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Connecting Urban Communities to Food Production

Introduction.  In a dense urban environment, nature is hard 
to find, and food just comes from the supermarket - processed 
sandwiches, snacks, and ready meals. The origins of food prod-
ucts are a long way from people’s minds. The Fleet Street Urban 
Farm was designed to bring food production to the forefront of 
people’s minds whilst also providing a catalyst for behaviour 
change that was transportable to other parts of the city.

The farm was a centre for discussion about the sustainabil-
ity challenges of food production and supply chains and 
provided an educational asset to help people in the locality 
understand the simple choices they could make that would 
allow them to eat and live more sustainably. It also pro-
vided an inspirational learning environment for local com-
munity groups and school children. The farm created a 
highly productive food growing space, with the final pro-
duce shared with local charities supporting disadvantaged 
families with fresh produce, helping to address local food 
poverty. Located in an empty retail unit, it also contrib-
uted to the creation of an increasingly vibrant urban space, 
attracting visitors, while also improving the local landscape.

Food poverty is an issue which impacts residents, commu-
nity organisations, local government, and the health sector 
who together carry the burden of addressing and mitigat-
ing the impacts of poor diet, food poverty, and scarcity of 
green spaces in a densely developed inner city location. 
The project aimed to improve community cohesion, create 
a more natural and welcoming urban space, and improve 
understanding of positive sustainability opportunities.

Brief History. Historically, cities were established only 
when not everyone was required to produce food and 
there was time for other occupations to develop. Cities 
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urban centres and the landscape both within cities and in the 
food producing countryside. Reintroducing food production 
into urban environments can contribute to positive changes in 
terms of public health outcomes and environmental impacts.

The opportunity for the subject of this case study was iden-
tified by the Fleet Street Quarter Business Improvement 
District (FSQ BID) in early 2023 as part of a wider strat-
egy to repurpose distressed commercial property within 
the heart of one of the most densely developed parts of 
central London, creating an urban food production oasis.
FSQ is a Business Improvement District (BID) (as defined 
in the UK Local Government Act 2003), whereby businesses 
vote to pay an extra levy to spend on improving the local 
area, as set out in the BID Proposal (akin to a political man-
ifesto) that aims to improve business conditions for those 
businesses making financial contributions. The not-for-profit 
BID is overseen by a board of volunteer directors from the 
levy paying business community to ensure that all activities 
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became the meeting point for people to buy and sell food 
and services linked to agriculture. This continued up until the 
industrial revolution, when most food production was still 
within sight of the main urban centres. Local communities 
were aware of and connected to the sources of their food. 

As urbanisation increased and food production techniques 
became more industrialised, there arose a breakdown in the 
connection between individuals and their food sources. With 
that came an increasing range of negative impacts in terms of 
physical and mental health, affecting the general well-being of 
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Figure 1. Square Mile Farms' hydroponic growing 
containers in an office environment.
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Figure 2. The Urban Farm pop up shop at 109 Fleet Street, 
London, EC4A 2AB. (Source: Fleet Street Quarter BID)

contribute towards the aims set out in the BID Proposal.

FSQ commissioned Square Mile Farms, an urban farmer who 
already had commercial contracts in place providing hydro-
ponic growing systems on buildings in London, to demonstrate 
those products in a vacant shop to promote the systems to busi-
ness occupiers and their staff. These included products that 
could be situated in office spaces. The funding for the shop fit 
out came from the FSQ BID under its Connected Communities 
theme and the shop remained open from 1-30 June 2023.

Residents and staff within local businesses in the area were 
targeted to visit the shop. The location of the shop and 
the vibrancy of its fit out and displays also attracted pass-
ers-by. The aim of the exercise was to publicise the prod-
ucts and the principle of using urban workspaces to 
grow food. Organised visits were arranged with local 
government personnel and landlords to seek buy-in to  
expand the project within the area into other locations.

Due to the system designs being self-contained and requir-
ing no structural elements, the installation and commission-
ing of the urban farm was completed within a single day, 
with food production commencing immediately, thanks to 
the availability of offsite nursery operations. This meant 
that there were harvestable crops available onsite from the 
first day of operations. The farm was growing 250 indi-
vidual plants, which over the course of the one month of 
operation contributed around 35kg of fresh, chemical free 
produce that had zero food miles between cropping and 
selling to the consumer, removing any transportation costs. 

Square Mile Farms managed the daily farm operations. Their 
community engagement team hosted educational work-
shops for schools and community groups, as well as drop-in 
“bite-size” sessions during the day for local office work-
ers. These allowed the local community to informally drop 
in and learn about the growing process and pick up tips and 
inspiration for growing their own food at home. The shop 
also displayed educational messaging and material to help 
empower them to make simple changes to their shopping 
and waste management habits for personal and environ-
mental benefits. There were also scheduled cooking demon-
strations and outreach programs for key stakeholders to 
ensure that there was local business, community, and gov-
ernmental support for the initiative, and the bigger vision.

The community farm installation had multiple target audi-
ences with diverse and specific metrics for each of the groups:

•	 attracting footfall from occupiers of local 
buildings;

•	 engagement with visitors to educate them on the 
goals of the Fleet Street Quarter initiative;

•	 delivery of 20 educational workshops; 
•	 attracting attendees from the global EcoCity sum-

mit being hosted in London concurrently to the 
farm installation;

•	 engagement with local education; and
•	 engagement from the media.

By the conclusion of the month-long farm installation, all 
the objectives had been met:

•	 Over 350 individuals had visited the farm instal-
lation and engaged in harvesting activity, taken 
free bags of produce or attended educational 
workshops;

•	 Over 40 delegates from the EcoCity summit had 
attended briefing and engagement events at the 
farm;

•	 School and community groups had attended edu-
cational sessions at the farm;

•	 Local and specialist press and social media had 
featured stories about the creation of the farm and 
had delivered the key messages about urban inno-
vation and hyper local food production; and

Analysis, Evaluation, and Implementation. Once the core 
vision had been agreed upon, the scoping phase involved 
defining the core objectives and deliverables of the project, 
including the timeframe, impacted communities, and measures 
of success for the project. This provided the platform to pro-
actively search for and engage local sites that met the require-
ments for the creation of the farm. This included visibility of the 
site, availability of required services such as water and power, 
and alignment with complimentary initiatives (in this case, the 
hosting by London of the Global EcoCity Summit), to pro-
vide the context and platform for the community engagement.

Once the venue had been finalised and terms agreed, Fleet 
Street Quarter BID commissioned Square Mile Farms to 
design both the farm implementation as well as the commu-
nity engagement programme. Square Mile Farms is a private 
company that uses city centre office buildings to grow food, 
mainly herbs and salad leaves, for profit but also to create 
discussion and engagement experiences. The farm was cre-
ated using two different hydroponic growing system designs. 
These were freestanding small format integrated growing 
systems, and a larger format edible green wall installation.
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•	 by the conclusion of the project a total of over 
33kg of fresh product had been harvested and 
given away, for free, to visitors, a local food ser-
vice business and donated to local charity for dis-
tribution to families in need.

The greatest advantage is the speed of deployment and opera-
tional flexibility offered by the growing technology designed 
by Square Mile Farms. The modular and flexible nature of the 
growing technology and the elimination of the requirement 
for it to be directly connected to services, such as water sup-
plies, meant that the range of location options was expanded, 
and the cost and time off site preparation was insignificant. 

Having access to mature plants from commissioning meant 
that the stakeholder experience was consistent from the first 
day of operation. This meant that there was an immediate 
benefit for the local community and a consistent experi-
ence for the duration of the implementation. The technology 
involved also meant that there was no seasonal impact, 
ensuring that the solution could be rolled out in any loca-
tion and at any time of year, irrespective of the seasons and 
weather conditions, resulting in total operational flexibility.

The Mayor of London has a structured Food Strategy, which 
has the goal of improving access to locally produced food 
while reducing the carbon emissions of production and trans-
portation (Mayor of London, 2018). This includes the devel-
opment of local community gardens and the application of 
technology to meet these goals. The Fleet Street Urban Farm is 
the first initiative of its type to address both the local commu-
nity and technology-led approaches. Other organisations, such 
as the Crown Estate (Regent Street, 2023) and Harley Street 
BID (Square Mile Farms, 2024), have followed our lead. 

The expansion of this approach across the local catchment will 
make a measurable contribution to the reduction of carbon 
emissions associated with the transportation and distribution 
of produce, often shipped over great distances. It will also help 
in the education of the local community to reduce food waste, 
encourage growing at home, and eating more seasonally, all of 
which make a beneficial contribution to the climate action goals.

During the 4-week period, outcomes of the farm included: 

•	 575 walk-ins to the farm, including harvest;
•	 Over 1,000 bags of salads generated;
•	 Visits from schools and charities, including 

Fairtrade;
•	 14 ‘snackable’ lunchtime workshops delivered;
•	 Visits from international delegates during 

EcoCity;
•	 Eight (digital) press pieces; and
•	 Collaboration with Java Java Cafe using the pro-

duce in their café for their daily menu.

Future Implementation and Concluding Thoughts. The 
success of the Urban Farm prompted FSQ BID to seek a lon-
ger-term space to continue its engagement. Working with 
a major local landowner, FSQ BID has secured a former 
retail unit for a three-year period on a rent-free basis to work 
with the charity London’s Community Kitchen. London’s 
Community Kitchen seeks to develop a more environmen-
tally conscious community by delivering several practical and 
educational food-related projects, one of which is converting 
food waste into food for households reliant on food banks.

The Project presents an initiative to re-purpose an underuti-
lised commercial unit into an innovative community space 
that will foster sustainability. It will provide a vibrant 
destination for FSQ events, focusing on sustainability, 
climate change, transition towards net zero, highlight-
ing and exploring practical measures that can be taken 
around waste, recycling, and ethical product sourcing. 

It will also highlight FSQ activity across our strategic themes 
and details of the development pipeline. The project will work 
with and support the levy paying business community, pro-
viding opportunities for employee engagement; learning, shar-
ing, and promoting environmental, sustainable, and social best 
practices; creating a roadmap for a prosperous and sustainable 
future in the FSQ. Our intention is to inspire, guide, and con-
nect, creating a forum for discussion and knowledge sharing.

Our success was generated by forming partnerships with 
willing stakeholders and seizing opportunities that presented 
themselves. These have taken the project down a path that 
was not originally envisaged but provided immensely worth-
while. This flexibility has been key, along with the ability 
to take advantage of local networks and using their latent 
abilities to grow the project and direct it along a new path. 

The success of the Urban Farm has also prompted further 
landlords and property owners in the area to look at alter-
native ways to activate vacant spaces, delivering on another 
part of the FSQ agenda to reinvigorate the area. FSQ has 
worked with another developer to secure meanwhile space 
to develop a green skills hub at Fleet House 10-12, New 
Bridge Street, London EC4V 6Al (Fleet Street Quarter 
BID, 2024). Supported by the Association of Colleges, 
the Green Skills Hub partners with training providers to 
deliver accredited teaching programmes to drive sustain-
able job opportunities, upskill the existing workforce in 
areas such as retrofitting design and construction skills to 
reduce construction waste and improve re-use of materials.
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Additional Data 

•	 Population Density: 5,690 people/km2

•	 Per Capita Gross National Income (GNI): 61,460 USD 

(High Income) [2024]

•	 Gini Coefficient: 32.4 [2021]

•	 Human Development Index (HDI): 0.946 (Very High) 

[2023]

•	 Type of Climate Intervention: Adaptation                         
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