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In order to find ways to promote the relationship between consumers and producers of organic food in Utrecht, this report examines five examples from around the world (UK, US, Israel and Mexico) that demonstrate different methods of raising awareness, involving the community, teaching the benefits, increasing availability and encouraging participation in sustainable food consumption. 
1 River Cottage (UK) – raising awareness 

The British chef Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall started his Channel Four series ‘River Cottage’ seven years ago. His message was simple – food is important, and it is important to know where it comes from. In his series he taught the viewers about the importance of sustainable food to the environment, community, health and pleasure. His series was extremely popular in the UK and also in other countries. The books written to accompany the series, River Cottage Cookbook,  River Cottage Year, River Cottage Meat Book and the River Cottage Family Cookbook are also a great success. In May 2002, Fearnley–Whittingstall was awarded the Glenfiddich Trophy for his contribution towards widening the understanding and appreciation of excellent food and drink in Britain and for his ambition to alter people's perception of food (URL 1,2). His River Cottage Cookbook won the Glenfiddich best food book award. In his book The River Cottage Cookbook Fearnley-Whittingstall explains the importance of consuming food in a sustainable manner within an alternative food network:

 “it will bring benefits to the individual, in body and soul, benefits to the 

community, inspirit and commerce, and benefits to the land and those who farm it in a more direct and profitable relationship with the end consumer” (2001:II)..   

The message that Fearnley-Whittingstall sent across with his television show and his books is now continued via an interactive Internet website that engages the consumers to assess their position along the ‘food acquisition continuum’ Fearnley-Whittingstall proposes (discussed in chapters 5 and 6). On the River Cottage location the River Cottage team is running a variety of courses, master classes and events that aim to teach the public about the importance of local and seasonal food (URL 1). In his website, Fearnley-Whittingstall encourages the consumers to share their opinions and views about River Cottage and share their own projects concerning sustainable food.

The reason for choosing River Cottage as an example for this report is its inspirational role for many viewers readers and visitors of the River Cottage website. The TV series presents in a simple and convincing manner the importance of sustainable food. The impact of this series and the website is substantial because of the use of the television and Internet medium. It means that many people can be exposed to the pro-sustainability message of the program and the website without having to leave their homes. The benefits of reaching a large audience lies in the use of these media. The even greater benefit of making people interested in the more sustainable lifestyle lies in the realistic presentation and writing style of Fearnley–Whittingstall, who addresses a varied audience in his series and books – form people living in the countryside to people who have a small balcony in a big city. He teaches them all how to move from less sustainable part of the continuum to a more sustainable lifestyle, regardless of the life circumstances. 

2 Growing Communities (UK) – involving the community

Growing Communities is the initiative of a group of friends from the UK (URL 5). In 1993 it started as a CSA, supporting a farm in Buckinghamshire. Five years later the group started growing organic produce on their own sites. In 2003 the group started the first all-organic farmers’ market. The popularity of the CSA and the market grew steadily with the support of an informative website and one member of the group that was in charge of promoting it. The market became not only a place to purchase food but also a center of social contacts and learning function: there are always displays explaining the importance of seasonal local organic food. As the representative of Growing Communities said during the interview conducted for this report:

We encourage the consumption of the organic food through the information we supply at the market. It is also the location of the market. Many people come with their children to the market, because it is located in a school yard -  a safe closed area. This place became a meeting point for the community. The locality is the important stuff. The involvement of the community in the market makes it a place people come to buy food and more than that. The market is a place where people meet. It strengthens the community.

The special element in Growing Communities work is that this CSA expanded its role for the community by creating an additional channel of alternative food network - the all organic market. The fact that this market was the first of its kind in the UK points out the innovative role of Growing Communities not only within its own community but also on a national level. 

This initiative is included in this report since it demonstrates a CSA that evolved to be an innovative sustainability element in the local community. The all-organic market operates at a local school yard and as the representative of Growing Communities told in the interview (see appendix), it became an attraction point to the entire community and not only consumers that were already inclined to buy organic produce. This market changed the consumption patterns of certain consumers in the community and helped the local producers feel appreciated for the work they do. The market has created a real sense of community and is a demonstration of the social embeddedness created through two-sided relationships between consumers and producers.

3 Kibbutz Harduf (Israel) - teaching the benefits

Kibbutz Harduf was established in 1982 as a community of over 200 people who are all dedicated to bio-dynamic lifestyle. In 1992 they built the first all-organic dairy farm in Israel. The kibbutz organizes tours in the dairy farm and the fields where the organic produce is cultivated. The kibbutz also offers seminars and lectures on different subjects connected to bio-dynamic production methods and sustainable lifestyle. Harduf’s all-organic market is not only a place people can purchase organic bio-dynamic food, but also a center of education where people can ask questions and get detailed explanations of how the bio-dynamic agriculture can benefit the environment. Kibbutz Harduf involves also activities for people with special needs that work on the farm. The agriculture and dairy farm have special tours designed for the local school children. These children can later learn about ecology at school and can come and have practical lessons at the kibbutz’s farms. In the interview, the kibbutz representative told that these children influence their parents to come and visit the market and adapt a more sustainable consumption of food (see appendix). In addition the representative told that the two-sided relationship between himself and the consumers has an effect on the purchase pattern of the consumers - even the skeptic ones:

When I sell the produce, the sales are higher because I talk to the consumers and explain to them what we do at Harduf. If the person that planted the plants and worked hard in the field talks to the customer, it’s different. I sell differently than people who don’t work at the fields. The market helps education the customers. I invited the market customers for free tours and lectures at the kibbutz. When I talk to customers in the market I try to recognize the new ones and tell them all about Harduf. I try to connect them emotionally to what we do by explaining the meaning of organic agriculture to the environment and earth. There are always people who complain about the high price. There are tables and chairs at the market. Whenever I encounter a skeptic I sit down with them and explain to them our methods. Those people become mostly the most loyal customers.      

An interesting element in the example of Harduf is the fact that they advertised themselves in a manner that attracted a large public. The kibbutz representative told about it:

I invited people to sample free salad made with our fresh organic produce. I put the adds on people’s cars, in mail boxes and once in the newspaper. Those who came to the kibbutz told their friends. When I started advertising, 150 people came to visit the kibbutz. At the end we had 400 visitors in one weekend. The visitors who agree to join our mailing list receive information brochures with articles about organic food around the world, recipes and developments in Harduf. We also advertise the guided tours we give in Harduf. There is a school in the area and the young children come here and get the guided tour around. Later when they grow up, they study ecology and come to work here in the farm. Some of our clients came here because their children visited Harduf and told their parents about it. I hope that this will continue, that these children will grow up and teach their children about healthy organic food.

The reason this example is added to this report is that Kibbutz Harduf was the most influential element in introducing sustainable organic food into the Israeli market. These days, Harduf’s lines of organic products are sold everywhere in Israel. With simple yet effective marketing and teaching methods the kibbutz succeeds in educating more and more people to consume organic food in a sustainable method. The uniqueness of this is that the whole community of Harduf is dedicated to this mission.  

4 Whole Foods Market (US) -  increasing availability

Whole Foods Market is the largest, most successful organic nature chain store in the United States. It uses conventional marketing methods in order to promote the stores and gain more and more clients. Recently they opened two branches in the UK. Even though Whole Foods Market reminds a conventional food network agent, it succeeded in making organic food available to all people. The Whole Foods Market chain has more than 180 branches, and is promoted and marketed as a hip and trendy shop. Whole Foods managed to turn Organic food to something that is almost a status symbol. In this, Whole Foods Market managed to change the image of organic food and make it accessible also to customers that were not organic food consumers before. The store offers information about the importance of locally grown seasonal organic food, and attempts to make its manner of operation transparent. The Whole Foods Market website offers listings of the growers and vendors that work with the chain store (URL 9).


Whole Foods Market is added to this report because of its example of aggressive, conventional marketing that changed the image of organic food and made it accessible to all customers, not only ‘green’ ones. Whole Foods Market does not offer a complete sustainable consumption experience (many of the products are not local or seasonal), but it made organic food accessible and is leading in sustainability in many areas - from green buildings to promoting animal welfare and donating regularly to local NGO’s (URL 8).    

5 Sustainable Table (US) - sustainable humor

Sustainable table is a consumer campaign initiated  by GRACE (GrassRoots Action Center for the Environment), a New York based NGO (URL 5). The website of sustainable table explains in a clear and interactive way the importance of sustainable agriculture and consumption of food. The website’s goal is to: “ educate consumers and increase demand for sustainable food through awareness campaigns, promotional events and through offering viable solutions to the factory farm problem” (URL 6). The GRACE group released a two humoristic short animation films that explain the negative side of the modern agricultural system. The films became a huge success internationally and are already translated to more than 30 languages.


The reason this web-campaign is included in this report is the fact that GRACE used two very powerful elements in sending out the message of sustainable consumption: the Internet web and humor. The internet is probably the fastest way to spread a message globally, and the humoristic tone of the films made the information accessible to people that are not the typical ‘niche crowd’ to the message of sustainability. Sustainable Table is a model of media usage that can achieve a great popularity and be efficient in raising awareness of the consumers to sustainable consumption of food. 
6 ACA  (Mexico) - encouraging participation

ACA is a community association for self sufficiency. For the past nine years, students from the area of Jalisco learn how to grow organic produce in a program of community-based environmental education (URL 8). The students receive skill training that qualifies them to work in the agriculture industry and teach other the merits of sustainable agriculture. The long term goal of ACA program is to encourage its students to establish a network of small, self-sufficient community farms and develop community-supported alliance to distribute the produce cooperatively (URL 8). ACA students learn how to grow organic produce on a small scale and in an ecologically sound manner that is strikingly   different than the wasteful and destructive methods used in the conventional food network agriculture.  


ACA is included in this report since it advocates sustainable food production by teaching students from all levels of society to grow organic produce in an ecologically sound method. These students are encouraged to spread their knowledge and become the teachers of sustainable agriculture in their own community. ACA’s mission is inspiring since it regards not only the importance of consuming healthy sustainable food, but also supplies the tools to the development of socially embedded production network. 
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