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Summary

Food has been largely absent from urban studies and urban policy, and the urban has been equally 
absent from food security studies and policy. Food is central to the health and wellbeing of urban 
residents, and yet food is rarely on the urban agenda. This is particularly true in Africa, which is 
experiencing rapid urbanisation in both primary and secondary cities. The Governing Food Systems 
to Alleviate Poverty in Secondary African Cities, referred to as the Consuming Urban Poverty (CUP) 
project, worked from the premise that this lack of policy and programmatic attention has negative 
food-security outcomes for urban residents, impeding economic and social development. The CUP 
project also makes a broader argument that important contributions to debates on urbanisation in 
sub-Saharan Africa, the nature of urban poverty, and the relationship between governance, poverty 
and the spatial characteristics of cities and towns in the region, can be made through a focus on urban 
food systems and the dynamics of urban food poverty. This working paper serves as an introduction to 
the CUP project’s food systems research and its city-specific food poverty and food system papers. It is 
also aimed at opening up a discussion on the intersection between the mutually reinforcing transitions 
associated with poverty and urbanisation in African cities, particularly in the context of the under-
researched urban dynamic of secondary cities.
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1. Introduction
Food has been largely absent from urban studies and urban 
policy, and the urban has been equally absent from food security 
studies and policy. Food is central to the health and wellbeing 
of urban residents, and yet food is rarely on the urban agenda. 
This is particularly true in Africa, which is experiencing 
rapid urbanisation in both primary and secondary cities. The 
Governing Food Systems to Alleviate Poverty in Secondary 
African Cities, referred to as the Consuming Urban Poverty 
(CUP) project, worked from the premise that this lack of policy 
and programmatic attention has negative food-security outcomes 
for urban residents, impeding economic and social development. 
The CUP project also makes a broader argument that important 
contributions to debates on urbanisation in sub-Saharan Africa, 
the nature of urban poverty, and the relationship between 
governance, poverty and the spatial characteristics of cities and 
towns in the region, can be made through a focus on urban food 
systems and the dynamics of urban food poverty.

The working paper serves as an introduction to the CUP 
project’s food systems research. Funded by the Economic and 
Social Research Council (ESRC) (UK) and the UK Department 
for International Development (DFID), the CUP project was a 
three-year research project located in the African Centre for 
Cities (ACC) at the University of Cape Town, South Africa, 
carried out in collaboration with partner research teams at 
Copperbelt University (Zambia), the University of Zimbabwe, 
and the Kisumu Local Interaction Platform (KLIP) – a research 
and policy knowledge hub facilitating urban research in Kisumu, 
Kenya (Figure 1). The CUP project builds on a longer trajectory of 
research within the ACC on urban food security in sub-Saharan 
Africa. This work started in 2008 with the establishment of the 
African Food Security Urban Network (AFSUN) (Frayne, et al., 
2010).

This working paper begins with a discussion on the current 
developments in urban food and nutrition debates, and then 
engages with questions of urbanisation, scale and the food 
system. The mutually converging trends of poverty, food security, 
food systems, supermarket expansion and urbanisation are then 
discussed. The urbanisation discussion facilitates entry into a 
more detailed discussion on the overarching thematic of the 
CUP project, secondary cities and the centrality of governance 
in how food and city management converge. Following these 
foundational discussions, the partner cities are discussed and 
brief city profiles are provided. This is followed by a summary 
of the food systems work package, which then feeds into an 
overview of the key interlinked project findings and conclusion.

While serving as an introduction to the city-specific food poverty 
and food system working papers, this working paper is also 
aimed at opening up a discussion on the intersection between 
the mutually reinforcing transitions associated with poverty 
and urbanisation in African cities. It details these converging 
transitions, but does so specifically in the context of the under-
researched urban dynamic of secondary cities.

The urban food system is a window onto urban residents’ 
experience of poverty and the impact of the dynamics of urban 
growth on the poor. The food system, one in which all residents 
have a stake, is also an analytical device that connects household 
livelihood strategies to global economic processes. The food 

system component of the CUP project understands food poverty 
as being determined by household scale conditions – referred to 
by Sen (1981) as a failure of entitlements – and by wider systemic 
challenges in the food system, which views food poverty as a form 
of social exclusion determined by food market structure and food 
system governance priorities (Barling, et al. 2002; Ericksen, 2008; 
Smit, 2016).

2. Governing Food Systems to Alleviate 
Poverty in Secondary Cities in 
Africa: The CUP project

The CUP project’s underlying research objective was the co-
generation of new knowledge, sound governance principles and 
practices, and capacity development in Africa. The overarching 
project research question asked:

What does the urban food system in three secondary cities 
in Africa reveal about the dynamics of urban poverty and 
its governance, and what are the lessons for generic poverty 
reduction?

The project thus uses food as a way to understand the connections 
between poverty, governance and urban space.

 The impacts of food and nutrition insecurity on human physical, 
social, emotional and cognitive development throughout the life 
course are well known (Pérez-Escamilla, 2017). Increasingly, 
however, arguments about the economic costs of food insecurity 
and malnutrition are being made in global development 
circles (IFPRI, 2014). As a result, food and nutrition security is 
increasingly viewed as a critical entry point to alleviate various 
development challenges.

Food is a key component of urban metabolism. It is also a key 
social good – something that determines not just the health of 
the citizenry, but also the health of the entire city. While the 
exact impact will differ from city to city, it is indisputable that 
food and the wider food system impact on a city’s functioning in 
multiple ways. Speaking to the Canadian context, Roberts (2001: 
7) demonstrates this directly, describing the direct metabolic and 
health-related impacts:

More than with any other of our biological needs, the choices 
we make about food affect the shape, style, pulse, smell, look, 
feel, health, economy, street life and infrastructure of our city 
... One way or another, these choices account for about 20% of 
all retail sales, 20% of all service jobs, 10% of industrial jobs, 
20% of all car trips, 20% of chronic diseases, 25% of fossil fuel 
energy and air pollution, 40% of all garbage, 80% of sewage 
... the list goes on. Given the over?arching importance of food 
in urban life, planners need to put food closer to the top of 
their planning menu.

The link to planners is noteworthy: it demonstrates how food is 
about a great deal more than most city officials assume, and that 
they are more directly connected to food governance than they 
may appreciate. This link between city planning, governance and 
the food system was central to informing how the CUP project 
was framed and operationalised.
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3. Developments in the urban food system and food and nutrition debates
Debates on urbanisation, secondary cities, food security and food systems not only intersect in interesting ways, but also interact with 
emerging discussions and developments playing out within these debates at different scales. Some of these debates require far greater 
interrogation. Five key interconnected debates are:

1.  A renewed interest in rural-urban linkages (Vorley and Lançon, 2016).

2.  Particularly in the sub-Saharan African context, but also in other developing regions, attention needs to be given to secondary 
cities and their changing spatial, economic and social characteristics (Roberts, 2014; UN DESA, 2018).1

Figure 1: Consuming Urban Poverty research sites

(Source: Alexander and Park Ross for CUP)

1 It is appreciated that global urbanisation figures are contested, have a particular political bias, and are at times mere forecasts informed by outdated census data. 
However, in the absence of other reliable data, such reports need to be seen as a starting point to develop more robust data.
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3.  An emergent interest in urban food system studies; a focus 
on the urban food system (not just food insecurity or 
hunger) provides scope to engage new urbanisation, poverty 
and governance debates, and shift the scale of analysis from 
the household scale to the city scale (Frayne, et al., 2010).

4.  An enquiry into the nature and form of food retail in the 
urban environment, both formal and informal (Reardon, et 
al., 2003).

5.  The intersection between poverty, livelihoods and urban 
infrastructure (Potts, 2018; David, et al., 2018).

Renewed interest in rural-urban linkages challenges assumptions 
about the connections between urban areas as consumers of 
food produced by local farmers in their rural hinterlands (Vorley 
and Lançon, 2016). It suggests that there is a need to consider 
the nature of social relations between rural and urban areas, 
and the material flow of resources in both directions, in order to 
better understand the dynamics and vulnerabilities of the urban 
system (Potts, 2012; Battersby, 2012b). It argues that, given the 
increasingly global supply of food, the relationships between 
rural and urban areas require further consideration (Moseley, et 
al., 2010).

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), with the RUAF 
Foundation, has developed a methodology for city region/
urban food system assessment. The concept of a City Region 
Food System (CRFS) is embedded in the New Urban Agenda, 
specifically how urban food is understood in the context of a 
regional food system and the discourse on territorial planning. 
The recent emergence of the CRFS conjoins the local food 
movement that emerged in the 1990s in the global North with the 
re-emergence of territorial planning. Among the cautions offered 
about territorial planning (Rondinelli, 1990; Richardson and 
Jensen, 2000), Healy (2003: 101) called for ‘continuing attention 
to the complexity and diversity of urban governance contexts and 
the importance for practical action of grasping the particularities 
of situated governance dynamics’. This caution is echoed by 
Battersby and Watson (2019: 4) in the context of CRFSs:

Food system planning at a territorial scale also provides 
a rationale for local government to neglect food system 
planning, particularly with regards to spatial planning, 
within municipal boundaries. It is also largely apolitical 
and ignores the power of multiple stakeholders, including 
large-scale private-sector actors, donor agencies, global 
trade agreements and other actors in shaping food system 
conditions.

The nature, governance, scale and culture of African cities differ 
significantly. One area of generalisation has been the use of 
‘cities’ or ‘urban’. Differentiation between primary and secondary 
cities is seldom made in broad references to urban Africa. When 
secondary cities are discussed directly, they are argued to be key 
sites where new regional formations may emerge, often informed 
by the notion that they have more direct local links, particularly 
to production (Tefft, et al., 2017). This view assumes a more rural 
orientation. While this may apply to certain types of secondary 
cities, it requires far greater analysis and enquiry, particularly 
with the emerging work on secondary city typologies (Roberts, 
2014). This work considering the different types, and the political, 
economic and even structural reasons for the development of 
certain types of settlements, particularly secondary cities, raises 
important questions about the dominant dichotomy of rural 
producers and urban consumers (Song, 2013). This is part of a 

larger challenge to the pervasive anti-urban predisposition in the 
African context. From an urban food governance perspective, this 
encourages a change in thinking on the nature of the food system 
and, therefore, the nature and spatial scale of policy responses 
(Haysom, 2015). This reinforced the need to focus on secondary 
cities in Africa.

The third debate surrounds an emergent interest in urban food 
system studies. In 2013, the City of Cape Town linked its food 
security challenges to failures in the city’s food system. Food 
security was positioned as follows:

[Food in terms of access to] or the lack thereof is the outcome 
of complex and multi-dimensional factors comprising a food 
system. Therefore, food insecurity is the result of failures or 
inefficiencies in one or more dimensions of the food system. 
This necessitates a holistic analysis of the food system that 
then can provide insights into the various components of the 
system, especially in our [Cape Town] context as a developing 
world city. (City of Cape Town, 2013)

The focus on the urban food system provides scope to engage new 
urbanisation, poverty and governance debates, shifting the scale 
of analysis from the household scale to the city scale, echoing the 
ongoing scale shift in urban poverty work (Brenner, et al., 2012; 
Marcuse, 2009). New food work focuses on the systemic drivers 
of food and nutrition insecurity, and argues for non-food specific 
factors such as planning codes, infrastructure planning and 
transport systems to be considered. Food insecurity and poverty 
are no longer just problems in the urban, but of the urban. This 
scale shift therefore calls for new policy and governance responses 
at the urban scale (Battersby 2012b).

Problematically, much of the renewed focus on urban food 
systems remains on cities in the developed world. When these 
and other food system related concepts, such as food deserts, 
localism and even CRFS, are considered within the context of 
cities in the developing world, they are often assumed to hold 
similar relevance and transferred without due consideration of 
context or the different state of development (see Battersby, 2016 
and 2019, for a critique of uncritical transfer).

The fourth debate involves the nature and form of food retail in 
the urban environment. A prominent topic of urban food systems 
discussion is the supermarket sector expansion into the African 
food retail environment (Reardon, et al., 2004; Wetherspoon and 
Reardon, 2003; Reardon and Timmer, 2007). Spearheaded by 
AFSUN, there is a need to interrogate the impact of supermarkets 
on small, local businesses and the household food security of the 
urban poor (Frayne, et al., 2010; Crush, 2014; Battersby and Peyton, 
2014). More recently, work by Battersby (2017b) seeks to position 
the expansion of supermarkets in the context of the current 
investment patterns in African cities. There is an emerging debate 
on the relative roles of the private sector and the state in shaping 
the urban development trajectories of African cities (Parnell 
and Pieterse, 2014). The impact of unaccountable private-sector 
development on the urban poor is not well understood. There 
is also a need to better understand the spatially uneven ways in 
which infrastructure has been provided, maintained and financed 
by governments in urban areas, and how this serves to benefit 
some urban neighbourhoods and disadvantage others. A study 
of food and supermarket development processes and trajectories 
offers unique insights into expansion processes.

In considering the merits and pitfalls of the informal economy, 
Turok’s caution of over-valorising the energy and creative spirit 
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of informality offers a useful warning (Turok, 2014). Parnell and 
Oldfield (2014) reiterate this warning, calling for clarity between 
creative survival behaviour and triumphal ingenuity. Further, 
Buckley and Kallergis (2014) caution against standing in awe of 
the urban poor’s capacity to survive in the way they do, through 
almost unimaginable poverty. However, as Roy (2005) argues 
(albeit in the context of housing) informality is the norm of 
developing world cities and requires attention and policy focus. 
Although the informal food retail sector connects and intersects 
with the formal sector in ways that are poorly understood, it 
simultaneously provides a key service to poor urban residents 
and has a role in the wider food system (Skinner and Haysom, 
2016; Humphrey and Robinson, 2015; Iyenda, 2001; Berger, 
2017). How these food system actors engage with consumers in 
secondary cities requires far greater analysis. The food security 
outcomes, positive and negative, originating from the activities 
of informal food system actors also requires far greater enquiry. 
Given that most governance approaches to the sector are informed 
by modernist (and largely Eurocentric) urban management 
perspectives, without the requisite information to understand the 
sector’s economic and food security impacts, understanding how 
these processes are governed poses critical urban governance and 
management questions.

The fifth area of debate is the multidimensional nature of 
poverty and the interconnected nature of natural, economic 
and governance systems that reinforce poverty (Mitlin and 
Satterthwaite, 2013). Looking at poverty from a multidimensional 
perspective, rather than as simply income-derived, links questions 
of poverty to food security, urban functioning, design, planning 
and governance. This shifts food and poverty urban governance 
questions in new directions, requiring interventions that demand 
a greater understanding of the functioning of the entire urban 
system.

4.  Urbanisation, scale and the food 
system

While sub-Saharan Africa is urbanising rapidly, it is clear that this 
process is not well understood, particularly in the intermediate 
and smaller cities that will be home to the majority of future urban 
residents (Fox, 2012; Potts, 2011; Mitlin and Satterthwaite, 2013; 
UN DESA, 2018). What this secondary city urbanisation means 
for development is not yet clear. Trends in rates of urban growth, 
the associated patterns of poverty and inequality, and their 
relationship to public policy, are fiercely contested (McGranahan, 
et al., 2008; Potts, 2012). This is the result of weak demographic 
and economic data, which is still to be thoroughly analysed 
beyond the macro-scale (see, for example, UNCHS, 1996; UN 
DESA, 2014). Understanding the challenges and transitions 
taking place at scales other than the macro-scale remains under-
researched.

Although there has been some work on the right to the city, most 
policy actions and research still focus the debate on poverty at 
the household scale (Mitlin and Satterthwaite, 2013; Brenner, 
et al., 2012). This household-scale focus is particularly evident 
when food and food security are considered (Battersby, 2013). 
The adaption of Sen’s ‘entitlements thesis’ to a focus on physical 
and economic access resulted in an obscuring of the wider food 
system at the urban scale, with disproportionate focus at the 
‘depoliticised household scale’ (Battersby, 2013: 457). When 
considering wider urban poverty, the need to reframe both the 
area of analysis and the debate calls for new indicators to measure 

poverty (DFID, 2012; Haysom and Tawodzera, 2018). From these 
new measures, there is the potential to derive new forms of urban 
governance to address urban poverty (Rakodi, 2001; Pieterse, 
2008; Meagher, 2010; Resnick, 2011; Gore and Muwanga, 2014).

Africa’s urban growth is not uniform. Different types of growth 
occur in different regions, and cities are growing at different 
rates. Perhaps most importantly, while much attention has been 
paid to the larger, primary cities, it is the secondary cities that 
are seeing the greatest urban growth (UN DESA, 2018). These 
differences in growth and scale, and the need to avoid the current 
broad generalisations associated with African cities, highlights 
the urgent need to consider urban food system and urbanisation 
debates in different ways. Contextually relevant information is 
required that provides policy makers, non-governmental actors 
and other actors who hold influence over urban development 
matters with the necessary tools to assist robust development. The 
absence thereof will result in more of the same.

As suggested, secondary cities are not uniform. The CUP 
project drew on the work of Roberts (2014) and Song (2013) in 
differentiating the typology of secondary cities. Roberts (2014) 
describes three broad typologies: (1) the extractive city, whose 
economy and sole reason for existence was informed by and is 
now reliant on an extractive resource (often a single resource); 
(2) the trunk or trade city, located on a transport route or at a 
transport intersection; and (3) a satellite city, whose existence 
is informed by and deeply reliant on another city or country. 
Satellite cities are often labour pools and have limited economic 
stature. The three cities in the CUP project align, albeit indirectly, 
with these typologies. Kitwe, in the Zambian Copperbelt, grew 
out of the copper mining industry and its fortunes were linked to 
the price and viability of the copper economy. Kisumu, in western 
Kenya, is on the shores of Lake Victoria and served as the key port 
at the end of the railway line that linked Kenya to the Great Lakes 
region, and onwards to the Indian Ocean. Epworth is a satellite 
town on the outskirts of Harare, Zimbabwe. The settlement does 
not have any (formal) industrial or economic base, and is not 
governed by the Harare City Council.

The CUP project investigated a number of emerging discourses 
on urban governance/urban food/urban food systems. The 
project’s focus on the changing nature of the food system, and 
the lived experience of this system by the urban poor, provides a 
means to interrogate assumptions around the consistency of food 
access – spatially, economically, or even as a result of networks or 
other community dynamics. Using food as a lens to engage the 
urban system and urban governance makes it possible to observe 
interconnections and points of dissonance that may be obstacles 
to urban-scale policy development.

The next section sets out a conceptual framework informed by the 
notion that African urbanisation is driven by multiple and often 
mutually reinforcing challenges. This presents a research and 
policy challenge, which conventional approaches seek to address 
in isolated ways. Given how interlinked these challenges are and 
the multiple feedback loops they generate when they converge, 
alternative, more systemic approaches to understanding these 
challenges are required.
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5.  Intersecting urban realities
Poverty, urbanisation, secondary cities, food security, food 
systems, and urban governance are themes discussed in this and 
the following sections. While they are interconnected and do not 
operate in isolation, their key debates are set out with a specific 
focus on the concepts and approaches that underpinned the CUP 
project.

5.1 Poverty

Previous urban poverty inquiry (livelihoods research) has 
largely focused at the household scale on specific determinants 
of deprivation (such as the lack of basic skills or access to 
sanitation) or governance. However, the connections with 
city scales of anti-poverty interventions in areas such as bulk 
infrastructure was not well conceptualised or articulated. While 
some research, such as Scoones’s (1998) work, sought to map 
the connections to wider systems, the area of analysis remained 
either the individual or household. Understanding urban poverty 
as multidimensional emphasised the interconnection of natural, 
economic and governance systems that reinforce poverty, which 
is still regarded as important (Mitlin and Satterthwaite, 2013). 
More recent work on poverty reflects the discourse on social 
protection that emerged in the context of the relatively robust 
growth of some middle-income nations (such as Mexico, Brazil, 
China), providing belated recognition of the need for alternative 
institutional arrangements to protect the poverty-stricken and 
vulnerable against frequent livelihoods shocks (Cook and Kabeer, 
2009; Baulch, 2013). The conceptualisation of social protection 
has now moved beyond a narrow focus on risk management and 
safety nets to encompass a broad range of socio-economic policies 
including social security, healthcare, social insurance, and child 
protection. This has been driven by the realisation that the state 
needs to re-engage with the social arena and play a more active 
role in shaping markets, redistributing gains from growth, and 
ensuring adequate investments in the human capital and welfare 
of the poor (Ballard, 2015). Social protection remains an essential 
component of a wider package of food and nutrition support 
programmes (Hulme, et al. 2012; Bastagli, et al., 2016). This is 
particularly relevant given the demographic transitions currently 
underway in the global South (Turok and McGranahan, 2013). 
Recent work on urban poverty has started questioning the scale 
of analysis, specifically the household, while also enquiring into 
the intersections between urban systems and how this impacts 
poverty (Lucci, et al., 2016). In very poor cities, particularly 
those where the demographic transition is happening at pace, the 
networked interfaces of public and private, formal and informal 
service delivery systems are fundamental in determining the day-
to-day experiences of the poor and how they access water and 
energy, but may also be useful for exploring food (Jaglin, 2014).

In the World Development Report 2000/2001, poverty was 
described as ‘a pronounced deprivation in well-being’ (IBRD, 
2001: 15). The same report stated that one-fifth of the world’s 
people lived on less than USD1 a day (IBRD, 2001: 15). The latest 
World Bank data on global poverty from 2013 estimates that 767 
million people are living below the international poverty line, 
set at USD1.90 per person per day (2016). The reality is that the 
proportion of those living in poverty has not shifted much since 
the 2001 report (IBRD 2001), but poverty is now sought to be 
understood in all its dimensions. Although still locked in distinct 
silos, engagement in poverty is shifting slightly, as evidenced 
by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). SDG 1 seeks 
to end poverty in all its forms, and SDG 10’s aim is to reduce 
inequality within and among countries. Despite progress being 

made in improving average living conditions in many developing 
countries, spatial disparities in living standards remain prevalent 
in most developing/transition economies (Deichmann, 1999; 
Daimon, 2001; Kanbur and Venables, 2005; Alkire, et al., 2014).

Perhaps more important is how poverty is understood and 
measured. Poverty is dynamic, multidimensional and operates at 
multiple spatial scales (Riley and Hovorka, 2015; Kamete, et al., 
2001). Research on poverty therefore needs to span disciplinary 
boundaries and to integrate qualitative and quantitative research 
methods. Shifa and Leibbrandt (2017) argue that, with the 
exception of a few studies and largely driven by methodological 
constraints and limitations, spatial analysis of poverty in poor 
countries is limited to a rural-urban or provincial breakdown. 
Given the interconnectedness of various deprivations means that 
greater emphasis should be given to tackling these institutional 
and social obstacles, rather than focusing only on income 
poverty (Sen, 1992; Alkire and Santos, 2010). The assertion that 
national growth figures would trickle down to the poor and, in so 
doing, reduce poverty, has been proactively criticised. However, 
understanding national issues does provide insight into the 
dynamics of poverty in different locations.

After experiencing significant economic decline in previous 
decades, both Zambia and Kenya have achieved high levels of 
economic growth since 2000. However, this economic growth 
has not translated into significant reductions in poverty (Shifa 
and Leibbrandt, 2017). Drawing on 2013 data from the Kenya 
Institute for Public Policy Research and Analysis (KIPPRA), Shifa 
and Leibbrandt (2017) point out that, in Kenya, the proportion of 
people living below the national income poverty line increased 
from 46.1% in 2006 to 50.8% in 2008, and then reduced slightly to 
49.8% in 2012. Percentages can be deceiving though. During the 
period 2006–2012, the number of people living below the income 
poverty line in Kenya increased by 3.3 million (KIPPRA 2013). 
During the period 2003–2010, the incidence of income poverty 
in Zambia only decreased from 66.5% to 60.5% (Chibuye, 2011; 
Shifa and Leibbrandt, 2017).

In urban environments, poverty generally entails living with 
multiple and cumulative deprivations. Developing world cities 
reflect an environment characterised by inadequate social security 
mechanisms, an almost exclusive reliance on a cash economy, 
and erratic fluctuations in the prices of basic goods and services 
(Wratten, 1995). The net outcome of these environments is that, 
for vulnerable groups, particularly the poor, such circumstances 
are likely to have negative food security outcomes. This is perhaps 
most evident in the case of food access. In urban areas, access 
to food is enabled by the market rather than own production 
(Haysom and Tawodzera, 2018). A dated but still relevant analysis 
of the evolution of food security thinking originates from the 
World Food Conference in 1974. The evolution in thinking ‘from 
the global and the national to the household and the individual 
… [and then] from a food first perspective to a livelihood 
perspective … [and then] from objective indicators to subjective 
perception’ (Maxwell, 1996: 156-158), has meant that, as changes 
in the understanding of food security evolve, so do the forms and 
tools used to measure food security. However, it is argued that 
most measurement tools still retain the rural and even perhaps 
production-oriented origin of food security thinking and thus 
measurement. We argue that assessment of urban food insecurity 
draws on methods and assessment tools originally informed by 
rural issues, which have generally simply been transferred to 
urban areas where the day-to-day experiences of poverty and 
food insecurity are very different (Haysom and Tawodzera, 2018). 
Satterthwaite (2014) and Lucci, et al. (2016), amongst others, have 
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raised concerns about the nature of and metrics and measures 
used in understanding or determining urban poverty. Both 
Satterthwaite (2014) and Lucci, et al. (2016) suggest that levels 
of urban poverty are consistently underestimated on the basis of 
indicators that have been translocated from rural to urban areas 
without due consideration for the contextual differences between 
urban and rural poverty. Lucci, et al. (2016: 6) offer a warning on 
how poverty is measured, arguing that data-collection methods 
and poverty measurements have not caught up with the reality of 
an increasingly urbanised world.

Single poverty measures, such as those aligned to income only, 
do not provide the necessary depth and detail to effectively 
understand the core drivers of poverty, or, for that matter, 
how the urban poor are responding to their environments, the 
various stresses they face, and which different forms of poverty 
are experienced and in what way. Although by no means an 
ultimate solution, the multidimensional poverty index (MPI) is 
useful in providing a sense of the multiple depravations beyond 
just the limited monetary measure. In calculating the MPI, 
poverty is characterised as inadequate access to basic services 
(e.g. education, health, water, sanitation) and an inadequate 
asset base to support livelihoods. The CUP project included the 
Lived Poverty Index (LPI), a form of multidimensional poverty 
measure, in its quantitative household questionnaire.

Food access strategies in cities are highly dependent on the 
ability to procure rather than produce food. Thus, urban poverty 
and food security are linked. However, viewing food insecurity 
solely as a result of urban poverty conceals a number of systemic 
urban food challenges. The relationship between urban poverty 
and the broader urban food system is not clearly understood 
(Haysom, 2014). In Poverty and Famines (1981), Sen posited that 
food insecurity was more about the ability to access food and 
less about the amount of food available. Sen’s thesis prompted 
Maxwell to argue that it was no longer possible to speak about 
food security ‘without making reference to the importance 
of access and entitlement’ (Maxwell, 1996: 157). The fact that 
global efforts to eradicate hunger, often aligned to initiatives 
such as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and now 
the SDGs, still give disproportionate attention to production 
remains an anomaly (Haysom, 2014). Lack of access to resources 
is a unifying characteristic of poverty in all its manifestations, 
further justifying the use of the MPI. The poor lack ownership 
of, or access to, assets such as land, water, forest, dwelling units, 
credit, literacy, longevity, voice and capital – both physical and 
social (Mehta and Shah, 2001: 6).

Food insecurity and poverty are thus linked, but again, as with 
poverty, simple measures such as income poverty as an indicator 
of the state of food insecurity are inadequate when trying to 
understand and respond to food insecurity.

5.2 Food security

Food security is defined as a situation ‘when all people, at all 
times, have physical and economic access to sufficient safe and 
nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences 
for an active and healthy life’ (FAO, 1996). This definition implies 
that four dimensions – availability, accessibility, utilisation, and 
stability – are necessary for the attainment of food security. These 
dimensions require that sufficient food is available, generally 
through food production or food imports; secondly, that the 
food that is available is accessible, mostly through the market but 
also through social networks or through other non-monetary 
food access channels. The third dimension is that of ensuring 

the food that is available and accessible can be consumed in a 
manner that is socially appropriate, that it provides the requisite 
nutritional requirements for a healthy life and is safe to consume, 
and can be prepared in a way that ensures health and wellness. 
The final dimension is stability, and while generally articulated 
as representing stable food supply and the avoidance of breaks in 
supply, often as a result of disruptions such as drought, today this 
dimension applies equally to the assertion that consumers need 
to be able to plan and budget for food access over a specific period 
of time (perhaps a dominant consideration in urban contexts), as 
much as anticipate and respond to ecologically or disaster-driven 
breaks in supply. This planning requires not only adequate supply, 
but also stable and consistent food prices. It also requires stable 
and consistent prices of items that support food preparation, such 
as fuel and water access.

Following the 2007/8 food crisis, questions about food security 
have remerged and increased in prominence in the global 
development agenda in a variety of ways, from calls for a ‘second 
Green Revolution’ (Foresight, 2011), to calls for bottom-up 
activist movements such as La Via Campesina (Holt-Gimenez 
and Patel, 2012), to global lobbying to assert the importance of 
food security in processes such as the SDGs (Fukuda-Parr and 
Orr, 2014). While this is welcomed, there are several concerns 
about the ways in which this development issue has been framed. 
One area of concern is the SDGs. SDG 2 speaks to addressing 
malnutrition in all of its forms, but only one indicator within the 
monitoring framework considers obesity (SDG indicator 2.2.2 
which focuses only on ‘the prevalence of malnutrition among 
children under 5 years of age, by type (wasting and overweight)’). 
As such, ‘the indicators for SDG 2 suggest that within the global 
development community, food insecurity still manifests solely 
in the form of hunger-based malnutrition rather than in poor 
diets characterised by caloric (over)sufficiency and macro- and 
micro-nutrient deficiency’ (Battersby, 2017b). It further fails 
to acknowledge the reality of urban food insecurity. Another 
risk is associated with the SDGs: that the focus, and resultant 
remedial actions, gets reduced to nationally assessed measures. 
In resource-poor (often developing) countries with constrained 
national data-collection systems, the only viable measure is often 
merely calorific intake. Informed by the 1996 definition, using 
just calorific measures as the determinant of food security when 
reporting into the global reporting frameworks, such as those of 
the SDGs, is clearly limited. When these figures are used to plan 
global campaigns and large international donor-led programmes, 
the limited reporting approach presents real challenges. In 
order for food and nutrition security to play the catalytic role 
that it should and can play, policies and programmes need to 
be contextually specific, but also cannot be constrained by a 
myopic view of food security. Context is key and extends to scales 
between the household and the national scale; one such critical 
scale of enquiry is the urban scale.

AFSUN has been one of the few actors raising the profile and 
highlighting the importance of urban food security in African 
cities. Building on work by the likes of Drakakis-Smith and 
Rakodi (see Drakakis-Smith and Kivell, 1987; Drakakis-Smith, 
1990; Drakakis-Smith and Kivell, 1990; Rakodi, 1985), AFSUN 
conducted detailed household food security surveys of poor 
neighbourhoods in 11 southern African cities, starting in 2007 
(Frayne, et al., 2010). The data from the surveys highlighted the 
extremely high levels of food insecurity amongst the poor in 
these cities. The AFSUN research raised further questions about 
and challenged some of the responses from the international 
development community. Thanks largely to this work, there are 
growing numbers of projects and initiatives drawing attention to 
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the state of food insecurity in southern African cities, including 
the CUP project, Nourishing Spaces, CUP2 and a recent Open 
Societies Foundation project in Namibia.2 This work has now 
expanded to other southern cities through the Hungry Cities 
Partnership project.

While there has been an upsurge in interest – a World Bank report 
on urban food governance (Tefft, et al., 2017); the Global Alliance 
for Improved Nutrition (GAIN) efforts at Habitat III meetings 
in Quito in 2016 and the formulation of the New Urban Agenda 
(NUA); and the International Food Policy Research Institute 
(IFPRI) (2017) report with an urban food focus – urban food 
security has not received much attention in global and regional 
development debates. The predominant focus has been on rural 
food security. Others have succinctly made the point about a 
blind spot in food security debates, interventions planned, global 
processes (such as the SDGs) and other such initiatives, including 
but not limited to FAO projects (see FAO, et al., 2015; Fukuda-
Parr and Orr, 2014). Certain global initiatives, such as the Food 
Sovereignty Campaign and even the New Urban Agenda processes, 
further entrench a rural and often specifically ‘non-urban’ agenda 
(Battersby, 2017a). Approaches that do engage urban food security 
often transfer rural perspectives and uncritically try to impose 
these in the urban environment (Egziabher, et al., 1993; Mougeot, 
2010). The result is that urban food security initiatives generally 
take two forms: urban agriculture interventions and food security 
initiatives that focus on the household scale, often in the form 
of some type of poverty-relief initiative, such as the Expanded 
Public Works Programme in South Africa, or the growth in food 
banks internationally. Although seen as systematic and of a ‘self-
help nature’, these approaches often miss or avoid engagement 
in the wider food system. While there has been a slight shift in 
recent years at a global scale, with the World Bank, GAIN, IFPRI 
and Global Nutrition Summit, and interest building in new ways 
of engaging the issues, through markets and nutrition, many 
approaches at the city scale generally remain project-focused 
and eschew investigating or disrupting the faults within the food 
system servicing urban consumers.

One aspect is, however, clear: if all four dimensions of food 
security are to be considered, the wider food system requires far 
greater attention. The current approaches, largely dominated by 
small-scale projects, will not provide the lasting impact needed 
to address food security or food poverty. This is particularly 
important in urban areas, where the interactions of the four food 
security dimensions are far more critical. Understanding the 
wider food system is essential (Battersby and Watson, 2019). It is 
not only the intersecting dimensions of food security that require 
consideration, but also ‘the complex interconnections between 
lived poverty, food systems and governance systems’ (Battersby 
and Watson, 2019: 21).

A recent definition of a food system was devised by the FAO-
aligned structure, the High Level Panel of Experts on Food 
Security and Nutrition (HLPE-FSN), linking food security to 
the food system. According to the HLPE-FSN, ‘a food system 
gathers all the elements (environment, people, inputs, processes, 
infrastructures, institutions, etc.) and activities that relate 
to the production, processing, distribution, preparation and 
consumption of food, and the outputs of these activities, including 

socioeconomic and environmental outcomes’ (HLPE-FSN, 2014: 
12). This definition includes food security, the food system, and 
the wider set of systems in which food operates.

During the last decade, there has been a shift from early efforts 
simply to get food insecurity in urban areas acknowledged 
by policymakers and funders, to a far more complex research 
agenda that situates household food insecurity within its wider 
food system context. There is also a focus on changing retail 
systems (Battersby and Peyton, 2014; Riley and Legwegoh, 2014; 
Kroll, 2016), urban governance (Blekking, et al., 2017), urban 
infrastructure and its impact on the flows of food into and within 
the city (Wegerif, 2017), and the resilience of urban food systems 
in the context of external shocks (Berger, 2017). The publication 
entitled Food and Nutrition Security in Southern African Cities 
(Frayne, et al., 2018) reflects this emerging research agenda. As 
Battersby and Watson (2019: 3) point out, ‘Previous work on food 
security has conventionally focused at either the household scale 
or at aggregate food production, with far less focus on the food 
system itself and its intersection with cities.’

5.3  Food systems

The urban food system supports cities to acquire food and ensure 
that it is distributed in a manner that enables food security, 
nutrition and health. ‘The food system comprises the activities 
of commercial and non-commercial actors who grow, process, 
distribute, acquire, and dispose of food’ (MacRae and Donahue, 
2013: 2). However, the flows of food to city residents are not 
necessarily consistent or equitable, which manifests as food 
insecurity. 

The history of the food system – its evolution into the modern 
food system – has been addressed by several authors (Kiple and 
Ornelas, 2000; Vernon, 2007). Food is central to culture, and the 
synergistic relationship between society and the food system is 
one that is forever changing as societies and cultures transform. 
Historical enquiries into the food system have focused on specific 
aspects such as hunger (Newman, 1995; Vernon, 2007) or, more 
recently, the relationships between food and the city (Steel, 2008). 
Historical perspectives of the food system highlight two aspects. 
Firstly, the food system has always been fragile and while certain 
members, or classes, in society have continually benefited or 
received adequate food, others have not (Orr, 1966; Sen, 1981). 
Secondly, history shows that the food system is constantly 
changing, adapting as a result of societies’ engagement with 
shifting natural environments and changes in societies at large 
(Diamond, 1998; Fernandez-Armesto, 2001). Since the beginning 
of the 20th Century, these transitions have been driven by the 
tripartite relationship between economy, policy and labour.

Donald, et al. (2010: 172), writing about the food system (but 
referring to it as the agricultural system), argue that ‘past 
conceptual frameworks applied to the analysis of agricultural 
systems have emphasised producer over consumer actions 
and have often be aspatial’. The food system influences, or is 
influenced by, other systems (HLPE-FSN, 2014). Perspectives of 
the food system need to reflect on spatial and scalar dynamics, as 
well as the relational interactions with other systems and change 
drivers. Two conceptualisations have sought to represent the 
food system in slightly different ways and are contained in the 
work of Ericksen (2008), which has a strong ecosystems services 
orientation, and in the work emerging from IFPRI by Ecker and 
Breisinger (2012).

2 The Nourishing Spaces project, led out of the ACC, focuses on a primary 
and a secondary city in three African countries: Cape Town and Kimberley 
in South Africa, Windhoek and Oshakati in Namibia, and Nairobi and 
Kisumu in Kenya. CUP2 is a project led by Balsillie School of International 
Affairs and includes Oshakati in Namibia, Mzuzu in Malawi, and Dschang in 
Cameroon.
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Ericksen (2008) considers the different components of the food 
system, which are divided into food system activities, food system 
outcomes, food system drivers and feedbacks. While food security 
is clearly a food system outcome, Ericksen’s depiction omits 
a number of critical considerations. Firstly, it is scale-neutral. 
While arguably offered as a view of the global food system, this 
means that other elements critical to food system functions are 
overlooked, including how the food system and policy intersect. 
While it could be argued that these are accounted for in the 
socio-political contextual drivers, the policy environment or food 
regime can have far more direct impact on all aspects of the food 
system (Friedmann and McMichael, 1989). Scale is important 
when considering food security and urban food security. As 
Battersby (2012a: 142) suggests:

Within food security research, the northern research has 
tended to focus on the politics of the food system and the 
structural determinants of food insecurity. Southern research 
on the other hand has tended to take a developmentalist, 
poverty alleviation approach and has shifted focus from the 
global and national scale to the household scale.

These northern political discourses and the southern 
developmentalist/poverty-related approach intersect in the 
supermarket debates. While the discourses may differ in the 
North and South, understanding the impact of the supermarket 
transition and its impact on the food system in particular contexts 
is important (Battersby, 2019).

5.4 Supermarket expansion and a nutritional 
transition

Reardon, et al. (2003) suggested that the expansion of 
supermarkets, particularly into developing countries, was the 
outcome of two forces. First, there are demand-side incentives: 
urbanisation that changes various societal roles, particularly those 
of women, increasing the opportunity cost for women’s time and 
the associated benefits of convenience shopping. Furthermore, 
that supermarkets play an active role in reducing processed 
food prices. Second, various supply-side drivers further enable 
the process, including foreign direct investment by supermarket 
firms, the technological revolution in procurement logistics 
and inventory management, and the process of centralised 
distribution that ‘drove costs out of the system’ (Reardon, et al., 
2003: 1141-2). 

Supermarkets in southern Africa are emerging and growing 
rapidly. The most aggressive expansion is being driven by 
Shoprite, which opened its first non-South African store in 
1995. By the end of 2012, the company had 131 supermarkets 
in 16 African countries, excluding South Africa (Thomas, 
2012). Reardon, et al. (2003: 1146) argued that the expansion 
of supermarkets in southern Africa meant that development 
and food security practitioners seeking to enable food access 
needed to realise that access to markets would increasingly mean 
access to supermarkets. This view supported many Northern 
supermarket expansion debates, particularly the body of work on 
food deserts (Beaumont, et al., 1995; Wrigley, 2002; Leete, et al., 
2012). While the need for attention to supermarkets remains true, 
it often meant that attention to the wider food retail system was 
overlooked or not considered in full (Battersby and Crush, 2014; 
Skinner and Haysom, 2016). Battersby (2019: 11) has suggested 
that the assertion that supermarkets are key to food security in 
African cities requires significant critique, arguing:

The food desert concept may be valuable for African 
researchers to provoke debates about systemic inequality, 
but the food desert policy narrative should be rejected as it 
is ill-informed by the lived experiences of food insecurity in 
African cities and may promote policy interventions that 
erode rather than enhance the capacity of the food system to 
meet the food security needs of African urbanites.

Building on the earlier ‘economic’ work on the expansion of 
supermarkets, Reardon started to consider wider agro-food 
industry expansion, citing two broad expansion phases: first a 
pre-liberalisation and pre-globalisation phase, from the 1960s to 
mid-1980s; and the second, the liberalisation and globalisation 
phase, from the mid-1980s to the current day (Reardon and 
Timmer, 2007). All three CUP project cities are firmly located 
within the second phase.

This view of global forces driving food system changes, particularly 
the formalisation of food retail, is supported by different authors, 
most of whom argue that the main drivers of changes in food 
systems and dietary patterns are trends such as urbanisation, 
increased income, capital flows and market liberalisation 
(Haddad, 2003). While not disagreeing with these views, others 
have added further layers to the complex food system transitions 
work. Linked to issues of foreign direct investment and even in-
country capital accumulation, drivers of both food system change 
and supermarket expansion have not been the food retailers 
specifically. The retailers are merely conduits through which 
global financial flows are directed, and land and real estate value 
is captured (Greenberg, 2016; Battersby 2017a).

Similar to the supermarket transition, urbanisation, economic 
growth, technical change and culture are just some of the factors 
that influence the nutrition transition (Drewnowski and Popkin, 
1997: 581). The effects of urbanisation and globalisation on 
dietary patterns and nutritional status in developing countries 
are complex. However, the adverse changes in dietary intakes 
associated with urbanisation are taking place at all levels of 
society (Mendez and Popkin, 2004: 75). Popkin’s nutrition 
transition thesis suggests two key drivers in nutrition change: 
first, that major shifts in population growth, age structure and 
spatial distribution are closely associated with nutritional trends 
and dietary change; and second, that changes in income, patterns 
of work and leisure activities, and related socioeconomic shifts, 
lead to changes in women’s roles and shifts in dietary and activity 
patterns (Popkin, 2002). Across the global South, including 
Africa, the prevalence of overweight, obesity and accompanying 
non-communicable diseases is increasing rapidly (Popkin and 
Slining, 2013).

The nutrition and supermarket transitions are linked. History, 
globalisation and urbanisation are influencing food system 
outcomes in urban Africa, and the CUP cities, secondary African 
cities, are no exception. Exactly how these changes manifest are 
addressed in Working Papers #4 and #5 on Kisumu, #6 and #7 on 
Kitwe, and #8 and #9 on Epworth.

https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
https://consumingurbanpoverty.wordpress.com/working-papers/
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6.  Secondary cities
 As Pieterse, et al. (2018: 3) argue, ‘until fairly recently Africanists 
largely ignored, or were openly hostile to, almost all aspects 
of a wider urban agenda, focusing instead on issues such as 
the peasantry, agriculture, natural resource use or national 
sovereignty. The anti-urban bias is fast receding, ushered out by 
evidence of the rate and scale of urbanisation.’ This refocusing on 
urban issues has been facilitated, at least in part, by the renewed 
urban attention emerging out of recent global processes such as 
the SDGs and the NUA. For Africa and its long-term development 
trajectory, time is of the essence. The next two to three decades 
will define the urban transition on the continent. This is due 
to the significant increase in the number of people living in 
cities. Critical to this process, however, is how the development 
trajectory is conceptualised, planned, financed and implemented 
(Pieterse, et al., 2018: 3-4).

The world is urbanising at a rapid rate and is expected to be 
just under 60% urbanised by 2030 (UN-Habitat, 2013: 213). 
However, citing global urbanisation trends as single percentages 
obscures regional urbanisation shifts, particularly in developing 
regions where the scale and nature of urbanisation is dramatic 
but varied. A statistic released by UN-Habitat in 2012 requires 
emphasis: in the decade from 2000 to 2010, the urban population 
of the developing world grew by an average of 1.2 million people 
per week. The weekly urbanisation in the developing world 
was slightly less than one full year’s urban growth in European 
cities (UN-Habitat, 2012: 28). This rapid growth in developing 
world cities is a component of what has been termed the second 
urbanisation (or urban) transition (Pieterse, 2008; Swilling, 
2011).

Industrialising societies required labour to work in emerging 
industries. Agriculture is needed to supply mass-produced 
and inexpensive food to feed the urban industrial workforce, 
a process evident during the so-called ‘industrial revolution’. 
This industrialisation led to the ‘agricultural revolution’ (Beall 
and Fox, 2009: 44). In this process, as agriculture became more 
industrialised, labour was released and absorbed by the industrial 
growth within cities. This move from an agrarian society to 
an urban one meant the move from rural farming societies to 

industrial (job-providing) urban centres, which constituted the 
first urban transition in the global North. In the global South, 
urbanisation is taking a different form. The second urban 
transition is taking place in the absence of industrial growth 
and, thus, labour absorption. The lack of industrial growth in 
developing world cities, particularly evident in African cities, 
reflects the sharp contrast between Africa’s current urban 
transition and that of the first (Northern) urban transition. The 
lack of industrial growth means that industrial employment, 
or formal employment, is limited. This urban growth without 
economic growth demands new ways of understanding 
urbanisation, governance and how the urban food system is 
governed. It also calls for greater interrogation of what ‘urban’ is 
understood to be and, again, real caution is required when broad 
generalisations about the nature of urban growth are proffered. 
According to Swilling and Annecke (2012: 111): ‘Contrary to 
popular belief, the urbanisation trends across all continents are 
not creating more mega-cities but rather a rich global patchwork 
of smaller cities of around a million people or less.’ 

Urbanisation is not uniform, not in overall terms, and not even 
at the country scale. In his earlier work, Satterthwaite dispelled 
‘popular myths’ about urbanisation, including the continued 
expansion of large mega-cities (Satterthwaite, 2007). Such 
expansion does not reflect the more recent urban growth trends 
(Pieterse, 2013a). It is in fact the secondary cities and small urban 
areas that are experiencing the largest growth. Satterthwaite also 
challenges the notion of an urban bias in both academic and 
policy positions, suggesting that there is no evidence to support 
such claims (Satterthwaite 2007). While perhaps not a myth, 
but a misconception about the process of urbanisation, there is 
the assumption that urbanisation is uniform (UN DESA, 2018) 
(Figure 2). Satterthwaite suggests that, in the context of urban 
growth, the challenges experienced are not caused by growth, 
but by the inability of national and local institutions to adapt to 
the challenges presented by urban growth (Satterthwaite, 2007). 
These have direct implications when engaging issues of urban 
poverty.

Secondary cities are faced with the intersection of several key 
challenges. The first is the question of urban growth and increased 
net urban residents. The second challenge is governance and 

Figure 2: Africa’s current and projected urbanisation trajectory.

  Source: UN DESA (2018) 



10 | CONSUMING URBAN POVERTY, AFRICAN CENTRE FOR CITIES, UCT

the fact that size generally determines the skills, budgets and 
capacity of urban managers to effectively govern secondary cities. 
Third, and perhaps less obvious, is that base infrastructure and 
existing form often dictate the expansion trajectory; the original 
form may have enabled some efficiency, informed by the needs 
of that population, but as a foundation for expansion this base 
is woefully inadequate. Figure 2 represents growth trajectory in 
net numbers of different size urban settlements. Clearly evident 
is the number of urban Africans residing in cities housing less 
than 300 000 residents. When combined with the number of 
urban Africans residing in cities of one million or less in 2015, 
this totalled slightly less than 320 million. Those residing in 
primary cities (of more than one million) made up 175 million. 
The overwhelming majority of urban Africans reside in so-called 
secondary or second-tier cities (UN DESA, 2018).3

Most urban research in Africa has focused on primary cities, yet 
over two-thirds of urban population growth is taking place in 
cities with less than 500 000 people (Pieterse, et al., 2015). Sub-
Saharan Africa is urbanising rapidly (UN-Habitat, 2016; UN 
DESA, 2017). UN DESA’s World Urbanization Prospects (2014) 
captures this dynamic, effectively detailing the location, extent 
and proportion of urbanisation occurring in cities other than 
primary cities in Africa. However, the dynamics of urban change 
and urban poverty are poorly understood in these contexts.

Regionally, Africa is urbanising in different ways and, as Table 1 
demonstrates, seeing Africa’s urbanisation as uniform is a flawed 
perspective. Table 1 also highlights one of the core challenges 
for policy making: the use of percentages and not proportions 
skews the scale of urbanisation and how this is engaged. For 
example, in Table 1, the volume of urban residents in West 
Africa is profoundly different to the 64% urban figure for South 
[southern] Africa, despite being a lower percentage. By the same 
token, saying that South [southern] Africa is 64% urban is very 
different to saying that the region represents 7.7% of Africa’s total 
urban population.

Using the UN DESA regional classifications, Africa’s urban 
trajectory is also changing. When comparing UN DESA 
figures from 2014 with those of 2018, insights into the different 
urbanisation processes emerge (Table 2). This calls for far greater 
nuance in the discussions about Africa’s urbanisation, where this 
is most rapid, the net numbers, and the proportions.

The next section clarifies what is meant by the term secondary 
city and provides a brief background as to why a specific focus on 
secondary cities is deemed necessary. This will then be expanded 
to motivate for a nuanced enquiry into the urban food system and 
poverty, particularly their connection in secondary cities.

Table 1: Net Urban Population by region (2018)

Region % Urban 2018 Net urban population % African Urban

Africa 43 547 602 000 43

East Africa 28 121 316 000 22

Middle Africa 50 83 484 000 15

North Africa 52 123 644 000 23

South [southern] Africa 64 41 970 000 8

West Africa 46 177 189 000 32

(Source: UN DESA (2014, 2018))

Table 2: Comparison of UN DESA urbanisation data for 2014 and 2018

Region % African Urban 2018 % African Urban 2014 % change

Africa 43 40 3.0

East Africa 22 21 1.0

Middle Africa 15 13 1.9

North Africa 23 21 1.2

South [southern] Africa 8 8 -0.5

West Africa 32 33 -0.9

(Source: UN DESA (2014, 2018))

3  It is appreciated that the population estimates generated by entities like UN DESA should be read as indicative rather than absolute. Politics, estimation challenges 
and reliability of data limit the quality of such figures. What is not disputed, however, is the predominance of secondary-type cities as the dominant urban 
typology.
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Different theorists use different terms to categorise cities. Why 
these definitions are important is a debate outside the scope of this 
paper, but the bulk of research, investment and even governance 
attention has been applied to primary or primate cities (Roberts, 
2014). In the 1980s, primate cities were defined as ‘the leading 
city in its country or region, disproportionately larger than any 
others in the urban hierarchy’ (Goodall, 1987). These cities were, 
and generally remain to this day, leading political or economic 
hubs in a region or country. Research bias results in skewed 
and inappropriate generalisations about what is taking place in 
urban Africa, and what governance, developmental, anti-poverty, 
institutional and infrastructural interventions are required. The 
end result is often failed interventions.

Others have theorised around the role, importance and associated 
challenges of secondary cities. As far back as 1983, Rondinelli 
drew on theoretical and empirical literature of the time to argue 
why secondary cities were critical for national development. 
Perhaps most interesting in his arguments was the point that 
secondary cities were necessary to diffuse urbanisation at the 
time, mostly seen then as taking place in the primary cities. 
Rondinelli’s argument was that secondary cities, and policies 
supporting their development, would help reverse polarisation, 
alleviate primate city problems, reduce regional inequalities, 
stimulate rural economies, and reduce poverty in the urban 
sector generally (Rondinelli, 1983; Fuchs, 1983). It is useful to 
note that these arguments were informed by evidence collected in 
the years prior to writing. For many primate cities, independence 
gained from the early 1960s onwards, and the removal of colonial 
imposed movement restrictions for local (essentially non-
European) country residents, resulted in migration to the cities.

Different measures can be used to determine a ‘secondary city’ 
or ‘second-order city’ (Roberts, 2014). Classifying a city as a 
secondary city can be informed by population size, administrative 
area, and political, economic and historical significance. 
Population size was the most frequently used determination 
(Roberts, 2014). The generally accepted definition of a secondary 
city originates from UN-Habitat (1996: 13): ‘An urban area 
generally having a population of between 100,000 and 500,000.’

As Roberts (2014) argues, the date of this clarification – 1996 
– highlights the inadequacy of the categorisation. In 2019, a 
secondary city could technically be a city with a population of 
several million people. Song (2013) postulates that, in South 
East Asia, secondary cities range from populations of between 
100 000 and three million inhabitants. There is no universally 
agreed definition for the term ‘secondary city’ (Roberts, 2014). 
They form part of the order, or systems, of cities in a country, 
or a global system of cities, but this ordering does not dilute the 
importance that secondary cities play in the functioning of urban 
systems, be this in the specific country or global-level system of 
cities (Roberts, 2014).

Roberts (2014), drawing on work by Song (2013), extends the 
debate on secondary cities by proposing different secondary 
city ‘typologies’. These typologies offer new ways of describing 
secondary cities: less by way of definition and more by the 
city’s function and typology. As with most typology uses, clear 
typological classification may not always be possible, with some 
cities representing more than one specific typology. Of interest 
though is how cities are described and discussed in the dominant 
typology evident at a particular time of engagement, policy 
formulation or urban governance.

Governance questions were articulated by UN-Habitat as early as 
1991. Roberts revisits this work to suggest that a key challenge for 
secondary cities is that they ‘rank low in the priorities and budgets 
of central governments, and since their ability to compete for 
resources is weaker than that of larger cities, provision of services 
and management of urban infrastructure is often inadequate’ 
(Roberts, 2014: 104).

Time is also important when discussing secondary cities. Many 
commentators seem to ignore the rapid urbanisation that is taking 
place, particularly in Africa. In a recent (2017) paper, data from 
1998 was used to substantiate the claim that ‘Secondary towns 
offer off-farm employment opportunities nearby. This facilitates 
rural livelihood diversification, which has long been proven to be 
an important vehicle out of poverty’ (Ellis 1998, in Ingelaere, et 
al., 2017). Ingelaere, et al. (2017: 1) go further, noting that:

Secondary towns occupy a unique middle ground between 
semi-subsistence agriculture and the capitalistic city; between 
what is close by and familiar and what is much further away 
and unknown. By opening up the horizons of the (poorer) 
rural population and facilitating navigation of the non-farm 
economy, secondary towns allow a broader base of the poor 
population to become physically, economically and socially 
mobile.

The central argument in the work by Ingelaere, et al. (2017), 
research carried out within migrant communities tracing their 
life histories, is that secondary towns are the point that enables 
a move ‘out of agriculture’. Given the different typologies of 
secondary cities presented by Roberts (2014) and Song (2013), 
such simplified notions attributed to the emergence of secondary 
cities miss other significant urbanisation drivers, glossing over 
what secondary cities represent, and their importance in wider 
urbanisation and African urban discourses. Such ‘rural-fication’ 
of the urban space, seeing the secondary city as essentially a 
consolidated area with strong rural links and not much more, is 
also evident in other literature and conceptualisations of urban 
futures. One particular example is the city-region focus of several 
conceptual and even policy-related documents, ranging from 
local food system approaches (Feenstra 1997; Martinez, 2010) to 
the New Urban Agenda (Battersby, 2017b). In some instances, the 
need for a re-localised food system has been argued to be both the 
ideal, and the current reality, in smaller African cities (Jennings, 
et al., 2016).

Some global research and governance organisations have begun 
to realise the urban blind spot when it comes to secondary 
cities. Regrettably, the approaches from these influential 
institutions serve to perpetuate the ruralised, ‘provincial’ view 
of secondary cities, again missing the depth of nuance required 
in how secondary cities function, across typologies, regions and 
political systems. While several examples exist, two key texts 
require specific mention. The first is the World Bank framing of 
secondary cities as ‘Agrocities (agriculture towns and cities with 
under one million people)’ (Tefft, et al., 2017: 84). The Sustainable 
Development Solutions Network applies a similar framing, 
detailing smaller cities, generally those of less than one million 
people, as cities with strong agricultural links.

The framings of primary and secondary cities require far greater 
interrogation and analysis. Engaging in responses to poverty 
in secondary cities requires far more than an assumption that 
these are extensions of rural lifestyles and easy entry points for 
migration. Such pronouncements have significant governance 
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and political consequences, often with negative outcomes. What 
is required is a need to understand urbanisation at different scales, 
a need to understand food security at secondary city scales, and a 
need to understand how poverty manifests differently in smaller 
cities. Understanding how food systems in secondary cities are 
governed, and the governance leverage points that are required, 
demands far greater research and analysis.

The suggestion that a particular weakness of intermediate and 
smaller cities lies in their governance capacities (Battersby and 
Watson, 2019; Roberts, 2014: 17) implies the need to understand 
how these towns are governed and how this affects aspects of 
poverty such as the production, consumption and distribution 
of food (Crush, 2014). There is existing research on how city 
governance affects urban poverty (Rakodi, 2001; Beall, et 
al., 2014), including the contribution and benefits of urban 
associational life and social capital to pro-poor urban governance, 
and the various structures and modes by which the urban poor 
can influence the agendas and processes of city governance 
(Pieterse, 2008). There has also been research on how African 
urban governance in a context of (partial) decentralisation, 
deregulation and democratisation has become increasingly 
complex and contested (Meagher, 2010; Resnick, 2011; Gore and 
Muwanga, 2014). But how the relationship between poverty and 
governance is forged in smaller cities on the African continent, 
and in the current period of emerging market economic growth, 
needs further investigation. Another aspect that is not well 
understood is the relationship between governance, poverty and 
the spatial characteristics of cities and towns.

Understanding questions of urbanisation, poverty, secondary 
cities, food security, food systems and urban governance of 
secondary cities requires multiple research methods, different 
scales of analysis and different disciplinary approaches. This 
working paper speaks to the work of the second CUP work 
package, which considered the intersections between the food 
system, food security and poverty in three secondary cities. 
In the next section there is a brief presentation of the three 
secondary cities under review. The discussion is not extensive, 
but provides a selection of contextual references to locate the 
overview findings and debates that follow thereafter in these 
localities. This is followed by a brief overview discussion on 
the key findings emerging from this work. This working paper 
serves as an introductory paper, drafted to provide some of the 
conceptual background to the CUP working papers on Kisumu, 
Kitwe and Epworth. It is worth noting that this study was not 
meant to be comparative; one of the key motivations for this 
is that the secondary city typology of each city is different. The 
CUP research cities represented three different secondary city 
typologies: a resource extractive city or city whose economy was 
largely reliant on a single resource, in this case copper in Kitwe; 
a satellite-type city, located in close proximity to a primary city, 
one that often served as a labour pool, in this case Epworth, 
outside Harare; and finally a corridor-type city, a city located at 
the intersection between different modes of transport, in this 
case Kisumu. Differences notwithstanding, access to existing 
data, methodological constraints and urban politics meant that 
attempting to engage in comparative work was not possible.

Following these brief city descriptions is a discussion on a 
number of food and non-food related findings emerging from 
this research. These are presented because they offer useful 
insights into secondary cities and because they push the debates 
around secondary cities further than the current discourse – at 
times challenging closely held notions of what a secondary city 
may be and how these cities function.

7.  CUP partner cities
The CUP project partnered with research institutions in three 
southern African countries to conduct case studies in Kisumu 
(Kenya), Kitwe (Zambia) and Epworth (Zimbabwe). The case 
study approach is suited to in-depth analysis of complex urban 
conditions and processes in the African context (Duminy, et al., 
2014). It emphasises the importance of context and accords with 
recent calls for urban poverty research to understand how poverty 
dynamics and governance responses are shaped by contextual 
factors. The intention was not to claim that these case studies, 
or cities, are representative of secondary cities in Africa, given 
the diversity of African urban settlements (Battersby and Watson, 
2019). Interestingly, though, and despite this being somewhat 
unintentional, the case study cities represent each of the typologies 
described by Roberts (2014). Administratively, each city has some 
form of anglophone colonial history, which plays a role in how 
policy and the practice of government, governance, and perhaps 
most importantly, planning and planning processes, are engaged.

7.1 City profiles

7.1.1 Kisumu, Kenya

Kisumu began as a regional trading centre, getting its name from 
the Dholuo derivative describing a place to find food (UN-Habitat, 
2005). Kisumu is located at the intersection of different trading 
routes and, historically, was an important and strategic trading 
point for the Maragoli, Nandi and Luo peoples long before the 
site was selected as a colonial commercial centre in 1898 (Nodalis 
Conseil, 2013; UN-Habitat, 2005). Given its strategic location, the 
British colonial government established a railroad terminus and 
port at the existing settlement of Kisumu (Figure 3).

Economically, the 1980s and 1990s represented a period of 
economic stagnation, largely as a result of economic liberalisation 
(Aguilo, et al., 2007). However, in the early 2000s, Kisumu began 
to develop rapidly (Geissler, 2013).

Kisumu’s population expanded from 32 431 shortly after 
independence in 1963, to 152 643 in 1979, and to 404 467 in 2009 
(Mireri, et al., 2007; Nodalis Conseil, 2013). It has a population 
of approximately 500 000 and had an estimated growth rate of 
2.8% per year in 2006 (Geissler, 2013; UN-Habitat, 2006). It is 
the third-largest city in Kenya, after Nairobi and Mombasa, 
and one of the fastest-growing cities (Gutberlet, et al., 2017). 
However, population figures are speculative, particularly since 
the redrawing of Kisumu’s census areas.

7.1.2 Kitwe, Zambia

Kitwe was originally settled by the Lamba (Siegel, 1989). From 
as early as 1924, when Northern Rhodesia was declared a 
British Protectorate, the colonial government began to move 
the Copperbelt’s residents to native reserves, to make way for 
the mines and farms staked out by the British South Africa 
Company (Siegel, 1989). The imposition of a tax further coerced 
local residents into a cash economy, necessitating their search 
for employment. A settlement of migrant mineworkers emerged 
near the Nkana mine, creating the town of Kitwe (The New York 
Times, 1987). The formal colonial town was founded in the 1930s 
and the settlement grew quickly; in 1936 a Town Management 
Board was established; in 1953 it became a Municipal Council; 
and in 1967 Kitwe was officially declared a city (Hampwaye, 2008) 
(Figure 4).
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In the early 1990s, many Kitwe residents became unemployed 

Figure 3: Kisumu, Kenya 

(Source: Alexander & Park Ross for CUP)

Figure 4: Kitwe, Zambia 

(Source: Alexander & Park Ross for CUP)
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following trade liberalisation; by the early 2000s, the 
unemployment rate had reached 45% (Smart, et al., 2015). Since 
then, new non-mining investments have diversified the city’s 
economy.

At independence (1964), Kitwe’s population of 156 000 grew 
rapidly following the removal of restrictive colonial influx control 
laws. In the 1980s, depressed copper prices saw population growth 
slow, reaching just 347 024 people in 1990. The privatisation 
of the mines in the 1990s slowed growth further. By 2000, the 
city had grown to just 388 646 people (Hampwaye, 2008). With 
reinvestment in the 2000s, Kitwe’s population grew again; the 
2010 census recorded a population of 517 543 people in Kitwe 
District (Central Statistical Office, 2012).

7.1.3  Epworth, Zimbabwe

Located outside the city’s municipal boundary, Epworth is a 
satellite town of Harare (Figure 5). Epworth was originally the 
site of two villages of subsistence farmers, before the land was 
claimed by the British South Africa Company. This land was 
donated to the Wesleyan Methodist Mission Trust in 1892 
(Butcher, 1988; Rakodi, 1985), which meant that the area had no 
government-imposed movement or development restrictions. 
Unlike other urban areas, during the peak of the Zimbabwean 
liberation war (1966?1979), refugees fleeing conflict in the rural 
areas settled in Epworth (Nyamvura and Brown, 1999; DSHZT, 

2009). The church’s opening up of the area to welcome refugees 
resulted in rapid growth in the late 1970s (Rakodi, 1985). While 
the initial influx of refugees may have come from surrounding 
areas, generally Mashonaland, later entrants came from across 
the country as the war intensified.

Following independence in 1980, racial restrictions on movement 
to urban areas were lifted (Tibaijuka, 2005). Epworth, with its 
lack of formal development, provided an easy destination for 
new arrivals, further increasing the settlement’s population 
(Butcher, 1988). This sudden growth in Epworth’s population was 
beyond the administrative capacity of the church, and in 1986 
the Methodist Missionary Trust donated part of their land to the 
government. The Epworth Local Board (ELB) was established as 
a local authority (Chirisa, 2010) and still governs Epworth today. 
This governance structure makes Epworth unique: despite being 
located on the ‘border’ of Harare, the Harare town council has 
no administrative authority of the area; rather, the ELB reports 
directly to the ministry of local government.

At independence in 1980, Epworth accommodated approximately 
20 000 people (Butcher, 1993); by the time of the 2012 census 
it had a population of 167 462 people (ZIMSTAT, 2012). The 
population density of the settlement is about 4 652 people per 
square kilometre.

Figure 5: Epworth, Zimbabwe 

(Source: Alexander & Park Ross for CUP)
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8. Food systems work package
The CUP project’s food systems work package, Work Package II 
(WPII), sought to understand the relationship between urban 
governance in African cities and its influence on urban poverty, 
urban food systems and urban food security. This approach was 
founded on the assertion that changes to urban programmes, 
policies and regulations at various levels of government, and 
particularly in urban governance, can have a significant impact 
on improving urban food security and poverty. In order to 
understand the nature of poverty, the work package used food 
as a lens to tease out some of the key factors influencing the 
everyday lived realities of the case study cities’ inhabitants. The 
research methods that were used fall into two broad categories: 
a food poverty research category (which included food security 
and poverty focused research activities), and a food systems 
research category.

Before starting the fieldwork, information sessions were held 
with research partners and key stakeholders from government, 
academia, non-governmental organisations and civil society in 
each area. These meetings introduced the non-academic partners 
to the work, something that was considered essential as these 
actors were seen as the potential adopters of the findings. The 
meetings also served to facilitate the development of the food 
research teams, leaders of the work at the different city scales, 
and resourcing considerations that would enable skills and 
knowledge transfer to students and others in each city. The city 
partners led the research and were responsible for the analysis of 
the data emerging from their respective cities, which informed 
the publication of the working papers.

The food poverty survey used Food and Nutrition Technical 
Assistance (FANTA) aligned research modules: the Household 
Food Insecurity Access Scale (HFIAS), Household Food 
Insecurity Access Prevalence (HFIAP), Months of Adequate 
Household Food Provisioning (MAHFP), and the Household 
Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS) to enquire into the state of 
food insecurity, or food poverty, in each city (Coates et al., 
2007; Swindale and Bilinsky, 2006).4 To understand poverty in 
all its dimensions, Afrobarometer’s LPI also formed part of the 
survey. The LPI captures the household’s level of deprivation in the 
previous year based on five parameters: enough food to eat, enough 
clean water for home use, medicine or medical treatment, enough 
fuel to cook household food, and a cash income (Mattes, 2008).

A detailed engagement process with local partners ensured that 
local specificities were included in the surveys. For example, 
local foods were incorporated into the HDDS food groups, with 
interesting discussions among city partners as to where certain 
foods should be located. Local terminologies were used, for 
example, a tuck shop in Epworth is the same as a kiosk in Kisumu 
and is similar to a ka shop in Kitwe, with other variations in the 
descriptions even being determined by whether the structure was 
made of masonry or temporary materials.

Once the survey instrument was agreed and finalised, the survey 
process was planned. The first part of this plan involved a five-day 
workshop where the enumerators were introduced to and trained 
in the survey process. Hand-held tablets were used to administer 
the survey, which meant that training had to include not only 
interview protocols and processes, but also tablet maintenance 
and use protocols. Following this component of the training, 

the enumerators were encouraged to role-play administering 
the survey with fellow enumerators. Given the various languages 
spoken, even within towns, a decision was made to use English 
as the base language of the survey. Role-playing encouraged the 
enumerators to think through how best to ‘translate’ a particular 
question into local dialects, even using colloquial terms. This led 
to very interesting discussions and challenges; it became necessary 
to explain not just the question and how it should be asked in 
English, but also to explain why the question was in the survey, 
the intended ultimate use of the data derived from the question, 
and how this linked to other questions. Other local subtleties 
were discussed; one example related to who in a household would 
have certain types of information and what this would mean if 
that person was not available at the time of the interview. Once 
these factors were considered, discussed and worked through, 
pilot surveys were carried out in neighbourhoods that had been 
excluded from the ultimate survey sample. As is generally the 
case, these pilot studies presented many challenges and pitfalls 
which were addressed and resolved before the final survey was 
carried out. Each of the working papers provide details on the 
city-specific sample strategies and survey findings.

To gain deeper insights into the day-to-day experiences of food 
poverty, and to understand how households navigated the food 
system, a selection of in-depth household interviews were carried 
out in each city. The in-depth interviews were used to obtain 
more detailed, qualitative accounts of food poverty. The sample 
size for the in-depth household interviews differed per city, but 
the general principle of saturation point was applied to determine 
when an adequate sample had been engaged (see Morris, 2015). 
The general approach applied in each city was to select in-depth 
interview respondents according to several predetermined 
factors. The first was the population density of the residential 
area. The research teams were further guided by leaders of social 
groupings, neighbourhood elders and resident associations in 
identifying respondents. During the quantitative interviews, 
respondents who demonstrated detailed knowledge of the 
community and/or food system functioning were asked if they 
would be interested in participating in a longer format interview. 
If they were, they were noted and approached if they fell within 
the wider sample strategy for the in-depth interviews. The focus 
was to gain a deeper sense of the issues within the communities, 
but also to gain more in-depth understanding of a sense of the 
wider city food system.

The second survey was the food system survey. Some of the 
inputs from the in-depth household surveys influenced the retail 
survey composition. A greater challenge in surveying the food 
retail sector is that informal retail makes up a large component 
of this sector. Initial meetings with partners highlighted the fact 
that data held by local authorities, market administrators and 
even local business councils had significant gaps. This meant 
that using formal city-held data to generate survey samples was 
constrained by the fact that many retailers operated outside this 
governance system. This necessitated generating a retail census 
from which a sample and survey strategy could be developed. 
This retail mapping (census) formed the first leg of the retail 
survey. One of the essential tasks of this process was to identify 
the retail typologies and how these operated in the different cities. 
This entailed detailed conversations with all partners and visual 
confirmation that what was understood to be one thing was in fact 
that retail typology (see Table 3 for details of the names of different 
retail typologies). The food retail survey also sought to respond to 
two other overarching food retail questions, specifically questions 
pertaining to the informal or formal retail sector and, secondly, 
questions pertaining to food system governance at the retail scale.

4 See Coates (2013), Jones, et al. (2013) and Ballard, et al. (2013) for details on 
the evolution of food security measurement tools.
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A key principle of the retail survey was to avoid the trap of trying 
to differentiate between formal and informal traders. These 
definitions are believed to be ‘spongy’ and applied more generally 
to comply with norms and standards that do not reflect the local 
modus operandi of trader practices. In two of the cities, market 
traders who held permits were considered legal and thus formal, 
but the operations of these market traders meant that they were 
classified as informal if the International Conference of Labour 
Statisticians (2004) categorisations were applied.

For the retail survey, the conditions or activities generally applied 
by those defining the informal sector were included as questions 
rather than determinations of the level of formality. This 
meant that questions about licencing and permits, registration, 
incorporation, years in operation, turnover, staff employed, paid 
family members, years trading at specific locations, years active 
in the trading business, and even, where possible, asset-related 
information, were included in the survey. The second approach, 
given the governance focus in Work Package III (WPIII), was to 
include governance-related questions in the survey. This meant 
that questions relating to licensing types, ease (or not) of licence 
access, licence costs, licensing avoidance, infrastructure access, 
permitting, bribes, inspections – including frequency and by 
whom, if inspectors were authorised, and if these inspections 
were conducted according to the traders’ understanding of the 
law – other city-related issues, and representative bodies and 
governance structures to support traders, were included in the 
survey. All retailers, ranging from international supermarkets 
chains and traders to the street hawker selling a few dumplings, 
were included in this survey and all were asked the same questions.

The final food retail component of the wider food system 
comprised a reverse value chain survey. In most food value chain 
exercises, the value chain is traced from farm to fork. This project 
sought to apply a different approach: a food pathways analysis 
involving an extended value chain analysis of five key food items 

per city, tracing them back to their various supplier and producer 
sources, whether local or global. The foods tracked were specific 
to each city but categorised into key staples (generally ugali, 
nshima or sadza), a key protein (fish in two of the cities and 
offal in the other), local greens, a local snack food (like maputi 
in Epworth), and one traditional or other food item with high 
local relevance. During the retailer interviews, the enumerators 
asked for information on the suppliers of these foods. The food 
item suppliers were then contacted and asked questions about 
price setting, power in the value chain, number of suppliers of the 
item and the ability to make choices about sourcing, challenges, 
opportunities, and the supplier’s general views of the food system. 
This offered a rich set of results, most of which contradicted 
generally held understandings of food system functioning.

Combined, the different food system and food poverty survey 
processes offer valuable insights into the operations of the food 
system in the secondary cities that were studied, as well as the 
wider region. The survey aligned with earlier food security work 
in sub-Saharan Africa (Frayne, et al., 2010), confirming high 
levels of food insecurity amongst poor urban residents. The high 
levels of urban food insecurity also pointed to high levels of 
urban poverty, and indicated the multidimensional nature of this 
poverty, which also emerged in the LPI component of the survey 
but aligned to other survey findings, particularly around access 
to energy, water and sanitation, and even overarching governance 
questions. The findings specific to the different research sites and 
surveys are included in the detailed city-specific working papers 
(Working Paper #4 and #5 for Kisumu, Kenya; #6 and #7 for 
Kitwe, Zambia; and #8 and #9 for Epworth, Zimbabwe). The next 
section will provide a brief summary of the research findings and 
a variety of smaller vignettes that offer the reader some sense of 
the different food poverty and food systems challenges faced by 
the surveyed communities.

Table 3: Retail typologies

Kitwe Epworth Kisumu

House shop House shop Home-based operator

Ka table Table at intersection
Street vendor

Street vendor Street vendor

Mobile vendor Mobile vendor Mobile vendor

Market stand Market stand or market stall vendor 
Musika Market stall

Kantemba
Tuck shop Independent kiosk

Ka shop

General dealer/shop Grocery/general dealer Small shop/grocery

Wholesaler Wholesaler Wholesaler

Mini-market/small supermarket Superette Mini-market/small supermarket

Supermarket (national chain) Large supermarket – independent Supermarket – local

Supermarket (international chain) Large supermarket – chain store outlets Supermarket – international

Butchery Butchery/ku butcher Butcher

Hammer mill Grinding mill/chigayo Grinding mill/posho mill

Shebeen Bottle store (with on-site consumption) Liquor sales outlet/bar
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9. Overarching CUP project findings
This section presents a collection of some of the key findings; 
other findings are engaged with in far greater detail in the city-
specific working papers. Four key food related findings will be 
discussed: the nature and scale of food insecurity; the role played 
by formal retailers, largely supermarkets and informal food 
vendors in the urban food system; the sources of key foods; and 
the nature of food system governance. A non-food finding that 
impacts on how the current food system governance and policy 
processes are articulated is also discussed, which relates directly 
to the framing of secondary cities as sites of in-migration.

It is important to note that the partner cities applied different 
research strategies and different samples. For example, the 
food poverty surveys in Kisumu and Epworth, while not fully 
representative of the entire population, reflect a general trend at 
these research sites. The food poverty survey in Kitwe was pro-
poor in nature, focusing on two poor neighbourhoods. Given the 
nature of informal trade and confidentiality concerns of formal 
retailers, engaging a fully representative sample of food retailers 
in the sampled cities was not possible. A pragmatic approach was 
applied, where conclusions drawn represent the general trends, 
but we caution against any suggestion of statistical representivity.

Food insecurity levels in each case study city were high. Some 71% 
of surveyed households in Kisumu were moderately or severely 
food insecure, 88% of the surveyed households in Epworth, and 
90% in the pro-poor sample in Kitwe (Battersby and Watson, 
2019). This supports other analyses of levels of food insecurity 
in African cities, including the pro-poor AFSUN surveys which, 
using the same food security indicator (HFIAP), found high levels 

of food insecurity across several cities. The prevalence of the 
sampled households in poor neighbourhoods was 80% in Cape 
Town, 94% in Lusaka, and 95% in Harare (Crush, et al., 2012).

Using the FANTA suite of indicators, it was possible to go beyond 
a headline food insecurity figure. Using the HFIAP, MAHFP 
and HDDS, it was possible to show that the sampled households 
generally had unexpectedly low numbers of months of 
inadequate household food provisioning in relation to the levels 
of food insecurity experienced. This relative stability of food 
access was secured by consistent access to a single staple food, 
maize (Battersby and Watson, 2019). In Zambia in particular, 
agricultural and food security policy has been almost exclusively 
focused on ensuring access to maize. However, the low dietary 
diversity evident in the cities raises important questions about 
the nutritional adequacy of this kind of policy, which views 
food security only as relief from starvation. The LPI revealed 
the multidimensional nature of poverty in these cities, with 
households experiencing deficiencies in access to food, water, 
energy, medical resources and cash (Table 4).

While food insecurity in cities is, to a large degree, an outcome 
of income poverty, our findings suggest that it is also about the 
wider lived urban condition, in which inadequate access to 
water, sanitation and energy shape households’ food utilisation 
capacity and their food security (Battersby and Watson, 2019). 
Our findings reinforce existing research on the compounding 
impact of multiple deprivations and, therefore, calls for greater 
acknowledgement of the multidimensional nature of poverty 
by policy makers and development agencies when developing 
poverty alleviation strategies. When the age profiles of the case 
study cities are considered, the food poverty status of the cities 
presents a concerning longer term development prognosis 
(Figure 6).

Table 4: FANTA and LPI scores across the case study cities5

Epworth n=483 Kitwe n=871 Kisumu n=841

LPI (percentage of scores 
between 0 and 1)6 37% 42% 74%

HFIAS (out of 27) 12.07 13.6 7.64

HFIAP (% food secure) 8% 6% 20%

HDDS (out of 12) 4.12 3.25 4.05

5 While Epworth and Kisumu samples generally reflect the wider settlement trends, Kitwe was a pro-poor survey in two poor neighbourhoods.

6 The LPI score ranges across a five-point scale from 0 (which can be thought of as no lived poverty) to 4 (which would reflect a constant absence of all basic 
necessities). This percentage reflects respondents who scored between 0 and 1, generally representing those experiencing little or no deprivation.
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The second innovative finding concerned the role of supermarkets 
in the food systems of these secondary cities. The considerable 
body of literature on the ‘supermarket transition’ around the 
world focuses largely on supply- and demand-side drivers of retail 
transformation, and on the role of supermarkets in reshaping 
supply chains in Africa. Our findings suggest that a broader 
conversation about supermarkets is necessary. Supermarkets 
intersect with food security, the food retail system and urban 
governance in several ways that have not previously been the 
focus of significant research.

In terms of food security, in all case study cities (including Epworth, 
which had no supermarket within its bounds), poor urban 
residents purchased food from supermarkets. However, the main 
and most frequent sources of food remained markets and traders 
(mostly informal) within their immediate neighbourhoods. 
Supermarkets were far from the most important source of food; 
in Kisumu, for example, more than half of the consumers bought 
less than 25% of their food at supermarkets. This suggests that, 
although supermarkets are an important part of the food retail 
environment, purchasing patterns have maintained the historical 
dominance of frequent purchases from local markets and less 
frequent large purchases from a more central location, be it a 
central market, a wholesaler or a supermarket.

While supermarkets remain a minor source of food in terms of 
purchases, the findings of the project, in conjunction with the 
work of Abrahams (2009) and others, suggest that supermarkets 
are changing the nature of the food retail sector. In the case 
of Kitwe, it was evident that a number of smaller traders were 
effectively using supermarkets as their wholesaler. Items entering 
the city through a supermarket’s supply chain are therefore resold 
in the informal sector. While supermarkets and local government 
problematised the location of street traders outside supermarkets 
as parasitic and undermining the formal retail sector, findings 
suggest a far more symbiotic relationship between the formal 
and informal sectors (Battersby and Watson, 2019). Further, 
much of the existing work on the expansion of supermarkets 
has focused on the various supply- and demand-side issues 
propelling sector growth. There has been some focus on the role 
of improved urban infrastructure in enabling the expansion of 
supermarkets into new spaces, but little attention has been paid 
to the role of local government in supporting expansion by 
granting planning permission. In Kisumu and Kitwe, shopping 

malls and the supermarkets that occupy them hold a position in 
the local government as symbols of modernisation and economic 
opportunity. The findings here support work conducted in Cape 
Town (Battersby, 2017a: 339) which concluded:

The expansion of malls and supermarkets must be 
understood in the context of four interconnected ideas 
currently shaping African cities, namely: the vision of the 
‘modern’ city; the imperative of economic growth; the notion 
of the rising middle class as the investment frontier; and the 
belief in public-private partnerships as a means to achieve 
development objectives.

There is far more research to be done on the drivers of food retail 
transformation in African cities.

The third contribution of the project is its mapping of sources of 
food entering the city, and the ways in which the findings from 
this work contribute to the emerging promotion of CRFSs led 
by the FAO, the RUAF Foundation, ICLEI Local Governments 
for Sustainability, and others. Within the CRFS literature a re-
localised food system is seen as both the ideal and the current 
reality in smaller African cities (Jennings, et al., 2016). However, 
the food systems for the three case study cities did not appear to 
correspond with this reality or hold this ideal as viable. The city-
specific working papers illustrate that these secondary cities were 
far more globally connected than the literature suggests, with, 
for example, fish in Kitwe and Kisumu travelling from China, 
eggs at the wholesale market in Kisumu coming from Uganda, 
and vegetables at the Chisokone Market in Kitwe coming from 
South Africa. These global connections were not limited to 
modern, formal supply chains, but a central part of informal 
sector activities. Conversely, processed foods, such as maputi 
(Zimbabwean popcorn), were sometimes locally produced 
(Battersby and Watson, 2019). The structure of the food system 
was determined by complex and interconnected factors beyond 
municipal, provincial or even national government competence. 
The sale of Ugandan over Kenyan eggs was the result of Ugandan 
agricultural policy which subsidised chicken feed and transport 
infrastructure investments that made cross-border trade along 
main arterial routes more viable than local trade along roads 
connecting Kisumu to neighbouring rural areas (Battersby and 
Watson, 2019). The CRFS as a policy framework promoted by 
the FAO and the RUAF Foundation, and in the NUA, constrains 

Figure 6: Case study cities age profile per international youth cut-off age of 35....
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the food system focus to the immediate rural-to-urban linkages, 
obscuring these very evident and at times essential (affordable 
protein in the case of Kisumu and Kitwe) global linkages.

In the analysis of food system governance, it was apparent that 
the main point of policy and programmatic interventions for 
local governments was enhancing local production, with little 
understanding of the reasons why food was being sourced from 
beyond the city region. It was noted that many local production 
and processing projects had failed, without knowing why. Within 
local governments there was neither consideration of the role of 
large-scale, private-sector actors in shaping the food system, nor 
the connections between formal and informal sector actors. The 
thinking about the food system was entirely focused on small-
scale local actors. This suggests that the governance capacity and 
will to engage food systems planning is lacking, and that the call to 
re-localise from CRFS proponents may simply reinforce existing 
limitations to current food systems governance (Battersby and 
Watson, 2019).

The final, and linked, set of findings concerns the governance of 
urban food systems. The project found that there was generally 
weak governance of the urban food system, with no clear 
mandate for local government, and generally limited financial 
and personnel capacity within local government. This meant that 
many governance decisions that shaped the food system, such as 
decisions about traders, market sites and mall development, were 
made without considering their food system impact (Battersby 
and Watson, 2019). The relatively limited capacity of the state 
meant that key policy and planning decisions were strongly 
informed by national governments, large international donor 
agencies and private sector actors. These governance capacity 
issues are particularly evident in secondary cities, which are also 
the urban areas with the most pressing development challenges, 
vulnerable economic bases and worst access to up-to-date, 
accurate data on which to base governance decisions. These 
findings provide a useful entry point for research on wider urban 
development agendas and governance (Battersby and Watson, 
2019).

While the findings of this project speak explicitly to issues of 
food security and food systems, it is the belief of the project team 
that food provides an extremely useful lens through which to 
view urban poverty and governance. It provides us with a way to 
examine the complex connections between formal and informal 
sectors, and the role of the state and other stakeholders in shaping 
the urban conditions that can alleviate urban poverty.

10.  Conclusion
The CUP food systems work package sought to answer the 
overarching research question: What does the urban food system 
in three secondary cities in Africa reveal about the dynamics 
of urban poverty and its governance, and what are the lessons 
for generic poverty reduction? This question required further 
clarification on the discourses pertaining to questions of food 
systems, urban poverty and urban governance. The working 
paper was framed around two core strands, the first being that 

several different processes were playing out in African cities. Past 
work had considered these processes individually or in isolation, 
whereas this project worked from the premise that the processes 
were, in fact, part of a wider set of converging processes. A way 
of enquiring into these processes was needed, which provided the 
basis for the second strand of this work: to use food as a lens to 
examine the intersections, the liminal spaces, the occluded sites, 
where the issues of urbanisation, poverty, the food system and 
food insecurity intersected. The process applied a further layer 
to deepen this enquiry and to make visible other issues that had, 
in the main, been ignored, or when engaged, had been subject to 
significant over-generalisation. This over-generalisation resulted 
in a dilution of the actual issues under investigation. Secondary 
cities are the key sites of Africa’s urban transition and, as such, 
this project sought to investigate the ways in which urban 
residents in specific secondary cities engaged these intersecting 
urban processes.

This working paper has provided a brief overview of the 
perspectives associated with contemporary African urban 
processes and detailed the research approach via the food systems 
work package. It serves as an introduction to six working papers, 
two for each of the CUP research cities, of which one engages 
food poverty and the other the urban food system in that city.

In all three case study cities, explicit food system governance was 
largely absent. Responses to food insecurity were project-related 
and made no attempt to engage or even understand the systemic 
drivers of food poverty or food insecurity. However, governance 
was being enacted on the food system, which was evident in a 
variety of instances, from the policing of informal traders, to the 
management of food markets and the clearing of traders from 
the street areas. Food system governance was also evident in how 
malls, supermarkets and international food retail spaces, such as 
mini malls with fast-food outlets, were being approved by city 
planners, but with no consideration of food system and food 
security implications. These were planning and development 
decisions, not food system decisions. We argue that the absence 
of food system governance approaches, certainly approaches 
that view food insecurity and food poverty as urban governance 
issues, garners negative developmental, economic and political 
outcomes. It is not neutral.

The CUP project found high levels of food poverty in the three 
reviewed cities, where the food systems were dynamic, connected 
to global food networks, but also constantly changing. Poor 
residents navigated these changes in highly strategic ways, 
making informed decisions about what they purchased, where 
they purchased, what they cooked, how they cooked and why.

 Investigating urban poverty through a food lens offered several 
valuable policy, development and research-related insights. 
Perhaps the most important, while obvious, is that context and 
scale matters. Generalisations about secondary cities, African 
cities and Southern cities are problematic, and do not offer the 
necessary data and information to effectively engage issues 
of poverty and food insecurity in African, and particularly 
secondary African, cities.
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