Overview of Urban Agriculture
fact sheet

23/2017

Introduction
By 2025, it is estimated that almost 30 per cent of global population will live in urban areas.
This is aligned with rapid urbanization and population growth. Urbanization has led to
competition for some basic supplies, including food.1 Recently, urban agriculture has grabbed
people's attention. It could contribute to poverty reduction and enhance local households'
livelihoods,2 reaching local communities and building capacity. The Asia-Pacific region houses
over 4 billion people (approximately 60 per cent of the world's population), half of whom live
in urban areas. A wide range of stakeholders in the region expect urban agriculture to be one
of the pathways towards sustainable agriculture.
Activities such as crop production, floriculture or livestock keeping in small fields and
backyards, or on riverbanks and rooftops involve urban citizens in the practice of urban
agriculture.3 It has many advantages for societies in terms of food security, food safety,
environmental sustainability, economical living, as well as the development of community
networks. Its role in supporting food security and better land use are only two of its
advantages; it also provides additional income and employment opportunities for
marginalized societies in urban areas. The schemes are supplementary to rural agriculture,
encouraging the development of the urban local economy.

Understanding urban agriculture
The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization defines urban agriculture as the
activity of plant cultivation and raising farm animals within and around the city.4 It can include
several different activities, for instance, urban farming in small community gardens utilizing
several blocks, indoor hydroponics, revitalization of abandoned areas and urban forests.
Urban farming was considered to be a home gardening hobby. However, its role has changed
due to sociodemographic challenges and issues of urban poverty, the need for agricultural
land and urbanization.
Urban agriculture can be practised in many locations. In general, it is either inside the city
(intra-urban) or in the rural-urban transition zone (peri-urban). Specifically, farming may be
conducted on homesteads (on-plot), on land far away from housing (off-plot), on private land
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(owned, leased), on public land (conservation areas, parks, along roads, streams, railways)
or on semi-public land (rooftops, schoolyards, hospitals).5

Advantages and disadvantages
Beside the benefit in terms of subsistence, urban agriculture also generates economic and
environmental advantages. In the context of development goals, it plays a part in poverty
alleviation, food security and environmental sustainability.6 In addition, it allows people to
obtain inexpensive and good fresh produce, to gain personal satisfaction from working with
the soil, to expand their networks and to reduce their energy use and carbon footprints in
comparison to conventional agriculture. It also provides employment and contributes to open
green space for better air quality in urban areas.
The scheme poses its own challenges, such as input constraints of spaces, water and
farming management in highly populated areas. Several factors, such as the expense of
using ground or surface water for irrigation, low absorption of the drainage system, the quality
of city soil and argument over fair sharing of the work could undermine the effectiveness of
urban agriculture.7 In addition, on a small scale at the household level, methods such as
hydroponics or aquaponics may be a costly choice, unless equipment can be made by those
involved. A study also revealed that urban agriculture (mostly horticulture practices) would not
slow climate change efficiently since it will not replace forms of farming, such as animal
husbandry, that have high emissions.8

Practices in Asia and the Pacific
Several Asia-Pacific countries have implemented the concept of urban agriculture with
different objectives and acts, as indicated in the following table:
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Lessons learned from Malaysia
In 2010, the Malaysia's Department of Agriculture formed an Urban Agriculture Division to
enhance agricultural activities in the cities. The government is motivated to reduce the living
cost of urban households. In 2014, about 58 per cent of Malaysians lived in urban areas; this
is forecast to increase up to 60 per cent by 2025. Furthermore, dependence upon imported
products has been a concern triggering the need for urban agriculture. Among the varied
techniques of urban agriculture, rooftop farming is one of the most favoured techniques due
to its quickness and simplicity. A form of vertical farming that is suitable for flat dwellers and
applicable for the urban poor has also been developed and designed by the Universiti Putra
Malaysia.9

9

Shamsudin, M. N. (2017). Farming in the city. New Straits Times, 21 July. Available from http://bit.ly/2i5wkEA

3

4

CAPSA fact sheet

Other government support for the programme was indicated through policies such as the
National Agro-food Policy (NAP) 2011-2020, the National Green Technology Policy and the
Green Earth Program. The Government Administration Center of Putrajaya has even
introduced 'edible gardens' and 'community gardens' to generate awareness and
responsibility within the urban community. Although Malaysia is still in the early stages of
urban agriculture and is facing the dilemma of dividing urban space between human living or
for food production, it is progressing because of government aid, as well as the increasing
number of community initiatives created independently (e.g. Poptani,10 the Pharm Hut).

Conclusion and recommendations
Examples from Asia-Pacific countries suggest that urban agriculture could strengthen urban
food systems through improving supply, enhancing food security and food safety, utilizing
urban space productively, using urban waste, providing employment and generating income,
reducing carbon footprints and engaging the community. In addition, urban farming practices
are captured in several Sustainable Development Goals (1: end poverty; 2: end hunger;
12: ensure sustainable consumption; and 15: protect biodiversity).11 Thus, urban agriculture
can be a useful tool to provide win-win solutions to many development challenges, to achieve
multiple goals in a synergetic way and to build a healthier population.
Asia-Pacific countries practising urban agriculture have demonstrated that the involvement of
policymakers and stakeholders is crucial to the success of urban agriculture. Policymakers
can improve government's urban planning and urban governance, to integrate economic
policy in urban areas ensuring inclusive development and equality, to support and
accommodate urban agriculture communities, and to enrich urban infrastructure and services.
All stakeholders ought to help to promote the scheme as an environmentally friendly practice
to secure sustainable growth of Asia and the Pacific.
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