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The New Planner — Fall 2009

Expanding the Academic Menu:
Today's Planning Students Have an Appetite for
Food Systems
By Benjamin W. Chrisinger

At colleges and universities across the country, students are putting their shovels into soil, laying
out beds and rows, sowing seeds, mixing compost, and making statements about food. In Virginia
alone, three public institutions started student gardens during the past academic year. Though they
differ in size, scope, and style, all student gardens seem to make a point of saying "our food doesn't
come from the grocery store."

Earlier this summer,  observed the exciting trend of college students pursuing
summer farm internships, with more than 1,400 farms now offering the "campus to country"
experience. Perhaps more telling is one expert's estimation that a third of these interns are receiving

some sort of college credit for their time on farms.  The interest in food is more than a student
desire to get hands dirty; students want to learn something about the food systems that surround
them.

The New York Times
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As the August/September 2009 issue of  illustrates, the concept of food is now being
considered through a planning lens. This special issue of APA's magazine, titled "The Food Factor,"
covers a wide range of concerns — including questions about access, public health, and land use.
Planners are noticing the exodus of grocery stores from low-income areas, the growing rates of
diabetes and other diet-related illnesses, and the transformation of agricultural lands on the urban

fringe into suburban housing.  The pressing need to address these problems suggests that the food
issue is complex enough to deserve a higher level of academic attention.

Planning
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It hasn't always been this way, says Tanya Denckla Cobb, associate director at the University of
Virginia's Institute for Environmental Negotiation. "Food is at the heart of sustainable communities,"
she says, "yet it has long been a forgotten stepchild, ignored in the background and taken for
granted as we struggled with the more prominent issues of transportation, water, housing, and

community design."3

More on Food Issues in Planning

August/September 2009,  magazine
Special issue: The Food Factor
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On Academic Plates in the Future: Larger Servings of Food Planning?

It may not be long before "food systems planning" appears alongside "transportation planning" or
"land use planning" in course directories. Many teachers of planning, including MIT's Judith Layzer,
point to the "growing social concern" as a predictor of future emphasis on the topic of food. The
student enthusiasm for food is, in turn, a reflection of a larger movement. As Layzer puts it,
students "tend to be much more plugged into what's up and coming," and can serve as a

"barometer" for new areas of emphasis in the academic world.4

Some would also argue that the advent of sustainable planning and design has made food an
important mechanism for achieving community viability. Food systems planning might be important
not just for food's sake, but also as a means of addressing general quality of life. Denckla Cobb
suggests that communities are becoming interested in food "for a host of very practical reasons,
such as growing their food economy, making local farming more economically viable, preserving
open space ...  feeding the hungry, and, too, ensuring there is some food on the shelves in the

event of a catastrophe or interruption in transportation."5

If planners are not already considering food as part of the "planner's toolkit," they will likely need to
in the near future.

How Are Higher Education Planning Programs Responding?

Already, several of the nation's planning programs have added food-focused courses. Some of these
courses have evolved as the result of a professor's passion for the topic, while others are an
integrated part of an academic experience. Here is a sampling of courses offered at higher education
planning programs that may serve as models for planning programs elsewhere.

The course, offered for the first time in the fall of 2009, investigates the integration of
urban farming into sustainable development and planning efforts. According to Dorothée
Imbert, associate professor in the Department of Landscape Architecture and co-instructor
of "Food Forms," students from all disciplines were excited to enroll in the new course.
Imbert notes that the student enthusiasm likely forecasts a future academic trend, and
their energy "will probably generate more offerings in this area of study at the [Graduate

School of Design], especially as such courses are very interdisciplinary."

Food Forms: Agriculture & Urban Systems
Harvard Graduate School of Design
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The brainchild of Professor Timothy Beatley and Lecturer Tanya Denckla Cobb,
"Community Food Systems" began in the spring of 2006 and has been a popular pick for
both graduate and undergraduate students. Denckla Cobb even says that about six urban
and environmental planning graduate students have come to the School of Architecture

 of the food systems course. As part of this planning applications course, students
work in small teams on semester-long projects that address some component of the food
system for Charlottesville, Virginia. In the past, students have mapped the local
"foodshed," analyzed the local food potential for the area food bank, and encouraged
discussions about a local food hub. Each year, the semester culminates with a final
presentation attended by community leaders, stakeholders, and local "foodies."

Community Food Systems
University of Virginia School of Architecture

because

Student enthusiasm, paired with Professor Judith Layzer's personal interest in the
environmental impacts of food, led to the creation of "Food Systems and the
Environment." "Food has definitely become a hot topic among our students," says Layzer,
who taught the course for the first time in the spring of 2009. The course examines and
weighs the true costs of food, "from farm to plate," and further ventures into discussions

of genetically modified foods and food's relationship to sustainability.  Layzer found that
some students of "Food Systems" involved themselves with the food issue outside of her
classroom. "Several were involved in food-related activities around campus," she notes.
"Quite a few have written theses about access to food in poor communities in the U.S. and

abroad."

Food Systems & the Environment
MIT School of Architecture & Planning
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At Tufts University, students can grapple with food systems in a uniquely interdisciplinary
fashion. In 1998, a dual-degree program was created between the Urban & Environmental
Planning Department and the School of Nutrition Science & Policy. Tim Griffin, director of
the Agriculture Food and Environment Program at Tufts, senses his students are eager to
learn more about the intersection between planning and food systems. "From the policy
perspective, this would include both obstacles to production, processing, distribution, and
food access," says Griffin. From what Griffin can tell, students are also becoming more

interested in how planning mechanisms can facilitate a better, healthier food system.

Dual-Degree: Urban & Environmental Planning / Agriculture, Food, & Environment
Tufts University
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How Can Colleges and Universities Better Respond?

To address our food future, academic planning programs must lay the groundwork for the next
generation of planning professionals. In his column in the August/September 2009 edition of

, Timothy Beatley argues that food needs to become a new form of "essential urban

infrastructure."

Planning
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The interdisciplinary dual-degree program at Tufts might offer a good model. Students may already
be sensing the momentum around this approach to food. According to Ann Urosevich, Urban &
Environmental Planning Department administrator at Tufts, interest in the program has spiked very

http://planning.org/foundation/
http://planning.org/foundation/
http://www.planning.org/thenewplanner/2008/spr/urbanfoodsystem.htm
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recently. "As of 2009, two students have completed the dual-degree program," says Urosevich,

"However, based on this year's applications, there is definitely a growing interest in the program."11

In addition to emphasizing interdisciplinary learning, planning academics should ponder the following
questions in anticipation of emerging community needs involving food and the need to train a new
generation of planners:

Should we require planning students to learn about concepts like "food-miles," "foodsheds,"
and "food security," just as today's students learn about urban density, easements, and
community design?

Should universities offer specializations in urban food systems, or certificates in local food
planning?

What role can land-grant universities, which have traditionally produced industrial agricultural
research, play in this transformation?

What typical planning issues can we address through food planning? Public health? Open space
preservation? Sense of place?

What is at stake? What will we lose if we fail to incorporate the local food movement into
planning academics?

Conclusion

As Kathleen Merrigan, U.S. deputy secretary of agriculture, says in 's food issue,
"reinvigorating the local food systems is a structural challenge of great magnitude ... there is no

one-size-fits-all solution."  Food planning problems will require creativity and innovation —
qualities that can be encouraged in the planning classroom.

Planning
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Today's students are bringing a great deal of energy to the food movement. They see food as both
something that has been overlooked by planners in the past and something that can help solve a
variety of future planning problems. What's evident is that students want to learn about these topics
at colleges and universities, and many institutions are answering the call for food education.

By providing better food planning education, colleges and universities can respond to the evident
student enthusiasm surrounding local food. Even more importantly, they can provide future planners
with tools to address the food system issues they are inheriting.

Benjamin W. Chrisinger is an undergraduate urban and
environmental planning student at the University of Virginia, also
studying environmental sciences. He will graduate in May 2010.

Resources

 Students at the University of Virginia sample sweet corn
from a new community garden, the result of a partnership between
the school's Student Council and Urban & Environmental Planning
Department. Photo by University of Virginia Community Garden.

Images:

Endnotes

1. Severson, Kim. 2009. "Many Summer Internships Are Going Organic . May 24.." New York Times

2. Cassidy, Arly, and Bowen Patterson. 2008. "The Planner's Role in the Urban Food System." 
Spring 2008.

The
New Planner. 
http://planning.org/thenewplanner/2008/spr/urbanfoodsystem.htm

3. Denckla Cobb, Tanya. 2009. E-mail message to author. August 26.

4. Layzer, Judith. 2009. E-mail message to author. August 24.

5. Denckla Cobb. 2009. E-mail message to author. August 26.

6. Imbert, Dorothée. 2009. E-mail message to author. August 20.

7. MIT Department of Urban Studies and Planning. 2009. "Food Systems & the Environment" Course
Description. Viewed August 29, 2009, at http://dusp.mit.edu/p.lasso?t=6:4:0&detail=11.949

8. Layzer, Judith. 2009. E-mail message to author. August 19.

9. Griffin, Tim. 2009. E-mail message to author. August 25.

10. Beatley, Timothy. 2009. "Ever Green." . August/September.Planning

11. Urosevich, Ann. 2009. E-mail message to author. August 26.

12. Hodgson, Kimberly. 2009. "Where Food Planning and Health Intersect." .
August/September.

Planning

http://planning.org/jobs
http://planning.org/thenewplanner/2009/fall/food.htm?print=true
http://planning.org/contactus/
http://planning.org/apaataglance/privacy.htm
http://planning.org/customerservice/
http://planning.org/apaataglance/copyright.htm
http://planning.org/thenewplanner/2008/spr/urbanfoodsystem.htm
http://dusp.mit.edu/p.lasso?t=6:4:0&detail=11.949

