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Part 1 : Local Food and Sustainable Development 
 
 
Introduction 

 
Food and farming:  this has been a glaring policy omission from development plans that must be made 

good given the contribution that both food and farming make to sustainable development and the scale 
of carbon emissions attributable to this sector.  

Despite the fact that agriculture is the most extensive use of land in the country, and the town and 
country planning system is statutorily engaged in the use and development of land, it is remarkable 
how little attention is being paid to the role that the planning system could play in influencing food 

production, processing and distribution.  
 

Although the NPPF introduced the presumption in favour of sustainable development there is no 

indication that this would involve greater attention being paid to food production. There is apparently 
greater concern and more advice on Conserving and enhancing the natural environment, para 109, 

including relevant advice on the use of poorer quality land and increasing biodiversity. There does not 

appear to be any expectation that local or neighbourhood plans would go further, and plan positively for 
the development of local food systems. All development plans should be contributing to the NPPF’s 

“presumption in favour of sustainable development”. This involves changes to policy and practice and 

by extending plan-making powers under the Localism Act we now have the opportunity to encompass 
the production, processing and distribution of local food in that process of change. 

 
Given such matters as the carbon footprint of the food supply chain, the difficulty experienced by new 
farmers and growers in finding access to affordable land and suitable housing and the potential for local 

employment in growing, processing and the distribution of food, it would be surprising if local and 
neighbourhood plans remain silent on these important issues. It is relatively easy to see that support 
for local food systems should be an important if not essential part of the sustainable development of 

market towns, contributing to significant environmental, social and economic aspects of town life.  In 
these circumstances such policies would not only be an important part in contributing to the 
achievement of sustainable development (a basic condition of neighbourhood planning) but, the 

absence of such policies could be seen to be a failure to be adequately supporting sustainable 
development. 

 
There are many different aspects to the impact of the food supply chain, many of which would not be 
directly influenced through policies in a development plan.  However, there are also many such impacts  

where the way in which local food systems are developed could be seen to have important implications 
for local land use, employment and housing.  The very substantial proportion of food that is currently 
imported means that the methods of production of most of the food consumed in this country are not 

readily under the control of the consumers (other than accreditation systems such as Fair Trade). 
However, import substitution can be one of the objectives of policies aimed to support local food 
together with the assistance needed to enable production to have low environmental impacts. An 

incidental but important benefit of import substitution is increasing food security. 
 
 
 

 



 

Environmental Impact 
 
The carbon footprint of food supply (between 30% and 50%) should be sufficient to make food and 

farming policies essential to any plan that could claim to be contributing to the achievement of 
sustainable development (a basic condition of all neighbourhood plans), or following the NPPF’s “golden 
thread” of sustainable development, and forms the basis of the presumption on which the grant of 

planning permissions should depend.  
 
However, there are widely differing estimates of the carbon emissions attributable to food and 

agriculture. The Committee on Climate Change estimates that British agriculture is responsible for 
about 10% of its carbon emissions (http://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/1785b-
CCC_TechRep_Singles_Chap6_1.pd). A report for the United Nations Conference on Trade and 

Development (http://unctad.org/en/docs/osgdp20111_en.pdf) has estimated the global carbon 
emissions from agricultural to be between 13 and 15%, but most reports, when they discuss the share 

of global GHGs between industries, tend to focus solely on the agricultural production process itself and 
the GHGs therein – the US Environmental Protection Agency, for example, puts it at 14%, the 
IPCC at 10-12%, the OECD at 14%, and the WRI at 14.9% (an average of 11-15%). An authoritative 

report, which puts the figure much higher, at between 44% and 57%, is Grain (2011), Food and 
Climate Change: The Forgotten Link, p.4. See: http://www.grain.org/article/entries/4357-food-and-
climate-change-the-forgotten-link and Ulrich Hoffman, Head of Trade and Sustainable Development at 

the UN Conference on Trade and Development spoke at the 2013 Oxford Climate Forum and 
suggested that about 50% of global GHG emissions could be attributed to the food system and 
subsequently referred to the GRAIN report that explains that estimate, 

http://unctad.org/en/Docs/osgdp20111/en.pdf  
 

Although there is disagreement about the total GHG footprint of the food supply chain, this arises more 

from the factors that are included in the various estimates than in the calculations of the emissions 
themselves.  For the purposes of the NDP it would be sensible to identify those elements of small scale 

local food supply, processing and distribution that would impact on and hopefully reduce GHG 

emissions. Effective reductions in both the short and longer term will be more readily available to small-
scale farming (variously described as agro-ecology, permaculture and agroforestry) involving many 

organic techniques than to large-scale high input farming. The Soil Association took up the challenge of 
reducing domestic GHG emissions by 11% by 2020 
(http://www.soilassociation.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=n0PxE5uQnh8%3d&tabid=2076) as an interim 

contribution towards the 80% reduction which will be required by 2050.  
 
Large scale industrial farming relies on substantial manufactured products with high embedded carbon.  

The nitrogen fertilisers also release shorter lived GHGs into the atmosphere.  There are very significant 
transport costs associated with both the inputs and the food products.  As the food supply system in 

this country is one of the most efficient logistical operations (including HGVs restricted to 50 or 55mph), 

there are cases where the share of the carbon attributable to individual products from this large scale 
operation is quite small.  Small scale local growers would have to have a very local market for a 

meaningful reduction in carbon simply from the distribution of food to be achieved.   

 
However, it is just this type of very localised distribution which characterises the growing number of 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) enterprises where very small carbon footprints can be 

achieved.  More to the point, GHG reductions from the food sector will have to be achieved in order to 
meet the official carbon budgets and small scale growing enterprises on the edge of town have a 

greater potential to do this than industrial scale farming that will not be influenced by Local Plans or 
NDPs. There are two trading CSAs in Surrey and one just happens to be Farnham Local Food, a CSA co-
operative which operates on two sites, on the east and west edges of the town.   

 
Local food production also impacts beneficially levels of bio-diversity. The green “infrastructure” in and 
around the town would be enhanced by areas of food production using organic and agro-ecological 

methods, including agro-forestry. European Network of Scientists for Social and Environmental 



Responsibility (ENSSER) are aware of the global and local impacts and the bio-diversity potential of 
agro-ecology. 

 
 

Social Impacts 
 
While no survey has been conducted to discover what proportion of Farnham’s population would be 

interested in growing food locally on a community farm or smallholding, interest in allotment gardening 
and in the CSA, Farnham Local Food, suggests that an interest does exist.  The cost of land and the 
availability and affordability of suitable housing are major obstacles being faced by anybody wanting to 

realize this ambition.  This is a problem of some national concern as the average age of farmers 
exceeds 60years, earnings from small scale growing would not make buying (or renting property in this 
area) financially viable, and the cost of agricultural land is being influenced by investment( much of it 

from abroad) that is tenuously if at all related to the value of potential food crops.  The affordability of 
housing only became a material consideration following a court judgement in 1992 since when it has 

become a significant theme in national guidance and local development plans.  The planning system is 
just as capable of securing affordable land and suitable housing through the use of planning obligations 
attached to new housing developments but would probably require the support of properly evidenced 

policies in local and/or neighbourhood plans to do so.   
 
Do not under-estimate the strength of community building that a local food project generates. 

Community supported agriculture has followed many different models, but all seek to bring together the 
producers and the consumers in a variety of ways that have social as well as economic benefits.  
Research has shown that being able to trust the source of food has become one of the main reasons for 

the support of CSAs.   
 

CSAs  can also include opportunities to train young people in horticultural skills (including aspects of 

running a business), provide opportunities for volunteering, and formal apprenticeships.  There are also 
CSAs providing access to the land for disabled people. 

 

 

Economic Impact 
 
Clearly smallholdings or market gardens are a form of ‘rural enterprise’ supported by the NPPF, but of a 
kind that are very unlikely to materialize without positive intervention from the planning system.  This 

support should be provided on the basis that local employment would be created in growing food, 
supporting operations in supplying and maintaining plant and equipment, food processing (adding value 
to agricultural products) and distribution (local outlets, market stalls of local food outlets).   
 

Local food production, processing and distribution, would add variety and ‘resilience’ to the local food 
supply, a term often being substituted for ‘sustainability’.  There are varying estimates of how the 
productivity of agro-ecological means of production compares with industrial methods.  It can be said 
that the output from any small-holding would exceed that from the many pony paddocks around the 

town. There are also case studies that show smallholdings (including protective cropping) can be very 
productive indeed, typically, with agro-ecological methods, 50sq m is sufficient to feed one person. 
Experience shows that CSAs reckon on 1 acre filling 25 family vegetable boxes. All such calculations 

would depend on a reliance of grains and meat but it would seem to be a reasonable objective to secure 
sufficient smallholding/CSA land to produce vegetables for the town comparable to the historic 
vegetable production in the Larderlands around Badshot Lea and Runfold. 

 
It is not possible to estimate whether locally produced food would be any cheaper than that bought in 
town.  In fact it is very likely that some food products will be available at lower prices in the large 

supermarkets due to their economies of scale and food produced by industrial methods where not all 
environmental and social costs (including animal welfare) are factored in.  Working on the balance of 

probabilities, smallholdings established around the town would be capable of producing food at 

affordable prices and could also reduce the unsustainable level of waste in the food supply chain that 



can approach 50%.  This would be achieved through a combination of factors including reduced 
packaging and increased composting. Small scale of anaerobic digesters for managing waste and 

producing electricity could become more available during the 15 year plan period. 

 

 
Summary 
 
There are many elements to growing local food that are relevant to the operation of the planning 

system (ie material considerations like affordable land for local food production) and to the achievement 
of sustainable development.  In an  NDP it is essential to identify those elements which would 
contribute to sustainable development and which can be secured through plan-making and decision-

taking (NPPF para 14).  This is necessary in order to follow the golden thread in the NPPF and to meet a 
basic condition of the making of NDPs.  Local Plans must also support these matters as a statutory 

requirement to contribute to the achievement of sustainable development applies. 

 
Growing local food has the potential (not obviously available to industrial scale agriculture) to reduce 

the GHGs from the food supply chain.  Biodiversity could be enhanced. Local employment would be 

created as well as opportunities for volunteering, education and caring.  The materials cycle could be 
closed, thereby reducing the level of waste in the food system. 

 

Whilst there might be many personal reasons why people might not be able to realize their expressed 
interest in smallholding (on either a full or part time basis) one of the most important roles to be played 

by development plans is to ensure that the planning system does not obstruct the public interest. Due 
to the failure to positively plan for local food planners are often involved in resisting applications for 

residential holdings in the open countryside where land is more available and affordable.  In fact 

facilitating access to affordable and suitable land and housing is a matter that could and should be 
addressed in development plans in such a way that they can be seen to be contributing to the public 

interest and to the achievement of sustainable development.  

 
 
 

Part 2 : Framing a Local Food Policy 
 
 
Affordable land and affordable housing  
 
It is important to understand that the planning system has inbuilt flexibility in that material 
considerations, those matters that could and should be taken into account in deciding planning 
applications, is not a closed list. Any matter that relates to the use of land (including buildings) and is of 
public interest can (must) be taken into account.  
 
Until the 1990s there was no such thing as “affordable housing" recognised by the planning system. 
There would appear to be a parallel for securing affordable land and associated residential 
accommodation for agriculture or horticulture. In a plan led system, if a public interest case can be 

made out, it would be logical for these objectives to be pursued through development plans produced at 
parish, neighbourhood or district level.  
 

Whilst there is no legal reason why planning authorities should not start to be proactive in respect of 
issues relating to food from ‘plough to plate’ (the neglected country part of town and country planning), 
planners lack the necessary knowledge and expertise in this area and will be very slow to change 

without receiving substantial assistance in their understanding of the related needs in terms of access 
to land, housing, buildings the impacts on local transport and the potential to create jobs. 
 

With the food supply chain responsible for between 30% and 50% carbon emissions it is difficult to see 
how any development plan that is statutorily required to deal with the use and development of land 



could possibly be contributing to the achievement of sustainable development without a chapter on food 
and farming and policies consistent with the (at least) carbon emission reduction target of 80% by 2050 

and the interim Carbon Budgets. 
 
 

Creating a Farming and Food Assessment (FFA) 
 
Working to the proposition that “local food" implies an integration of the use of land around towns with 
the local population, it is in the urban fringe where it should be a purpose of the development plan to 
enable new smallholdings to be established. This could be achieved by incorporating land adjacent to a 

development site into the application and being proposed for horticultural use.  The development plan 
will be the first reference for the determination of application and "local food" is of sufficient public 
importance to justify policies as being suggested.  However, development plans can also be used to 

designate land within the plan area, eg. the land most suitable for horticultural crops, community 
woodland, orchards, wildlife corridors, ponds and wetland, pasture, thus indicating how growing the 

agricultural uses can be integrated into the landscape. 
 
If there is no suitable adjacent land and no other suitable and available land within the ownership of the 

applicant, then the policies should explain and justify why it would be reasonable to require financial 
contributions in order to secure land within the vicinity of the new housing. One mechanism for this is 
already operating in Surrey, namely SANG land secured by Section 106 contributions. A number of 

councils collect s106 contributions to green infrastructure (Suitable Alternative Natural Green Space –
SANG) to meet the increased recreational needs associated with new housing developments. The 
contributions are set between £2500 and £3000 per dwelling.  Once the ‘need’ for local food is 

established, financial contributions, £1000 per house could purchase the equivalent of the tenth of an 
acre to produce most fruit, vegetable and eggs/chicken meat. Alternatively land for horticultural 

purposes could be made available by the developer. 

 
Having established the justification, a policy could be glossed along the following lines: 

 

"Applications for all new residential development must include a Farming and Food 
Assessment (FFA).  This assessment will demonstrate how a minimum of (there is evidence 

to show that one 10th of an acre or the equivalent in monetary value relating to local land 
prices) will be provided on the application site or as contributions through planning 
obligations or the Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL).  The FFA will also explain how this 

agricultural/horticultural land and/or operations will contribute to the growing, processing 
and distribution of local food." 
 

This is drafted as a generic policy that would have to be adapted to local circumstances and evidence 
available. The evidence provided in support of “local food" might dispose of the need for further policies 

in respect of the provision of local employment (and training), in the reduction in transport and 

enhancing biodiversity (including soil quality and carbon sequestration).  
 

Farnham is adjacent to two Special Protection Areas. The Thames Basin SPA and the Wealden Heaths 

SPA. They are large areas covered by relevant land-use designations that would have to be specifically 
addressed. In these cases an approach starting with, “Notwithstanding the landscape protection 

implied by the designation as SPA, overriding weight will be given to policies in this plan 

supporting the development of local food production on the fringes of Farnham" would be 
appropriate. 
 
Similarly, the “Strategic Gap” between Farnham and Aldershot: here the green belt is not specifically a 
landscape protection policy but, again, might be regarded as an obstacle to the development of 

smallholdings. This topic should be approached by the plan stating that green belt around urban areas 

are typically the most suitable for use to grow, process and distribute local food. In these circumstances 
the buildings enabling these peri-urban enterprises to be established will be regarded as “appropriate 

development". 



One of the most important aspects to ‘local food’ will be access to affordable housing (rent or sale at 
price related to income from holding) as well as to affordable land. In these circumstances the policy 

along the following lines might be appropriate: 

"In any proposal of 5 or more dwellings proposed on the edge of a town or village   at least 

one  will be expected to be made subject to  somebody wholly or mainly employed in 
agriculture,  the occupancy  of which will be secured through planning condition  or 
obligation." 

 
Where a dwelling is being proposed on the edge of a town to be used to house an agricultural worker, 

the assessment of the need for a dwelling (in the FFA) will include the proximity to the agricultural 

enterprise and also the affordability of suitable and available accommodation in the area.   

Fitting ‘local food’ into planning obligations might not be easy but planning develops by trial and 

error. S106 of the Town and Country Planning Act can be seen as the mechanism for securing 
community benefits (not normally or willingly proposed by developers).  As well as the commonplace 
enhancements to village halls, playgrounds and allotments (which can, by law, be up to 2 acres), there 

is no reason why smallholdings should not be included in this list. However, it will be very difficult to 
secure these benefits unless these are listed and explained/justified in the development plans (local 

and/or neighbourhood plan), to which the profits from new residential development should be required 

to contribute in order to make both the new housing itself and the location more sustainable.  It will 
also be important to explain why such benefits relate to the development (e.g. compensation for the 

taking of greenfield/agricultural land for housing development and in terms of higher productivity of 

smallholdings compared with agriculture or horsiculture as well as increasing the sustainability of the 
location for new housing/population. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 
Given that ‘local food’ epitomises much of what is said in the National Planning Policy Framework about 
sustainability, compliance with the Framework (that is a basic condition to be met by all neighbourhood 
plans) should not be a problem. This path would be made easier by relying on some of the growing 

evidence relating to the importance of local food. Perhaps the most important discussion to be had is 
how proposals that support the production, processing and distribution of food benefit from the 
“presumption in favour of sustainable development”.   

 
It is an important part of the localism agenda that, as neighbourhood development plans must comply 

with policies at higher levels (district, national and European), those responsible for planning at high 

levels can learn from the results emerging from neighbourhood planning in their respective districts.  
 

The purpose of all planning policy should be to increase the sustainability of the town and new local 
food policies would aim to increase the availability of local food supplies (the most common reason 
given by people surveyed by the Soil Association in respect of Community Supported Agriculture), allow 

more people to live and work locally, reduce transport and, in the case of CSA, increase community 
involvement. 
 

A recent survey of people living in Drayton, Oxfordshire, indicated that 10% of the village favoured 
growing their own food on a community small-holding. Assuming that there is the same level of 
demand of about 10% of the population in other towns and villages, there would seem to be a 

compelling case for planners to become involved.  So, engaging with the planners (professionals and 
politicians) at all levels and in both plan-making and decision-taking and informing them of the public 
interest case in regenerating ‘local food’ is imperative. 
 

Without food and farming policies Neighbourhood Plans should not be found to satisfy the 
basic condition of contributing to the achievement of sustainable development and local 
plans should not meet the test of “soundness”.   



This Local Food SPD was written up by Robert Simpson for the Transition Town Farnham group from 
papers, lecture notes and blog posts supplied by Daniel Scharf MA MRTPI 

 
Daniel blogs on www.dantheplan.blogspot.co.uk  
 
This Local Food SPD is submitted as part of the Transition Town Farnham response to the Farnham 

Neighbourhood Plan draft November 2013. 
 
March 26th 2014 
 

 
  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 



 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 


