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The idea behind this article began with a discussion of community gardens in modern cities and quickly 
grew to address a current phenomenon both larger in scale and broader in reach – the impact of current 
trends in the sustainable food movement on urban design. Out of concern over the industrial food system 
and a need for lower food prices, a movement towards local food has taken firm hold in the U.S., 
including in popular culture, as evidenced by films like Food, Inc. Cities such as Chicago, Seattle, 
Philadelphia, San Francisco and Cleveland are experiencing urban renaissances, even in a recession, 
and are strategically integrating urban food policy into this renaissance.  Integration of such policies are 
observed in a variety of edible urban design elements including: 

 Backyard gardening/farming, 
 Rooftop gardens, 
 Private gardening and patio gardens, 
 Edible landscaping in street trees, city parks and plazas, 
 Community gardens, 
 Farmers’ markets, 
 Food carts, 
 Neighborhood food swaps, 
 Gleaning and delivering extra food to food pantries, 
 Walking to local markets, 
 Urban farms, including hydroponic and aquaponic farming structures, and 
 Vertical farms. 

 
An edible urban design embodies many of the top values facing planners and urban designers today: 
livability, environmental sustainability, public health and economic development. With an increasing 
attention to the impact of the built environment on our health, environment and economic well being, this 
article investigates the value of an urban planning and design approach that intentionally incorporates 
urban farming and food enterprises into a city design. 
 
In his seminal 1984 book Good City Form, Kevin Lynch provided five criteria with which to judge the 
question, “What is a good city?” These criteria are Vitality, Sense, Fit, Access and Control. How well does 
an “edible urban design” – that which merges urban agriculture in modern city making – rate according to 
Lynch’s evaluation framework? 
 
VITALITY: the degree to which the form of the settlement supports the vital functions, the 
biological requirements and capabilities of human beings – above all, how it protects the survival 
of the species. 
 
An edible urban design supports Lynch’s concept of vitality in the form of residents’ access to fresh foods 
as well as environmental sustainability. In fact, growing one’s own food is part of the City of Berkeley’s 
Climate Action Plan (Berkeley, California). The Berkeley Climate Action Plan cites that despite California’s 
massive food production capacity, the state imports 40% of its food, which translates into at least 250,000 
tons of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions per year.i Food waste in landfills produces methane, a GHG 20 
times more potent than carbon dioxide in global warming. Composting food waste not only reduces 
pressure on our landfills, it results in an alternative decomposition process that produces minimal C02 
and virtually no methane. In addition to decreasing the amount of air pollution and fossil fuel consumption 
caused by food transport, urban food production in the form of private and community gardens, as well as 
rooftop gardens, all contribute to lowering a city’s heat island effect while increasing permeable surface 
area (reducing rain run-off impacts on local ecology).  
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by providing a new layer of the contemporary city that is fundamental, adaptable, and multi-use from the 
perspective of both land use and site design. 
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