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2. Food as relational practices:
reflecting on alternative

food networks for university
campuses

Annalinda De Rosa
Politecnico di Milano, Design Department

ABSTRACT
In recent decades, food procurement programs in the Public and
Private Sectors (PPSs) have increasingly been used to improve
food quality and reduce costs in public and private institutions,
promoting social and environmental sustainability.

This chapter explores how PPSs can create innovative and ac-
cessible distribution networks in small urban areas. Focusing on
university campuses, it examines how newly designed Alternati-
ve Food Networks (AFNs) can enhance distribution systems and
foster community building through interconnected service nodes.
Can AFNs act as catalysts for systemic transitions in urban nei-
ghbourhoods marked by gentrification and social tensions and in
peri-urban areas of production and distribution? From the spatial
and service design perspective, the physical environment plays
a key role in shaping relational and functional dynamics through
interconnected places that amplify relationship-building. Food
exchange creates a web of commercial, social, and productive
connections that transcend geographic boundaries. Cities ad-
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dress this through policy tools involving universities, integrating
AFNs into larger distribution networks. The goal is understanding
how these systems can shape territorial identities and stren-
gthen social bonds.

2.1 Place, proximity, and food systems
for sustainable community development

The research builds on refiecting on the cultural, social, and political
role of place (Casey, 1993, 1997), emphasizing its situated and
ontological relationality. This concept encapsulates the cultural,
historical, and ritual meanings of beings and things. It serves as a
critical instance for meaningful social regeneration of communities
within the dynamics of culture, power, and economy. By examining

it as more than a geographical location, the research underscores

its multifaceted dimensions, including the lived experiences and
collective memories that shape community identity. This approach
permeates places with cultural meanings and historical narratives,
forming a framework that connects individuals to their heritage and
traditions. This ontological relationality of place highlights how social
structures and power dynamics are reflected in and influenced by the
spatial configurations and meanings ascribed to different locales.
The research posits that acknowledging and harnessing a place’s rich,
interconnected meanings is essential for addressing contemporary
challenges related to cultural sustainability, economic development,
and social justice.

This approach plays a crucial role in the regeneration of commons,
involving the careful navigation of complex interdependencies
(Escobar, 2018) - a concept implying the recognition of a complex
relational matrix between all living beings, human and nonhuman
- tied to shared identities within urban environments. As cities and
neighbourhoods undergo transformations, including social frictions,
patterns of immigration, and processes of marginalization, these
interdependencies manifest in various forms. Also, understanding
temporalities tied to place shows how historical events, collective
memories, and evolving cultural practices shape and are shaped by
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the spaces communities inhabit. This perspective emphasizes that
the commons - shared resources and spaces - are not static but
are continually redefined through the interactions and experiences
of the people who engage with them. Therefore, the regeneration
of these commons requires addressing the layered histories and
diverse temporal dimensions that influence current social dynamics.
This involves recognizing the impacts of past injustices and current
socio-economic challenges while fostering inclusive and partici-
patory approaches to urban development. By doing so, it becomes
possible to create environments that not only refiect the multifac-
eted identities of place-based identities but also promote resilience
and equity among different communities. This is fundamental to

any community-based participatory approach for understanding
the communal bonds and shared resources that sustain urban

life, particularly amidst complex challenges such as social friction,
immigration, and marginalization.

The physical environment acts not just as a backdrop but as an
active determinant of relational, functional, and spatial relation-
ships. There is no proximity (Howe & Dillon, 2003; Manzini, 2022)
without a network of interacting multiple nodes of interconnected
places where the potential for relationship-building is amplified. This
conceptualization emphasizes that proximity is not merely about
physical closeness but the dynamic and intricate web of connec-
tions that link various locales. In such a network, each node, repre-
senting a distinct place - not space -, interacts with others, foster-
ing a robust and resilient social interaction and relationship-building
framework. These interconnected places become vibrant hubs
where cultural, social, and economic exchanges occur, allowing for
the continuous flow of ideas, resources, and people. The multiplicity
of nodes ensures that relationships are not confined to bilateral
interactions but are part of a larger, more complex system where each
connection strengthens the overall network. This amplification of
relationship-building potential is critical in creating inclusive commu-
nities where diversity is embraced and collective identities are formed
and reinforced through shared experiences and mutual support. The
networked nature of these places facilitates bridging gaps between
different groups, promoting understanding and cooperation. It allows
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for a more comprehensive and nuanced approach to community
development, emphasising fostering connections that transcend
geographical boundaries. Therefore, in this context, proximity is rede-
fined as an active, relational concept dependent on the vibrancy and
efficacy of the network of places and the interactions within them.

Focusing attention on sustainable food systems, the fiow of
food into territories and cities is a critical material aspect that signifi-
cantly influences relationships and the physical scale of space.

Food exchange generates a complex web of commercial, con-
vivial, and productive relationships that transcend geographical
boundaries, creating interconnected networks that bind diverse
communities. It may reveal underlying power structures rooted in
colonial-patriarchal roots, which continue to shape contemporary
food systems. An intersectional approach is essential to unpack
these layers, as it allows for a deeper understanding of how various
forms of oppression and privilege intersect in the context of food
production, distribution, and consumption.

Design culture has a critical role and responsibility in this realm,
as it can either perpetuate these inequities or contribute to more
equitable and sustainable practices. By redesigning an alternative
flow of food, for example, we may enhance cultural exchange and
social interaction. Also, by rethinking design strategies, it is possible
to create food systems that foster social justice. This involves
considering the entire lifecycle of food, from cultivation and harvest-
ing to distribution and consumption, and ensuring that each stage
promotes environmental health, economic viability, and social equity.
In essence, sustainable food systems are not just about the efficient
flow of food but also about responsible transformations, making it a
vital area of focus for fostering resilient and equitable communities.
The research investigates how such systems can shape the identity
of these territorial units and act on relationships towards increasing
social bonds. These could be explored as testing environments,
generating and supporting collective activities while enhancing new
relations, materialities and preferable futures.

Territories, whether specific neighbourhoods in cities or more
fluid and diversified areas, often face significant challenges such
as gentrification and social stratification. Over the past 25 years,
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there has been notable growth in bottom-up initiatives such as, for
istance, neighbourhood solidarity networks for food production,
recovery, distribution, and the valorization of food surplus. These
initiatives have been supported by forms of design activism (Mouffe,
2007; Thorpe, 2008; Buser et a/., 2013; Fuad-Luke, 2013; Markussen,
2013; Cassim & M'Rithaa, 2015), which have played a crucial role

in fostering community resilience and sustainable practices. This
lineage of design practice has been activated through democratic
experimentalism, which manifests in acupunctural interventions -
small, targeted actions aimed at creating significant impact. These
interventions serve as forms of resistance to global issues, such

as climate change and social inequality, by promoting localized,
community-driven solutions.

However, despite their potential, such experimentalism often re-
sults in practices that primarily involve the privileged - those who can
afford to dedicate time and resources to imagining and developing
alternative futures in designated co-creation spaces. This dynamic
tends to further entrench existing inequalities, as marginalized
communities, already burdened by economic, class, gender issues,
and caregiving demands, are frequently excluded from co-creation
spaces that are ostensibly meant to benefit them (Fry & Nocek,
2020). As aresult, these well-intentioned initiatives may inadvertent-
ly perpetuate the disparities they aim to address.

To truly transform how we develop and live in neighbourhoods,
there is an urgent need to reframe design politics and embrace a
more radical and intersectional approach to justice design (Tassinari
et al., 2025). This involves recognizing and addressing the barriers
preventing marginalized groups from participating in these initia-
tives and actively involving them in the design and decision-making
processes. By doing so, we can ensure that the benefits of design
activism and bottom-up initiatives are more equitably distributed
and that these efforts genuinely uplift and empower all community
members. This rethinking requires a commitment to inclusivity, equi-
ty, and justice at every stage of the design process, from conception
to implementation, and a willingness to challenge and dismantle the
systemic structures that perpetuate inequality. Only by adopting
an intersectional approach can we support truly sustainable and
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resilient communities that are capable of thriving in the face of
contemporary global challenges.

2.2 A multilevel systemic approach

In the OnFoods framework, we are analyzing what is and what could
happen at small territorial units - both urban neighbourhoods and
small towns in rural contexts - in relation to how existing and newly
designed alternative food networks (AFNs) can innovate distribution
systems towards environmental sustainability and act as promoters
of community cohesion through interconnected service-provider
locations. These territorial units have the potential to leverage their
unigue local contexts as service strengths by weaving together
existing relational networks and organizational systems.

This approach allows for developing early-stage innovations
that are structurally connected with social actors, facilitating the
ability to scale initiatives up and down, deep and broad, to suit
varying community needs. The discussion will be supported by
referring to some case studies analysed during the first year of the
Public and Private food Procurement and short food value chains in
Urban areas project (PPP-URB), part of OnFoods strategy.

Addressing food systems within small territorial units requires
amultilevel systemic approach that can operate across different
scales, from macro to micro and vice versa, due to the common

Figure 1.

Erba Brusca interiors.
Ph. Erba Brusca website.
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organizational proximity inherent in these units. This approach
acknowledges that sustainable food systems are not only about
efficient production and distribution but also about fostering
resilient communities through localized networks of cooperation.

In this direction, AFNs are amplified by a novel conceptual
framework called Values-based Territorial Food Networks (VTFNS). It
focuses on three key elements: the values guiding agricultural-food
initiatives, their place-based dimensions, and the cooperation
networks steering their governance (Reckinger, 2022). The VTFN
framework emphasizes the importance of aligning food systems with
the core values of environmental sustainability, social equity, and
economic viability. By grounding agricultural-food initiatives in these
values, VTFNs can create more resilient and equitable food systems
attuned to local communities’ specific needs and resources.

The place-based dimension of VTFNs highlights the significance
of local contexts in shaping food networks, recognizing that the
success of agricultural-food initiatives depends on their ability to
adapt to and integrate with each territory’s unique cultural, historical,
and environmental characteristics.

An example is the Erba Brusca restaurant (https://erbabrusca.
it/), an entrepreneurial initiative in the South Agricultural Park in Milan
(Figure 1). While it may not transform the local agricultural system, it
fosters dedication within a small network. The restaurant’s owners,
recognizing the benefits of the location, established a network of lo-
cal producers and committed suppliers and began developing a small
vegetable garden close to the restaurant with fruits and vegetables
for their recipes. Together with constant testing in crop choices
and land preparation, this small system is increasing procurement
self-reliance and has a significant impact on its territory.

The network of cooperation element of VTFNs underscores the
importance of collaborative governance in managing food systems.
This involves building partnerships among diverse stakeholders,
including farmers, consumers, policymakers, and community organi-
zations, to ensure that food networks are inclusive and participatory.
Such cooperation can enhance the resilience of food systems by
pooling resources, knowledge, and expertise and by fostering a sense
of shared responsibility for the sustainability of local food networks.
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Implementing VTFNs within small territorial units involves creating
interconnected service-provider locations that act as nodes within
a broader network. These nodes facilitate the distribution of locally
produced food, support local economies, and strengthen community
ties by providing spaces for social interaction and cooperation. By
integrating these nodes into the existing fabric of urban neighbour-
hoods and rural towns, VTFNs can enhance the accessibility and
affordability of healthy, sustainably produced food while promoting
environmental stewardship and social justice.

SOSpesa - Equity and resilience around the corner (2020-ongo-
ing) (Figure 2) and Coltivando - The convivial garden at Politecnico
di Milano (2011-ongoing) (Figure 3) are relevant cases of this
integration. Both were developed or implemented by researchers of
Politecnico di Milano and are community-driven initiatives based in
Milan neighbourhoods. SOSpesa supports vulnerable populations
by distributing surplus food recovered from municipal markets and
local groceries through a collaborative system with local stakehold-
ers, promoting cultural integration and social empowerment. The
initiative provides essential food assistance and fosters community
support. It establishes local networks: local restaurants use re-
covered food to create discounted meals, with a portion of profits
supporting the project; the Municipal Market sells fresh vegetables
atreduced prices; Recup, an organization focused on redistributing
food waste, provides unsold commodities from municipal markets.
Coltivando is a community garden within the Bovisa Politecnico
Campus. It allows the neighbouring community to uncover a hidden
public location - becoming an essential communal space for the
area - and cultivate their products.

Overall, the OnfFoods framework, through the lens of VTENS,
offers a comprehensive approach to rethinking and redesigning
food systems within small territorial units. By focusing on values,
place-based dimensions, and cooperation networks, this framework
provides a pathway for developing sustainable, resilient, and equitable
food systems deeply rooted in local communities’ specific contexts.
This systemic approach recognizes the interconnectedness of food
systems and community development, highlighting the potential for
AFNs to act as catalysts for broader social and environmental change.
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Figure 2.

SOSpesa during food
distribution.

Ph. Polimi DESIS Lab.

Figure 3.

Coltivando

The convivial garden

at Politecnico di Milano.
Ph. Polimi DESIS Lab.

Figure 4.

Copenhagen House

of food cooking activity.
Ph. Madhus website.
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Figure 5.

REWE Green Farming
interiors.

Ph. © Jurgen Arlt.

Two other cases are good examples of this: the Copenhagen
House of Food (Figure 4), a non-profit foundation founded by the City
of Copenhagen that, since 2007, has been substantially restructuring
the food preparation techniques to incorporate organic products for
the 900 municipal kitchens (canteens, day-care centres, and nursing
homes); and REWE, a new model of supermarket in Germany (Figure 5).
The project reimagines the conventional grocery shop with alow-ener-
gy building, incorporating an aquaponic system and rainwater collec-
tion for restrooms and irrigation. The store entry features a dedicated
space for local producers, with about 20% of products sourced locally
from 150 regional producers. This initiative, part of REWE Green Farming,
helps stabilize prices by mitigating market fluctuations.

Therefore, AFNs and VTFNs can be seen as magnifying lenses
for mapping and enabling systemic transitions within urban neigh-
bourhoods - characterized by gentrification and social stratification
- and remote areas - characterized by relational remoteness and
depopulation. In urban neighbourhoods, gentrification often leads to
the displacement of long-standing communities and the erosion of
local cultural identities. AFNs can counteract these effects by fostering
community cohesion and resilience through localized food initiatives,
creating cooperation networks among diverse stakeholders and
strengthening the cultural and social fabric. Conversely, inremote areas
where relational remoteness and depopulation are pressing issues,
VTFNs can act as critical interventions to revitalize these communities.
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By leveraging local agricultural practices and integrating them into
broader food networks, VTFNs can create new economic opportuni-
ties with other stakeholders. This approach can help offer economic
stability and foster a sense of community and belonging.

This research also challenges the traditional city-periphery
dualism, which often associates cities with being welcoming, safe,
and liberated spaces, while rural locales are traditionally deemed in-
hospitable to socio-political activism. By questioning this dichotomy,
the study highlights the potential for urban and rural areas to foster
vibrant and active communities. AFNs and VTFNs provide a framework
for a systemic transition that transcends geographical boundaries.

In practical terms, AFNs and VTFNs can facilitate mapping existing
food systems, identifying areas where interventions are needed,

and opportunities for collaboration and innovation exist. They can
help create platforms for knowledge exchange and capacity building,
enabling communities to learn from each other and implement best
practices. Additionally, these networks can advocate for policy chang-
es that support sustainable food systems and community develop-
ment, ensuring that local initiatives are recognized and supported at
higher levels of governance, enabling systemic transition within urban
neighbourhoods and remote areas. The study aims to understand
how rural locales can relationally rebuild their proximity networks,
grappling with the complexities of visibility, safety, and resource
access in their rural communities and devising a public-private politics
that effectively engages communities noticeably marginalised in the
regeneration of their public realm. This is approached from a situated
thinking perspective (Haraway, 1988), effectively addressing the
power structures that generate ecosystemic and social injustices.

2.3 How can we re-interpret the role of
university campuses as part of broader
territorial systems?

On university campuses, AFNs can be pivotal in promoting sustaina-
bility, fostering community engagement, and serving as microcosms
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Place-centered systems:
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Figure 6.

The posible impact of AFNs in university campuses within the broader
territorial systems. © Irene Bassi.
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for systemic transitions within broader urban and rural contexts
(Bruning et al., 2006; Valluri, 2010; Barlett, 2011; Trencher et al.,

2014, Fassi, Galluzzo & De Rosa, 2016; Fassi, Galluzzo & Rogel, 2016;
Balducci, 2018; Torrijos et al., 2021). Universities, often situated at

the intersection of diverse demographic groups and equipped with
significant intellectual and material resources, are ideal for imple-
menting and studying AFNs (Figure 6). Campuses can serve as living
laboratories where innovative food distribution systems are tested
and refined, demonstrating the feasibility and benefits of sustainable
practices for students, faculty, and staff. By establishing networks
that connect local farmers and food producers with - for instance -
campus canteens, universities can ensure a steady supply of fresh,
nutritious, and sustainably produced food. These networks can also
include initiatives such as campus/community gardens - intended

for the inhabitants of the campus and the neighbourhood as one
community bound together by the place itself -, farmers’ markets, and
food cooperatives, which provide hands-on learning opportunities for
students and foster a sense of community and shared responsibility.

Furthermore, universities can act as catalysts for broader com-
munity engagement by extending the reach of campus-based AFNs
to surrounding neighbourhoods and rural areas. Through partner-
ships with local organizations, municipalities, and other educational
institutions, universities can help scale up successful initiatives
and disseminate best practices. This outreach can foster stronger
connections between campuses and local communities, promoting
amore integrated and cohesive approach to regional food systems.
By leveraging their resources and influence, universities can play a
critical role in driving the systemic transitions advocated by AFNs
and VTFNSs, creating more sustainable and equitable food networks
locally and globally.

This chapter presents the positioning of the research, and the
approach identified for the redefinition of the food systemin a
relatively small but powerful system such as a large university: pro-
moting and activating better models can serve as an example and a
stimulus for sustainable agreements between the actors involved.
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The PPP-URB project (Public and Private Procurement and Short
Food Value Chains in Urban Areas) is a key initiative within

the Onfoods PNRR research program, aimed at reimagining

urban food systems. This volume showcases how the project,
coordinated by the Design Department of the Politecnico

di Milano, implemented a systemic design approach to integrate
various disciplines and viewpoints, addressing the complexity

of the topic. By analyzing case studies, the project investigates
the role of food ecosystems in small territorial units,

with a particular focus on university campuses, to understand
their influence on local systems. The research’s first deliverable
concentrated on this analysis, establishing a foundation for future
strategy development and practical experiments. Input from six
Italian universities highlighted how interdisciplinary collaboration
among project partners encouraged critical thinking about food
systems in urban environments, opening the door to innovative
models and strategies for tackling food challenges in future cities.
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