kyoto City is 
changing. Now, Kyoto City is a special case – the city is actually 
shrinking, and this could be a huge opportunity to boost local food 
production. However, this is not what we found. 
[results]
A pretty bleak picture, and we are seeing simliar trends in other 
Japanese cities. Clearly, localizing food production isn’t going so well. 



These were just two short examples, but I think it’s fair to say that our 
current efforts are not enough. In fact, we’re not even close to cities 
who can feed themselves!

But it’s not just about the raw amount of vegetables we can grow. 
We’ve heard about agroecology as a transformative science and 
movement as well as holistic local food systems, and in the next talk 
we'll hear about agro-biodiversity hot spots. The gist is clear: its a 
complex issue, and human well-being and the urban environment are 
highly linked. And it’s not just us: of course animals and plants would 
also thrive in greener cities. But transforming vacant lots alone won’t 
be enough. I argue we need a deeper way of engaging with our cities –
we need to become stewards of the urban landscape as a whole. 



How do we get there? What better place is there to start from then one 
of the famous examples of biocultural diversity: the traditional 
Japanese satoyama-satoumi landscape stewardship. So I’ve taken a 
look at the actual spaces involved in the countryside and coastal 
landscapes, to see how urban spaces of production, recreation as well 
as informally used spaces could fit in. And I think there is no reason to 
ignore cities or declare them incompatible with this kind of approach. 
And there is no reason why children today, most of whom grow up in 
cities, should have to grow up without the chance to play in a diverse 
natural environment. But all of this is still very much a work in progress, 
so I highly welcome any comments and suggestions. 

Before we come to the end of my talk, I want to take a moment to 
think about what guiding concepts and tools we can use in developing 
a landscape stewardship for biocultural cityscapes.



As an overarching framework, I believe degrowth is a fascinating 
academic field, movement and community of activists, because the 
problems of food, agriculture and landscapes are highly connected 
with the mechanisms of capitalism and economic growth. This is 
especially true for food as a commodity, so recent work by Vivero-Pol 
about food as a commons represents an important shift in the debate. 

Needless to say, landscape stewardship is just a different way to say 
"caring for the land and all who live on it", so I believe feminist work on 
care will be really helpful. Finally, food sovereignty and the use of tools 
that reinforce our bonds and values deserve to be mentioned here as 
well.



To wrap up, I want to end this presentation by sharing some results 
that have given me personally a lot of hope and shown me that we are 
on the right track. In a representative survey of residents in four large 
shrinking Japanese cities, residents overwhelmingly rejected the idea 
that we should use shrinking processes to build larger houses and 
apartments. Instead, the majority of residents favored increasing urban 
green space, urban agriculture and community farms, and wanted to 
return some space to nature. On that note I want to thank you for 
listening and I’m more than happy to answer any questions there might 
be.






