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Key Messages
Local public markets play an important role in communiƟes and are a criƟcal part of a
sustainable food system.

Markets are important for the health and wellbeing of communiƟes and are an important way 
ciƟes can help achieve the UN Food Summit’s five AcƟon Tracks.

Formal and informal markets are well posiƟoned to respond to the needs of low-income residents 
bby allowing prices to be negoƟated, providing credit and selling in smaller quanƟƟes.

Markets are important for urban food access because they can be located within neighbourhoods 
and within walking distance of residents.

A high prevalence of formal and informal vendors, including mobile vendors, influences what 
people buy and increases fruit and vegetable consumpƟon.

Neighbourhood markets contribute to reducing food waste by encouraging more frequent 
shopping trips, which results in customers buying smaller amounts.

MarMarkets reduce food loss and waste by sourcing locally produced, seasonal food, which reduces 
the distance food must travel.

Markets influence both what local farmers grow and what is sold, which increases access to 
healthy, fresh food.

Markets encourage fruit and vegetable diversity, which improves biodiversity and reduces 
environmental degradaƟon.

Both formal and informal markets in urban seƫngs are an important source of employment in 
ciƟes as thciƟes as they contribute to local jobs, encourage entrepreneurship, and give workers control and 
flexibility over their work.

Formal and informal markets contribute to the resilience of ciƟes by encouraging local economies, 
supporƟng local farmers, and creaƟng jobs.

Markets provide the locaƟons within neighbourhoods for all members of a community, regardless 
of age, gender, or income, to interact and build community trust, which is key to building resilience.

Markets can repair and react more quickly in Ɵmes of stress and breakage, which builds resilience 
in ciƟes.in ciƟes.
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INTRODUCTION
Local public markets have played an important role in communiƟes for centuries and are a criƟcal 
part of a sustainable food system. Markets help create healthy environments that encourage 
healthy eaƟng. As countries around the world experience the nutriƟon transiƟon, whereby local, 
tradiƟonal food is replaced with energy-dense, highly processed foods, the role of markets has 
become increasingly important. To eat healthy diets, people must be able to easily access healthy 
ffoods, including fresh fruits and vegetables, at affordable prices. Markets are the main distributors 
of healthy foods in many ciƟes throughout the world. Markets also serve the community in other 
ways, including acƟng as the main trading centre where people can earn a living; creaƟng social 
spaces in neighbourhoods for locals to meet and interact with one another; and linking rural and 
urban communiƟes.

With between 720 and 811 million people facing hunger in 20201 and with nearly one in three 
people in the world (2.37 billion) not having access to adequate food in 20202, the world is not 
on ton track to achieve Sustainable Development Goal #2:
   
  Goal 2: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutriƟon, and promote sustainable 
  agriculture.3 

Although there is a considerable rural bias when considering food security and in food security 
planning4, urban areas are afflicted by significant inequaliƟes related to food security.5 Rural 
households have access to land and can grow a significant proporƟon of the food they consume.6 

Urban dUrban dwellers, on the other hand, usually buy their food and therefore require income for their 
food needs. The rural bias in food security planning ulƟmately focuses aƩenƟon on producƟon, 
or the availability of food, as the primary means to respond to food insecurity.7 It is because of this 
rural bias that the criƟcal role markets play in the food system is oŌen ignored or menƟoned just 
briefly. However, the distribuƟon of food, especially in ciƟes, needs to be considered as the global 
community moves forward to transform what the world produces, consumes, and thinks about food. 

UN Food Systems Summit 
The The Food Systems Summit was convened in 2021 as part of the Decade of AcƟon to achieve the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030. Bold acƟons within the food system are needed 
to deliver progress on all 17 SDGs, each of which relies to some degree on healthier, more 
sustainable and equitable food systems. 

The Summit idenƟfied five AcƟon Tracks to help deliver this bold change:
    •  AcƟon Track 1: Access to Safe and NutriƟous Food for All
    •  AcƟon Track 2: Sustainable ConsumpƟon
        •  AcƟon Track 3: Nature PosiƟve IntroducƟon
    •  AcƟon Track 4: Advance Equitable Livelihood
    •  AcƟon Track 5: Build Resilience to VulnerabiliƟes, Shocks and Stress

Transforming the food system is a powerful way to make progress towards all 17 SDGS.8
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Local Public Markets: An Opportunity

Local public food markets are an integral part of the food environment and a type of public shared 
space that provides healthy and nutriƟous foods for communiƟes while also acƟng as a social 
place and a workplace.9 Food environments refer to the elements of the built environment that 
help maintain good nutriƟon, diet and reduce chronic disease in neighbourhoods. It encompasses 
the consumers’ needs and food availability, affordability, desirability and convenience. With the 
rrecent popularity of energy-dense foods being sold worldwide, the role of markets in communiƟes 
is becoming even more criƟcal as the types of food outlets available in a community can determine 
whether individuals or families have access to nutriƟous and affordable foods.

This document highlights the value markets can have on the health and wellbeing of communiƟes 
and clearly arƟculates the links to the five AcƟon Tracks. For the purposes of this paper, we are 
defining “market” broadly to include wet markets, formal markets, informal markets, farmers 
markets, and clusters of informal vendors that sell food. This paper will be used to inform 
HealthBridHealthBridge’s response to the SDGs in general, and internaƟonal processes such as the UN Food 
Systems Summit among others. It will also be used to provide HealthBridge’s local partners with 
the background necessary to acƟvely engage with their naƟonal and local governments on markets. 
Although these five AcƟon Tracks are considered separately, they are inter-related and progress in 
one area depends on progress in another area.
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AcƟon Track 1: Access to Safe and NutriƟous Food for All
Ending hunger and all forms of malnutriƟon and reducing the incidence of non-communicable 
diseases is the focus of AcƟon Track 1.10 MalnutriƟon, in all its forms, is a global problem and 
includes the 462 million adults who are underweight, 149 million children under 5 who are 
esƟmated to be stunted (too short for their age), and the 1.9 billion adults who are overweight 
and obese.11 According to the World Health OrganizaƟon (WHO), around 45% of deaths among 
childchildren under 5 years of age are linked to undernutriƟon and most of these deaths occur in low- 
and middle-income countries.12

To achieve the goal of AcƟon Track 1, all people must have access at all Ɵmes to sufficient quanƟƟes 
of affordable and safe food products that meet nutriƟonal needs and food preferences at all Ɵmes.13 
“Adequate food” means food must saƟsfy dietary needs, should be safe for human consumpƟon 
and free from contaminants and should be culturally acceptable.14 Unfortunately, as already 
menƟoned, the number of people facing hunger is on the rise. There’s a variety of reasons for the 
lack of plack of progress towards eliminaƟng hunger and malnutriƟon. The cost of healthy diets and the 
consistently high levels of income inequality means that around 3 billion people, especially the poor, 
are unable to afford to purchase healthy foods. In addiƟon, conflict, climate change, economic 
slowdowns, and the COVID-19 pandemic have all contributed to increasing levels of hunger and 
malnutriƟon and it is expected that these challenges will conƟnue to create high levels of hunger 
and malnutriƟon into the future.15

For many city dwellers, the challenge in obtaining food is not the absence of food, it is having the 
means means to acquire the food. Unfortunately, healthy diets oŌen cost more than an unhealthy diet, 
making a healthy diet unaffordable to large segments of the populaƟon. A study from South Africa 
found that a healthier diet cost 69% more than an unhealthy diet on average and, even if healthy 
foods were carefully selected based on affordability, a healthy diet would add costs of 10-15% of 
the total household income for most families.16 A four country study conducted in Ethiopia, 
Myanmar, Tanzania, and Bangladesh found that healthy diets cost between $0.72 and $1.27/day 
at a minimum, which puts a healthy diet out of range for large porƟons of the populaƟons studied.17  
A household A household study in Hanoi, Vietnam found that 26% of households borrowed money to buy 
food a month before the survey.18

The World Health OrganizaƟon (WHO) defines malnutriƟon as the deficiencies, excesses, or 
imbalances in a person’s intake of energy and/or nutrients. The term malnutriƟon addresses 
three broad groups of condiƟons: undernutriƟon, which includes wasƟng (low weight-for-
height), stunƟng (low height-for-age) and underweight (low weight-for-age); micronutrient-
related malnutriƟon, which includes micronutrient deficiencies (a lack of important vitamins 
and minerals) or micronutrient excess; and overweight, obesity and diet-related 
nonnoncommunicable diseases (such as heart disease, stroke, diabetes and some cancers). 
For more informaƟon see: hƩps://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/malnutriƟon
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Given the levels of poverty throughout the world, in order for a food system to help address hunger,
it needs to focus not just on the supply of food but on the affordability of food being supplied and 
the income-earning opportuniƟes for residents.19 The income-earning opportuniƟes afforded by 
the food system will be addressed later in the paper. Although some aspects of affordability can 
possibly be addressed on the producƟon side of the food system, there are many areas in which 
the distribuƟon side of the system can impact affordability. It is oŌen the distribuƟon side of the 
ffood system and not the farm side that determines the price of the food being sold to urban 
dwellers. However, when your income is uncertain and low, even affordable food can be too 
expensive. It is in these cases that flexible quanƟƟes and availability of credit, when needed, 
become crucial to those living in poverty.20 

Both formal and informal markets are well posiƟoned to respond to the needs of lower-income 
residents and can do so in ways that are impracƟcal for the corporate food sector, which includes 
supermarkets.  There is conflicƟng informaƟon about whether the prices at supermarkets are 
momore or less affordable than at local markets, especially for staple foods.21 However, in many 
places, it is clear the prices at supermarkets are too high for low-income earners. A study in South 
Africa found that street vendors were selling vegetables, such as tomatoes, onions and cabbage, 
at half or one-third the price of the same produce at the supermarket.22 In Vietnam, less than 3% 
of those parƟcipaƟng in a household study shopped at a supermarket because the prices were 
too high.  Instead, these respondents shopped at informal markets (82%) where they found the 
prices to be less expensive.23 In addiƟon to frequently having lower stated prices, markets have 
an adan advantage for low-income earners in that they have the opportunity to negoƟate food prices.  
For example, one study from India found the poor were able to negoƟate lower prices with market 
vendors when compared to wealthier customers.24 This ability to barter is an advantage that 
supermarkets are unable to match.

With smaller amounts of money, unstable incomes and limited storage, lower income residents 
oŌen make smaller and more frequent purchases. For example, one study found that four out of 
five people who bought food daily had a household member engaged in temporary or casual 
laboulabour.25 Another study in an informal seƩlement in Cape Town found that only 31% of residents 
had access to a refrigerator and instead relied on cupboards (49%) and buckets (15%) to store 
food.26 The ability to buy in smaller unit sizes is an advantage of markets over supermarkets.27,28 
The supermarket model is typically pre-packaged food in larger quanƟƟes. An addiƟonal advantage 
markets have over supermarkets is that many formal and informal vendors provide credit 
opportuniƟes for their regular lower-income customers and this makes purchasing food possible 
even when households run out of money. Although this doesn’t directly impact the affordability 
of of food, having the ability to purchase food even when income is low, makes food much more 
accessible to lower-income residents.29 

 

The corporate food sector refers to those private enterprises that grow, buy, process, market, 
and sell food, including supermarkets.
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When considering food security, ensuring access is oŌen assumed to depend on income.  
However, access is also spaƟally determined and the locaƟon of food sources is an equally 
important determinant of urban food security.30 Physical access to food is largely determined by 
the distribuƟon of food, which includes the number, type, locaƟon, and accessibility of food along 
with people’s overall mobility. The locaƟon of food outlets is a crucial element to increase access 
to healthy, fresh foods for community members. When deciding where to shop, consumers are 
sstrongly influenced by how far they must travel, with proximity of the market/shop and Ɵme-
savings oŌen cited as reasons for visiƟng a parƟcular food outlet.31 The closer a food outlet is to 
where a person lives or work, the beƩer the physical access to food and the food will be more 
convenient.  This is especially true for low-income residents as they are least likely to have access 
to a motor vehicle and must walk, cycle or take public transit to buy food.32 In one study locaƟon 
was important to more people than price or quality.33   

Given that women are the typical purchasers of food for the household in most countries, reducing 
wwomen’s Ɵme burdens is oŌen discussed as a key principle to improve nutriƟon.34 The Ɵme needed 
to obtain and prepare food represents a significant Ɵme burden for women, who are oŌen 
juggling the demands of home and work. When food outlets, especially outlets that sell healthy, 
fresh food, are not located within walkable distance to residents’ homes, access to food outlets is 
poor, thereby creaƟng inequaliƟes in access to food. 

Proximity was shown to be especially important during the COVID-19 pandemic. CiƟes throughout 
the world were restricƟng people’s mobility and requiring people to stay close to home, which 
means the ability means the ability to shop close to home became criƟcally important. A recent study mapped the 
local markets in Arusha and revealed that 15 of the 25 wards/neighbourhoods that consƟtute the 
city boundaries have neither formally nor informally established marketplaces. The spaƟal 
inequality in the distribuƟon of local markets compel the majority of residents, both vendors and 
buyers, to spend more Ɵme on motorised transport to reach the nearest local market. With 
COVID-19 prevenƟve measures of restricted urban transport, curfews and lockdowns, this meant 
that households purchasing their food in small quanƟƟes had difficulty accessing the main markets.35

MarMarkets provide the best opportunity to address spaƟal inequaliƟes that exist in ciƟes. The 
corporate food sector typically relies on large catchment areas that are oŌen only accessible to 
residents by driving.  In addiƟon, supermarkets are primarily influenced by market-based factors 
and therefore locate in the most profitable areas, which typically means higher-income 
communiƟes.36 A mapping study in Cape Town found the distribuƟon of supermarkets is highly 
unequal with low-income neighbourhoods having drasƟcally lower supermarket densiƟes. The lack 
of supermarkets in low income neighbourhoods reduced access overall and the distance between 
llow-income and high income neighbourhoods created addiƟonal inequaliƟes in access for the 
urban poor. The supermarkets that did exist in low-income areas typically stocked less healthy 
foods than those in wealthier areas, which means the supermarkets did not increase access to 
healthy foods.37
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Markets, however, have the benefit of being smaller in scale and can therefore be located within 
neighbourhoods and within walking distance of residents. Hanoi, Vietnam, a city that was built 
around its public markets, has over 400 markets of varying sizes that are easily accessible to 
residents.38 Barcelona is another example of a city that has built its neighbourhoods around local 
public markets. They have a thriving network of around 43 permanent public markets serving 73 
neighbourhoods.39 A case study in Dar es Salaam found the locaƟon of the market, located in a 
densely populdensely populated informal seƩlement, made food accessible to the many people who could
walk to the market from the surrounding area on their way to and from places of work or trade.40

In addiƟon, informal vendors are oŌen not constrained to specific geographical areas as many walk 
the streets to sell their goods. Research in Nepal demonstrated that the informal vendors walking 
the streets provided criƟcal access to vegetables in the city.41 These informal vendors have the 
opportunity to go to neighbourhoods that might not have enough people to warrant a full-scale 
market. A recent example in Dhaka, Bangladesh demonstrated the success of a one-day-a-week 
ffarmers’ market in ensuring access to fresh fruits and vegetables in a lower-income neighbourhood.42 
Results of studies consistently show the importance of the formal and informal vendors in providing 
access to foods, including fresh produce, in poor, urban food-insecure communiƟes.

A final area to consider under this AcƟon Track is food availability. For people to consume healthy 
food, healthy food must be available. Studies from the U.S. show that when the food supply is 
analyzed, it closely matches people’s actual diets, which, unfortunately, does not closely match 
dietary guidelines.43 The correlaƟon between food availability and consumpƟon is no doubt bi-
didirecƟonal, in that people eat what is consumed and what people consume influences what is 
available. However, it is also obvious that if healthy food is unavailable, people cannot have a 
healthy diet, even if affordability and locaƟon are not issues. In addiƟon to actual availability, 
perceived availability of healthy food is also important. When people perceive greater access to 
fruits and vegetables, studies show a higher increase in fruit and vegetable consumpƟon.44 
Markets and informal vendors have beƩer opportuniƟes to increase the percepƟon of availability 
due to their presence in neighbourhoods and in areas with high pedestrian traffic.

WheWhere people acquire food has been shown to shape diets, nutriƟon and health outcomes.45

There’s increasing evidence to suggest that supermarkets, especially in low-income areas, 
become conduits for cheap, highly processed foods that provide liƩle in the way of nutriƟon and 
help create obesogenic environments.46 For example, in many countries it may be possible for the 
populaƟon to consume enough calories but it is not possible for everyone to consume a healthy 
diet because fruit and vegetable availability cannot meet the populaƟon's needs with respect to 
dietary recommendaƟons.47 One reason for the lack of fruit and vegetable availability is the
incincreased investments in commodiƟes such as staple cereals, soybeans, sunflower, palm oil, and 
animal source foods.48 Such commodiƟes are needed for many of the heavily processed, sugary, 
faƩy, salty foods produced by the corporate food sector, which are sold in supermarkets worldwide.
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However, a high prevalence of formal and informal vendors, including mobile vendors, also 
influences what people buy and overall nutriƟon. Research conducted in South Africa showed 
that markets and informal vendors are the primary and most frequently used food sources for 
vegetables with over 70% of the vegetables sold from these sources.49 A study that examined 
household food purchases, diets and nutriƟon outcomes revealed that a higher density of vegetable 
vendors within 500 m of a household is associated with higher odds of purchasing vegetables and 
llower total energy intake and the closer the vegetable vendor density is to the household, the 
higher the odds become.50 A review of 23 studies found that street foods contribute significantly 
to the energy and protein intake of residents in developing countries and street food should be 
encouraged, provided that they are offering healthy, tradiƟonal foods.51 This contrasts with 
supermarkets that have made highly-processed foods more spaƟally and economically available, 
which some have suggested is increasing the nutriƟon transiƟon in certain countries.52

Research in North America has suggested that farmers' markets tend to serve higher-
income groups. However, the relocaƟon of the Flint Famers’ Market in the United States 
found that lower-income residents consƟtuted a major consumer group at the market once 
it was relocated to a prominent central locaƟon. The results of the project demonstrated 
that markets can bring healthy food to communiƟes without healthy food access. 
For more informaƟon visit: hƩps://www.sciencedirect.com/science/arƟcle/abs/pii/
S0143622815300369S0143622815300369
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AcƟon Track 2: ShiŌ to Sustainable ConsumpƟon PaƩerns
AcƟon Track 2 is focused on building consumer demand for sustainably produced food, 
strengthening local value chains, and promoƟng the reuse and recycling of food resources, 
especially among the most vulnerable. This AcƟon Track idenƟfies the need to eliminate wasteful 
paƩerns of food consumpƟon. It also seeks to improve nutriƟon by recognizing the need to 
encourage people to eat healthy foods that require fewer resources to produce and transport. 
This cThis creates a significant challenge for the system as, globally, food accounts for 48% of household 
impacts on land resources and 70% of household impacts on water resources. ConsumpƟon of 
meat, dairy, and processed food is a major contributor to these environmental impacts and is 
expected to increase with rising incomes.53

Worldwide, food waste is a massive problem and is a major contributor to environmental 
degradaƟon. UN Environment Program (UNEP) has esƟmated that roughly one-third of the food 
produced in the world for human consumpƟon is wasted or lost every year, which is approximately 
1.3 billion 1.3 billion tonnes of food. In addiƟon, food losses and waste amount to roughly US$680 billion in 
industrialized countries and US$310 billion in developing countries, with fruits and vegetables, 
followed by roots and tubers, having the highest wastage of any food. Even if just one-fourth of 
the food currently lost or wasted globally could be saved, it would be enough to feed 870 million 
hungry people in the world.54

Food waste contributes to excess consumpƟon of fresh water and fossil fuels. In addiƟon, 
decomposing food creates methane and CO2 emissions, which contributes to climate change. 
FFor example, in the US it was found that per capita food waste, which represents 150 trillion kcal 
per year, accounts for more than one quarter of total freshwater consumpƟon and 300 million 
barrels of oil per year.55 Unconsumed food accounts for approximately 18% of total solid waste 
in municipal landfills in the US.56

Food loss typically occurs during harvest due to financial limitaƟons, poor infrastructure, 
inadequate handling skills, and the lack of mechanizaƟon, packaging, and storage faciliƟes. 
Food waste, on the other hand, refers to losses that occur at the end of the food chain (retail and 
cconsumer) and is related to the behaviour on the part of consumers and retailers. UrbanizaƟon 
and diversificaƟon of diet (such as buying more meat and dairy than in the past) are strongly 
correlated to an increase in food waste at the later stages of the supply chain. In addiƟon, global 
supply chains have replaced the short, more locally-focused supply chains of the past, which 
creates a new challenge for food waste due to the more complex infrastructure needed to 
distribute food long distances.57
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Markets can reduce food waste by providing informal vendors with fruits and vegetables they can 
sell outside of the markets and closer to households. This collaboraƟon helps reduce food loss in 
markets and also helps to reduce waste within households because consumers can buy what they 
need closer to home.58 Markets that are located in neighbourhoods promote more frequent 
shopping trips, which results in customers buying smaller amounts and this contributes to reducing 
the likelihood of food being wasted.59 A study in Seoul found that the type of food retailer 
ppredicted over-purchasing and trip characterisƟcs. They concluded that the supermarket format
contributed to household food waste and that over-purchasing and food waste could be reduced 
by short travel Ɵmes and frequent trips,60 which is a feature of most purchasing trips at markets.

Sustainable food consumpƟon is the use of food “that responds to basic needs and brings a beƩer 
quality of life while minimizing the use of natural resources, toxic materials and emissions of waste 
and pollutants over the life cycle, so as not to jeopardize the needs of future generaƟons.”61 
In addiƟon to reducing food loss and waste, a review idenƟfied several other examples of  
susustainable food consumpƟon including increasing consumpƟon of plant-based foods, decreasing 
meat consumpƟon and opƟng for seasonal products.62 Sustainable food consumpƟon also has the 
benefit of being a nutriƟous and healthy diet. 

There is increasing evidence that small-scale farms require fewer resources to produce food. 
Small-scale farms, typically thought of as less than 2 hectares, operate only around 12% of all 
agricultural land, and produce roughly 35% of the world’s food. However, small-scale farms occupy 
a much larger share of agricultural land than the global average in regions such as South Asia and 
sub-Sahasub-Saharan Africa.63 Although, empirical evidence on the farm size–producƟvity relaƟonship is 
ambiguous, with some studies suggesƟng larger-scale farms are more producƟve and some studies 
showing small-scale farms are more producƟve, the expansion of large-scale industrial agriculture 
comes with a high environmental cost. Small-scale farming is much more likely to take into account 
local landscapes and ecosystems and is more likely to engage in nature-based pracƟces such as 
organic agriculture, crop rotaƟon, and integrated pest management permaculture.64 

Markets are well posiƟoned to connect to small-scale farmers. Evidence suggests that the 
ccorporate food sector requires farmers to adhere to condiƟons that support larger-scale producers
and this forces small-scale farmers out of compeƟƟon.65 An enabling environment for small-scale 
farmers includes having trading, processing, and retailing operaƟons of a similar scale and run by 
people with common cultures.66 Such condiƟons exist in markets. By sourcing locally produced food, 
markets can potenƟally reduce food loss and waste because travel Ɵme is decreased while selling 
more seasonal food, an important component of a sustainable diet.

Unfortunately, current levels of fruit and vegetable availability cannot achieve sustainable dietary 
rrecommendaƟons for the populaƟon. The availability of pulses in Africa, for example, is about 
one-third of the esƟmated needs.67 Instead, oil crops such as soybean, sunflower, and palm oil, 
needed for heavily processed foods, along with animal source foods have increased substanƟally 68 
and this is, in part, due to the rise of supermarkets. Research suggests that corporate food retailers, 
such as supermarkets, are fostering the nutriƟon transiƟon towards more highly processed foods 
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and that the growth of supermarkets in Asia, Africa, and LaƟn America is correlated with increased
consumpƟon of ultra-processed foods even aŌer controlling for income and other socioeconomic 
variables.69 Although part of this increase may be due to consumer preference, consumpƟon 
decisions are heavily influenced by external factors such as availability, as discussed above, as well 
as adverƟsing and product placement.70 It is well known that supermarkets charge a premium to 
corporate food producers to place their products in such a way as to encourage their purchase.

MarMarkets, on the other hand, are also well posiƟoned to influence both what is grown and what is 
sold. If the food environment signals to consumers what to purchase, what is being signalled in a 
local market is nutriƟous healthy food. Small-scale farmers find beƩer returns selling to markets 
and informal traders compared to supplying the corporate food system. This is, in part, because 
supermarkets require larger volume transacƟons, and product standardizaƟon, which requires 
greater costs in terms of effort and money.71 In addiƟon, smaller-scale farmers are more easily 
able to shiŌ their products to meet demand and market vendors can provide the necessary 
ffeedback for the farms to accommodate those preferences. Examples from Africa and Asia
demonstrate that campaigns promoƟng tradiƟonal foods as nutriƟous and part of the local 
heritage can change percepƟons of tradiƟonal vegetables from being considered food only for the 
poor to being highly desirable food.72

10

There are promising innovaƟons looking at how solar powered cold rooms could dramaƟcally 
reduce food loss and waste in Sub-Saharan Africa. The cold rooms have the potenƟal to
significantly improve livelihoods for smallholder farmers by reducing the post-harvest loss of 
crops, reducing waste at the markets. For more informaƟon see: hƩps://nextbillion.net/off-
gridsolar-food-waste-africa/
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AcƟon Track 3: Boost Nature PosiƟve ProducƟon
AcƟon Track 3 is focused on reducing biodiversity loss, polluƟon, water use, soil degradaƟon and 
greenhouse gas emissions. This AcƟon Track idenƟfies the need to eliminate wasteful paƩerns of 
food consumpƟon. This AcƟon Track underscores the need to focus on small farms and small-scale 
enterprises and links to AcƟon Track 2 in that it is intended to support food systems that reduce 
food losses and other negaƟve environmental impacts.73

AgricultuAgriculture’s contribuƟon to environmental degradaƟon is well known. Farms have become 
increasingly simplified ecologically over the years, in part by reducing the number of crop species.74 
It is esƟmated there are 12 grain crop species, 23 vegetable crop species and about 25 fruit and 
nut crop species that dominate global agriculture.75 For example, in the United States it is 
esƟmated that between 60-70% of the total bean area is planted with just 2-3 bean varieƟes and 
more than 70% of the potato area is planted with just four varieƟes.76 Researchers suggest this 
geneƟc uniformity creates extreme vulnerability.77 In addiƟon, although the focus on cereals 
has has reduced hunger and improved peoples’ access to calorie-dense staple foods, micronutrient 
deficiencies are sƟll widespread and causing significant health problems, suggesƟng the need to 
promote greater diversity in what is grown. 78 

This reducƟon in agricultural diversity relies on constant human intervenƟon and has resulted in 
the over-reliance on pesƟcides and chemical ferƟlizers, as well as machinery. Human intervenƟon 
has essenƟally replaced the ecosystem services formerly provided by agriculture itself.79 PesƟcides 
and ferƟlizers can poison fresh water, marine ecosystems, air and soil while remaining in the 
eenvironment for generaƟons. The agricultural sector consumes about 69 percent of the planet's 
fresh water and degrades water quality. This adversely impacts freshwater systems throughout 
the world. The livestock sector alone is responsible for 18% of all greenhouse gas producƟon. 
AddiƟonally, clearing land for agricultural producƟon is a major contributor to climate change, as 
the carbon stored in intact forests is released when they are cut or burned.80 

However, evidence suggests that diversified farming systems reduce many of the negaƟve 
environmental consequences associated with large-scale farming that requires constant 
iintervenƟon.81 Diversified farming includes ensuring small crop field sizes, increased length of 
edges between different crop types and between crops, and increased crop diversity, which refers 
to planƟng more types of crops.82 TradiƟonal cropping systems are known for being geneƟcally 
diverse and this provides at least parƟal resistance to diseases that are specific to parƟcular 
strains of crops and allows farmers to work with different soil types and micro-climates.83 
For example, farmers in the Andes culƟvate approximately 50 potato varieƟes in their fields.84 
More species with smaller fields result in a range of species and a posiƟve effect of crop diversity 
on wildlion wildlife.85 In addiƟon, diverse agricultural landscapes benefit people by providing ecosystem 
services such as increases in provisioning of plant products, invasion resistance, soil ferƟlity, and 
regulaƟon of pests and pathogens.86
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Management pracƟces such as intercropping, cover cropping and crop rotaƟon can maintain crop 
yields, and enhance food security, nutriƟon, and livelihoods while contribuƟng substanƟally to the 
global food supply. Management pracƟces that improve soil structure and stability also enhance 
water infiltraƟon and retenƟon. This helps stabilize yields against annual environmental fluctuaƟons 
and can help during disrupƟons caused by serious environmental events such as droughts and 
hurricanes. The resulƟng biodiversity performs addiƟonal ecosystem services such as the recycling
of nutrieof nutrients, controlling microclimates, and regulaƟng pests.87 Unlike industrial farms, small-scale 
farmers rely on relaƟvely low-cost, low-technology, knowledge-based methods that are well suited 
to maintaining and enhancing diversity and these methods are accessible to the small-scale farms 
that make up the majority of farms worldwide.88 The use of machinery and chemicals may make 
the transiƟon to methods that support diversity more challenging for industrial farms.88  When farms 
are large, economies of scale discourage crop diversity.90 

Markets, as opposed to supermarkets, are oŌen the place where small farms sell their goods. It 
is beis because of this close connecƟon that there is a clear and consistent link between market access 
and crop diversificaƟon.91 Markets tend to promote fruit and vegetable diversity and this is one 
of the main strategies adopted by farmers as a way of responding to the local food and farm-to-
fork movements.92 In addiƟon, selling through markets or small-scale vendors allows for more 
direct customer-farmer relaƟonships, which provides farmers with feedback that allows them to 
adjust supply based on customer preferences. This direct feedback impacts crop mix.93 
For example, a Swedish study found that one farm selling at a local market grew 169 vegetable
species while another gspecies while another grew 115, resulƟng in larger fields being divided into smaller parts. Such 
diversity in crops and smaller field sizes created a diversity of habitats that supported wild flora 
and fauna.94 The study demonstrated that vegetable farmers had a strong interest in diversifying 
their vegetable producƟon, in part because of demand and in part to opƟmize the condiƟons of 
their farm, and it was their access to the local markets that made this diversificaƟon possible.95 
In addiƟon, farmers report that customer feedback was criƟcal for farmer saƟsfacƟon and local 
selling made it possible for smaller farmers to stay in business without increasing in scale.96

EEfforts to incorporate small-farm products into supermarket supply chains have been largely 
unsuccessful and, as a result, supermarket chains typically procure their fresh food from a small 
number of larger producers.97 Markets, however, are hospitable to small farms that may 
experience challenges selling to supermarkets or wholesalers.98 Markets, including farmers’ 
markets where farms sell direct to consumers, have a demonstrated benefit for small-scale 
farmers, which can lead to stronger rural economies characterized by numerous small farms.99 
Prices received for the produce sold directly to consumers can be substanƟally higher than typical 
wholesale prices while wholesale prices while sƟll being below supermarket prices.100 In addiƟon, growing a diversity of 
crops allows farmers to spread the risk through more products and sell them in different markets, 
which allows farmers to deal with disturbances in the market such as price volaƟlity.101

GrowNYC has pioneered local grains through their farmers market retail program. They built 
the marketplace for grains grown and milled in the northeast part of the United States. They 
educated and connected growers, processors, bakers and chefs, which sparked a rise in 
demand for local grains while helping ensure the crop supply and processing infrastructure 
was there to meet that demand. For more informaƟon see: hƩps://www.grownyc.org/grains
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AcƟon Track 4: Advance Equitable Livelihoods
AcƟon Track 4 is focused on eliminaƟng poverty by promoƟng producƟve and decent work for all 
actors in the food system. This AcƟon Track is also interested in reducing the risks associated with 
the food system, supporƟng entrepreneurship, and reducing inequitable access to resources. The 
foundaƟon of AcƟon Track 4 is to improve the social protecƟons in the food system and “leave no 
one behind.”102 

AcAccording to the World Bank, the food system provides a significant number of jobs in all countries 
and, in many countries, it provides more jobs than any other sector, a trend that is expected to 
conƟnue for the foreseeable future.103 The food system, in its enƟrety, includes everything from 
the farmer who produces the food, to the trucker who transports the food, to the vendors, 
restaurants and producers who supply food to the consumer. In markets, there are two types of 
vendors: the formal and the informal. Formal vendors are regulated workers who work within 
specific areas, which may include a physical structure. However, much of the employment 
cconnected to markets is considered “informal” employment where the workers are unregulated 
and unprotected by the state. Informal work makes up to 60% of the world’s employed people and 
this work is largely sƟgmaƟzed, despite its importance both in supplying fresh food to many people 
and in creaƟng jobs.104 

Street vending, in parƟcular, is an important source of self-employment in many low and middle-
income countries. One study in Africa found street vending ranged from 13% in Dakar to 24% in 
Lomé of all those engaged in non-agricultural informal employment and this employment 
acaccounted for a large share of women’s informal employment. In most ciƟes, a greater proporƟon 
of women are in informal employment and street trade than men with less than 10% of women 
in the labour force being employed through a formal job.105 Women are more likely to be operaƟng 
survivalist, micro-scale businesses on the street-side with men more likely to operate permanent
fruit and vegetable stands.106

Both formal and informal markets in urban seƫngs are, therefore an important source of 
employment in ciƟes. One of the reasons for such high levels of employment in markets, 
especially iespecially informal markets, is the relaƟvely low barriers to entry. One study found that only about 
20% of vendors had completed secondary school and many had less schooling, which means 
vending is a job that people can do with limited levels of educaƟon.107 However, the jobs created 
in and around the markets are not limited to just the vendors. For example, one case study of a 
market in Dar es Salaam found there were casual labourers packing sacks and unloading trucks, 
cargo porters who load the trucks, security, management staff, account staff, gate operators and 
scale operators all working within and around the market.108

As alAs already noted, local markets are beƩer able to support smaller-scale farmers when compared 
to larger supermarket chains. One study in South Africa found that one of the leading supermarket 
chains procures 80% of its fresh produce from just ten agribusinesses109 versus tradiƟonal markets 
which are an important source of income for small-scale farmers. For example, a Johannesburg 
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farmers' market requires that market agents must procure at least 10% of their produce from 
poor, small-scale farmers.110 Research from Asia found that local farmers’ markets have a pro-
poor mulƟplier effect across networks of low-income market intermediaries.111

Markets, even in higher-income countries, employ more people than the formal grocery sector.112 
A study from Spain found that 56 jobs would be generated by the acƟvity in a local farmers’ 
market but that number would increase to 155 jobs linked to indirect spending.113 In the United 
SStates, Oklahoma found farmers' markets generated 795 direct jobs and sustained an addiƟonal 
1,145 jobs in related acƟviƟes. In Iowa, they esƟmated the farmers’ market generated 471 full-
Ɵme equivalent jobs generated as direct and indirect impacts. Finally, in West Virginia, they took 
into account the net impact farmers’ markets would have on grocery store sales loss and found 
the markets sƟll had a posiƟve impact on the state’s employment with an addiƟonal 43 full-Ɵme 
equivalent jobs.114

The number of jobs a sector can create is important, but so is the income generated from that 
emplemployment. One study that examined the benefits of markets to traders in Fiji and the United 
States found that in Fiji the weekend gross revenue reported by vendors in 2013 was annualized 
to an amount nearly idenƟcal to Fiji’s average annual per capita income. In New York, the market 
was only open one day a week and therefore could not be an individual’s sole source of income. 
However, the income generated represented about 7% of the median household income in the 
East New York neighbourhood where the market was located.115 The same review that examined
the number of jobs created by farmers’ markets in the U.S. also looked at economic impacts. They 
ffound that the Iowa farmers’ markets generated over $21 million in direct sales, an addiƟonal 
$10.5 million in indirect benefits and an esƟmated $12.2 million in personal income.116

Markets also contribute to local jobs by supporƟng entrepreneurship. A study conducted on 
farmers’ markets in the U.S. found almost 80% of vendors reported the farmers’ markets provided 
the greatest opportunity for the development of their business as compared to other possible 
ways to sell their goods. Markets can act as business incubators, supporƟng vendors in accessing 
not only clients and business contacts but also improving their skills in areas such as customer 
rrelaƟons, merchandising, and pricing.117 Markets foster entrepreneurship and distribute economic 
opportuniƟes among many people, especially the urban poor, rather than consolidaƟng economic 
opportuniƟes among only a few people. 118

The training and support offered to vendors via the market can extend to the informal vendors 
operaƟng in and around the market. An example from Johannesburg highlights the role markets 
can play in supporƟng informal vendors. The Johannesburg Fresh Produce Market (JFPM) provided 
training to informal vendors on how to use the market, financed a business skills training program 
ffor informal traders, and supported both formal and informal vendors with a program to obtain 
financing for their businesses. The JFPM also housed a business incubaƟon program for black-
female-owned entrepreneurs to supply produce to hospitals and prisons.119 Examples from South 
Africa and Namibia demonstrate that markets can support informal traders through training in 
basic market acƟviƟes and providing much-needed skills training in areas such as bookkeeping.120
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In addiƟon to the benefits to the local economy and jobs, markets also provide opportuniƟes for 
decent work. Issues such as control over one’s work and flexibility are key elements to job 
saƟsfacƟon. In the study examining the benefits of markets in Fiji and the U.S., traders from both 
countries reported the ability to earn an income, autonomy, respect and social connectedness 
were all benefits of being a vendor. Being able to decide their working hours, making their own 
decisions, and having no one dictate their acƟviƟes were all menƟoned by vendors as being 
imporimportant to them. ParƟcipants in the study also menƟoned that vending earned them respect, 
which contributed to their saƟsfacƟon with their work. The vendors felt this respect resulted
from their ability to earn an income. The authors of the study noted the economic and social 
benefits idenƟfied by the vendors were similar to research conducted with markets in both the 
Global North and the Global South.121

Markets can provide good working condiƟons for vendors. A study of markets in Arusha, Tanzania 
and Kampala, Uganda found that 83% and 84% of vendors respecƟvely were either happy or very 
haphappy with their work.122,123 The cooperaƟve nature of markets also contributes to overall job 
saƟsfacƟon and decent working condiƟons for the vendors. Markets, especially in low and middle-
income countries, are typically organized so that traders of the same foods sit together and 
they tend to sell for the same prices with no easily discernable way to disƟnguish the goods. In this 
way, they do not undermine each other's businesses.

In the case study of a market in Dar es Salaam, the traders themselves help one another by 
travelling to the wholesale markets together, watching over each other’s stalls, and occasionally 
looking out looking out for each other’s children. When one vendor is sick or unable to tend their stall on a 
given day, the other vendors will look aŌer that person’s stall, selling goods on their behalf and 
giving them the money when they return.124 Many vendors also show newcomers how the 
business works and support their assistants in geƫng into the business themselves.125 

The ability to create and join a vendor cooperaƟve is a key factor that can also help with decent 
working condiƟons for vendors. A cooperaƟve is a group of market vendors who advocate on 
behalf of vendors, which helps to empower people who may be disadvantaged in some way. 
TheThere are several examples of traders’ associaƟons advocaƟng for improved market infrastructure. 
In Busia, Uganda, the produce dealers’ associaƟon successfully negoƟated with the municipality 
to improve the safety of the market by resurfacing the market square and by improving market 
security. There are examples in India, Pakistan, Nepal, and Myanmar of associaƟons working with 
local governments to address the physical environment changes necessary to create decent
working condiƟons for those working in the markets.126 When the Iron Market was rebuilt aŌer 
the earthquake in HaiƟ, vendors, despite making lower incomes than the informal vendors on the 
sstreets, stayed at the market because of the relaƟvely good working condiƟons and the security 
they felt in the market.127
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Unfortunately, the strong sense of belonging and safety oŌen does not extend to the informal 
vendors working in the areas surrounding the markets and on the streets. Informal vendors face 
several problems typically resulƟng from their oŌen illegal status. ConfrontaƟons with police and 
local officials are a huge problem as is their inability to access capital, which prevents them from 
improving equipment or accessing technology.128

However, work in South Africa demonstrates that improving and maintaining markets can be 
benbeneficial to both the formal and informal vendors. For example, the Johannesburg Fresh Produce 
Market has 71 stalls for informal traders and a place where they can store goods overnight. 
In Rundu, Namibia the town council built a market with running water and basic faciliƟes and then 
quickly idenƟfied the need for addiƟonal markets for informal vendors.129

The Market CiƟes Program offers "How to Create Successful Markets” training online. 
Over the course of four weeks, market operators, developers, policymakers, and advocates 
learn the essenƟals for creaƟng a thriving public market that is economically sustainable, 
maximizes community benefits, and contributes to the creaƟon of inclusive public places. 
ParƟcipants also explore the principles of Market CiƟes centered on the value of systems
thinking to strengthen the shared efforts of public markets, as well as how markets are 
cconƟnuing to adapt to challenges brought about by Covid-19. For more informaƟon visit: 
hƩps://www.marketciƟes.org/
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AcƟon Track 5: Building Resilience to VulnerabiliƟes,
Shocks and Stress
AcƟon Track 5 is focused on building a resilient food system that can withstand shocks created by 
conflict, climate change, environmental change, as well as health and economic stresses. This 
AcƟon Track is focused on building food systems that can anƟcipate, maintain, recover and improve 
as a way of ensuring that “good reaches everyone”.130

GloballGlobally, the number of reported weather-related natural disasters has more than tripled since the 
1960s, and these disasters result in over 60,000 deaths annually, mainly in developing countries.131 
The food security challenge, which will see the world needing to produce about 70 percent more 
food by 2050, is intensified by agriculture’s extreme vulnerability to climate change, the impacts 
of which are already being felt. Increasing temperatures, weather variability, invasive crops and 
pests, and more frequent extreme weather events are reducing crop yields132 and decreasing the 
producƟon of staple foods in many of the poorest regions.133 For developing countries these types 
of disaof disasters can cause a major setback to health and development for years.134

The COVID-19 pandemic has given insight into what the future might hold in terms of disaster 
preparedness and, unfortunately, that future does not look promising. The pandemic increased 
global food insecurity in almost every country because incomes were reduced and global food 
supply chains were disrupted. These supply chain disrupƟons, along with increased consumer 
demand, created higher food prices around the world. This resulted in hunger spiking in 2020 with 
2.3 billion people lacking year-round access to adequate food.135

FFormal and informal markets are a vital part of the neighbourhood-based food distribuƟon models 
and contribute to the resilience of ciƟes. Before a shock, markets encourage local economies by 
supporƟng local farmers, creaƟng jobs and providing for goods exchange. This contributes to the 
economic self-sufficiency of a city, which is a key factor of a resilient city136 as self-sufficient 
ciƟes are less impacted by external disrupƟons when they do occur. Food distributed at the 
neighbourhood level responds well to the needs and circumstances of residents, especially those 
living in poverty. When food is predominantly run by local actors, it becomes embedded in the
ccommunity and therefore needs to respond to local requirements and purchasing capaciƟes.137 
And when the food system is focused on connecƟng predominantly with small-scale actors such 
as the local farmers who produce the food to the small-scale vendors working in the markets, 
economic opportuniƟes are spread throughout the community rather than being concentrated 
with corporate interests.138

During the pandemic, many governments disrupted the natural ability of neighbourhoods to 
distribute food, which reduced the economic opportuniƟes that come from food distribuƟon. 
Although marAlthough markets, along with food retailers, were universally declared essenƟal and permiƩed to 
stay open during mass closures and lockdowns, the same cannot be said of the informal vendors 
that are a key part of many ciƟes’ food distribuƟon system. Their important contribuƟon to food 
security was not considered and this resulted in people needing to travel further to get food and
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expose themselves to more people at the crowded shops that were allowed to remain open, 
which was the opposite of what was needed in the crisis.139 In addiƟon, the increases in food 
prices seen during the pandemic can be aƩributed, in some places, to the absence of informal 
vendors who would normally sell food at lower prices.140 COVID-19 confirmed the important role 
that markets and vendors play in the food system, especially at the neighbourhood level.

An addiƟonal benefit of markets is that they provide spaces for residents to connect to their 
neighbourhoods, which neighbourhoods, which contributes to creaƟng social capital. Social capital refers to the trust, 
social norms and networks that impact social and economic acƟvity.141 The same social capital 
that helps to create a decent work environment, builds trust among vendors and creates economic 
viability, also helps to create resilience. People in the food system give food on credit, share the 
cost of common transport for their goods, and show newcomers how the business works, which 
all helps builds social capital. In a study from the U.K., many market vendors gave considerable 
support to one another, allowing vendors to rely on each other during Ɵmes of stress or struggle.142

MarMarkets provide the locaƟons within neighbourhoods for all members of a community, regardless 
of age, gender, or income, to interact and build community trust. Markets provide places for a 
diverse group of people to mingle and become accustomed to each other’s differences.142 Markets 
can also act as the main focal point for a community. Research has found that markets provide 
four different social funcƟons. They provide opportuniƟes for social interacƟon, they allow the 
formaƟon of social Ɵes, they enable social mixing across groups and they provide social inclusion.144 

In a U.K. study, shoppers stressed the importance of their relaƟonships with the vendors and 
marmarkets emerged as a crucial space in the daily life of older adults. Markets are places for older 
adults to interact and places that allow community members to respond to their needs.145 
Experiences in Japan and India demonstrated that this type of social capital becomes a criƟcal 
component of recovery aŌer a disaster.146 Examples from HaiƟ demonstrated that the solidarity 
and social capital that comes from vending in a market helped vendors in the aŌermath of the 
earthquakes and were, in some cases, seen as the key to survival.147

However, during a disaster, the markets’ ability to distribute food to residents quickly and 
eefficiently becomes vitally important. Short supply chains, a key feature of local markets, can repair 
and react more quickly in Ɵmes of stress and breakage.148 In addiƟon they are less suscepƟble to 
global shocks and disrupƟons. In North America during the pandemic, markets played an essenƟal 
role in coordinaƟng the flow of local produce from farmers to consumers. As menƟoned in AcƟon 
Track 3, crop diversificaƟon, more common in smaller, local farms, is an important strategy for
building resilience as it allows farmers to spread risk and diversifying crop mix is seen as a major 
risk management strategy. It has been suggested that African agriculture will become more 
pprofitable through diversified crop operaƟons as the global climate conƟnues to experience more 
extreme temperatures, thereby reducing the need for disaster insurance.149 A diverse crop mix 
provides farmers with diversity in income sources and forms a type of insurance to overcome 
weather and market variaƟons, which is key to dealing with climate-related challenges in the 
future.150 And, as already highlighted, markets are criƟcal for small farmers focused on a diverse 
crop mix to sell their goods.
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In the Netherlands, the Dutch cabinet allowed the conƟnuaƟon of markets during Covid-19 as 
they were considered ‘vital parts of the food chain’ where many residents do their groceries. 
In addiƟon, they were seen as a way of relieving supermarkets from the hoarding crowds. In 
addiƟon, markets were presented as providing healthier soluƟons to food distribuƟon 
because the food was sold in the open air without carts being used by mulƟple people 
without being disinfected. For more informaƟon: hƩps://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/
10.1111/10.1111/tesg.12431

Conclusion
Local public markets are a criƟcal piece of a sustainable food system and bring value to 
communiƟes by providing healthy, affordable, and nutriƟous food while also creaƟng a space to 
socialize, play, and learn about tradiƟon and culture. They assist in meeƟng the UN 5 AcƟon Tracks 
by linking small-scale, local farmers to urban dwellers, thereby supporƟng both access to nutriƟous 
and affordable food, while also supporƟng the nature-posiƟve pracƟces that ensure a resilient, 
eenvironmentally sound food supply. 

Even though markets provide all these benefits, they are sƟll under threat around the world. 
Threats include ciƟes' development and “modernizaƟon” efforts, lack of management capacity, 
and economic pracƟces that neglect women and the most marginalized.151 Markets in many ciƟes 
do not live up to their full potenƟal because there is a lack of effecƟve policies and funding. Many 
naƟonal and local governments do not understand their market systems’ value. Although some 
municipaliƟes recognize the importance of ensuring that markets are located within communiƟes, 
thethere is no municipal planning for the formal or informal food environment for many ciƟes. Many 
ciƟes allow economic development forces to decide where food and food outlets will be located. 
So, although the food environment is profoundly shaped by municipal planning, the spaƟal 
characterisƟcs of the food environment end up being the byproduct of a lack of decisions by 
policymakers.152

With such clear benefits, governments must protect and invest in their market system to ensure 
conƟnued universal access to this essenƟal service and promote local public food market resilience 
and suand sustainability. This will require significant investments in urban planning for markets. As 
communiƟes, ciƟes, and naƟons look for ways to create sustainable food systems, they need to 
consider the strategies that will impact the greatest number of AcƟon Tracks and SDG goals and 
targets. Developing a market system is a criƟcal strategy that can transform the food system and 
make progress toward developing a sustainable food system.
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