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Abstract 

Background  Local government authorities are well positioned to change the way food is produced and consumed 
through the implementation of integrated food policies. By facilitating the uptake of healthy and sustainable diet-
related practices, integrated local government food policy can trigger change throughout the food supply chain. This 
study aimed to provide insights as to how the policy hierarchy surrounding local governments may be influencing 
local government’s capacity to create integrated food policy.

Methods  Content analysis was conducted on local government food policies (n = 36) from signatory cities of the 
Milan Urban Food Policy Pact were mapped to seven global regions. A set of 13 predetermined healthy and sustain-
able diet-related practices, organized into three categories: “where to source food”, “what to eat” and “how to eat”, was 
used to assess the level of integration of each local government food policy. Additional policies from the broader 
policy hierarchy that were mentioned in each local government food policy were sourced and then screened for 
relevancy, charted according to their level of administration (local, national, global region, international) and analysed 
to consider which diet-related practice(s) each broader policy was likely to promote.

Results  Analysis revealed three key insights: (i) local government food policies across all included global regions 
(n = 4) mostly promoted practices in the “where to source food” category, (ii) local government food policies across all 
global regions referred to policies from higher levels of administration (local, national, global region and international) 
which tended to also promote practices in the “where to source food” category and (iii) regarding the level of integra-
tion, local government food policies in Europe and Central Asia targeted the highest number of diet-related practices.

Conclusions  The level of integration of food policy at national, global region and international levels may be influ-
encing that of local governments. Further research is required to understand why local government food policies are 
referring to some relevant policies and not others, and to determine whether a greater focus on the diet-related prac-
tices of “what to eat” and “how to eat” in policies from higher levels of government would support local governments 
to also prioritize these practices in their food policies.
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Introduction
The global food system is driving diet-related disease and 
catalysing climate change, prompting calls for a transfor-
mation to the way food is both produced and consumed 
[1–3]. While these challenges are global in nature, it is 
understood that local government (LG1) authorities are 
well positioned to implement local policy which can con-
tribute to global sustainable development targets [4–8]. 
The development of LG food policies, “a concerted action 
on the part of city governments to address food-related 
challenges”, is an effective approach to improve local food 
systems and contribute to the broader global transforma-
tion [9, p. 9]. LG food policies can take the form of single-
issue policy, such as food waste management or urban 
agriculture strategies [7, 10], or take a more integrated 
form where the whole food supply chain and different 
sectors, such as health, agriculture, education, environ-
ment, trade, finance, water and waste management, are 
involved [7, 9, 11–13].

Policy-makers can achieve this integrated policy 
through three different approaches: (i) creating a new 
overarching food system policy or plan which brings 
together activities and interventions from a number of 
government strategies, (ii) taking a “food in all” approach 
to ensure food is reflected in policies from other gov-
ernmental areas and (iii) designing policy interventions 
which aim to achieve numerous food system outcomes 
simultaneously [14]. An example of this third type of 
policy integration is the United Nations’ Decade of 
Action on Nutrition that encompasses particular policy 
actions – for example, to create sustainable, resilient 
food systems for healthy diets, promote social protection 
and nutrition education, and re-orient trade and invest-
ment for improved nutrition – which work together to 
address multiple food system goals [15]. Common to all 
three approaches to integrated policy is that they reflect 
the interconnected nature of the food system by making 
connections across discrete policy areas, multiple lev-
els of government and between stakeholders from pub-
lic and private sectors [14]. For this reason, they likely 
more effectively contribute to food system transforma-
tion than single-issue policy approaches [14]. The quest 
for integrated food policy is ambitious, as policy-makers 
must balance competing priorities from governmental 
and private sectors; manage economic, health and envi-
ronmental trade-offs; and garner political will to buy into 
such multifaceted interventions [16, 17]. Despite these 
challenges, a number of LGs globally have developed 
integrated food policies and set a precedent for others to 
follow suit.

One approach being taken by LGs globally to address 
food system issues is to promote population-level dietary 
change. A healthy and sustainable diet is one with “low 
environmental impacts which contribute to food and 
nutrition security and to a healthy life for present and 
future generations” [18, p. 7]. In a previous study, we 
reviewed literature published by relevant United Nations 
agencies or high-level committees to identify 13 desir-
able healthy and sustainable diet-related practices which 
are important to achieve such a diet. These practices 
describe the ways in which individuals can source, store, 
prepare, consume and dispose of the food that makes up 
their overall diet to promote human and planetary health, 
and were categorized to define “where to source food”, 
“what to eat” and “how to eat” [19] (Table 1). When facili-
tated together and at a population scale, these 13 prac-
tices have the potential to trigger transformative change 
throughout the food supply chain [14, 19, 20].

LGs are promoting these practices in a number of ways, 
including by exercising legislative and regulatory levers 
within their power [9, 21]. For example, LGs are updat-
ing planning policies to restrict the expansion of fast food 
restaurants and implementing fiscal policy to incentiv-
ize food service and retail businesses to promote healthy 
and sustainable food options [6, 12, 22, 23]. While they 
are considered to be well positioned to address food sys-
tem challenges [24–26], LGs are also beholden to higher 
levels of government and other agencies when selecting 
feasible policy actions [5]. Mutually reinforcing policy 
actions and objectives within and between governments, 
also referred to as policy coherence [27], can exist verti-
cally among different levels of government, and horizon-
tally across relevant departments and sectors involved in 
food systems [7, 28, 29]. Efforts to enhance policy coher-
ence within nations and trans-nationally are considered 

Table 1  Healthy and sustainable diet-related practices

Where to source food?
(1) Select food grown using sustainable food production practices, valu-
ing and respecting Indigenous knowledges
(2) Strengthen local food systems by connecting with primary producers
(3) Eat seasonally, incorporating native and wild-harvested foods
(4) Eat locally available foods

What to eat?
(5) Avoid over-consumption beyond caloric requirement
(6) Consume no more than recommended animal-derived foods
(7) Limit intake of ultra-processed, nutrient-poor and over-packaged food
(8) Increase intake of plant-based foods
(9) Eat a wide variety of foods to promote biodiversity

How to eat?
(10) Adopt food waste minimization strategies
(11) Preference homemade meals and share with others
(12) Consume safe tap water as preferred drink
(13) Breastfeed infants where possible

1  LG: Local Government.
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challenging yet critical if the global community is to 
achieve a more sustainable food system and ultimately 
meet sustainable development targets [7, 28].

Urban local governments can play a particularly criti-
cal role in food system transformation by promoting the 
population-wide shift to more desirable dietary behav-
iours, as urban food policies affect large populations 
[4, 12, 30]. A number of interventions exist to support 
urban LGs such as the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact 
(MUFPP2), which enables LG authorities in urban set-
tings to publicly commit to creating food systems that 
are sustainable, inclusive, resilient and safe [13, 25, 27, 
31–33]. The MUFPP monitoring framework encourages 
signatory cities to implement integrated policy interven-
tions which address issues throughout the food supply 
chain and involve many sectors, therefore promoting 
horizontal policy cohesion [4]. In 2019, Candel identi-
fied that only one quarter of all MUFPP signatory cities 
had developed an integrated, local food strategy [21]. 
Similarly, we previously found that only 22% of MUFPP 
signatory cities’ LG food policies (n = 36) identified in a 
scoping review considered all phases of the food supply 
chain [34]. Scholars have identified a number of barri-
ers faced by LGs when aiming to develop integrated food 
policies, such as limited access to funding, “nanny-state” 
criticisms, industry opposition and pre-emptive laws, 
where a higher level of government displaces the author-
ity of a lower level of government to take action [5, 6, 9, 
10, 30, 35, 36].

This study aims to provide insights as to how the pol-
icy hierarchy surrounding LGs may be influencing their 
capacity to create integrated food policy. This study is 
particularly concerned with the third type of integrated 
policy mentioned earlier, where the policy seeks to 
achieve multiple food systems outcomes simultaneously, 
and explores this by examining the number of desirable 
diet-related practices targeted in each LF food policy. 
To do this, a secondary analysis of the LG food policies 
identified through our previous scoping review was con-
ducted to answer two key research questions: (i) Which 
diet-related practices are most frequently targeted by LG 
food policies in each global region? (ii) Which related 
policies from local, national, global region and interna-
tional levels of administration are referred to by LGs in 
their food policies, and which diet-related practices do 
they target?

Methods
This study analysed 36 LG food policies identified in a 
previously published scoping review [34]. In brief, this 
scoping review involved an initial search of key terms 
“local government”, “policy”, “food” and “environmen-
tal sustainability” with each of their synonyms across 
five databases: Scopus, Medline, CINAHL Plus, Global 
Health and Pro-quest – Agricultural & Environmental 
Science Collection. A total of 2624 peer-reviewed studies 
were identified. Titles and abstracts were double screened 
and eligible full-text papers were retrieved and further 
screened by two researchers, as guided by the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) 
checklist [37] (Additional file  1: A: PRISMA flowchart, 
B: Inclusion criteria). Studies were included if they were 
published after 2015 and described one or more LG food 
policies implemented within an urban setting, specifically 
a signatory city of the MUFPP (n = 199). MUFPP signa-
tory cities were deemed a useful sample for this study as 
they demonstrate a commitment to food system transfor-
mation using the pre-eminent international urban food 
policy framework for LGs. They also represent a diversity 
of global regions and therefore provide insight into LG 
food policy practices across the globe. A final 27 studies 
met the inclusion criteria which were further screened to 
identify citations to 36 eligible LG food policies. These 
36 policy documents were retrieved from the grey litera-
ture and data charted in an excel document including the 
name of the LG food policy, name of MUFPP signatory 
city(ies), geographic location of LG jurisdiction accord-
ing to the United Nations’ seven global regions [38], a 
description of policy actions, the healthy and sustainable 
diet-related practice(s) [19] targeted by policy actions 
(as presented in Table 1) and names of broader policies 
referred to within the LG food policy.

For the current study, charted data were further ana-
lysed to explore how the policy hierarchy surrounding 
LGs may influence the level of integration in LG food 
policy, by examining which diet-related practices were 
most frequently targeted by LG food policies in each 
global region. First, the name of each LG food policy 
(n = 36) and its corresponding MUFPP signatory city, 
country and global region within which it was developed, 
and the healthy and sustainable diet-related practice(s) 
targeted by the policy action, were tabled (Additional 
file 1: C). Second, for each diet-related practice, the pro-
portion of LG policies in each global region targeting 
the diet-related practice was determined. The number 
of diet-related practices targeted in each LG food policy 
was also tabulated and presented as a percentage of the 
total number (n = 13). The overall average percentage for 
each global region was calculated. To examine the policy 2  MUFPP: Milan Urban Food Policy Pact.
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hierarchy, the names of policies referred to within each 
LG food policy were screened for relevance. A policy was 
considered relevant if the title suggested it related to one 
or more of the six phases of the food supply chain (agri-
cultural production, distribution, processing, food retail, 
consumption and waste [39]) and/or addressed one or 
more challenges created by the food system such as food 
insecurity. Relevant policy documents were then sourced 
from the grey literature, and the title and preamble were 
examined by the first author to determine (i) the level of 
policy administration: local, national, global region and 
international (Table 2), and (ii) the category(ies) of diet-
related practices most prominently targeted (Additional 
file 1: D).

Results
As previously reported [34], of the 36 LG food poli-
cies included in this analysis, most were from the global 
regions of Europe and Central Asia (n = 19, 53%) and 
North America (n = 10, 28%). No policies from three 
global regions (East Asia and Pacific, Middle East and 
North Africa, or South Asia) met the inclusion criteria.

Diet‑related practices targeted by LG food policies in each 
global region
As shown in Fig.  1, the diet-related practices most 
consistently targeted across the four included global 
regions were from the “where to source food” category 
(green; practices 1–4, as listed in Table  1). All LG food 

Table 2  Level of policy administration and description

Level of administration Description

Local Policies administered by local, state and provincial authorities as well as those spanning multiple local government areas

National Policies administered by national/federal levels of government

Global region Policies administered across multiple countries within each of the seven global regions, as defined by the United Nations 
[38]

International Policies administered at a global level, involving one or more global regions, including incentive policies and networks

Fig. 1  Percentage of policies targeting diet-related practice, by global region
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policies from Latin America and Caribbean and sub-
Saharan Africa encouraged citizens to select food grown 
using sustainable production practices (practice 1) and 
strengthen local food systems by connecting with pri-
mary producers (practice 2).

Practices concerned with “what food is eaten” (blue; 
practices 5–9) were less consistently targeted in LG food 
policies across all regions. Policy aiming to increase the 
intake of plant-based foods (practice 8), which included 
efforts made to grow and harvest fruit and vegetables 
within the local area, was promoted in over half of all LG 
food policies for each global region. However, less than 
half of all LG food policies for each global region tar-
geted practices 6 and 7. Consuming no more than rec-
ommended amounts of animal-derived foods (practice 6) 
was targeted by only 42% of LG food policies in Europe 
and Central Asia, 20% in North America and in no LG 
food policies in Latin America and the Caribbean or sub-
Saharan Africa regions.

Of the practices in the “how food is eaten” category 
(purple; practices 10–13) waste minimization strategies 
(practice 10) were most consistently targeted across all 
regions. The promotion of breastfeeding was included in 
only 11% of LG food policies from Europe and Central 
Asia, 10% from North America and none from the other 
two included global regions.

In terms of the integrated nature of LG food policies 
analysed, there was at least one policy in each of the four 
global regions which targeted a diet-related practice from 
each of the three categories (shown as green, blue and 
purple) (Additional file 1: C). This demonstrates the third 
type of policy integration as described in the introduc-
tion, whereby the LG food policy aims to achieve multi-
ple food systems outcomes simultaneously. Only two LG 
food policies targeted all 13 diet-related practices, one 
from Europe and Central Asia (the London Food Strat-
egy) and one from North America (the Toronto Food 
Strategy). According to an average of the percentage of 
diet-related practices targeted in policies for each region, 
LG policies in Europe and Central Asia targeted the 
highest number of diet-related practices (53%), followed 
by North America (45%), Latin America and Caribbean 
(42%), and then sub-Saharan Africa (38%). However, 
the latter two regions also had the least number of LG 
food policies included in the analysis (n = 4 and n = 3, 
respectively).

Local, national, global region and international policies 
referred to within LGs food policies
LG food policies referred to a range of relevant policies 
implemented at local, national, global region and inter-
national levels (Table 3). These policies represent various 
types of policy, including legislation (e.g. United States 

Farm Bill), governing frameworks (e.g. the Sustainable 
Development Goals) and guiding documents (e.g. Inter-
national Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems or 
“IPES3” Food Common Food Policy).

Across all global regions, most policies targeted diet-
related practices in the “where to source food” category 
(see legend in Table 3). For example, at the global region 
level: Europe’s “Edible Cities Network” and “Food Label-
ling and Country of Origin” legislation and Africa’s 
“Harare Declaration on Urban and Peri-Urban Agricul-
ture”; at the national level, the United States “Farm Bill” 
legislation, Italy’s legislation to introduce organic pro-
curement in school canteens and Brazil’s “Family Farm-
ing Law”; and at the local level, Zurich’s cultural land 
initiative, Vancouver’s “Regional Growth Strategy” and 
Belo Horizonte’s “Municipal Secretariat of Supply”. Fewer 
policies targeted diet-related practices in the “what to 
eat” and “how to consume” food categories, for exam-
ple, Austria’s “Trans Fatty Acid” regulation and Canada’s 
“Love Food, Hate Waste” campaign. Some policies dem-
onstrate policy integration by targeting diet-related prac-
tices from all three categories, including three of the five 
policies administered at a global region level for Europe 
and Central Asia and all the five policies implemented at 
the international level.

Discussion
This research analysed 36 LG food policies from MUFPP 
signatory cities to provide insights as to how the policy 
hierarchy surrounding local governments may be influ-
encing LG’s capacity to create integrated food policy 
which targets all desirable diet-related practices. Analy-
sis revealed three key insights: (i) LG food policies across 
all included global regions (n = 4) mostly promoted prac-
tices in the “where to source food” category, and targeted 
practices related to “what to eat” and “how to eat” less; 
(ii) LG food policies across all global regions referred 
to policies from higher levels of administration (local, 
national, global region and international) which tended 
to also promote practices in the “where to source food” 
category; and (iii) regarding the level of integration, LG 
food policies in Europe and Central Asia targeted the 
highest number of diet-related practices.

This study adds to our previous findings by highlighting 
that LG food policies in all included global regions are 
prioritizing policy actions in the “where to source food” 
category. These policy actions encourage consumers 
to select food grown using sustainable food production 
practices, connect with primary producers, and eat sea-
sonally and locally available foods [34]. Candel’s (2019) 

3  IPES: International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems.
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review of LG food policies from MUFPP signatory cities 
also identified that local food production and improving 
agricultural practices were among the most common pol-
icy goals [21].

This analysis suggests that practices concerned with 
“what to eat” and “how to eat” may require greater atten-
tion, with the exception of strategies to minimize food 
waste which are currently being prioritized in all regions. 
This may be explained by considering the traditional and 
well-established roles of LGs. Known to focus on “roads, 
rates and rubbish”, LGs also possess expertise and author-
ity in land use management and collaboration with pri-
mary food producers. These responsibilities are likely 
to favour policy to address the way food is produced, 
sourced by consumers and disposed of, as reflected in our 
findings [5, 6, 10]. Interestingly, the global region with LG 
food policies targeting the most diet-related practices 
was Europe and Central Asia, home to Milan’s integrated 
food policy which is recognized as best practice globally 
[40]. This region is also home to a number of integrated 
policies at the global region level such as IPES Food’s 
“Towards a Common Food Policy for the European 
Union”, which encourages the development of integrated 
food policy at all levels in the policy hierarchy [20].

Policies implemented at higher levels of government 
are likely to play a role in dictating which policy actions 
are feasible for LGs, and ultimately which diet-related 
practices are prioritized. For example, Brazil’s “Family 
Farming Law” enforces that LGs spend at least 30% of 
their food procurement budget to buy food directly from 
local family farms for publicly funded facilities, promot-
ing practices in the “where to source food” category. This 
national legislation is implemented at the local level and 
has strengthened links between primary producers and 
LG policy-makers. It has financially benefited the local 
food system and has been demonstrated to benefit con-
sumers, for example, by increasing the nutritional quality 
of school menus [41]. The present study found that most 
LG policies from Latin America and the Caribbean are 
promoting sustainable food production practices, con-
nection with primary producers and consumption of sea-
sonally and locally available foods, all part of the “where 
to source food” category of diet-related practices. A simi-
lar example of higher-level policy that is likely influencing 
the feasibility of LG policy actions in the United States is 
the United States “Farm Bill” referred to in Chicago’s “Go 
to 2040 Regional Comprehensive Plan”. This policy man-
dates actions across each level of government to improve 
local food production and consumer access to local food, 
for example, through an investment in farmers markets 
at the LG level. While this policy has addressed various 
food system issues such as emergency food relief, nutri-
tion and food marketing, debates for a more integrated 

national food policy are ongoing in an effort to equally 
address other food system challenges [16]. These two 
examples highlight the levers available to LGs when 
supportive national policy exists, and imply that policy 
coherence from higher levels of government may sup-
port LGs to prioritize diet-related practices from all three 
categories.

This study suggests that in light of a growing urgency to 
improve human and planetary health, LG policy-makers 
require greater support to target diet-related practices 
which will have the greatest impact. While some LG 
authorities have demonstrated their ability to develop 
integrated policies which promote all diet-related prac-
tices (for example, the London Food Strategy [42] and 
Toronto’s Food Strategy), they remain rare. As proposed 
by Parsons (2019), having dedicated food system poli-
cies like these is one of three approaches to achieving 
integrated food policy [14]. Other approaches, such as 
taking a “food in all” approach to address food system 
challenges across multiple policies are also believed to 
be effective provided they consider the interconnected 
nature of food systems. Springmann et  al. (2020) dem-
onstrated that practices with the greatest potential to 
promote human and planetary health are those which 
limit animal-derived foods, in particular beef and dairy, 
increase wholegrain and plant-based foods, and avoid 
over-consumption [43], which all sit within the “what 
to eat” category of desirable diet-related practices. This 
study identified that no national-level dietary guideline 
policies which can guide “what to eat” were referred to 
in the 36 LG food policies analysed, which raises ques-
tions regarding why this might be the case. Implementa-
tion of more progressive national dietary guidelines, as 
recommended by the WHO and the Food and Agricul-
ture Organization in Sustainable healthy diets—Guiding 
principles (2019), may support LGs to target these “what 
to eat” diet-related practices provided they are part of an 
integrated policy approach [11, 14].

Limitations and further research
The data analysed comes from a subset of policy docu-
ments identified through a previously conducted scoping 
review, where only signatory cities to the MUFPP were 
included and policy actions from all global regions were 
not represented. Further research could examine the 
direct policy hierarchy surrounding each LG food policy 
to extend the knowledge gained from our analysis which 
grouped all referenced policies by administration level. 
Further research could also compare LG food policy-
making across low-, middle- and high-income country 
contexts, and peri-urban, regional and rural areas, to 
identify where inequities may exist. It was outside the 
purpose of this study to examine the nature of influence 
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that relevant policies referred to in LG food policies had 
on policy-making processes, for example- whether they 
were a source of funding or a regulatory standard. Fur-
ther research is required to explore the nature and level 
of influence of these vertical relationships with regard to 
healthy and sustainable diets, to ensure future research 
and practice is focused on those with the greatest level 
of influence. The authors recognize that the reasons why 
policy-makers refer to another policy are varied; there-
fore, caution is required when making assumptions about 
why one policy is mentioned and another excluded. It was 
also beyond the scope of this study to determine whether 
policies targeted the desirable diet-related practices in 
their entirety. For example, policy actions promoting the 
first practice to “select food grown using sustainable food 
production practices, valuing and respecting Indigenous 
knowledges” were counted as targeting this practice, 
regardless of whether they referred to actions to value 
and respect Indigenous knowledges.

Conclusions
Local government authorities are well positioned to 
change the way food is produced and consumed, through 
the implementation of integrated food policies. How-
ever, of the 36 local government food policies from Milan 
Urban Food Policy Pact signatory cities examined, inte-
grated food policies which target all desired diet-related 
practices and phases of the food supply chain were rare. 
There is a need for further research to understand if and 
how networks such as the MUFPP impact the capacity of 
LGs to take a holistic approach in developing integrated 
food policies and, more specifically, the way they pri-
oritize diet-related practices during the policy-making 
process. This study also showed that the level of integra-
tion of food policy at national, global region and interna-
tional levels may be influencing that of LGs, as policies 
administered at higher levels within the policy hierar-
chy favoured policy actions related to where consum-
ers source their food from, which strengthen local food 
production and shorten food supply chains. To trigger 
the broader food system transformation that is required, 
consumers must also change the types of food they are 
eating and how they are eating them, in particular eat-
ing less animal-derived and ultra-processed foods, more 
wholegrain and plant-based foods, and avoiding the 
over-consumption of food in general. Further research 
is required to understand why local governments seem 
to be prioritizing policy which improves the way food is 
produced and sourced by consumers, and to determine 
whether a greater focus on “what to eat” and “how to eat” 
in policies from higher levels of government would sup-
port local government to also prioritize these practices in 
their food policies.
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