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 “Concerned with the integration of self, 
nature, and community, an organic motif 
addressed serious issues of production and 
distribution, that is, how to reconcile private 
consumption with planetary needs” (Warren 
Belasco 1999). 
 

 In regions like New York City 

and Hong Kong, the sustainable food 

movement is very much on the rise, 

creating a consumer demand for  

organic and sustainable farms, farmers 

markets, and supermarkets. 

Sustainable food communities are 

emerging globally as a result of a 

highly industrialized food system.  

Food choices and pro-action 

surrounding organic and sustainable 

food have the potential to effect 

peoples sense of identity and food 

habits, creating shifts in patterns both 

closer and away from their cultural 

food traditions.  Ultimately, such 

grassroots food reform is a call to 

action both individually and 

environmentally.    

 I am interested in 

understanding where the Hong Kong 

green food movement is compared to 

the U.S., and get a sense where it is 

headed.  The “culture of organic” can 

be defined as the group of culture-

sharing individuals who pursue 

organic and sustainable food choices.  

It not only incorporates the consumer, 

but the farmer, the educator, the seller, 

the government, and even the 

corporation.  The reasons people 

partake in such a community often 

have to do with health, politics, the 

environment or a combination of the 

above.  Hence my thesis is explained: 

In light of a highly industrialized and 
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conventional food system today, 

organic and sustainable food 

communities have emerged in global 

urban centers like Hong Kong and 

New York City and, with positive 

resistance, are reconnecting and 

holding onto their identity and 

environment through the heritage of 

food.  The purpose of this 

ethnographic study is to compare the 

culture of organic and sustainable food 

movements of two urban centers, New 

York City and Hong Kong, and 

explore what similar motivations and 

reactions occurring.  In comparing two 

“green” food movements worlds apart, 

this study is designed to address 

several research questions both 

abroad, in Hong Kong, and 

domestically. First, What is  the 

general state of the organic/sustainable 

movement in Hong Kong and New 

York City?  Second, What specific 

sustainable food arenas and platforms 

exist in the Hong Kong community 

similar to those of New York City?  

Third, What predominant motivating 

factors that direct people to consume, 

purchase and establish an 

organic/sustainable lifestyles in each 

region?  Fourth, in what direction do 

these motivations influence the 

culture-sharing group?  Like Warren 

Belsaco (1999), I too am concerned 

with the “the integration of self, 

nature, and community” (pg. 335) 

within a global culture of 

organic/sustainable consumption.  

Through this theoretical lens, I will 

present ethnographic evidence to 

answer the questions above, while 

reflecting on the greater question 

surrounding the impact of a highly 

industrialized conventional food 

system on identity and food heritage.   

  The history of urban 

sustainable food movements can be 

traced back to the Industrial 

Revolution in England and wartimes 

of the early 20th century, where urban 

gardens flourished as food became 

limited (Hanna & Pikai, 2000).   These 

gardens, called victory Gardens,  

eventually made their way to the other 

side of the Atlantic where urban 

farming in U.S. cities were also  

beginning to develop under the same 

circumstances.   The trend continued 
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off and on through WWI and WWII.  

When the Great Depression hit, the 

victory garden soon became known as 

the community garden in the U.S.   

People in urban centers began to rely 

on the small subsides that a garden 

could provide in the already scarce 

food system (Hanna & Pikai, 2000).   

At the onset of WWI, the U.S. created 

the National War Garden Committee 

as part of the American Forest 

Association.  By 1918, millions of 

people participated in the program that 

produced more than $5 million worth 

of food (Landman, 1989-Warner, 

1987; cited in Hanna & Pikai, 2000).  

Yet after each war, it has been 

reported that the gardens essentially 

disappeared due to the fact that food 

security increased.   In short, food 

activism rises when food security 

falls. 

 Feenstra (1997) defines food 

security “as the state in which all 

persons always obtain a nutritionally 

adequate, culturally acceptable diet 

through local, non emergency 

sources” (pg. 31).  Today, in urban 

centers like New York City and Hong 

Kong, what is deemed “nutritionally 

adequate”  can be relative to ones 

personal identity through food and the 

culture they reside in, and reflected in 

the safety and integrity of their food 

system.  Pollan (2006) claims that the 

invention of synthetic fertilizer 

transformed the food system from “the 

logic of biology to the logic of 

industry” (pg. 45).   Invented in the 

1940’s as a result of WWII bomb 

making science, chemical fertilization 

is known to remove the soil from its 

biological job of replenishing the earth 

in order for it to fortify its next crop 

(Pollan 2006).  The first modern form 

of advocacy for agricultural reform 

occurred as a reaction to the invention 

inorganic fertilization at the same time 

by Englishman, Sir Albert Howard.  In 

1942, Jerome Rodale, began 

publishing Organic Farming and 

Gardening magazine with Howard 

acting as the associate editor.  They 

are considered the founding fathers of 

the organic movement, and would go 

on to lay the philosophical and actual 

foundation for organic practices today 

(Heckman 2007).   The 1970’s  
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provide much of the ground work for 

the organic movement since the 

forties, when agriculturalists, food 

activists, and authors like Frances 

Moore Lappe (1975) influenced 

millions of Americans  by reporting 

that  our planet is being critically 

taxed at the expense of our health due 

to the grain output to factory farming 

and depletion of natural resources and 

chemical fertilization.  Nowhere was 

this concept of a small planet more 

recognized than in heavily populated 

urban cities today.   From urban 

rooftops in New York City to 

organized CSA’s (Community 

Supported Agriculture) in Hong Kong, 

hey all point to a global food climate 

that wants more than what a highly 

industrialized food system can offer.  

Here we begin to understand where 

concerns and action for a better food 

system begins.   

 The historical context above 

frames theoretical themes and key 

issues relevant to what motivates and 

drives consumers to seek food deemed 

nutritionally stable for the planet, local 

communities and the self.  Questions 

to consider are abstract around what  

“nutritionally adequate” food means 

for the individual who pursues an 

organic/sustainable lifestyle.  

Theoretical concepts of self and 

identity, consumption, and 

industrialization/globalization support 

main observations around trusting and 

fearing food within a system, and the 

resistance enacted in the wake of  

“green” food communities.  Universal 

and applicable to both Hong Kong and 

New York City, these themes help to 

better frame an understanding for the 

culture of one movement in two cities, 

worlds apart. 

 

From Fear to Resistance 

 Looking at globalization and 

industrialization in the modern food 

system today and through the eyes of a 

sustainable organic minded consumer, 

you will find genuine patterns of 

rebellion and fear, based in mistrust. 

This uncertainty is, in part, brought on 

by consumer awareness in a food 

system that has repeatedly jeopardized 

the safety of food distributed on a 

global level.   Books, films, press and 
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media by the scores that focus on the 

fragility and consequences of today’s 

food system have inundated the 

average conscious food consumers 

scope. As a result, there is a sort of 

forced transparency happening, and, 

today, there is valid apprehension over 

the integrity of the global food supply.  

Food has been grown and 

manufactured with controversial and 

adverse outcomes.  Antibiotics, e-coli, 

madcow, added growth hormones, 

pesticides, melamine, PCB’s, lead 

poisoning, and GMO’s (Genetically 

Modified Organisms), to name a few, 

have proven valid concerns that affect 

public health and the environment.   

Clapp (1997) poses the questions 

about the safety of  GMO’s and its 

place in our food system. Clapp’s 

skepticism cleverly provokes the need 

for further research and cause for valid 

concern when she states, “agricultural 

products are assumed to be innocent 

until proven guilty” (pg. 547).  

Statements like this suggests the 

relevance and legitimacy for the level 

of concern among consumers.  Above 

examples infer negligence on behalf of 

government in both Hong Kong and 

the U.S.,  and renders Clapps 

comment comprehendible, if not 

legitimate.    When it comes to fear, 

food and safety specifically, Siegel 

(2006) and Stacey (1994) both address 

the concept of the culture of fear and 

speak directly to issues surrounding 

what may drive people to fear 

conventional food.  While Siegel’s 

argument is helpful for its current and 

viewpoint and look at organic 

government labels and media 

dissemination, Stacey points out some 

key themes in the research, namely 

paranoia and U.S. food consumption, 

lending insight into the questions 

regarding validity of food, fear, 

organics, and consumerism.   Concern, 

or fear, may in essence stem from 

feelings of a perceived loss of power 

in a disjointed food system that leaves 

consumers disconnected from the 

source (Blay-Palmer 2008).   For 

Hong Kong consumers, loss of power 

has even greater meaning in the 

shadow of the impermanent 

colonization and identity (Cheung 

2002).  The Hong Kong organic food 
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community reveals frustration about 

relying on an very unregulated 

mainland China as their main food 

supply.  And yet, as Pollan(2004) 

points out, consumer anxiety around 

the food system only perpetuates the 

marketing machine that can create 

more confusion and vulnerability.  

Powerlessness and lack of control 

often lead to fear-based actions.  

These negative motivations are 

creating positive changes in 

communities looking for an 

alternative, and a desire to produce 

and consume foods that are 

unconventional and deemed safer for 

the health of the body and the planet.   

  As a result of a taxed and 

severely leveraged food system, a sort 

of tipping point  appears to be on the 

brink and is reflected in cities like 

Hong Kong and New York, as urban 

centers that are looking to alternatives 

and setting a precedence for change.  

Tam (2001) points out that  “Over the 

past decade, the increasing use of 

cheap ingredients such as beef tripe 

and chicken feet has been obvious” 

(pg. 64).  In saying so much, this 

suggests evidence of a stressed food 

system reflected in traditional Hong 

Kong style cuisine.  It is true that the 

global food supply is producing 

commodities cheaper and cheaper at 

the expense of food quality and safety 

(Walsh 2009).  Science and 

technology have enabled food systems 

to manufacture animal protein on large 

scales that where undreamed of in the 

past.  Due to mass production, food is 

being made at a significantly lower 

cost, and to some,  at the cost of its 

integrity, and ultimately, public and 

environmental  health.   Eaters are 

inherently connected to the heritage of 

food, and like most of Hong Kong 

culture, understand the difference in 

both taste and composition.  Where 

food is deemed nutritionally 

inadequate, people are turning to 

organic and sustainable food options 

to reconnect to the heritage of their 

food source, while building 

community accordingly.  

 

Self, identity, and food heritage 

 If  “we are what we eat”, then 

perhaps the response by organic and 
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sustainable food consumers to demand 

more integrity in their foodways stems 

from an identity crisis under the 

umbrella of the now status-quo 

heavily industrialized and ever 

increasing globalized production of 

food.  “Levi-Strauss said things must 

be not only good to eat, but also good 

to think” (Brumberg, pg. 150).   In the 

light of the current groundswell of 

food activism are thinking about food 

first as it relates to their sense of self 

and identity, in the larger context of 

their community and the environment.   

Blay-Palmer (2008) discusses the 

industrialized food system and the 

distance between consumers and the 

source of the food they eat.  People are 

in fact feeling more removed, and this 

removal separates them from their 

personal identification with food and 

their own culture.  Cheung (2005) 

speaks to this notion of identity and 

food in Hong Kong culture by looking 

into the “phenomenon of searching for 

local identity and a sense of cultural 

belonging in a commoditized world ” 

(pg. 261), and drives the point further 

home by adding how “food is viewed 

as playing a dynamic role in the way 

people think of themselves and others” 

(Cheung 2001, pg. 82).  Similarly, 

Bartes (1997)  talks about food, self 

and thought, and its effect of “the 

memory of the soil into our very 

contemporary life; hence the 

paradoxical association of gastronomy 

and industrialization” (pg. 32).  To 

many, Hong Kong native and New 

Yorker, the memory of foods true 

heritage has been replaced by 

manufactured, processed, and, 

literally, soil depleted substitutes.  

This notion ultimately challenges 

identification with self in relation to 

culture as we connect to food and the 

memory of its state prior to an organic 

moment, when food was inherently 

organic.  As food relates to the self 

and its heritage, as a result of highly 

industrialized food, a moral revolt 

becomes visible.  Cheung (2002) says 

food choices revolve around the 

concept of freedom of choice, “which 

can be understood in light of Hong 

Kong’s people search for identity in 

their social lives, an improvised 

version” (110).  This is true for both 
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Eastern and Western food culture, 

especially in the shadow of global 

warming.  The search for identity is 

traced through food as people cling to 

what was once deemed familiar and 

whole: foods without added 

chemicals, added growth hormones, or 

potentially harmful toxins like lead.  

Yet, consumers are given a abundance 

of options now to choose.  From 

organic to conventional, this freedom 

of deciding can be very personal and 

influenced at the same time by 

marketing and mass media in a highly 

global marketplace.   

 Lucy Long (2004) points out 

shifting patterns in food habits.  She 

describes a model where foodways 

can be culturally transformed from the 

exotic to the familiar.  What was once 

deemed different and unfamiliar over 

time becomes familiar and normal due 

to modern applications.  In so much, 

we can see how organic food was once 

familiar in its inherent unadulterated 

state as pure food, and transformed 

into an exotic commodity as extremely 

industrialized food became the 

familiar.  Of course, ultimately, it is 

up to the individual consumer to 

decide what food is considered 

familiar, exotic, edible or inedible.   

Cheung  (2002) discusses the 

negotiation between such 

traditionalism and globalization, as a 

way to preserve not only the integrity 

and heritage of the food but also to 

ensure the safety as well.  An example 

is seen in Hong Kong culture through 

Puhn Choi cuisine,  as it “ represents 

local uniqueness of a lineage-oriented 

social structure”  (Cheung 2005, pg. 

263).  This connection to a past 

through food is what drives people to 

think twice about the state of the food 

system and weigh their alternatives in 

the form of organic and sustainable 

food.   

 

Findings: Evidence of Unease 

 As observed form this study in 

Hong Kong, main motivating factors, 

cultural and individual, that drive 

people to consume, purchase and 

establish organic lifestyles in Hong 

Kong appeared more similar than not 

to New York City .  What moves a 

person to search outside the 
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conventional or traditional 

marketplace?  In the case for the 

organic shopper in Hong Kong and 

New York City alike, evidence based 

in interviews and participant 

observation reveal that consumers 

from both urban societies are 

expressing an uncertainly for the 

safety and integrity of their food 

source. This in turns drives them 

towards specialized market places to 

redeem food that is deemed 

trustworthy and less feared. 

Globalization and highly 

industrialized food system has allowed 

for chemicals and toxins in foods to 

become more transparent to the 

average consumer.  China’s track 

record in food security standards and 

regulations leave many people in 

Hong Kong with unease. 

(Anonymous. personal 

communications, 2010).  China is all 

to known for is lack of enforcing what 

thin regulations exists today.  Hong 

Kong, especially post 1997 handover, 

relies almost completely on imported 

food from mainland China, 80% 

(Thompson & Ying 2007).  

Ethnographic research in Hong Kong 

reveals a consistent explanation for the 

surprisingly large sustainable/organic 

community witnessed throughout city 

districts and into the suburbs.  While 

interviewing and talking to different 

organic shoppers, store keepers, and 

even farmers market volunteers, the 

one reoccurring reason for turning to 

alternative organic or sustainable food 

was a lack of trust of food from China.  

The melamine incident of 2008, where 

over a thousand babies fell sick due to 

tainted milk formula, was mentioned 

in each interaction, and seems as 

though it serves as a sort of breaking 

point to those interviewed.  It seems 

that this has since become a symbol or 

anchor for the clear and apparent 

mistrust and skepticism that many in 

Hong Kong have for the food being 

supplied from mainland China.  When 

interviewing a student volunteer at the 

farmers market at the Star Ferry Piers 

in Hong Kong’s busy Central district, 

he claimed that it is largely the lack of 

regulation and oversight on China’s 

behalf that is leaving people like him, 

feeling uncertain and vulnerable to 
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unsafe food.  Additionally he felt he 

was doing his part in helping the 

environment as well. (Anonymous, 

personal communication, January 8, 

2010).   

  In 2008, China investigated 

over about 76,500 fake food cases 

(Unknown 2008).  Another recent 

unnerving incident that began in 2005 

is that of the fake egg from China that 

appeared on the list of tainted, 

counterfeit, and dangerous foods 

unknowingly being distributed and 

passed on to the consumer. (Sui 2009) 

The fake egg is just that, gelatin egg 

composed of chemical ingredients, 

some edible some not, some toxic 

some poisonous.  Much like molecular 

gastronomy, this egg was formed to 

look like a replica of an actual egg, in 

color, shape, and texture.  It can even 

be cracked. These two incidents are 

but a handful of examples that 

motivate shoppers in Hong Kong to 

become a part of the 

sustainable/organic movement under 

way, either as consumer, actor, or 

producer.  There’s a skepticism and 

sense of worry about the food coming 

form mainland China.  As observed, 

even in the popular Hong Kong 

supermarket chain, Wellcome, organic 

produce is imported from Thailand, 

New Zealand, and when possible the 

local territory of Hong Kong.1  

Shoppers in Hong Kong seem to have 

more faith in organic imported from 

other countries or grown locally, than 

they do for organic form China, 

clearly for the reason aforementioned.  

With over 80% of vegetable coming 

from mainland China, after the 

melamine scare, stores like Park 

n’Shop saw 10-20% increase in 

organic vegetables since the melamine 

scare. (Burkitt 2007) This was 

reiterated first hand for this study 

when an interviewed organic chef 

living in Hong Kong  disclosed, “a lot 

of people mistrust China...fish farms 

are crowded and dirty with 

antibiotics…even a farmer [where he 

purchases his vegetables from] says to 

the watercress well because of heavy 

metals.” (M. Mhel, personal 

communication, January 14, 2010).  

                                                
1 See Appendix. Figure 1 
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Between the heavy metals, melamine, 

counterfeit foods, and antibiotics in 

dirty farmed waters, it seems eaters in 

Hong Kong  are left with legitimate 

worry about the food they eat.  

 Not unlike Hong Kong, New 

Yorkers who patron farmer markets 

and supermarkets with an intention to 

purchase sustainable and organic food, 

do so from an equal sense of 

skepticism, worry, and ultimately fear.  

Even though the U.S. is highly 

regulated with USDA standards, 

research for this study conducted in 

farmers markets, food co-ops and 

health foods stores revealed that New 

Yorkers, too, are lacking trust in the 

food produced b a conventional 

industrialized food system.  Halfway 

across the world, consumers are 

showing anxiety and worry.  While the 

U.S. regulates heavily, it does allow 

for the  pesticides, GMO’S, and  

antibiotics to be included in food 

manufacturing.  Other issues 

concerning many American eaters 

include mercury, PCB, and lead levels 

in fish (Scudder, Chasar, Wentz, et al, 

2009 and FDA 2004).  Consumers of 

organic food in Hong Kong have 

legitimate claims of fear due to 

harmful toxic chemicals in their food 

supply that are not being regulated 

properly as a result of China’s 

oversight.  Yet those interviewed for 

this study, in New York City, also feel 

that their food is tainted, even within a 

heavily regulated system.  The 

rampant use pharmaceuticals drugs, 

chemical fertilizers and  GMO’s are 

just some of the reasons American 

consumers are concerned about their 

food supply.  Organic consumers in 

New York City, committed to a 

sustainable or organic food lifestyle, 

much like their counterparts in Hong 

Kong, are very often motivated from a 

place of worry driven by fear.  One of 

the organic consumers interviewed in 

New York is “Kay,” a middle aged, 

native New Yorker committed to an 

organic lifestyle.  “Kay” purchases 

most her food from local farms, just 

outside the city, and health food 

stores.  It’s mostly organic. When 

asked if she trusts what she is eating, 

along with her opinion of conventional 

food, her answers clearly showed she 
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is very much susceptible to a 

manufactured food-centered worry. 

“Even now, I was just at the super 

market…I was standing in front of the 

tuna fish and I actually had a little 

anxiety attack… Where’s it coming 

from?  Is there mercury not mercury?  

I didn’t buy the tuna fish, I had to 

leave the supermarket. Generally the 

local ShopRite makes me feel anxious. 

I go there and I just start to panic.”  

When asked where she gets her 

information from, she said,  “I’m not 

looking for news stories about food, 

the worry and paranoia will just as 

soon just kill me…I come to peace as 

best I can…I probably wouldn’t 

Google tuna.”  (Anonymous, personal 

communication, December 2010).  

“Kay’s” lack of trust in the food 

system has driven her to a place of 

fear and concern.  She imposed it on 

her now adult children, and even in a 

regulated food society where 

protections are in place, she still feels 

tremendous unease.   

 More evidence of New York’s 

unease, was seen when observing the 

Union Square farmers market in New 

York City. On  any Monday, 

Wednesday  Friday or Saturday, 

farmers fill the square offering local, 

organic, biodynamic, or sustainable  

fare.   While observing the grass-fed 

cheese stand, a shopper began to 

educate fellow patrons.  He said that 

the fat ratio of conventional cheese is 

unhealthy and imbalanced, and went 

on to say that it’s the pasteurization 

that causes food allergies and dairy 

intolerance in the U.S. (Anonymous, 

personal communication, January 

2010). The vendor thanked him for 

doing her job and, in a half serious 

way, said eating conventional cheese 

is like “eating plastic fat.” 

(Anonymous, personal 

communication, January 2010) The 

notion that eating any form of 

conventional  cheese that is not grass 

fed is like ingesting plastic  becomes  

very relevant, and suggest the culture 

of food fear is clearly a motivation to 

shop and sell food deemed free of 

uncertainty.   Such claims are not hard 

science based arguments, but rather 

laymen’s science espoused from a 

seller of food with grave concern for 
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public health.  However, the irony 

here cannot be overlooked, plastic is 

the base for melamine.  So while her 

statement at first sounds absurd, so 

was the announcement of melamine, a 

plastic resin, in baby’s milk formula.  

When observing shoppers at a Whole 

Foods Market in Manhattan, a woman 

in the diary section made clear that all 

her children will only drink organic 

milk, and according to her,  “If you 

only knew how milk is processed and 

how they clean the lines…” (P. Black, 

personal communication, January 

2010).  She is referring directly to the 

manufacturer, the food system, and 

she is spreading the word to be 

skeptical.  In fact, in the past year, 

skepticism lead to numerous reports 

and expose journalism in the form of 

documentary films like Food, Inc and 

Fresh, along with new non fiction like 

Kirby’s,  Animal Factory, or Foer’s 

Eating Animals.  All hold the food 

system at large accountable for the 

threats is poses to public health.   

Americans are waking up to signals 

imparted by the media, press, and 

science alluding that conventionally 

manufactured foods are  becoming 

more dangerous to eat. In February of 

2010 The Orprah Winfrey Show 

feature Food, Inc. with Michael Pollan 

on her show while vegan Alicia 

Silverstone espoused her philosophy 

and health benefits. (Winfrey 2010) In 

March of 2010 CNN’s Anderson 

Cooper 360’s (Cooper, 2010) opening 

segment was dedicated to the dangers 

of factory farming, e-coli, and unsafe  

meat from slaughterhouses, where the 

majority of all American animal 

protein comes from.  Both media 

reports are incredibly significant.  

Viewers by the millions tune into 

these highly popular shows, and 

presenting the subject as they both did 

they making the meat industry 

transparent and accountable to 

consumers opinion on a larger scale 

for the first time in modern food 

manufacturing history.  Albeit, drama 

and ratings are synonymous to TV 

media and news, if a viewer/consumer 

wasn’t scared then, they most likely 

are  now.  Skepticism towards the  

conventional  food system, not only in 

Hong Kong but in the U.S,  has clearly 
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gone mainstream.  Combine that with 

growing unease about the state of the 

environment, the take away messages 

proposed by advocates and adopted by 

concerned consumers alike are one 

and the same:  buy organic, 

sustainable food and know where it 

comes from.  

 

Findings: Evidence of an alternative 

 These culminating fears around 

food, has created a pro-active 

rebellion against the conventional 

food system in communities 

throughout both New York City and 

Hong Kong.  Research for this study 

revealed two urban cities flourishing 

with grassroots movements supporting 

a wide range of sustainable food 

action. With similarities and 

differences, they each point to the 

evidence that people are taking their 

unease and uncertainty and creating 

and alternatives to confidently 

reconnect to their food.  

 One visit to Hong Kong, 

exploring the neighborhoods, side 

streets,  and even the enterprising 

underground of the MTR, will expose 

a city with organic shops boutiques 

and restaurants coming out of the 

woodwork.  The expatriate area of 

SOHO, alone,  has dozens of shops 

and eateries dedicated to an alternative 

food lifestyle. 2  In deed, the majority 

of food found in these boutiques are 

imported organic food from the U.S., 

New Zealand or the E.U., catering to 

the foreigner in Hong Kong.  But that 

said, when you travel to any other 

neighborhood in Hong Kong proper, it 

is equally hard not to find a mini 

organic food shop selling health food, 

imported organic products, and 

sometimes light fare. Even in the 

Underground of the MTR, shops that 

specialize in organic products can be 

found.  But this is just one part of the 

equation that appeals to the trend of 

organic food.  While many of these 

shops and restaurants cater to the high 

end upper class consumer who follows 

organic for the trend that it is,  a 

significant amount of  consumers are 

equally influenced by different 

motivations.   This person is generally 

                                                
2 See Appendix. Figure 2a, 2b. 
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well educated in food and its issue 

around health and the environment, 

and not necessarily wealthier, but 

willing to pay extra for this 

specialized food. They are a part of 

the grassroots movement that in Hong 

Kong is making great stride towards a 

grassroots public food education3 

while utilizing what little land there is 

to farm organic and sustainable 

produce and sell to markets in the city 

and on the streets as well.  As reported 

it the The Standard, Hong Kong’s 

English Newspaper, a class of school 

children had a field trip to the farm to 

learn about sustainable practices. 

Their teacher reported saying, “ It’s a 

really good opportunity for city 

dwelling students to appreciate nature 

and learn the correlation between 

ecology, organic farming and food 

safety” (Kam 2010).  Children are 

being encouraged to understand not 

just farming, a global in education of 

the new millennium, but interestingly, 

food safety as well. They are the 

future of the proletariat effort.  

                                                
3 See Appendix. Figure 3. 

 Within this grassroots 

community, farmers market are 

erected at locations like the Central 

Piers, or at the farms themselves out in 

the New Territories.  Locally 

produced vegetables and eggs are 

found in super market chains through 

the city like Wellcome or Park N ‘ 

Shop.  CSA’s, community supported 

agriculture, have appeared  in Hong 

Kong as well, offering consumers an 

organic/sustainable food club to 

become a part of, where fresh  locally 

farmed vegetable are delivered to their 

homes.  Other factors of the grassroots 

food movement include local 

sustainable fish farms and the World 

Wide Fund whose landscape sets and 

an example of eco practices and 

preservation. The organic/sustainable 

food consumer of Hong Kong stands 

out separate than the typical shopper.  

Like the organic Chef aforementioned, 

he is hyper aware and ventures to 

various marketplaces to find quality 

ingredients for reasons related to the 

environment, health and food safety. 

He is resistant against the concern 

driven home by an insecurity in the 
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food system and seeking out 

alternatives to counter the fear.  

 While observing the Star Ferry 

Farmers Market at the Central Piers on 

a typical Friday,  it was clear that 

relationships and community where 

being formed as a result of the farmers 

market outlet.  There where about a 

dozen stands filled with every 

vegetable imagined from  Hong 

Kong’s New Territory farmers.  

Tables selling crafts, textiles and 

organic soymilk reminded shoppers 

that their products, too, came from a 

sustainable source.4  People seem to 

be coming out of  by the scores,  as 

shoppers crowded amongst one 

another reaching towards a very 

egalitarian and colorful display of 

produce sold by smiling farmers and 

vendor, whose kind faces could easily 

be taken for their counterparts at a 

New York City farmers market .  

Hong Kong today has a handful of 

organic farms located in the New 

Territories, take advantage of the 

farmers market opportunity and 

                                                
4 See Appendix. Figure 4a, 4b. 

mainstream supermarkets, and who 

are now eager and wiling to carry their 

produce because of the growing 

demand.  

 Another area in Hong Kong the 

local farmer is growing, is that of the 

organic tea business.   One such tea 

grower, or harvester, is the Dragon 

Tea House5 whose founder and owner 

forges into the lush mountains of 

Hong Kong and picks tea,  a practices 

she learned from her grandfather 50 

years ago.6  Grown in the wild without 

pesticides, she labels her tea organic 

with a “Organic Yard” label, even 

though it isn’t officially certified.   

Hong Kong’s presently has two 

organic certifiers, The Hong Kong 

Organic Resource Centre (HKORC) 

and the Hong Kong Organic 

Certification Centre (HKOCC). They 

are not under government jurisdiction 

or ratified by official government 

policy but rather  entrusted by Hong 

Kong’s Agriculture, Fisheries and 

Conservation Department (AFCD) 

(Jackson 2010).  However, not having 
                                                
5 See Appendix. Figure 5. 
6 See Appendix. Figure 6. 
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organic certification, as in the case of 

the tea grower, does not prevent you 

from selling and claiming your food as 

organic because there is no official 

government regulation.  While this 

can be deemed as skeptical, it is 

perhaps why many people only trust 

labels with USDA, EU, or New 

Zealand organic.  Yet, inherent to 

organic farming and community, one 

thing is sure, if you get to know your 

farmer and the source of their food, 

trust may be established, and that is 

your certification.  One such place is 

the Kadoorie Farm, and Botanic 

Garden,7 nestled on the luscious 

slopes of one of Hong Kong’s highest 

mountain, Tai Mo Shan, outside Hong 

Kong proper, in the new Territories.   

Originally created as and the Kadoorie 

Agricultural Aid Association, where it 

was know as a center to teach local 

farmers profitable trade techniques in 

order to sell their food to greater Hong 

Kong. Today, it serves as an organic 

vegetable and fruit farm, and rescued 

animal sanctuary.  The breathtaking 

                                                
7 See Appendix. Figure 7a, 7b. 

environment appeals to both children 

an adults and serves as an educational 

center for sustainable food and living.  

When climbing the hills and stumbling 

upon the dozens of chickens in their 

large coop, it is fair to say that this 

sanctuary for animals and vegetables 

is at the very heart in defining an 

organic community in Hong Kong.  

Alive with education, children, 

farmers markets, and examples in 

green living, it seems very much the 

inspiration for the larger Hong Kong 

communities efforts to create and 

organic consumer culture based in a 

grassroots mentality.  All of these 

sustainable platforms in Hong Kong, 

and there are many more,  are 

evidence of the growing community of 

consumers, advocates and producers 

who are taking a stand against their 

own lack of trust and proactively 

channeling into venues of hope for the 

health and the environment.  

 Not unlike the Kadoorie Farm, 

New York City has an unofficial 

center for the organic and sustainable 

shopper and the local farmer. The 

Union Square Farmers market is a 
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gathering place for sustainable food 

enthusiast.8   In many ways it, too, has 

an interest in preserving the farm to 

table model in an equally dense urban 

community. Local grass-fed meat 

farmers, vegetable stands, yarn wool 

vendors, and even New York City 

rooftop honey stands, fill up the 

concrete space and transforms it into a 

true urban farming environment.  

Sponsored by the GrowNYC’s  

(formerly CENY), New York, it 

represents farmers outside the 5 

boroughs and from around New York 

state. Like Hong Kong’s local farms, 

they, too, are located outside the city.  

Although not all farms sell certified 

organic, all claim sustainable 

practices, if not “beyond organic,” 

where consumer trust and farmer  

transparency are synonymous.  Each 

stand has pictures and photographs, 

certifying their sustainable practices, 

administered by Greenmarket under 

the guise of GrowNYC New York 

City’s official initiate to create 

sustainable living  and food practices.   

                                                
8 See Appendix. Figure 8. 

In addition to the Union Square 

Farmers Market, GrowNYC sponsors 

green marketplaces throughout  the 5 

boroughs, all week long, through the 

entire year (GrowNYC 2010). 

 New York City is currently 

becoming a progressive green-aspiring 

haven filled with farmers markets, 

CSA’s, urban gardening,  and massive 

organic supermarkets that are often 

larger than the conventional ones.  But 

unlike Hong Kong, there is little space 

to grow on the scale of a New 

Territory Hong Kong farmer;  and yet 

in certain innovative urban outlets, the 

passionate New Yorker horticulturalist 

is figuring out ways to do so.  Urban 

rooftop farming is just one example of 

such inventive techniques.  The outer 

parts of Brooklyn, NY have become 

an inspirational zone to the urban 

enterprising farmer, some for hobby, 

others for profit.   Granted the 

building can withstand the production, 

boroughs like Brooklyn are seeing 

passionate farmers determined to 

create an alternative.  In the United 

State, overall, green roofs construction 

grew more than 35 percent last year. 
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(Burros 2009) Perhaps it’s an example 

of a model, that come the future can 

provide for an alternative to an 

overwhelmed food system.  

 CSA’s in New York City are 

another alternative that has grown 

more popular with every season. City 

dwellers buy shares in farms, and in 

return the farmer drops of your share 

either weekly or bi weekly to a drop 

off spot in your designated CSA 

neighborhood.   In this way, the 

consumer is personally invested in 

their food, connected, and off the 

conventional food grid. (Justfood.org 

2010) Perhaps this can be seen as a 

powerful example of resisting the 

conventional  food front.  Even more 

so, it’s giving many people access to 

fruits and vegetables in pockets of the 

community where they have not been 

made easily accessible in the past; and 

thus, creating an empowered 

consumer, plugging into their innate 

desires for the personal foodways of 

old.  

 From CSA’s to farmers market, 

and coops to coalitions, the city is in a 

green food spell that looks hopeful for 

the eater determined to consume 

sustainabley.  Another mainstay in a 

outside Manhattan would be that of 

the Park Slope Food Co-op. Started in 

1970’s the co-op currently has over 

14,000 working members who are 

required to work 2 hours and 45 

minutes a month.  The Coop is 95% 

organic and fosters community 

forward events through out the year. 

The Brooklyn Food Coalition, a 

borough wide effort to reconnect 

people to the food empowerment 

issues, was erected via the Co-Op, as 

are events monthly to promote 

community and education around 

sustainable food (Anonymous, 

personal communication, 2009). 

 What cannot be overlooked 

within the organic and sustainable 

food community in New York City, is 

the huge presence of Whole Foods 

Market.  Now with 5 stores in 

Manhattan it’s a haven for imported 

and locally produced groceries from 

cheese to shampoo, and meat to sushi- 

this market has taken New York City 

by storm.  Once in the market, the 

shopper is inundated with education 
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via savvy marketing about the organic 

and sustainable food, local farming, 

and ethical fair trade practices.9  If the 

average consumer walking into Whole 

Food Market has no understanding of 

what it means to be sustainable food 

eater, but the time they check out, they 

do then.  It is very much considered an 

industrialized organic shopping venue, 

not unlike 360 Market in Hong Kong 

that was modeled after Whole Food 

Market.  Not surprising, 360 market10 

is located in the very wealthy IFC 

building in Hong Kong, surrounded 

buy the luxury brand names stores.  

Both cater to the upper class, or the 

stretched out middle class paycheck. 

But even for those who patron these 

high end organic markets, they still 

represent an important element in the 

green food movement.  They keep 

stores like Whole Food Market  in 

business and have great impact on the 

organic food movement, however 

controversial industrial organic has 

become.  In an interview conducted by 

Bloomberg.com, Simon Chau, founder 
                                                
9 See Appendix, Figure 9a, 9b 
10 See Appendix, Figure 10a, 10b. 

of Hong Kong's first organic farm in 

Hok Fau, and chairman of Produce 

Green, a non-profit group said,  

“There's been a mushrooming of 

demand for chemical-free 

products…even the mainstream 

supermarkets are moving to organic” 

(Burkitt 2007).  Not only in the 

markets as mentioned, both Hong 

Kong and New York City are 

beginning to crawl with new 

restaurants that cater to this food 

lifestyle.  This mainstream 

mushrooming is on the menus in these 

two urban centers who are infamous 

for their dining cuisine.   Hong Kong 

and New York City are seeing the 

emergence of farm to table restaurants 

that incorporate local  and organic 

ingredients into their menu items.  

There are many examples of 

restaurants with chefs, in both cities, 

committed to offering sustainable food 

to their guests. In Hong Kong, Life, 

Eden, Yin Yang, and Loving Hut are a 

few; while in New York City, Blue 

Hill, Angelica’s Kitchen, Dirty bird, 

and Community Juice & Bar all 
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represent a commitment to sustainable 

food.  

 In Hong Kong, even with a 

rising middle class, divisions are 

obvious.  In the organic marketplace 

community, like the grocery stores, 

restaurants, and boutiques,  those 

divides are more often than not  

marketed to the wealthy and the 

expatriate.  While it is likely to find 

some vegetables from the New 

Territory farms, the majority of their 

inventory comes from New Zealand, 

The U.S. and Europe. They really on 

the standards from outside countries to 

assure their shoppers of a quality 

product.  But the prices on all these 

items are extremely high and are, 

perhaps, why people explain the price 

of organic is just not worth it, in both 

cities;  and why organic, although a 

flourishing market sector, is still 

considered a niche market.  The hip 

and progressive appeal to the New 

York and the Hong Kong shopper 

cannot go unnoticed.  Hong Kong is 

notorious for its affinity with a labels. 

In this way, the organic movement in 

Honk Kong is equally a hip and 

popular trend as it ids a grassroots 

movement.  In almost every interview 

for this study, in both Hong Kong an 

New York, people complain about the 

high price of organic food.  In Hong 

Kong it was explained that many 

people don’t understand the reasoning 

behind paying more for a label or 

certification, when it comes to food.  

While these claims often come from 

consumers who have yet to educated 

themselves on the full spectrum of the 

state of the food system, there are 

consumers who are aware of the 

healthier food options, but cannot 

afford them.  Perhaps ignorance is 

bliss and they are not affected in the 

least.  After interviewing a man at the 

Farmers Market in Union Square, he 

said,  “Ultimately, it hurts you to 

worry about it... if  you think it is 

‘bad’ for you, it is.” (Anonymous, 

Personal communication, December 

2009)  But for people who stretch their 

dollar to purchase organic or 

sustainable foods, perhaps ultimately,  

they feel the cost is greater on their 

health and the environment by not 

purchasing them at all. 



 22 

 

Analysis 

 Evidence collected from this 

study proved rich insight into what 

motivates a consumer in Hong Kong 

to purchase and consume 

organic/sustainable food, and why.  

Findings also indicated that this 

decision is highly personal.  They also 

revealed a similar pro-active 

atmosphere of a culture-sharing group 

thousands of miles apart, suggesting 

our  food consuming  intentions are 

mere reflections of each other.   

Discovery presented here reminds us 

that how and what we eat is learned 

and handed down through family and 

culture, following patterns from our 

lineage.   When Bartes (1997) speaks 

of the memory in the soil, he speaks to 

of this heritage and he speaks of the 

dirt, dirt today whose work has 

become substituted with fertilizers 

intoxicated with chemicals.  Organic 

and sustainable farming communities 

in both Hong Kong and New York 

City revealed in this research that they 

are on board with this theory, their 

investment is the dirt; and they appear 

to be supplying the conscious 

consumer with food that honors the 

memory and the integrity of its roots. 
11 

  In New York City and Hong 

Kong alike, in sustainable food circles, 

unease and mistrust  is often a 

contributing and motivating  factor 

towards creating  community demands 

for the like of  green markets, coops, 

CSA’s, organic super markets, and  

urban gardening.   Mary Douglas 

(1999) speaks of “The value of purity 

and the rejection of impurity” (pg.50).  

No where is the rejection of 

industrialized conventional food a 

form of resistance more apparent than 

in the emergence of urban rooftop 

gardens in New York City or CSA’s in 

Hong Kong.  These alternative 

measures from pro-active urban 

centers can be identified as a 

rebellious moral revolt from the highly 

taxed food system that is deemed 

nutritionally unsafe or inadequate.  As 

evidenced by a farmers market 

infrastructure in both cities, and it 

                                                
11  See Appendix. Figure 11. 
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appears this concern is motivating 

people to innovate sustainable 

practices that insure a new alternative 

to food security.   For people in Hong 

Kong especially, it may be a way to 

attain control within their already 

ambiguous sense of identity  (Cheung 

2002).  First hand conversations with 

sustainable shoppers and eaters in 

Hong Kong revealed food uncertainty 

when it comes to consuming mainland 

China’s imports.  This insecurity 

around their food, combined with the 

“ambiguous sense of  identity” 

explains their motivating factors to 

branch out from under mainland rule, 

by gaining more control of what they 

eat.   

 For both New York City and 

Hong Kong, this is where food 

heritage intersects with identity.  The 

organic and sustainable movements of 

both centers are a call to action to 

reconnect to the self in a highly 

globalized world that’s heavily reliant 

on industrialization to produces its 

recourses. The magnitude and ease at 

which food is now manufactured for 

the masses is, in fact, and an 

incredible achievement.  But all 

achievements, like the fake egg, aren’t 

always beneficial.  Additionally, with 

this prosperity comes a separation of 

the individual to her food heritage, to 

her meal, especially in the cuisine rich 

cities of Hong Kong and New York 

City.  Yet, other consumers tolerate 

the highly industrialized food process 

because, comparatively, little is 

disseminated about what is truly being 

consumed.  Marketing efforts rely 

heavily on projecting the folkloric 

images of food manufacturing that no 

longer exists.  At the intersection of 

what we eat, we are commoditized and 

removed from our cultural belonging 

(Cheung 2005).  This place here, the 

place where consumers are left 

disjointed from the source of their 

food, seems the logical starting point 

for the unease and uncertainty that not 

only brings forth the fear, but as seen 

here, positive resistance as well.   For 

every culture steeped with a food 

heritage, comes unease and 

uncertainty based in a loss of control.  

This is in part, perhaps, why 

grassroots movements are viscerally 
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attractive to the urban dweller, who 

separated from nature, looks to outlets 

to reconnect and gain back a greater 

sense of self control through food. In a 

region like Hong Kong, a place where 

ones identity under the Chinese 

umbrella has always been a struggle, 

perhaps this is a consumers way of 

standing up against the system.  

 The 2007 United Nations has 

report on urbanization claims that, 

“the urban area of the world are 

expected to absorb all the population 

growth expected over the next four 

decades while at the same time 

drawing in some of the rural 

population.” (United Nations 2008) 

When they do arrive, perhaps they will 

be  equally encouraged to innovate 

solutions that resist the conventional 

food system’s  present state,  like the 

sorts of grassroots movements 

evidenced here.  In this process the 

consumer, much like the those 

interviewed for this study, will being 

asked to reconnect to a disjointed food 

heritage.  Evidence here reported that 

urban life in both Hong Kong and 

New York City is embracing the 

opportunity to “go green,” while 

communicating through grassroots 

efforts, a progressive stance that 

challenges the present state of the 

overwhelming and conventional food 

system.  Come the future, that urban 

communities are motivated in many 

arenas to create alternatives in the 

green food sector, is very promising 

for the future of food as it relates to 

food heritage, to the self, and to the 

planet. The people of Hong Kong, just 

prior to the Chinese handover in 1997, 

had fear of being “swallowed up 

whole by China,” (Tam, 2001).  

Perhaps the same can be said for those 

currently invested in organic and 

sustainable foods.  Often fear driven 

with a rebellious undertone, 

communities with and without local 

government support are soliciting 

change and creating options as seen in 

New York City and Hong Kong.  As 

consumers reclaim the heritage of 

food through sustainable choices, 

perhaps a shift will take place once 

again and transform the exotic organic 

back to the it place as the familiar. 
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Conclusion 

 Key findings for my research in 

Hong Kong and New York City 

conclude that a environmentally 

conscious and sustainable food 

movement is alive and thriving. 

Additionally, motivating factors based 

in fear, concern, or worry, appear to 

influence consumers, farmers, and 

marketers to act with a resistance in 

the form of innovative green 

alternatives. The direction of the 

organic and sustainable movement 

appears to be growing and moving 

forward.  The general excitement for 

this work communicates prosperity, 

and contradicts fearful claims made 

often in the same sentence by 

interviewed subjects.  Hence, these 

finding point towards hope. 

  Due to the greater scope of 

activity and information surrounding 

organic and sustainable consumption, 

there are limitations within my 

research.  In reflecting on the study, 

weaknesses should be addresses. For 

one, time spent in Hong Kong was but 

a fraction of the time needed to get a 

total understanding of the organic 

sustainable community.  With greater 

time and access more organic 

shoppers could be interviewed to 

collect more data.  From an 

ethnographic perspective, more time 

in the field surrounded by both 

conventional and non conventional 

shoppers, to gain insight and trust on 

their behalf would greatly benefit the 

paper.  That said, working the study 

solely from the scope of an organic 

consumer limits the full understanding 

of the phenomenon.  Thus, it would  

benefit the research  to also address 

the study from the perspective of the 

conventional consumer in both Hong 

Kong and New York.  Equally so, 

looking to conventional shoppers who 

are not on the brink of  moving to 

organic would be helpful.  

 Questions for further research 

would be helpful to truly tease out the 

phenomenon.  For starters, what does 

the industrial organic market look like, 

and what is its place amongst 

grassroots efforts to change the food 

system?  Industrial organic has its 

important and controversial position in 

the organic movement, and this would 
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be an area to go into further detail.  

Another  question surrounds made in 

China organic food, and the global 

reactions, both embracing and 

deflecting.   Additionally, a key 

question to address revolves around 

the dissemination of transparent 

information to all, and if educated 

eaters do want to change, will there be 

enough to go around without relying 

heavily on industrial processes like at 

present.  Finally, what role does 

marketing and media play in the 

pursuit to “go organic” both here and 

in Hong Kong?”  Mass media and 

product marketing play a major role in 

influencing consumers when it comes 

to food.  These persuasion cannot be 

ignore and is an encouraging place to 

continue with this study. All these 

question, and many more, are part of 

the evolving nature of this issue.  

 If I could do this research again, 

I would hope to dive even deeper, 

exploring more into  the sectors of the 

movement, in both cities.  I would like 

to spend more time on the ground in 

Hong Kong, especially now that I 

have a greater understanding for the 

lay of the research land. It took the 

two weeks while abroad to collect and 

connect to the right communities and 

meet people involved in the organic 

movement. It would have been ideal to 

get to know better the people and 

communities I was in communication 

with, and to have created more solid 

relationships to fully understand the 

scope of the movement from many 

perspectives. Food is a complex study 

encompassing viewpoints both 

subjective and objective.  Food and 

behavior of a consumer makes it even 

more intriguing. But for eaters, 

consumers, producers and marketers 

in Hong Kong and in New York City, 

it is a way to communicate and 

express identity and passion, beliefs 

and belonging. In this regard, it would 

be a pleasure to perform this research 

all over again. 
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Appendix  

(All photos, except where stated, by 

Alison Caldwell) 

 
Figure 1. Wellcome supermarket, 

Hong Kong 

 

  

Figure 2a. CAFÉ O. SOHO District, 

Hong Kong. 

 

 
Figure 2b. Life Restaurant SOHO 

District, Hong Kong. 

 

 
Figure 3. Children Day. Kadoorie 

Farm & Botanic Garden.  Hong 

Kong.   
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Figure 4a. Star Ferry Farmers Market. 

Hong Kong 

 
Figure 4b. Star Ferry Farmers Market. 

Hong Kong 

 

. 

 
Figure 6.  Dragon House Tea owner. 

Hong Kong Food Expo. Hong Kong 

 

 
Figure 5. Brochure.  Dragon House 

Tea. Hong Kong  
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Figure 7a. Kadoorie Farm and 

Botanic Garden. Hong Kong 

 

 
Figure 7b. Kadoorie Farm and 

Botanic Garden. Hong Kong 

 

 

 
Figure 8. (Unknown). Union Square 

Farmers Market.  Hong Kong 

retrieved from: 

productmanagementtips.com/2007/06/ 

 
Figure 9. (Unknown) Whole Foods 

Market, NY, NY retrieved from: 

http://greenthenewblack.blogspot.com

/ 
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Figure 10a. 360 Market.. Hong Kong.  

 

 
Figure 10b. 360 Market.. Hong Kong.  

 
Figure 11. Kadoorie Farm and Botanic 

Garden.  
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