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Definitions 

Concept Definition Source 
Agent of change Someone who acts and brings about change, whose achievement can 

be evaluated in terms of his or her own values and goals. 
 
Sen 1999 
 

Agency The ability to act. Boonstra 2016 
Agroecology Agriculture based on land productivity through biodiversity 

conservation. 
 

Civil society Social relations that become contractual, e.g. NGOs and other 
voluntary organisations. 

Harris 2001 

Community People held together by common traditions, norms and rules and ties of 
affection and solidarity.  

Harris 2001 

Countermovement Counter to the mainstream. See social movement.  
Food Vegetables, fruits, whole grains, and fish and meat. Pollan 2008 
Food justice The assignment of rights of communities everywhere to produce, 

process, distribute, access and eat good food. Or, the equitable 
distribution of power and resources to meet communities needs, 
security and dignity.  

STWR 2015 

Industrial 
agriculture 

Externalisation, standardisation and distantiationn of food, focussed on 
labour productivity and capital accumulation.  

Boonstra and 
Joosse 2013; van 
der Ploeg 2010 

Institutionalisation Formalising norms and values in society.  
Landscape trend The surroundings of a particular societal system under study, where 

one sees slow macro trends with and developments with a high 
autonomous character. 

Avelino 2011 

Dominant regime Dominant set of:  
• Structures (institutional/physical setting) 
• Culture (prevailing perspective) 
• Practices (rules, routines and habits)  

Loorbach and 
Rotmans 2010 

Networks Any collection of actors (N≥2) that pursue repeated, enduring 
exchange relations with one another and, at the same time, lack a 
legitimate organizational authority to arbitrate and resolve disputes that 
may arise during the exchange. 

Podolny and 
Page 1998 

Niche Resource innovations that can transform how higher constellations 
(norm and rules) behave. 

Avelino 2011 

Niche-regime An ‘empowered niche-network’ as it clusters resources for social 
experimentation and creates the micro-macro link.  

Avelino 2009 

Peasant Producers that have lower levels of total production (for the farm as a 
whole) than entrepreneurial and capitalist farms but higher land 
productivity. 

Van der Ploeg 
2014 

Power The ability to influence conduct and context; the ability to get others to 
do something they might not otherwise have done.  

Boonstra 2016; 
Giddens 1984 

Radical Non-conformist rule sets that can break away from or contest the 
system.  

Avelino and 
Rotmans 2011 

Regime Dominant societal structures, culture and practices, creating stability in 
social systems and defence of the status quo.  

Avelino 2011 

Resilience The capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganize and yet 
persist in a similar state. 

Gunderson et al. 
2006 

Social movement  Collective challenges by people with common purposes and solidarity 
in sustained interaction with elites, opponents and authorities. 

Tarrow 1994 

Social-ecological 
transformation 

A fundamental alteration of the nature of a system once the current 
ecological, social or economic conditions become untenable or are 
undesirable.  

Walker et al. 
2004 

Shadow network A group of people that operate outside of formal regulation and create 
local knowledge platforms. 

Olsson et al. 
2006 

Social enterprise Measures performance on the positive impact the business makes on 
society, not just profit. 

 

Structure A persistent pattern of relations. Kahler 2015 
Transformation Creating an essentially new system, with different components, 

relationships, interactions, and feedbacks. 
Gunderson et al. 
2006 

Transformability The capacity to change between regimes. Boonstra 2016 
Urban agriculture The growing, processing, and distribution of food and other products 

through intensive plant cultivation and animal husbandry in and around 
cities. 

Brown and 
Carter 2003 
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Abstract  
 

Urban civil society and community groups are experimenting with new ways to 

provide food that could reduce global dependence on industrial agriculture and make 

the food system more resilient in a time of change. Changing the way cities provide 

food is conceptualized as a social-ecological transformation because it requires a 

fundamental shift in the way cities connect to close-by and far away ecologies, but 

also a rebalancing of power relations in urban food provision. The literature identifies 

specific individuals or groups, so-called ‘agents of change’, as critical for igniting 

processes of social-ecological transformation but are seen as less important when 

processes and norms and rules formalise.  

 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate whether this assumption on agents of change 

holds in the context of urban food provision. Bristol was selected as a critical incident 

case as it has progressed far in such a transformation and is institutionalising its 

trajectory in urban politics and civil society. Interviews with agents of change were 

gathered to determine who these people are and what they do when on the surface 

‘power’ seems more or less equal. 

 

The results from this study demonstrate that:  

1) Institutionalisation can empower the community and its networks to become agents 

of change. 

2) The ability to transform is not an exclusive property of leaders, but is embodied by 

ordinary people.  

3) There are different types of agents of change that manifest their ability to transform 

resources and relations through networks.  

4) Conflicts between the food movement and authorities are not to put food on the 

agenda, but rather to make sure community-led development is prioritised and 

allocated resources. 
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Given the right resources the food movement can support sustainable resource 

management and spaces for citizen planning and grassroots democracy, which could 

help rebalance power in the food system.  

 

Key	words:	agency,	agents	of	change,	food	movements,	networks,	power,	social-

ecological	transformations.
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Introduction 
 

Most high-income cities are dependent on the industrial food regime despite evidence 

that it is untenable (Steel 2013; Hodbod and Eakin 2015). With rapid urbanisation 

showing no signs of waning, there must be a concerted effort to factor food security 

into urban sustainable development goals, so as to reduce urban dwellers vulnerability 

to food-related illness, food price spikes and climate change that the industrial regime 

exacerbates (Dixon 2007; Clendenning and Dressler 2013; Grain 2011). 

 

Reducing vulnerability requires a transformation of unsustainable structures through 

conscious decision-making (Pelling 2010). Changing the way cities provide food is 

conceptualized in this thesis as a social-ecological transformation because it requires a 

fundamental shift in the way cities connect to close by and far away ecologies (Folke 

et al. 2011), but also a rebalancing of power relations in the urban food chain 

(Holloway et al. 2007). Theories on social-ecological transformations highlight the 

agency of people as instrumental in driving change towards sustainable futures 

(Westley et al. 2013). This assumption seems to hold in the context of urban food 

transformations (Pelling and Manuel-Navarrete 2011).  

 

What is less clear from the theory is how important agents and social movements are 

when the question ‘how do we feed ourselves’ is put on the agenda of civil society and 

formalised politically. Do	the	agents	of	change	still	have	a	role	to	play?	If	so,	what	

role?	Does	their	agency	change	and	if	so	in	what	ways?	These	questions	are	

relevant	for	sustainable	development	as	without	them	there	is	a	risk	that	the	

voices	of	the	people	likely	to	be	most	impacted	by	these	changes	–	poor	and	

marginalized	groups	–	are	excluded	from	the	decision-making	process	(Leach	et	

al.	2010).		

	

In this thesis, the high-income city of Bristol was selected as a critical incident case 

study as it has progressed far in such a transformation and is institutionalising its 

trajectory in urban politics and civil society. What is revealed here could provide 
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insight for both the theory of transformations and the practice of urban long-term 

decision-making.  

1.1 Aims and research question 
 
The aim of the thesis is to examine the ability of people to influence a city’s efforts to 

make food provision more sustainable. To achieve this the follow question will be 

interrogated: What is the ability of people in the urban food movement to influence 

Bristol’s move towards making food provision more sustainable? 

a. Who are these people? 

b. What do they do? 

c. What networks are they a part of? 

1.3 Objectives 
 
The objectives of this study are threefold: 

1. To highlight the power in transformative change. 

2. To qualify the role of agency and networks in sustainable development 

trajectories as they institutionalise and formalise politically. 

3. To provide a new perspective to the on-going efforts of food system 

transformation in the city of Bristol, looking at the dynamics unfolding 

between radical and moderate actors as they interact across-scale. 
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2. Theory 
 

Assumptions 

 

Social and ecological systems are interdependent as humans depend on ecosystem 

services for their survival and the decisions made by humans shape the health of 

ecosystems (Folke et al. 2005). Social-ecological systems (SES) are complex adaptive 

systems, with inherent uncertainty and nonlinear behaviour (Folke 2006). As such 

redundancy and diversity are required in SES to reduce vulnerability in a time of 

change (ibid).  

 

Local SES, such as cities, are connected across scale through trade, 

telecommunications and systems of governance and thus the collective actions of one 

local SES can influence the actions of others (Seto 2012). Cities are conceptualised as 

SES as they are dependent on the provision of ecosystem services such as food for 

their survival, and how cities provide services like food shapes how they develop 

(Pelling and Manuel-Navarrete 2011).  

 

SES can be sources of change and novelty, which helps them to remain adaptive and 

flexible following disturbance (Folke et al. 2005). There will be periods of stability 

and instability but if these periods suppress or reinforce certain behaviours then they 

could force a regime shift (Janssen and Scheffer 2004). History has shown how 

dictatorships and resource exploitation have contributed to war, famine and even the 

loss of whole civilisations because of humans command and control of both 

environment and society (Diamond 1999; Janssen and Scheffer 2004).  

 

Today’s complex global environmental changes highlight the need to plan long-term 

about the future so as to improve the resilience of SES and avoid planetary regime 

shifts (Steffen et al. 2015). This will require transforming the feedbacks currently 

exacerbating global environmental change and tightening feedbacks in SES with a 

limited capacity to generate essential services, such as biodiversity and social 

inclusion (Berkes and Folke 1998; Leach et al. 2010).  
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Planned social-ecological transformations purposefully induce regime shifts at 

smaller scales so as to reconnect people to the biosphere and improve planetary 

resilience when systems are no longer tenable (Folke et al. 2011). They are steered 

through conscious decision-making from the bottom by entrepreneurs, grassroots and 

civil society mobilisations so as not to undermine the essential function of the SES 

they live in and from policy makers and businesses from the top so as to prioritise 

sustainable alternatives and release the resources required for environmental health, 

inclusion and wellbeing (Pelling 2010; Scoones et al. 2015). For transformations to be 

sustainable the feedbacks that created these social-ecological problems in the first 

place must be broken (Olsson et al. 2014; Moore et al. 2015).  

2.1 The state-of-the-art on transformative change 

 

 
 

Transformative change has been theorised in organisational innovation studies, which 

focus on the power of actors and networks (Antadze and Westley 2012; Westley et al. 

2013); Transition Management, which looks at the potential of niche innovations to 

influence the dominant regime (Loorbach and Rotmans 2010); and social movement 

theory, which studies the contested nature of sustainable development (Scoones et al. 

2015). Resilience scholars draw upon insights from these theories to look at the 

social-ecological dynamics and interactions required for planned transformations so 

that SES can better deal with change and steward the environment (Olsson et al. 2006; 

Moore et al. 2014). To qualify as a transformation they must have multilevel, 

multiphase and cross-scale processes (Moore et al. 2014).  

 

Figure 1: A planned social-ecological transformation. Agents move the system (ball) from one regime (cup) and into another. Adopted from Olsson 
et al. 2006.

0. Pretransformation   1. Preparing for change  2. Navigating the transformation  3.Institutionalising the trajectory



	 15	

Four phases have been documented in planned social-ecological transformations and 

are presented in the figure 1, which shows how agents steer SES from one regime to 

the next. Agents responsible for steering the first three phases are defined in the 

literature as ‘institutional entrepreneurs’ because they “are highly sensitive to the 

context in which they work, and seek to guide, rather than commandeer, 

transformation using skills and strategies appropriate to [disaggregated and diffuse] 

agency” (Westley et al. 2013:10). First, they introduce (e.g. report) or are influenced 

by a perceived disturbance in the ‘pretransformation’. Second, they prepare the 

system for change by making sense of these problems, envisioning a different future 

and gathering momentum in ‘shadow networks’ (Olsson et al. 2006, description in 

section 2.2).  

 

Following a window of opportunity institutional entrepreneurs navigate the third step 

of the transformation by selecting innovations suitable for sustainable futures and 

institutionalise the norms and rules of shadow networks in higher-level institutions 

(Moore et al. 2014). This is to allow new practices to become routine in their system 

(e.g. with dedicated funding, personnel, organisational structures and laws), to 

strengthen them across-scale and to formalise practice in policy so as to outlive their 

generation (ibid). It is thought that different kinds of leadership will be required at this 

stage (Westley et al. 2013). When processes start to institutionalise in mainstream 

political structures during the fourth step agency and collective action is seen as less 

important (Moore et al. 2014), although agents will still exist to “create disturbances 

that free up resources and break down established institutions” (Westley et al. 

2013:10). Rather than being viewed as an end point, planned transformations should 

be seen as an ongoing relationship between change and stability (Moore et al. 2014). 

 

Planned transformation processes are nonlinear leading to the assumptions that they 

tend to be resisted by ‘powerful’ actors (Staggenborg 2011) but they are not entirely 

random (Westley et al. 2013). This is because change processes have path 

dependency and people with agency (ibid). 

2.2 Gaps in the theory 
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Urban food provision is a growing area of interest among resilience scholars, 

especially in terms of resource flows (Deutsch 2004), but far fewer scholars have 

looked at the feedbacks holding the unsustainable industrial food regime together or 

what it takes for these feedbacks to be broken (Smith 2005a; Hodbod and Eakin 

2015). Applying a transformation lens to the industrial food system is therefore 

required to map out the processes required to steer away from the industrial regime 

and towards a sustainable alternative. As powerful actors will likely resist regime 

change (Staggenborg 2011) there is also a need to explicitly focus on who has the 

power and thus the responsibility to influence change towards sustainable futures 

(Scoones et al. 2015; Boonstra 2016). Institutional entrepreneurs are seen as having 

an inherent capacity or ‘power to’ act (see appendix 1) within SES so it is important 

to understand whether this power can/should be sustained or whether their roles 

change given the new social-ecological conditions. 

 

Based on these observed gaps, this thesis applies a transformation lens to the study of 

an urban food system transformation and combines insight from research on power to 

see whether agents of change are able to adapt and evolve through the process and 

influence others to keep the transformation moving forward.  

 

2.2 Multi-level Power-in-Transitions framework 

 

Transitions scholar Flor Avelino (2011) has developed a power-in-transition 

framework – figure 2 – that looks at the ‘macro’ landscape, ‘meso’ niche-regime and 

‘micro’ niche scale social structures and trends that can influence and be influenced 

by agents over time to rebalance power and in aggregate transform the regime. Macro 

trends such as climate change and austerity and counter-movements such as anti-

globalisation can influence how these structures and agents interact over time. 

Avelino (2011) argues that rather than selecting case studies from a functional sector 

or region (e.g. agriculture, Bristol) dominant trends and counter-movements should be 

the background analysis of research as it allows the researcher to see how initiatives 

exercise power to enable such transitions. Dominant regimes consist of mainstream 

societal structures, culture and practices, creating stability in social systems and 
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defence of the status quo (Avelino 2011). Transformative change can never come 

from moderate niches alone and must therefore include and promote radical 

innovations that can contest entrenched views (Avelino and Rotmans 2011). 	
 

Sustainability transitions look at the transformative potential of radical niche 

innovations green energy cooperatives and the sharing economy, which emerge in 

response to state and market failures (Avelino and Rotmans 2011). As they exist 

within the context of the dominant oil-based energy regime and free market economy 

the process of ‘scaling out’ for widespread adoption and ‘scaling up’ for institutional 

support (Moore et al. 2015) will involve conflict and resistance along the way, not 

only by regime actors (like outlined in Vanloqueren an Baret 2009) but also by the 

innovators or environmental movements that may want to avoid co-option (Smith 

2005a; Smith 2005b).  

 

Radical niche-regimes, also called ‘empowered niche-networks’, such as citizen 

groups, clusters resources for social experimentation, offer protection to radical 

niches and have transformative potential as they can collectively lobby for change 

(Avelino 2009; Enqvist et al. 2014). However they too have opposition from more 

moderate niche-regimes such as authorities that can support moderate niches, resist 

change to the status quo and be influenced by lobbying from the regime (Goodman et 

al. 2012).  

 

In sum, niches create new resources, niche-regimes transform the distribution of 

resources within the system and the regime reinforces the niches that are favourable to 

its persistence (Avelino and Rotmans 2011).  
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Figure 2: The multi-level Power-in-Transitions (Multi-PIT) framework by Avelino 

2011. 

 

Unlike transitions, SES are bounded by resource and environmental management and 

governance systems in a given context so as to understand how resource use and 

nature effects human wellbeing and ecosystem services across scale. Some resilience 

scholars explore place-based niches, such as biosphere reserves and small-scale 

fisheries, and how they, in aggregate, can reduce dependency on unsustainable 

feedbacks currently eroding the resource base and human wellbeing (Gelcich et al. 

2010; Ostrom 2015).  

 

Social-ecological transformation scholars refer to radical niche-regimes as shadow 

networks as they work outside of formal regulation to shift perceptions and awareness 

(Olsson et al. 2006:12). In both the Everglades National Park and Swedish river 

catchment Kristinstad Vattenriken a shadow network emerged to connect stewards 

with mainstream governance. Shortly after these SES successfully transformed 

towards integrated resource management (Olsson et al. 2006). If shadow networks are 

in place then communities are better able to recover following disturbance, as a 

variety of different actors with diverse skillsets and resources can cluster to 

collectively solve problems (ibid). The collective actions of urban food movements 

are indicative of shadow networks as they emerge to challenge the industrial regime 
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and support locally grounded alternatives based on visions for a more just society 

(Wekerle 2004). 

 

Multi-PIT in the context of the food system 

 

There are two regimes within the global food system (see table 1): the dominant 

industrial and the niche agroecological. Agroecology is according to the UN the only 

way to feed the world sustainably and on much less land than currently used, based on 

the observation that land productivity can be achieved through biodiversity 

conservation (Altieri 2009; UNCTAD 2013; Fitzpatrick 2015). It differs to organic 

farming that has been largely co-opted by corporations (Goodman et al. 2012) and are 

often dependent on farmland expansion to compete with non-organic, as well as 

expensive certification schemes and “external inputs and foreign and volatile 

markets” (Altieri 2009:111).  

 

Agroecology is currently overshadowed by dominant trends on economies of scale, 

market liberalisation and scientific reductionism that favour the industrial regime and 

in so doing undermine the rights of small-scale farmers and biodiversity (Altieri 1998; 

Grain 2011). The industrial regime dominates because decisions were taken by state 

and market actors to sign international trade deals and establish subsidy schemes (e.g. 

EU Common Agricultural Policy) after WWII that favoured consolidation, 

industrialisation and the commoditisation of food (van der Ploeg 2010).  

 

Vanloqueren and Baret (2009) find that today the socio-technical slant of research and 

development is reinforcing innovation from within the industrial corporate agriculture 

regime rather than from agroecology. The mechanisms are research focused on 

growth, competitiveness and biotechnology implemented by private actors and public 

bodies (e.g. universities) with values, assumptions and worldviews geared toward 

modifying the current regime rather than transforming it; the “influence	of	industry	
through	public–private	partnerships,	and	the	division	of	the	innovative	labour	
between	public	and	private	entities”	(p977);	power	imbalances	between	
industrial	and	agroecological	lobbies;	and	media	bias	towards	technological	
solutions	over	agroecology	as	an	alternative	paradigm. 
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However recent developments have begun to tip this balance so that agroecology is 

now starting to compete for resources against the industrial regime in Europe. 

Increased awareness, through the Internet and media, of the vulnerability of small-

scale farmers to state or corporate driven land grabs has increased the number of 

activists campaigning for the assertion of human rights and alternatives to the status 

quo through occupations, ‘blockades, hunger strikes, demonstrations and marches’ 

(Safransky and Wolford 2011:9). Episodic food scares, such as the horsemeat scandal, 

are creating consumer demand for quality and greater support for agroecology 

(DuPuis and Goodman 2005; van der Ploeg 2010). While the number of highly 

indebted industrial farms and the low price levels paid by food empires is forcing 

farmers to deactivate (van der Ploeg 2010). Like van der Ploeg predicted in 2010, 

more peasant-like forms of farming are reactivating.  

 

In England and Wales there are a growing number of grassroots, community-based 

practices and re-peasanting networks such as the Landworkers Alliance, the regional 

contribution to La Via Campesina (LVC), the world’s largest social movement. 

Representing over 200 million peasant farmers, LVC fight for food sovereignty, 

defined as “the right of peoples, communities, and countries to define their own 

agricultural, labour, fishing, food and land policies which are ecologically, socially, 

economically and culturally appropriate to their unique circumstances” 

(www.viacampesina.org).	
	
Meanwhile online retailers and vegetable box schemes are emerging to challenge the 

market power of supermarket (Goodman et al. 2012). The feedbacks reinforcing the 

industrial regime in the UK, that include supermarkets, the EU’s focus on farm 

enlargement through the Common Agricultural Policy and the UK governments 

competitive, consumer-focused plan for farming, are starting to be scrutinised as they 

are seen as reductionist and unrepresentative (Kirwan and Maye 2013).	
 

Cities are one scale of the global food system thus the decisions its inhabitants make 

will influence which food regime dominates. Cuba, Toronto, Bristol and many other 

cities foster agroecological innovations such as community-supported agriculture 
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through place-based urban agriculture niches (Alteri et al. 2009; Wekerle 2004; Carey 

2009). Urban agriculture is defined as the growing, processing, and distribution of 

food and other products through intensive plant cultivation and animal husbandry in 

and around cities (Brown and Carter 2003). In addition to support garnered from civil 

society-led Food Policy Councils, agroecological food movements are emerging from 

the shadows to champion urban agriculture in political arenas and at times challenge 

corporate and state-led innovations and networks that are reinforcing the industrial 

regime (Goodman et al. 2012).  

 

This study on the resources and relations required for agents in the urban 

agroecological food movements to influence others and thus increase their resources 

could be of use to activists, civil society, policy makers and transformation scholars 

seeking sustainable development that is inclusive and just across scale so that when 

the agroecological regime becomes mainstream it does not lead to the same 

concentration of power experienced in the present. 

 

Table	1:	The	two	regimes	of	the	global	food	system	and	their	feedbacks.	
	 Dominant	industrial	 Alternative	agroecological	
Ownership	 Corporate	 Community	
Farm	size		 Large	 Small	
Approach	 Reductionism	 Holism	
Mechanisms		 • Externalisation	

• Standardisation	
• Distantation	

• Internalisation	
• Diversification	
• Localisation	

Dependency	 Private	profit,	supermarket	
contracts,	consumers,	labour	
productivity	(automation)	and	
centralised	distribution	
channels.	

Community-supported	
agriculture,	cooperatives,	active	
citizens,	land	productivity,	
resource	sharing	and	local	
distribution	channels.	

Most	
prevalent	
resources			

Money,	infrastructure,	land.	 Membership,	biodiversity.	

Approach	 Reductionism	 Holism	
Skills	 Expert	knowledge	in	precision	

techniques	and	technology.	
Local	knowledge	of	soil,	climatic	
conditions	and	companion	
planting.	

Food	 Standards,	quantity,	
durability.	

Diversity,	quality,	adaptability.	
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2.3 Concept selection 

 

People and groups that want to purposefully transform unsustainable feedbacks to 

redistribute power are conceptualised as ‘agents of change’. Agency, the ability to act, 

depends on dispositional and relational power through space and time (Boonstra 

2016). Due to this interdependency, agency is inseparable from power and needs to be 

studied together (Smith and Stirling 2010).  

2.3.1 Social power 

 

The ability to influence conduct (individual and that of others) and context is what 

defines an agent’s social power (Boonstra 2016), so-called as it is a relational concept. 

Context is hard to measure but can be used to understand how people structure their 

possibilities and abilities of others (Hay 2002). Conduct, the ability to get others to do 

something they might not otherwise have done (Giddens 1984), can be measured 

through understanding the resources people possess and how this is disposed of to 

influence others. Social power is indicated by the mobilisation of human, mental, 

monetary, artefactual or natural resources that people employ to influence people and 

achieve their individual or collective goals (Avelino and Rotmans 2011; see table 2). 

If these resources are lost over time, i.e. through co-option/exploitation, or 

unavailable, i.e. locked-up in structures, then agents may feel ‘powerless’ and start to 

disengage (Avelino 2011; Scoones et al. 2015). Elder-Vass (2010) views the process 

of institutionalisation as one way to lose agency as decisions start to become semi-

autonomous from human action.  

 

Table	2:	Sources	of	power.	Adopted	from	Avelino	and	Rotmans	2011.	
Power	
type	

Source	of	
power	

Examples	

Social	 Human	 Human	leverage,	personnel,	members	
Mental	 Information,	concepts,	ideas,	beliefs	

Physical	 Monetary	 Funds,	cash,	financial	stock	
Artefactual	 Apparatuses,	products,	construction,	infrastructure,	art	

Natural	 Natural	 Raw	materials,	physical	space,	time,	organic	life	
 

Influencing others is possible because social conditions have allowed it (Pansardi 

2012). Thus whether or not an agent exercises power to influence the change process 
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will depend on them having four conditions: access to resources, strategies to 

mobilise them, skills to apply them and willingness to do so, as well as an opportunity 

for them to exert this power (Avelino 2011; Boonstra 2016). As shown in figure 2, if 

agents have these conditions, they can exercise innovative power, and create or 

discover new resources or transformative power, where actors change the way in 

which resources are distributed such as through cooperatives or shared ownership 

models (Avelino and Rotmans 2011). If supported by moderate actors (be that the 

public or state) they can start to reinforce the alternative through formal structures and 

institutions (e.g. organizational and physical infrastructure) to redistribute resources 

and make them more accessible. 

 

Transformative power (i.e. networks and the people within or connected to them) is 

the focus of this study. It, as with all power exercises, can work in synergy with or in 

antagonism to others (Avelino and Rotmans 2011). Synergy can manifest into ‘mutual 

dependence’ or ‘cooperation’ with another person/group while antagonism can 

manifest into ‘one-sided dependence’ or ‘competition’ over time (see table 3).  

 
Table 3: Power relations and their manifestations. Adopted from Avelino 2011. 
Power 
relations 

Manifestations of power 

Power over A exercises more 
power than B, but A 
and B have similar, 
collective goals => 
 
Cooperation 

A exercises more 
power than B, while A 
and B have mutually 
exclusive goals =>  
 
Competition 

A exercises more 
power than B, A and 
B have independent 
co-existent goals =>  
 
Co-existence 

More/less 
power to 

A depends on B but B 
also depends on A 
 => A and B have 
power over each other 
 
 
Mutual dependence 

A depends on B but B 
does not depend on A  
=> B has power over A  
 
 
One-sided 
dependence 

A and B do not 
depend on each other  
=>A and B have no 
power over each other  
 
 
Independence 

Different 
power to 

A’s and B’s different 
power exercises  
enable and support one 
another =>  
 
Synergy 

A’s and B’s different 
power exercises 
restrict, resist or disrupt 
one another => 

Antagonism 

A’s and B’s different 
power exercises do 
not (significantly) 
affect one another =>  
 
Neutrality 

 

Antagonism – or conflict, including debates, resistance, disobedience and competition 

– is a basic mechanism of social change (Elias 2012 [1970]) and necessary to ensure 
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long-term synergies such as ‘win-win’ situations or public-private cooperation 

initiated by moderate actors are avoided. This is because synergies “favour existing 

regimes that ‘absorb’ the innovative and transformative potential of emerging 

initiatives” (Avelino and Rotman 2011:781). To be sustainable over time, power 

relations among actors require independence, cooperation and at times antagonism to 

challenge ideas and practices (ibid). 

2.3.1 Agency: influencing friends through the means you know how 

 

It is important to understand the means through which agents of change contest and 

reinforce regimes to understand whether they have the resources and relations they 

need to be able to adapt and evolve during the ongoing transformation process 

(Avelino 2011; Boonstra 2016). Table 4 shows the type of agency currently 

documented in the literature however none of these studies have explicitly studied the 

resources and relations agents have at their disposal over time and thus whether these 

resources and relations change their type of agency. For instance biosphere 

stewardship implies protectors of ecosystem services in SES but not generators of 

economic resources (Chapin et al. 2011). Thus I have complemented the literature 

with a study by Payne (2012) that looks at how environmental history (i.e. context) 

shapes how agents evolve and adapt. 
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Payne	(2012)’s	study	of	the	role	of	fishermen	in	resource	conservation	shows	
that	if	given	the	opportunity	small-scale	fishermen	can	take	advantage	of	
competition	among	canneries	and	the	auction	system	to	drive	up	prices	and	
encourage	other	stewards	to	follow.	This	competitive	advantage	allows	them	to	
set	limits	to	production	and	sustainably	supply	(fish)	resources	while,	at	the	
same	time,	make	money.	Because	these	economic	agents	are	grounded	in	
traditions	and	customs	appropriate	to	their	community,	which	the	community	
themselves	reinforce,	they	did	not	overexploit	the	environment.	Payne	(2012)	
refers	to	this	phenomenon	as	the	‘moral	economy’	–	the	proper	economic	

Table 4: Types of agency and their skills and strategies.  
Agency Skills and strategies Source 
Biosphere 
stewards 

• Experiment with adaptive forms of 
management and governance at smaller scales. 

• Monitor and report feedbacks. 

Chapin et al. 2011 

Economic 
stewards 

• Control the proper transfer of commodities 
from that environment to the commercial 
market. 

• Oppose industrial capitalism.  

Payne 2012 

Pioneers • Seek out gaps in the social-ecological 
landscape (e.g. knowledge and markets). 

• Work inside and outside of incumbent power 
structures. 

Loorbach and 
Rotmans 2010 

Institutional 
entrepreneurs 

• Champion environmental stewards 
• Nurture innovative niches through sense 

making, building and brokering relationships. 
• Destabilise the dominant landscape, modifying 

power structures and reduce the resilience of 
regime institutions. 

Loorbach and 
Rotmans 2010 

Policy 
entrepreneur 

• Build coalitions. 
• Manipulate decision-making forums. 
• Frame issues and windows of opportunity. 

Berkes and Folke 
2002 

Shadow 
networks 

• Build momentum in the shadows of 
mainstream institutions (i.e. political 
independence). 

• Experiment and institutionalize new 
governance approaches during windows of 
opportunity.  

• Facilitate information flows between people, 
identify knowledge gaps, and create nodes of 
expertise of significance.  

Olsson et al. 2006 
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function	of	that	community	–	first	introduced	by	Thompson	(1991).	This	echoes	

the	assertion	that	change	and	novelty	should	be	relocated	to	local	SES	rather	

than,	in	this	case,	industrial	scale	fishing	fleets	that	overexploit	the	environment	

(Gunderson	et	al.	2006),	and	builds	on	work	by	Ostrom	(2015)	on	‘governing	the	

commons’	by	showing	that	with	the	right	economic	means,	stewards	can	

compete	within	a	capitalist	system	(Boonstra	and	Joose	2013).	

2.3.3 Social networks: influencing others when opportunities allow it 

 

Rather than heads of state, celebrities or leaders being the main influencers of others, 

it is more often than not ordinary people and the collective actions from their 

networks that influence more people (Watts 2011; Wekerle 2004). Research from 

social science shows that groups of people with emergent causal powers, rather than 

individuals, socially construct systems (Elder-Vass 2010; Kahler 2015). Network 

interactions take place informally between agents, known as nodes, rather than 

formally between organisations (Kahler 2015). They are “any collection of [agents] 

(N>2) that pursue repeated, enduring exchange relations with one another and, at the 

same time, lack a legitimate organizational authority to arbitrate and resolve disputes 

that may arise during the exchange” (Podolny and Page 1998:59). They are different 

from a pure market, which has episodic relations though the transfer of resources, and 

different from hierarchies, which have recognised authority disputes that arise among 

actors (ibid).   

 

As radical networks exist alongside countervailing latent structures challenging such 

structures requires unanticipated social interactions among agents and moderate actors 

to shape the future decisions of others (Elias 2012 [1970]). The civil disobedience of 

the Suffragette Movement and winning the right to vote is just one example. After 

several failed attempts to influence policy as ‘the cause’, they rallied around a 

common vision for the right to vote, forming the largely middle class peaceful 

‘suffragist’ societies and lower class law-breaking ‘suffragetes’. Acting within and 

outside of moderate institutions allowed them to increase support and sympathy at 

different levels and scales. 
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In a recent example from the resilience literature, Enqvist et al. (2014) found that 

citizen groups (shadow networks) not leaders used their knowledge of their context to 

transmit information and facilitate deliberations among its members in Bangalore. 

When a Metro development threatened the natural resource base the group could 

collectively protest to prevent the loss of trees and in doing so increase email 

membership and internal legitimacy. Once shadow networks have carried out their 

action to bridge micro and macro structures and redistributing resources they may lie 

dormant till next required (Larana et al. 1994).  

 

To conclude this section, social movements are an important part of social-ecological 

transformations as they contain latent social-ecological norms and values and the 

power relations needed to increase participation, legitimacy and influence when 

opportunities arise (Enqvist et al. 2014).  
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3. Case study description 

 
Figure 4: Bristol and its three neighbouring authorities. Located in the Southwest of England. 

 

The city of Bristol, located in the West of England (see figure 4), is surrounded by 

greenbelt land and incubates a number of agroecological innovations amongst its 

green and unused space. These innovations include well-established city farms, 

smallholdings, community allotments, a community farm and market garden and the 

emergence of new social enterprises (e.g. aquaponics, urban goat farming, 

commercial salad grower). In addition to providing food, these projects all have social 

outcomes relating to inclusion and democracy. 

 
Since 2009 citizens have been finding ways to make food provision more sustainable 

(see table 5). In 2016 the civil-society led Food Policy Council (FPC) introduced an 

ambitious Good Food Plan. The Plan acts as monitoring and planning tool for the city 

and includes all the food-related projects that could make a positive change in the city 

(including those innovations mentioned above). It is yet to be scaled up and 

formalised as official policy. 
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Table 5: Bristol’s transformation so far, based on the framework and sub-processes outlined in Moore et al. 2014. 
 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!……….. 
Pre-transformation Preparing for change Opportunity Navigating 

Disturbance: 
• Green Capital Partnership’s 

Peak Oil report released 
• Report commissioned by 

Bristol Council on 
dominance of the 
supermarkets Who Feeds 
Bristol? (Carey 2009) 

• Transition Towns movement 
emerges in Bristol 

 
Common idea among all = a low 
carbon future 

Networks form: 
1) Bristol Food Network emerge from the ‘Bristol Food 
Links’ project in 2009 as a network of food activists. It acts 
as a communication mechanism for different food networks 
(e.g. newsletter). 
2) The Food Policy Council makes strategic connections 
with the city, leveraged with the Health and Wellbeing and 
Sustainability department, to offering policy advice on food 
and embed their advice in mainstream structures  
3) Green Capital Partnership forms in 2011. It is a leadership 
organisation that hosts events to connect with sustainability 
initiatives including those on food and discuss how to make 
Bristol ‘a low carbon city with a high quality of life for all’. 
Today it has c. 850 members. 

1) An alternative currency, 
Bristol £, is launched 
September 2012. 
2) Bristol becomes 
European Green Capital 
(EGC) in 2015. Influenced 
by the work of the food 
movement, food is on the 
agenda for the first time 
since the award began, 
releasing £ 0.5 million in 
funds for food-related 
projects. 

Adaptive management network: with money from 
European Green Capital, Bristol Food Producers 
emerges to provide a platform and protective space to 
share radical skills and strategies, thus allowing more 
agents of change to emerge. 
 
Adaptive governance tool: During EGC, a workshop 
is held in early 2015 on food, bringing together 
growers, researchers, council members, community 
groups and different sectors across the city. 
Following this, a Good Food Plan, detailing all of the 
successful food-based innovations that have the 
potential to transform how Bristol procures food in 
the next few years is released in 2016. 

B£ 

Pretransformation|						Preparing	for	change|						Navigating	the	transformation|						Institutionalising	the	trajectory 

FPC	
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4. Methodology 
	

Epistemology 

 

The epistemology of this thesis is premised on the view that humans live in a multi-

scale complex adaptive planetary system where agency and context is important 

(Armitage et al. 2008). The ‘cog-in-a-wheel’ mechanistic view of the world (Hobbes 

1969), which treats resources as discrete entities, has come to dominate Western 

scientific, political and economic discourses but is incapable of dealing with the 

complex problems and uncertainty faced by sustainable development challenges 

(Folke et al. 2011). 

 

As mentioned, agents are shaped by resources and relations and thus co-construct the 

world around them. In other words, people that want to change the world – agents of 

change – do so through the means they have at their disposal at a given point in time. 

Thus to understand what this looks like during institutionalisation, data collection 

largely consisted of semi-structured, open-ended questions intended to elicit 

qualitative information about how agents of change respond to change (see appendix 

2 for interview guide). These subjective accounts of resilience are complementary to 

quantitative measures as they reveal cultural, cognitive and personal barriers to 

change (Jones and Tanner 2015). Qualitative research tells in-depth stories, lifting up 

the voices of those that live through and experience times of change (Kvale 1996).  

4.1	Selection	of	methods	

	

Critical incident case study 

	

A critical incident case study – Bristol – was selected to understand the role of agency 

during institutionalisation. A critical incident case study is a case or ‘single 

experiment’ that exemplifies a scientific phenomena or concept (Flyvbyerg 2007). 

Bristol has shown many attributes of a transformation process (see case description) 
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thus if this case holds for agency it could be expected to be valid for all or most urban 

food system transformations during institutionalisation (ibid).  

 

Interviews 

 

In-depth, semi-structured interviews took place from October 2015 to January 2016. 

Seven core questions (see appendix 1) were asked to each interviewee to gather 

narratives of resilience – i.e. how they respond to change – based on those by PhD 

student at the Stockholm Resilience Centre, Jamila Haider (personal communication). 

Where appropriate, interviews were conducted at interviewees place of work. In 

instances where this was in the field, notes were taken directly after interviews and 

follow-up questions asked over email. All other interviews were carried out in various 

coffee shops around Bristol and interviews either hand written or recorded depending 

on the individual’s wishes. 

 

Careful consideration was given to the choice of data collection in order to capture 

perspectives from different stakeholders and understand how they shape and are 

shaped by one another. Resilience narratives from above (e.g. the perspective of the 

researcher or authorities) can desensitise and depoliticise agents of change or overplay 

their importance in the transformation process, yet ‘the above’ can come to bear on 

the lives of communities and individuals (Whitfield 2015). Thus a ‘snowball’ from 

above and below was initiated by asking each person to refer other people they saw as 

influential in transforming food provision in the city – i.e. potential agents of change. 

The two informants that began the snowballs were mentioned during a previous 

interview that was had between the researcher and a political activist during their 

internship at the Schumacher Institute in May 2015.  

 

The snowball sampling approach was chosen so as all actors involved in the 

transformation process regarding food provision could be included (Kvale 1996). 

Snowballs stopped when names and networks were repeated – they reached 

‘saturation’ (Miles and Huberman 1994) – resulting in 23 interviews all together. This 

approach allowed for representation from people in the resource community, activists, 

civil society and cross-scale authorities.  
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Ideal types 

 

Agency	was	operationalized through ideal types. Max Weber introduced the notion of 

‘ideal types’ as a crucial subjective element of the social sciences (Campbell 1981). 

Ideal types stress certain elements common to most cases and create mental images 

that can make sense of social phenomena, which in this case is ‘agents of change’ 

during institutionalisation. In this thesis ideal types were based on what Weber calls 

‘goal-rationality’ (ibid) – in order to answer sub-question a). 

	

The dispositional resources and power relations agents revealed in interviews was 

used to operationalize the social power of ideal types and thus understand who has 

what, with who, and when. When ideal types were combined with social power it was 

possible to answer the research question and sub-questions – see table 6. 

	

Table 6: Operationalising research questions. 
Research 
questions 

Operationalization Why ask these questions? Data source 

1. What is the 
ability of people 
in the food 
movement to 
influence Bristol’s 
transformation 
toward food 
security? 

Ability is 
operationalized through 
agency and social 
power, thus answers to 
the sub-questions will be 
combined to answer this 
question. 

To add case study evidence 
to the institutionalization 
phase of transformative 
change. 

Results from 
sub-questions 
and question 
2. 

a. Who are these 
people? 

Create ideal types of 
each actor to explain 
their agency. 

To understand the role of 
agency during 
‘institutionalization’ 
(Westley et al. 2013) and 
whether they have social 
power (Boonstra 2016).  

Interviews. 

b. What do they 
do? 

Measure dispositional 
and relational power 
sources. 

c. What networks 
are the apart of? 

List people or networks 
agents of change 
mention and how they 
support the goals of 
agents of changes. 

To observe the presence of 
shadow networks (Olsson 
et al. 2006) and whether 
they have means and 
relations to mobilise 
resources to scale-up 
innovations and scale-down 
governance. 

Interviews 
and 
secondary 
data sources 
(websites). 

 

Secondary data sources and historical context 
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Websites affiliated with the people interviewed, plus email correspondence, were 

used to gather additional information (e.g. mission statements) and verify what was 

said in interviews. Together with information revealed during the interviews, 

literature was reviewed to co-construct Bristol’s historical social and ecological 

context. As mentioned, context is important as it structures the range of possibilities 

and abilities of others (Hay 2002). 

4.2 Data analysis 

 

Interviews were first transcribed, printed and analysed for there ‘essential meaning’ 

(Kvale 1996). Interviews were put into groups, according to where the agent fell in 

the Multi-PIT framework (e.g. were they radical or conforming, and were they part of 

a informal food movement or part of a formal network within an authority). They 

were then coded by hand to determine their goal-rationality ideal type. 

 

Interviews were then managed and coded in NVIVO qualitative research software, 

first placing each word file in their corresponding ‘ideal type’ group folder. Indicators 

of power were deductively coded for when resources and power relations were 

mentioned and inductively coded for when reoccurring themes such as barriers were 

mentioned surrounding particular events, relations or resources. To answer sub-

research questions b) & c), the codes from each ideal were condensed to show central 

themes and used to create short summaries for each group (Kvale 1996) – see results. 

4.3 Critical reflections and limitation of data and methods 
 

The researcher spent summer of 2015 scoping out Bristol’s food system, informally 

meeting with members of the alternative food movement and volunteering time on 

food-related projects. Their internship at the Schumacher Institute helped them gain 

access to the movement. These interactions allowed the researcher to gain trust, 

understanding and personal satisfaction from contributing to these activities. 

However, it made it a challenge for the researcher to initially detach from the context 

of which they became a part. Returning to theory post-data collection helped to 

overcome this.  
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Interviews co-create information, meaning each will be effected by the relationship 

formed during the interview as well as the interview setting. Care was taken to ensure 

the setting was convenient and suitable for each person and that an informal 

conversation was had prior to the formal interview. Nevertheless, one interviewee 

mentioned researcher fatigue because Bristol is seen as an exemplary case study for 

food sustainability. Also, it was not always possible to interview all people 

recommended as they had busy schedules. Due to the time constraints of this thesis it 

was not possible to chase these people for interview at a later date.  

 

The rich dataset afforded by this qualitative study, meant data analysis was 

challenging and complex. Altogether, it took nearly six weeks to transcribe and 

analyse the data. 
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5. Results 
 

In the presentation of results, people have been made anonymous to the best of the 

researchers ability by using a numbering system, with preceding letters 

corresponding to their agency. See appendix 3 for a more detailed view and appendix 

4-7 for raw data and condensed codes on goals, resources and power relations and 

visions for the future.  

5.1 Context shaping possibilities and abilities 

 

Historically Bristol was surrounded by market gardens and up until the early 1900s a 

community of producers kept livelihoods and the production landscape diverse 

(Hopkins 2009). And this was the case for much of the UK.  

 

In the 18th and 19th century allotments were born out of the rise of landless peasants 

seeking work in cities, and were used to subsidise the incomes and diets of the urban 

poor, while on the hinterlands market gardens existed to feed the rest of the urban 

population (Steel 2011; Moselle 1995; Desilvey 2003). The arrival of the railway 

stimulated growth of some market gardens in England before urbanisation and the 

escalating value of land eroded their ability to adapt to the rapid changes and led to 

their eventual demise (Croot 2004).  

 

Following WWII and the Dig For Victory campaign, local food provision became less 

of a national priority and self-sufficiency and the desire to grow your own food 

declined. Since 1945, there has been a 65% decline in the number of farms, and a 

77% decline in farm labour (Robinson and Sutherland 2002). UK farms have become 

more specialized; the greatly increased use of machinery has made operations quicker 

and more efficient, equating to an almost fourfold increase in yield but dramatic 

losses in biodiversity (ibid). Because of above and belowground biodiversity loss, if 

radical change is not made to how the UK manages (and therefore governs) food then 

there may be as little as 100 harvests left (Pittelkow et al. 2015). 
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Bristol’s transformation has unfolded in this context of declining self-sufficiency and 

biodiversity, in addition to continued austerity that is leading to the loss of ‘good food 

people’ on the Bristol City Council (EP018) and national mandates for housing and 

transport. Bristol has been able to incubate a number of agroecological innovations 

from the bottom up, however the low priority for national food security (Kirwan and 

Maye 2013) has had a bearing on what developments are unfolding and effecting the 

community.  

5.2 Event to stimulate agency 
 

This low priority for food was exemplified in 2015 when a road development cut 

through the cities last remaining market garden. A protest and occupation emerged 

after hearing about the plans in an attempt to influence decision-making and protect 

the site and its ‘Best and Most Versatile’ (BMV) agricultural land. There is only 3% 

BMW land remaining in the UK. The market garden land is designated Green Belt 

and includes a Conservation Area and Wildlife Corridor. Despite this visible action, a 

national debate held by a local Member of Parliament, dialogue with the Mayor by 

members of the food movement and the fact that the road development could have 

been diverted to avoid the site, the city plans prevailed.  

 

The ancient woodland trees that once protected part of the land by infiltrating 

rainwater were removed during the development. This has reduced the ability of the 

environment to bounce back following disturbance, exemplified by heavy rainfall in 

early 2016 that led to flooding in the adjacent allotments for the first time on record. 

5.3 Ideal types 

 

During institutionalisation four main groups emerge as agents of change. They, in 

order of appearance, manage ecosystem services, educate to increase agency, create 

the proper economic function of the community and balance centralised and 

decentralised governance for wellbeing and inclusion. 

5.3.1 Peasant farmers  
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Peasant farmers (PF) are defined as those that resist commodification of labour and 

promote biodiversity and community inclusion on the land (Van der ploeg 2014). 

Three of the 23 interviewed are identified as peasants on the market garden, while 

another works on an urban goat project and another on a smallholding. The first four 

are connected to the Land Workers Alliance. They increase the knowledge of 

agroecology through planned events (e.g. seed swaps, harvest festivals, skills shares) 

that attract likeminded people from across the UK and become economic when the 

opportunities arise. PF provide skills and strategies for marginalised people to 

themselves become agents of change. This includes people with learning difficulties, 

mental illness, recovering drug and alcohol addicts, unemployed, and those feeling 

‘overwhelmed’ by the problems facing the world. PF work long hours and struggle to 

make money and secure land. They struggle to be operational and strategic and find 

the time to recruit. They base their actions on the principle of permaculture: earth 

care, people care, fair share. 

5.3.2 Educator 

 

Although many have educational roles, one interviewee specifically teaches a course 

in practical sustainability. Her students spend a lot of time on self-reflection, often 

choosing to leave their jobs and go on to set up their own projects afterwards. E is 

also active internationally and tries to work with the council to “increase positive and 

constructive communication between these two sides of the fence [the community and 

the council]” (E005).  

5.3.3 Economic providers  

 

Seven of the 23 interviewed have exclusively been given the role of economic 

provider (EP). They include researchers, part-time community farmers, entrepreneurs 

(one of which used to work for a mainstream product consumer company) and a rural 

economic development officer of a neighbouring council that works with local 

producers and businesses. This group cooperate with producers/peasants in or around 

the city or are producers themselves struggling to become profitable enough to 

support PF. They used either their own seed money, or money from crowd funding, 

the City or European Union to get off the ground. They develop online, open source 

food networks using “appropriate economies of scale”, cooperatives and food hubs 
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that connect with producers/peasants and in doing so distribute food around the city, 

or community-based food markets. Because they operate within or around the city, 

they are able to use the local currency (Bristol £) and encourage inward investment 

and a circular economy for the protection of producers. Although they work 

autonomously, a common vision among these agents is market transparency and a 

reconnection of local supply so as to reduce dependence on the supermarket.  

 

Those that run social enterprises experiment with new forms of governance such as 

‘plurocracy’ that is built on participation, self-governing membership and trust, or 

voting systems that allow members to influence the evolution of the enterprise.  

 

EP care about the producers, members and EP they support and base their actions on 

the principle of food justice. They work to disrupt the supermarket but realise there is 

a struggle to attract the customers and producers and innovators that they need to 

compete (EP009). 

5.3.4 Political activists and institutional rebels  

 

This group work within (IR) or autonomously (PA) from the City Council to balance 

the voice of the community against centralised decision-making. They bridge and 

broker links but will also contest entrenched views. PA also connect across scale (e.g. 

national food sovereignty gatherings, the Paris climate conference, Parliamentary 

debates) and across levels in alliance with conservation groups, PF and when the 

opportunity arises (like the occupation). PA and IR create space for dialogue to 

overcome polarized views and create a common understanding when plans are not 

conducive to the communities needs, although outcomes are normally seen as 

disappointing (001, 002, 016). They struggle to have their ideas materialised in 

policy. 

5.4 Unanticipated interactions 
 

In summer 2015, artists approached a political activist to collaborate on a month-long 

soil project. This was the connection and space these autonomous agents required to 

come together as a network and influence others following the road development. 
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Among their activities, they co-developed a soil deceleration for the city so history 

would not repeat itself, creating space for people from the occupation to interact with 

the planning department. They did so with the help of volunteers and very little 

money but used the Green Capital year as leverage to increase awareness among the 

general public.  

5.5 Nodes of the food movement  
 

Table 7 below lists the ‘multiplicity of networks’ (IR) mentioned that connect agents 

of change. All these networks emerged during institutionalisation apart from the 

Green Capital Partnership and Land Workers’ Alliance. Together they act as a 

‘counterweight’ (PA001) to centralised decision-making and increase their influence 

and legitimacy within the city and across scale by offering skills, strategies, resources 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. A co-produced soil decleration. Photos taken during the ‘soils of Bristol’ 

day in summer 2015. The event included activists, producers, MPs, planners, 

researchers, artists and conservation groups and was facilitated by a member of the 

FPC.  
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and cross-scale/level relations to enable more people to become agents of change. 

Agents of change struggle to attend meetings when they happen due to other 

commitments but they often have someone there to represent the movement. 

 

Table 7: Networks affiliated to the food movement during institutionalisation. 
Descriptions taken from their websites. 
Scale Networks Form and function 
Local and 
national 

Political alliance 
working on behalf 
of the market 
garden 

A grassroots initiative. It acts as a network builder and 
influences city decision-making through policy co-
development and campaigning for the protection of Bristol’s 
market garden. 

Local Beacon Farms A grassroots initiative, created out of Green Capital funding. 
It acts as a pioneer to establish the cities first Food Hub for 
producers and revitalise the market garden quarter. 

Local Bristol Food 
Producers 

A grassroots initiative, created out of Green Capital funding. 
It acts as a knowledge and skill-sharing platform to influence 
the number of agents of change and food growing 
opportunities in the city. 

Local Green Capital 
Partnership 
Community Interest 
Company 

An independent leadership organisation with 850 members. It 
acts as a platform for knowledge sharing to influence how 
Bristol becomes “a low carbon city with a high quality of life 
for all”. 

Local Officers group A Bristol City Council mechanism. It acts as a bridge to 
connect the internal food-related networks of the council with 
the external ones. 

National All –Party 
Parliamentary 
Group on 
Agroecology 

Connected to the political alliance. It acts as a knowledge 
broker to influence Parliament on agro-ecological approaches 
to land management, allowing researchers to present their 
ideas and findings among their networks. 

National Sustainable Food 
Cities Network 

Connected to the FPC. It acts as a bridge between cities local 
public agencies, businesses, academics and NGOs to make 
healthy and sustainable food a defining characteristic of 
where they live. 

Inter-
national 

Land Workers’ 
Alliance (part of La 
Via Campesina) 

An organisation of ecological, community and family 
farmers. It acts in solidarity as a campaigner to overcome 
obstacles facing farmers and land-based workers and 
influence policies and politicians concerning the 
infrastructure and markets central to its members’ 
livelihoods. 

 
 

5.6 Ability of the urban food movement to influence the transformation 
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Through the work of these agents of change in the shadows, in formal decision 

making arenas and during unanticipated events, they have been able to influence the 

resources and relations made available during institutionalisation and thus influence 

how the city distributes food and its citizens gain access (see table 8). 

	

Table 8: Tipping the balance: new resources emerging during institutionalisation. 
Those with stars were visible during earlier phases of the transformation but are 
becoming more prominent. 
 
 
 
 
Figure depicts how Bristol uses the collective power of its agents of change to improve 
resilience in the emerging regime.  
 New resources  
Routinisation 
of the 
activities of 
the food 
movement 

• Governance mechanism to bridge internal and external food networks in 
the city council  

• Personnel volunteer time to scrutinise the council  
• Funding released from Green Capital* 
• Remaining City funds dedicated to projects with social justice outcomes 
• Internal fundraising (crowd funding, fundraisers) 
• Events to celebrate food (harvest festival, annual ‘food connections’)* 
• More opportunities to increase volunteers, skills and membership 

(networking, social media, the Internet, annual open days, skills 
events)*  

• Knowledge (skills shares, research)* 
• Communities co-develop policy (in progress) 

Cross-scale 
and cross-
level networks 

• Sustainable Food Cities Network 
• All Parliamentary Group on Agroecology 
• Green Capital Partnership Community Interest Company* 
• Land Workers’ Alliance, part of La Via Campesina 
• Transition Towns 
• Permaculture networks 
• Soil Association* 
• Flexitarian Bristol* 

New social 
structures 

• Cooperatives and buyers groups 
• Social enterprises 
• Online retail 
• Plutocracy governance models 
• Community-supported agriculture* 
• One member, one vote governance 
• Open-source food networks (in progress) 
• Food Hubs (in progress) 
• Community-based organic food shops and cafes* 
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Figure 6 shows the influence of Bristol’s food movement (green) in relation to the 

industrial regime (blue). During institutionalisation civil society keeps food on the 

agenda while networks work largely autonomously in the shadows until opportunities 

allow them to come together or interact with others across scales and levels and 

rebalance power. Collectively, the movement acts as a node in the larger trend of re-

peasanting and agroecology. They each work against the clock to create an alternative 

food regime that can replace the vulnerable industrial regime (EP009).  
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Figure	6:	The	multi-level	power	perspective	of	urban	food	system	transformations.	The	

moderate	food	regime	(blue)	and	the	alternative	food	movement	(green)	compete	for	

resources.	Civil	society	is	important	to	keep	food	on	the	agenda	while	networks	are	

important	to	shake	up	the	status	quo	when	opportunities	arise.	The	feedback	between	

the	corporate	and	the	city	authorities	represents	supermarkets.	Solid	arrows	represent	

market	dependencies	and	dashed	arrows	represent	enduring	exchange	relationships.	

Over	time	niche	innovations	can	be	co-opted,	like	vegetable	boxes.	
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5.7 Limitations to ability 
 

Political disengagement 

Agents of change can spend a lot of time trying to persuade others to change 

structures/behaviours (IR002) so tend to disengage from formal meetings: for one 

agent of change this means disengaging from all networks other than their own 

(EP012). When formal planning meetings occur many agents of change are unable to 

attend because of the timing (e.g. they have to work/take care of family) or fail to 

have their voice heard over the economic growth imperative (PA001). For this 

particular agent of change – PA001 – they have “used every channel, every time, 

from the earliest days, and we still do not see anything we say in the documents that 

come out... And you think, wow, she just keeps trying” (IR016).  

 

Physical burnout 

Many agents of change report their physical limits – that they burnout and have to 

take time off. This is echoed by EP018: “There’s got to be more strategic [action] and 

there’s got to be more investment just to make [change] happen and make producers 

believe there is a longer-term reason to stay; to keep going! I just think the pressures 

will get too much [for regional food businesses and producers] at some point if we 

don’t recognise it now that they need a bit more handholding, really”. Likewise, 

businesses burnout if they cannot sustain themselves financially (PF011). 

 

A sense of powerlessness and mainstream resistance 

Some people are ‘overwhelmed’ by the problems society faces and feel powerless to 

create radical change (EP008) while others that may be used to relative stability, are 

resistant to radical change (PA001; IR002; EP008). There are cultural perceptions that 

agents of change are nonconformist ‘hippies’ and ‘hipsters’ (ibid). However, as with 

allotments, perceptions of agents change: people that ‘grow their own’ food are no 

longer seen as ‘muddy fingernailed’ or old men (EP017 and IR013). Now all ages and 

abilities are growing food on allotments, and there are even disabled allotments and 

smaller plots for people new to growing food.
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6. Discussion 
 

Cities are coming to terms with how they will feed themselves sustainably. On the 

surface it is obvious that civil society and community groups have influenced where 

and how people provide food (Wekerle 2004). What is often less obvious is who is 

involved in the decision-making arena and thus whose voices are influencing the 

structural developments of the city (ibid; Leach et al. 2010). Thus the aim of this 

thesis was to examine the ability of people to influence the cities efforts to make food 

provision more sustainable when the development trajectory starts to institutionalise. 

 

Diversifying roles 

 

The roles of agents of change and their resources and relations change during 

institutionalisation (see table 9). Rather than finding specific ‘leaders’ like the 

literature implies (Westley et al. 2013), this thesis supports social network scholars 

that assert ordinary people and their networks influence others (Watts 2011). It also 

supports scholarship that highlights the role of social movements as a key 

countervailing pressure – and agent of change – to mediate between ‘micro’ 

management and ‘macro’ governance structures, democratise decision making and 

forge structural social change within the community and their networks (Carley et al. 

2001; Wekerle 2004; Smith and Stirling 2010; Enqvist et al. 2014).  

 

As agents of change start to multiply during this phase as they take on diverse and 

overlapping in roles, creating redundancy within their networks, which is essential for 

system resilience (Janssen et al. 2006). This allows agents of change to accommodate 

agents that disengage when processes become semi-autonomous nature (Elder-Vass 

2010) but highlights that group heterogeneity means different resources and relations 

will be required for each group to allow them continue to increase representation and 

influence transformative change. The suffragists diversified their societies when they 

realised they were not supporting working class women and the same is happening 

among the economic providers and institutional rebels of the city. In the buyers 

groups for example, there is an option for those that can afford it to pay 5% more for 
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their purchases in order to allow those with less financial resources to purchase 

sustainable food.  

 

The struggle for systemic change 

 

There is an ongoing struggle between ‘peasant farmers’ making enough money and 

resisting top-down development, ‘economic providers’ increasing membership and 

‘political activists and institutional rebels’ convincing others to have ideas materialise. 

Planned events allow them to share resources but again not all will be able or willing 

to attend. Thus agents of change struggle, somewhat autonomously, to gain resources 

and push the city into a new food regime (figure 6). They are pragmatic that scaling 

Table 9. The power within agents of change.  
Agency Context specific Resources  Relations 
Biosphere 
stewards  

Peasant farmers Biodiversity, 
food, 
knowledge of 
nature 

• Share and cooperate with 
each other at annual events 

• Resist industrial capitalism 
(Payne 2012) 

Economic 
stewards  

Economic 
providers (internet 
based) 

Internet; 
knowledge of 
web 
developing; 
some money 

• Mutual-dependence with the 
community 

• Resist industrial capitalism 
and challenge market 
transparency 

Pioneers Social-technical 
enterprises (e.g. 
aquaponics) 

Brownfield 
sites; 
infrastructure; 
knowledge of 
fundraising 
(e.g. 
polytunnels; 
food hubs) 

• Mutual-dependence with 
social groups 

• Challenge market 
transparency 

Institutional 
entrepreneurs 

Political activists Time; 
knowledge of 
planning 

• Form alliances with 
politicians 

• Challenge state/market 
structures 

Policy 
entrepreneur 

Institutional rebels Time; 
knowledge of 
systems 
thinking 

• Cooperate with the 
community 

• Scrutinise policy at different 
scales 

Shadow 
network 

The food 
movement and their 
nodes 

Membership 
 

• Solidarity with agents 
• Challenge the state/market 

structures 
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out their practices for widespread adoption (Moore et al. 2015) comes at a cost both 

financially and physically.  

 

 
 

For agents of change to remain financially viable and persist without burnout there 

will need to be the release of more resources (Young 2006). Table 10 outlines the 

resources and relations’ agents of change require to gain social power and progress 

the transformation. This table could be a useful tool for Bristol City Council and the 

food movement to understand where the gaps lie and whether there are opportunities 

for actors to share any existing resources among themselves.  

 

Scaling deep 

 

Because food has not been prioritised nationally since WWII there is no drive for 

Bristol to prioritise food on non-allotment land. This is further complicated by a 

public-private partnership that has central mandates for housing and transport, 

contractual obligations with neighbouring authorities, an inflexible planning system 

and the influence of private interests. This highlights both the trade-offs involved in 

sustainable development and the ‘scale mismatch’ in perceived problems and 

solutions (Walker et al. 2006). The result is a tension between agents of change that 

need responsibility from city authorities to protect food as a land use and city 

authorities that need mandates from central government to advice them on what to do. 

When these groups cross development paths it results in conflict. 
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Scaling up for broad institutional support is key to releasing resources so that there is 

less of a struggle but this needs to be occur at the same time as scaling deep to change 

relationships, cultural values and beliefs in ‘hearts and minds’ (Moore et al. 2015, p3). 

Only then can cultural tensions and ideological power between groups seen as 

conformist (e.g. planners, passive consumers) and those seen as nonconformist (e.g. 

peasant farmers, activists) be overcome. Scaling deep through ‘embodied experience’ 

– echoing Cooke et al. 2013 – by connecting people with the land or ‘telling the story’ 

of producers is already happening amongst the food movement and could provide 

leverage when city authorities and the food movement next come face-to-face.  

 

Table 10: Resources and relations to increase power within Bristol and across the 
region.  
Agent Cross-level 
Peasant 
farmers 
 

• Additional distribution channels, infrastructure and a local market 
• More paid staff 
• More people interested in commercial food growing 
• More collaboration and community living to build tolerance, 

forgiveness and relationships 
• More money 

Educators 
 

• Attention to personal emotions as “being vulnerable enough to let that 
[vulnerability] in is massively transformative.” 

• More organisation in the food movement, to develop a collective 
vision 

• Connections between all the different groups working towards food, 
including the City council and businesses  

• Integration of ecosystem services like food, soil and water 
management need into city plans 

Economic 
providers 
 

• More money made available for local growing projects and regional 
hubs for food provision  

• National incentives to promote agroecology and secure the rights of 
producers  

Political 
activists and 
institutional 
rebels 
 

• Strategic action and development that includes producers, businesses 
and peasant farmers  

• A formal food policy that says “what we’re going to do and this is 
how we’re going to do it” rather than just a nod of approval  

• Protection for food growing as a land use and cross-boundary issue 
• Community asset transfer to make the acquisition of land in and 

around the city easier 
• Increase cooperation with surrounding counties working on food 
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Responsibility 

 

Agents of change need to be both radical and conforming to keep the transformation 

progressing (Avelino and Rotmans 2011; Enqvist et al. 2014), meaning that as well as 

radical actions, they require ‘charismatic leadership’ to release resources and scale up 

(Lambrecht and Ituarte-Lima 2016). This was the case when the Urgenda Foundation 

took their country to court over climate change and won. If it was not for a 

charismatic judge the country may have been able to prevent the changes their 

citizens proposed (Lambrecht and Ituarte-Lima 2016). In 2016 Bristol elected a new 

Mayor so this could be the food movements next window of opportunity. 

 

As Boonstra (2016) explains, studies on social power can help address the issue of 

justice and responsibility. Tracing who is responsible is hard given the complexity of 

social change but a social connections approach (Young 2006) can be useful to see 

“the extent to which actors can shape these relations” (Boonstra 2016, p7). He goes 

on to quote: “The social connection [perspective] says that individuals bear 

responsibility for structural injustice because they contribute by their actions to 

processes that produce unjust outcomes. Our responsibility derives from belonging 

together with others in a system of interdependent processes of cooperation and 

competition through which we seek benefits and aim to realize projects” (Young 

2006:119). Those with more power to shape these interdependent relations have more 

responsibility to act (ibid). In Bristol, the road development prevailed because actors 

that implemented it had more artefactual and monetary power. The loss of resilience 

caused by fragmenting the landscape could close down options for the community to 

grow food and make money from the hinterland in the future. With 17,000 housed 

planned on the greenbelt in the coming years under Bristol’s new Joint Spatial Plan 

responsibility is required to ensure just outcomes for the food movement as well as 

long-term resilience for the city.  

 

Reflexive governance 

 

Urban decision-making arenas, rather than positioning themselves as moderate places 

for discussion, need to develop an ability to mobilise support from communities and 

their networks, influence agendas and redirect resources for more meaningful debate 
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(Smith and Stirling 2010). In Bristol this process of reflexive governance and co-

evolution (Loorbach and Rotmans 2010) is emerging as internal rebels scrutinize 

incompatible policy and an ‘officers group’ now exists to bridge formal and informal 

networks, including one network whose purpose is to increase the amount of stewards 

and market gardens. It will be important that this space can interrogate framings so 

that cross-scale structural injustices can be scrutinised (Smith and Stirling 2010) and 

also find ways of releasing resources so that the food movement can continue to 

rebalance power in the food system.  

 

Discussion of methods and limitations 
 

 

The method chosen for this thesis allowed dispositional and relational power to be 

explicitly studied in the transformation process. Combined with scholarship on social 

movements and transitions, it was relatively straightforward to identify the types of 

agents of change and how they interact when the timing is right (Boonstra and Joosse 

2013). However, due to the diversity of roles each agent of change, they often change 

between one or more ideal type and thus are more polymorphous than organisational 

studies imply. This makes ideal type classification and thus needs harder to identify 

and will require further discussion among the food movement and the authorities.  

 

Although this is a critical incident case study, each context will have shaped the 

resources and relations available to agents of change. Thus while the types of agency 

may appear elsewhere, they may have different combinations of social power and thus 

needs. 
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7. Conclusion 
	
	

This thesis set out to highlight the social power in transformative change; qualify the 

role of agency and networks in sustainable development trajectories as they 

institutionalise and formalise politically; and provide a new perspective to the on-

going efforts of a food system transformation in the city of Bristol, looking at the 

dynamics unfolding between radical and moderate actors as they interact across-scale. 

 

The results from this study demonstrate that:  

1) Institutionalisation can empower the community and its networks to become agents 

of change. 

2) The ability to transform is not an exclusive property of leaders, but is embodied by 

ordinary people.  

3) There are different types of agents of change that manifest their ability to transform 

resources and relations through networks.  

4) Conflicts between the food movement and authorities change character during this 

phase. The conflict is not to put food on the agenda (the role of civil society), but 

rather to make sure community-led development is prioritised and allocated resources. 

 

More broadly, this study shows that given the right conditions the food movement can 

support sustainable resource management and spaces for citizen planning and cross-

scale grassroots democracy, which over time could tip the scales and rebalance social 

power in the food system (Wekerle 2004; Kahler 2014; Boonstra 2016).  

 

To be resilient during a transformation means to have the resources and relations to 

adapt and evolve through space and time. Agents of change have the knowledge of 

what these resources are but not always the means to acquire them. Thus future work 

on social-ecological transformations should look not just at the process of change but 

how agents struggle alongside competing transformations, countervailing regimes and 

moderate actors. Additional work is required to test this method in other social-

ecological contexts to understand the nuances of agents of change as they attempt to 

influence decision-making and redistribute power. For transformative change to be 
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long lasting and to ensure the community benefits, cities need to improve 

understanding of those at the brunt end of development and the people that have the 

knowledge of how to tip the scales and rebalance power.  
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Appendix 
 
1. Conceptualising agency 
 
 
Table 11: Conceptualising agency from across the transformation literature. 
Transformation 
field 

Epistemology Ontological 
assumptions 

Power relations 
(Avelino 2011) 

Analytical 
viewpoint 

Innovation studies 
(Loorbach and 
Rotmans 2010) 

A relative 
strength of 
systems 

Structural 
property 

More/less power Top-down 

Social movements 
(Scoones et al. 
2015) 

A struggle 
among 
individuals 

Mechanism 
for change 

Power over Horizontal 

Organisational 
studies 

The agency 
of actors in 
relations to 
structural 
change 

Inherent 
characteristic 

Power to Bottom-up 
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2. Interview questions 
 
The following questions were used to guide the interviews.  
 

1. Opening q: could you tell me a bit about your background: your interest in 
food/how you became involved in xxx? 

 
2. What are your goals?  

 
3. What are the barriers you have faced in reaching your goals? 

 
4. How do you understand ‘resilience’?  

 
5. Based on this, how have you responded following change? 

 
6. What are the main drivers of change? 

 
7. Based on this, what are your visions for the future? 
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3. People interviewed and their agency 
 
Table 12: People interviewed and their agency. 
Agency 
# 

Agency Role 

001 Political activist Part-time campaigner and member of market garden 
Alliance. Degree in Town and Country Planning. 

002 Institutional rebel MP, Shadow Environment Secretary and member of All-
Parliamentary Group on Agroecology. 

003 Economic provider Owner of community-based organic food shops and cafes, 
and farmer on a CSA. 

004 
(x3) 

Peasant farmers Group interview with head grower, project manager and 
mushroom cultivator on market garden. 

005 Educator Teacher of practical sustainability course based around 
permaculture principles. 

006 Economic provider A social enterprise (aquaponics) and a food link project, 
connecting students with local food supply. 

007 Economic provider A Social enterprise to set up local buyers groups and reduce 
food deserts. 

008 Peasant (and 
economic provider) 

An urban goat project and national open source producer-
centric food networks. 

009 Economic provider An online retailer, supplying food from across the region to 
Bristol and BANES through procurement contracts. 

010 Peasant (and 
economic provider) 

A smallholding, providing job opportunities for vulnerable 
adults. Makes an income through a farm shop and weekly 
farmers market. 

011 Peasant (and 
economic provider) 

A CSA based on permaculture principles. Supplying 
sustainable food to the city from the market garden. 

012 Economic provider A social enterprise, working with people recovering from 
substance misuse, and supplying the city with mainly local 
salad, grown on a brownfield site. 

013 Institutional rebel Allotment manager willing to work with local food project 
and help people grow food on council-owned allotment 
land. 

014 Planner Land use planner in Bristol Council. 
015 Sustainability Environment Team Manager in Bristol Council and board 

member of the Food Policy Council. 
016 Institutional rebel Green Councillor on the Neighbourhood Scrutiny Team 
017 Economic provider Economic Development North Somerset 
018 Economic provider Procurement in BANES 
019 Political activist Founder of Bristol Food Producers and Beacon Farms 
The following interviews informed this thesis but were not coded for as they 020-022 were 
agents of change in the last phase and 023 was a pilot interview. 
020 Civil society Member of Food Policy Council 
021 Civil society National organic certification and campaign organisation 
022 Civil society Member of Bristol Green Capital Partnership 
023 Civil society Development Planning Officer 
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4. Goals of interviewees 
 
 
Table 13. Goals of (potential) agents of change. 
Agents of change Goals 
Peasant farmers To make use of marginal land; work with nature and animals; 

reconnect people to land and food; offer jobs and support to 
marginalised groups. 

Economic 
providers 

To work towards a circular economy; relieving pressure of 
rural agriculture and promoting local where possible; 
connecting students, food desserts and the mass market to 
local and regional suppliers; offering producer-centric open 
food networks; opening organic shops; and supporting peasant 
farmers. 

Educator To empower people to think in systems.  
PA and IE (MP) To take an holistic approach to Defra policy: “starting 

with the natural environment, then the people that farm it, 
then the processors, food manufacturers, …then the retailers, 
then the customers”. 
(Campaigner) To protect food as a land use. 
(Allotments) To let allotments and make them profitable. 
(N. Somerset) To network with different food producers and 
businesses and offer resources. 
(BANES) To get people out of the city to meet producers and 
develop the food culture. 
(Green Councillor) To scrutinise policy. 

Bristol planning To have healthy places, a shared quality of life and improved 
equity. 

Possible food sovereignty vision = Healthy, environmentally sustainable, 
affordable, but also economically viable for the people that produce it (IR002).  
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5. Dispositional power 

 

 

Table 14: Dispositional power between agents of change and authorities.  
 Human Mental Monetary Artefactual Natural 
Peasant 
farmers 

Small-scale 
farmer 
network  

Transition 
Towns; 
permaculture; 
food 
sovereignty; 
social justice;  

Lottery 
funding; 
grants; but  

Polytunnels; 
packing 
machines; 
equipment; 
buildings for 
education and 
training 

Biodiversity; 
food; space 

PA  & IR Strategic 
connections 
with the 
council; 
volunteer 
support 
network 

Systems 
thinking; 
agroecology; 
urban 
planning;  

Money from 
another part-
time/this is 
their full-time 
job and have 
made food 
provision a 
priority 

Arts-based 
events to 
increase 
visibility; 
Land Seekers 
Survey 

Time to 
scrutinise 
policy 

Economic 
providers 

Opportuniti
es for green 
jobs 

Food and 
social justice 

Opportunities 
for producers 
to make 
money 

Cooperatives; 
Online retail; 
Food Hubs; 
Internet 

Event space in 
the city 

Bristol 
City 
Council 

Green 
councillors;  

Equality; 
healthy 
places; 
economic 
growth 

Money from 
Green Capital 
to support 
social justice 
projects 

Road network 
and transport 
infrastructure 

Allotment 
land; market 
garden; 
greenbelt 

BANES 
Procurem
ent 

Farmers Knowledge of 
sustainable 
procurement 

Opportunities 
for larger 
farms to 
make money  

Road network 
and transport 
infrastructure 

Larger farms, 
green space 

North 
Somerset 
Economic 
developme
nt 

Local 
producers 
and 
businesses 

Rural 
development; 
inclusion 

EU funding  Food and 
Drink 
Innovation 
Centre 

Green space; 
space and time 
for training, 
support and 
advice 
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6. Relational power 

Table 15: Relational power among agents of change and between authorities.  
 

Agency Peasants Economic providers Political activists and IR 
Peasants Reciprocity: share resources 

(e.g. seeds); Compete: funding 
and innovations  

Cooperate: access to infrastructure and share 
of profits 

Mutual: represent the voice of 
peasants 

Economic 
providers 

Cooperate: provide buyers 
groups with a share of the 
harvest 

Autonomous but overlapping function Neutral 

Political activists 
and institutional 
rebels 

Cooperate: provide local 
knowledge and training 

Neutral Autonomous but overlapping 
function 

Bristol city 
council land use 
planning 

Dependency: land 
Cooperate: if council land 

Autonomous Antagonise: volunteer time to 
scrutinise council policy 

BANES 
procurement 

Neutral: cooperate with 
farmers in own authority 

Mutual dependence: school procurement 
contract 

Neutral 

North Somerset 
economic 
development 

Neutral: cooperate with 
farmers in own authority 

Neutral Neutral 

National Independent of mainstream 
farming practices 
One-sided dependence on 
external funding 

Reciprocity: members influence mainstream 
farming by demanding certain produce and 
EP are providing options for conventional 
farmers to increase land productivity. They 
antagonise (disrupt) supermarkets or choose 
not to work with multinationals 

Antagonise centralised structures: 
e.g. action against Danone at COP 
event against their climate-smart 
agriculture practices as they land 
grab from peasants; national debate 
(with Parliament) 
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6. What resilience and vulnerability means to actors interviewed  
 

Table 16. Resilience and vulnerabilities identified by interviewees. 
Agents Resilience is the ability to… Vulnerability is: 
Peasant 
farmers 

• Have the opportunities and resources to adapt and continue on…. 
• “It would be foolish to say resilience is staying the same because obviously if an 

adaptation takes place but without the resources that I need to do that then I am 
not going to be resilient through that process.” (008) 

• Not being able to plan ahead 
• Not being able to make money and remain viable 
• Not being able to pay staff 
• Not having enough people willing to grow food commercial 

Educators • Environmentally: “withstand shocks and keep going for ecosystems to keep 
going and not be destroyed.” 

• Socially and economically: have systems that are robust enough to cope, to 
connect with others and share. To reconnect following disaster (e.g. floods) 

• Personal: “just get up every day and go ‘oh for fucks sake, now look what they’re 
doing, right come along then’.” 

• Every system due to fossil fuels  
• If humans try to withstand everything as it can lead to brittleness.  

Economic 
providers 

• Be diverse: in supplier (retail, catering, wholesale, online) and buyers, wildlife, 
crops, people, activity and incomes streams. Opportunities to sustain and 
strengthen communities in times of hardship 

• Have a local food infrastructure rather than a centralised mass retailer (009) 
• Transform: to change the way we work the hillsides (007) 
• Share food, ideas, and collaborate (003) 
• Deal with what gets thrown at you; to forward think about possible issues and put 

contingencies in place to get people or your network through.  
• Who to collaborate with to share resources and compliment one another 
• Future proof producers and food businesses. To plan ahead, make business strong 

enough, plan or strategies to cope with fluctuations  

• The individualistic consumer (007) 
• Imported food, which is cheap and appealing to the mainstream customer (009) 
• Soil erosion, chemical sprays and the risk of flooding. Centralised distribution (012)  
• Migrant crisis and no plans to help them into work (012) 
• Bristol Council: Not having enough people growing food locally because it has not been prioritised 

economically (009); No political accountability regarding food security (009); Not following through with 
ideas at a political level; a lack of responsibility (017); Budget cuts that severe relationships formed between 
people in the council and the food movement (009); “Creating the outcomes that the local authority are 
supposed to be generating.” (012); Not having food and drink considered a priority sector in the Local 
Enterprise Partnership (017); Second guessing what the needs of food businesses are rather than involving 
them in development (017); Having a gap in how businesses can physically respond to increased demand 
(017); A rigid/inflexible public sector contract & a limit to the capacity of suppliers to supply them (018) 

• Waste and opacity of wholesale market (009;012).  
• A “lack of proudness to get stuck in to the retail market [as] …its perceived you can’t win against the 

supermarkets” (003) 
• Most businesses/producers are not prepared for change… “Most [are] teetering on the edge” (017) 

Political 
activists 
and 
institutional 
rebels 

Everyone working in food is trying to prevent shocks, rather than deal with them 
(001). “Everybody should be as natural …and close to the environment as possible, 
with little interference from [industrial technology like fertilisers]”. There needs to be a 
combination of high tech, and bettlebanks, and bringing back predators (002). 
Have a business that can pay for itself, and pay for its resources; be able to feed 
ourselves; and have a mixed economy generally, increase the amount of perishable 
foods grown locally by way of community orchards, for example (013) 

• The West of England Partnership as it is a “very unaccountable, opaque body”.  All conservation policies are 
undermined by the economic growth imperative and the contract between authorities makes change hard. 

• Land insecurity 
• Not having enough people to support you through the process (001) 
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7. Visions for the future 
 

Table 17: Visions for the future. 
Agents of 
change 

Visions of the future 

Peasant farmers “Farmers [should] be incentivised to transition to better ways of farming and big land owners need to make better use of their land” (008) 
Economic 
providers 

“Some encouragement and a few quid here and there would be nice and a bit of recognition, and some respect” (012) 
“Every town should have a food producing social enterprise” 
“I would like to see regional hubs” 

Educator So much is possible: work on a clear vision and work with the council and businesses to see where resources can be shared 
Political 
activists and 
Institutional 
rebels 

It’s all about rediscovering things… simplifying farming and reconnecting it to nature (002) 
“[Planning should] treat agriculture land as a precious resource; they look at the sort of attractiveness of land [for enjoyment]… but they don’t actually 
look at the quality of the soil.” you ought to be [incorporating food in planning]. “And …working with the counties that are predominantly rural around 
Bristol”. 
“The fascinating thing would be if there’s more market gardening again. I wouldn’t cross my fingers too much for that because there’s so much pressure 
for housing development; there will be competition.” (016) 
If Bristol can do something pioneering and protect food as a land use it could do all sorts of stuff, it could inspire other counties (001) 
“We need a vision that says we are going to prioritise land for growing food – I think that’s where we’re still lacking. There does need to be a sea change 
in not just the desire, saying “oh yes, we want to do that, we want to have more food, lets do it”, actually a policy that says this is what we’re going to do 
and this is how we’re going to do it. That’s the next stop forward, if you really want to take food seriously. (013) 

Bristol land use 
planning 

It’s about maintaining our resilience in the long-term so we can feed our city.  To maximise existing green space opportunities although there is an issue 
around funding and availability of time. 

North Somerset  
Economic 
development 

“I guess it comes down to whose role is it”;  
The businesses and producers involved in decision-making are those that are most sustainable. They determine their own future and asking authorities for 
support: “I feel at the moment it is the wrong way round […] I think it somehow it seems to be about going back to the basics and just having meetings at 
the right time that people can attend […] I don’t think we listen enough […] People need to take responsibility rather than say “Well that’s not my job”” 

BANES 
procurement  

Food is quite high profile in at least two of the authorities in the West of England, and it brings in economic development and tourism. Food should be 
included in strategic development plans. 



	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 


