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Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

60,000 hectares cultivated on model properties in the peri-

urban area of the Metropolitan Region of São Paulo (RMSP) 

would have the potential to supply 20 million people a year 

with legumes and vegetables and create 180,000 new jobs 

in the metropolis.

20 million

agricultural establishments (EA) occupy 15.5% of the total 

area of the RMSP, according to IBGE data.

5.083 

of agricultural enterprises are

for family farming.

65% The municipality of Mogi das Cruzes 

concentrates 35% of the GPV from 

farming in the RMSP.

35%

are small properties of up to 20 hectares, which employ 74.8% of the workforce (14,962 people) 

and produce 60.8% of the so-called Gross Production Value (GPV1) – equivalent to nearly 

R$ 433 million.

86,4% 

The agricultural production of the country’s largest metropolis 

is specialized in horticulture and floriculture, with 3,039 

EA dedicated to these segments. 63.5% of the total GPV 

derives from horticulture.

63,5%

200 hectares cultivated on model properties in urban areas of the metropolis would have 

the potential to supply 80,000 people a year with legumes and vegetables and employ 

1,000 workers. This is equivalent to the current area of vacant land in the district of 

Sapopemba (municipality of São Paulo) and the 24,000 families that could consume the 

food is 1.5x those currently receiving the Bolsa Família government subsidy in that district.

80,000

1 From the Portuguese Valor Bruto de 
Produção - VBP, an index used in the 
Agricultural Census that measures the income 
generated by agricultural production. 
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Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

Expenditure on fruits, legumes and 

vegetables accounts for 10% of the 

total average household food budget.

Food expenditure on meals away from home is directly 

proportionate to family income. For the average RMSP 

household, it accounts for nearly 40% of total food 

expenditure. Among the poorest 20% of the population, 

this figure drops to 15%.

The RMSP food sector (including production, industry, commerce and services) directly 

employs 13% of the region’s workforce, or 1.3 million people. This is twice the amount of 

people working in civil construction in the RMSP.

42% of fruits, 73% of legumes and 96% of vegetables sold at 

CEAGESP come from within the state of São Paulo.

Food expenditure comprises 17.5% (Brazil) and 

14% (RMSP) of the average household budget. 

This percentage reaches 21% in metropolis 

households with a per capita monthly family 

income of up to R$ 347.22. 

10% 40%

1.3 million96%

14%

Each year, 3 million tons of horticultural products – including fruits, legumes, vegetables, flowers, fish and others – are sold 

at the São Paulo Terminal Warehouse (ETSP)2, better known as CEAGESP. These products originate from 1,500 different 

Brazilian cities and 18 other countries.

2 From the Portuguese Entreposto Terminal de São Paulo – ETSP, the Warehouse is located on the west side of the capital and administered by the Companhia de Entrepostos e Armazéns Gerais de São Paulo, otherwise known as the CEAGESP.
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Harvesting leafy vegetables in a greenhouse. Photo: Zanone Fraissat/Folhapres 
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The Metropolitan Region of São Paulo (RMSP) is the largest urban agglomeration in Latin 

America, encompassing 39 municipalities3 and concentrating 17.7% of national GDP and 

around 21.6 million inhabitants. And all these people need to eat. 

As major consumer hubs, urban centers play a key role in shaping food production, 

distribution and marketing methods. But that is not all. For the food system as a whole, 

policies pertaining to supply, distribution, public procurement, promotion of local 

production, zoning and planning all have great capacity to effect change, beyond just 

impacting upon consumption habits. Transformations can have even broader consequences 

when they originate in centers of great socioeconomic relevance, such as the RMSP.

With this in mind, the Instituto Escolhas, in partnership with Urbem, designed the study 

Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of 

São Paulo. Developed by an interdisciplinary team of researchers and collaborators, the 

study explores the subsystems that compose the RMSP food system, with the objective 

of further investigating the economic and financial viability and possible challenges for 

urban and peri-urban agriculture (UPA) in the region. The study also aims to properly 

analyze UPA’s capacity to make the food system in the São Paulo metropolis more 

sustainable and resilient4.

In order to achieve this, the study reconciles the identification, systematization and analysis 

of secondary data with mapping and case studies of different types of agriculture in the 

RMSP. Compiling the information in this way made it possible to identify local production 

bottlenecks, distinguish public and private policies, and simulate scenarios from potential 

government decisions and investments within the scope of UPA. 

The study shows a promising context, revealing that agriculture developed in the RMSP has 

the potential to feed 20 million people – nearly the entire population – with legumes and 

Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

3 The 39 municipalities include: São Paulo, Arujá, Barueri, Biritiba Mirim, Caieiras, Cajamar, Carapicuíba, Cotia, Diadema, Embu das Artes, Embu-Guaçu, Ferraz de Vasconcelos, Francisco Morato, Franco 
da Rocha, Guararema, Guarulhos, Itapecerica da Serra, Itapevi, Itaquaquecetuba, Jandira, Juquitiba, Mairiporã, Mauá, Mogi das Cruzes, Osasco, Pirapora do Bom Jesus, Poá, Ribeirão Pires, Rio Grande 
da Serra, Salesópolis, Santa Isabel, Santana de Parnaíba, Santo André, São Bernardo do Campo, São Caetano do Sul, São Lourenço da Serra, Suzano, Taboão da Serra and Vargem Grande Paulista.

4 Sustainable and resilient food systems (SFS) are a concept and methodological approach developed by the FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization), in partnership with RUAF 
(Resource Centre on Urban Agriculture and Food Security). According to FAO, SFS must be able to promote food and nutritional security for current and future generations 
by generating income, social benefits and minimizing positive or negative impacts on the environment without compromising their environmental, social and economic 
bases. SFS are founded on promoting access to fair trade and strengthening relationships between rural and urban and local production (FAO; RUAF, 2020).

5 This definition brings together elements from the broad conceptual UPA framework that has been developed over nearly two decades to encompass the 
heterogeneity of actors, objectives and roles present in practice, as well as the complexity inherent in the relationships between these elements.

vegetables, It also shows that the prioritization and strengthening of local agriculture can 

create new jobs and generate income, expand organic and sustainable food management 

and promote environmental conservation, among other benefits.

For this to become a reality, however, the study points out that structural changes need to 

be made. In the context of the arrival of the pandemic – when many people went back to 

buying food and cooking at home – an in-depth examination of such changes is important 

in order to keep up with the intensifying public debate on access to healthy food, and to 

consider the opportunities brought by investment in agricultural production within the 

urban fabric or near the metropolis. 

Presentation

Urban and Peri-urban Agriculture (UPA)5

The cultivation and distribution of food and other products within the urbanized 

area and its surroundings. The practice harnesses urban resources – such 

as physical space and labor – and often targets its production at urban 

inhabitants, acting in an integrated way with the economic and ecological 

systems of these territories.

Just as it suffers the effects of public policies and urban dynamics (such as 

violence and competition for land), UPA also influences food security, health, 

and the city environment.
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A significant portion of RMSP’s 7,945 km2 area is reserved for environmental protection 

and conservation areas. Nearly ¼ of the total landmass is urbanized and just over 20% 

of the area is available for agricultural practices.

Therefore, urban and peri-urban agriculture is developed in a complex context, with zoning 

and norms that are specific to each conservation and preservation mechanism. This is 

especially the case with peri-urban territories, where urban and rural landscapes coexist 

and where household and population expansion is more perceptible.

Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

Location and distribution of space for UPA in the RMSP

26%
45%

Occupation of RMSP space*

urbanized 
areas

forest 
formations

18%
mosaics of agriculture and pastures, 
which reaches 22% when added to 
other cultivated areas or that have 
the potential for cultivation

Horticultural production under high tension wires within the city of São Paulo. Photo: Marlene Bergamo/Folhapress

*Rocky formations, rivers and lakes correspond to 3%, planted forests another 3% and other uses 1%.



Título e número do mapa

Legenda

N

escala  
1 : 110.000

 

Evolu�on of the expansion of urban
space RMSP, 1553 to 2002

Data Source: 
Emplasa, São Paulo State Government.
Map developed by Ins�tuto Escolhas and Urbem.

Key

Evolu�on of the urban spread – Emplasa

Administra�ve Limits

Metropolitan region of São Paulo

1553  to  1881

1975  to  1980

1882  to  1914

1981  to  1985

1915  to  1929

1986  to  1992

1930  to  1949

1993  to  1997

1950  to  1962

1998  to  2002

1963  to 1974

scale  
1 : 110.000

N

anexo cartografias_03.pdf   1   11/12/20   10:59

In
st

it
ut

o 
Es

co
lh

as

8

Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

Evolution of urban expansion - RMSP, from 1553 to 2002. Data source: Emplasa, São Paulo State Government. Map developed by Instituto Escolhas and Urbem.

Evolution of the expansion of urban 
space RMSP, from 1553 to 2002
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Environmental Areas - RMSP. Data source: Secretariat of Infrastructure and Environment, São Paulo State Government. Map developed by Instituto Escolhas and Urbem. 

Environmental Areas – RMSP
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Green Belt Biosphere Reserve - RMSP. Data source: Secretariat of Infrastructure and Environment, 
Map developed by Instituto Escolhas and Urbem.

Green Belt Biosphere Reserve – RMSP
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The São Paulo Metropolis
Food System

production

production

distribution

distribution
center

retail

transport
market

Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo
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Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

Eating out is becoming a habit for Brazilians from all social 

classes, though to a lesser extent for lower income classes.

Consumption

Even in rural areas, almost ¼ of all eating happens outside 

the home. In the RMSP, this maximizes the importance of 

food services, which directly employ 1.3 million people, 

mostly concentrated in the commerce and services sectors 

(51% and 41%, respectively).

Besides eating less at home, the average RMSP resident 

also puts less fresh food in their shopping cart. Fruits, 

legumes, vegetables, roots and tubers represent only 11% 

of food expenditure for RMSP households. 

Consumption habits differ between social classes: the 

higher the income, the greater the consumption of fresh 

healthy food, while processed and easily prepared products 

predominate for lower income households.
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Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

Years São Paulo Metropolitan Region Brazil

% food expenditure 
in total budget

% food expenditure 
in total budget

% food expenditure 
in total budget

% food expenditure 
in total budget

1987/88 24% 81% Information
N/A

Information
N/A

1995/96 22% 77% Information
N/A

Information
N/A

2002/03 15% Information
N/A 17% 76%

2008/09 15% 57% 16% 69%

2017/18 12% 61% 14% 67%

Evolution of the share of food expenditure in general household expenses - RMSP and Brazil, 1987/88, 
1995/96, 2002/03, 2008/09 and 2017/18.

Distribution of consumption by expenditure group, according to family income per capita – RMSP, 
2017/2018.

Distribution of the population working in the food industry, per year and activity sector.
RMSP, 2012 to 2018.

Data source: Research on Household Budgets, IBGE. Graph developed by Instituto Escolhas and Urbem.

Data Source: National Household Sample 
Survey, IBGE. Graph developed by 
Instituto Escolhas and Urbem.

Data source: Research on Household Budgets, Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE). Graph developed by Instituto Escolhas and Urbem.

11% 

10% 
15% 

18% 

14% 

15% 17% 
14% 17% 19% 

21% 
18% 17% 16% 15% 

18% 15% 
18% 15% 11% 

25% 23% 26% 27% 25% 
29% 32% 

27% 28% 30% 

44% 49% 42% 40% 46% 
38% 37% 

40% 40% 40% 

1º 2º 3º 4º 5º 6º 7º 8º 9º 10º 

Other Food Transport Housing
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Distribution and Marketing

In Brazil, long marketing circuits predominate, supplying 

most greengrocers, restaurants and open-air fresh food 

markets with produce. This format is characterized by 

a large number of intermediaries between the producer 

and the consumer. The supply and distribution centers 

define the marketing logistics and, to a certain extent, 

also organize the flow of food products from the field 

to the table. This is the case for the São Paulo Terminal 

Warehouse (ETSP), known as CEAGESP, the largest supply 

center in Latin America, which receives products from 

1,500 different municipalities and 18 countries.

The ETSP is part of the public supply network, which 

includes greengrocers, fresh food markets, other food 

centers, restaurants, food banks and schools. Ideally, the 

first three provide alternatives to private channels and can 

adopt more advantageous marketing policies for farmers 

and consumers.

The private supply centers, which are connected to the 

large retail chains, coexist with the public network. Of the 

90,000 such stores in the country, 40% are supermarkets. 

Brazilians acquire 47% of their household products at 

supermarkets and hypermarkets.

Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

On the other hand, in the short circuit format, purchases 

are made directly from the producer or through a single 

intermediary. Typically, in a longer circuit, producers deliver 

in large quantities and the price of products is determined 

by market variations, whereas in short circuits, producers 

transport goods to the point of sale, assembling and 

delivering baskets at home and negotiating prices directly 

with restaurants and final consumers.

The short circuit format is most common in organic or 

agroecological markets, institutes that support producers, 

and restaurants focused on tracking the origin of the food 

they serve. Shortening the gap between producer and 

consumer tends to ensure higher income for the former 

and cost reduction for the latter, in an equation that is 

only possible thanks to the elimination of intermediaries’ 

commissions from the long circuit format. In general, each 

intermediary adds 100% of the value of purchase of the 

product at its sale value.
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Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

escala  
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N

Data source: CEAGESP (2019). 
Map developed by Ins�tuto Escolhas and Urbem

Figura 18 - Frutas comercializadas no ETSP, 
segundo município de origem  

Brasil, Janeiro-Dezembro, 2019
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Fruits sold at the ETSP, according to the city of origin - Brazil, January-December 2019.

Data source: São Paulo Terminal Warehouse (CEAGESP). Map developed by Instituto Escolhas and Urbem. 
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Data source: CEAGESP (2019). 
Map developed by Ins�tuto Escolhas and Urbem

Legumes sold at the ETSP, according to the city of origin - Brazil, January-December 2019.

Data source: CEAGESP (2019). Map developed by Instituto Escolhas and Urbem
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Data source: CEAGESP (2019). 
Map developed by Ins�tuto Escolhas and Urbem.
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Data source: CEAGESP (2019). 
Map developed by Ins�tuto Escolhas and Urbem.

Vegetables sold at the ETSP, according to the city of origin - Brazil, January-December, 2019.

Data source: CEAGESP (2019). Map developed by Instituto Escolhas and Urbem
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Data source: CEAGESP (2019).
Map developed by Ins�tuto Escolhas and Urbem.

Vegetables sold at the
ETSP, according to the city of origin

Brazil, January-December, 2019



A tractor destroys a coriander plantation at Hagio Farm in Jundiapeba region. With restaurants closures, producers are hard pressed to find 
buyers - Zanone Fraissat/Folhapress/
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Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

The impact of the pandemic on the system

Similar to the truckers’ strike that took place in Brazil in 

2018, the pandemic once again proved the fragility of 

the long circuit model for the RMSP food marketing and 

distribution system, particularly with the many changes 

affecting the production chain. Food prices rose steeply 

at the beginning of the quarantine and producers’ sales 

plummeted 70% in the first two weeks.

This is partly justified by the inherent complexity of this 

type of circuit. In the context of uncertainty established 

in March 2020, the closure of restaurants, the drop 

in demand for fresh and perishable products, the 

reduction in public procurement and the suspension 

of open-air fresh food markets generated significant 

losses for producers and distribution centers dealing 

with large volumes.

On the other hand, the short circuits and their transport 

of small crops suffered less impact. Quickly, producers 

all over the country discovered that the supply of ready-

made baskets and home delivery were a safe way to 

retail their products. The demand grew, especially for 

organic food, which is associated with better nutrition 

and the “increased immunity”.
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Production

Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

Statistics show that farming in the RMSP is specialized 

in horticulture, which comprises 63.5% of all production. 

When added to floriculture, this percentage reaches 77%. 

In total, the two segments account for 5% of all national 

production.

65% of the establishments in the RMSP are family-based 

farming. According to IBGE’s Agricultural Census, family 

farming establishments are all those with an area of up to 

four fiscal modules (in the RMSP, this equals up to 20 ha or 

38 ha), and under strict family management. 

More than half of the workforce must be family members, 

who obtain at least half of their income from the 

establishment’s farming activities.

Also, according to IBGE, family farming can be subdivided 

according to family income: Pronaf*B (up to R$ 20k), 

Pronaf V (between R$ 20k – 360k) and Non-Pronaf 

(upwards of R$ 360k).

The other 35% of agricultural establishments in the 

metropolis are for non-family farming, that is, farms that 

have no income limit or specific type of labor employee 

(hired or family).

* Pronaf = National Program for Strengthening Family Farming.



The establishments dedicated to horticulture and floriculture in RMSP are on 

average 9 hectares large (relatively small if compared to the national average 

and that of São Paulo state, which is around 25 hectares).
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Number of establishments per economic activity, according to the type of agriculture – RMSP, 2017. Main products composing the horticulture GPV - RMSP, 2017.

890 782 

1306 

458 433 

172 
178 103 

146 
164 

60 138 

Non-Family
Farming

Family Farming
Pronaf B

Family Farming
Pronaf V

Other (native forests, seeds and seedlings, fishing)

Aquaculture

Temporary crops

Permanent crops

Planted Forests

Livestock and other animals

Horticulture and floriculture

Lettuce

Mushrooms

Collard greens

Spinach

Cabbage

Coriander

Broccoli

Chives

Rocket

Seedlings

Cauliflower

Parsley

Other

Almost ¼ of the production is lettuce, and another quarter corresponds to the 

production of collard greens and mushrooms. This specialization is reflected 

in the national market, for which RMSP provides 52% of mushrooms, 52% 

of spinach, 16% of collard greens, 10% of cabbage and 9% of the lettuce 

produced in the whole of Brazil.



In
st

it
ut

o 
Es

co
lh

as

21

Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

Distribution and area of establishments, according to type of agriculture – RMSP, 2017. Distribution of establishments by production value group, according to type of agriculture – RMSP, 2017.
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500,000 and more
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From 50,000 to less than 100,000

From 25,000 to less than 50,000

From 10,000 to less than 25,000

From 5,000 to less than 10,000

Greater than 0 and less than 5,000
About 75% of GPV is concentrated in 15% of establishments. The graph 

demonstrates how the Pronaf B farmer group is restricted to the first three 

income brackets, and that only non-family farming reaches the highest 

income bracket. At the same time, the latter are the only types of farmers 

represented across all brackets.
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Source: Census Survey of the Units of Agricultural 
Produc�on of the State of São Paulo, Secretariat 
of Agriculture and Supply (2016/2017).
Map developed by Ins�tuto Escolhas and Urbem.
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Location of EAs and participation of municipalities in RMSP’s GPV - 2017.

Data Source: Census Survey of the Agricultural Production Units of the 
State of São Paulo, Secretariat of Agriculture and Supply. 
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Typology Location Main function
Market insertion and
marketing methods

Employment of
technologies

Scale of
establishment

Main
production

Main
labor force

Medium and large-scale
commercial agriculture

On the fringes or 
outside the urban fabric

Commercial
(primarily)

High,
Mostly long circuits

High

Medium and
large-scale properties

Cattle breeding,
Production

forest,
Horticulture

Hired >
Family

Small-scale
commercial agriculture

Smallholdings and small-
scale properties

Horticulture

Hired >
Family

Commercial family farming
Family >

Hired

Multifunctional agriculture
Commercial and household 

consumption
Medium, short circuits Low

Smallholdings and small-
scale properties

Horticulture, 
Livestock

Family >
Hired

Multifunctional urban agriculture

Within the
urban fabric

Commercial and household 
consumption

Medium, short circuits Low Urban lots

Horticulture,
Small-scale 

animal 
husbandry

Family >
Hired

Vertical urban farming Commercial High, short circuits Extremely high Urban lots Horticulture Hired

Institutional vegetable gardening
Household consumption,

educational and community-
based activities,

activism

Not present
in the market

Low
Gardens and
garden beds,
public areas

Horticulture

Community, 
institutional,

hired and
volunteersProductive backyards

Community Gardens

Different formats, different challenges
On the basis of combining pre-existing quantitative and qualitative data, as well as mapping cases, the study identified nine different types of agriculture in the RMSP.
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Medium and large-scale commercial agriculture

Case 1

Commercial family farming

Case 2

Multifunctional agriculture

Case 3

Multifunctional urban agriculture

Case 4

Four cases to understand UPA in the RMSP
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Location: Embu-Guaçu peri-urban area

Total Area: 40 ha

Productive Area: 10.8 ha

Production: 11 species cultivated on a commercial 

scale, mainly leafy vegetables (lettuce, rocket, and 

watercress), with the addition of brassica (collard 

greens, chard and cabbage).

Management: conventional (field and hydroponics)

Workforce: 56 hired employees

Marketing channels: CEAGESP and supermarkets

Economic feasibility: critical

The high cost of conventional production and marketing

Located in a peri-urban area, this property participates in long marketing circuits, selling products to CEAGESP and 

supermarkets every day of the year. Although the activity does generate positive operating profit, it does not exceed 

depreciation costs or growing expenses with inputs. Moreover, the focus on leafy greens - especially hydroponic lettuce - 

demands high investment in personnel and equipment to ensure permanent demand in a competitive scenario, in which the 

selling price is defined by the market. Production costs consume 75% of net revenue and commercial and administrative 

expenses correspond to 20% of net revenue. Overall, we can conclude that the operating profit (EBITDA6) is positive but, 

does not exceed the depreciation costs.

Medium and large-scale commercial agriculture

Variable R$/ha/year % Revenue R$/unit

Net Revenue 402,082 100.0% 0.74

(-) Production Costs -300,678 -74.8% -0.56

Gross Profit 101,404 25.2% 0.19

(-) Commercial and Administrative Expenses -86,226 -21.4% -0.16

EBITDA 15,178 3.8% 0.03

(-) Depreciation -33,255 -8.3% -0.06

Operational Profit -18,076 -4.5% -0.03

Consolidated Result - Case 1

Source: developed by Instituto Escolhas and Urbem

The farmer claims he has seen input costs increase over time, while his product prices have stagnated. He understands that 

some change is necessary, however the volume of capital invested and the operational model already in place would make 

any structural transformation difficult, such as that of converting to organic management.

Producers in similar scenarios, in addition to being poorly resilient to weather events and demand shocks, are also 

vulnerable to urban expansion. An additional element – not identified in this particular Case 1, though it was reported by 

other interlocutors in the sector – is the difficulty of carrying out the generational succession of the business.

Case 1

6 EBITDA (Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation and Amortization) is a measure of a business’ ability to generate cash.
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Location: Itapecerica da Serra peri-urban area

Total Area: 8.5 ha

Productive Area: 0.25 ha

Production: 17 species cultivated on a commercial 

scale, including leafy vegetables (lettuce, rocket, 

escarole, spinach, and watercress), brassica (collard 

greens, cauliflower, broccoli and cabbage), roots 

(carrot, beet and radish), among others.

Management: organic (in conversion)

Workforce: family members, the two farmers take 

care of the establishment by themselves

Marketing channels: produce market

Economic feasibility: criticism in the early years

Analyzing organics

This area will need 3 to 5 years of agroecological management until the soil becomes fertile again and requires less 

agricultural inputs7. In the meantime, the owner already markets his products with the added value of organics thanks to 

the trust relationships he established in his short circuit. Even with the high price premium of a commercially advantageous 

channel, the producer still has not obtained a return on the capital invested.

The low level management processes adopted, resulting from the farmers’ little experience in this specific sector, as well 

as the high volume of infrastructure investments made during the initial business phase, are critical points for achieving 

financial viability (expected after the soil fertility gain and cost reduction with inputs, combined with technical and 

managerial learning).Commercial family farming

Variable R$/ha/year % Revenue R$/unit

Net Revenue 354,348 100.0% 5.27

(-) Production Costs -178,421 -50.4% -2.66

Gross Profit 175,927 49.6% 2.62

(-) Commercial and Administrative Expenses -250,220 -70.6% -3.72

EBITDA -74,293 -21.0% -1.11

(-) Depreciation -25,152 -7.1% -0.37

Operational Profit -99,445 -28.1% -1.48

Consolidated Result - Case 2

Source: developed by Instituto Escolhas and Urbem

Case 2

7 While in C1, industrialized inputs such as fertilizers and chemical pesticides predominate, in other 
cases, the inputs – acquired from specialized companies or produced directly on the property 
– derive from the management of organic elements, which are available in nature.
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Location: settlement in the peri-urban area of Mogi 

das Cruzes

Total Area: 0.75 ha

Productive Area: 0.4 ha

Production: 47 crops, of which 15 are for 

commercialization. Leafy vegetables (such as lettuce, 

rocket, among others), collard greens and roots 

(carrot and beet) are the main ones.

Management: organic

Labor: family members, the two farmers take care of 

the establishment by themselves

Marketing channels: open-air fresh food markets 

and sale to the local cooperative, which in turn targets 

the settlement’s production to public procurement 

programs, such as the Food Acquisition Program 

(PAA) and the National School Feeding Program 

(PNAE). 

Economic feasibility: price premiums and access to 

land without financial contribution.

Multifunctional agriculture

Variable R$/ha/year % Revenue R$/unit

Net Revenue 189,740 100.0% 3.46

(-) Production Costs -97,483 -51.4% -1.78

Gross Profit 92,257 48.6% 1.68

(-) Commercial and Administrative Expenses -81,767 -43.1% -1.49

EBITDA 10,490 5.5% 0.19

(-) Depreciation -3,530 -1.9% -0.06

Operational Profit 6,960 3.7% 0.13

Consolidated Result - Case 3

Source: developed by Instituto Escolhas and Urbem

Case 3
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Location: under power transmission lines in the 

urban area of the São Paulo municipality

Total Area: 0.6 ha

Productive Area: 0.4 ha

Production: 50 different crops, including leafy 

vegetables (lettuce, rocket, and escarole), brassica 

(collard greens and broccoli), pumpkins, beet, banana, 

among others.

Management: organic

Labor: family members, two people, with the hiring of 

temporary labor

Marketing channels: open-air fresh food markets 

and a small portion is sold directly to restaurants and

food institutes for resale.

Economic feasibility: price premiums

and access to land without financial contribution.

Multifunctional urban agriculture

Variable R$/ha/year % Revenue R$/unit

Net Revenue 235,218 100.0% 3.09

(-) Production Costs -137,197 -58.3% -1.81

Gross Profit 98,021 41.7% 1.29

(-) Commercial and Administrative Expenses -85,950 -36.5% -1.13

EBITDA 12,071 5.1% 0.16

(-) Depreciation -2,850 -1.2% -0.04

Operational Profit 9,221 3.9% 0.12

Consolidated Result - Case 4

Source: developed by Instituto Escolhas and Urbem

Case 4

Case 4
Price premium and access to land

In both C3 and C4, a large part of production costs and 

commercial and administrative expenses correspond to 

the farmer’s income, which is considered satisfactory even 

if the profit margin is low. The infrastructure is basic or 

deteriorated, however the main goal is maintaining family 

livelihood and there is no ambition to upscale. In addition 

to being a part of short circuits, C3 participates in public 

procurement programs, such as the PNAE and PAA.

The viability of C3 and C4 is based on two differentials: 1) as 

in C2, their products are sold above the price of larger scale 

organic markets, namely because their clientele are willing 

to support organic and family farming, and 2) farmers did 

not have financial outlay for using the land, therefore it 

does not count as production costs.

Case 3
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Vertical farms

The vertical urban farm is a production model 

that does not use pesticides, and which occupies 

enclosed spaces. The model was imported from 

countries where there is limited available land and a 

low incidence of sunlight. Generally located in central 

urban areas, these farms are thus named because 

they employ hydroponic management in vertically 

arranged trays. The study identified two enterprises 

using this model in the RMSP.

The productivity of a vertical farm is relatively 

high for its size. This is a result of total control of 

processes and inputs. These farms are restricted to 

leafy vegetables, mainly lettuces and microgreens. 

Marketed in closed bags that are already ready for 

consumption, the products have high added value: a 

150 grams package costs between 9 and 10 reais for 

the final consumer.

On the other hand, costs are also high and 

concentrated in energy consumption, property rental 

and specialized labor. Environmentally, the advantage 

lies in minimal water consumption and almost non-

existent production loss.

Vertical farm producing leafy vegetables. Photo: Aisyaqilumaranas.
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Below are two economic and financial simulations of “model properties” in the peri-urban and urban contexts, which are based on data collected during the mapping and analysis phases for 

the cases mentioned above. These simulations are designed to further the investigation on the operational and economic viability of UPA in the RMSP.

Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

Premise Model C5 - small commercial agriculture Model C6 - multifunctional urban agriculture

Production area 2 hectares (20,000m²) 0.2 hectares (2,000m²)

Total area 4.5 hectares (45,000m²) 0.45 hectares (4,500m²)

Management Organic Organic

Allotted location Parelheiros District, rural area of the municipality of São Paulo District of São Mateus, urban area of the city of São Paulo

Commercialization For organic products distributor For final consumer

Efficiency - operational workforce 80%: field team hired according to yearly peak activity period 
40%: operation carried out by producer himself, who also divides 
time between management and logistic activities

Total capacity of use of garden beds / 
year

Approx. 70%: considers high potential use, with the operations 
and transitions between crops following a rough schedule.

Approx. 60%: considers that the use of the area is reduced by the 
need to perform commercial and administrative tasks.

Operational Cost: application of inputs Reduction over time: evolution in soil fertility.
Maintenance over time: starting point is urban soil with a high degree 
of modification.

Variable Logistic Expenses
12.5%: considers active retail distribution, with greater potential 
distance. Added to the fixed cost (pro-labore entrepreneur).

2%: considers local distribution and/or sale on own property.
Added to the fixed cost (pro-labore entrepreneur).

Variable Management Expenses
Complete expenses, considering proper business management 
(approx. R$ 90k /year).

Moderate expenses, with minimum remuneration for the producer 
and to ensure organization (approx. R$ 23k /year).

Investment Approx. R$ 220k (complete and with new equipment). Approx. R$ 45k (moderate and with used equipment).

Modeling premises: model C5 vs. C6 model (edited).
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The model C5 proves to be an attractive investment 

option, with the potential to offer a sustainable return 

on a scaled-up commercialization scheme, as long as it 

exceeds the initial period of high investments and negative 

cash flow, and is not subject to the current amount paid by 

organic production chain intermediaries.

To ensure financial viability, it would be necessary to add a 

90% price premium on top of the current distributor table.8 

This percentage would need to reach 100% in order to 

obtain a return on the current value of the land, considering 

both at present value. That is, only by doubling the current 

organic distributors’9 price can the business be worth more 

than the value of the land in the region.

Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

8 The modeling exercise uses a pricing policy developed on the basis of some of the main organic distribution companies’ pricing tables within the state of São Paulo. 
9 The pricing policy is the same as that practiced in the organic production and distribution chain: the farmer sells the product for R$ 1 to the distributor, who sells it for R$ 2 to 
the retailer, who in turn sells it for $R 4 to the final consumer. In the conventional chain, prices fall to R$ 0,5, R$ 1 and R$ 2, respectively.

The model C6 shows that the multifunctional producer 

has a better chance of being properly remunerated for his 

work, as long as he sells directly to the consumer (either 

at fresh food markets, by home delivery or to nearby 

institutional buyers, such as public venues). However, we 

must consider that this format demands all the producer’s 

energy, as they must take care of all commercial and 

administrative activities. The result is a limited exploitation 

of the productive area and a narrow margin for investments 

in the property.

The study’s investigation of the models identifies that:
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If the C5 model of small-scale commercial agriculture were 

applied to 60,000 hectares of cultivated area, it would have 

the potential to annually supply legumes and vegetables to 

nearly 20 million people (close to the total population of the 

RMSP) and create approximately 180,000 jobs.

The simulation considers 30,000 peri-urban model 

production units (C5) in a total area of 136,500 hectares, 

which include forest vegetation and preservation areas. 

This expansion is possible within the mosaic areas of 

agriculture and pastures mapped in the RMSP, which total 

174,300 hectares10.

The C6 model of multifunctional urban agriculture in 

200 hectares has the potential to supply around 80,000 

people a year with horticultural products and employ 1,000 

people. This is equivalent to the current area of vacant land 

in the district of Sapopemba (municipality of São Paulo).

The number of families that could benefit from the 

agricultural occupation of this land (24,000) corresponds 

to 1.5x the families currently benefiting from the Bolsa 

Família government subsidy in the district, and about 5% of 

the total number of families benefiting from the program in 

the municipality.

Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

Both calculations were made from the average annual 

production of each model unit, converted into meal portions. 

Marketing chain losses were accounted for in both cases: the 

peri-urban model (30%) and urban model (15%).

While these scenarios do not depict 
all possible uses of RMSP territory, 
they do serve as an exercise in 
understanding the potential of urban 
and peri-urban agriculture.

10 Source: Projeto MapBiomas – Coleção 5 da Série Annual de Mapas de Cobertura e Uso de Solo do Brasil, 2019.
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The public administration could increase direct 

purchase channels for farmers and farmers’ associations, 

enabling the marketing chain to be shortened, thus reducing 

the rate of losses pertaining to transport and increasing the 

profitability of local agriculture.

Private buyers, such as retail chains, could 

contribute to reducing the number of intermediaries in the 

marketing chain by purchasing directly from farmers. Other 

measures – such as reviewing and correcting logistics 

and transport procedures, as well as a more equitable 

distribution of product value along the marketing chain – 

could also facilitate fairer remuneration for all involved.

Partnerships between municipalities, as well 

as between municipalities and the state government, are 

fundamental for creating the necessary economic conditions 

for a greater number of agricultural establishments to 

embrace the transition to organic management. Increased 

access to specific lines of credit could enable the necessary 

financial contribution for the high initial investment 

demanded by the conversion process.

Closer than you think: the challenges for food production in the metropolis of São Paulo

How can we structure a sustainable and resilient food system in the metropolis?

The regularization of peri-urban agricultural 

properties, when based on the updated Rural Environmental 

Registry (CAR) and the National Institute for Colonization 

and Agrarian Reform (INCRA) property registry, could 

facilitate access to land, eliminating one of the barriers 

to obtaining financing. Urban agriculture, on the other 

hand, could be stimulated by granting areas under power 

transmission lines or areas without specific public usage.

Since most producers are small-scale, if 

they join forces then they can expand their commercial 

scale collectively and acquire more inputs and equipment 

together, which reduces production costs. These collectives 

can also facilitate product processing.

Entities such as the Integral Technical 

Assistance Coordination (CATI) of the Secretariat of 

Agriculture and Supply of the State of São Paulo and the 

Agricultural Houses of the municipalities of the RMSP 

are two relevant government bodies for assisting farmers 

seeking to develop their technical-agricultural and 

managerial skills.

By implementing and strengthening 

these recommendations, combined with previous 

recommendations and the proper integration of UPA in 

master plans and urban zoning, the public administration 

could ensure economic and environmental advances, and 

considerably expand urban and peri-urban agriculture’s 

contribution to implementing more sustainable and resilient 

food systems in the RMSP.
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35Principais números

O CENÁRIO

Os países vêm nas últimas décadas buscando formas de 

mitigar os efeitos das mudanças climáticas com o objetivo 

de garantir a preservação da biodiversidade para um 

mundo viável às gerações futuras. 

Considerada um bem coletivo, a biodiversidade tem um 

importante papel nas pesquisas e no desenvolvimento 

tecnológico realizados a partir do acesso ao patrimônio 

genético (PG) e ao conhecimento tradicional associado 

(CTA). Essas pesquisas podem, por exemplo, resultar na 

produção de medicamentos, alimentos industrializados, 

cosméticos e novas tecnologias para fontes de energia 

renováveis. 

Amostras da biodiversidade também são usadas no 

campo epidemiológico, contribuindo com o estudo 

sobre transmissão de alguns tipos de doença. Por toda 

essa empregabilidade, cada país busca proteger sua 

biodiversidade por meio de leis específicas.
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