
Advancing Urban Food System 
Change in Munich –  

from Grassroots Initiatives to 
Regime Resistance? 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Munich (retreiver from Secret München, 2024) 

 

 

 

Master’s Thesis for Environment and Society Studies 

Nijmegen School of Management 

Radboud University 

07/2025 

Leonie Y. Lösel 

  



2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

„Our vision is a fair and sustainable food system  

that feeds everyone on Earth in a healthy way – 

without destroying the planet”  

 

Christine Kugler, RKU 

(“Rathaus Umschau,” 2022, p. 6) 
 



3 

Colophon 

 

Title: Advancing Urban Food System Change in Munich – from Grassroots Initiatives 

to Regime Resistance? 

 

Course: Master’s Thesis (MAN-MTHESS) 

Date of submission: 07/2025 

Word Count: 23,177 

Page Count: 42 

Version: Final version 

 

Student 

Author: Leonie Y. Lösel 

Student number: s1086946 

Education program: MSc Environment and Society Studies 

Specialisation: Local Environmental Change and Sustainable Cities 

 

Educational Institute 

Radboud University Nijmegen 

Supervisor: Dr. Adam Calo 

Second Reade: Dr. Sander Chan  

 

  



4 

Table of Contents 

Colophon .................................................................................................................................................................. 3 

Table of Contents.................................................................................................................................................. 4 

1 Introduction ................................................................................................................................................ 6 

1.1 Research aim and questions on top-down resistance ..................................................... 8 

2 Literature Review ...................................................................................................................................10 

2.1 From Harmful towards Circular Urban Food Systems with Multi-Level 

Governance .....................................................................................................................................11 

2.2 The Urban Level: Civil Society Innovation and FPCs facing Power Relations .....16 

2.3 Introducing the Case Study Area: Munich and the MER ..............................................20 

3 Theoretical framework – regime resistance to niche implementation ............................22 

4 Methods: Document Analysis and Semi-Structured Interviews .........................................27 

4.1 Research design, data collection and data analysis........................................................27 

4.2 Research Philosophy ...................................................................................................................29 

4.3 Validity and reliability ................................................................................................................29 

5 Findings and Analysis of Bottom-Up Demands & Municipal Responses .........................30 

5.1 Analysis of bottom-up demands in the MER’s strategy paper ...................................30 

5.2 Analysis of Munich’s municipal approaches and strategy towards sustainable 

urban food systems .....................................................................................................................33 

5.3 Overlaps and discrepancies of the bottom-up proposals and the top-down 

approach ..........................................................................................................................................35 

6 Discussion ..................................................................................................................................................41 

7 Conclusion .................................................................................................................................................47 

References .............................................................................................................................................................49 

 

  



5 

List of Figures, Tables, and Abbreviations 

 Figures 

Figure 1: Munich (retreiver from Secret München, 2024) ............................................. 1 
Figure 2 Based on Geels (2014), with own addition of Regime Resistance. ............... 26 
Figure 3: Visual representation of the different sections of the MER strategy. Own 

image (coded and designed in Atlas.ti ........................................................................ 32 
 

 Tables 

Table 1: Own summary table of action fields of the MER (MER, 2020, 2024b) .......... 31 
Table 2: Codes created on Atlas.ti., related to food, nutrition & waste management in 

the sustainability report of Munich (LHM & RKU, 2022).............................................. 38 
 

Abbreviations 

AMW   Abfallwirtschaftsbetrieb München 

Waste Management Munich 

 

BMEL  Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft 

German Federal Ministry for Food and Agriculture 

 

CCRI  Circular Cities and Regions Initiative 

 

CE  Circular Economy 

 

CEAP  Circular Economy Action Plan 

 

CEKS  Circular Economy Koordinationsstelle 

Circular Economy Coordination Unit 

 

EGD  European Green Deal 

 

EU  European Union 

 

F2F  Farm to Fork Strategy 

 

FPC  Food Policy Council 

 

GHG  Greenhouse gas (emissions) 

 

MLP  Multi-Level Perspective 

 

OoHC  Out-of-Home Catering 

 

RKU  Referat für Klima- und Umweltschutz 

Department for Climate and Environmental Protection



6 

Urban Food System Transformation – Collaborative Food Governance – Food Policy 

Councils – Regime Resistance  

1 Introduction 

The transition to a sustainable and circular systems is one of the most pressing 

challenges of the 21st century, as environmental degradation, social inequities, and resource 

depletion intensify (Lüth, 2023). Food systems – deeply entangled with land use, emissions, 

labour, and health – are central to these global crises. In this context, urban environments 

have become focal points for sustainability transitions (Arjun Singhal et al., 2015; Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation, 2023c). But despite growing international, national, and local efforts, 

top-down interventions often remain slow and fragmented in their implementation due to 

structural complexities and political inertia (Lüth, 2023). In this sense, civil society initiatives 

are gaining traction and are increasingly becoming significant drivers of grassroots 

experimentation, while showing value-driven alternatives (Frantzeskaki et al., 2016). 

Nonetheless, their impact on formal decision-making remains limited (Nikravech et al., 

2020). While bottom-up approaches address circularity and sustainability, their proposals are 

relevant but do not directly translate into policy (Gernert et al., 2018; Nikravech et al., 2020). 

As intermediary institutions, Food Policy Councils (FPCs) intercommunicate between 

municipal authorities and civil society actors, facilitating policy dialogue and strategic co-

development (Bassarab et al., 2019). Still, also this entity can face top-down resistance to 

their proposals (Boer et al., 2023). 

This thesis explores the experienced challenges by analysing the interactions between 

Munich’s FPC and municipal institutions. It focuses on the barriers that bottom-up actors 

face when their proposals meet formal political structures. By examining this friction, the 

research engages with broader theoretical debates around governance and transformation. 

Specifically, it draws on the Multi-Level Perspective (MLP), which conceptualises transitions 

as processes unfolding across interacting levels – niche innovations, socio-technical 

regimes, and broader landscapes (Geels, 2014). Resistance from dominant regimes, 

understood through Geels’ typology of power (instrumental, discursive, material, and 

institutional) (Geels, 2014), offers an approach to explain why promising innovations are 

slowed, reframed, or sidelined. 

As with further growing numbers, cities not only currently are, but also will 

prospectively be the biggest consumers of resources. They concentrate populations, 

resources, consumption, and waste which makes them interesting hotspots for transition 

studies, holding great opportunities for achieving change (Arjun Singhal & Lipinski, 2015). 

City governments and businesses have the opportunity to manage the high amounts of food 

that enter the urban areas, influencing the types, the origin and the generation of food 

products and at the same time how this food is further processed inside of the city (Arjun 

Singhal & Lipinski, 2015; Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2023c). Among the key environmental 

and social issues within urban systems is the need to reconfigure how food is produced, 

distributed, and consumed. Circularity has emerged as a promising framework to address 

these challenges, aiming to reduce waste, increase resilience, and regenerate ecological 

systems (Herrador et al., 2022). With for instance food waste being a significant contributor 

to greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and resource depletion, addressing its reduction is both 

urgent and impactful (Fattibene et al., 2020). While food waste reduction is just one element 

of a broader sustainability agenda, it illustrates the practical relevance of circular economy 
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principles and gives an insight into the difficulties of turning systemic concepts into 

actionable strategies (Fattibene et al., 2020). 

Efforts to approach fundamental changes in patterns (Mäkitie et al., 2023) include the 

need for a shift in values and consumption behaviour from society (Adloff et al., 2019). So, 

scientific interest in the potential of these civil society movements in contributing to social 

change and sustainability transformations has been growing (Burcin Hatipoglu, 2023; Köhler 

et al., 2017; Recanati et al., 2019). Civil society organisations offer bottom-up approaches 

that directly engage communities, promote behavioural change, and explore new 

governance models (Gernert et al., 2018). Their ideas are innovative and can often be 

piloted easier in an experimental manner, as the niches are not yet bound to extensive 

regulatory settings (Gernert et al., 2018). Thus, these initiatives can function as early agents 

of change – addressing areas where top-down strategies stall – and may inspire larger 

structural reforms (Graf Strachwitz, 2021).  

However, despite their growing visibility, these bottom-up efforts often encounter 

barriers connected to their limited ability to influence policy, which creates challenges for 

them (Gernert et al., 2018; Nikravech et al., 2020). One emerging governance mechanism 

seeking to bridge this divide are the FPCs. They can represent civil society’s proposals 

towards municipal governments, support their voice, and give guidance on food democracy 

to governments, bridging the gap between civil society and municipal actors (Bassarab et al., 

2019). FPCs can be denominated “innovative governance instruments” (Boer et al., 2023, 

p. 1). However, research on factors determining FPC’s actual impact is still scarce (Boer et 

al., 2023), increasing this research’s scientifical relevance. Often grounded in principles of 

food democracy (Michel et al., 2022), they advocate for more inclusive and locally 

responsive urban food policies. This highlights the importance of involving and empowering 

citizens’ participation and influence in food system transformations (Bassarab et al., 2019).  

Nonetheless, FPCs operate in complex institutional settings. The complexity of the 

multi-actor involvement can lead to “tensions and potential trade-offs” (Boer et al., 2023, 

p. 1). This can lead to obstacles on the FPC’s side, when interacting with the corresponding 

government, ranging from limited authority to structural power imbalances (Boer et al., 

2023). Their capacity to shape policy depends not only on the quality of their proposals but 

also on the openness of municipal regimes to absorb and implement bottom-up ideas (Boer 

et al., 2023). Subsequently, some of their democratic proposals gain traction while others 

are disregarded. Further examination of the barriers encountered by the FPC in its role as an 

intermediary between civil society and governance structures represents a critical area for 

deeper exploration within scholarly research on urban sustainability transitions (Gernert et 

al., 2018; Köhler et al., 2017). 

Munich provides a compelling case study. As one of the pioneering German cities it 

combines bigger ambitions on sustainability goals and circular development with a vibrant 

landscape of civil society activity (Langer et al., 2021). The city has adopted different 

environmental targets and initiated programs, e.g. showing municipal commitments to 

regional and organic food sourcing, such as “Bio-City Munich” (Biostadt München) (LHM, 

2021a). In parallel, many societal grassroots initiatives appear in and around the city that 

engage with the topic of food and circularity in different forms (MIN, 2024b). Additionally, the 

local FPC, the MER (Münchner Ernährungsrat) actively seeks to translate these into policy 

(MER, 2024b). Overall, this makes Munich an interesting city to explore as a case study. 

However, even in this seemingly favourable context, tensions remain. Bottom-up proposals 

are not always heard or integrated, raising questions about institutional receptivity and the 

inclusiveness of participatory governance. By investigating these dynamics with the lens of 
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regime resistance, this research aims to support a better understanding of current 

happenings and developments in and around the city. Furthermore, it contributes to 

understanding how FPCs and civil society can help co-steer urban sustainability transitions, 

while also uncovering the limits imposed by entrenched regimes. Without ignoring the actual 

power imbalance between governments and individuals in steering a bigger change 

(Avelino, 2017; Rossi et al., 2019), civil society initiatives in the city can guide new 

directions, nudge an overarching societal shift, have influence on cultural values and raise 

awareness; and subsequently support an adapted redesign of policies (Köhler et al., 2017). 

Thus, understanding the FPC’s encountered barriers towards bottom-up circular and 

sustainable food initiatives in the city, with its potential positive repercussions, is a relevant 

asset for a successful and accelerated approximation of internationally set climate goals and 

can further contribute to a socially relevant and necessary change (Caron et al., 2018). It 

highlights the potential of local-scale interventions to align with national and global 

sustainability targets (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2023b; Lüth, 2023), leading to the 

development of more tailored food strategies whilst encouraging a macrosocial approach 

through the active fostering of better social incorporation and participation. Therefore, the 

lessons from Munich offer valuable reference points for other European cities seeking to 

build participatory, sustainable food systems. A deeper grasp of where and why resistance 

emerges can help both policymakers and grassroots actors design more effective 

collaborations and accelerate the transformation toward sustainable urban governance. 

The findings suggest that while there is increasing rhetorical support for civic 

participation, structural and discursive barriers persist – often resulting in proposals from civil 

society being sidelined or only partially adopted. This research highlights the need for 

stronger mechanisms of inclusion and institutional openness to bottom-up contributions. By 

shedding light on the dynamics between civil society and urban governance, it offers 

practical insights for improving participatory food policy and advancing sustainable 

transitions in urban contexts, particularly in Munich. The social impact of this research can 

enhance key scientific debates and encourage society to further engage in bottom-up 

agendas on food system change. 

1.1 Research aim and questions on top-down resistance 

The aim of this research is to understand the overlap and gaps between civil society 

policy proposals and municipal action in the context of urban food system transformation. As 

cities in general are striving to implement more sustainable and circular practices within their 

food systems, around the world FPCs have been emerging as critical, forwarding entities, 

that bridge grassroots initiatives and governmental structures (Gupta, 2025). However, their 

relationship is often complex, steered by power dynamics, and framed by institutional 

barriers such as different ideas on sustainability commitments (Michel et al., 2022). These 

tensions can be understood through the lens of regime resistance (Geels, 2014), which 

highlights how incumbent actors – such as municipal institutions – may resist transformative 

change by using discursive, instrumental, material, or institutional forms of power to maintain 

the status quo. 

By focusing on Munich as a case study, this research aims to provide an example to 

enhance understanding of the broader implications for urban food governance in other 

European cities – particularly with respect to the challenges of integrating bottom-up 

proposals into formal municipal frameworks, categorised in the forms of regime resistance, 
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which they may encounter (Geels, 2014) and the challenges of integrating proposals from 

the bottom-up into formal policy frameworks. Civil society initiatives reflect the values and 

directions parts of society aspire to evolve towards, and as such, their involvement can 

significantly increase the legitimacy and societal acceptance of sustainability transitions 

(Gernert et al., 2018; Köhler et al., 2017). However, despite their potential, grassroots 

organisations often lack the structural power to directly influence policymaking. In this 

context, FPCs emerge as crucial intermediaries: by representing civil society’s demands and 

translating them into policy-relevant formats, they can act as catalysts for food system 

reform. Particularly when they succeed in overcoming institutional resistance and navigating 

entrenched regime interests (Bassarab et al., 2019).  

These challenges lead to the objective of this research, to identify the factors that 

enable or hinder the translation of the FPCs proposals into municipal policy, with a focus on 

their experienced resistance mechanisms. Regime actors – often embedded in established 

policy, economic, and governance structures – can exercise power to resist change and 

preserve the status quo, as contextualised by Geels (2014). Looking into the concept of 

power dynamics gives valuable insight into how institutional and structural relations shape 

the FPC’s ability to contribute to a food system transformation. With the recognised influence 

bottom-up initiatives can have, the interaction between the FPC and municipal policies has 

potential to strongly impact the city’s progress towards a sustainable, circular food system 

and beyond (Gupta, 2025). 

A deeper understanding of how urban food governance can better incorporate civil 

society perspectives through governance mechanisms like the FPC can support a transition 

to more sustainable, circular urban food systems (Gupta et al., 2018). By assessing 

Munich’s experience, these insights will not only shed light on the barriers to effective policy 

translation but also provide ideas for municipal actors on how to empower FPCs and similar 

entities in fostering a collaborative approach to more sustainable and resilient food systems. 

Analysing the commonalities and divergences from bottom-up demands to final policy 

development leads to asking: 

Why do some bottom-up proposals advancing food system change and represented 

by the MER, get taken up on by the municipality and others do not? 

1) Do the goals of the MER on food system change align with the goals of the 

municipality? 

2) How can non-accordance (of bottom-up proposals and top-down 

implementation) be explained? 

3) Do the municipal authorities apply any of the instrumental, discursive, material 

and institutional forms of resistance against these proposals of the MER? 

 

By answering these questions, we learn about how urban governance structures 

respond to bottom-up efforts on food system reform. This sheds light on which types of 

proposals are more likely to gain political traction and why others are overlooked. More 

specifically, we gain insights into whether municipal goals and civil society proposals are 

aligned, and how misalignments can be explained. By applying Geels’ (2014) framework of 

regime resistance, we also identify how different forms of resistance (e.g. instrumental, 

discursive, material, and institutional) are exercised, whether intentionally or structurally. 

This understanding contributes to the broader knowledge of transition governance and offers 



10 

practical implications for improving cooperation between civic actors and local governments, 

ultimately supporting more effective pathways toward sustainable urban food systems. 

2 Literature Review 

This chapter reviews the existing academic and policy literature on sustainable food 

system transformations, the role of bottom-up initiatives connected to FPCs in urban food 

governance, and the concept of regime resistance, in order to establish the theoretical and 

empirical foundation for the analysis of Munich’s food policy landscape. 

As the environmental and social consequences of the current global food system 

become increasingly evident, the need for a systemic transformation toward more 

sustainable and circular practices is widely acknowledged (Lüth, 2023; World Food 

Programme, 2024). While food systems have the potential to contribute to sustainable 

futures across ecological, social, and economic dimensions, their current configuration – e.g. 

with the high levels of food loss and waste – continues to generate considerable strain on 

planetary resources (Arjun Singhal & Lipinski, 2015). So, a food system transformation is a 

critical component in addressing today's intertwined environmental, social, and economic 

challenges. As global populations grow and demands on natural resources intensify, the 

additional amount of pressure on the environment increases the need for sustainable 

management, to keep overall food and nutrition security ensured in the long run (Lüth, 

2023). 

Urban food policy, as e.g. for circular food systems, which aim to reduce waste and 

reintegrate resources into the value chain, requires coordination across public, private, and 

civic actors (Herrador et al., 2022; Prové et al., 2019). In this context, cities emerge as key 

leverage points. With their dense networks of resources, infrastructure, and active civil 

societies, they are uniquely positioned to drive transitions towards circularity and sustainable 

food practices (Prové et al., 2019). Yet, top-down policy approaches have often proven 

insufficiently responsive or flexible when faced with the complexity and urgency of food 

system transformation (Boer et al., 2023). This has prompted a growing interest in the role of 

civil society initiatives, especially grassroots actors, in driving change from the bottom-up 

(Caron et al., 2018; Collacott, 2023). However, the integration of such bottom-up proposals 

into formal urban governance structures frequently encounters friction, raising questions 

about institutional openness and political will. FPCs have emerged as key actors in bridging 

the gap between civil society and municipal governance, aiming to support the integration of 

grassroots initiatives into formal policy frameworks (ANR Blogs, 2025; Boer et al., 2023). 

However, their success is often constrained. This chapter dives into what role power 

dynamics and “regime resistance” (Geels, 2014, p. 28 et sqq.) play in bottom-up 

intermediation, to approach sub-question 2) how can non-accordance (of bottom-up 

proposals and top-down implementation) be explained?, and synthesizes existing research 

on urban food governance, circular food systems, and the role of FPCs, situating this study 

within the broader discourse of sustainability transitions. 

With Munich, in Germany, showing exemplary characteristics for becoming a circular 

city and many civil society initiatives appearing in the city (Erb, 2023; European Commission, 

2023a, 2024a), this is the geographical area picked for this case study. It becomes 

interesting to assess their interaction points with the municipality through the FPC as bottom-

up representative. To better understand this interface, this chapter introduces regime 

resistance (Geels, 2014) as a central analytical lens. Rooted in the MLP on sustainability 
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transitions, the concept highlights how entrenched systems of rules, routines, and vested 

interests can hinder or slow transformative processes – even when proposals originate from 

socially legitimate and innovative actors. These dynamics become interesting in urban food 

system transformation, where local ambitions toward sustainability intersect with an active 

and organized civil society. The MER serves as an intermediary actor attempting to bridge 

civil society and the local government, yet might face structural, institutional, and discursive 

resistance in its efforts to promote systemic change. 

2.1 From Harmful towards Circular Urban Food Systems with 

Multi-Level Governance 

A new era has started with industrialisation. The so-called “Anthropocene” is 

characterised by human activities, which have brought a number of negative repercussions 

to the planet (Canavan et al., 2017). There are planetary boundaries that if transgressed, 

risk losing the stability of the Earth’s ecosystem (D. Gerten et al., 2020; Mongabay 

Environmental News, 2022). Whilst the Earth’s system is to be observed as a whole, a 

definition of different subcategories, the interconnected planetary boundaries, provides the 

possibility for scientific understanding “of (the) anthropogenic global environmental impacts” 

(Richardson et al., 2023). By 2023 (Stockholm Resilience Centre, 2023), six out of the nine 

defined boundaries have already been surpassed, making sustainability approaches more 

indispensable than ever (Canavan et al., 2017; Richardson et al., 2023). The defined 

boundaries are namely biogeochemical flows, freshwater, biosphere integrity, novel entities, 

climate change and land system change (Richardson et al., 2023). The latter refers to the 

area of forested land on Earth and how human handling has exceeded the limits through 

agricultural handling and land use, already from the 1980s on (Mongabay Environmental 

News, 2022). But also other planetary boundaries, like the first three mentioned, are affected 

by the present global agriculture (D. Gerten et al., 2020).  

Looking at the entire food system, ranging from land use, to storage, transport, 

packaging, processing, retail, consumption and disposal (Braun et al., 2023; European 

Parliament Research Service, 2023), almost half of the produced food (48.6%) is grown 

under circumstances that harm planetary boundaries (Dieter Gerten et al., 2020), and more 

than one third of the produced food is going to waste (Collacott, 2023; Safdie, 2024; World 

Food Programme, 2024), accounting for an overall energy expenditure (from food loss and 

waste) of 38%. About one third (21-37%) of the GHG emissions are caused by the agri-food 

system (Braun et al., 2023; European Parliament Research Service, 2023). Out of this, 

agricultural production takes up about 60% of the GHG emissions (including indirect land 

use change even 80%) (Braun et al., 2023, p. 521). This energy is needed for the whole 

value-added-process (Nations, 2024a): Which also includes depletion of all other resources 

involved in the process, such as water, land, energy or labour. This not only showcases the 

problem with harmful food systems and reasons for the need of a transition. But it also 

shows the agri-food systems’ relevance for a sustainable development, directly being 

interconnected to the environment and simultaneously inevitably and primarily relying on a 

healthy Earth (Canavan et al., 2017). 

In summary, of the overall produced food, with 14%, an impressive amount is lost in 

the phase from harvest to retail, not ever reaching a plate (Nations, 2024a). With around 

17% of food waste, an even bigger amount gets trashed at the consumer end of the chain 

(Nations, 2024a, 2024b). Most of the food waste occurring in private households (11%), 5% 

in food service, and 2% in retail (Nations, 2024a). Thus, urban areas with their citizens 
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appear as indispensable supporters in this transformation, yet their efforts must be matched 

with coordinated political action to enable lasting structural change (Frantzeskaki et al., 

2016; Gernert et al., 2018). 

With further growing numbers of the population, global challenges and resource 

scarcity on the planet, food systems can but also need to take on a key role in supporting the 

transition towards a more sustainable presence (Canavan et al., 2017). Over the last 

decades, the world has increasingly recognised the urgency for a different approach. 

Nowadays sustainability transitions or sustainability transformations (terms equally employed 

in this research) portray an extensively shared normative concept in science and policy (El 

Bilali et al., 2018). But the blurred terminology and definition in the field around sustainability 

further illustrates the complexity to define future scenarios and the multiple layers for 

transformations (El Bilali, 2019b).  

Throughout history food systems have never been in a static mode and have 

undergone many transitions on a global level (Dengerink, Steenhuijsen, et al., 2022; 

Wageningen University & Research, 2022). As the goal for instance used to be to increase 

food productivity; changes would oftentimes be powered by technical innovations, such as 

the mechanisation or robotisation of processes (Dengerink, Steenhuijsen, et al., 2022; 

Wageningen University & Research, 2022). Since the 1960s, food availability per person has 

remarkably increased (Caron et al., 2018). Interestingly, the global food crisis 2007/2008 

was not about the amounts of food available but rather based on inequalities regarding the 

accessibility of foods and dissimilar power relations (Caron et al., 2018). Nowadays, 

difficulties still reflect in the fact that even though a higher number of people is overweight, 

simultaneously almost 800 million people suffer from malnourishment (Metabolic, 2017). 

Regardless of sufficient food being available on the planet (World Food Programme, 2024),  

making further analyses of power dissimilarities relevant.  

The unequal repartition of foods across the world, an overconsumption especially in 

the Global North connected to disproportionally high amounts of food waste, calls for 

coordinated change, good governance for food on a scale, and diligence on food 

consumption stays relevant (El Bilali, 2019b; Köhler et al., 2017; Prové et al., 2019). But 

certain processes involved here cannot easily be decarbonized, especially in the agricultural 

sector, such as soil management, ruminant’s digestions, or fertiliser management. 

Nonetheless, apart from (Braun et al.), who see “political and economic measures” as most 

effective in this case, not having to wait “for new technologies or behaviour changes” (Braun 

et al., 2023, p. 521). With the high consumption of animal products, Tietz (2024), on the 

other hand, highlights further mitigation measures as indispensable for the food system to 

stay in the planetary boundaries and achieve the planned SDGs. This involves change 

towards higher awareness on behalf of society and a predominantly plant-based 

alimentation (Tietz, 2024). Both authors agree on the need for joint interventions on the 

production and consumption side (Braun et al., 2023; Tietz, 2024). 

According to D. Gerten et al. (2020), sustainable strategies can positively contribute to 

reducing the earlier on mentioned harms, thus to keeping planetary boundaries in line. So 

“food waste reduction measures are urgently needed” (Fesenfeld et al., 2022, p. 227) and 

tailored “investments in technologies, infrastructure, education and monitoring” (United 

Nations, 2023) support the needed reduction. There are policies supporting the decoupling 

of economic growth from resource use that are very relevant (Hennicke et al., 2014; United 

Nations, 2023) and “a supporting governance structure (is) needed to implement decoupling 

in real markets” (Hennicke & Khosta, 2014, p. 5). But due to the introduced complexity of the 

food system, further barriers exist and need to be addressed on an individual basis 
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(depending on consumption patterns, economic development stages, etc.) (Hennicke 

& Khosta, 2014). Looking at supportive policy frames for sustainable development for food, 

shows the recognizable shift towards local action for global impact which leads to the focus 

on municipalities and bottom-ups in this thesis. Yet, the realization of this potential does not 

come without obstacles. The role of civil society – while acknowledged as crucial – often 

clashes with formal governance structures that are slow or hesitant to integrate 

transformative proposals into existing policy frameworks (Frantzeskaki et al., 2016; Gernert 

et al., 2018). 

Circularity presents one of the promising conceptual pathways toward more 

sustainable urban food systems (van Zanten et al., 2023). As the European Union and many 

member countries have developed strategies for a transition towards a more resource 

friendly economical approach, the Circular Economy (CE) is one alternative concept to the 

conventional linear system (van Zanten et al., 2023). Also internationally and outside of 

Europe, like in China, Japan or Korea (Herrador et al., 2022), the concept of CE has gained 

importance and recognition, taken as a guidance framework in urban good governance. The 

CE is a central point of discussion, also in Munich (Langer & Koop, 2021), and in connection 

to the later on introduced bottom-up strategy paper by the MER (MER, 2024b), circularity for 

food for a sustainable development plays a central role (chapter 5.1). Concepts like this 

might offer a joint avenue through which civil society initiatives can be better integrated into 

municipal policy frameworks. 

Providing a system solutions framework, Within the concept’s scope it aims to 

decouple the use of finite resources from economic activities and is attributed to having high 

potential in tackling global challenges. It can slow down overall resource extraction and 

consumption by outdesigning waste, increasing efficiency of the materials in use through a 

closed-loop system whilst supporting the regeneration of natural systems (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation et al., 2019). Circularity is associated to the possibility of reducing or even 

reversing the impact on the currently exceeded planetary boundaries (Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, 2023a), which is why it is a recent and prevailing concept, from international to 

national level (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2022). Its appliance results in a multitude of 

advantages, inter alia improved local biodiversity which then leads to more resilient farms 

and adhering surroundings (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2022). Implementing CE for food 

could cause a high reduction of GHG emissions until 2050 (4.3 billion tonnes CO2 

equivalents), resulting in huge benefits for the environment, society and the economy: 

recovering biodiversity, better health, and economic benefits for the cities through the 

making-use of food-by-products (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2019). With the overarching 

objective of the CE for production and consumption, the three following main ambitions are 

followed: “(1) source food grown regeneratively, and locally where appropriate; (2) make the 

most of food (use by-products more effectively, prevent waste); (3) design and market 

healthier food” (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2019). Whilst also including social values and 

needs in the process, as the approach puts human prosperity cohesively with urban 

development at the central focus (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2019). This is why also 

Munich puts high emphasis on this approach, and it can offer a potential point for 

convergence between municipal goals and civil society approaches. 

For regulating cross-scale collaboration, policies are seen as powerful instrument 

(Fesenfeld et al., 2022; Hennicke & Khosta, 2014; Shen et al., 2023). But as demands on 

food are predicted to further increase (van Dijk et al., 2021), the local level and civil society 

have been gaining public and political attention in actively contributing to a transition (Köhler 

et al., 2017). In municipalities, civil society movements are increasingly attributed to having a 
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strong position for encouraging public support on top-down political measures (Fesenfeld et 

al., 2022) and there is a commensurate amount of influence on food system change that the 

societal sphere can have (Köhler et al., 2017). While incorporating further topics like food 

security and social justice which contribute to a bigger sustainability transformation reflected 

in internationally set sustainability goals (Caron et al., 2018; D. Gerten et al., 2020). In 

chapter 2.2 I am going to elaborate on societal movements’ relevance for cross-scale 

collaboration and governance. 

So far, food systems are complex, globally interconnected systems, crossing levels 

and functions, whilst being influenced by factors of the economy, politics, technology, 

environment and society – further based on culture, norms, and individuals’ routines (Caron 

et al., 2018; Chrysafi et al., 2022; European Environment Agency, 2022; Gernert et al., 

2018). Thus, a transformation of the global food system itself, as a holistic process, needs to 

implement structural changes in the production and the consumption processes, including 

changes in how we think about and manage food (Elzen et al., 2017; Onwezen et al., 2019). 

Originally, the international level has been the most relied on systems level for 

coordination and governance (Dengerink, Steenhuijsen, et al., 2022; Dengerink, 

Steenhuijsen Piters, et al., 2022; Fattibene et al., 2020). But the intertwined, cross-sectoral, -

actor and multilevel nature of this process came with the awakening that current 

management and policies in place are no longer fit for addressing the wide-reaching and 

cross-linked challenges of sustainable development (Scoones et al., 2020). With regards to 

the specific regional differences, the complexity of the process and its interdependencies, 

increasingly also the regional and local scale play a key role for taking action and developing 

strategies for transformations (FAO, 2015; Fattibene et al., 2020; Sonnino, 2022; UN, 2023). 

Frameworks for understanding and conceptualising transitions towards a more sustainable 

state have increased and the research field has extended empirically, geographically and 

thematically (Köhler et al., 2017). Especially since 2010, after the first publication of a 

research agenda on sustainability transitions (University of Gloucestershire, 2023), the focus 

area has widened; and from another strong focus area on electricity and transport (Köhler et 

al., 2017), also expanded towards the agri-food field, including emphasis on governance 

approaches in rural and urban areas (El Bilali, 2019b; El Bilali & Allahyari, 2018; Elzen et al., 

2017; Maye et al., 2017; Spaargaren et al., 2013), being mainly relevant for this research. 

Nonetheless, in relation to the great relevance the agri-food system has for the overall 

system, its big impact on the climate but simultaneous dependency on a healthy 

environment, according to Braun et al. (2023), the attention given in climate-related political 

debates to date could be higher.  

To contextualize the research questions with a transformation towards sustainable 

urban food systems, this literature review draws on key insights from sustainability transition 

research and examines the political framework across international, national, and regional 

levels. These governance layers provide the external conditions and regulatory landscape 

shaping urban food systems. Before narrowing the focus to the local scale, the following 

section shortly introduces relevant political contexts, connected to sustainable system 

change. The overview of the political landscape will support an approach towards the overall 

understanding of why some bottom-up proposals gain traction while others get dismissed. 

The growing international interest for the field (sustainability transitions) reflects in 

many global meetings and international dialogues (e.g., the Climate Change COP26, the UN 

Food Systems Summits (UNFSS)), leading to international agreements (such as the 

Nutrition for Growth (N4G)), and new policies (Common Agricultural Policy, CAP) (European 

Commission, 2023c; Köhler et al., 2017). On an international level, the 17 Sustainable 
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Development Goals (SDGs), between others also the fields of sustainable agriculture and 

food, sustainable cities and communities constitute relevant sectors for transformation 

(Collacott, 2023). With the SDGs transformations in different fields are being addressed. In 

relation to the topics relevant for this research, some of the SDGs directly or indirectly 

address food consumption and production. SDG number 2 focuses on ending hunger, 

attaining food security and improving nutrition whilst promoting sustainable agriculture 

(Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2024). Goal 12 includes the aim of achieving a 

global sustainable food system and halving worldwide food waste by 2030; at the beginning 

of the production chain as well as in the retail and consumer sector (UN, 2015). For 

consumption patterns in general, the approach is prevention, reduction, recycling and reuse 

(UN, 2015). So through the availability of nutritious and healthy foods a food system that 

enables all people to benefit from healthy and nutritious food, whilst mitigating climate 

change, is targeted (Caron et al., 2018; United Nations Sustainable Development, 2023). 

The “SDG Report: Special edition” (United Nations, 2023), published in 2023, reveals 

the progress towards the goals for 2030. It clearly states that for goal 12 (responsible 

consumption and production) reporting on sustainable consumption has reduced over the 

last years, but especially recovering from the COVID pandemic both, responsible 

consumption and production are very crucial to contributing to the SDGs. One of the UN-

Habitat programmes, “Waste Wise Cities'' addresses the waste management crisis. 

Recognizing the possibility of tackling the waste problem through seeing it as a resource, 

one of the key principles for improving the management in cities towards a more sustainable 

direction is about the promotion of a CE (UN Habitat, 2024). Offering an alternative approach 

to the conventional linear handling and the outdesign of waste, many strategies rely on 

circularity as the pillar of food waste reduction in waste management (van Zanten et al., 

2023). 

On a European level, a sustainable food system transformation is at the heart of the 

European Green Deal (EGD), mainly represented within the Farm-to-Fork Strategy (F2F) but 

also the Biodiversity Strategy is relevant in this sense, addressing the protection of nature 

and the reversal of ecosystem degradation (European Commission, 2023d). The EGD 

follows efforts to achieve a healthy planet and climate neutrality for the European Union by 

2050, with zero pollution, biodiversity and CE targets. So, one of the main pillars of the EGD 

is the Circular Economy Action Plan (CEAP), published by the European Commission. 

Circularity approaches along the whole value chain of products are being addressed, with a 

specific claim on food waste reduction (European Commission, 2023b; Frantzeskaki et al., 

2016). This specific claim shall be implemented through the F2F (European Commission, 

2024c). The F2F has an encompassing point of view which also acknowledges a relation 

between society and the planet whilst addressing the challenges of sustainable food 

systems (European Commission, 2023d). 

Across Europe, cities have been collaborating and building networks – such as the 

EUROCITIES Working Group on food waste (Eurocities, 2021) – to share their best 

practices and lessons learned. Also, the European Eunion (EU) supports cities’ aspirations 

towards more sustainability through different programs. For instance, and in relation to 

circularity, as part of the EU’s CEAP and therefore aligned with the goals of the EGD, a 

Circular Cities and Regions Initiative (CCRI) has been launched in early 2022 (European 

Commission, 2024b). For the realisation of this initiative different cities, regions and 

territories have been chosen, with 12 pilots and 25 fellows (European Commission, 2023a). 

Pilots for the CCRI have been chosen due to their “high circularity potential” (European 

Commission, 2023a); fellows in comparison are in different stages of the CE implementation. 
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The CCRI aims to support different stakeholders through knowledge sharing and financial 

support on a regional and local level across the EU. This is relevant because the city 

researched on in this thesis is Munich, the only German pilot city chosen for the EU initiative. 

Also on a national level, many countries are making huge efforts to progress and 

strengthening their national targets in regards to sustainability goals for 2030 or 2050 

(Burton et al., 2023). Countries prioritisation can be seen in their “national and sub-national 

laws, policies and programming”, as in actions like “voluntary progress reports on food 

system transformation” (United Nations Sustainable Development, 2023) and countries are 

working and being supported on developing strategies on food waste reduction (Shen et al., 

2023). In Germany, there is food-related national strategies such as the strategy to combat 

food waste (Nationale Strategie zur Reduzierung der Lebensmittelverschwendung) from 

February 2019, presented by the Federal Ministry for food and agriculture 

(Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft, BMEL). It follows the goal of 

eliminating half of the produced food waste by 2030 (BMEL, 2019, 2022, 2024b). Also here, 

a striking element is that from the 11 million tons of annual food waste, most of it results in 

private households (BMEL, 2019): 59% (6,5 million tons) and 78 kilograms of food waste per 

capita and year (BMEL, 2024b). Halving this amount would save 6 million tons of CO2 

equivalents of GHG emissions (BMEL, 2019). Private household and therefore individual 

consumers can be accounted for one of the biggest causers of food waste and main 

challenges for food waste reduction, thus carrying part of the responsibility and referring 

back to the relevance of city environments.  

Policies stay a main pillar for solutions addressing a coordinated food system change 

(hereto related inequalities, sustainable practices, food security, food waste and loss 

reduction etc.). With growing numbers of population in cities, municipal governments are 

increasingly expanding solutions to food related issues on the local level, growing as 

innovators in this regard (Sonnino, 2022). Nonetheless, approaching the year 2030, 

simultaneously progress towards the envisaged sustainability transformation is in need of 

further acceleration (Sokolova, 2023). At the same time there is recognition for a holistic 

approach which also implies different levels of governance in this multi-actor and cross-

scaled process, including the relevance of civil society movements (Köhler et al., 2017). 

Integrating bottom-up efforts could add valuable input on bridging the gap, needed for an 

acceleration towards food system change. 

2.2 The Urban Level: Civil Society Innovation and FPCs facing 

Power Relations 

Building on the increasingly important role of cities for food system transitions, this 

chapter turns attention to the actors driving urban grassroots innovation, with a focus on civil 

society initiatives and FPCs – key players navigating the power dynamics between local 

activism and formal governance structures. As of more recently, the regional and municipal 

context has been on the rise for transformational management (European Commission, 

2023b; Gernert et al., 2018), cities have proven to be essential players for tackling the food-

related problems. And more recent studies (Fattibene et al., 2020; Gil et al., 2019; Sonnino, 

2022) emphasise this scale’s importance for achieving most (meaning two thirds) of the 

SDGs. So worldwide different strategies and tools for achieving more resilient and 

sustainable regional and urban environments have been growing (Collacott, 2023; Fattibene 

et al., 2020; Gil et al., 2019). Still, the question on the level of integration of bottom-up efforts 

stays questionable. As outlined above, the scale for management used to be international, 
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even though cities have also been introducing new forms of governance and institutional 

settings, including the shaping of local food systems (Fattibene et al., 2020) – 

decentralisation of food governance to the local scale in 2020 still was labelled as being 

rather little (Fattibene et al., 2020).  

With the peculiarities of each region, some systems are easier to be managed and 

transformed than others. Sectors, where a transformation on a local level is to be managed 

well, are the building and mobility sector, products and services, and food systems (Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation, 2024). Urban food policies might still be defined as fragmented by 

some authors (Fattibene et al., 2020; Prové et al., 2019), and despite the important rural-

urban connections, the rather marginal elaboration on consumption and everyday life in 

“International Sustainability Transitions conferences and publications” (Köhler et al., 2017, 

p. 1), gives a major reason to focusing on the consumption end of the chain in the city, and 

to further expand on the active participation of civil society as a key player in sustainability 

transformations (Kaufman et al., 2024; Köhler et al., 2017). 

In general, over the last years civil society actors’ role in contributing to a sustainable 

direction has experienced fast growing interest (Nikravech et al., 2020). In collaborative 

forms of organisations or initiatives, civil society presents innovative ideas for sustainable 

development, e.g. into a more circular direction or tackling food waste. Civil society initiatives 

arise from society and are therefore integrated in the happenings at the local level 

(Frantzeskaki et al., 2016; Gernert et al., 2018). This allows them to function as pioneers and 

forerunners across places and across time, sharing their gained knowledge and experiences 

on sustainability transformations (Frantzeskaki et al., 2016). In their work, they can challenge 

the status quo, encourage novelty and creativity around alternative forms of handling foods 

(Gernert et al., 2018).  

Comprising different terms that describe civil society organisations, such as: 

grassroots initiatives, bottom-up movements, community-based organisations, niche 

movements and others. They are being formed by a voluntary group of citizens with common 

interests, representing different identities (geographically, religious, ethnic) (Köhler et al., 

2017) and encouraging (political) participation, for instance towards sustainable 

development. Social movements on the other hand can, but do not always have to include 

collaborative work with public and or private institutions (Köhler et al., 2017). In the following, 

the terms are all going to be employed equally, referring to civil society in the form of 

organised but non-state and non-market groups. In this case, oriented towards a food 

system transformation in Munich. 

Civil society initiatives can advocate for present societal demands and take on an 

important role guiding social change (Recanati et al., 2019). Within the scope of active 

participation in sustainability transformations, civil society can be represented in and by civil 

society groupings. With the influential role of civil society and grassroots movements in 

activating change (Burcin Hatipoglu, 2023) – such as an increase of awareness around 

consumption patterns and the general handling of foods – plus the recognised need of 

including the user more in this transition, supports the emphasis on civil society movements 

in local food system change (Köhler et al., 2017) in this thesis.  

Acting as “hidden innovators”, pioneering “new social relations and practices”, their 

ideas facilitate new structures of “social relations and practices” (Frantzeskaki et al., 2016, 

p. 41), influencing consumption patterns, redistribution and food waste management (Köhler 

et al., 2017). Adding on the other two more top-down oriented spheres (Frantzeskaki et al., 

2016), in this case this could mean a substantial contribution to the progress towards an 

urban food system transformation. Especially supporting social change itself, but ultimately 
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acting as catalysts for the accelerated and correlated achievement of international goals 

(Köhler et al., 2017). The alignment of local strategies and approaches on the local food 

system transformation to international sustainability goals can make a huge contribution and 

support their achievement (Köhler et al., 2017). 

It makes civil society initiatives highly relevant for this study, as their embeddedness in 

local contexts and ability to generate innovative ideas positions them as key actors in 

understanding the potential and limitations of bottom-up contributions to urban food system 

transformation, particularly in the face of institutional resistance (Gernert et al., 2018, p. 11). 

According to Gernert et al. (2018), replication tends to happen, while translation is rather 

rare. Even though best diffusion occurs when all three approaches are being applied 

(Gernert et al., 2018). But during the upscaling process of grassroots initiatives, 

transformative potential frequently seems to get lost, as well as “many initiatives fail” 

(Gernert et al., 2018, p. 12). Not only are their initiatives bound to the local area, getting 

decontextualised when trying to standardise them for upscaling. But often they even stay 

invisible to relevant political actors, businesses and NGOs. Gernert et al. (2018) summarize 

that niches are crucial for demonstrating alternative ways but “so far have not significantly 

changed the system” (Gernert et al., 2018, p. 14). So it remains to be identified how the 

concordance of bottom-up solutions and municipal food policy can be improved.  

Apart from the growing recognition on the importance of civil society movements in 

urban food system transformations, “transition intermediaries (as) connecting actors” (Köhler 

et al., 2017, p. 9) are gaining additional relevance. Hence, according to Köhler, in new 

research it is important to explore “how and when intermediaries function best as part of 

policymaking” (Köhler et al., 2017, p. 9). Supporting democratic, participatory, and inclusive 

processes, FPCs are an instance that is gaining traction as intermediary between civil 

society initiatives and municipal actors (Brand et al., 2017). The FPC of Munich will be 

introduced in sub-chapter 2.3 as a representative of civil society initiatives in this research, 

and its strategy paper is going to be dismantled in the analysis. 

FPCs emerged in the late 1980s as part of sustainable food movements, focusing on 

local food systems and community-based solutions (Nunes et al., 2025). The local food 

movement expanded rapidly, and FPCs were formalised as platforms uniting diverse 

stakeholders. FPCs are the “first governance model for local food policy” (Brand et al., 2017, 

p. 63) and can emerge through top-down, or bottom-up and top-down processes. Initially 

embedded within government structures, many FPCs have since transitioned to operate as 

independent entities, such as nonprofits or community organizations, while others remain 

government affiliated (Gupta et al., 2018). FPCs consist of stakeholders from across the 

food chain. This can include “farmers, distributors, retailers, food service operations, 

government agencies (…), and community organizations” (Gupta, 2025, p. 1). Overall, at 

least actors from civil society and the public sector (Brand et al., 2017). They work at local, 

regional, and national levels to address different food- and agriculture-related goals, 

including improved food access, sustainable land-use, food and economic development, and 

waste reduction (Prové et al., 2019). Their initiated programs often revolve around these 

topics with a community-based focus. However, some areas, such as food processing and 

waste management receive comparatively little attention (Nunes & Lamine, 2025).  

Its functions can include: serve as a forum for discussions, inter-sectoral coordination, 

supporting the shaping of policy, launching locally tailored support programs and services 

(Harper et al., 2009). While diverse in scope and therefore difficult to generalise, FPCs can 

be recognized as “policy advisory body” (Prové et al., 2019, p. 171), working outside of 

formal political systems. Local FPCs serve as both representatives of civil society and 
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intermediaries between grassroots initiatives and municipal policymakers. They blend civil 

society’s needs and mobilise action, with policy development to promote sustainability and 

democratic local food systems (Gupta et al., 2018; Nunes & Lamine, 2025), which makes 

them highly relevant as representatives of bottom-ups. 

Several European FPCs highlight both successes and challenges in advancing 

sustainable food systems (McQuibban, 2023). The FPC in Cologne for instance has 

successfully created a “model-kitchen”, that cooks regional food for participating youth 

homes. The goal is to further improve this to the surrounding day care centres 

(Kreutzberger, 2019). In London, the project “Capital Growth” was successfully initiated and 

is supported by the FPCs, leading to more greeneries in form of community gardens, 

expanding on rooftops, schoolyards, etc. (Fitzner, 2019, p. 1 et sqq.). In Copenhagen the 

FPC successfully managed a 90% implementation of biological foods in public kitchens 

(Fitzner, 2019, p. 1 et sqq.). Ghent, encourages civil societal and economic stakeholder 

participation, puts focus on the “development of local, sustainable food systems integrated 

with urban agriculture” (Nunes & Lamine, 2025, p. 12). Pisa, enhances grassroots initiatives 

working on “food security, sustainable diets, and food democracy” (Nunes & Lamine, 2025, 

p. 13). 

Despite the successes, some reported challenges concerning the models of 

participation. The Food Council in Strasbourg for instance faced difficulties achieving 

balanced stakeholder representation (Nunes & Lamine, 2025). This can directly lead to the 

falling back into existing, not addressed power dynamics, which has an influence on what 

ideas are being represented – for instance by the indirect exclusion of certain stakeholders 

during decision-making processes (Nunes & Lamine, 2025). These dynamics can not only 

exist internally but also externally (Michel et al., 2022). The FPC in Austin, Texas, was 

confronted with difficulties in collaborative governance due to unequal resources and access 

compared to public actors – limiting their possibilities on deciding which policies were to be 

recommended to government stakeholders (Bassarab et al., 2019).  

FPCs working on improving participation for citizens in public policy require 

governmental support (Bassarab et al., 2019). Without this willingness, of engaging in “co-

learning, deliberation, and power-sharing with members of society”, “the effectiveness and 

sustainability of an FPC as a collaborative governance network is questionable” (Bassarab 

et al., 2019, p. 40), in the end possibly leading to an FPC’s dissolution (Bassarab et al., 

2019; Gupta et al., 2018; van Griend et al., 2019). 

The results of a study from Bassarab et al. (2019), show “that membership and 

relationship to government have more bearing on an FPC than the organizational structure” 

(p. 39). While it can be said that the focus in agri-food transitions in Europe does lie on the 

coordination and the empowerment of citizens, participatory food governance stays a 

frequent challenge (Nunes & Lamine, 2025). Municipal actors are not obliged to adopt 

recommendations from FPCs, so the amount of implementation into policy varies and 

literature on their impact on this level is very limited (van Griend et al., 2019). An often left-

out consideration in agri-food transitions are power relations and imbalances, contributing to 

barriers for real civil society participation on local food policies and practices (Nunes 

& Lamine, 2025), and referencing to the central research approach of this thesis. 

Simultaneously, dynamics are unique and procedures around decision-making 

processes of FPCs are not yet fully clear (Bassarab et al., 2019). Just as not-generalisable 

as FPCs’ goals are, the encountered difficulties seem to come back to “funding (…), over-

commitment, and dependence on a (…) political figure” (Nunes & Lamine, 2025, p. 5). 

Bassarab et al. (2019) recommend further investigation on “power dynamics, policy 
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deliberation, and conflict resolution processes” (p. 41) in collaborative food governance. With 

the purpose of exploring the limiting challenges of the FPC, the role of power, in its four 

layers (Geels, 2014), as in municipal form of resistance is going to be further assessed.  

Power imbalances have had a historical background and have evolved to maintain 

control over socio-technical systems, implying the existence of a certain dominance of global 

players (Rossi et al., 2019). Thus, approaching the answer of sub-question 2) of this 

research, “how can non-accordance (of bottom-up proposals and top-down implementation) 

be explained?”, shows that in sustainability transitions these imbalances can manifest as 

“regime resistance” (Geels, 2014, p. 28 et sqq.). Where dominant actors use different forms 

of power to maintain the status quo. These mechanisms limit the influence of niche 

innovations and proposals, by restricting policy adoption, decision-making power, and other 

access to resources (Geels, 2014; Goepel, 2017). The forms of resistance analysed in this 

research are instrumental, discursive, material, and institutional – based on an adapted 

framework of Geels’ (2014) MLP. 

2.3 Introducing the Case Study Area: Munich and the MER 

Apart from the EU’s F2F strategy, the German government has proclaimed a national 

nutrition strategy at the beginning of 2024 (Gutes Essen für Deutschland) (BMEL, 2024a), 

and Bavaria has a food concept (Ernährung in Bayern) as guideline for structuring around 

food. However, especially on a communal level, municipalities can play a decisive role in co-

shaping local conditions (MER, 2024b). In terms of a sustainable future, Munich has made 

significant steps. Once in 2014, and in 2022, the municipality published a sustainability 

report (LHM et al.) for the better measurability of sustainable development, based on the 

SDGs. Looking at the sustainability report from 2022 (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 24 et seq.) gives 

insights into further sustainable, historical milestones of Munich. The achieved milestones 

show that since 1989, Munich has been on a sustainability route (LHM & RKU, 2022). 

Selected commitments relevant to the topic are highlighted here to establish a foundation for 

comparing bottom-up initiatives with municipal strategies.  

Since 2003, Munich has defined nine sustainability goals to assess whether the city is 

progressing toward its sustainable development objectives; Since 2006, the achievement of 

the goals is being reported in sustainability reports; In 2013, Munich was one of the first 

cities to report on the ecological foodprint (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 27 f.). The same year, the 

city council unanimously decided on the project Bio-City Munich (Biostadt München) (MER, 

2024b); in 2016 they decided on a concept for mitigation measures on climate change 

(Maßnahmenkonzept Anpassung an den Klimawandel) (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 29). In 2019, 

the city council assigned all city departments, with the involvement of the public, to draw up 

an action plan for achieving the goal of a climate neutral city – changing the target date from 

2050 to 2035, and for the city administration even to 2030. In 2020, the city council passed 

the resolution on Circular Munich (Kreislaufwirtschaft für ein nachhaltiges München), 

assigning the city administration with the task of developing first steps for the implementation 

of a CE strategy. For the subsequent years, the task has been to develop a comprehensive 

strategy for CE in the city and to integrate the CE into urban development, the climate 

protection program and economic development (Stadtentwicklung, das 

Klimaschutzprogramm sowie die Wirtschaftsentwicklung) – all this, in collaborative efforts 

with city departments, institutions, organisations and stakeholders. Mainly for this, the city 

council has commissioned a Work in Progress Report 2022, as well as the establishment of 

the Circular Economy Coordination Unit (Stabstelle Ernährungswende, CEKS), as part of the 
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local Department for Climate and Environmental Protection (Referat für Klima- und 

Umweltschutz, RKU) (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 30). These two entities are mainly responsible 

for the relevant field of transformation for this thesis. Since its foundation in 2021, the RKU 

has been doing in-depth work on implementing action fields of CE in the state capital of 

Bavaria, with the support of the CEKS – established within the process of the CCRI for a 

department-crossing coordination – as specific administrative department working on food 

system change since 2022 (RKU, 2022a). Between others, the CEKS is responsible for the 

realisation of Munich’s House of Food (Münchner Haus der Kost). In 2021, the city 

development plan 2040 (Stadtentwicklungsplan 2040) complemented the Perspective 

Munich (city development concept). The draft then was discussed with civil society and 

actors of city development and the region (until 2023) (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 31). The 

integrated city development concept, Perspective Munich, combines strategic and technical 

goals with the central municipal target system. Thus, it has been in an ongoing evolution 

since 2019, presented to the City Council in 2022, and after a phase for public participation 

in 2023, it was supposed to be finalised (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 32). With the decision of 

principle I and II (Grundsatzbeschluss I und II), the city of Munich invests efforts on climate 

protection, and binds civil society as critical, constructive supporter on the city’s climate 

strategy. Number I, sets the course for climate neutrality and number II concretises single 

measures on GHG emission reduction (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 31 f.).  

In Cooperation with the RKU and the MIN (Münchener Initiative Nachhaltigkeit), there 

was a City Council Hearing on the topic of “developing a sustainability strategy for Munich” in 

2022 (LHM, 2022b). The goal was to develop a sustainable management and a strategy that 

supports coordination and can be employed in Munich (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 32). For an 

active participation of the city society on climate protection, initiatives for the sensibilisation 

and motivation have been launched from municipal side: one of them is the campaign 

Re:think Munich (renamed from Cool City in 2022). By the end of 2022, Munich has been 

certified by the zero waste Europe network – committing to this goal as one of the biggest 

European member cities (Karjalainen et al., 2022). Planning on becoming “Zero-Waste-

Munich”, in 2023 the Zero Waste Concept was published (Langer & Koop, 2021; LHM Portal, 

2023). The concept for this resolution has been developed in close cooperation between the 

city departments (Referate), institutions, organisations and actors of urban society (AWM 

Munich, 2020). Additionally, Munich is a leading force in the EU-programme “let’s go 

circular!” towards a circular city, in collaboration with ten other European cities (Kiesel, 

2023). Showing deliberate ambitions and potential for the implementation of a systemic 

circular strategy, Munich’s application through the RKU for the CCRI of the EU was 

successful, and the city has been chosen as the only pilot city from Germany (RKU, 2022a). 

These are some of the city’s approaches towards sustainable development, thus some 

documents are going to be considered in the analysis part. Further elaboration on them can 

be found in chapter 5. 

On the other side, there is an active organised civil society in Munich. One strong 

representative of civil society in the city is the MIN. The open association combines almost 

70, predominantly civil society organisations, that join forces and work together (MIN, 

2024b). They advocate for sustainable development in Munich, actively work on integrating 

the SDGs in the city, and since 2021 obtain regular funding from the RKU. The MIN 

addresses specific topics but also overarching strategic questions, offering 

recommendations to the municipality to help direct its efforts into a specific course of action 

(MIN, 2024b). 
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Confronting sustainability challenges related to food system change, Munich’s local 

FPC, called Münchner Ernhährungsrat (MER), is another relevant representative for civil 

society. Some of the initiatives indirectly and directly work on contributing to the urban agri-

food system transformation. The MER includes different thematic foci, ranging from 

agriculture to alimentation, and works as independent instance – though co-financed by the 

RKU – towards a future-proof and resilient food system that is oriented towards the common 

good (MER, 2024a). For that, the MER has developed a strategy paper that claims certain 

measures from the city with the goal of achieving a food system transformation 

(Ernährunsgwende) by 2035. Their paper is going to serve as base of bottom-up proposals 

in the analysis part of this thesis. 

Munich shows European-wide, recognized potential towards a successful circular 

transition on city level. Nonetheless, there is no collective municipal strategy on food system 

change yet (Erb, 2023; LHM, 2021a; Re:think München, 2024; RKU, 2022a). Looking at the 

specific case of Munich as a pioneer in becoming circular, the measures proposed in the 

strategy paper of the MER, in relation to the subsequent, actual execution on topics 

mentioned on behalf of the municipality, becomes interesting. Both sets of results are going 

to analysed in chapter 5. Based on Geels’ (2014) framework, potential top-down barriers 

faced by the MER are going to be assessed, categorised in the four forms of resistance.  

3 Theoretical framework – regime resistance 

to niche implementation 

Theoretical frameworks for sustainability transition mainly employ a systemic 

perspective to capture the complexity and the multiple interconnected concepts involved in 

this non-linear field of research (Köhler et al., 2017). Fundamentally based on innovation 

studies, which focuses on the relation between the already existing structures and arising 

novelty, one dominant framework employed in this field is the MLP (Geels, 2014; Köhler et 

al., 2017). Relevant for this research is the further developed framework from 2014 (Geels, 

2014), that refers to four forms of resistance as explanation of how and why active regimes 

disregard bottom-up innovation, following the aim of maintaining power provided by the 

current status quo. 

This chapter outlines the conceptual and analytical approach to best address the in the 

literature review above identified gap. It constitutes the theoretical basis to analyse the 

dynamics between civil society initiatives’ proposals – represented by the FPC – on urban 

food system transformation, and their experienced resistance regarding an actual 

implementation into municipal policy. In short, to see how different forms of power from 

municipal side are being used to resist proposals on fundamental food system change.  

In general, it is important to understand the broad and interconnected nature of 

sustainability transitions to formulate effective strategies for change. Over the past decade, 

growing interest in sustainability transitions has led to the expansion of the basic 

frameworks, with new and more narrowed down areas of focus (Köhler et al., 2017). These 

expansions have enabled deeper investigations into the perspectives of specific sub-actors 

or groups, each supported by distinct and novel concepts. Examining sustainability 

transitions through the lens of individual actor groups provides unique perspectives that 

inform different approaches (Köhler et al., 2017). Nonetheless, when reviewing the 

interrelation between civil society organisations, the FPC and the municipality – a broader 
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conceptual approach can provide better overview. Integrating multiple insights to support a 

more holistic understanding of socio-technical system change, makes the MLP interesting as 

analytical base for this research. With the MLP, Geels (2002) primarily provides a framework 

that offers a broader systemic view of transitions, while emphasizing on multi-level 

interactions between three analytical levels: the landscape, the regime and the niche. The 

MLP has been widely applied in sustainability studies, especially in analysing transitions in 

the fields of mobility, energy and food systems (El Bilali, 2019a; Geels, 2002). This offers the 

possibility to analyse innovation in the form of niche movements here while still 

understanding transitions as an aligned outcome of developments on numerous levels. 

According to the framework, when external landscape pressures destabilise the 

regime, this allows niche innovations to gain momentum and potentially reshape the socio-

technical system (Geels, 2002). It integrates the idea of requiring regime level change for 

designating a transition – a slow and gradual process that involves the implementation of 

different policies and regulations (Petrović, 2024). If for instance niches step over to another 

socio-technical level (the regime), it can be designated as a transition (Geels, 2002). 

However, a point of criticism on the analytical frameworks in sustainability transitions 

research and also on the original MLP framework (Geels, 2002) concerns its lack of attention 

to agency, power relations and politics in transition (Avelino, 2017; Genus et al., 2008; Smith 

et al., 2005). The 2002 approach of the MLP primarily focuses on structural dynamics, “lock-

in, path dependence, and inertia” (Geels, 2014), leaving out the active agency and 

resistance by regime actors, as well as the contestation involved in regime change. Smith et 

al. encourage for “greater attention to agency in our understanding of transitions in socio-

technical regimes” (2005, p. 1492), as they assert there is room left for broader analysis. 

Focusing on governance in socio-technical transitions, they emphasize on the possibility of 

focusing more on the role of power and politics. Also Genus and Coles review the MLP and 

agree on its limitations with its “undervaluing (of) the role of agency and politics” (2008). 

Implying to better account for diverse actors and alternative perspectives that might 

otherwise go unnoticed. 

To address these limitations, Geels (2014) published an expanded version of the MLP, 

including four forms of regime resistance. The new perspective acknowledges power 

dynamics and resistance from incumbents as critical for understanding interaction between 

regime actors, niche innovators, and broader societal organizations – and finally for how 

regime change unfolds. Regime actors are no longer positioned as passively bystanding but 

as actively resisting change through strategies such as lobbying, coalition-building, and 

framing niche innovators’ ideas as impossible to be implemented (Geels, 2014). 

Simultaneously, niche actors attempt to influence the regime by mobilising resources, 

creating coalitions, and using discursive strategies to frame their innovative proposals as 

legitimate and necessary. With this research aiming to investigate the reasons why bottom-

up proposals are either adopted or dismissed, particular attention is paid to the power 

dynamics that shape their integration into urban food policies. The updated theoretical 

framework is applied to address these gaps, especially by examining how power relations 

and actor agency influence the divergence between civil society initiatives and municipal 

uptake.  

Urban food systems are embedded within broader socio-technical regimes, 

characterised by entrenched practices, institutional lethargy and different interest groups 

(Smith et al., 2005). At the same time, civil society initiatives are innovating and advocating 

for more sustainable practices, such as food waste reduction and circular approaches at the 

urban level. In line with the “typology of transition” (Geels et al., 2007, p. 405) – as the not-



24 

aligning power dynamics are referred to – the FPC takes up a role as intermediary between 

the niche (grassroots initiatives) and the regime (municipal policymakers). Examining the 

power relations in the translation from niche to regime, this version of the framework could 

support an understanding of the barriers to change, and the strategies employed by different 

actors to either resist or support sustainability-oriented system reforms. The MLP (2014) 

thus provides a robust theoretical foundation as starting point for this analysis. By integrating 

the framework with insights from governance and transition studies, this can ultimately lead 

to a better understanding of how food system transitions can be advanced in urban contexts. 

In the following the details on how the framework is specifically connected to the research 

are going to be laid out. 

In the main MLP (Geels, 2002), the definition of the levels is made as follows. Niche-

innovations operate at the micro level and are situated in the regime level. The regime, in 

exchange, is nested in the landscape (Geels, 2002). More specifically, niche innovations 

represent the place where innovation happens. Often operating outside of the dominant 

system, new ideas, technologies, and practices can emerge and develop (Geels, 2002). 

Looking at grassroots organisations as contributors to a thorough impact up until the regime 

level in this research, the relevant civil society movements are the ones that challenge 

conventional practices, and advocate for urban circularity for food. The FPC is seen as the 

representative niche entity and intermediary, advocating for transformative ideas and 

pushing for more sustainable food governance.  

Not situated in a wider system’s construct yet, the development of alternatives can 

happen without immediate pressure from the dominant regime. Yet, its success is shaped by 

its ability to scale up and align with broader societal and political priorities (Geels, 2002), and 

in case of divergence from the status quo might be neglected. Niche innovations are crucial 

for fostering system transitions, and if gaining traction, they can introduce novel solutions 

and disrupt entrenched systems. If transitioning from the micro-level to the regime level, this 

can be designated as a transition and the desired change (Geels, 2002). Thus, only if 

bottom-up proposals get taken up into municipal policies. 

The landscape level represents the current state of being, marked by deep cultural 

patterns, macro-economic and macro-social developments (Geels & Schot, 2007). These 

exogenous factors and structures shape and influence socio-technical systems and keep on 

changing, even if at a very slow pace (taking up decades) (Geels & Schot, 2007). In this 

context, landscape pressures can include rising societal awareness on climate change 

(Geels & Schot, 2007), international commitments to sustainability goals (such as the EGD), 

or hereto connected growing concerns about food waste and resource scarcity. For instance, 

the increasing urgency to address climate change has amplified calls for CE approaches in 

urban food systems (European Commission, 2024b). Macro-level dynamics, such as these 

overarching trends or global pressures are largely beyond the direct control of individual 

actors or institutions (Geels, 2002). At the same time, cultural shifts in public attitudes and 

demands for change can influence local governance priorities, and therefore the regime-

level (Geels, 2002). These landscape forces create both opportunities and challenges for 

transitions in urban food systems, as they can pressure regimes to adapt while 

simultaneously constraining bottom-up initiatives, or FPCs, through entrenched institutional 

norms or slow-moving regulatory frameworks (Geels, 2002). Thus, blocking systemic 

innovation. 

The regime level refers to the current socio-technical system: “it includes the network 

of actors and social groups, the rules (formal and informal) they maintain to run the dominant 

system (...)” (El Bilali, 2019a). In urban food systems, this includes established policies, 
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institutional frameworks, market dynamics, and cultural norms that influence food production, 

disruption, consumption and waste management. On this level, key actors such as the 

municipality, private organisations, and other regulatory institutions work to maintain system 

stability and often prioritize efficiency and economic growth over radical change (Geels, 

2014). Therefore, in Munich this means the municipal government that reinforces policies 

and regulations related to the urban food system. Whilst the regime might increasingly adopt 

sustainability measures, it often resists deeper transformative changes, due to different 

interests or risks of destabilizing the existing system. This level – with a research focus on 

the interaction between the regime and niche-level actors, such as the FPC – becomes 

relevant to explore the existing power dynamics that constrain or allow the integration of the 

bottom-up proposals on food system change in the formal policy-making process. 

The regimes and niches in the MLP both follow similar types of structures, with a 

difference in size and stability. Both comprise interacting groups, sharing certain rules and 

coordinated action (Geels & Schot, 2007). In regimes, these rules are well-defined and 

simultaneously ongoing changes and developments build on a dynamically stable base, with 

the contrary situation counting for niches. But rules live by the execution of the actors. 

Embedded in regulatory structures and social networks, some rules can be enabling and 

some constraining. With niches being smaller and freer, the constraining factor weighs much 

less on them (than on regime level) and innovative ideas can find ground to grow. If the 

regime gets destabilised, windows of opportunity might open for niche-innovations to enter 

and diffuse, with the help of intermediaries such as the FPCs. 

As many scholars have focused on the starting point of niche innovations, less 

attention has been paid to regimes and incumbent actors; or they have simply been defined 

as passively locked-in, “barriers to be overcome” (Geels, 2014, p. 23). Geels states that 

“socio-technical transitions (...) involve not just changes in technology but also changes in 

consumer practices, policies, cultural meanings, infrastructures, and business models” (El 

Bilali, 2019a, p. 1). To introduce the aspects of power and politics, the focus of attention also 

goes to the existing regimes and incumbent actors. The relevant addition to the debate is the 

conceptualisation of regime stability as warranted through active resistance by incumbent 

actors. Therefore, the framework differentiates four mechanisms that regime actors might 

apply to block off fundamental system change: instrumental, discursive, material and 

institutional. 

The instrumental form of resistance refers to actors using their “positions of authority, 

money, access to media, personnel, capabilities” (Geels 2014) to undermine and impose 

their own thoughts of interest in a debate with others. In that case, the regime can situate 

itself in a more powerful position than the niche (Avelino, 2017). That way, regime actors can 

maintain control or promote their own interests over those represented by niche actors. 

Discursive strategies can be used as a tool to dominate the content and direction of 

discourses. Even with the representation of the FPC for the niche, policymakers and 

businesses can be very powerful in this regard, also due to their availability of connections 

and other resources. Geels (2014) subdivides this category into a) diagnostic framing b) 

prognostic framing c) motivational framing, deriving from social movement theory after Snow 

and Benford (1988): 

a) Diagnostic: How the problem is framed is connected to how responsibility is 

being taken. This framing defines who or what is responsible for a problem. Niches might 

frame the failure of food systems as a governance issue, while regimes may externalise 

responsibility to consumer behaviour or economic pressures. 
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b) Prognostic: Refers to the proposition of a solution to the problem. Niches 

actors may offer innovative ideas, while regimes might downplay them as unrealistic, 

reinforcing their own preferred solutions. 

c) Motivational: This highlights the efforts to mobilise support for action. Niches 

may frame transformation as a moral obligation, whereas regime actors might deprioritise it 

in favour of economic stability or institutional feasibility. 
 

Resistance through material strategies can include a focus on the improvement of the 

technical dimension of the socio-technical regime. Drawing on “technical capabilities and 

financial resources” (Geels, 2014, p. 33), supported by following discourses. Meaning that 

promises on technical innovations might lead to an impulse of attention and more external 

funds, which in turn again can lead to promises on technical innovations to defend another 

pending regulation. 

The institutional form of resistance includes a wider institutional context, to which 

incumbent actors have an easier approach to than niches. Being able to align with the 

existing “political cultures, ideology and governance structures” (Geels, 2014, p. 34) gives 

incumbent actors a broader institutional power to resist to unwanted change or influence its 

direction. It can mean that the government privileges established market actors with higher 

capabilities and financial resources, rather than small social movements with alternative 

pathways. This then manifests in a closer relationship between government and businesses, 

but a more distanced relationship between government and society. 

In conclusion, the MLP with the implementation of power and politics (Geels, 2014) 

offers the possibility to analyse changes, better said transitions across levels. So with the 

purpose of giving sustainability a stable position in urban food systems, this framework offers 

an approach to see how niche’s ideas get scaled and face resistance when trying to enter 

the existing regime to cause systemic change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2 Based on Geels (2014), with own addition of Regime Resistance. 
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4 Methods: Document Analysis and Semi-

Structured Interviews 

4.1 Research design, data collection and data analysis 

This research seeks to better understand the experiences, successes, challenges, and 

future opportunities of bottom-up initiatives across the food system governance landscape. 

For supporting the design of collaborative governance processes and building equitable, 

sustainable food systems. For this, a qualitative approach is applied in this research, to 

explore the dynamics of regime resistance in bottom-up food system change proposals. By 

focusing on the MER and municipal interactions, this case study seeks to illuminate broader 

patterns of organised bottom-up challenges. If understanding the way regimes resist and 

regime resistance to civil proposals can be overcome, this will support the opportunities of 

scaling up and promoting food system change within urban food governance. 

The methodology of a single case study does not involve a high sampling number, but 

allows for an in-depth investigation of the specific, context-dependent dynamics (Harrison et 

al., 2017) between the niche and regime levels within the MLP. Serving as “central element 

(…) in the achievement of new insights” (Flyvbjerg, 2006) rather provokes a “learning 

process (…) [as] a prerequisite for advanced understanding” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 236) of a 

complicated topic at hand, “to understand the issue from the perspective of participants” 

(Harrison et al., 2017, p. 8), and is particularly well-suited for this research. 

To investigate these dynamics, a review of the existing literature on sustainability 

transitions towards sustainable urban food systems has been conducted, answering the 

research sub-question 2). The political framework on international, national and regional 

level also plays a fundamental role for the landscape level of the MLP and is taken into 

consideration for understanding the external conditions and influences on governance in the 

literature review. After this, mainly a document analysis is conducted: the MER’s strategy 

paper and the municipal policy documents related to the topic at hand serve as base of the 

analysis.  

The MER’s strategy paper (MER, 2024b) serves as a key artifact representing goals 

and priorities, leading to proposals or demands of the niche-level actors. This document is 

being analysed to identify the MER’s framing of problems, proposed measures, and finally 

alignment or divergence to the regime-level goals and actions. The municipal policy 

documents and indirect or direct responses are examined to understand how the MER’s 

proposals have been addressed, partially incorporated, or resisted. This includes policy 

papers, public statements or hearings, and other relevant documents from the municipal 

government. In the case of not incorporation of the ideas, (partial) resistance is presumed 

and will be looked at through the lens of Geels’ MLP (2014). Particular attention hereby is 

paid to instrumental, discursive, material, and institutional forms of resistance, as identified in 

the theoretical framework. For better reliability, the four forms are operationalised by an 

approach of specific indicators, observable – or indicated at through absence – in municipal 

documents and strategic plans.  

Instrumental resistance defines as the use of power and resources (e.g. authority, 

budget, staff, access to media) to maintain dominance and steer decisions (Geels, 2014). 

Indicators can be seen in a preference for funding or attention towards large incumbents or 

established actors (like firms) over grassroots innovations. Exclusion of innovation can be 
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subtle, showing in indirect ways such as limited support or infrastructure for MER-led 

projects. 

Discursive resistance makes strategic use of narratives and frames to define the 

problem and possible solutions. Operational indicators can be official city documents, e.g. 

city council hearings, where food issues are framed in ways that downplay or omit the MER’s 

concerns. Or, where sustainability narratives prioritise technological or economic growth 

over bottom-up innovation. Finally, also the barely mentioning or even absence of food 

system change in any form in municipal strategies mirrors this form of resistance. Dividing 

three subcategories here, can mean: 

a) Diagnostic: For instance, the MER can frame the issue of food waste and lack of 

circularity as failure of existing urban governance structures and policies. Regime actors on 

the contrary might refer it back to broader factors of existing systems, consumer behaviour 

or economic constraints, and accordingly define policy goals. 

b) Prognostic: The MER can emphasize the urgency of change, offering innovative 

strategies, highlighting societal needs or proposals for policies. Regimes might counter-

frame, by critiquing the proposals or stating them as impossible to implement – reinforcing 

own proposals and reinforcing their preferences easily due to better resources and position. 

c) Motivational: The MER might address the urgency of certain sustainability and 

circularity topics as a moral and collective responsibility. Whilst the regime can undermine 

this by still prioritising other policy objectives (like a mobility transition) or emphasizing 

further difficulties with systems change. 
 

Material resistance can show through the reinforcement of existing socio-technical 

systems, by investing in incumbent technologies or infrastructures. This can appear as 

investments in technical fixes (e.g., smart city solutions, other transformations), without 

broader structural reforms.  

Institutional resistance is embedded in rules, norms, or governance cultures favouring 

the status quo. This could show through a preference for working with formalised institutions 

over grassroots or the MER. Failure to adapt regulatory frameworks to include the MER’s 

proposals appears as institutional inertia. 

The in-depth document analysis supports the validity of this research by drawing on 

multiple sources and types of documents to trace discourses, commitments, and resistances 

within the urban food policy domain. This method allows for capturing the dynamics of 

regime resistance and assessing the alignment – or lack thereof – between municipal 

actions and the MER’s bottom-up proposals. It provides insights into how the regime 

maintains its structures and balances competing priorities, such as political feasibility, 

resource constraints, and public accountability. The data is being analysed using a thematic 

coding approach. Relevant quotes from the analysis are going to be translated from German 

(original language) into English for the analysis and provided in the Annex 5.  

After the document analysis, semi-structured interviews were planned. With the strong 

and clear base of the formulated demands of the MER’s side, the interviews were planned to 

be conducted with municipal stakeholders (such as the RKU or the CEKS), representing the 

regime level. Despite the efforts on gathering empirical data from interviews, little feedback 

and time limitations ultimately changed the course of the analysis. Ultimately, two interviews 

were conducted with one representative of the CEKS and one of the RKU. Nonetheless, the 

original approach of combining qualitative interviews with document analysis, ultimately 

mainly concentrates on the latter. The available data online should provide a satisfactory 

amount for a concise picture of the MER’s goals and the municipality’s overall tendency. 
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Morgan (2022) supports the view that data analysis as an approach can be particularly 

valuable to research when opportunities for other primary sources become unattainable. 

This allows the researcher “to conduct the research that might otherwise not be able to 

complete” (p. 63).  

Additionally, and as field insights, two participant observations in Munich were being 

joined. One of the participant observations took place during a discussion event on “Munich 

eats regional” (München isst regional) with a speech of the German parliament’s 

representative Karl Bär (Bär, 2023), and one during a day event named “Day of Hope” on 

how initiatives and projects on the 17 SDGs (Goodall, 2023) support further local insights, 

also through an open talk from side of directly involved representatives of different initiatives.  

These combined methods provide insights into the lived experience of the niche 

actors, as well as the mechanisms of resistance observed at the regime level. Analysis of 

the municipal actors’ side tries to gain an understanding of their decision-making processes, 

their perception of the MER’s proposals (addressed directly or not), and their reasoning for 

accepting or resisting certain ideas. The comparison of results with insights from existing 

literature on FPCs and food system transitions can inform a broader understanding of niche-

regime interactions in urban systems across European cities. 

4.2 Research Philosophy 

This research takes on a critical theory perspective. To examine how bottom-up 

proposals on food system transformation are resisted, “mediated by power relations within a 

system and contribute(s) to oppression” (Moon et al., 2014), this approach can help to reveal 

conflictual areas. Understanding the power relations at hand can “expose areas of control 

(…) to raise awareness and create an opportunity for change” (Moon & Blackman, 2014, 

p. 1175). With this disclosure, the study aims to support a better collaboration between the 

regime and the niche, to overcome barriers, and develop “effective governance structures to 

enable sustainable livelihoods in [the respective] community”. (Moon & Blackman, 2014, 

p. 1174). 

4.3 Validity and reliability  

4.3.1 Ethical considerations 

The coding is conducted iteratively to ensure consistency, reliability and to refine 

categories as new insights emerge. Atlas.ti is employed as analysis tool to organise and 

analyse the data systematically.  

Ethical approval is obtained prior to data collection, to ensure compliance with the 

ethical standards. Informed consent is secured from the interviewees, and anonymity is 

maintained when requested, which was the case in both interviews. The documents 

analysed are publicly available or provided with explicit permission from the respective 

stakeholders. 

 

4.3.2 Limitations 

Due to time limitations and little availability of inquired interviewees, response rates 

turned out low. Two addressed stakeholders answered out of 24 approaches. Two 

interviews with municipal representatives were conducted, one of the CEKS and one of the 
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RKU. While these interviews were initially conducted to complement the document analysis, 

their contributions to the research were ultimately limited. The data obtained did not provide 

substantial new insights beyond what was already accessible through existing documents. 

As such, they were not integrated into the core analysis but are acknowledged as part of the 

broader research process. 

The study focuses on a single case (Munich and the MER). Despite the single case 

study on one city, according to Flyvbjerg (2006), a single case study does not exclude 

generalisability or the possibility for scientific advancement. Nonetheless, the findings 

obtained into civil society’s scaling efforts and regime resistance are tied to Munich’s 

geographical area and socio-political context should not be estimated to be replicable 

without adaptation. Therefore, direct replication of these findings in other contexts without 

appropriate adaptation and consideration of local specificities should not be assumed. The 

potential for response bias of self-reported data from interviews was acknowledged. This is 

addressed by triangulation of data through the document analysis. Making sure that there is 

a “collective alignment” of the elements in the methods section, connected to a “justifiable 

framework for the research study (…) cultivates trustworthiness and the validity, reliability 

and credibility of the research findings” (Harrison et al., 2017, p. 14). 

5 Findings and Analysis of Bottom-Up 

Demands & Municipal Responses  

The analytical goal of this thesis is to figure out whether there is regime resistance – 

drawing on Geels’ typology of discursive, instrumental, material, institutional forms – from 

the municipal side towards bottom-up ideas, represented by the FPC. To answer the posed 

research questions, with a representation from both sides, the MER’s strategy papers – 

including bottom-up ideas and projects – and municipal-level policy documents are going to 

be gathered. Participant observations were included as triangulation of the findings.  

Further, the subchapters are going to follow a structure informed by the MLP that 

includes regime resistance (2014), the key themes identified based on the research question 

and theoretical focus, and result in the following: 

- Niche-level: how the MER frames its proposals, demands measures, and seeks to 

scale up its influence. 

- Regime resistance mechanisms: how municipal authorities employ instrumental, 

discursive, material, and institutional forms of resistance to address the MER’s 

proposals. 

- Alignment and misalignment: comparison between the MER’s goals and the 

municipality’s priorities to identify points of tension and potential collaboration. 

5.1 Analysis of bottom-up demands in the MER’s strategy paper 

This chapter is going to introduce the MER’s approach and proposals for food system 

change. The FPC of Munich, the MER, was founded in 2018. It is an independent alliance, 

consistent of stakeholders from all sectors of society: private individuals, institutions and 

businesses. The MER aims to achieve the realization of a food system transition until 2035 

(on a local and federal state level) and advocates for the food and agriculture transition in 

Munich. For this, reflecting bottom-up collaboration, they have developed a strategy paper 

(MER, 2024b) that has been refined since the version of 2020 (MER). It showcases what the 
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MER’s goals, demands, and strategies are, and gives a base for the analysis of the 

municipality’s and the MER’s intersections. According to both papers (one from 2020 and 

one from 2024), the central action fields for a transition have been reordered from eight in 

2020 to five in 2024 but contain approximately alike topics. Here is an overview of overlaps 

and adaptations: 

Action fields MER, 2024 Allocated action fields MER, 2020 
(sorted to action fields 2024) 

Action fields MER, 
2020, numerically 
ordered 

1) The structural 
anchoring of the food 
system transformation 

4) Consumption in private households (support 
less packaging waste) 

8) Governance 

1) Cultivation, 

rearing, production 

 

2) Further 

processing, 

storage, 

transportation, 

distribution 

 

3) Out-of-home 

catering  

 

4) Consumption in 

private households 

5) Nutritional 

Education 

6) Edible city 

7) Health 

8) Governance 

2) Making use of Out-of-
Home-Catering in the 
urban sphere of action 

3) Out-of-Home-Catering  

7) Health 

3) Data collection and 
legal review  

1) Cultivation, rearing, production (data 
collection) 

2) Further processing, storage, transportation, 
distribution (inventory) 

6) Edible city (field monitoring, mapping) 

4) Nutritional education 
and participation 
(LebensMittelPunkte) 

2) Further processing, storage, transportation, 
distribution (LebensMittelPunkte) 

4) Consumption in private households 
(LebensMittelPunkte; education for behavioural 
change, less food waste and packaging) 

5) Nutritional Education (participatory projects, 
from kindergarten  

6) Edible city (community gardens) 

5) The promotion of 
existing structures for 
the food system 
transformation. 

1) Cultivation, rearing, production (eco-model 
regions) 

2) Further processing, storage, transportation, 
distribution (regional infrastructure; promotion 
through politics and management) 

6) Edible city (expansion of community gardens) 

7) Health 

Table 1: Own summary table of action fields of the MER (MER, 2020, 2024b) 

The strategy paper shows the MER’s dedication for an adjustment of production and 

consumption in the city. Central to their holistic approach, is the strategic goal of sustainable 

food value chains: ranging from production to disposal. Key words here are: regional, 

biological, seasonal, fair, just, species-appropriate, and biodiverse (MER, 2024b).  

Thus, the MER (2024b) provides, what they call, a code of praxis (as in the strategy 

paper), with concrete measures by which the city of Munich can actively shape the local 

framework conditions of the food system for the benefit of all – its residents and stakeholders 

in rural areas and beyond. According to the MER, five leverage points (or recommended 

action fields) at city level are of main importance, and are also going to be referred to in the 

further analysis: 

1) The structural anchoring of the food transition; 
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2) Making use of out-of-home-catering in the urban sphere of action; 

3) Data collection and legal review; 

4) Nutritional education and participation; 

5) The promotion of existing structures for the food system transformation. 

Also, with this the MER calls for the anchoring of these points in the political agenda. 

According to them, most relevant for achieving a food system transformation, stay food 

policy actors: It is their task to forward a local food system change, enable a resilient food 

system and warrant all citizens access to healthy supply of fair and ecologically, ideally 

locally, produced foods (MER, 2024b). Annex 3 and Annex 4 show a more formulated table 

of the goals and measures demanded by the MER, in their strategy paper from 2024 and 

2020, respectively. Connected to the levers 1 to 5 (MER_Lever 1, 2, etc.), the MER defines 

goals (MER_Goals), and proposes respective measures (M 1.1, M 1.2, etc.) to achieve 

these goals, that are also worded as demands. Some of the demands and related municipal 

approaches are going to be taken as examples and elaborated in the following. Because it is 

the newest version, mainly the strategy paper from 2024 is going to be referenced in the 

analysis. The MER strategy paper’s (2024) action points are structured according to 

relevance. The examples chosen for the analysis follow this order.  

Action field 1: “The structural anchoring of the food system transformation” and 

action field 2: "utilising Out-of-Home Catering in the municipality’s sphere of 

influence” 

Action field 1 addresses “the structural anchoring of the food system transformation” 

(MER, 2024b, p. 12) and has been a demand since the 2020 strategy paper (MER, 2020, 

p. 54). The anchoring should serve as base for the further realisation of a food system 

transformation, the MER says. In 2024, the critics mainly address the little representation of 

the food topic in the city management’s everyday work (MER, 2024b, p. 12). Thus, the MER 

asks the city to create the legal and financial framework conditions necessary for its 

implementation (MER, 2024b, p. 13). Part of this demand (M 1.1) is to include the topic of 

food in future sustainability strategies.  

In 2024, five years after organising Munich’s first sustainability congress (Gute Tat, 

2019), the MIN published an interim evaluation on the sustainability status of Munich (Wie 

nachhaltig ist München?) (MIN, 2024a). To nudge a dialogue, specifically on the 

implementation of the 17 SDGs, the MIN has presented its paper to relevant municipal 

Figure 3: Visual representation of the different sections of the MER strategy. Own image (coded and designed 
in Atlas.ti 
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actors (Gute Tat, 2019). Between others, in this position paper they also address Munich’s 

challenges related to sustainable development. Connected to the MER’s demand, also the 

MIN claims the missing sustainability strategy (MIN, 2024c). 

Action field 4: “Nutritional and educational participation” and action field 5: “utilising & 

expanding municipal structures for food system transformation” 

Action field 4 addresses the necessity of knowledge, and practical possibilities for 

realisation (MER, 2024b). Though Munich has numerous projects in this field (such as the 

Climate Kitchen, or the Slow Mobil (MER, 2024b, p. 19)), long-term financing and a 

coordinated, comprehensive strategy for related measures is missing (MER, 2024b, p. 19). 

The MER refers to infrastructure (M 4.3), so that e.g., theory and praxis on sustainable 

cooking can be taught. Further, possibilities for Urban Gardening are another demand 

(M.4.4) (MER, 2024b). This also plays hand in hand with the regional and sustainable food 

value chains, addressed in action field 2 (MER, 2024b, p. 15). Mainly this chapter addresses 

educational and networking possibilities that should be encouraged more by the municipality 

(MER, 2024b). 

Action field 5 is on the making use and expanding existing structures in Munich, to 

actively support a food system transformation. For instance, Munich’s House of Food is 

being addressed here, where long-term financing should be guaranteed, and, for the 

concept development, the involvement of regional stakeholders should be focalised (MER, 

2024b, p. 23). 

5.2 Analysis of Munich’s municipal approaches and strategy 

towards sustainable urban food systems 

This part of the analysis focuses on diving deeper into Munich’s concrete approaches 

and priorities regarding sustainable urban food systems, especially as reaction to or 

disregard of the MER’s demands. The goal is to understand how selected food-related 

issues are embedded in the city’s broader sustainability and climate approach or strategies, 

to then, in the last subchapter of the analysis (5.3), assess to what extent this aligns or 

diverges from the MER’s demands stated in their strategy paper to the city. Building upon 

the institutional developments and key municipal documents introduced in chapter 3.2, I am 

going to assess relevant, openly available data (such as reports, city council resolutions, 

departmental strategies, homepage content, videos, audios, information gathered through 

newsletter subscriptions, etc.). Also the RIS (RatsInformationsSystem), is an openly 

accessible information system of the city, and provides insights to the city’s documentation 

on city council resolutions and decision-making. Relevant ones are going to be picked, not 

only starting after the publication of the MER’s first strategy paper until now, due to the 

possibility of further elaboration or adaptation of already existing documents. While this 

section also follows the structure of chapter 5.1 for more internal alignment, there is no direct 

response of the municipality to the MER’s strategy paper, nor does the city of Munich have a 

specific sustainability strategy. When the city addresses sustainable development, Out-of-

Home Catering (OoHC) is a strong focus. Thus, action fields 1 and 2 of the MER (2024b) are 

being united for the analysis here. Further, action field 4 and 5 are combined, as findings on 

related results also show relevant correlation. In the following I am going to further 

investigate some of the most relevant documents, to analyse the city’s way of addressing 

food and its integration as a systemic lever, in connection to the MER’s demands. Therefore, 

https://risi.muenchen.de/risi/aktuelles?1
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the following chapter is mainly going to give an overview on the different cited documents. 

Further details and interference with the MER’s paper is going to be provided in chapter 5.3, 

to better allow for direct comparative insights. 

Munich’s strategies related to action field 1: “the structural anchoring of a food 

transition”, and action field 2: “OoHC in the municipal sphere of action” 

In 2016, the city council committed on the Agenda 2030 and the 17 SDGs, including 

civil society as participative instance (LHM & RKU, 2022). Therefore, numerous related city 

council resolutions and strategy concepts have been introduced in the last years (LHM 

& RKU, 2022), targeting different sustainability related topics, e.g., climate neutrality for 2035 

(e.g., the concept of measures on climate change mitigation (2016), climate strategy for a 

climate-neutral Munich (2021)), the city’s development concept (LHM, 2021c), etc. Based on 

the city’s commitment to the Agenda 2030, so far there have been two sustainability reports 

presented to the city council by the RKU in eight years (LHM & RKU, 2022).  

 

Sustainability Report, 2022: The sustainability report intends to help set priorities in 

the administration's technical work, identify needs for action, thus deploy resources in a 

more targeted and efficient manner. It tracks the development based on 25 indicators for 

communal action, and is supposed to support the dialogue on sustainability with citizens 

(LHM & RKU, 2022). The 25 sustainability indicators are categorized per topics, related to 

the SDGs, and evaluated on a scale from very good (4/4), good (3/4), critical (2/4), to bad 

(1/4). Including themes like poverty, air quality, educational opportunities, etc. Out of the 25 

– even though reference could be drawn to multiple SDGs – most related to food system 

change in this framing seem the topics ecological agriculture (SDG 2), land consumption 

(SDG 11), the ecological footprint and waste generation (both as part of SDG 12).  

 

Perspective Munich, 2022: This is the central steering instrument for designing the 

city’s future (LHM, 2021c). It reflects Munich’s goals and strategies on how to reach them. 

Connected to concepts, programs and measures it offers a city development plan. Initiated 

in 1998, it claims regular updates and adaptations to changing framework conditions for a 

sustainable design (LHM, 2021c). Looking at the different components, an inclusive and fair 

approach seems striking, focused on sustainability, a well-established economy for a 

continuing high quality of life and the general common good (LHM, 2021c). 

City Council Resolution (07/21): „Mehr Bio-Lebensmittel in allen städtischen 

Einrichtungen und bei allen städtischen Verpflegungsanlässen“ / More bio-foods in municipal 

institutions and at all city catering occasions (RKU, 2021). 

 

Zero-Waste-Concept Munich, 2022: The connected resolution to this concept is 

“Munich against resource waste – Zero Waste Munich” (München Gegen 

Ressourcenverschwendung – Zero Waste Munich), from July 2022 (LHM, 2023a). The AMW 

(Abfall Wirtschaft München), the waste management in Munich, has developed this concept 

(Koop et al., 2022). In reconciliation with all city departments, they worked out 40 measures, 

144 could already be defined as ongoing (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 126). These have been 

cross-linked to all relevant city sustainability programs, such as the Perspective Munich, the 

Climate Protection Program, and coordinated with the CEKS (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 126). As 

Munich became part of the Zero-Waste Europe city network, this demands compliance with 



35 

many standards. For its coordination and to reach the goals, the specialist unit for zero 

waste has been set up in 2023 (LHM, 2023b).  

Munich’s approach on action field 4: “nutritional and educational participation” and 

action field 5: “utilising & expanding municipal structures for food system 

transformation” 

While the lack of a single, overarching food systems strategy has been mentioned, 

Munich is fostering transformation through a fragmented yet growing array of projects and 

departmental initiatives (see the previous sub-chapter connected to action field 1 and 2). The 

city's approach on nutritional and educational participation, can be seen in e.g. the Zero-

Waste Concept (Koop et al., 2022), its support for the MER, or the establishment of the 

House of Food. The House of Food is a municipal advisory centre promoting sustainable, 

organic food in communal catering like schools and canteens. These are some examples for 

the municipal structures utilized to drive change, or the to provide a ground for gaining 

nutritional expertise through participation. 

5.3 Overlaps and discrepancies of the bottom-up proposals and 

the top-down approach 

By investigating how proposals from the MER are received – or possibly sidelined – 

within the local governance context, the analysis aims to contribute to a deeper 

understanding of the interaction between niche innovations and regime actors in food 

system transitions at the urban level. This will support the answer to the posed research 

questions. The analysis mainly relies on a comparative document analysis to identify 

patterns of alignment and resistance between civil society initiatives and municipal 

governance in Munich. Therefore, this section presents the key topics and themes, mainly 

identified in subchapter 5.1 and 5.2, which allows a direct comparison of MER demands and 

correlated municipal approaches. 

Investigating the MER’s action fields mentioned in the 2020 and in the 2024 strategy 

paper, also gives an insight into which fields have not been approached yet. Some are 

unequivocally repeated and named the same way, some are categorized differently but still 

address a similar issue. Through thematic coding in Atlas.ti, themes that were repeated in 

2020 and in 2024 were identified. Further, municipal documents relevant to the area have 

been searched and analysed (chapter 5.2). 

For a structural approach, the chosen analytical lens is going to guide the answers, 

following the four forms of resistance as categorisation for the detected data. Then backed 

up by evidence from the documents analysed (the MER strategy paper vs. municipal 

documents), it is going to directly connect to how it exemplifies or does not exemplify a 

specific form of resistance (Geels, 2014). The comparison of both is going to show how the 

goals of the MER on food system change align with the goals of the municipality, before 

further interpreting the theoretical engagement of the results in the discussion. Building on 

the key topics and themes outlined in subchapters 5.1 and 5.2, the document analysis 

reveals evidence of certain forms of resistance, while others are less apparent or absent.  

Findings on Instrumental Resistance: 

In relation to action field 1 and 2 of the MER’s paper (MER, 2024b), looking into the 

sustainability report (LHM & RKU, 2022), chapter 3.19 is on waste generation (LHM & RKU, 
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2022, p. 124). With SDG 12, on sustainable consumption and production, a connection to 

food waste can be made. For the communal level of Munich, this chapter focuses on 

resource protection, and the city’s goal is to reduce average amounts of total waste per 

capita and year (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 124). Here, the document cross-references to the city 

council’s decision on becoming a Zero Waste City (2022) and reducing residuals per capita 

and household (by 15% until 2035). For this, Munich’s society is “going to be sensitised, to 

be able to identify with the goals” (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 124). The municipality’s approach 

of mainly referencing to society, hints at the instrumental, but simultaneously the discursive 

form of resistance. While waste generation is acknowledged as an issue, there is no 

corresponding goal aimed at structurally embedding food system change. Instead, 

responsibility for addressing the problem is largely shifted onto society.  

Beyond addressing consumption patterns, chapter 3.19 also highlights the need to 

adapt production processes, linked to SDG 12 (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 124). The report 

outlines a hierarchy of resource conservation measures, prioritizing waste prevention. It 

evaluates this area positively, assigning it a rating of 3/4 (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 126 f). While 

the chapter repeatedly references CE principles – also trusting future-oriented developments 

into this direction – examples primarily focus on initiatives like Repair Cafés and second-

hand exchanges (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 127), without any explicit mention of food waste 

reduction or recycling measures. 

Further in relation to action field 1 and 2 (MER, 2024b), as another important 

development document, also a look is taken at the Perspective Munich. This report mainly 

addresses a global responsibility for a climate neutral city and the development of affordable 

housing (LHM, 2021b). Talking about urban spaces, the plan mentions the City of Short 

Distances (Stadt der kurzen Wege), connecting living, shopping, working, free time in one 

neighbourhood (LHM, 2021c, p. 22). For this, the limited land-resources (such as shortage 

on living space) should be used in a creative way (LHM, 2021c). Newer technical guidelines 

included in the plan are the Circular Economy strategy and the Zero Waste concept, 

referencing to the related city council resolution from 2023. Which is being developed by the 

RKU (LHM, 2021c). Already existing technical guidelines refer to economy, social issues, 

mobility, education, health, and ecology; The section on climate and environment, again in 

the responsibility of the RKU, is relatively new. For the second half of 2025, a draft for this 

guideline is supposed to be presented to the city council, where further decisions are going 

to be taken (LHM, 2021c). This guideline is not to be found online yet. Of the words food, 

nutrition, waste, food waste, and supply chains, none are mentioned in the newest update on 

the city development plan (LHM, 2021c).  

Reference is being made to the Zero-Waste Concept (Koop et al., 2022) in the 

Perspective Munich. The concept describes a zero-waste city where the goal is to 

systematically avoid waste, protect resources, thus contribute to climate and resource 

protection. The three theme blocks in the Zero Waste Concept constitute a zero-waste 

economy, zero-waste cities (commitment on the part of the municipality), and a zero-waste 

lifestyle. The latter concerns waste reduction in everyday life through more responsible 

consumption (Koop et al., 2022). With Munich’s approximately 720,000 tons of municipal 

waste yearly, a capita volume of 461 kg is above German average. Of this, residual waste 

accounts for the largest share, which is 43% (Koop et al., 2022, p. 8). As part of the waste 

reduction ambitions, food waste is highlighted as to-be-reduced-in-households, but also in 

OoHC (gastronomy, schools, etc.). Building on 144 ongoing, and 21 planned zero-waste 

measures, communication and awareness campaigns are particularly important in this 

approach (Koop et al., 2022, p. 8). Further, one of the goals is to create a standard for zero-
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waste events, public administration should act as a role model in waste reduction and 

expand sustainable procurement. Equally important is an inclusive approach proposed in the 

concept, introducing incentives such as bonuses and awards to promote relevant civil 

society projects, with a particular focus on raising consumer awareness (Koop et al., 2022).  

Overall, also the Perspective Munich document outlines significant future sustainability 

initiatives, mainly emphasizing infrastructural and construction measures, including mobility 

and digitalization concepts (LHM, 2021c, p. 47 f.). Initiatives such as NOwasteVEMBER 

(LHM, 2023b) support an inclusive approach, aiming to raise societal awareness and 

participation in sustainability efforts. These measures align with certain goals of the MER, 

particularly in the areas of education and participation (Lever 4, MER, 2024a, p. 19), by for 

example providing informational materials or establishing supportive frameworks for 

campaigns and projects (Koop et al., 2022). However, within the section on comprehensively 

designed neighbourhoods (LHM, 2021c, p. 22) there is no mention of integrating short or 

regional food supply chains. Additionally, the AMW (Koop et al.) notes that zero-waste 

measures could benefit from stronger connections to related projects, such as Bio-City 

Munich, which could incorporate topics like food waste and packaging reduction to reinforce 

the city’s circular economy ambitions (Koop et al., 2022, p. 47).  

The absence of the further mentioning of food-related topics in relevant projects on 

sustainable development can be related to the instrumental, but also discursive form of 

resistance. The municipal documents reveal a noticeable absence of food-related topics 

within broader sustainability strategies (instrumental resistance). While there is mention of 

zero-waste measures and incremental improvements to existing systems, no explicit 

structural integration of food system change is outlined. Instead, emphasis is placed on 

expanding current waste management initiatives, such as zero-waste campaigns and 

technical improvements, without specific links to food (hint at material resistance). 

During the Fishbowl discussion on “regional foods for Munich’s independence from the 

world market” (03.05.2023) (München isst regional – wie eine Metropolregion unabhängig 

vom Weltmarkt wird), as part of the participant observation, various representatives of civil 

society organisations shared their experiences (MER, 2024b). Many smaller organisations 

described significant challenges during and immediately after the Covid-19 pandemic, 

particularly due to a lack of municipal financial support (requested to stay anonymous) (Bär, 

2023). Several participants noted that despite substantial personal investment in building or 

maintaining their initiatives, limited responses from municipal authorities left them unable to 

sustain their work. As a result, some were forced to close their organisations or abandon 

projects entirely, with one participant stating, “I have put my heart and soul into it” (Bär, 

2023). These insights connect to action fields 4 and 5 of the MER strategy, which emphasise 

participation and long-term commitment. A lack of funding or resources hints at instrumental 

resistance, restricting civil society’s ability to further scale. 

Findings Discursive Resistance: 

Further looking into the sustainability report (LHM & RKU, 2022) chapter 3.18, on the 

ecological footprint (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 118) can be referenced to the MER’s action field 

1 and 2 (MER, 2024b). This chapter directly refers to securing sustainable consumption and 

production patterns. However, the document explicitly states that “there is currently no 

politically agreed target value for this indicator” (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 118), leaving out any 

reference on the mentioned field. This, and further parts of the sustainability report (LHM 

& RKU, 2022) hint at the discursive form of resistance. 
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The sustainability report is one of the most important documents reflecting on the city’s 

sustainable and future development. The topic of food and nutrition can be related to almost 

all the SDGs. Nonetheless, there is no specific chapter dedicated to an agricultural or 

nutrition transformation, let alone specific document on this at all. In total, coding the 

document on every section that includes a reference to food, nutrition, or waste 

management (related to climate neutrality, health, resource protection, sustainable 

agriculture) resulted in five mentioned sections. 
 

Name Grounded Groups Created 

◊ SR_22_Topic food / nutrition 5 [SR_M_22_] 27.06.2025 16:37 

◊ SR_22_Climate Neutrality 3 [SR_M_22_] 17.06.2025 12:03 

◊ SR_22_Health 2 [SR_M_22_] 29.06.2025 12:25 

◊ SR_22_Spatial Planning 1 [SR_M_22_] 17.06.2025 12:00 

◊ SR_22_Food security 1 [SR_M_22_] 29.06.2025 12:25 

◊ SR_22_Sust agriculture 1 [SR_M_22_] 29.06.2025 12:25 

◊ SR_22_Ressource protection 1 [SR_M_22_] 29.06.2025 12:50 
 

Table 2: Codes created on Atlas.ti., related to food, nutrition & waste management in the sustainability 
report of Munich (LHM & RKU, 2022) 

 

The absence of measurable goals also appears in chapter 3.19, which addresses 

waste generation. Here, the focus is placed primarily on sensitising society to reduce waste, 

rather than addressing structural changes within governance or production systems (LHM 

& RKU, 2022, p. 124). Similarly, the Perspective Munich (LHM, 2022a) makes only marginal 

references to food and nutrition within its development concept (discursive resistance), with 

key aspects like regional supply chains or food system transformation largely absent. 

In relation to action field 4 and 5 of the MIN (MER, 2024b), additional insights on the 

inclusion of civil society and participatory involvement can be gathered through the available 

video documentation and minutes of the City Council Hearing on the sustainability 

management and strategy (LHM, 2022b). In this hearing, Christine Kugler (RKU, 2022c) 

emphasized that ongoing activities and processes “have timewise and conceptually mostly 

been developed separately” (RKU, 2022b 03:26), calling for better bundling and coordination 

of already running processes, referencing to the current time pressure on achieving more 

sustainability. She highlighted the urgency of establishing overarching management tools to 

achieve sustainability goals, while also raising the need for continuous dialogue with 

organized civil society. Simultaneously, the question on how to align the cross-sectional task 

of sustainable development, and how it can be institutionalised in the city management 

whilst aligning with other city goals, was posed from her side (RKU, 2022b). Kugler expected 

further results on these approaches after the Hearing.  

Complementing this, the MIN organised Labs in connection to the Hearing, where civic 

perspectives were presented. Here, participants voiced concerns that participation offerings 

were often ineffective, unclear in their outcomes, and risked generating frustration and 

disengagement (MIN, 2022a). Further insights into the results of the Lab can be found in 

Annex 6. The mismatch of expectations from civil society and framing through municipality 

action hints at discursive resistance. In combination with no further transformative policy 

interventions, also institutional resistance can be referred to. 



39 

Findings Material Resistance: 

In relation to action field 1 of the MER’s strategy paper (MER, 2024b), the MIN – as 

another civil society representative – explicitly criticises the absence of holistic, binding, and 

sufficiently ambitious commitments across city departments. Referring to two of Munich’s 

key development documents, the Sustainability Report and Perspective Munich, the MIN 

highlights significant gaps in addressing food-related issues and broader sustainability goals 

(MIN, 2023). According to the MIN, while these documents describe numerous development 

objectives, they cannot replace a comprehensive sustainability strategy with concrete, 

measurable targets. In its reflection on the Sustainability Report, the MIN notes “clear gaps 

of action” (MIN, 2023), further arguing that the city is unlikely to meet its self-imposed climate 

and strategic goals under current conditions. The organisation critiques optimistic 

evaluations of indicators – 70% rated as good (3/4) or very good (4/4) – as unrealistic, 

pointing to neglected factors such as local food insecurity, exemplified by the situation at 

Munich’s foodbanks (MIN, 2023). “Visiting Munich’s foodbanks would probably give off a 

more realistic estimation, which would hardly be a positive one”, says Helmut Schmidt, 

spokesman of the MIN (MIN, 2023). 

Since 2016, the MIN has called for a systematic sustainability management strategy 

and presented detailed proposals, including a 38-page position paper following a 2022 city 

hearing (LHM, 2022b; MIN, 2022b). “Implementable proposals have been on the table since 

the hearing at the latest. We cannot comprehend that the proposal for a decision is not to be 

submitted to the City Council until the end of the year (2023)” (MIN, 2023), says Helena 

Geißler (spokeswomen, MIN). Despite these proposals being on the table, the municipal 

decision-making process has been delayed, with the City Council expected to address the 

issue until late 2023 (MIN, 2023). 

Findings Institutional Resistance: 

The Hearing and subsequent Labs organized by the MIN (MIN, 2022a) illustrate how 

institutional resistance may manifests less through overt opposition and more through 

structural inertia and fragmentation. While municipal representatives, such as Kugler (from 

the RKU), acknowledged the urgency of aligning sustainability efforts and called for cross-

departmental and -level coordination, no significant structural reforms were implemented 

following these discussions (MIN, 2022a). This lack of institutional follow-up, despite active 

engagement with civil society, reflects how existing governance frameworks and decision-

making processes can favour continuity over transformative change. The limited capacity to 

translate civic input into binding institutional mechanisms, combined with reliance on existing 

departmental fragmentation, illustrates how power might be embedded within governance 

structures themselves (Geels, 2014). This institutional inertia indirectly resists bottom-up 

proposals by delaying or diluting their potential impact on urban food system transformation. 

Points of Alignment Between MER and Municipal Goals: 

Taking a closer look at the sustainability report (LHM & RKU, 2022), and the chapters 

that can be associated to the food value chain gives an insight into the city’s framing of food 

as a strategic focus. Subdivisions, that can be associated to the food value chain in this 

report is e.g., chapter 3.2 (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 48) on ecological agriculture. This topic 

refers to SDG 2: no hunger, food security, better food, and sustainable agriculture (LHM 

& RKU, 2022, p. 50). The goal here described is on reaching 100% of ecological 

management on city goods (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 154). This aligns with the MER’s 
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demands in action field 2. Munich sets a strong overall municipal focus on OoHC. Here, the 

report introduces Munich as Bio-City, with the goal of progressively increasing the bio-

regional percentage of foods, specifically in OoHC (LHM, 2025). Related to this goal, also 

e.g. is the commitment from the City Council Hearing in 2021, on more organic foods in all 

municipal facilities and at all municipal catering events (LHM, 2021a) („Mehr Bio-

Lebensmittel in allen städtischen Einrichtungen und bei allen städtischen 

Verpflegungsanlässen“, July 28th, 2021), or the implementation of the House of Food 

(Re:think München, 2024), further addressed later on. 

Bio-City Munich: Since 2006, the City Council officially decided a resolution for 

becoming Bio-City. The goal in this regard, since then has been to increase the biological 

amount in the OoHC. Meaning, childcare facilities, gastronomy, or municipal institutions 

(LHM & RKU, 2022). This is connected to sustainability, thus also regionality (LHM & RKU, 

2022, p. 54). Building up on municipal agricultural goods, the goal is to fully integrate 

ecological cultivation on these. First successes have been registered with bio-food pilots in 

schools (LHM & RKU, 2022). The RKU is constantly further developing and supporting the 

other departments in this regard (LHM, 2025). 

Looking into the bio-ecological goals proposed by the MER, a positive connection can 

be drawn to the commitment introduced with the Bio-City and bio-regional management by 

the municipality. Related to this, and also positively evaluated by the MER (MER, 2024b, 

p. 15), is the City Council Resolution from 2021 on the further implementation of organic 

foods in the municipal’s field of action (LHM, 2021a). As cross-reference, lever 5 of the 

MER’s paper (2024b), addresses “utilising and expanding municipal structures for food 

system transformation” (MER, 2024b, p. 23). Here, specifically the MER comments on first 

successes with municipal projects on bio-regional value chains. Further, M 5.9 (MER, 2024b, 

p. 24), refers to the municipal agricultural goods. Addressing the possibility of utilising these 

for urban regional food supply (MER, 2024b, p. 24), can be positively connected to the 

municipal goals addressed with the Bio-City (LHM & RKU, 2022). 

Despite the alignment of the set goals, their achievement has not reached 100% so 

far: by the middle of 2025, 60% of the foods in municipal institutions and departments was 

supposed to be bio-regional, for meat the goal was 40% by 2022 (LHM, 2021a). As an 

example: municipal canteens so far have reached an average of 25% of bio-foods, municipal 

receptions have reached 50% bio, and both 100% biological meat (LHM, 2021a). The 

retirement home (MÜNCHENSTIFT), and day care centres have reached between 30-50% 

(LHM, 2025). 

In relation to action field 4 of the MER (MER, 2024b), the implementation of the House 

of Food presents a positive alignment. Further expanding its offer, also action field 5 is being 

addressed. The House of Food (Haus der Kost), is a consultation and coaching centre for 

kitchen teams of the OoHC in Munich (LHM, 2025) and taken as an example. It was 

inaugurated in April 2024, and its goal is to make businesses future-proof, cooking seasonal 

foods collectively, and demonstrating alternatives to the cooks. Most important in this 

approach stays the satisfaction of the guests (LHM, 2025). For educational purposes, there 

is different workshops being organised in the installed teaching kitchens in the House of 

Food, such as on grains and legumes, seasonal menu development, or, another relevant 

point here is also food waste prevention and food recycling (LHM, 2025).  
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6 Discussion 

This discussion section combines the findings of the document analysis considering 

the overarching research question Why do some bottom-up proposals advancing food 

system change and represented by the MER, get taken up by the municipality, while 

others do not? To address this, the chapter synthesises the alignment between the MER’s 

goals and municipal strategies, examines divergences, and interprets the underlying 

dynamics of acceptance or resistance through the lens of Geels’ framework (2014) on 

regime resistance. The analysis highlights a nuanced interplay of alignment, fragmentation, 

and forms of resistance between municipal strategies and the MER’s proposals, which can 

be critically understood through the mentioned framework (Geels, 2014). 

The first sub-question, do the goals of the MER on food system change align with 

the goals of the municipality, is discussed by assessing the MER’s strategy papers (MER, 

2020, 2024b) and municipal approaches on food system change. Followed by areas of 

overlap, such as commitments to bio-regional foods and participatory formats (chapter 5.3), 

and lastly highlighting gaps, particularly around structural anchoring of food system change 

and the integration of nutrition into broader sustainability agendas.  

The second sub-question has been explored by conducting a thorough literature 

review, framing the observed divergences within multi-level governance dynamics and 

power relations between niche and regime actors. and has led to the selected theoretical 

framework (Geels, 2014). Through asking, how can non-accordance (of bottom-up 

proposals and top-down implementation) be explained, the four forms – instrumental, 

discursive, material, institutional – as possible approach to top-down resistance, have been 

introduced. These served as starting point to guide an understanding of discrepancies 

between bottom-up proposals and top-down implementation. 

Building on this, the third sub-question, do municipal authorities apply any of the 

instrumental, discursive, material, and institutional forms of resistance against these 

proposals, structures the interpretative part of this chapter, providing a detailed examination 

of how resistance manifests across the analysed municipal documents and participatory 

processes. The analysis of the results in this section follows a descriptive outline of the 

conceptualised framework presented in Annex 1. 

Ultimately, this chapter not only highlights the specific mechanisms through which 

municipal actors may implicitly or explicitly resist transformative bottom-up proposals but 

also reflects on the implications for accelerating food system change in Munich and beyond. 

Interpretation instrumental resistance: 

The analysis of the sustainability report (LHM & RKU, 2022) and the Perspective 

Munich document (LHM, 2021c), in relation to action fields 1 and 2 of the MER (2024b), 

highlights a pattern of instrumental resistance. While both documents – being the most 

relevant in this context and including further concepts – acknowledge the broader relevance 

of sustainable development, they reference to goals such as zero-waste and climate 

neutrality but notably avoid structurally embedding food system transformation within their 

sustainability strategies or within any separate strategy. This omission highlights a power 

imbalance in which the municipality can position dominating processes by prioritizing sectors 

like mobility, housing, and energy, while marginalizing topics they categorise less relevant, 

such as food-related issues.  
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Furthermore, limited municipal resource allocation, as stated from different civil society 

initiatives during the participant observation, highlights a significant barrier to bottom-up 

innovation (Bär, 2023). This can be understood as instrumental resistance, where the regime 

maintains control by restricting access to financial and institutional resources necessary for 

scaling civil society initiatives. By not providing adequate funding or support, municipal 

authorities indirectly shape which initiatives survive, thereby reinforcing existing policy 

trajectories. This dynamic demonstrates how structural inequalities between regime and 

niche actors impede transformative potential, even when grassroots initiatives seemingly 

align with broader sustainability goals. 

The lack of long-term funding constrains the ability of civil society to maintain or 

expand innovative initiatives and reinforces existing regimes. Thus, it privileges stability and 

established programs rather than creating flexible pathways for supporting emerging 

grassroots actors. This systemic inertia limits civil society’s ability to establish long-term 

engagement in food system reform. 

While some municipal initiatives (e.g., NOwasteVEMBER) do foster participatory 

awareness – aligning with certain MER goals (e.g. action field 4) – their limited scope in 

addressing structural food-related changes stays and further underscores a gap between the 

municipality’s broader sustainability goals and the MER’s proposals for integrated food 

system transformation (action field 1 and 5). 

Interpretation discursive resistance: 

The absence of explicit target values and the framing of food-related measures as 

peripheral rather than integral to broader sustainability goals reflects discursive resistance, 

as it shapes public and policy attention away from the need of systemic food transitions. The 

marginal inclusion of food-related topics in the sustainability report and the Perspective 

Munich can be interpreted as a form of passive, yet noticeable resistance towards action 

fields 1 and 2 of the MER.  

While Geels’ framework (2014) focuses on active discourse strategies (e.g. agenda-

setting or reframing), the municipality’s silence or omission indirectly shapes discourses by 

deprioritising food-related issues. By failing to establish concrete goals or integrate food 

system change into broader sustainability agendas, the municipality maintains the status quo 

and implicitly resists bottom-up proposals for more comprehensive transformation. This 

aligns with diagnostic and prognostic discursive resistance, as the framing of problems and 

solutions shifts responsibility to society (problem identification) rather than prompting 

structural change (type of solution). 

The City Council Hearing and subsequent Labs organized by the MIN highlight a 

persistent gap between municipal follow-ups paired with commitments to sustainability and 

the participatory ambitions expressed by civil society actors. While Christine Kugler’s (RKU, 

2022b) remarks acknowledge both the fragmented nature of ongoing municipal initiatives, 

the need for better coordination, plus the inclusion of civil society, this acknowledgment has 

not yet translated into structural reforms or clearly defined mechanisms for continuous civic 

engagement. 

Rather than explicitly rejecting civil society proposals, the municipality delays or 

sidesteps them by first facilitating exchange of views with civil society but then maintaining 

vague commitments and process-oriented language (e.g. addressing other transformations). 

According to Geels (2014) definition, this suggests no active form of resistance – 

nonetheless, this dynamic is interpreted as discursive resistance in this research. Because 
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despite agreeing on and paving ground for exchange through a Hearing with civil society, no 

municipal action follows. Apart from shaping the dominant narrative by setting priorities 

elsewhere, favouring certain solutions aligning with existing structures (such as related to 

mobility or housing (LHM, 2022a)), this approach reduces actual public integration, as well 

as the public sense for urgency of active involvement or urgency for change. This might 

further hint at existing governance structures and bureaucratic inertia hindering the 

integration of bottom-up proposals, even when formally acknowledged. 

 The Labs’ findings reinforce this interpretation: civil society participants described 

participation offerings as ineffective, with unclear outcomes that rarely were communicated 

back to stakeholders (MIN, 2022a). Such perceptions not only undermine trust but also risk 

discouraging future participation – further entrenching the regime’s dominant position. The 

absence of strong institutional uptake or binding decisions effectively maintains the status 

quo without overt confrontation. This suggests that regime resistance, in this case, is less 

about active opposition and more about slow adaptation and prioritization of other agendas, 

which indirectly marginalizes transformative proposals from civil society.  

Interpretation material resistance: 

In relation to action field 1 of the MER’s strategy paper (MER, 2024b), not only 

instrumental but also material resistance can be allocated. In relation to the developed 

position paper, the MIN criticises the absence of follow-up results and cross-departmental 

commitments (MIN, 2024a). While the city evaluates its progress mostly as positively in the 

sustainability report (LHM & RKU, 2022) (3/4 or 4/4), these strategies lack binding 

commitments and measurable targets, particularly regarding food system transformation, 

and do not align with the MER’s demands. This absence is significant because it suggests a 

reliance on existing infrastructures and incremental adjustments rather than investing in 

systemic reconfiguration. The city’s optimistic evaluations of indicators – despite evidence of 

unmet needs, such as local food shortage in the food banks – further reinforce this 

interpretation: resources are allocated and assessed in ways that maintain the status quo 

rather than challenging it. This underscores a pattern where civil society inputs are 

acknowledged but no structural incorporation into binding strategies follows, suggesting 

limited willingness or capacity from municipal authorities to translate bottom-up proposals 

into actionable frameworks. 

The delays in adopting a comprehensive sustainability strategy can also hint at how 

established institutional practices and fragmented departmental structures (RKU, 2022b) 

hinder transformative policy shifts. Creating the illusion of change by integrating civil society 

opinions but maintaining existing infrastructure creates an optimistic portrayal of progress in 

official reporting – contrasted with MIN’s more critical assessment – and can also be related 

to discursive resistance, framing the situation more positively than civil society actors 

perceive, thereby reducing the external appearance of the urgency for change.  

Furthermore, the focus on the incrementally improving of existing infrastructure, such 

as related to the housing or mobility sector (Perspective Munich document) (LHM, 2022a), 

rather than adding on transformative food measures, aligns with material resistance – 

favouring technical adjustments over systemic change.  

Interpretation institutional resistance: 

Despite the progress identified regarding action fields 4 and 5 of the MER strategy 

(MER, 2024b), the analysis shows that participatory opportunities are provided at different 
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points – such as within the House of Food or through consultation like the MIN’s feedback on 

the sustainability report (MIN, 2024c). However, in practice, the House of Food currently 

exhibits minimal integration of sustainability and health into the curricula of food-related 

studies, both conceptually and practically. This falls short of MER’s demand for systemic 

educational reform (MER, 2024b, p. 21; Re:think München, 2024). Existing initiatives largely 

target already-trained professionals via workshops, which, while beneficial for current market 

actors, fail to embed transformative change into broader educational structures. This 

dynamic reflects elements of institutional resistance; whereby entrenched governance 

frameworks prioritize established systems and hinder deeper structural reforms. 

Action field 5 further calls for long-term municipal commitment to initiatives such as the 

House of Food (M 5.4) (MER, 2024b, p. 23). Although the project’s initial design and 

investment – despite contested votes in its approval (RKU, 2021) – suggest a degree of 

sustained support, civil society feedback reveals persistent scepticism about the actual 

effectiveness of participatory mechanisms (MIN, 2022a). Such scepticism, echoed in both 

the participatory labs and the Fishbowl discussion (Bär, 2023), highlights a perceived gap 

between rhetorical openness and substantive influence of bottom-up contributions. This 

dynamic can be interpreted as a blend of institutional and discursive resistance (Geels, 

2014): formal structures nominally enable participation, yet the framing of participation and 

the absence of tangible structural reforms imply that market-oriented solutions are 

prioritised, while transformative bottom-up proposals remain marginalised. 

Further insights emerge from the City Council hearing on sustainable management 

and strategy development. Christine Kugler (RKU, 2022) underscored the proliferation of 

existing strategies and advocated for “decisive action” rather than the creation of additional 

frameworks (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 3). As the department responsible for sustainability, this 

stance may help explain the limited municipal engagement in advancing a dedicated food 

system strategy. Simultaneously, Kugler’s emphasis on securing higher-level political 

backing points to potential resistance at upper tiers of municipal governance (e.g., City 

Council) or even embedded institutional norms at state or federal levels, reflecting how 

systemic barriers can reinforce existing priorities (also transferring to municipal level) and 

obstruct bottom-up innovation. 

Interpretation overlaps and aligning goals: 

The House of Food represents a concrete municipal effort to foster societal 

participation in line with the MER’s action field 4, particularly measure 4.6, which calls for 

integrating sustainable nutrition into training curricula (MER, 2024b, p. 21). Its “Train the 

Trainer” workshops, designed to engage cooks on an equal footing, illustrate an initial step 

toward embedding sustainability principles within vocational education (LHM, 2025). This 

approach aligns with the MER’s vision of cultivating multipliers who can influence future 

catering practices, suggesting partial responsiveness to bottom-up proposals. However, 

while participatory elements are visible, these measures remain largely project-based rather 

than structurally embedded into formal educational pathways, indicating limited 

transformative reach. 

Similarly, the municipal focus on bio-regional foods and ecological management of 

city-owned agricultural land (LHM & RKU, 2022, p. 48, 154) demonstrates thematic 

alignment with lever 5 of the MER’s strategy, which emphasizes leveraging municipal 

structures for systemic food transition (MER, 2024b, p. 23). This congruence is reflected in 

shared objectives, such as increasing organic shares in out-of-home catering. Nevertheless, 
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progress toward these targets appears uneven; achieved percentages in bio-regional food 

procurement remain below the city’s own benchmarks, leaving MER’s demands for stronger 

implementation valid and pressing. 

From the perspective of Geels’ (2014) framework, these dynamics suggest a partial 

accommodation rather than a full integration of niche (MER) proposals. While some 

objectives are formally adopted, their operationalization occurs incrementally and without 

deep institutional restructuring. This may indicate a subtler form of instrumental resistance, 

where alignment in principle coexists with delays or partial enactment in practice. Moreover, 

the absence of broader structural anchoring – central to action field 1 of the MER – 

highlights enduring regime priorities that favour incremental adjustments over transformative 

change. 

Summary of the Interpretation, Recommendations and Critical 

Reflection  

The research explored why certain bottom-up proposals for food system 

transformation, represented by the MER, are taken up by municipal authorities while others 

are not. Using Geels’ (2014) framework on regime resistance, the analysis revealed a 

complex interplay of alignment, fragmentation, and subtle resistance within Munich’s food 

system governance. The findings show partial alignment between MER’s proposals and 

municipal goals (RQ1), particularly in areas like ecological agriculture, bio-regional food 

strategies, or participatory education. Yet, significant gaps remain in the structural anchoring 

of food system change in broader sustainability frameworks. Non-accordance between 

bottom-up and top-down agendas (RQ2) is explained by the four forms of resistance (Geels, 

2014), integrated as theoretical framework – instrumental (e.g., agenda control, limited 

funding, resource prioritization), discursive (e.g., framing omissions and shifting 

responsibility), material (e.g., incremental rather than transformative technological 

improvements, even though less apparent), and institutional (e.g., fragmented governance 

structures and lack of binding strategies) (RQ3). 

 By answering these questions, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of 

how regime resistance can manifest in urban food policy and highlights the structural and 

discursive dynamics that shape interactions between civil society and municipal authorities. 

The study illustrates how passive resistance – manifesting as omission or vague framing – 

can be just as impactful as active opposition in stalling transformative proposals. 

Following this, some recommendations for praxis include the strengthening of cross-

departmental coordination and embedding food system goals into overarching sustainability 

strategies. This would address the institutional gaps identified. Second, developing clearer 

mechanisms to incorporate civil society’s feedback – moving from consultative to co-creative 

formats – could reduce frustration and enhance legitimacy of municipal actions. Third, 

ensuring adequate and stable funding for bottom-up initiatives, or further transparency in the 

selection process would mitigate instrumental resistance and support long-term societal 

engagement. These recommendations do not offer a universal solution but suggest 

actionable directions for Munich that might be replicable in other European cities pursuing 

similar transitions. 

A critical reflection on the research highlights some limitations. Low answer rates from 

the side of interview participants shifted the approach to a more document reliant analysis. 

Methodologically, this approach is well-suited for mapping discourses and commitments. 

However, it limited the ability to gain deeper insights into the internal decision-making 
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dynamics and motivations of municipal actors – insights that could have been uncovered 

through a greater number of interviews. Increasing the number of interviewees or expanding 

empirical data collection otherwise could improve future studies. While Munich serves as a 

pioneering example, other cities might display different configurations of regime-niche 

interactions or varying levels of participatory openness. The findings are thus more context-

specific, reflecting Munich’s particular governance landscape and civil society networks, and 

should be adapted to the individual case before replicating. Nonetheless, this contextual 

specificity also enriches understanding of how urban governance structures intersect with 

civil society dynamics in a European urban environment.  

Positioning in the Broader Theoretical and Practical Context 

Positioning this thesis in a broader theoretical and practical context, it contributes to 

the growing field of sustainability transition studies by applying Geels’ (2014) framework of 

regime resistance to the case of Munich’s urban food system. While previous studies have 

examined resistance mostly in energy and mobility transitions (Laur et al., 2025), its 

application to food policy – particularly the interaction between bottom-up initiatives and 

municipal governance – remains underexplored (Laur & Kanda, 2025). By focusing on the 

MER and its proposals (MER, 2024b), this study expands understanding of how grassroots 

innovation encounters entrenched political structures and how resistance manifests in 

instrumental, discursive, material, and institutional forms. 

This research highlights that resistance is not always obvious but frequently embedded 

in framing, omissions, or prioritisation practices, thereby extending Geels’ framework 

towards identifying subtler, more passive forms of resistance. The findings illustrate how 

resistance can occur even within contexts rhetorically committed to sustainability, thereby 

complementing and extending prior transition studies that have largely concentrated on more 

explicit conflicts between niches and regimes (Laur & Kanda, 2025). 

Practically, the findings offer valuable insights into participatory food policy processes 

of municipal actors and policy intermediaries. By identifying existing alignments between 

MER proposals and municipal strategies – such as ecological agriculture and participation 

formats – as well as persisting gaps, including the structural anchoring of food system 

change and the integration of food-related themes into broader policy frameworks, this 

research reveals key leverage points for policy innovation. Recognising patterns of 

resistance may inform strategies to foster more inclusive governance, align sustainability 

goals across scales, and thus accelerate transformative processes.  

The analysis also holds value beyond Munich, providing lessons for other, similar 

European cities experimenting with circular food systems and participatory governance 

models. Furthermore, the analysis underscores the importance of institutional reforms that 

move beyond symbolic participation toward genuine co-production of policy, thus bridging 

the persistent divide between civil society aspirations and municipal implementation. 
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7 Conclusion 

The findings indicate that while the municipality of Munich has established ambitious 

climate goals and engages with sustainability, its approach to food system transformation is 

fragmented and does not match the holistic, systemic vision proposed by the MER so far. 

There is a clear alignment on specific, project-based initiatives, such as increasing organic 

food in OoHC and promoting waste reduction through the Zero-Waste concept. The 

establishment of the House of Food is a tangible outcome that resonates with the MER’s call 

for educational infrastructure and demands from their first strategy paper (MER, 2020). 

However, these successes exist within a broader context of strategic disconnect and do not 

address deeper systemic change. 

The MER’s primary demand for the structural and institutional anchoring of food policy 

as a cross-departmental, strategic priority remains largely unaddressed. The analysis of key 

municipal documents like the Perspective Munich (LHM, 2021b) and the 2022 Sustainability 

Report (LHM & RKU, 2022) shows that food as a systemic lever is marginalized. The 

analysis thus highlights instrumental resistance, visible in the way resources, authority, 

and agenda-setting are controlled by municipal actors. For example, food-related issues are 

selectively included in strategies – like focusing on organic sourcing in municipal facilities – 

while excluding broader cross-departmental reforms. This selective support enables the 

municipality to showcase progress without committing to a comprehensive restructuration as 

called for by the MER. Such instrumental resistance manifests itself not only in funding 

decisions but also in the prioritization of departmental goals over integrative strategies, 

subtly reinforcing existing power imbalances. 

This additionally points towards significant discursive resistance, where municipal 

framing prioritizes other sustainability topics (e.g., mobility, housing) and frames food-related 

issues, such as waste, primarily as a matter of individual consumer responsibility rather than 

a systemic challenge requiring structural change (LHM, 2023a). This resonates with the 

critique from the MIN, which highlights the city's lack of a cohesive, overarching 

sustainability strategy with measurable targets, despite years of advocacy (MIN, 2023). 

Furthermore, the slow progress on developing a comprehensive sustainability strategy, 

despite concrete proposals from civil society, can be interpreted as a form of material 

resistance. By delaying the allocation of institutional and financial resources to a system-

wide food policy, the regime maintains the status quo and prioritizes established economic 

and developmental pathways over the deeper transformation advocated by the MER. 

Nonetheless, this can possibly be related to higher governance structures, limiting the city’s 

freedom in acting, such as frameworks provided by the State of Bavaria. 

 Finally, institutional resistance seems to be evident in the city's operational patterns. 

The preference for project-based solutions (e.g. House of Food) over embedding 

transformative goals into binding, long-term policy and educational curricula suggests a 

reluctance to alter existing governance structures. The feedback from civil society actors 

during the MIN-organized labs and the Fishbowl discussion underscores a recurring theme: 

while participatory forums are offered, they often lack efficacy and clear pathways for 

influencing policy, leading to disillusionment among citizens (Bär, 2023; MIN, 2022a). This 

aligns with research by Nunes and Lamine (2025), who argue that power imbalances and a 

failure to address them remain significant barriers to genuine participatory governance in 

European food systems. The challenges faced by the MER are not unique; as Bassarab et 
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al. (2019) note, FPCs often struggle with limited resources and power, making governmental 

support crucial for their survival and impact. 

The relationship between the MER and Munich’s municipality is not one of outright 

opposition, but of selective engagement and systemic inertia. The city supports and 

implements isolated, tangible projects that align with its existing departmental priorities, but 

so far it appears to resist the fundamental, structural changes that the MER identifies as 

essential for a genuine food system transition. The evidence points towards instrumental, 

discursive, institutional, and material resistance, which – even if sometimes subtle or passive 

– collectively sideline the holistic, bottom-up vision for a sustainable food future. 

This study contributes to the understanding of urban food governance by 

demonstrating how a municipal regime can simultaneously support and hinder a food system 

transition. It highlights that the absence of a dedicated, integrated food policy strategy is a 

critical barrier, leading to a collection of fragmented actions rather than a coherent 

transformation. The findings confirm that intermediary organizations like the MER constitute 

a relevant building block for cross-sectoral interaction, but to be effective, they require more 

than just a seat at the table; they need clear institutional pathways for their proposals to be 

integrated into binding policy, plus the political will and backup to overcome entrenched 

administrative norms. 

A key limitation of this research was the inability to conduct interviews with municipal 

actors. This, combined with the absence of a direct position statement from the municipal 

side towards the MER’s demands, restricted the analysis to publicly available documents 

and civil society perspectives, and made it more difficult to reach firm conclusions on direct 

resistance points. Direct insights from within the administration could have provided a more 

nuanced understanding of the internal barriers and decision-making processes that for 

instance also the RKU faces. Despite these barriers, this research highlights that meaningful 

progress is possible through bottom-up advocacy. The MER’s ability to secure partial 

alignment on projects like the House of Food demonstrates the potential of grassroots 

initiatives to influence urban governance, even amid systemic resistance. Moreover, 

documenting these resistance mechanisms offers valuable insight for refining future 

strategies – both for civil society actors seeking greater influence and for policymakers 

aiming to design more inclusive governance structures. 

Ultimately, the case of Munich suggests that while bottom-up initiatives are vital for 

generating innovative ideas and mobilizing civil society, their success is contingent on the 

regime’s willingness to engage in deep institutional learning and reform. Without a structural 

anchoring of food policy, the transformative potential of such movements is likely to remain 

constrained, and the transition towards truly sustainable urban food systems might only 

happen in a scattered way. Future research could track the ongoing collaboration between 

the municipality and organised civil society actors, or entities such as the FPC. Building on 

already existing structures provides a solid ground for further exploration on how this 

evolving partnership can overcome existing barriers to build a truly resilient and equitable 

urban food system with collaborative forms of governance for Munich. 
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