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Abstract
In this paper, I describe my experiences of a collaboration
with a community centre to establish a local food hub in an
area of deprivation using an open-source online food trad-
ing platform and how they relate to a grassroots perspective
of collaboration. The use of the platform aims at overcom-
ing some of the challenges of alternative and local food
networks. Our experiences show that, while the platform
challenges the corporate food system, its design embod-
ies certain politics that create digital and operational barri-
ers, give agency to some and not other actors in the food
chain, and reinforce exclusionary practices and power re-
lations rather than overcoming them. I present some of our
strategies to work around this, in particular decentring the
technology in favour of relationship building. I offer some
reflections on how digital platforms for alternative food could
better take a grassroots perspective of collaboration and
how infrastructuring in participatory design could be an ap-
proach to empower communities to uncover hidden politics
of technologies.

Introduction
Meadow Well is a small housing estate in the suburban
fringe of Newcastle upon Tyne in the North East of Eng-
land. Meadow Well ranks high on UK’s “indices of multiple
deprivation”, which measure a ‘lack of’ material living con-
ditions on several dimensions [21]. For the last 2.5 years,



I have been working with a local community centre on the
estate, Meadow Well Connected. A core goal of Meadow
Well Connected is to improve health and well-being, among
which is reducing levels of obesity and increasing healthy
and nutritious eating. The aim of our collaboration has been
to set up a ‘local food hub’ to empower the community to
produce their own food and access better quality food at af-
fordable prices. My role in the project has been to facilitate
relationships with local food producers, setting up an on-
line shop using the open-source platform ‘The Open Food
Network’ (OFN)1, and supporting various marketing and
community engagement activities. For this workshop paper,
I want to unpack some of the politics the OFN embodies
and how they, despite the anti-corporate and transformative
ambitions of the platform, come in conflict with the practices
of operating a food hub in an area of socio-economic depri-
vation.

In the next section, I will briefly discuss the wider context of
food hubs as a means to address food injustices of the cor-
porate food system. After introducing Meadow Well in more
detail, I will give an account of the role of the OFN and the
politics of its design that shaped, alongside the human ac-
tors, and got in conflict with, the structure and operation of
the food hub. I will then present some of the work strategies
to mitigate its politics and close with some reflections about
how these experiences relate to the grassroots politics of
collaboration outlined in the workshop proposal.

Alternative Food Networks, Social Justice, and
Infrastructuring
Conceptually, food hubs can be described as a type of al-
ternative food network (AFN). AFNs have emerged as al-
ternatives to the globalised corporate food system and its
unsustainable and unjust practices, such as environmental

1http://openfoodnetwork.org.uk

destruction and labour exploitation [22]. A food hub typi-
cally acts as an aggregator and distributor of food produced
with a specific ethos: local, healthy, small-scale, and/or
sustainably-grown [8]. There is, however, an ongoing de-
bate to what extent AFNs are actually contributing to a sys-
tem change as their structure and practices might reinforce
existing inequalities and exclude those without the neces-
sary economic, social, or cultural capital to participate. In
particular, the ethical commitments of AFNs, e.g., high envi-
ronmental standards and small and local production, para-
doxically often mean that the food they sell is artisanal and
niche, rendering it expensive [4]. This ethical consumerism
fails to transform the food system, as neoliberal incentive-
based regulation does not prohibit exploitative practices,
which enable the low-priced (and low-quality) food sold in
supermarkets. Moreover, an unreflective adoption of the
notion of ‘local’ as better than ‘global’ ignores that there is
nothing inherently good in local food [3]. Equally, many food
justice initiatives aiming to bring ‘good’ food into disadvan-
taged, poor, or diasporic communities have been criticised
as ignoring existing food practices and cultures. By reduc-
ing the question of healthy eating to one of access, they
establish a moral imperative to eat the food they bring. In
such healthism, unhealthy practices thus become immoral
[5, 11].

For my work, I adopt a food democracy and food citizen-
ship framing [15, 18]. Both terms understand people not as
passive producers or consumers, but as active citizens that
have the right and responsibility to participate in processes
of governance and decision-making to define their own food
preferences [22, 10]. Moreover, I follow a participatory de-
sign [6] and action research approach [14] in my work. Key
aspects of this are a focus on social justice, relationship
building, and co-construction of knowledge and action to re-
spond to real-world problems of the community I work with.

http://openfoodnetwork.org.uk


In terms of participatory design, I understand my work as
infrastructuring, an ongoing activity that blurs the lines be-
tween design and use [13]. Going beyond project-based
work, infrastructuring with communities is a long-term and
open-ended process to support the formation of publics
around shared matters of concern (e.g., food) [17]. In these
agonistic spaces, infrastructuring wants to create persistent
socio-technical infrastructures between research institu-
tions and the communities they work with [7, 19] to enable
social innovation [12]. The next section sets the scene for
the work undertaken to infrastructure a food hub in Meadow
Well.

Meadow Well – a ‘Problem Estate’?
Originally built as ‘The Ridges’ in the 1930s exclusively for
people from slum clearances, the estate’s residents were
quickly framed as undeserving and irresponsible [1]. Prob-
lems with the housing structure appeared as early as the
1940s, but were largely ignored over the decades. In 1968,
the ‘problem estate’ was renamed to Meadow Well in an at-
tempt to improve the public image. Frustration over the de-
cline and negligence by local authorities and police resulted
in brief violent unrest in the early 1990s, well known until
today as the ‘Meadow Well riots’. Despite political commit-
ments to improve living conditions, little has changed [23].
The stigma of the riots defines the estate until today (as a
quick online search for ‘Meadow Well’ can confirm).

Today, Meadow Well remains among the 10% most de-
prived neighbourhoods in England, with pockets among the
1% most deprived, indicating low levels of education, em-
ployment, income, physical and mental health, and air qual-
ity, as well as a high number of accidents and geographical
barriers (physical and financial accessibility of local ser-
vices, such as shops, schools, etc.). While not classified
as a ‘food desert’, as there is a big supermarket within two

miles, many residents do not own a car and therefore rely
on either paying a bus fare or walking to small and more
expensive convenience stores or take away outlets on the
estate.

This negative description of Meadow Well is common.
Meadow Well Connected are using the above statistics fre-
quently themselves in their funding applications as they are
powerful and effective. They are, however, fully aware about
the problematics of this wording, as it is based on notions
of ‘lack of’, ‘deficit’, and ‘deprivation’. This framing com-
pletely overlooks the positive elements, material and social
assets, that the community has. Meadow Well’s population
is predominantly white working class, with a rich history of
working in the coal-mining, ship-building, and sea-faring
industries, which declined from the 1980s onwards under
global trade liberalisation and deregulation. Until today,
Meadow Well has, however, preserved a strong identity, re-
ferring both to its working-class heritage and the framing as
a ‘problem estate’. Being born-and-bred in ‘The Ridges’ fills
many older residents with pride. While issues persist, in-
cluding crime and vandalism, residents acknowledge them
without resigning and with a willingness to engage in pos-
itive action. Given this context, the food hub collaboration
wanted to find a way in which the food hub model can be
adapted to work in Meadow Well. A key hope in this pro-
cess was attached to the use of the OFN.

The OFN and Its Politics
The OFN UK is the UK version of an international open-
source project that provides the technical infrastructure for
small food enterprises. On this food distribution platform,
food producers and hubs can create digital profiles and set
up business relationships. Each hub runs its own online
shop selling their suppliers’ products in one place. Shops
open and close periodically for customer orders, typically



every week. During these so-called order cycles, all orders
are aggregated. At the end of a cycle, compiled order lists
are sent to the suppliers, who deliver to the physical loca-
tion of the hub, where staff or volunteers sort orders for the
customers to pick up or for door-to-door delivery. This setup
promises to replace long corporate food chains with short,
value-based supply chains [22]. By cutting out intermedi-
aries and streamlining and automating much of the logisti-
cal work, the money stays with producers and consumers.
Food hubs and the platform itself charge only minimally to
cover their operating costs.

In the case of Meadow Well, the OFN acted as an enabler
for the food hub. It considerably reduced the workload of
Meadow Well Connected’s staff in running the food hub. It
did, however, also afford, or even prescribe a certain way
of not only operating, but also representing the hub, which
discouraged thinking differently or excluded certain people
from participating. The following subsections unpack this in
more detail:

Barriers
First, the use of an online platform as such constitutes a
barrier for local residents to participate, as it required peo-
ple to go online to order food. The Meadow Well food hub
also accepts paper order forms to circumvent this barrier.
Beyond access, digital skills and confidence are signifi-
cant challenges. The platform has, possibly due the fact
that it is not powered by a large corporation, but by the
open-source community, several usability quirks that re-
quire some technical understanding or creativity to come up
with workarounds. This applies in particular to the back-end
system. In supporting the centre’s staff and volunteers, I
have written a comprehensive step-by-step handbook and
delivered several training sessions. Finally, online shop-
ping typically requires a credit card, which many residents

do not possess. While the platform allows to set up cash
payments, this is not clearly visible from the outset.

In addition to these digital barriers, there are barriers based
on the way the food hub operates, dictated by the design
of the OFN. In particular, the order cycle model requires
customers to plan ahead and buy a week’s worth of shop-
ping. This contrasts with many resident’s shopping habits
of buying food in smaller quantities at the local shops, often
just what they need for the day. In addition, this planning
also requires additional financial load as money needs to
be spent several days before the food is available for pick-
up. This gap can be a significant barrier for people on low
incomes.

Agency
The functionality of the OFN puts emphasis on food dis-
tribution, but largely ignores other parts of the food chain,
like production and labour standards, as well as consumer-
citizen participation in the food system. It gives agency to
producers and food hub organisers to build relationships
and shape their food network. Consumers remain, however,
just passive shoppers and do not get much opportunity to
become active citizens to participate in this food network.
Moreover, the platform’s focus on market transactions de-
centres necessary social processes on the ground to form
a critical public the issue of food, and thus struggles to work
in an area like Meadow Well. While the marketplace has
clearly value for AFNs, those actors who are given agency
by the OFN, might, however, unwittingly focus themselves
on actions the platform offers and affords, thus prioritising
its feature list, and neglect other actions that are not sup-
ported or foregrounded.

Values
The OFN’s politics also come forward through two particular
values it embodies in regard to how it envisions the trans-



formation of the food system. This is exemplified by two
statements on their website: First, the OFN’s aim is “Re-
imagining Local Food” [20] by providing the technical infras-
tructure to power local food networks. While the platform
does not specify further what ‘local’ means, the emphasis
on local food is not unproblematic, as it unreflexively her-
alds ‘local food’ as inherently good – which is not the case
as we argued earlier. Second, the OFN also describes it-
self as “Shopping that makes the world a better place” [20],
strongly resonating with the problematic idea of ethical con-
sumerism. There is a tension between these values and
the reality on the ground in Meadow Well: The food hub
achieves lower-than-supermarket prices for comparable
quality, in particular due to the fact that the OFN minimises
logistical workload. Producers are therefore willing to sell to
the hub at wholesale prices. Given the small-scale produc-
tion, however, prices remain above what many residents in
Meadow Well are used and willing to pay (for lower quality
alternatives). While ‘local’ does not imply any quality stan-
dards, there is a pre-existing practice and culture of care
and personal investment among local producers supplying
alternative food networks that typically results in high-priced
products. The OFN is tapping into and reinforcing these ex-
isting networks of artisanal food. The affordability of food,
a key question from a social justice perspective, becomes
thus deprioritised.

Work Strategies
The OFN and its politics continue to shape the food hub op-
eration and representation. In a collaboration, researchers,
and CSCW designers in particular, can thus be in a diffi-
cult position, holding key (technical) knowledge others be-
come dependent on. The collaboration I have been part
of has, however, over time developed strategies to decen-
tre the platform’s politics, in particular in regards to the
agency consumers are given. Adapting an infrastructur-

ing approach helped my research partners and me to think
of design not as centred on a particular technological arte-
fact, but as socio-material assemblages of humans and
non-humans [16]. In particular, we could move beyond the
OFN as the critical enabling technological object towards
the importance of building and maintaining socio-material
relationships. We have done this on three levels:

1. The community centre began to link the food hub with
other activities going on in the centre, such as sup-
plying food for cooking classes and the café located
in the building. It also started to use the OFN to sell
food produced in the garden they run as a training
tool for people with learning disabilities. They also be-
gan to sell non-food items that were made in various
charitable activities, such as canvas bags.

2. I have recruited a group of community members
through the centre to co-design and co-produce food-
related activities that people who participate in di-
rectly benefit from. The key idea coming out of this
process is to start a community garden on unused
land on the community centre’s premises. The com-
munity garden may only supply its members or sell
food via the OFN to generate income.

3. Meadow Well Connected has increasingly used the
food hub as a vehicle to engage other organisations
in questions of health and well-being. In particular,
it is working on a project with a housing association
to provide fully subsidised healthy food boxes to over
100 residents for three months. As part of this ser-
vice, residents need to attend a number of cooking
training sessions. Meadow Well Connected may or
may not choose the OFN to handle the logistics of
this operation. The key point is here (as well as for



the other two levels) that the technology is chosen as
it fits the wider socio-material arrangements, not the
other way around.

Reflections
Given the presented politics and experiences with the OFN,
I want to offer some reflections on the relationship between
my experiences and the grassroots politics of collabora-
tion as presented in the workshop proposal. In regards to
questioning normative power structures, I want to draw a
nuanced picture. The OFN clearly questions many power
structures of the corporate food system, positioning itself as
a tool to help small businesses and community organisa-
tions to build their own networks and alternative infrastruc-
tures to trade food. It questions a globalised capitalist view
on food as a commodity by re-localising food distribution
based on shared values, such as short food miles, closer
producer-consumer relationships, and transparent pricing.
It does, however, create its own power structures, e.g., by
positioning itself as an intermediary between producer and
consumer, ultimately preventing direct relationships be-
tween them. It also reproduces aspects and practices of the
corporate food system and closed-source food platforms,
such as the relative powerlessness of consumers. In adopt-
ing a grassroots perspective, platforms like the OFN could
instead offer a space for collective sharing, agonistic dis-
course, and learning.

In regards to centring lived experiences of oppression, the
OFN does highlight the experiences of small-scale farmers
and food producers in the corporate food system and offers
them a platform on which they have greater autonomy. It
does, however, largely ignore the lived experiences of op-
pression of people at the other end of the food chain, who
cannot afford the food. Food poverty might not be solved by
cheaper food, but paying fair wages and equal participation

in society. However, by adopting a grassroots perspective,
platforms like the OFN might not ignore these disparities
but make values, goals, ongoing work, challenges, injus-
tices and ways to overcome them visible to all actors in the
food chain.

Finally, in terms of working towards healing, resilience, and
resistance against oppression, I would like to point to three
directions of research and design that I consider relevant
for adopting a grassroots perspective. First, instead of de-
signing or hoping to find the one perfect platform to match
a grassroots or community group’s needs, we might rather
think of technology as artefact ecologies [2], and appropri-
ate and adapt many different already existing and possibly
familiar technologies. While all of them carry their own pol-
itics, such a balancing-out approach could make it easier
to complement, counter-act, or replace aspects or features
of technologies that do not align with an organisation’s pol-
itics. Second, it needs a stronger engaged pedagogy in
the sense of Freire [9] that allows communities to develop
their own skills and resources to use, critique, design, and
appropriate technologies for their purposes. As no technol-
ogy is value-neutral, people need to develop the skills to
recognise the politics designed into them. Third, I see an
important role for universities as civic institutions to create
persistent collaboration and support infrastructures with the
communities and geographic areas they are located in to
prevent technologies to be ‘given’ to communities, without
any support to run, maintain, repair, or change them.
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