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Definition
Slow Food is an international nonprofit organization established in Italy in 1986. It aims at the creation of sustainable and resilient food systems. It promotes the rediscovery of local food and traditional cooking as a viable alternative to fast food and mass-produced food and encourages farmers to grow local varieties of plants and animals. Overall, it offers good and practical examples to reach the SDG of zero hunger aiming at local socio-environmental sustainability.

New Trends in Food Consumption and the Rise of Slow Food
Since the blooming of the so-called Green Revolution in the post-World War II period, the main international mantra about agricultural development has been the one about land productivity (Patel 2013). While the attention to the maximization of production is deeply rooted in a social landscape and a foodscape marked by recurrent food scarcity and famine (Campbell and Overton 1991), over the past decades the discourse evolved echoing a neoliberal agenda (Wolf and Bonanno 2014). Profitability has been read mostly as a direct consequence of the overall production capacity of a farm. This approach influenced technology and cultivation strategies aiming, in the one hand, at mechanizing production and, in the other, at selecting and, more recently, creating high-yield breeds and species. Conversely, those strategies led to a widespread abandonment of traditional practices and varieties, leading to a worldwide depletion of bio-cultural diversity (Maffi and Woodley 2010; Masini and Scaffidi 2008). The severe impact of this transformation in terms of social and environmental sustainability is more and more often highlighted in the public debate. Moreover, in contemporary society, especially in urban reality, the prevalent lifestyle has been characterized by speed, lack of time, and fast consumption: a lifestyle that seems to be difficult to change, since people are prey to a mechanism that wraps everything in the myth of “fast.” However, differing ways of thinking exist, and they pivot on a desired wellness and a renewed attention toward the concepts of sustainability and preservation of cultural and biological diversity (Corvo 2015).

In the past three decades, a pivotal role in fostering this new way of understanding life has been played by Slow Food. Based on the principles of “good, fair, and clean” promoted by its founder, Carlo Petrini (2007), this cultural and political movement represents one of the most significant and relevant approaches to a consumption style aiming at a better quality of life and enhancing the acts of everyday life. Based on the field researches conducted by the authors, this entry presents Slow Food movement and its principles and actions by framing them within the new trends of food consumption. Moreover, it presents the articulated strategy of valorization, implemented by the movement as an example of good practices that can be emulated by rural communities worldwide.

In Europe, the past century was marked by profound transformations in food market and industry. Although industrialization in food production dated back to the nineteenth century, with the invention of preserved canned food, food mass production became a common reality only since the 1950s (Petrick 2012). Thus, the foodscape was still mainly based on proximity both for production and sale, with a substantial presence of local varieties of crops and animals (Grimaldi 2012). Since the 1960s the landscape changed. Western countries overcame the food shortages that still marked the 1950s, also thanks to the technical and technological transformations in agriculture. Moreover, the diffusion of supermarkets as well as the success of mass-produced goods driven by new forms of marketing and the rise of living and wage standards imposed a new form of consumption (Clapp 2012). In particular, industrial products were not just fashionable and cheaper, but they were perceived as more safe and trustworthy (Roberts 2006) than traditional, artisanal productions.

Those are the premises that in 30 years led to redefine the foodscape. In particular, industrial products played a pivotal role in the market insofar as scholars had spoken of globalization and standardization of taste (e.g., Bégin 2017). Following and driving a public scarcely interested in tasting local and artisanal products, the identification between profitability and productivity was established. However, a new understanding started to take shape in the late 1980s. While the first signs of this inclination emerged in the wine industry in the early 1970s, when European legislation about origin certification was designed and enforced (Addor and Grazioli 2002), it is only 10 years later that a new attention toward local products started spreading. A key hotbed for the change was Italy, where the history of this understanding has been deeply tied to the one of a grassroot movement: Slow Food.

The period 1990s–2010s detailed a new attitude toward food. Political debates, media, and public opinion nowadays appear more interested in the quality of products, their methods of production, the origin, and the ethical and environmental footprint (Corvo 2015): a new attention that appears to challenge the once hegemony of commercial, mass production. While market is still dominated by practices of mass consumption and processed industrial food is a ubiquitous presence in the foodscape (Guptill et al. 2016), the new trend spurs a new understanding for the economic possibilities and challenges for agriculture. In a landscape where over 30% Europeans prefer organic products (Russo 2017, p. 231), profitability does not appear any longer as a function correlated only to quantity production. The opening of new market niches suggests the relevance of alternative production methods (such as biodynamic and organic methods), traditional products, and ancient varieties and breeds. Thus, quality and specificity turn to be fundamental in structuring new forms of agriculture, the success of which is not based on the extension of cultivated land, nor on mechanization, rather on the attention for the process of valorization that can be built around those products.

In this context, Slow Food played a fundamental role being a precursor of this new approach based on quality production and consumption. Slow Food was established in Italy in 1989. It expanded the example provided by other associations and editorial activities, such as Arci Gola (Petrini 2003), La Gola (Crespi 2016), and Gambero Rosso. In 30 years, it expanded into a global grassroots organization with over 100,000 members and 1,500 local chapters in 160 countries.

The movement originated as a reaction to the diffusion of fast-food culture in the West, in particular in Italy. This alimentary culture was perceived as an agent of transformation that was eroding local food culture and in particular local cultural and biological diversity, because it was imposing standardized taste and products following that path that Ritzer (1998) terms “Mcdonalization.” While a protest against the opening of a Mcdonald’s restaurant in the hearth of Rome was the first public action of the movement, in the course of the years, it expanded its approach, both under a theoretical and a practical perspective. From being a movement “against” something, it evolved developing its advocacy for local farmer communities and local productions. One of the most important criteria that characterizes Slow Food movement is the shift from individual choices to social practices and the fundamental value assigned to the enhancement of the local territory, recognizing not just the role played by farmers and producers as “keeper of Earth” (Petrini 2009) but highlighting the essential role played by consumers in shaping the market and leading it to more sustainable products (Carolan 2012; Guptill et al. 2016).

The fundamental idea of Slow Food movement is expressed by its founder Carlo Petrini in the concept of good, clean, and fair food that covers both the aesthetic-sensory dimension and the political-social aspect. The concept of “good” is based on the education of the senses, curiosity for the unknown, and the pleasantness of taste. The concept of “clean” is related to agroecology, with the recovery of the importance of the earth and sustainability. The concept of “fair” is focused on co-production and on the respect of the rights of farmers and fishermen, fighting against any exploitation at local and international level (Perullo 2008).

Since the early 2000s, “Good, Clean, and Fair” has been the main motto of Slow Food (Petrini 2007). More recently, the political platform has been expanded encompassing elements more concerning in detail themes such as food sovereignty (Petrini 2009) and civil rights of farmer communities (Petrini 2013).

Slow Food and Its Activities
Over the years, the idea and the practice of Slow Food have attracted many supports and interests, playing a relevant role in supporting a new understanding to food. In this respect, communication and education were key areas of activity for the movement. Based on the alliance of farmers, producers, restaurateurs, and consumers, Slow Food promoted workshops and events aimed at training consumers and making them appreciate the characteristics and flavor of local, traditional products. An important example is the many “Masters of Food” (http://www.slowfood.it/educazione/master-of-food-slowfood/) organized worldwide by the local and national branches of the movement. From these training courses, the educational activity expanded and encompasses workshops aimed at primary and secondary schools. Starting from the USA, Slow Food became a promoter of the creation of school gardens: vegetable gardens organized by the movement volunteers within those schools that join the initiative (http://www.slowfood.it/educazione/orto-in-condotta/). However, the most prominent action in education was the foundation of the University of Gastronomic Sciences in Pollenzo in Italy (www.unisg.it). The university was created as a Slow Food initiative and with the collaboration of the Piedmont and Emilia-Romagna regional councils as well as many private food companies in 2004. The university proposes a new methodological and teaching approach that can provide a complete vision of the systems of food production and form new professional figures with the necessary knowledge and transdisciplinary competences, tied to the agri-food industry, so that the students, after graduation, can work to stir production, distribution, and consumption toward sustainable choices (Pieroni et al. 2018).

The activities of the movement are not limited to education. It gave a relevant contribution in designing and activating a system of valorization that encompasses all the actors involved in food production and consumption: farmers, transformers, chefs, dealers, consumers, a vast group of subjects that the movement terms “food community.” Figure 1 (Fontefrancesco 2018) offers a visual synthesis of the model.

Fig. 1

The system of valorization of Slow Food

The system starts from a local area and its productions. Slow Food focuses its attention on the promotion of local, traditional foods. It looks at productions that have lost social relevance and distribution becoming neglected and marginal in the production and consumption foodscape. The development model starts from those products and those producers that still produce them.

The first action is linked with its mapping and assessment: the animal and vegetable varieties as well as the methods of productions are recorded. In case the production is endangered of extinction, because only a few producers are left or the social and environmental transformations of the local milieu outline the possible risk that its production may stop, the product can be enlisted in the Ark of Taste (Morett Figueiredo Rosa et al. 2017, pp. 12–13). The project was publicly launched in 1996, during the I Salone del Gusto, in Turin. The aims of the project are to actively work in promoting local productions, in particular those traditional productions that are on the verge of extinction, retrieving and preserving their history and heritage, and providing local communities with a tool able to offer visibility and public recognition to the food. The project developed a digital catalogue of endangered quality food products deeply rooted in local culture. The Ark of Taste enlists different products, such as animal breeds, vegetable varieties, preserves, and cheeses, producing a first resource for preserving the memory of the endangered products and promoting their making. In 2018, the Ark of Taste presents over 5000 products from over 140 countries (https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/it/arca-del-gusto-slow-food/). Besides the digital archive, since 2017, Slow Food, together with the University of Gastronomy Sciences, is producing a series of monographs, the “Atlas of the Ark of Taste.” Four monographs were published in the first 2 years of the series, Peru (Morett Figueiredo Rosa et al. 2017), Brazil (Morett Figueiredo Rosa et al. 2017), Mexico (Báez Vera et al. 2018), and Kenya (Barstow and Zocchi 2018), and offer a detailed outline of the traditional productions of these emergent players of the international culinary scene.

The process of selection and acquisition of a product in the catalogue is a critical one. Although some of the nominations of products were done by Slow Food researchers and staff, the association promotes bottom-up processes of nomination, which starts from local communities and local Slow Food activists. In order to complete the nomination, it is required to complete a first research aimed at tracing the name, ingredients, and production processes concerning the making of the nominating food. This research is both historical and ethnographic and can result in a fundamental contribution in creating awareness among producers and local people about the relevance and value of a particular element of the local gastronomy.

The nomination and acquisition of a product in the Ark of Taste is the first moment of local engagement and activation. A further important moment is linked with the creation of a Presidium. Each Presidium is an association of small-scale producers that supports specific quality productions at risk of extinction, protects local human and natural landscape, recovers traditional processing methods, and safeguards native breeds and local plant varieties (Nano and Clementino 2017, p. 4). The Presidia project was launched in 1999 for helping producers of local, traditional products to better access the market. It expands the line of action inaugurated with the project “Ark of Taste,” moving from simple conservation to promotion and commercial empowerment of local communities. The Presidia protect and promote traditional and endangered products, traditional practices of manufacture, and endangered rural landscape (Milano et al. 2018). Presidia are instituted starting based on a local initiative, promoted by local producers. Following the application, Slow Food experts visit the place and analyze the local conditions in terms of production and commercialization. From this first analysis, the valorization system proceeds by involving local producers. Slow Food engages them to compile a “production protocol” that codifies the specificity of the product and its methods of cultivation, breeding, or production and requires producers to reduce and eliminate “chemical treatments, use methods that respect animal welfare; defend native breeds and local vegetable varieties; use ecological packaging where possible; and favour the use of renewable energy” (Nano and Clementino 2017, p. 4). The protocol is at the basis of the constitution of a Presidium. To join the Presidium, producers must accept the “production protocol,” and in so doing they can brand their product with the name of the specific Presidium. Moreover, they can receive technical assistance from the Presidium to improve production quality, identify new market outlets, and organize exchanges with producers internationally through the large Slow Food events. The first Presidium was opened in Italy, near Carrara, in Tuscany, for protecting the “lardo di Colonnata,” Colonnata lard, a traditional salami made with pork lard (Leitch 2003). Although since its inception the project has been a subject of criticism in culinary luddism (Lauder 1999) or culinary elitism (West and Dominigos 2012), from the first experience, the project expanded reaching over 500 Presidia around the world. The Presidia have been able to attract local producers and create a fundamental platform for cooperation. At the moment, the Presidia networks involve over 13,000 producers (https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/what-we-do/slow-food-presidia/). Most of them are small and artisan enterprises that were able to valorize their productions, thanks to and through the collective action of the member of the Presidia in terms of quality control and advertisement. Eventually, the Presidium represents a form of participatory guarantee systems that certify producers based on active participation of the producers and consumers “which offers social inclusion, benefits for stakeholders and values such as transparency, solidarity, complementarities and integration between consumer and producer, is an ongoing goal” (IFOAM 2008, p. 33).

The work of the Presidia, though, is not limited to the promotion of production. Rather, they are a fundamental element in the action of the Slow Food movement (Siniscalchi 2013). Each Presidium can organize its own activities (e.g., tasting, presentations, participation to local, national, and international fairs, publishing promotional materials, conducting or supporting research) as well as they can join campaigns and events promoted by Slow Food expanding the reach of the movement. Overall, all the activities promoted by the Presidia can be seen in a continuum that spans from mere commercial activities to awareness-raising campaign.

In this continuum we recognize first of all the local activities of the Presidium. They are aimed at the local community and those consumers that can access the area. They encompass communication and educative initiatives. In this respect, Slow Food promotes and produces internationally marketed publications, such as guides and researches that present and promote the small-scale productions, in particular the one of the Presidia (http://www.slowfoodeditore.it/). It also develops specific educational formats, such as the Masters of Taste (http://www.slowfood.it/educazione/master-of-food-slowfood/), launched in 2001. Those are training sessions aimed at answering the demand of a public of consumers interested in discovering the characteristics of specific productions or typologies of products, their history, and culture. Other activities encompass the organization of local community gardens (http://www.slowfood.it/educazione/orto-in-condotta/) and the involvement with local schools.

In the creation of the Presidium, Slow Food offers technical and legal assistance to the local producers as well as guidance for their marketing activity. In particular, it offers visibility to the products, thanks to the many events it organizes (see later on), and promotes activities aimed at enhancing the commercial activity of the Presidia. One example is the “narrative label,” launched in 2011. This “counter label” is used for Presidia products and aims at giving more information on varieties and breeds, on farming and processing techniques, on the areas from where the product originates, and on animal welfare and culinary preparation of the product; all elements aimed at addressing the possible doubts of consumers and at offering them hints and tips for improving their culinary skills (http://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/our-themes/whatis-the-narrative-label/).

Slow Food has played a fundamental role in reconnecting food producers with the other actors of the food chain. It established a strong link between Presidium’s producers and chefs. While numerous restaurateurs participate in Slow Food, in 2009, the movement establishes the “chef alliance.” This is a network of chefs that choose to source their ingredients from Presidia and local food producers. In 2018, there were over 1100 chefs who joined the project (https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/slow-food-chefs-alliance/) Depending from the country, chef alliances can develop in quite distinct ways. In Italy, where about half of the chefs are based, the project entailed a particular debate that shapes the development of gastronomy and in particular the restoration in the past 20 years. This is the discussion concerning the “Osteria Nuova,” the new tavern (Capatti 2000), which reconsidered the role of traditional food and the form of service a restaurant should provide in the face of the rising success of globalized forms of restoration, which promote high cuisine as much as the one of the fast-food restaurant chain. Slow Food and the chefs that joined the alliance promoted a reinterpretation of the traditional taverns, seeing in the modern restaurant an affordable place of conviviality and community life and an interface between the consumer and the local terroir that promotes a gastronomic encounter based on a gastronomy mainly made of local products and traditional recipes. In particular, the restaurants that joined the Italian Chef Alliance are committed to the use of Presidia products, as well as other artisan products. Overall, thus, this Chef Alliance is an association of restaurateurs dedicated to a new form of a gastronomic and touristic localism, which is well described every year by the Slow Food “Osterie d’Italia” restaurant guide (Slow Food 2019). The initiative took a completely different direction in Kenya, as the researchers of the University of Gastronomic Sciences pointed out from the research Sustainable Agrifood Systems Strategies, funded by the Italian government and led by the University of Milan “Bicocca” together with other universities and nongovernmental agencies (Knaepen 2018). The researchers analyzed the foodscape of Nakuru County (Corvo and Fontefrancesco 2018). A particular focus was on the restaurants and their gastronomy in terms of the use of indigenous vegetables and traditional recipes. It emerged the development of a culinary scene interested in the rediscovery and revival of local gastronomy is moving just its first steps, because the main chefs and restaurants are still looking to international cuisine as a main source of inspiration. In this context, the Chef Alliance developed mostly involving university and community restaurants, such as the Mariashoni Guest House, in Mariashoni, or the Organic Slow Food Restaurant, in Gatukuyu. Therefore, the initiative developed mainly by looking at the educational aspect of restauration, involving activities that play a role of educational interface catering young people or marginal groups in the society. In so doing, the initiative aims at teaching the new generations to appreciate the use of indigenous crops, as well as learn about sustainable and organic agriculture and their value in preserving the environment and moving toward the achievement of zero hunger goal through a sustainable pathway. Both in Italy and in Kenya, the chefs, thus, become actors of the promotion and dissemination of the products. Moreover, they are engaged in interpreting and improving the production, thus creating a dynamic interface between producers and consumers.

Slow Food organizes national and international fairs open to Presidia producers. The most important one is “Terra Madre Salone del Gusto” (http://www.salonedelgusto.com/). The event was launched for the first time in 1996 as the first Italian fair of local high-quality food products. Since then, it has been organized biennially in Turin, expanding its range and impact and becoming one of the world’s most important events dedicated to small-scale food producers. In 2016 about 1,000,000 people participated to the 5 days of the event that included 900 exhibiting firms. The Salone is not just a commercial fair but is a key moment for the international Slow Food networks. In 2016, over 7,000 delegates from 143 different countries participated to the event and to the many workshops and conferences in the program. Because of this strong participation of the members of the Slow Food network, the Salone represents the most important international meeting for the movement, during which its new strategic projects are presented. For example, during the Salone del Gusto 1996, the movement introduced the Ark of Taste project, in 1998 the Presidia.

The present aspect of the Salone is the result of the combination of fair with another international meeting, Slow Food has organized since 2004: Terra Madre (https://www.terramadre.info). This biennial international event was meant to be organized in the days of the Salone as a meeting of all the food communities, which are the local network of producers and consumers, linked to Slow Food (Petrini 2009). Since 2012 the Salone and Terra Madre were united into a single event combining the economic message of the Salone with the social one of Terra Madre, making “Terra Madre Salone del Gusto” one of the most iconic international gastronomic events.

Similarly to “Terra Madre Salone del Gusto,” Slow Food organizes other events. They encompass “Cheese” (http://cheese.slowfood.it), a biennial international fair held in Bra for dairy artisans; “Slow Fish” (http://slowfish.slowfood.it), a biennial international festival held in Genoa that involves academics, researchers, and small-scale fishing activities; “Indigenous Terra Madre” (https://www.terramadre.info), events co-organized with indigenous peoples’ communities and hosted in their territories; and “Slow Meat” (https://www.slowfoodusa.org/slow-meat), a biennial event organized by Slow Food USA that involves breeders, farmers, butchers, cooks, consumers, and experts to share ideas on sustainable meat production. All these events are opportunities for local producers to present their product to a vast public and establish commercial relationship and collaborations with other small-scale producers raising the awareness about their products and strengthening their economic and social capital.

Thus, the Slow Food movement is overall a complex whole. Undoubtedly, it can be read as an important cultural movement that has given a relevant contribution in strengthening a sensitivity toward sustainable food production and consumption as well as stirring the attention of the public toward local, traditional productions. However, the movement has played a key role in organizing a platform for producers and consumers aimed at reviving and boosting local, traditional food. In so doing, we can distinguish between the role played by the organization, in supporting small-scale, artisan producers in developing their productions, as well as in educating consumers to different flavors and food. Through these actions, the movement has been able to develop opportunities and initiatives aimed at creating and structuring a punctual meeting and exchange of information and knowledge between producers and consumers. In so doing, it has designed what can be seen as a circular model of production and consumption that has at its center the goals of social, economic, and environmental sustainability, as well as that of preserving biological and cultural diversity worldwide.

Conclusion
After about 30 years of activity, Slow Food appears a multifaceted reality that has been able to contribute actively to the new trends of food market, in particular in the field of sustainability.

Where the impact of its activities is clear, they have often been criticized. Criticism concentrated on the Slow Food’s allegedly elitist approach to food, due to the higher prices of local traditional products; the movement’s attention toward traditions, which has been confused with cultural nostalgia; and the attention on individual’s sensorial pleasure. However, while statistics suggests such a choice does not depend on people’s financial possibilities most of all, but rather on their culture and social position of the consumers, it should be noted that “slow” does not mean to return to the past but the recovery of the natural dimension of agriculture and production. Thus, while the ideal of slowness aimed at by the movement should be considered an alternative wording of the attempt of creating a new economic model able to reach a stronger well-being, an attitude and a need were felt and shared by many social thinkers, such as Bauman (2007), Latouche (2009), and Morin (2016). The attention of the movement toward pleasure should be considered, thus, not as a hedonistic move, rather as part of the broader attempt of Slow Food to recover a dimension of pleasant sociability, based on sharing experiences, ideas, and experiences. In this respect, it can be considered a cultural movement able to foster a form of “ethical globalism” that gives the opportunity to new political subjects to express themselves, in search of a virtuous globalization directed toward achieving the start-up of a “gastronomy of liberation” (Petrini 2013). Thus, Slow Food represents an ideal and practical international example of agricultural and consumer action able to present and enforce new forms of economy by working together with urban consumers and rural communities.

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals highlight the main priorities the international community should address and resolve by 2030. The second SDG indicates the objective of zero hunger and raising awareness of the issues of famine and malnutrition. While this goal could be solved by not changing the actual structure of the world’s food market and working just on aspects of goods redistribution, thus without tackling the socio-environmental vulnerability which affects local communities, in the Global South, the experience of Slow Food suggests to a different strategy. The attention given to traditional food and local species aims at the creation of local sustainable food systems able to make communities rely on local resources rather than the market. Moreover, insofar as traditional food is embedded in the community culture and local species are adapted to the local environment, the Slow Food movement and its initiatives are examples for developing a strategy based on socio-environmental sustainability as the fundamental element to reach structurally to the objective of zero hunger. Finally, facing a fast globalization of taste that can lead to the desertification of local foodscape, due to the marginalization of local productions and foodways, Slow Food has offered a positive model for safeguarding local productions. This model of valorization can create important market spaces for those products capable to communicate a local history and identity as well as express an example of sustainability for the local environment and the communities that live it.
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