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WHY – sustainable food systems? 

 The future of our planet and its people depend on well-functioning, sustainable and resilient 

food systems everywhere.  

 We need food systems transformation to: 

o address the multiple and interlinked crises of food insecurity, malnutrition, COVID-19, 

inequality, biodiversity loss, climate change, pollution and conflicts. 

o achieve the objectives and targets of the SDGs and Paris Agreement.  

 

WHAT – are sustainable food systems? 

 A sustainable food system is a food system that ensures food security and nutrition for all in 

such a way that the economic, social and environmental bases to generate food security and 

nutrition of future generations are not compromised.1 

 

HOW – can we achieve sustainable food systems? Key action points needed to achieve 

transformation 

1. Food systems approach and multi-actor collaboration 

 It requires collaboration among all stakeholders across sectors, and levels, from national to sub-

national, to transform a complex interconnected system like the food system. Food systems 

consist of a multitude of actors with different interests and values. They are influenced by 

different types of institutions, regulations, subsidies, and laws, and directly linked to other 

systems such as health, the environment and trade. This complexity requires multi-actor 

collaboration at all levels. 

 All actors must work together to build momentum to encourage public and private actors to 

take the necessary, bold, urgent steps to transform food systems to accelerate a profound and 

swift transformation of how we produce, process, retail and consume food. 

 Food systems are both contributing to and affected by multiple deeply rooted and interlinked 

crises, including in relation to climate, biodiversity, pollution, conflict, energy, consumer prices, 

inequality, food insecurity, malnutrition and health. These crises will only be solved if addressed 

systemically, in a holistic way: with a food systems approach. 
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 Sustainable food systems are the key nexus of the sustainable development agenda. Therefore, 

a food systems approach helps to align different policy agendas and cross-cutting issues (e.g. 

agriculture, environment, trade, health, food safety) to better meet the needs of food systems 

actors and support multiple sustainability outcomes (environmental, socio-economic, nutrition 

and health). 

 With cities representing 70% of food consumption and using almost 80% of the total energy 

produced in the world, the collaboration with local authorities in food systems transformation 

through the creation of multi-level governance mechanisms is also considered an important 

element of a food systems approach. 

2. Coherent and holistic policies  

a) Why there is a need for more coherent and holistic policies: 

 Addressing food systems is at the heart of ensuring social equity and the good health of both 

people and the planet. Therefore, coherent and holistic policies that support food systems 

transformation are needed, from the global to the local level. 

 The need for transformation as well as actions towards sustainable food systems should be 

embedded in all relevant international meetings and agreements (e.g. climate change, 

biodiversity, health, nutrition, trade), including through relevant and assignable targets that 

are specific, measurable and time-bound. 

 There is a need for countries to move towards more integrated, coherent and holistic policy-

making, in order to meet their global commitments to simultaneously address climate 

change, biodiversity loss and other key challenges in relation to health, nutrition etc., at the 

national level. This requires an urgent repurposing of food system policies and economic 

support measures. 

b)  Holistic and coherent policies on what? 

 Significant policy (and investment) shifts are needed to transform our food systems at a 

global scale. But shift to what? 

o We need to increase food availability and affordability while transitioning to 

sustainable production practices, shift towards healthy diets and reduce food loss 

and waste. 

o These changes must be achieved through science-based, yet culturally and agro-

ecologically diverse solutions, taking into account different kinds of knowledge 

including traditional knowledge, and recognizing and supporting the different 

dimensions of local and Indigenous food systems across regions and countries.  

o Such a holistic approach requires complementary interventions on both the supply-

side (such as sustainable food production practices) and on the demand-side 

(focusing more broadly on consumer and industry behaviour such as dietary change, 

reduction of food loss and waste). 



 
 

3. Inclusive and participatory governance  

 With the aim to address inherent trade-offs and power imbalances, food systems 

governance must be inclusive and participatory, allowing the most vulnerable to be heard 

and to engage. 

 To deliver on sustainable and equitable food systems, all relevant stakeholders including 

youth, women, rural communities, indigenous peoples, interfaith groups and local 

communities have to participate meaningfully in the debate and transformation. 

 Evidence shows that participation can provide better policies, strengthen democracy and 

build trust (OECD, 2020), in particular when addressing complex global challenges such as 

achieving sustainable food systems. In recent years, interest in and support for participatory 

and deliberative governance has grown, based on the assertion that legitimate policy 

decisions should more deeply involve those directly affected by them, not just experts or 

elites. 

 To apply a food systems lens to their policies, governments must rethink food systems 

governance and institutional arrangements to promote inclusive collaboration, embracing a 

variety of voices (from different types of actors and agendas) – i.e. a whole-of-society 

approach (also called multi-actor/stakeholder governance) – instead of individual and 

sectoral perspectives. 

 However, there can be limitations. The governance arrangements need to be designed in a 

careful, sophisticated manner based on rights-based approach, including support for the 

participation of underrepresented actors with limited agency and resources. Otherwise, ill-

designed “multi-stakeholderism” can pose a challenge to fairness, inclusion and legitimate 

decision-making by actually reinforcing power imbalances.   

 In this context, multi-stakeholder mechanisms (MSMs) constitute an important element for 

embedding collaborative and coordinated food systems approaches in policies. 

4. Transparency and accountability 

 Development of actionable targets and continued monitoring of progress are essential to 

track global and national commitments, including those made at the UNFSS.  

 Internationally, solid mechanisms for monitoring and accountability must be embedded into 

the debate at international fora, including the UNFSS stocktaking, to ensure that public and 

private sector action aligns with international agreements.  

 There is a need for metrics and indices that allow to compare data on food systems 

sustainability across countries and allow to measure countries’ progress towards food 

systems transformation (and the implementation of their National Pathways for Food 

Systems Transformation). 

  



 
 

5. Investing in food systems transformation 

 Finance has to support the transition to sustainable food systems. Private investors, 

philanthropies, banks, and bi- and multilateral funders should redirect financial flows away 

from harmful practices, use their resources to catalyze opportunities in sustainable food 

systems and work together to better align public and private finance, creating greater 

impact. 

 To achieve the transition, actors such as SME’s and smallholder farmers must become 

“bankable” and access affordable credit. 

 Financing models and products should be developed to support viable business models for 

farmers, cooperative enterprises, and value chain enterprises using or transitioning to 

sustainable practices (e.g. through innovative approaches including agroecological 

approaches and regenerative agricultural practices). 

 Financing the food systems transformation will require leveraging existing funds, initiatives 
and investment platforms. Connecting the dots to match offer and demand through 
available finance should be utilised before tapping into / raising new financing sources. This 
could also include repurposing current economic support measures towards sustainability 
outcomes. 

 National governments should address systemic barriers to catalytic finance (e.g. governance, 
subsidies and other policies, balance of power, institutional alignment), and create an 
enabling environment for ambitious, integrated capital investment in their respective 
contexts, which respond to the needs of all food systems stakeholders, in particular the most 
vulnerable ones.  

 

6. Urgency requires bold, new economic measures 

 The world faces multiple interrelated crisis in a backdrop of a profound climate crisis.  We 

have a narrow moment to pursue action in order to avoid the most catastrophic impacts of 

that crisis and to seize the opportunity that tackling climate change and building sustainable 

food systems presents.  

 Our food systems are embedded in our economies, and a food systems approach necessarily 

encompasses the economic systems in which they are embedded. 

 The development of food systems needs to generate positive value along three dimensions 

simultaneously: social, environmental and economic. On the economic dimension, a food 

system is considered sustainable if the activities conducted by each food system actor or 

support service provider are commercially or fiscally viable. The activities should generate 

benefits, or economic value-added, for all categories of stakeholders: wages for workers, 

taxes for governments, profits for enterprises, and food supply improvements for 

consumers. 

  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957629/Dasgupta_Review_-_Headline_Messages.pdf


 
 

 In the face of climate change, green economic initiatives, including nature-based solutions, 

plus sectoral decarbonization, and the alignment of financial flows with the objectives of the 

Paris Agreement, are urgently needed to support social, environmental and economic 

objectives. 

  Achieving the SDGs and tackling climate change relies in no small measure on investing in 

people and nature, and forging a global economy that is conducive to sustainable food 

systems.  For this, we need enabling policies that set the direction of an economy that 

incentivises companies and financial institutions, including through market incentives and 

valuation of eco-system services, to pursue business models and portfolios that work with 

nature and for people, and which present a unique opportunity to create jobs. 
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food-systems/about/faqs 
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 OPN (3): Outcome Document of the 3 rd Global Conference of the One Planet network’s 
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