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Introduction 
 
 Given the state of the world’s current economic and social trends, it would be safe 
to assume that a new and radical source of food must be established and become the 
norm sooner rather than later. In order to accommodate the increasingly exponential 
population growth and the concurrent demand for food, it is necessary for a change in 
the way we fundamentally think about food and where it comes from. Urban agriculture 
is most likely the key to solving this dilemma. With a larger population comes a larger 
urban sprawl, making urban living the standard for the majority of people. Rather than 
having a people’s agriculture—its food—coming from a separate part of the country, the 
food, production, and agriculture should become one with where the people live. 
 Traditional means of food production and agriculture is still typical for much of 
the world’s nations. One can safely assume that a transition will prove to be a long and 
challenging road. How should a complete overhaul on people’s way of life actually 
happen? Firstly, there is the individual level: where local farmers, activists, and 
entrepreneurs take initiative in creating urban farms in their own neighborhoods. 
However, though the efforts of these individuals are respectable and ambitious, this is 
only a microscopic change in the grand scheme of things. After all of the social 
awareness and action is taken by the community, it is only those with the authority to 
write legislation where actual transformations can take place. According to the Urban 
Agricultural Food Network (Smit 2001), it is the governments that regulate and 
facilitate laws, bring stakeholders together, and ensure the various responsibilities a 
society has when dealing with the environment. The regulation and enforcement of food 
ordinances usually operate at the municipal level, since local governments are the most 
closest and integrated with its citizens (Smit 2001). 
 To put this all into perspective: Urban agriculture is currently the world’s 
potential savior when, decades from now, food sources, a large population, and huge 
urban areas will spell trouble for much of our society. However, in the status quo, urban 
agriculture is only found in small, urban pockets scattered around countries all over the 
globe. A major shift in our current way of life and the current way we think about food 
must take place, but it will prove to be difficult and problematic. Local governments will 
be the mediator between the people of a society and the policies which will enact the 
change necessary for this critical transition. Which brings us to our problem: How can 
municipal governments generate a shift to urban agricultures in its communities? In 
this case study, a particular example of an urban farming-centered city will be 
examined, and an analysis will be offered on how to best address this question. 
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Seattle, leader in urban agriculture 
 
 Seattle, Washington is a city located in the far northwestern region of the United 
States. Home to about 602,000 residents, Seattle continues to be considered one of the 
“greenest” and, more importantly, one of the leaders in municipal urban agriculture 
(Goldstein 2011). Having started its own pioneering community garden program in 
1973, adopting its first city-wide sustainability plan in 1994, and being home to 
numerous neighborhood farmer’s markets, farmer’s alliances, and urban farms, it is to 
no surprise that Seattle is truly a leader in urban agriculture today (Popovitch 2014). 
Because of the lively and continuing evolution of Seattle’s food sustainability, it will be 
used as the prime example of this case study. 
 Compared to many other cities like it, Seattle has a well established history of 
urban agricultural practices (Goldstein 2011). This history can be conveniently traced 
back to the 1970s to today, where the city has recently adopted zoning code changes to 
reflect better urban farming (Goldstein 2011). In fact, the Environmental Law and 
Regulations department from the University of Washington has stated “few would 
dispute that Seattle is a leader in urban agriculture and particularly in community 
gardening” (Goldstein, 2011, p. 52). Seattle’s patented P-Patch Community Garden 
Program was a pioneering force in early urban agriculture that is still emulated today 
(Goldstein 2011). Starting in 1973 and managed by the Seattle Department of 
Neighborhoods, the program encourages lot owners to create and maintain gardens that 
are open to their respective communities. Fast tracking to today, P-Patch now oversees 
75 community gardens within Seattle. In order to be a participant, one must pay an 
application fee and any additional costs are calculated based on square footage. The 
program requires that the garden be maintained to the right standards, with a certain 
number of hours of work being contributed regularly; the garden cannot just become 
abandoned or be ceased to be tended to. The program is very successful, with even 
waitlists even existing for prospective participants (Goldstein 2011). 
 Another driving force in Seattle’s urban agriculture is their fairly recent Local 
Food Action Initiative. Enacted in 2008 by city council, the goal of the initiative was to 
take the city’s already existing goals of race and social justice, economic development, 
environmental sustainability, and emergency readiness, and integrate them with plans 
to improve the local food system (Goldstein 2011). The inner workings of the resolution 
works by holding other departments responsible with creating reports to update city 
council on their progress with maintaining their collective goals. However, it is not 
enforced in the sense that it doesn’t hold any departments accountable to any legal 
action. Doing it this way—rather than requiring action to be taken—encourages 
partnership and collaboration and provides a framework for these departments and 
other organizations to follow (Goldstein 2011). An example of this would be political 
support for a policy change that involves a small tax on grocery bags and a ban on food 
packages (Goldstein 2011). Also, this system of group effort would bring about support 
for similar resolutions at the county level to further the reach of food security plans 
(Goldstein 2011). 
 Yet another recent development in Seattle’s overall advancement toward food 
sustainability is the city’s campaign entitled “2010: The Year of Urban Agriculture.” This 
campaign is an extensive, collaborative effort involving the City Council, community 
partners, the Mayor, as well as many other stakeholders. Proposals are created that 
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intend to encourage sustainable activity in and around the community. Plans include 
“opening a new urban food bank farm, developing additional community gardens 
through the Parks Levy, and considering new land use codes that support urban 
agriculture” (Goldstein, 2011, p. 53). In September of 2010, the Mayor and City Council 
passed the city’s Land Use Code, effectively building community garden legislation, 
updating urban agriculture usage, and increasing access to locally grown food 
(Goldstein 2011). Some of the revisions outlined in Goldstein include rules on 
equipment and vehicles, boundaries on land and structures, restrictions on animals, and 
rules on traffic and parking (2011). Enforcement varies on each issue since enforcement 
and liability are not outlined in the code. 
 
 
Analysis 
 
 In order to provide me with in depth information on Seattle’s goals, motivations, 
and progress, I made an attempt at contacting Sara Wysocki, the communications 
advisor from the Office of Sustainability and Environment. Although I did not receive an 
ideal response, I will list my intended questions to better frame my analysis and course 
to a possible answer to the problem. 
The questions are as follows: 

1. What issues, concerns, or problems were Seattle facing that prompted city 
council to enact the 2008 Local Food Action Initiative? 

2. What were some initial challenges the initiative faced in its early stages after 
being passed, if any? 

3. What was the vision of the policymakers for the city of Seattle? 
4. Why is it important for a municipality to make a strong focus on urban 

agriculture, sustainability, and the environment? 
5. How can other cities use this plan as a model for their own sustainability 

policies? 
My goal with these interview questions was to gain a deeper understanding of the 
fundamental beliefs and aspirations the initiative was structured upon. Unfortunately I 
wasn’t able to obtain this information; however I did use the research I had conducted 
on Seattle to start to create a basic model for a successful city commencing an urban 
agricultural revolution, if you will. 
 First, a city would need to initiate a broad-reaching plan that encourages 
collaboration through alliance rather than enforcement. In the case of Seattle, this was 
their original 2008 Local Food Action Initiative. As noted earlier, the city chose not to 
make their goals obligatory with other departments. Instead, they required reports on 
their progress in regards to the initiative’s goals. By doing this, true collaboration is 
opened, and real goals towards sustainability are made rather than departments only 
doing sustainable activities in order to meet a quota or some other requirement. 
 Next, the city must commence a specific program that is directly contributing to 
the community’s urban agriculture. In Seattle, it was the start of the P-Patch 
Community Garden Program in the 1970s. Since then, the program has gained a 
substantial following, effectively increasing the amount of community gardens, and in 
turn, increasing the amount of locally grown food and distribution. For our potential 
city, the program doesn’t have to be specifically a community garden, but the program 
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must contribute and encourage activities that have people in the community taking part 
in urban agriculture. Once this happens, the city’s producing, distributing, and 
consumption of locally grown food should grow exponentially. 
 Finally, a city would need a singular, major push into agricultural legislation and 
zoning reform through a large campaign that receives extensive coverage, considerable 
backing, and ample support from many interest groups and stakeholders. Seattle’s 2010 
operation was a major, city wide campaign that brought positive revision to its policies 
in a short amount of time. Change takes a long time, especially if its social change. The 
norms and ways of thinking about food are currently well established in much of our 
cities today. One way to get the figurative ball rolling is just to press for everyone into 
the changes at one time. Governmental leadership leading the charge on urban 
agriculture is able to attract support and contributions for the city’s food security goals 
(Smit 2001). Local governments have the responsibility to govern their cities, so a strong 
lead is most likely necessary. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 Today’s cities and communities are currently in a state of transition. Urban 
agriculture is only going to become the norm as urban cities grow and population 
increase. However, the idea of buying food from the local grocery store is still the 
standard among the majority of the population. Even though there are now local 
initiatives at the grassroots level working to turn the tide on food security, it is only the 
policies of municipalities that will bring about true change and reform. However 
currently, the current trend on urban agriculture is that it is being followed, not led, by 
local governments (Smit 2001). Cities like Seattle, whose urban farming scene is well 
revered around the globe, can act as a model for other cities to job on board. Three key 
aspects from Seattle can be taken from their progress. A broad reaching initiative that 
encourages collaboration, a specific food security program to encourage communities, 
and a city wide push into food sustainability are just some ways other cities can start 
their own urban agricultural movements. Of course, even though this is only scratching 
the surface, it is clear that local governments are the answer to true food sustainability 
in our society. 
  



5 

 

References 
 

Goldstein, M. (2011). Urban agriculture: A sixteen city survey of urban agriculture 
practices across the country. Turner Environmental Law Clinic, 52-55. 

Popovitch, T. (2014, May 27). 10 American Cities Lead the Way With Urban Agriculture 
Ordinances. Retrieved April 21, 2015, from 
http://seedstock.com/2014/05/27/10-american-cities-lead-the-way-with-
urban-agriculture-ordinances/ 

Smit, J. (2001). Which organizations influence urban agriculture? Urban Agriculture, 
2001, 11-15. Retrieved April 28, 2015. 


