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1. Introduction

The need for food aid in the UK is rising (Lamidieimford and Dowler, 2014)Food
bankshave become one of the fastest growing chialét industries in the UKaringing food poverty
sharply into the public consciousne#s.contrast to any UK Government formal or coordinated
response, the third and voluntary sector and civil society have producedraasing number of
reports and inquiries which concur on the scale, causes and consequences of the chadlempdes Ex
range from the local to the nationaiciuding theGreater Manchester Poverty Commissi@MPC,
2013), Below the Breadline (Cooper et al, 2014) and ‘Feeding Britain’ (ABKH2014). The latter
report, produced by an All Party Parliamentary Inquiry into Hunger, indigateging concerrabout
the issue of food austerigt national levelput does not have the status of an official government
report Instead it is civil society- with a particularly strong response from faith groupthat is
leading the response. Whilst exact figuresedjfall such reports indicate an exponential growth in
emergency food assistance, evidenced through increasing numbers of people teedssy
foodbanks. For instance, Cooper et al (2014:4) find evidence4¥odricrease in usef foodbanks in
the UKbeaween 2012013 and 2013-2014.

Food aid is only turned to once other solutions have been exhausted, with indepepatént r
concluding that food banks areesponsdo notcauseof growing demandGooper et al, 2014: 9).
Increasingly there is agreemehat the causes of the crisis are structural. Based on a review carried
out for the UK Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affa{BEFRA, 2014, Lambie
Mumford and Dowler (2014: 13Zoncludedthat ‘shortterm food provision can relieve symptoms of
emergency need but (necessarily, given the aims and capacity afisatiies), does not address the
undelying causes of that need*urthermore, food banks only help thosavly hungry, as a rekof
welfare changes, but not the letegm hungry, whose conditions precedkdcurrent crisis (APIIH
UK, 2014).

Cooper et al (2014) focus on the complex inedationships between living costs, the cost of
food, housing, energy, low wagemsecure ontracts and the ooulative impact of social sadty
reformsto account for the current rise in food poverthe recent All Party Parliamentary Inquiry
into Hunger in the United Kingdom (APPIHK, 2014)determines that recommendations to tackle
the systenic causes of poverty need to cut acreszrgncy food assistance, waste and surplus
redistribution of food, gas, electricity and water, debt and high cost creditpdy, the benefits
system, tax credits and sanctionier alia. Interestingly forour glot study, access to mobiles and the
internet are considered as key factors which, taken with other structurakshargy part of the web
of actions required to address hunger in the THs report, like many others, moves the debate away
from atomised and individualised responses, in which the material conduiormsinger are
overlooked in favour of diet prescriptions and nutritional guides.

Whilst such UK reports notethat food prices are rising, along with the percentage of
household income spent on food, structural analyses have tended to be couchedistrelagion to
the UK’s programme of welfare reform and the austerity measures introduckhd bKtCoalition
GovernmentOtheranalyseshoweverhave focussed on the crisis of the capitalist system, the global
agrifood business and the complex ‘ecologies of food power’ that sustain such inesjuetine first
place(Goodman, 2013). Sonnino and Spayde (2@td)e thatfood insecurity relates to a complex
interaction of structural factorfidt encompass the entire ecolarfythe food systemThe broader
context of the global food system is rarely mentioned in recent report®dmpdverty in Britain, but
is nonetheless an important driving motivation behind many locaisécalternative’ food initiatives
(Caraher and Dowler, 2014; McClintock, 2013).

Against this background, this pilgiroject for the CCN+ network seeks to map out the
transformative poterdls of and limits to digital transformations in supporting community capacity
building to address food austerity in the letagm Hence, whilst acknowledging their critical role in
emerging food assistance, the aim is to contribute to a set of debat@s tm‘putfood banks out of



business This interim report outlinekey progress to dat'om October 2014 to February 2015 and
implications for the next phase of researciHulAand final report will be available in the summer of
2015.

2. About the Pilot Project

This pilot study, linking food austerity to digital transformations, isded by the
Engineering and Physical SciencBesearch Council (EPSRC) Communities and Culture Plus
network. The project is being delivered througbllaborationbetween the University of Salford
Manchester, the Biospheric Foundation and the Social Action Research Fouritlagire are two
aims:

o Toretrospectively interrogatie Biospheric Foundation as a lens through which to examine the
lessons for developing longrm responses food austerity in the context dfgital
transformations.

e To prospectively engagaultiple communities in conversations and planrdbgut how digital
transformations may underpin, or indeed undermine, local cagaglting for longterm
systemic change.

These aims relate to our core questions:

1) What can we learn from thactual experiences of the Biospheric Faation in relation to
building community capacity and resilience in local food production, supply,bdistnh and
waste systents

2) How do these lessons inform our understandingadéntial responses to food austerity and the
actual and potential roles digital transformations?

The project is designed as a-mmduced action research enquiry, bringing together academics
from across different disciplines and practition@ee for instance Watson, 2014. Polk, 20There
are four work Modules between October 2014 and March 2Dafa is in the process of being
analysed. This report therefore draws on the emerging insights from Matwed 2 in order to
frame the next stages of the research.

Module 1 consisted of aetrospective reflection on the case of thisBheric Foundation,
locating its development in the context of literatures on food austérttis has involved
interdisciplinary deslbased reviews of academic and famademic literature® frame the relevance
of debatesaround food austerity, urban agriculture, localised food inigativand digital
transformations in the context of our particular cade.also draws on a prexisting dataset of
interviews produced through a separately funded study by Mistra Urbaressee belowand
Walsh’s doctoral research

Module 2 involved four ‘community conversations’'taking the form of focus groups and
workshops withrepresentatives of thecademic, public/voluntary/third sector, digital ansidential
communities.In each conversation, the actual and potential role of digital trangforsain
developing longerm solutions to food austerityas discussedNotes were taken throughout, both
procedural and reflective, and the residential comtywonversation was recorded and transcribed.

Module 3 will synthesise the initial insights to produce a discussion paper as dopas
producing a Digital Action Plan with six residents in Blackfriars, Easb&AIThe residents will be
paid for at 2 day community research ‘jam’ to consider the desirability, feasibility anpéadt of
different digital options to inform the final Digital Action Plan. Theill be supported in this by
participants from the previous conversations who were keen tagertt offer their expertise in the
process. Theommunityresearch jam is planned fietarch 2015.



Module 4will draw the findings together to address the two core aimseademic analysis
and dissemination. Importantly, the project will seek to contribute to trebfmsmplementation of
the Digital Action Plan and catalyg®@mmunity capacity and action take it forward. A series of
visual infographics will also be produced to communicate key dimensions abibetp

The pilot project focuses particularly on the nexus between food austigitgl transformations
and community capacilyuilding via the actionresearch case study of the Biospheric Foundation.
Given its scale, scope and timing, this would not be possible without drawing on a numiber of ot
previous and ongoing complementary research projects: first, research dmiducted by the
University of Salford’s participation in Mistra Urban Futures, an inteomati centre for sustainable
cities, with partners isweden(Gothenburly Kenya (Kisumu) and South Africa (Cape Town) (see
http:/Mwww.urbanfutures.platform.org.yland second, doctoral funding from the Arts and Humanities
Research Council for the initial set,upnplementationand proof of concepbf the Biospheric
Foundationitself as an actiomesearch platformThis CCN+ pilot stuly builds on theexisting
datasets produced within each of these projectgder to concentratavailableresources on more
discursive (‘community conversations’) and interactive (‘communityarebgam’) activities.

3. Interim Findings
3.1 The Biospheric Foundation

The Biospheric Foundation has been described adgvart part urban research laboratory,
set in the heart of the Blackfriars district in Salford, Gredanchester It has met with much
acclaim, partnering with Manchester International Fest{24l13), receiving funding from the
People’s Postcode Lottery (2013) and scooping up awards such as the Green Appl&€arapion
Award (2014) or the Nick Reeves AWEinspiring Award for Arts, Water aeceinvironment (2014).
The Biospheric Foundatiowas established by Vincent Walsh drawing on his experiences in the
USA, Africa and Eastern Europe, through his doctoral research into complex eabkygtems in
urban environment&imongst the key aims of the Biospheric Foundation were to:

Deliver a wholesystem approach to urbfarming in an area of high depaition;
Design a dense environment of interconnectiygjems;

Retrofit an old building into a centre for ecological research;

Raise public awareness into health food and ecolbgystems in urbaanvironments.

PwnE

As a result of successful positioning with multiple stakeholder groupsuatdd by high press
interest, the Biospheric Foundation is a remarkable story. Within 13 pédormulating a vision, a
derelict mill on the banks of the River Irwell, Salford, was transformed into a thriviriguétgral
space, filled with innovative sustainable food systems, from a ForestrGardwishroom production,
vermiculture to aquaponics. A partnership with Manchester InternationaldF¢btiF) in 2013,via
the ‘Biospheric Project’, was a central catalyst ins thiansformation, building on pexisting
relationships with the community, private sector companies such as Siemens, Spthsah and
Craghoppers and interactions with Salford City CounciAn array of press and social medias
alreadydocumengedkey elements of the Biospheric Foundation’s story (see Box 1).

The primary focus of the Biospheric Foundation is to create a tesbbddveloping interactions
between different ecological systems in an urban setting. There are foelekagnts of this vision:
first, the development of integrated ecological systems within a single sitagsdoe location; third,
the distribution model developed to integrate production and distributionoartth,fthe community
engagement. Each of these elements is only briefly described below and @idbbeated on in the
final report.


http://www.urbanfutures.platform.org.uk/

Box 1: Examples of press and media cover age

Press article: Garden of Eden Amid Rubble | New York TimesGarden of Eden Amid Rubble

Press article: Manchester Internatiol Guardianhttp://www.theguardian.com/uk/the
Festival: fruit and veg sprout from industriahortherner/2013/mar/01/manchessatfordbiosphere

past internationalfestival
Press articleSiemens apprentices get hands| Manchester Evening News,
with the Biospheric Project http://www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/business/busingss

news/siemenapprenticeshandbiospherieproject5830086

News article: Living Lab tests urban foq¢ BBC News:http://www.bbc.co.uk/newstgenceenvironment

farming 24580716

Welcome to the Biospheric Foundation Youtubehttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SKsbPMaDKd

The Biospheric Project Youtubehttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_t7VICYmerl

The Biospheric Project Youtube— North West Tonight
https://www.youtube.com/watch?wbgW9iX5AM

Biospheric on Twitter @BF_CIC_UK(1569 followers)

Biospheric Foundation on Flickr Photos

https://www.flickr.com/people/biosphericfoundation/photos

3.1.1 The Systems

A series of interconnected systems comprise the basic infrastructure of thdeBiosp
Foundation and the basis of Walsh’'s doctoral reseamhich are designed to alssupport local
organic food production in austainable way. These are: thgr@forestry, vermiculture, aguaponics,
mushr@m production and the Whole Food shégroforestry(also called Forest Gardening) a
system desiged by humansmimicking structures, layers and forms seen in natural forest systems.
Within the UK contextagroforestry is designed across seven vertical and horizontal l1ayerse
threedimensional systems, unlike monoculture systems, have many oututsh as increasin
biodiversity, carbon storage and timber productMarmicultureis the development ad culture of
earthworms. Vermicomposting uses earthworms to break down organicaintieugh the use of
worms, bacteria, and funghquaponicdss a system that integrates fish and plants to create a closed
ecological systemMushroom productiomas ackeved by using waste coffes a substratute grow
local organic oyster mushrooms. Finally, the Whole Food shop was developed as a lajgeodbc
distribution hub, selling organic food produced for the system at the Bioshrejéct.

As representeth Figure 1, produced collaboratively between Walsh and partnéitFata
closed cycle was created between the systems. rfEe@ gnd brown waste from the shop would go
into the vermiculture systems. The vermiculture system wbuoddk down organic mateai and
create vermicompost for tlagroforestry system arahd more earthworms to be fed to the fish in the
aguaponic system. The fish in thguaponicsystenwould eat the worms as a source of food, and the
waste from the fishwould be circulated arountié¢ Biospheric ®ject toa number of food growing
areas. In turn the plamtwould use the fish waste asitrients togrow. In full production the
BiosphericProject was designed to be capable of produ80@p leaf crops per montivhich would
then be serto Whole Food store to be sold, and the cycle would start again.

3.1.2 Location, Location, Location

Location is a critical part of the Biospheric Foundation vision, compriginge elements:
building, land and a community. After initial investigations of suitable ioeat the combination
necessary to realise the project was found in East Salford. Irwell HoasHByearold disused mill
on the banks on the River Irwell, in the heart of Salford. It had been used as a printhictkssed
heavy industrial machinery and chemical products. The expense of maintainimgltieg led and
decline in the printworks industry led the owners to sell the builgingchased by urban property
developer Urban Splash in 2000 with a view to devetojpto residential space. However, the
financial crash and changing economic circumstances derailed this propesthgcan opportunity
for the Biospheric Foundation to rent the top flooi$he land opposite Irwell House was a disused


https://uos-portal.salford.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=C_TV5CvEmUm2LqNtRObYIe42pqcjMNII_saMtHzXKA3Z_wsysIW6H-ycMpGmpiaJEILCaq_6mzA.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bbc.co.uk%2fnews%2fscience-environment-24580716
https://uos-portal.salford.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=C_TV5CvEmUm2LqNtRObYIe42pqcjMNII_saMtHzXKA3Z_wsysIW6H-ycMpGmpiaJEILCaq_6mzA.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bbc.co.uk%2fnews%2fscience-environment-24580716
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SKsbPMaDKow
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_t7VICYmerI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-x5gW9iX5AM
https://www.flickr.com/people/biosphericfoundation/photosof/

green space aafent to the River Irwell. The land was not managed and was overgrown wigh ma
sel-seeding treeslrwell House itself is a quntessential industrial mill inan area of relative
deprivation. East Salford is characterised by multiple indicators ofl smetaeconomic need:he

East Salford Joint Strategic Needs Assessment identifies most indicatoestldamational average,

such as infant mortality, teenage conception, poor oral health, childhood phmsitterm health
conditions, alcohol, drug and smoking abuse, high fuel poverty, educational needs, high youth
unemployment ...the list goes drp://www.partnersinsalford.org/eastsalferdighbourhoodprofité.htm.

Sweh statistics place East Salford as one of the most deprived areas in Sadforationally.

3.1.3 The Distribution Model

The original vision for the Biospheric Foundation was produdtonssed on creating a
closed loop system within the buildingvé€d time, however, the need for a more coherent distribution
model became apparent: firstly to ‘complete’ the system, in termakifdi supply and distribution,
and providing a mechanism to explore avenues for commercialisation; secamdlyresponse t
embedding the Foundation in the community, alongside the increasing prevaldnod pbverty
debates. Since 2012 there have been two key elements to the distribution msijel. Winole Box
enterprise was launched in 2012, a fruit and vegetablegdekcheme. An independent evaluation
(Corkery, 2014) found that over 85 per cent of Blackfriars Box recipiergd v neighbourhoods
amongst the 10 per cent most deprived nation@lyen, alongside the partnership with Manchester
International FestiMaa whole foods store was opened up in 2013, 78 Steps, located on the ground
floor of a block of flats exactly 78 steps from the Biospheric FaimmlaThe shop provided a
platform for direct engagement around the issues of food austerity, theosgiteof community
engagement activities.

3.1.4 Community Engagement

Through partnerships and funding with external organisations, namely b&&ach
International Festival and People’s Postcode Lottery, a suite of comnamgiagement and learning
opporturities have been developed, including volunteering (over 180 in total), recighe pablic
tours and workshops, themed activity days and corporate events. The Whole8distnbuted to
local residents, schools and restaurants along with recipe cesd®oting healthy eating. An
independent evaluation concluded that the programme had been very succetdfubiing across a
range of outcomes (Corkery, 2014). In the second phase of engagement, 114 people took part in
public tours and 142 participatéd workshops as part of the Manchester Science Festival; a further
324 people took part in the project's Urban Activities programme and 150 WholeBtairing
locally-sourced produce and recipes were distributed to local residents and via thetidistof
2,000 recipe cards to local residents.

Engagement sessions were also delivered with six local schools involving &#@rclaind 87 staff
members and parents, across communities typically characterised as f@xirdiets with little pre
existing krowledge of how to prepare nutritional food. Participants learnt aboutigy systems,
propagation and cultivation; soil preparation and composting; foraging and thrgve®od

preparation, conservation and preservation. They developed a wide rangés:.ofnsknaking jams,
syrups and chutneys; growing mushrooms on paperback books and logs; buildirgasjoaponics
systems; making wormeries and tending a forest garden.


http://www.partnersinsalford.org/eastsalford-neighbourhoodprofile-i.htm
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Figure 1: Inter-system connections, infographic produced for the Biosptrejact, 2013.



3.2 Positioning the Biospheric Foundation: A Response to Food
Austerity?

3.2.1 A Systems-based Response

The Biospheric Foundation was conceived in part as a response to increasing issioeglover
poverty in the city, but also as an attempt to ieettd these issueghrough building local capacity for
a systemic approach to food production, supply, distribution, waste and diet inearcity area.
Whilst the primary motivation of Walsh’s doctoral research was to creatmtegrated action
reseach platform through which practical insights into complex and interdependent ecological
systemawvould be gainedlocation was a critical consideratiorhe experiment was grounded in sets
of debates aboumterconnectedystemstherelationship betweerhé ‘technos’ and the ‘bios’ arte
need for more adaptive, resilient and transformative approaches to urbautaigri Howeverthe
desire to locate such an experiment where it was needed most was equallynimpbrtaigh the
forest garden, encouragjfocal food production and giving residents the chance to get involved in
social enterprises such as the wholefood store, the Biospheric Hourfu trialled groactive and
approach to tackling issues of food austerity that provides insights inpotiratial and challenges of
longertermresponses.

Dowler and LambigMumford (2014) note that policy levers to address food aid across
Whitehall and parliamentary boundaties are not joined up, challenging the pissifoli a holistic
approach. It is only at the local level that such approaches ariblposditiatives such as the
Biospheric Foundation needs to be understood in the context of localised regpodseslioping
urban food system®rawing on Bohn and Viljoen’§2014) urban food starsge Figure R the
Biospheric Foundation’s activities are environmentally and socially aetexutting across eating
food, food growing, food spaces and food trading. This points also to the growmngssiims
conceriing local food policies. Morgan (2013: hptes the increasing role of planning in fashigra
‘new and more sustainable food system, one that is better aligned with samadsabfgoublic health,
ecological integrity and social justice’

Whilst food banks are an immediate response to the issue of hunger in Brégihave been
critiqued for filling the gap in state provision without responding to thgdnigssues. Recent reports
including the Greater Manchester Poverty Commission (2013), Below the Beegé@lboper et al,
2014) and ‘Feeding Britain® (APIIHUK, 2014) concur that an individualistic approach tends to
predominate. In contrast the Biospheric Foundation’s approach is importantlookiog at diet as
individual choice, butrelating choice to access and structural determinants, such as spatial adcess an
cultural capacities’ Qaraher and Dowler, 2014They argue that the ‘rebranding’ of fogadverty
work as healthy eating, obesity prevention and sustainateftylts inunderinvestmenand runs the
risk that initiatives rooted in selfelp may exacerbate the problems of those who are food poor.

Importantly, whilst food banks deal with immediate issues of access to erefged aid,
attention is now turning to the ‘rigd food’, which requires an emphasis on affordability, availability
and access (Dowler ar@ Connor, 2012). In this respect, the Biospheric Foundation’s location is not
incidental. In selecting a location for the acti@search ecological experiment, Whalundertook a
mapping of available places to purchase fresh food. This revealgdificant lack of local places at
which fresh food, such as fruit and vegetables, could be purchésieds consistent with research
that has suggested that healthy foods can be more expensive and more difficudtiriarobteas of
deprivation, which may have an effect on the levels of poor nutrition in afebmvencome
(Cummins & Macintyre, 2002). 67 places were found within Blackfriars at whbiwth lacking in high
nutritional value could be purchased, with no access to a diverse fdoge products. The mapping
revealedlittle pre-existing access or choice to buy healthy domm the heart of the community,
indicative of Wrigley's (2002) soalled ‘food deserts’. Critically, in tackling issues of access,
availability and food quality, the Biospheric Foundation has sought to test out howesitiest food
systems could be createdrdianto et al, 2014) comprising both food security (ensuring food



production and consumption in an affordable manner) and food quality (achieving nutritiona
balance) In the process, initiatives were also trialled to change local food cultudegdinengaging

with food as culture was one of the premises behind thenpaship between Walsh and the
Manchester International Festival, which led to the Director of the Festilead,Poots, declaring the

collaboration ‘one of the most important commissions we've eveated’ (Biospheric Project
Brochure, 2013).
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Figure 1 —Bohn and Viljoen (2014): The Urban Food System Star, adapted to indicate amdasant to the Biospheric
Foundation. In Bohn and Viljoen 2014 p.9

3.2.2 An Alternative?

TheBiospheric Foundation experience to date aligns with the increasitigiylated need to

move away from the ‘sticking plaster’ of food banks towards longern sgproaches. The Greater
Manchester Poverty Commissijoffior example, wasestablishedin 2013 b identify the key
components of poverty within the sufigion and identify practical solutions thatutd improve the
lives of residents in poverty. The Commission, initiated by Greater haier politicians and with
support from a broad range of stakeholders, gathered personal testimoiesl g@eople’s
experiences and meanings of poverty. From these testimonies, foerdypemerged as a key theme.
The report (GMPC, 2013: 9oncluded the need for a coordinated and sustainable approach,
including social enterprise models that divert food waste andbuyling noting thatsuch models
should provide training opportunities and educational sességrasding utilising food, sustainability
and eating on a budgdriginal italics).A second recommendatioalated to addressing the issue of
‘fresh food deserts’ (ibid, 9) and to test the viability of expanding the deliefyesh fruit and
vegdablesto food deserts using a social enterprise mdddboth cases, the Biospheric Foundadton
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Whole Box model,integrated with the suite of community engagement activities, presents one
approach to delivering on these recommendations. Similarly, whilst tieaAlamentary Inquiry into
Hunger only reported in 201APPIH-UK, 2014), the Biospheric Foundatitrad leenengaged in
proof of concept experiments which prefigureditheecommendationsfor instance, through
demonstrating a closed loop system linking production and consun(pt&®), exemplifying practice
from which local authorities can lea(p.23) andpiloting engagement schemes to introduce greater
resilience in terms of cooking, parenting and budgeting (p.29). More fundamgelatzdijy-grounded
projects such as the Biospheric Foundation provide a starting point fotergtbarizontal
cooperation’,a catalyst to ‘encourage local action to meet local needs by using localddgavénd
partnershipsi(ibid). Unlike some alternative food initiativé&\FIs) which have been criticised for
their ‘exclusionary’ practicewhich constitutea ‘middle classiiche’ (Caraher and Dowler, 20),4he
Biospheric Foundation actively sought to engage wilik needs of poorer households and
communities. nh part this is due to the background and biography of Walsh himself, growing up in
Wythenshawe, South Manchester, withv levels of food literacy and subsequently gefiding a

tour of U.S. cities and urban agriculture initiatives in EagticAfand Europe. Like other AFIs,
Biospheric Foundation was not set up directly to tackle immediate foodtyobet unlike other
AFls, the intended benefits were to be felt beyond a bounded and niche communitsvafrést

Whilst highly successful in establishing the proof of concept of the BiaspReundation
approach, the longgerm issues relatéo the sustainability of thenodel. The challengein this
respectelateto the inter-relationship betweegovernancepurpose, finance and locatiofihe speed
and scope of the Biospheric Projegteeded expectations and rapidly came to outstrip capacity. With
a small governance dem and set of volunteers, the Biospheric Foundaiiookly positioned itself
with multiple epistemic communities and communities of pracBegtnerships with key citsegional
organisations, as well as patronage and sponsorship, played a keythaleajpid transformation of
the building in the 3 year period.idgital transformationsalso played an enabling role in this
positioning, through the now mundane technologies of communication, such as emaijh ttar the
mobilisation of internet andocial nedia and online press to generate profile, interesteedibility.
The consequences, however, have been to cnadltple lines of communication and contact that
have needed to be managed on atdajay basis. Furthermore, the virtual presence andatligi
enhanced external image of the Biospheric Foundation created the impieEsgieater capacity than
actually existed. Whilst this had the beneficial effect of attraqtitogect fundingcapital costs were
not met, despite the huge expenditurescased with retrofitting and maintaining Irwell House.

Like many AFIs, commercial viability is a key challenge. The diversity ofBiospheric
Foundation’s systems was one safeguard designed to create organisatidieaceesvith the
governance of # Foundation itself mimicking the way in which the systems had been modelled. One
example is the potential for tgzaling mushroom production teupply commercial venues
particularly gastronome restaurants, as a potential way tosmbsglise other aspects of the business.
However,as the initial excitement of partners to invest in the ‘neypears to be fadingpngerterm
systemic commitments have not been forthcoming. This speaks fiklemess of net-big-thing-
urbanism, a hallmark of the entrepreneurial capd perpetuates a projenentality Capacity
building within communities is postponed in favour of basking in the refledtag gf outsourced
risk and innovation. Funders are happy to furmjgets; but not core costs, regardless of how worthy
the vision. For projects such as the Biospheric Foundation, this createsoa tegtsieen economic
and social values and outcomes in the project. In trying to develop a sfu@albut commercially
sustainable model, compromises need to be made. Whilst the independentiavaluithe Whole
Box model concluded that the boxes had reached local people and thatadamied new foods for
the first time, recipients have not transitioned into stiegtoners Whilst the Whole Food shop did
not start as a way to address the cultural preferences of the middle classes, adathatiesequence
of insufficient local footfall is that the customer base would be depletthout the patronage of
those coming into the area to buy organic food, whilst some local people contirtag &vay. In
this, the Biospheric Foundation is not uncommon. Caraher and Dowlet)(86te that socially
oriented food projects are rarely commercially viable without direct stateother sources of
financial support; similarly, Connelly et al (2011: 318) note thatial justice does not fit well with
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business plans or development profasm McClintock concurs that the challenge is to prioritise use
value over exchange value atmt ‘only if the production of fresh and healthy food is viewed as a
public good -and access to it a rightrather than simply a commodity made available via the logic of
the market, will cities set spa aside fourban agriculture (2013: 166)'.

Given the dilemmas in navigating use and exchange values in urban agricultuse, it i
unsurprising that there are critiof whetherAFIs are alternatives aarein fact propping up existing
systemsMcClintock (2013) argues that there are inherent contradi&fio urban agculture andhat
initiatives are often both'interstitial and subversive’ 148) insofar as they attempt to subvert
commodity forms by seeing food as a public good, but also, albeit inadverténggps left by the
rolling back of the social security net. Hence for McClintock: ‘uragnculture, in its many forms, is
not radcal or neoliberal, but may exemplifpoth a form of actually existing neoliberalisemd a
simultaneous radical counterovementarising in dialectical tensiof2013: 148).This in turn is part
of a broader set of debates on whether localism itself igrgssive or regressiyghenomenon
(Featherstone et,&012).

The answer to whether the Biospheric Foundation offers a potential respdosd austerity
is not so much about the relevance and feasibility of the model in principle, baalisationin
practice given the challenges of community entrepreneurship and grassrootsnadtiv2£' century
cities. Funding, commercial viability, a reliance on voluntary labour, the challengealing up are
all common issues. Institutional survival and ited capacity to deliver means, as Caraher and
Dowler argue (2014), that such initiatives can seldom move from responsieeimaddressing long-
term food problems. More broadly, the Biospheric Foundation has the potential toths par
transformative dod politics (Levkoe, 2011), not addressing the causes and contradictions of food
austerity in and of itself, but recognising that system change will rs& fitdm ‘a smattering of urban
agriculture projects’ but a loAgrm incremental process.

3.2.3 The Potential of Digital Transformations

Other than a twitter feed and website, digital transformatiane figured only lightly in
shaping and framing the development of the Foundation. Yet a number of challenggs feometthe
case study and above discussion that are worthy of further consideration. atowdigital
transformations build lonterm capacity invays that reduce the need for skerm project costs?
How can the learning from the Biospheric Foundation atieer initiatives be synthesised and
combined as part of a scaling up of local experiments? How caiprojatt based engagement,
limited by shet-term funding, be facilitated through digital transformations?

An initial review of the academic literature in relation to urban agriciltuuman geography,
planning and food poverty has revealed little referenckate tothe actuabr potential roé of digital
technologies in addressing food austerity. However, many of the reconmtinead# recent reports
emphasise the distributed and fragmented nature of local food initiativeseddeto network food
banks, the desire to scale up and embed approaches which work well. Whebgpliitly addressed,
there is untapped potential here to consider how digital technologies can builddb®fknetworks
and platforms for shared learning that ianeoked

Indeed,whilst urban agriculture literaturegppear relatively ‘technology blind’, technologists
are beginning to link information and management systems to questions of fodtseesilience
and culture. This includes small studies on the use of twitter to enhanceefilience (Ardianet al
2014); on sociamedia and mobile technologies in augmenting sustainable urban food systears
et al,2014) on technologies for food image sharing (Choi et al, 2011) or online social ketsumh
as FoodmunityGross et al2011) The potential ohumancomputer interactionfL_yle et al, 2013)
mobile technologies or social media in addressing these issues igystartie examined. Similarly,
academic studies appear to be behind the curve of innovations emerging teprasti for example
http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/free-food-sHafingerssurplustocalpopular
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https://uos-portal.salford.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=gY-AdnrQikOa4fTASZiqbsu2k7FDMNII7mhdI_3YiDBJtnuTOD3-Qe1FMdazhwsT4ESXua2GuEg.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.theguardian.com%2fsustainable-business%2ffree-food-sharing-leftovers-surplus-local-popular

Examples includeasegrole clubs, food sharing apps or virtual farAe series of initial examples is
provided in Box 2.Geographically, initial idications are that the European continent and North
America are ahead of the UK in exploring the potential of @igéchnologies to address this critical
challenge.

Box 2: First hitsand inspirations? Digital transformations and food austerity

Description Link

LEAF Virtual Farm Walk http://www.virtualfarmwalk.org/

Leftover swapping app: enables individuals| http://leftoverswap.com/
photo, upload and give away their leftover fo¢ See also TED talk dtttp://leftoverswap.com/benefits.htmi

FoodCloud App: facilitates the safe donation| http://www.bitcni.org.uk/whatve-do/planet/resourcesnd
surplus food from businesses to charities| links/foodcloudwhatsit-all-about/

their local area who can redistribute it to those

who are struggling to feed themselvesda
others

Virtual tours of green buildingénked to urban| http://virtuallygreen.com/
agriculture potential (U.S.)

Casserole Club: helps people share e] https://www.casseroleclub.com/

portions of homecooked food with others i https://www.facebook.com/CasseroleClub
their area who are not always able to cook|for

themselves

CropMobster Community Exchandeveraging| http://sfbay.cropmobster.com/heitvworks/
social media and “instant alerts” to spread wprd

about local food excess and surplus from
food supplier in the food chain

Shareable movement: looking at all kinds| http://www.shareable.net/blog/tfmokingeatingand
physical and virtual ways of developing md businessf-sharedfood
sharing society

http://www.shareable.net/blog/opsaucesourcefor-the-
food-revolution

FoodCowboy in Washington DC, using mob| http://foodcowboy.com/
technology to address hunger and waste

3.3 Community Conversations

Four community conversations were held between November 2014 and January 2015 with
different groups: technologists, academics, residents of Blackfriars anddeexdyppractitioners.
Each group discussion lasted for between 2-3 hours and involved adisgégssion to elicit different
perspectives on the potential of digital transformations in addefsdd austerity.

Community Venue Date 20142015 Number of participants
Technology Biospheric Foundation| 25" November 5
Residential BiosphericFoundation | 2" December 6
Academic Salford University 9th December 8
Food groups Broughton Trust 16" January 6

The Technologists were solutiomiented and positioned their value in visioning and
brainstorming concrete ways to realise specific plans. Whilst they engagetievigrms of reference
of the discussion and suggested areas for potential enquiry, their nea@stinias in realising the
Digital Action Plan once it had been-pooduced with members of the community. The Residents
spent mordime discussing local issues relating to food austerity, inoduthe relationships between
cost, quality and nutrition, access to food and availability, timehtp sand the quantity/quality
debate Whilst academic analysesebeginning to challengthe idea that poor communities have no
understanding of nutrition, ‘calling into question the wisdom of policymakers who peamuitional
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https://uos-portal.salford.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=gY-AdnrQikOa4fTASZiqbsu2k7FDMNII7mhdI_3YiDBJtnuTOD3-Qe1FMdazhwsT4ESXua2GuEg.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fleftoverswap.com%2f
http://leftoverswap.com/benefits.html
http://www.bitcni.org.uk/what-we-do/planet/resources-and-links/foodcloud-whats-it-all-about/
http://www.bitcni.org.uk/what-we-do/planet/resources-and-links/foodcloud-whats-it-all-about/
https://uos-portal.salford.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=gY-AdnrQikOa4fTASZiqbsu2k7FDMNII7mhdI_3YiDBJtnuTOD3-Qe1FMdazhwsT4ESXua2GuEg.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fvirtuallygreen.com%2f
https://www.casseroleclub.com/
https://www.facebook.com/CasseroleClub
http://sfbay.cropmobster.com/how-it-works/
http://www.shareable.net/blog/the-cooking-eating-and-business-of-shared-food
http://www.shareable.net/blog/the-cooking-eating-and-business-of-shared-food
http://www.shareable.net/blog/open-sauce-source-for-the-food-revolution
http://www.shareable.net/blog/open-sauce-source-for-the-food-revolution
http://foodcowboy.com/

education as opposed to addressing lack of access tgumdjty food sources’ (Rose, 2018ee also
Crotty and Germov, 2004), education was nonetheless a central theme emeoginghis
conversation. The challenge for the residents was how to find ways to reach pabpiate to their
everyday movements, for instance, in lifts, gyms or doctors surgeriglstiddive strand of the
discussion compared with the other groups related to multiculturalisl food cultures, for instance
focussing on the nutritional value and cultural norms associated with diffesiing eractices
(cowslinsects)Food choicesvere seeras being bond up not onlywith class, but also witbultural

and social identiies, as well as being affected by material conditions. The Academic conversagion w
more critical of the assumptions underpignthe framing of the researclorfinstance, in relation to
guestions of access to technology, the role of qualitative and quaatititia and the dangers of a
‘paternalistic’ attitude to educational mantras as a fix for food atystéddiuch of the discussion
echoed the preceding dission in this interim report, in terms of the need to locate food awysteri
within broader sociastructural transformations and global and cultural dynamics. Excessive
expectations of technological developments to ‘fix’ complex urbaessaere to be awted; whilst a
general orientation to redeploying existing technology and applyingtdhigew problems was a
common theme. The Food Poverty group was interested in questions of improviggatitg of
emergency food assistantlerough connecting growing projects with social need, for instance,
through allotmentfood bank partnerships. The Resident, Academic and Food Poverty conversations
were widely embracing of the potential for digital technologies but did tietvbehey would provide
‘magic’ solutions. The important of locality and human interaction was a strong theme, given the
relationship between food, culture and social relationships.

Box 3: |deas generated in the conver sations

Idea A|T|IR| P
Data generated could be displayed, such as the levels that
on the nutrientsand could beisedon websits and as a public
interface to connect with schooBBigital screen on BF showing
key information and sayingthat is available ithe shop
An allotment network, using digital technolptp donate food | x | x X
into a food bak network distributing left over produce; a
digitally enabled produce exchange
Using existing software, such as Tinder or Grindr to conneg x | x
those in need with those who have fpoetieploying
commercial systems,g. technological systems used in
supermarkets to manage customer relations
Developing BF as an education platform, communications, | x | x | X | X
recipe cards, advocacy, influence, reach, mapping future
scenarios, visualisatigine. what happens when you eat a
carrot) gaming, virtual networks, Viral Vinny, youtube, onling
cooking classes, augmented storytellimgtechnology, vertical
farming ‘Sim City’, 3 dimensional BFdigital roadshow,
filming the journey of a single molecul&ming growing,
sharing on Feebook/social media, blogging.
Cooperative bulk buying grougs acomplementary / different X
model for 78 steps.
Investigatealternativefood digribution andsale approaches, | x
for instancecompany shops, community shops, club cards

x
x

Predictive analytics: mappingthand, need and supply X
Community kitchens X
Community food cultures, sharing stories, mapping local X X

spaces, deploying social megdsharing food cultureacross
different ethnic groups.

Signposting and information exchangeoader selposting X
networks, youtube channels, what's cooking Salford; digital
exercises, pictures of people in the community.

Pop up markets, temporary farmers markets. X
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A wide variety of different digital technologies were discussed in thapg including the
internet, big data, commercial logistics systems, social metbaTubétwitter, open data and
particularly mobile technologies. Notwithstanding difficulties andfedénces in immediately
grasping the meanings implied in ‘digital transformations’, the convensaproduced a range of
options that participants felt were important and worthwhile. Thesswsmmarised in Box 8verall,
the options focussed on two segte themes: digital transmission and digital transformation.

Digital transmissiona set of ideas was articulated across all the groups about how to capture
and transmit the learning from the Biospheric Foundation. The possibildy asdigitally-enabled
learning platform that could act to distil the lessons from the BiospRetindation for a broader
audience. In this, whilst not addressing the root causes of hunger, theganseali with the
recommendations dfFeeding Brtain’ to ‘function as aentreof knowledge and excellence by
implementing best practice food models and trainiegll food entrepreneurs’ (APIHHK, 2014:46).

Ideas included having a 3D interactive virtual model of the Biospheric Foomdaaving online
learning tools, tellig stories (such as the journey of a molecule etc), collating recipes. Ttere wa
considerable enthusiasm for this broad theme across the groups.

Digital transformationa second set of ideas seeks to build capaeyypndhe Biospheric
Foundation. The question relates to how community members may want to dfasviospiration of
the Biospheric Foundation in their neighbourhood to create networks, resoungess for the
community to take their own ideas forward. Resits articulated thdesire to understand how
cooperative bulk buying networks was articulated. Some key issues to dxgleraclude the
geographical scale (Broughton/Salford etc) and ownership, responsibilitysestaion and
commitment. In these @tiances, technology is a potential enabler, but not sole replacement for,
community interactions (see for instance the Real Junk Food initiative
http://www.therealjunkfoodproject.co.gk/

4. Next Steps

On the 18 and 28 March 6 community researchers will gather for a community research jam to co
design a Digital Action Plan based on the conversations to date. Theysailss and decide

desirable and feasible actions, identify the SWOT of different ideas, meetonith experts to help
understand practical issues in implementation, identify steps to helpedbigiital Action Plan into
progress. In the meantime, academic and policy outputs will be finalised.
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