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NUTRICIt i es
Researching food (in)security through an action-research approach 

in the favelas of the Maré, Northern Zone, Rio de Janeiro

In setting up Nutricities we have chosen a research approach that includes the experiences and views of the local 

community in Rio. Our aim has been to develop a more equal work relationship between our local and overseas 

researchers, to the extent possible: we were under no illusion that our small team would be able to single-handedly 

wipe out centuries of structural injustice. The kind of injustice weaved in the long thread of systemic exploitation 

that links colonialism to present-day capitalism. We think that being open and upfront about these gigantic historical 

inequalities might help build a more transparent research approach. An approach that could in turn help ameliorate, 

even if in the smallest of ways, the devastating results of this systemic injustice against the populations living 

in urban peripheries today. This second community report now draws on our process of grappling with these 

challenges. It explains how we went about setting up our teams in Brazil and in Europe, designing our research 

questions, and actually doing our research together with the people in the favelas of the Maré, in the Northern Zone 

of Rio de Janeiro.

In May 2018 (during what was already a challenging 

political time, with the country’s political crisis 

raging) the near-complete dependence of Brazilian 

cities upon food production from distant rural areas 

became painstakingly clear. A truckers’ strike saw 

street blockades nationwide, essentially shutting down 

the country for more than a week. Immediately, the 

shelves of vegetable and fruit stores (called “Sacolão” 

or “Horti Fruti” in Brazil) were emptied out and 

stayed so through the strike. Weekly markets were 

canceled, supermarkets ran out of produce, while 

whatever fruit and vegetables remained available 

soared to unaffordable prices. There is one means of 

transportation that Brazil highly depends on for the 

circulation of its produce―be it from agroindustrial 

complexes or small farms―to get goods from 

production sites to the consumer: trucks. If highways 

are blocked or gasoline runs out (another effect of the 

blockades, since petrol trucks would not reach petrol 

stations) cities simply cannot receive the produce their 

inhabitants need .

 The high dependence of cities (especially 

those of metropolitan size such as São Paulo or Rio 

de Janeiro) on food production in rural areas, as well 

as the transportation of goods from all over Brazil, 

was an important lesson learned from the truckers’ 

strike. Brazil is, after all, a country the size of a 

continent―and so transportation matters. The strike 

reinforced the significance of the question we have 

been grappling with in NutriCities: is it ever possible 

to guarantee food security and access to quality food 

in the urban peripheries of Brazilian metropolises? Is 

it ever possible to build food sovereignty within these 

urban peripheries?

Crisis, transportation and food sovereignty



2

Building our action-research approach

To explore the question regarding the possibility of 

food sovereignty in urban peripheries, we chose a 

collective community research approach that is both 

on-the-ground and bottom-up. Our project hinges on 

a partnership with the local community space and 

collective, Roça! Others before us (Scott, 2012) have 

shown that social sciences are persistently inconsistent 

in the way they study elite and non-elite social 

groups. When trying to understand social behaviours 

and patterns, they have considered the opinions and 

reflections of elite groups on their own actions. And 

yet, when it comes to non-elite groups, these do not 

have such a voice in the interpretation of their own 

actions. Statistics, consumption patterns, voting 
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behaviour and all other indicators social scientists 

can grasp are used to interpret what non-elite groups 

do: always in their abstract, de-individualised form, 

as objects of study, and never as subjects of social 

intervention or change; never as people who have their 

own agency.

 In the collective community research approach 

we both spoke to, and gave great importance to 

what individuals living in Mare think and do. The 

participation of individuals who reside in Mare was 

pivotal in the development and the carrying out of 

this research project. The people who live, work, and 

eat in the favelas. People who would benefit from 

better knowledge of how food security and the urban 

periphery relate to one another. This is why Nutricities 

is based on an action-research (AR) approach. An 

approach that is discussed by geographers (Pain 2004) 

and others (Fuller & Kitchen 2004; Herr & Anderson 

2005). An approach that stems from a genuine 

global south tradition of militant investigation as 

discussed and experienced already by the following: 

the Colombian social scientist Orlando Fals Borda 

(2009); the Indian social scientist Muhammad Anisur 

Ramnath (Borda & Ramnath 1991); and the Brazil-

based geographer Timo Bartholl, who is also a member 

of our team (Bartholl 2018). Action-research is based 

on integrating practice and theory.  The view that 

theory originates from practice, in consecutive cycles 

of action, and reflection, is supported. In this way, AR 

overcomes the dichotomy of the researcher as subject 

and the researcher as an object of study. AR intervenes 

while it happens, and these interventions become part 

of the research process in return. A research process 

that focuses on the local level, without losing sight of 

the broader, and global  context.  

 The way we understand it, a more “typical” 

research project would still include those who live and 

work in an area under study―whether this is a city in 

the global periphery or anywhere else. In this way what 

Nutricities is undertaking is not a novelty. But novelty 

does lie, we believe, in that we worked closely with 

local residents and users as research members, not just 
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partners, asking them to join us, help in designing 

the research we would be undertaking together, sett 

out its aims, develop the research methodology, 

stir the focus of the research, and how it is to be 

disseminated. The way we designed the project, 

our team now includes two groups of researchers: 

those overseas (Europe-based), and those who are 

local to the Maré. In trying to find how to best 

work out the relationship between the two groups 

we decided that the local group of researchers 

should have a certain degree of autonomy when it 

comes to self-education on matters of nutrition in 

Maré, as well as in practical issues concerning the 

dissemination of the research locally (for example, 

by purchasing and setting up a stand in local 

markets). We carefully chose community members 

that displayed the following characteristics: are 

each an expert in one or more aspects of food 

production and distribution as well as community 

mobilization; showed great interest in researching 

and also educating themselves on the other parts of 

the chain. Our community researchers all continue 

to work in their usual contexts, while dedicating 

some of their time to join in with the collective 

research effort. They are largely asked to integrate 

perspectives from what they already work with, 

and to answer questions that have high relevance 

to their community and that relate to their work 

lives. They are in this way involved, either directly 

or indirectly, in building what we call “grassroots 

food infrastructures”. 

 Our local team includes Timo Bartholl, a 

geographer with experience in social movements 

and the contact point with the overseas group 

of researchers. Geandra Nobre do Nascimento, 

Alessandra de Lima and Bruna Pierroux, all 

members of our local research partner, the Roça! 

Collective, which works on the distribution of 

small and agroecological farmer products. Joelma 

Nobre do Nascimento de Oliveira, a local market 

vendor. Amanda Mendonça, a community social 

worker and Jamylle Andrade, a nutritionist, who 

are both joining efforts to form community groups 

on nutrition and health. Juliana de Medeiros Diniz, 

an agroecological farmer from the periurban 

area of the Magé. Rosinaldo Lourenço da Silva, a 

community media activist engaged in mobilisations 

for the maintenance of one of the few green areas 

in the favelas of the Maré, where a local community 

association maintains an urban garden. With the 

exception of Juliana de Medeiros Diniz, who is a 

farmer in the Magé (a municipality in the greater 

RJ region) all our local researchers live and work in 

the Maré.

 The participation of an agroecological 

farmer in the community researcher group, one 

who is engaged in the Articulação de Agroecologia 

do Rio de Janeiro (AARJ, Agroecological Co-

ordination of Rio de Janeiro), has shown to have 

great impact. All non-agroecology experienced 

researchers state how much their views on their 

inner-urban work fields within the favelas―such 

as public health, community nutritional support, 

community communication, craft food production―

have widened through their contact with this 

approach, a genuine grassroots food infrastructure-

based set of solutions to locally address the issue 

of food (in)security, be it on an educational and 

symbolic or a much more material and concrete 

level. A set of solutions that starts with the (re-)

education of urbanised subjectivities and can lead 

to the (re-)appropriation, at least partially, of the 

means of (re-)production of our lives.

 Our approach has allowed us two things: 

first, to empirically gain first-hand data and 

experiences on the ground in one of the most 

populous favela areas of Rio de Janeiro, the Maré. 

And second, to gain a different perspective in 

studying the larger picture regarding international 

debates and policies over food politics. Who are the 

decisive agents, how has poverty and food access 

developed over the past decades globally, and 

what does the situation look like today, in crisis-

ridden Latin America, and from the perspective of 

the urban periphery? 

The continuous exchange and discussion between 

our overseas and local community researchers, 

helped us identify four key thematic fields for 
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research and action. We have focused on these by 

forming four corresponding workgroups, which are: 

1. Urban agriculture and the right to the city

2. Agroecological markets and distribution 

patterns of and access to organic and 

agroecological products

3. Genealogies of pacification, development 

theories and the food question

4. Favela food habits, food sovereignty, and 

agroecology

The two first workgroups focus on local realities on 

the ground. They combine active intervention with 

reflection and analysis. Specifically, workgroup 

#1 on urban agriculture has already visited urban 

gardens across the Maré and is mapping these, as 

well as roof top gardening initiatives in the area. In 

addition, it investigates the role of public policies 

and intervention in some of the more widely 

known urban gardens that came into life through 

a combination of local resident initiatives, with 

support from the public authorities. The group 

is also helping convert a sidewalk into a small 

community garden in the Timbau (Maré), together 

with neighbours and is actively involved in the 

larger scale community garden and park area “Mata 

Ecológica”, situated in the south-eastern part of 

the Maré. This has given us first-hand experience 
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of the challenges in trying to transform the favela into 

a greener, food producing territory. 

 Workgroup #2, on agroecological markets, has 

visited markets across the city and is currently mapping 

spatial patterns in the distribution of agroecological 

and organic food items across the Rio de Janeiro 

metropolitan area. At the same time, we will be 

establishing a weekly market stand in the local street 

market of the Vila do João (Maré) favela. The plan is for 

the stand to distribute agroecological products as well 

as our research material, to disseminate knowledge 

and ideas on agroecology, nutrition, and health.

 Workgroup #3, on genealogies of pacification, 

development theories and the food question, is 

investigating the ways the food question is related 

to the public security agenda, and the pacification 

agenda in particular. First, it highlights the ways 

agricultural modernisation―that is, Green Revolution―

has been implemented in Brazil in light of the Cold War 

context: this was part of an international pacification 

process with regard to the “Third World” question, 

the negative effects of underdevelopment and poverty 

and their link to international political instability―and 

obviously the wider danger of communist expansion. 

In parallel, it focuses on the ongoing pacification 

process in the favelas, investigating its links to the 

food question in light of the sustainable development 

agenda and the discourse on resilience of the cities 

of the global South. Our aim here is to understand 

the continuities and discontinuities through the lens 

of pacification, following the thread that unfolds the 

food question during the shift from Green Revolution 

to Green Governmentality; from the grand narratives 

of development and modernisation to the declarations 

of sustainable development, resilience and self-

reliance.

 Work group #4 on favela, food habits, food 

sovereignty and agroecology is where we build 

the linkages between the local and global scale. 

We analyse the local situation in relation to global 

perspectives, solutions and possible movement toward 

more secure food futures for all. This workgroup 

is also where contributions from our project co-

investigator, Dr Oonagh Markey, also come into play, 

as she helps orientate our research investigations, both 

methodologically and theoretically.

 From the very outset, when we were designing 

the project, we recognised that there are strong 

conceptual frameworks already developed on the 

questions we would be dealing with, primarily  deriving 
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from social movements from the rural areas, which 

have previously attempted to tackle the food security 

challenge. This same challenge has now become one of 

the big tasks for the ever-increasingly fragmented 21st 

century global community. For example, movements 

around the international Via Campesina  network have 

developed a conceptual approach that goes beyond 

the idea of food security alone: it grapples with what 

they call food sovereignty . 

 We take this idea as a horizon, as a plausible 

aim for the not-too-distant future. And we scrutinise 

the set of practices and concepts of the agroecological 

approach as a potential avenue to get us there. More 

than just organic food produced in response to 

consumer demands, agroecology seeks to adapt to 

local conditions, to combine local and traditional 

knowledge with latest methods on producing 

without causing harm to natural resources, and more 

importantly: to preserve these resources for future 

food production and future generations. Here, in 

this multi-focused approach, the consumer and the 

producer are given equal importance. 

 Using this agroecological approach, social 

movements have shown in practice how food sovereignty 

is not an abstract concept. Fair food distribution and 

access to quality food for all is possible. It can and it 

must take place on the ground, in the thousands of 

small farms, in community and rooftop gardens. Every 

consumer can also produce the food they subsist on 

and every individual who works in food production 

and/or distribution can also be a consumer of their 

own food items.

NutriCities Research Team:

Antonis Vradis, Geographer, Principal Investigator

Oonagh Markey, Nutritionist. Co-Investigator

Christos Filippidis, Architect, Research Associate

Timo Bartholl, Geographer, Research Associate

This research is supported by the British Academy’s Cities and Infrastructure Programme. 

https://www.britac.ac.uk/nutricities-learning-with-grassroots

Minhocas Urbanas, Local Community Research Collective, 

Maré/Rio de Janeiro. Members: Jamylle Andrade, Juliana 

de Medeiros Diniz, Alessandra de Lima, Amanda Mendonça, 

Geandra Nobre do Nascimento, Joelma Nobre do Nascimento 

de Oliveira, Bruna Pierroux, Rosinaldo Lourenço da Silva
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Page 2: A view from within the community garden “Parque Ecológico” 

towards some of the favela’s residencies. Interesting here is that a 

neighbor of the community garden plants on his roof top terrace, even 

small trees can be seen up top the building. As in this case, many 

residents maintain small rooftop garden or have plants in pots and 

buckets in fronts of their houses. Most plants are ornamental, but also 

plants for nutritional and medical use can be found.

Page 3: Rosinaldo Lourenço, photographer here of this selfie, is our 

research group’s link to activities and intervention in the Community 

Garden of the Favela Parque Ecológico. He is engaged, and with him CPI, 

in works to reform parts of the garden that have been abandoned for 

some time. In the photo two community members that also help in this 

effort.

Page 5: The theater group Cia Marginal, counting on community 

researcher Geandra Nobre as one of their actresses, also engages in 

the community garden, as they plan to develop their next work on the 

community of Angolan migrants in the Maré in the park that surrounds 

the garden. Many of the migrants live in the favelas near park and 

garden. Here the member of the Cia Marginal are working together with 

Rosinaldo Lourenço and Alessandra Lima from CPI in an effort to reform 

parts of the garden.

Page 6: A very common breakfast in the Maré: coffee and white bread, 

which is called “pão francês” (french bread) here.


