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U.S. Creative Cities 

 

Austin – City of Media Arts 

 

Detroit – City of Design 

 

Iowa City – City of Literature 

 

Paducah – City of Crafts and Folk Arts 

 

Santa Fe – City of Crafts and Folk Arts 

 

Tucson – City of Gastronomy 



What It Takes to Become a 

UNESCO City of Gastronomy 

• Well-developed gastronomy that is characteristic of the 

urban centre and/or region; 

  

• Vibrant gastronomy community with numerous traditional 

restaurants and/or chefs;  

 

• Endogenous ingredients used in traditional cooking; 

  

• Local know-how, traditional culinary practices and 

methods of cooking that have survived 

industrial/technological advancement; 

  

• Traditional food markets and traditional food industry; 

   

• Tradition of hosting gastronomic festivals, awards, 

contests and other broadly-targeted means of recognition; 

  

• Respect for the environment and promotion of sustainable 

local products; 

 

• Nurturing of public appreciation, promotion of nutrition in 

educational institutions and inclusion of biodiversity 

conservation programmes in cooking schools curricula. 
 

 
 
 
 
 



Tucson’s application to UNESCO 

emphasized our deep 

agricultural history 

documented by archaeologists 



Since 1993, numerous 

archaeological projects 

have been conducted in the 

floodplain of the Santa 

Cruz River in the western 

Tucson Basin 



The archaeological work has been conducted to mitigate impacts 

of highway widening and downtown redevelopment. 

 

Excavations at I-10/Ina Road interchange in 1998 



These recent archaeological discoveries in the Santa Cruz floodplain 

have revealed an early farming village culture that flourished 

between 4,000 and 2,000 years ago (long before the Hohokam!) 



Buried in the Santa Cruz floodplain have been found canals 

and irrigated fields built by the early farmers between 

1500 B.C. - A.D. 50 



Las Capas 
Canals: 

1250-500 B.C. 
Well:  

1250 B.C. 

Clearwater 
Canals: 

1500 B.C.? 
600 B.C. 
150 B.C. 

Costello-King 
Canals: 

1000 B.C. 

Stewart Brickyard 
Canals: 

1100 B.C. 

Santa Cruz 
Bend 
Canal: 

600 B.C. 
Well: 

600-200 B.C. 

Los Pozos 
Wells: 

200 B.C.-A.D. 50 

 
The early canals in the 

middle Santa Cruz Valley 

were contemporaneous 

with the earliest known 

examples in Mexico. 

 

They were built 1,500 years 

before the earliest known 

canals in the Phoenix Basin. 

 



Overview of 

excavations at 

Las Capas 

2008 - 2009, 

showing canal 

and field 

systems 



Tucson’s Qualifications for  

UNESCO  Designation 

 

• The longest agricultural history of any city in 

North America, extending back more than 4,000 

years. 

 

• A 300-year tradition of vineyards, orchards, and 

cattle ranching. 

 

• More foods listed on a worldwide list of regionally 

unique foods are grown within 100 miles than any 

other city in North America. 

 

• Tucson cuisine blends Native American, Northern 

Mexican, Mediterranean, and American Cowboy 

food traditions, among others. 

 

• More than two dozen annual food festivals, fairs, 

and tastings occur year-round. 

 

• The Tucson Meet Yourself Folklife Festival 

attracts more than 100,000 people and features 

foods from more than 40 different ethnic groups. 

 



• Three James Beard Award-winning chefs with 

restaurants here.  

 

• More than 2,500 restaurants and bars, two-

thirds of which are locally owned rather than 

national chains. 

 

• More than 60 restaurants in the walkable 

downtown area, 90% of which are locally owned 

and unique. 

 

• More than 50 new restaurants have opened in 

downtown since 2008. 

 

• 2 times the number of food trucks and street 

food carts per capita than New York City, and is 

tied with Los Angeles for the per-capita number. 

 

• The “Best 23 Square Miles of Mexican Food” 

north of the border. 

 

• Food businesses employ 39,000 people, and 

provide 14% of all jobs in the city. 



• Edible Baja Arizona magazine is the largest of the 

80 Edible magazines nationwide, reaching nearly 

600,000 readers annually with news about the 

thriving local food scene. 

 

• Tucson is a global leader in seed biodiversity 

conservation, with a seed bank conserving more 

than 2,000 varieties of desert-adapted seeds, and 

free seeds available through the public library 

system. 

 

• The University of Arizona is a world leader in 

research on agriculture, nutrition, biodiversity 

conservation, and cultural foodways, and 

engages the community with many food-education 

programs. 

 

• The city recently revised its regulations for 

urban agriculture to make it easier to grow and 

sell food in the city. 

 

• The Commission on Food Security, Heritage, and 

Economy was created in 2015 to advise the Mayor 

and Council on addressing food issues. 

 

 





Areas of Action for UCCN objectives: 

 

• Sharing experiences, knowledge and best 

practices; 

 

• Participating in pilot projects, partnerships and 

initiatives bringing together the public and 

private sectors and civil society; 

 

• Contributing to professional and artistic 

exchange programs and networks; 

 

• Taking part in studies, research and evaluations 

on the experience of the Creative Cities; 

 

• Promoting policies and measures for sustainable 

urban development; and 

 

• Engaging in communication and awareness-

raising activities 



UCCN Membership Requirements 

 

• Hosting international conferences, exchanges, 

and workshops with other Creative Cities 

 

• Participating in the annual UCCN conferences 

 

• Hosting of an annual meeting 

 

• Financial or in-kind support to UNESCO for 

management, communication, and visibility of UCCN 

 

• Membership in the UCCN Steering Group 

 

• Participation in the evaluation of applications 

 

• Submitting a report every four years summarizing 

initiatives implemented and an action plan for next 

four years 



A New Focus on Our Food System 

 

• Mayor’s Commission on Food Security, Heritage, and 

Economy created in 2015 to advise City Council on food 

issues 

 

• University of Arizona Center for Regional Food Studies 

created in 2015 to engage the community on issues in our 

food system  

 

• February 2016 conference on “Food Justice, Faith and 

Climate Change” set the stage for more cross-cultural 

and interfaith collaboration on food justice issues, and 

was attended by 250 

 

• September 2016 Farmer + Chef Connection event was 

hosted in Tucson by Local First Arizona to help build 

wholesale food networks at a local level 

 

• 2016 study by UA Eller College of Management shows that 

an all-time high of 40% of Tucson’s urban population now 

lives within less than a mile of a farmers market, reducing 

our “food deserts” 



A New Focus on Our Food System 

 

• October 2016 Tucson Meet Yourself Folklife Festival 

special exhibit on the work of 10 organizations related to 

the City of Gastronomy designation attracted more than 

6,000 visitors over three days 

 

• November 2016 conference co-hosted by City, UA, and ITKI 

on “Food & Water in Arid Lands: Dialogues across 

Traditional and Contemporary Knowledge” was attended 

by +300, including participants from 9 countries, 22 

Native Nations/Indigenous-related groups, 78 community 

organizations, 10 institutions of higher education, and 4 

Cities of Gastronomy 

 

• Conference session led to a draft “Memorandum of 

Agreement on Priority Areas for Partnerships, 

Collaborations, and Exchanges among Cities of 

Gastronomy” includes academic, communications, 

education, economic development, food security and food 

justice, policies, sustainability, tourism, and traditional 

knowledge – scheduled for formal adoption in 2018 



Growth in Tucson’s Tourism  Economy 

 

Media value and Revenues in 2016 

 

 

• Local, national, and international media coverage of designation, 

including by AZPM, New York Times, USA Today, Smithsonian, NPR’s 

Splendid Table, Food Tank, The Guardian, Vancouver Sun. Value of 

this media coverage in 2016 = $15.5 million 

 

• between July 2016 and March 2017, the value of Tucson’s travel 

media coverage totals $22 million 

 

• “Bed tax” revenue increased 6% (FY2016)  

 

• In March 2017, lodging room-nights are up 16% over the same 

month in 2016  

 

 



Growth in Tucson’s Food Economy 

 

Business Growth in 2016 

 

• Number of restaurants up 6% 

 

• Number of bars up 26% 

 

• Number of food trucks and carts up 12% 

 

• Permits for farmers market/special event vendors up 5% 

 

• Number of caterers up 24% 

 

• Number of food manufacturers up 14% 

 

• Number of bottlers up 150% 

 

• Number of local artisanal food products up ~ 25% 

 

• Number of craft brewers up 42% 

 

• Number of distillers doubled 

 

• Number of food distributors up 12% 

 



Growth in Tucson’s Food Economy 

 

Jobs, Ownership, Training, Startup support in 2016 

 

• ~1,200 restaurants and bars in the City of Tucson, and another 

~1,300 in the rest of Pima County 

 

• Food businesses employ 39,000 people in metro area (14% of 

jobs) 

 

• 63% of Tucson’s restaurants and bars are locally owned 

(compared to 41% nationwide) 

 

• Number of culinary arts programs doubled 

 

• Number of commissary kitchens increased 2% 

 

• YWCA launched the Kitchen Business Incubator program for 

low-income food entrepreneurs 

 

• City of Tucson, Community Foundation, and Community Food 

Bank obtained grant to assess how to strengthen food economy 

of South 12
th

 Ave 

 

 

 

 



Three-Year Strategic Plan of TCOG Nonprofit 

 

• Collaborate with Visit Tucson to develop culinary tourism 

itineraries and materials 

 

• Develop a strategic plan for local food festivals 

 

• Co-host food-related conferences that exchange knowledge and 

stimulate the local economy. 

 

• Develop a regional food brand that adds value to heritage food 

ingredients and artisanal food products. 

 

• Organize exchanges and collaborations with other Cities of 

Gastronomy 

 

• Collaborate with Edible Baja Arizona magazine on annual awards 

and media coverage to recognize innovative food-related 

projects, businesses, organizations, initiatives, and individuals. 

 

• Provide promotional, technical, and financial support for food 

events and projects. 

 

• Collaborate with UA Center for Regional Food Studies to track 

changes in Tucson’s food system and prepare required reports to 

UNESCO. 



Questions? 

 

Jonathan.mabry@tucsonaz.gov 


