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Abstract
Short title: Connective storylines
Debates about the design and management of ecosystem services and
interweaving of rural and urban spaces in metropolitan regions raise
questions about how to conceptualize “the local”. Rather than
presupposing spatial settings or identities as rural-urban or localglobal, attention here shifts to the immediacy of connections and
relations. Conceptualized in terms of activity space, this paper
presents a relational analysis and a practice oriented approach. To
illustrate the approach, we overview three case studies in food
provisioning and show how an analysis in terms of a set of spatially
organized activities can generate new insights.
Keywords: Activity space; food production; ecosystem services;
relational spatial analysis

1. Introduction
In recent years, the interweaving of densely
populated urban centers and green open spaces has
been used to conceptualize the emergence of a
new spatial identity: the city-region or
metropolitan region (van der Schans and
Wiskerke, 2012; Viljoen and Wiskerke, 2012).
This idea of interweaving is partly driven by a
growing attention to the relations between urban
consumers and the spaces and landscapes where
food is produced, and in which fresh produce is
discussed as one of many ecosystem services of
relevance for human wellbeing in cities (Barthel et
al., 2013).
The service of food provisioning, the main focus
here, directs attention not only to the various ways
in which urban consumers and rural producers and
the spaces they develop are connected, but also to
the provisioning of food from within cities
themselves (urban agriculture, gardening). It
quickly becomes apparent that the various forms
of interweaving challenge common sense

understandings of urban and rural spatial identities
and their assumed conceptualization as opposing
categories. Instead of prioritizing the urban or the
rural in thinking about food provisioning, this
invites us to move towards a decentering of the
city and the village, and directs attention to the
detail of the various ways in which the two are
related and produce each other, the particular
ways in which relations are forged and resources
and services tied together (Berger and Luckmann,
1967; Giddens, 1984; Massey, 1994; 2004). We
could also take this a step further, and distinguish
urbanization from the city.
Urbanization does not (only) create cities, but also
transforms both city and countryside. The city,
once whole and solid, has become fragmented and
slippery, and villages become moments of neoindustrial production, service, and speculation. As
Merrifield (2011) argues “the urbanization of the
world is a kind of exteriorization of the inside as
well as interiorization of the outside: the urban
unfolds into the countryside just as the countryside
7
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folds back into the city.” It is not only the urban of
abstract processes and world markets that is
shaping this process, however, since there is also
another urban of encounter and embedment; that
in which relations are not determined by
commodification and financialization, in which
the economy of exchange gives way to a new
moral economy (van der Ploeg, 2008, van der
Ploeg et al., 2012; Öztürk et al., 2014). When we
talk about urban green infrastructures in this
paper, therefore, we do not restrict ourselves to the
city alone, but include also the rural and consider
the various processes that shape and relate the
rural and the urban.

conceptualization and emergence of a new spatial
identity: the city-region.

Inspired by the work of Doreen Massey, this paper
presents a relational spatial analysis, that is, an
analysis of a spatial network of links and
activities, of spatial locations and connections
based on Massey’s concept of activity space.
Massey defines activity space as “the spatial
network of links and activities, of spatial
connections and of locations, within which a
particular agent operates” (Massey, 1995).
Activity space is not a precise theoretical
concept—there are no rules about where to draw
the boundaries of any single space, or even how to
define one as such; rather, it is a heuristic device.
It is a useful tool “to help us into a particular way
of thinking about the spatial organization of
society” (Ibid). The concept of activity space
sensitizes us to look carefully to the spatial
organization of activities, instead of presupposing
them by adding adjectives like “rural” and “urban”
or “local” and “global.”

“if we take seriously the relational
construction of space and place, if we take
seriously the locally grounded nature even
of the global, and take seriously indeed that
oft-repeated mantra that the local and the
global are mutually constituted, then there
is another way of approaching this issue.
For in this imagination 'places' are crisscrossings in the wider power-geometries
which constitute both themselves and 'the
global'. In this view, local places are not
simply always the victims of the global;
nor are they always politically defensible
redoubts against the global. For places are
also the moments through which the global
is constituted, invented, coordinated,
produced.
They
are
'agents'
in
globalisation.”

Therefore, we first further deepen a theoretical and
methodological understanding of such a relational
approach (Harvey, 1996; Soja, 1989; Amin, 2004;
Hue, 2010) with the aim of providing an
understanding of the dynamics of supporting,
provisioning, regulating, and socio-cultural
services, and, more generally, developing a
progressive understanding of new forms of food
provisioning services. Such a progressive
approach does not celebrate the “local” in
contradistinction to the world “outside,” but rather
proposes an analysis of the local in terms of
connectivity. In addition, the concept of activity
space sensitizes us to the idea that space and place
are not external to us, but created in our practices.
After all, it is difficult to conceive of social
activities that are not spatial or spatial activities
that are not social. In the concept of activity space,
social activity or practices and spatiality merge
together, and the relevant question to be asked is
that of how spatiality or spatial organization is
related to which practices. A comparative casestudy approach such as employed in this paper
demonstrates this relational perspective. By means
of conclusion the paper comprises a discussion
and some theoretical remarks on the re8

2. Spatial setting
In our approach to the study of food provisioning
and green infrastructures, we take the local as a
starting point of analysis. It is important to outline
from the beginning how we define the local.
Though locality is a product of social relations, we
do not follow the line of those (Koolhaas and
Mau, 1995; Escobar, 2001; De Cauter, 2004;
Auge, 2008) who argue that globalization is
rendering places empty. Following Massey (2004)
we uphold that

In Massey’s approach, these “agents in
globalization” imply the construction of relations,
the making of connections “beyond” the local. In
this paper we will show how local actors actively
construct their places and relations with the world
“outside.”
This
means
that
different
“collaborative” positions, their “contestation,” and
“negotiation” become central to an analysis of
food provisioning and green infrastructures
(Mahon, 2007; Mahon et al., 2012).
Following the centrality of relations, the challenge
is to develop (positive, creative, visionary)
governance strategies centered on the inclusion of
the lived experience of daily life and the struggle
for its emancipation. It has been argued that
people or groups politicizing class, gender,
environment or food, or in other words struggling
for control over labor, markets and resources, “are
usually much better and empowering in their
strategies to organize in place, but often
disempowered and fragmented when it comes to
building alliances and organizing collaboration
over space” (Harvey and Swyngedouw, quoted in
Gibson-Graham, 2002). This observation is
important in the sense that it not only turns
attention to those relations “close by” and those
which are stretched out, but also indicates
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strengths and weaknesses in dealing with these
relations and challenges researcher to look beyond
“locality.” So, when we discuss the notion of the
city-region or the metropolitan area, this is more
than just a practical setting for analysis, since it is
also a hook on which to pin our understanding of
how constructions of socio-spatial relations occur
and the problems that are encountered in these
constructions (see also Wiskerke, 2009; Roep and
Wiskerke, 2012).
Contrary to the idea that we have entered an era of
“placelessness” (Auge, 2008), also dubbed
“flatscape” (Relph, 1976), globalization does not
deny a politics of place, but refashions it, and the
globalization of social relations becomes another
source in the production of places (Massey, 1994).
Critiquing the idea that place has become
irrelevant, Massey proposes a “relational
conceptualization of place,” in which we have to
bear in mind the following issues:


First, place is a process, an intersection,
which can be conceptualized in terms of
what is tied together and how. This
means that places, or physical objects, do
not have objective characteristics, but are
“the embodiment in physical form of all
the actions everyone took to bring it into
being” (Becker 1998), and indifferently
so, regardless of whether we talk about a
city or village or territory or land. (This
is, of course, essentially a sociological
conceptualization, within which is
subsumed the complexity of political and
economic and artistic and cultural and
other material and immaterial realities.)



Second, “places do not have boundaries
in the sense of divisions which frame
simple enclosures” (Massey, 1994).
Boundaries may be necessary, in order to
apply laws and collect taxes, for example,
or for the purposes of study, but they are
not essential for a definition of place as
such. Fundamentally, our understanding
of place should not be based on
a counter-positioning to the outside
world, based on a distinction between
inner- and outer-worlds, but rather as an
approach to place through the particular
linkages and relations that stretch out
from concentrations of interconnections.
(The distinction may be imagined in
terms of the difference between a map
showing entities and one that shows
connections.)



Third, places are marked by different and
often-conflicting identities, or conflicts
and claims over what the identity is.
Relatedly, places can be unique (for some
people at a particular moment in time),

but this uniqueness does not arise from an
internalized history, but social practices
and wider social relations, which
constitute places as unique for people.
(Thus places may be denied, contested,
mobilized,
shifted,
synthesized,
integrated, and in any other way made
and unmade and [re]fashioned alone or in
combinations.)
The process character, the focus on linkages, and
analysis of uniqueness as practice, challenges
conventional understandings that presuppose rural
or urban, local or global identities and settings.
Discussing the characteristic of urbanization in
Africa, for example, Geschiere and Gugler (1998)
provide a nice example of what a relational
approach to place may make visible when they
show the open character of the city through the
continuing commitment of urbanites to the village.
Life in the cities can hardly be understood without
taking into account relations with the village, and
vice versa. The relations between urbanites and
their place of origin play a role in, for instance,
“the emergence of new entrepreneurial groups and
the forging of new commercial networks.” More
generally, the “urban-rural connection marks the
specific trajectories of political, economic, and
social changes in different regions: the struggle
over resources, but also the varying coherence of
kinship networks and the ways in which ethnicity
is organized on the ground” (Geschiere and
Gugler, 1998). The village (hometown), they
argue, is a self-evident point of identification for
many urbanites.
Similarly, in their work on the peasantry in
Turkey, Öztürk, Hilton, and Jongerden (2014) also
refer to the strong relations between city and
village. Increasingly, they argue, not only are
people/households spending their time split
between two or three places of residence located
in both rural and urban settings, but also in ways
oriented towards living structures that include
multiple residences, urban and rural: “Today, in
Turkey, we see not only the post modernizing
movements of urbanites between the city, gated
communities in the rural suburbs, and fair-weather
villages near the sea or in the hills, but also those
who integrate a wide variety of other hybrid
residence/employment combinations, including
urban settlement with rural farming and family
farm residence with urban employment, as well as
those migrating between poor villages and
rundown urban areas for reasons of subsistence”
(Öztürk et al., 2014). This challenges to go
beyond the rural/urban binary with a dialectic
implied by extended, hybrid “dual-settlement” and
“multiplace living structures” (referring generally
to practices and spaces). Such relations between
city and villages hold other parts of Europe, and

9
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elsewhere in the world, in varying combinations of
(urban and rural) spatial settings.
3. Methodology
For the remainder of this contribution, we will try
to think of food production from such a relational
perspective, looking at food provisioning with the
concept of activity space as a useful tool with
which to employ a relational- and practice-based
approach. In other words, if a relational approach
suggests that we might understand places also in
terms of social relations and connections, the
concept of activity space is one conceptual tool for
doing that.
Taking into account Born and Purcell’s (2006)
warning about the over-idealization of the “local,”
this article provides a conceptual framework for
the identification, interpretation, and further
construction of regional food provision and its
accompanying cultural and regulatory ecosystem
services. Such a framework serves as a heuristic
device in which food provisioning practices are
considered as assemblages of spatial practices that
are characterized by short or longer chains and go
beyond the local-global duality.
Approached through the lens of activity space, a
focus on new social movements and initiatives
demands that we refrain from labeling these
“local.” The activity space tool may very well
highlight how some of the relations used as
markers for these initiatives, such as short chains
or sequentially direct (little mediated) connections
between producers and consumers, are, indeed,
organized in a physically short spatial range; but it
may also show others, such as the provisioning of
seeds and the mobilization of knowledge, that are
not. Certainly, informed by and taking their place
in global trends—an alternative globalization, as it
were—many of these food-movements are also
oriented to the wider world outside when it comes
to the politics of food production (Barthel et al.,
2013).
The mapping of an activity space can also be
useful in the identification of weaknesses,
strengths, opportunities, and threats, related, for
example, to whom to connect and where, or
linkages to be shortened or extended. Case study
research (Yin, 2003) on the daily life and activities
of citizens illustrates and improves a progressive
understanding in terms of a politics of
connectivity to others and elsewhere: it provides
context-dependent knowledge (Campbell, 1975;
Flyvbjerg, 2006) that generates detailed insights
about what is happening in the specific situation
studied (Stake, 2000). The data on the case studies
presented in this paper stem from both primary
and secondary sources, mainly interviews and
observation complimented by desktop-study, and
were collected in the context of previous research
10

projects (see Jongerden and Ruivenkamp, 1994;
Barthel et al., 2010; Montari and de Roest, 2013;
Swagemakers et al., 2014); this article
reformulates, reinterprets, and reframes the
characteristics and dynamics of these case studies
through the concept of activity space.
4. Activity space: three cases
Discussing three case studies in food
provisioning—farmers’
initiatives
in
the
Netherlands and Italy and allotment gardens in
Sweden—we here use the concept of activity
space to show how these local initiatives are also
about a “politics on wider global mechanisms”
(Massey, 2004) and, moreover, about a
refashioning of the connection between consumers
and producers, and the spaces of consumption and
production.
4.1 Allotment Gardens in Sweden
Urban gardening movements are currently
blossoming on a grand scale and creating activity
spaces in metropolitan landscapes worldwide
(Bendt et al., 2013). People are gardening in
different ways in many kinds of urban green areas.
In Europe alone, there are several million
allotment/community gardens. In addition to
spatially oriented issues of environmental design
and city planning, these movements raise broader
socioeconomic and political questions about the
food strategies of cities, about how to navigate
power-scapes, and about how individuals and
collectives might become engaged (Barthel et al.,
2013).
Urban gardens and agricultures in themselves are
not new phenomena, of course, having for several
millennia constituted an integral part of the human
agglomerations we today recognize as distinctly
“urban” (Barthel and Isendahl, 2013). From this
historical perspective, allotment gardening—the
allocation of a carefully delimited piece of urban
land with individual/family management rights for
cultivation—is quite a modern feature, originating
in Germany and Britain during the early 1800s
(although allotments are shown circling the
town/city on an engraved map of Birmingham,
England from as early as 1732). Only at the
beginning of the twentieth century did analogous
gardens develop in Stockholm. As was the case in
other parts of Europe, a small group of activists
was pivotal, but the need came from a larger mass
that migrated into industrial areas while still
identifying with rural life. The movement was
hence from the very beginning concerned with
bringing in the rural into the urban and about
providing the means for people to continue to
(micro-) farm for self-sufficiency.
The allotment gardens were spread out along the
metropolitan landscape, including in peri-urban
areas. Gardeners could never live permanently at

Spanish Journal of Rural Development, Vol. V (Special 1): 7-18, 2014
Copyright © 2014 Ignacio J. Díaz-Maroto Hidalgo
DOI: 10.5261/2014.ESP1.02
allotments, but the produce was brought home and
stored in their flats over winter, spatially
connecting places of production and storage and
consumption in chains of self-sufficiency. The
primary difference in the allotment movement in
Sweden as compared to other countries in Europe
was that the most important facilitators were
women. Especially important was Anna
Lindhagen, the first chairperson of the Association
of Allotment Gardens in Stockholm, founded in
1906, and whose personal network included some
very powerful people in Stockholm, including her
lawyer brother Carl, a social-democratic politician
and chief magistrate of the city for almost three
decades from 1903. During the 1920s, coalitions
were made with garden movements on national
and international levels, substantially expanding
the activity space, and during WWII, some 10% of
all vegetables, including potatoes, consumed in
Sweden were produced in allotments (Barthel et
al., 2013).
Identities from a relational perspective in
allotment gardens can be understood by studying
how social practice evolves in communities,
which, according to Wenger (1998) emanates from
the interplay of participation and reification, a
process of engaging with and sharing in focal
points around which gardeners organize
negotiation of meaning. These often result in, for
instance, physical artifacts that are of importance
for understanding how allotment gardens extend
beyond the “local” into the world “outside” by
way of activity space construction and
development. Inanimate material actants (objects
as agents or aids to agency) result from the
participation-reification process interplay in
garden movements, which, for instance, can be put
to work when producing connective stories,
narratives that are utilized in constructing new
activity spaces (cf. Ernstson and Sörlin, 2009).
Such connective stories are enabled by the use of
things like the booklets, magazines, books, and
garden exhibitions produced by people in
allotment gardens, besides their core produce of
vegetables, berries, and fruits. Hence, the activity
spaces of allotment gardens tend to extend far
outside the communities of practice, and in very
tangible ways.
Regarding immaterial connections rather than
tangible objects, we may consider “weak links,”
which are important for assessing various kind of
resources (Granovetter, 1973), connective stories
are constructed to link individual gardens with
resources of power as the need arises. One such
story played out in Stockholm during the 2000s.
When the Swedish National Railway Company
planned to expropriate land used as an allotment
garden site, a large-scale activity space was
mobilized to construct a connective story.
Claiming its legal right and acquiring legal

permission to exploit the area despite its
geographical position within the borders of a
protected park of national interest, the
governmental body had over 100 trees cut down.
Many garden plots were acutely threatened.
Activists in the allotment area responded by using
their personal contacts and created, in a carefully
designed media campaign, a story that connected
activities in the physical space of the allotment
area with both ecosystem services and cultural
heritage issues of value for the wider city. All the
allotment garden plots were saved (Barthel et al.,
2010).
This story recounts the specification of a place
centered on a physical location as determined by
human value in terms of a complex of spatial (ecocultural
communicative)
dimensions,
its
successful conclusion fixing that space as a
material and immaterial reality, both in the public
imagination and on the ground (indeed, as the
ground), not just in the abstract, as a conceptual,
but also very much at the social level. Indeed,
participation within garden communities is a
source for the creation of a shared sense of
meaning and hence construction of collective
identity. Participation here is about relating not
only with other gardeners, but also with physical
place, which generates depth and horizons of lived
experience, emotionally reified as a sense of place
(Barthel et al, 2010). Over time, allotment
gardeners identify with “shared pasts,” with rituals
and with shared symbols and with the propertyright arrangements they themselves once created
and which tend to outlive the repertoires of social
practices that first created them.
From a property-rights perspective, allotments can
be regarded as urban green commons (Colding et
al., 2013)—which was, after all, their origin (as a
facility for the landless poor in the face of
enclosure). Leasehold for land to be collectively
managed is one central point of focus around
which negotiations are organized between the
allotment movement and the wider city. In
contrast to the situation for many community
gardens in the U.S. where leaseholds are usually
only given on a yearly basis, allotment leaseholds
in Stockholm are usually written on long-term
basis, with renewable contracts of up to 25 years
between a local allotment association and the local
municipality being common. These long-term
arrangements enable allotment autonomy and
encourage people to invest in and collectively
learn about things like fertile anthropogenic soils
and long-living organisms (e.g. fruit trees), as well
as permaculture ecosystem services, such as fresh
produce, pollination, and natural pest regulation
(Barthel et al., 2010).

11

Spanish Journal of Rural Development, Vol. V (Special 1): 7-18, 2014
Copyright © 2014 Ignacio J. Díaz-Maroto Hidalgo
DOI: 10.5261/2014.ESP1.02
4.2 Arable farming in the Netherlands
During the 1970s and 1980s, several NGOs
emerged in the Netherlands questioning
agricultural policies, environmental issues,
relations between the global North and South,
gender issues, and the prescriptive role of
knowledge systems and technology development
(Jongerden and Ruivenkamp, 1994; Wiskerke,
1994, 2000; Boef and Jongerden, 2000;
Jongerden, 2010). Farmers active in such NGOs
also tried to enact the changes they discussed,
taking initiatives to do agriculture in a different
way: rather than going back in time—as such
movements are sometimes interpreted—it was
about doing things differently and creating
alternative futures. This resulted in several farmer
groupings and projects aimed at by-passing the
conventional (world) market by creating a
different setting for the embedment of their farms
(van der Ploeg and Roep, 2003; van der Ploeg,
2008), mostly based on creating direct
relationships with (urban) consumers and
emphasizing the immaterial characteristics of food
products (Ruivenkamp, 2011). The Zeeuwse
Vlegel, an initiative of arable farmers in the
southwest of the Netherlands, is an example of
this attempt to create a new mode of production.
The Zeeuwse Vlegel grew from multiple roots, or
maybe better, routes. One of them was a wheat
study-club, which can be considered a community
of practice of people linked by craft or profession
who organize learning and knowledge exchange,
sharing experiences and information. These
farmers’ study clubs flourished in the 1980s in the
Netherlands. In the wheat study clubs, farmers
discussed the cultivation of wheat, use of varieties,
fertilizers and pesticides, and compared results.
Another root of the Zeeuwse Vlegel was
discussion between young farmers organized in
the Zeeuwse Agrarisch Jongeren Contact (Zeeland
[province] Agricultural Youth Contact in) and the
Zeeuwse Millieu Federatie (Zeeland Environment
Federation) on the subject of reconciling
agriculture and environment. In 1988, debates on a
socially, economically, and environmentally
sustainable agriculture resulted in the presentation
of a plan for a “farmers’ bread” that would meet
these multiple criteria. Three years later, this plan
materialized in what we now know as the Zeeuwse
Vlegel, that is, a farm-based organization
advocating and realizing an alternative agriculture
through the production of bread.
As the brief discussion above indicates, the
Zeeuwse Vlegel can be regarded as the product of
several discussions, including, among others,
those on the craft of farming (study clubs) and
reconciliation of farming and environment
(debates between farmers and environmentalists),
but also as a practice of dis- and re-embedding
12

(van der Ploeg and Roep, 2003; van der Ploeg,
2003, 2008). This comprised a practice of (partial)
disconnection from the world-cereal market and
(re)creation of short-chain connections for the
regional processing, distribution, and sale of wheat
and bread, along with the new linkages that came
with this (on the output side, the connections with
millers and bakeries willing to bake and sell, and
on the input side, the identification and supply of
appropriate wheat varieties and associated legal
arrangements).
Finding suitable varieties for an environmentally
friendly cultivation of bread-wheat turned out to
be rather problematic. The problem of the lack of
suitable baking-wheat varieties could be traced to
two causes. The first of these was that since the
1950s, baking quality had not been a criterion in
plant breeding or a basis for the evaluation of
varieties on their suitability for cultivation in
agriculture in the Netherlands. In response, the
Zeeuwse Vlegel managed to identify promising
varieties, not by connecting to the formal system,
but through its relation with an extension officer
who happened to have, as a hobby, an interest in
wheat and wheat varieties. This person came up
with a list of varieties cultivated in France and
Belgium and of possible interest for the Zeeuwse
Vlegel. The varieties were tested for their
suitability for environmental friendly cultivation
under “Zeeland conditions” and for their use as
baking wheat.
One of the varieties, Sunnan, appeared promising
and was eventually to become a most important
and appreciated variety for the farmers involved.
This variety had a low yield but good disease
resistance and excellent baking quality and gave a
distinctive yellowish color to the bread. Sunnan
had been developed by the Swedish breeding
company Weibull AB. In 1991, a Dutch
cooperative and representative of the breeding
company in the Netherlands, Cebeco Handelsraad,
withdrew Sunnan from the Variety List, which
recommends varieties to farmers. Since it is
forbidden to grow varieties that are not on the list,
and Sunnan had been withdrawn, the variety could
no longer be legally cultivated by farmers.
The Zeeuwse Vlegel, therefore, eager to keep
Sunnan available, maintained the variety by
saving seeds from previous yields, and claimed the
legal right to maintain the variety, a claim they
eventually won. With the objective of identifying
and maintaining varieties, the Zeeuwse Vlegel
received support from Bhutan, in the Himalayas,
in accordance with a sustainable development
agreement between the Netherlands and Bhutan
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hat gave the latter the right to identify and support
development projects in the Netherlands.1
Looking at the Zeeuwse Vlegel and the activity
spaces of the initiative, we can identify a
geographical range of actors with which it
engages, from those in the immediate physical
surroundings—farmers, environmentalists, bakers,
millers—to those stretching out far beyond the
farm and village and even province, to the national
regulatory institutions of the Netherlands, farmers
in France and Belgium (from whom they derived
the Sunnan seed), Weibull AB in Sweden and
even Bhutan. Around the issue of identification
and supply of a wheat variety alone, an extended
spatial network of links and activities, of
connections and locations becomes visible.
From a sociological perspective labeling the
“Zeeuwse Vlegel” as local is problematic. As our
brief description shows, the Zeeuwse Vlegel is
constructed from heterogeneous practices: debates
between several actors on sustainability, a studygroup (community of practise) of farmers on
wheat production, discussions on markets, prices
and economic sustainability, collaborations
between farmers, millers, and bakers, new forms
of international development cooperation, and
others. It is not only that the “local” initiative
called the Zeeuwse Vlegel can be understand as
the product of a particular way in which such
relations and connections are constructed, and
some of these may have more “impact” than
others and they may be geographically distant, but
also that we are only able to think about an
alternative construction of “global” food
production in the first place because such
initiatives as the Zeeuwse Vlegel are not just
“local” (in the conventional, i.e., geographical
sense).
4.3 Dairy farming in Italy
During the 1980s, farmers in the region Emilia
Romagna, in the northern part of Italy, started the
recovery and valorization of the Reggiana cow
breed, which, since the 1960s, had been replaced
by more productive cows. The Reggiana breed,
often referred to as local and unique for the region,
was bred by monks centuries ago taking rustic
cows as a point of reference (an illustration of our
argument, in that “uniqueness” is also to be
considered a product of social practices and wider
social relations). In 1991, cow breeders in the area
started to re-valorize the Reggiana breed and
began processing its milk into ParmigianoReggiano cheese. Hence, this initiative also
represents a “relocalization” (Woods, 2011) or
1
Signed in 1994 and representing an innovative approach to
development cooperation, the Sustainable Development
Agreement (SDA) was a paradigm shift from a traditional
donor-recipient relationship to a co-operation based on
equality, reciprocity and participation.

anchoring of production in a specific (“local”)
biophysical environment but with (mainly
marketing) connections to the urban and global
economy. For this, the Consorzio di tutela del
formaggio Parmigiano-Reggiano sets the basic
rules for milk delivery in what is the second most
important milk producing area in Italy (de Roest,
2000).
In the early 1990s, in collaboration with the
Centro Ricerche Produzioni Animali di Reggio
Emilia (the Reggio Emilia Research Centre for
Animal Production, CPRA) and with financial
support from the Ministry of Agriculture, a twoyear program was initiated in which milk from the
Reggiana breed, delivered by different farmers,
was kept apart from the other milk processed at
the cheese production plant and separately
processed and marketed. After the program, the
initiative was continued as the dairy cooperative
Consorzio Vacche Rosse (CVR). This was
followed in 1996 by official recognition from the
Associazione Nazionale Allevatori Bovini di Razza
Reggiana (the National Association of Reggiana
Breeders) and depositary of the Razza Reggiana
(Reggiana’s breed) brand.
Most of the milk in the region is processed into
cheese under the code of practice of this Protected
Destination of Origin (PDO) cheese. This
production
system
effectively
localizes
production, in which skills, networks, and the
desire for self-employment are the main drivers,
while simultaneously cheese consumption is
globalized as a result of extended (urban)
marketing networks (Picchi, 1994). The
production regulation of the Reggiana breeders
follows these production standards (written down
in a regulatory framework), but goes beyond the
regulation of Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese,
especially those relating to the diet of the cows,
and thereby emphasizes the local natural resources
base. The animals that belong to members of the
cooperative are fed only with fresh grass, hay, and
GMO-free feed. They easily grow to ten years old
(compared to four or five in conventional dairy
farming).
The Reggiana breed and additional production
features guarantee consumers high-quality
production standards, while the milk itself has a
higher correlation between genetic variants of
milk proteins and cheese characteristics
(Montanari and de Roest, 2013). The lower milk
production per cow in general is compensated for
by higher percentages of the milk phosphoprotein
casein, which is also very suitable for long aging
of the cheese (the cheese produced by the
cooperative therefore is at least two years old,
compared to one to one-and-a-half years in
conventional
Parmigiano-Reggiano
cheese
production). This brings an outstanding
13
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organoleptic quality to the cheese (flavor and
aroma) and improves its digestibility, as well as
contributing calcium, phosphorus, proteins,
essential amino acids, and reduced lactose
(Gandini et al., 2010).
The use of the specific cow breed and related diet
regulations result in a different grassland
optimization and biodiversity conservation, and
result in a different quality of cheese, while
turning the ambition of breeding Reggiana cows
into a market strategy challenged the farmers to
think from the consumer perspective: consumers
should appreciate when farmers make a good
cheese and positively choose, when they do, to
buy the distinctive product. As a consequence of
these efforts and features, the Reggiana cheese
was able to be niche marketed and find its way to
consumers under the Vacche Rosse or Razza
Reggiana label in farm shops and groceries in the
region, in the online store of the cooperative, and
overseas in cities such as New York, Montréal,
Toronto, and Tokyo. Thus, although the Reggiana
breed was initially perceived as beautiful but
inefficient, its story has been rebuilt. New
relations have been constructed at different
aggregation levels (the field, the farm, research
institutes and breeders associations), and breed
numbers recovered from 450 cows in the 1980s to
today’s 3000.
Relating production features to consumers’
perspectives and understanding of food
provisioning, farmers producing under the Vacche
Rosse and Razza Reggiana labels actively
cooperate with research institutes that look for
different characteristics in the end product. In this
way, the producers valorize a production process
in which “technology” supports the “artisanal
labor process” (the work in the fields, care for the
cows, concern with their balanced feed intake and
how the grassland production relates to the
fermentation process of the grass and how that
impacts on the health and wellbeing of the
animal). Alongside the participation in PDO
schemes, the “alternative” milk processing
cooperatives, and the breeders’ association, the
immediate natural environment of the farmer is
also a part of the activity space of cheese
producers and consumers, and hence of a
(spatially distanced) urban green infrastructure
which includes the rural.
Reggiana breeders have cut out some of the
problems that accompany industrial production,
such as its long relations in feed supply
(dependence on global input prices) and usage of
high-yielding
cows
(entailing
globalized
veterinary and pharmaceutical industry inputs);
this represents the reordering of activity space in
terms of a contraction. Against this, however,
since the Reggiana breed and its particularities
14

relate to heterogeneous grassland production,
biodiversity, and the ecosystem, the activity space
of the breeders is characterized by an extension in
terms of their interrelations with the natural
environment, through the new institutional
arrangements of a cooperative structure,
incorporation of a research agenda, interrelations
among the researchers, and establishment of a
breeders association.
Or, while emphasizing the “local” (relocalization),
we stress also that the reorientation in terms of the
market has enabled the sale of the quality features
of the production system to a targeted consumer
on a globalized basis. The activity space, one may
say, has both intensified at the (geographically)
local level (with an increased number of
connections of a greater variety of forms), while at
the same time widened and also deepened at the
global (become longer in reach and covering a
greater area while also developing a potentially
more resilient market). In Emilia Romagna,
farmers, researchers at the research institutes,
servants at the public administration and
customers in niche markets have gradually
developed into an interwoven network (a ruralurban web), in which activity space intertwines
the local and the global in a specific but mutually
interdependent way that is quite different in socioeconomic and geo-physical orientation to the more
“conventional” approaches of agro-business. This
is represented by the connective storyline through
which the cheese is seen by farmers and advertised
to consumers, not just in terms of marketing, but
also as an alternative, value-oriented imaginary.
5. Discussion and concluding remarks
We opened this paper by stating that the
interweaving of densely populated centers and
green open spaces and the “inside-out, outside-in”
character of urbanization today has been used to
re-conceptualize the emergence of a new spatial
identity: the city-region. This region, we argued, is
characterized not by the spatial identities of
“urban” and “rural”, but their simultaneous
production. We have turned from an approach that
presupposes spatial identities to one in which
spatiality is part of practice: as noted, it is no less
difficult to imagine an aspatial social sphere than
it is to imagine an asocial spatial sphere.
In the concept of activity space, the social and the
spatial come together, as two sides of the same
coin. In this relational conceptualization the sociospatial assemblage is of particular importance: the
initiatives are not simply to be considered a
response to and “reactive countervailing force
challenging the ruling paradigm of agriindustrialism” (Kanemasu and Sonnino, 2009), but
also a creative response. While the last decades
have been marked by a transition from a dominant
productivist, basically state-coordinated project of
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overproduction and food security moving towards
a postproductivist era of coordination through
food empires and global markets (van der Ploeg et
al., 2012), these initiatives offer a way of doing
food production differently; they demonstrate a
dynamic and social (re)constructivist process that
radically differs in terms of activity space.
Motivated by the uncertainty created by neoliberal
policies and the related abolishment of pricesupport and articulation of the farm to world
markets, indeed, these spaces stress concerns that
are not dictated by capital, but rather upon moral
goods. This does, indeed, involve a valorization of
the “local,” but also of things like the
“environment” (ecological balance, sustainability)
and
“democracy”
(participation,
access,
autonomy). This constitutes a respatialization,
which takes place in the context of agriculture
through what van der Ploeg and Roep (2003)
analyze as strategies of broadening, deepening and
regrounding, and which might themselves be
extended or refigured somewhat in the light of the
activity space approach.
“Broadening” primarily indicates a process of
expanding income-producing activities on the
farm outside of agriculture, partly to be less
dependent on production at world market prices,
such as through rural tourism. A lack of limitation
to the immediate physical environment is inherent
in the idea, as even the name “broadening”
implies. In the context of the allotment gardening
example, we might also consider its application
within the urban context to cultivation by nonfarmers, to an individual or small-scale
broadening of food provisioning (a DIY approach
beyond, that is, the use of income gained for the
purchase of food as goods,).
“Deepening” refers to novel production strategies,
to farms differentiating their productive potential
by, for example, moving toward agricultural goods
with alternative characteristics like ‘organic’ or
‘slow’ or regionally-specific products, and it
implies a way to make such products recognizable,
as targeted consumer goods, to create added value.
This strategy can be considered not only as a
withdrawing from the anonymous markets of
food-empires, but also as the creation of social
markets, in which also social and ecological
qualities of products is valued, and producerconsumer relations are made visible. This
visibility may have the form of direct relations, in
the sense of a face-to-face intimacy, but may
involve also a kind of proximity between actors
actually located at a distance, by way of
connective stories.
“Regrounding” refers to cost reduction by means
of the use and reproduction of the natural resource
base (van der Ploeg, 2000; Swagemakers and
Wiskerke, 2011) and working outside the farm, as

well as new forms of cooperation, with obvious
implications for the spatial organization of
households and on-farm labor as well as the
processing of raw materials (van der Ploeg and
Roep, 2003; Aguglia, 2009; Domínguez García
and Swagemakers, 2012).
The concept of activity space as a heuristic tool to
look at food provisioning helps not only to make
visible new initiatives in food provisioning, but
also to incorporate ideas about different
approaches to and methods of environmental and
social
sustainable
food
production
and
distribution. We have tried to illuminate an
alternative construction of the local, but also how
this alternative construction relates to the “world
outside”, and simultaneously challenges this
outside world, and thus to the limitations of a
geographically-defined sense of space.
Employing the concept of activity space, the short
case study analysis on allotment gardens in
Sweden and arable and dairy farming in the
Netherlands and Italy demonstrates a way to
understand and evaluate “small scale” initiatives
in terms of connectivity and process. These
initiatives are local in the sense that they are
grounded, localized, but at the same time they are
concerned with altering the processes underlying
food production: they are in other words “a local
politics of the global” (Massey, 2004).
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