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This compendium contains four papers commissioned by the Advancing
Well-Being Working Group of the Global Alliance for the Future of Food.
The topics it addresses match up with the Working Group’s four strategies
for action:
•

•

•
•

Institutional Food: To promote the widespread adoption of healthy,
sustainably-sourced foods by institutions in the public and private
sector.
NCDs: To make the case to funders and policy makers that the rising
incidence of chronic, non-communicable diseases (NCDs), and
associated health care costs, are externalities of food system policies,
and to encourage those institutions to become advocates for changes
to food system policies.
Dietary Guidelines: To advance food-based dietary guidelines which
promote environmental sustainability and respect cultural values.
Workers’ Rights: To promote innovative strategies for linking
sustainable food practices with policies that improve the health and
well-being of farmers and food system workers.

Our four Working Group strategies came about through a process of
dialogue amongst Working Group members and with experts-in-the-field,
in which we sought to identify the most potent opportunities to advance
our Working Group goal:
To strengthen the fundamental role that food systems play in creating
and sustaining health and well-being in all communities and
populations. We seek to promote policies and actions that: enhance
access to healthy, high quality food at affordable prices through
diverse outlets; minimize the marketing and distribution of foods that
contribute to disease and inequities in health; support healthy and
resilient community environments; and bolster vibrant cultural
identities and traditions.
The papers were commissioned from key thought leaders on food systems
and public health to help the Working Group gain a bird’s eye view of: each
strategic area; effective actions already happening in this area; challenges
and barriers to change; and, recommendations for funders wishing to
make a positive impact. The Working Group is in the process of using this
information to help finalize a collective action plan that will guide our work
together for the next 1–2 years.
We believe that this requires both thoughtfulness and urgency. Profound
changes in the global food system1 over the last decade have produced
significant impacts on health and well-being that range from food security
to chronic disease, economic opportunity, and culture. These impacts are
experienced unequally across the globe and between different groups of
people in different places. Narrowly defined indicators, focused exclusively
on disease and/or mortality rates, limit the public and policymakers’
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understanding of the relationship between decisions affecting the food
system and our health and well-being. As a result, policy or systems
changes needed to strengthen the relationship between the food system
and our health and well-being are missed. A broad, multi-sectoral,
integrated, and long-term understanding of the multiple ways that the food
systems affects well-being is largely absent from development projects,
strategies, and evaluations.
As a result of food systems that ignore health and well-being, we
experience impacts across the globe that include:
•

•
•

•
•
•

•
•

Abundant and cheap food in some regions, yet people in those same
regions struggling to secure sufficient quality food to be/stay healthy
and thrive
Food scarcity, malnutrition, and the loss of traditional food practices
and consumption patterns
Food production and marketing practices that promote processed
foods with high calories and excess sodium rather than fiber-rich,
whole foods, which contribute to a fast-moving obesity epidemic and
rise in chronic diseases
Pesticides, antibiotics, and other agricultural inputs that create new
and dangerous health impacts
Dependence on pesticides that create hazardous environmental
conditions that impact well-being through poor air and water quality
Dependence on a low wage, often migratory or undocumented
workforce that is unlikely to be civically engaged and is easily and
often exploited
Concentrated poverty in rural, remote, and frontier communities with
no access to social services, resources or economic opportunity
The loss of traditional foods, harvest, production and preparation
practices undermining cultural and community cohesion, identity, and
in some instances (Indigenous populations) survival itself

The Advancing Well-Being Working Group believes that a food system that
advances long-term well-being must: ensure access to healthy, highquality food at affordable prices through diverse outlets; protect
individuals from health dangers and hazards associated with the food
supply; support healthy and resilient community environments and
populations; and preserve cultural identity and traditions. 2
A truly healthy food system will be built on a more integrated, multifaceted, and holistic approach including nutrition, health, happiness, and
social and cultural indicators interpreted together and in relation to each
other within the context of healthy and well-functioning food and
agricultural systems.
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This compendium represents a small step towards achieving our goal of
healthy food systems by outlining some strategic opportunities for action.
The word compendium derives from the Latin word "compenso", meaning
"to weigh together or balance.” The papers were written under a very tight
timeline and, as such, should be considered first drafts, however, they
provide us a means for weighing our priorities as we bring stakeholders
together to advance the transition to food systems that prioritizes human
health and well-being, and supports our planet as a whole. We invite you to
engage in this dialogue together as we walk on this important and
necessary journey towards a more livable, and more healthy, future.

1

A food system is “the way in which people organize in order to produce, distribute, and
consume their food” (Louis Malassis, 1994, Feed the People, Dominos-Flammarion). A
food system includes all processes and infrastructure involved in feeding a population:
growing, harvesting, processing, packaging, transporting, marketing, consumption, and
disposal of food and food-related items. It also includes the inputs needed and outputs
generated at each of these steps. Systems bring together a wide spectrum of players —
from producers to consumers to food companies, distribution outlets, governments, and
international institutions. Food systems call different sustainability dimensions into
question: environmental, social, economic and nutritional ones.

2

While the working group definition aims to elevate the “well-being” component of a
healthy food system, the FAO definition provides a broader, useful and important
context in which to situate the working group definition: A food system that advances
long-term well-being must: ensure a low environmental impacts and contribute to food
and nutrition security and to healthy life for present and future generations. Sustainable
food systems are protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, culturally
acceptable, accessible, economically fair and affordable, nutritionally adequate, safe and
healthy, while optimizing natural and human resources.
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1
INSTITUTIONAL FOOD PURCHASING AS A TOOL
FOR FOOD SYSTEMS REFORM

Olivier de Schutter, Ph.D.
Institute for Interdisciplinary Research in Legal Studies
Université Catholique de Louvain, Belgium
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report addresses how institutional food purchasing — by schools,
administrations, or hospitals — may contribute to the transition to
sustainable food systems. It does so on the basis of a review of a range of
examples from all world regions.
Part I of the report examines the major arguments in favor of making
institutional purchasing more "responsible", i.e., more supportive of the
transition to sustainable food systems. Part II then lists the key principles
that organisations may wish to consider in designing food purchasing
policies with the greatest impact on the transition to sustainable food
systems, including by the much needed relocalization of food systems and
the strengthening of local "food hubs". Institutional food purchasing, it
suggests, should: (a) target vulnerable groups such as small-scale food
producers or family farmers, that are currently penalized under prevailing
market conditions; (b) ensure that producers receive remunerative prices
for their production and that farmworkers benefit from living wages; (c)
guarantee that diets are sufficiently diverse to ensure that individuals have
access to the full range of micronutrients required, and that the food
provided is culturally acceptable; (d) ensure environmental sustainability;
(e) rely on contracts that are fair and applied transparently; and (f)
increase empowerment, participation, and accountability in the
food system.
These principles should be seen as broad guidelines. Not all principles
are applicable to all situations. Some will be more relevant to low-income
countries in which a large part of the population relies on farming as a
source of subsistence; others will apply primarily to middle-income or
high-income countries, where a well-developed industrialized food system
is dominant, shaping consumers' choices and at the same time catering to
the needs of a predominantly urban population that relies on semiprocessed or heavily processed foods. But the principles do provide a
framework for deliberating about which solutions should be explored in
particular contexts.
Part III explores the roles that foundations have played, and could play,
in encouraging the use of institutional food purchasing policies for food
systems reform. This part proposes a typology of interventions,
emphasizing the benefits of an approach that is based on a form of
subsidiarity. Foundations may intervene to help overcome market failures
in certain cases, where local and sustainable food systems cannot emerge,
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but in other cases they will be more effective by providing support to the
actions of local actors that support local initiatives and allow them to be
networked with one another and to form synergies. They may also work in
support of local public authorities for territorial approaches to food
systems reform to be strengthened; and they may support actions that
improve "voice", or democracy, in food systems.
Key recommendations to funders are listed in Part IV.
INTRODUCTION
The Challenges of Today’s Food Systems
The food systems we have inherited from the 20th century are focused on
maximizing production, by encouraging concentration and economies of
scale, and the reliance on industrial modes of production. Such systems
are highly productive insofar as productivity is measured as the output per
active agricultural laborer, since they favor the replacement of workforce
by machines through the development of large monocultures that can be
easily mechanized. These monocultures in turn result in, and are made
possible by, a heavy reliance on synthetic (nitrogen-based) fertilizers and
pesticides, and the generalized use of industrially produced varieties of
seeds.
A range of negative consequences are associated with this approach,
however, that are now widely acknowledged to have been underestimated
when this approach was launched a century ago. 1 These consequences
include:
1.

a highly inefficient use of energy in food systems, both at farm level
(as the use of nitrogen-based fertilizers and mechanisation require
large amounts of energy) and at other segments of the chain (for the
transport of inputs and harvests, for the processing of raw materials,
for the packaging, transport and storage of processed foods);

2.

significant environmental consequences, ranging from the growth of
greenhouse gas emissions (nitrous oxyde from the use of chemical
fertilizers, carbon dioxide from the reliance on fossil energies, and
methane resulting from landfills and from the livestock industry) 2 to
genetic erosion (the loss of biodiversity) 3, and including the pollution
of water through nitrogen and phosphates runoff (leading to the
uncontrolled growth of algae threatening fishstocks in certain zones, a
phenomenon known and euthrophication) 4 as well as the degradation
of soil health (as unsustainable agricultural practices have gradually
robbed soil from its nutrients, leading to a reduced nutritional content
of cultivated crops) 5 ;
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3.

increased concentration of farms, with smaller production units being
squeezed out of business as a result of their inability to achieve
economies of scale similar to those of their larger competitors,
resulting in a depopulation of rural areas and a lack of rural
development;

4.

public health consequences, as agricultural producers were gradually
transformed into suppliers of cheap (heavily subsidized) raw
materials for the food processing industry (particularly by the massive
encouragement to the production of cereals (wheat, maize) as well as
soybean), encouraging diets relying more heavily on animal proteins
(fed with cereals and soymeal) and on processed foods generally
higher in saturated fats, added sugars (including high-fructose corn
syrup) and salt, as well as on energy-dense but nutrient-poor snacks;

5.

overproduction creating gluts on international markets and artificially
lowering the prices of food commodities on these markets, actively
discouraging both governments and the private sector to invest in
agriculture in the global South, except for some tropical commodities
that can be competitive on a global scale and reach the high-value
markets of OECD countries.

A Solutions-Oriented Approach
A shift is urgently needed towards alternative, more sustainable
approaches. Such approaches should:
1.

Reduce the dependency of food production and distribution on fossil
energies, to the fullest extent possible;

2.

Rely on agro-ecological modes of production, through the recycling of
agricultural waste and the local production of inputs, as well as
through techniques such as soil fertilization through leguminous
plants, biological control, and the search for agro-sylvo-pastoral
complementarities at field level;

3.

Create well-paid jobs, at all segments of the food system, and ensure
that the incomes of agricultural producers are less dependent on
public subsidies alone and that they receive a fair price for their
produce, while at the same time allowing access to adequate diets for
consumers, including consumers from low-income families; and

4.

Move away from an emphasis on export-led agriculture and the
search for competitiveness on global markets, and towards food
systems focused instead on achieving well-being for the local
communities and delivering healthy diets.
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The Role of Food Purchasing
The food procurement policies of organisations such as schools, hospitals
or administrations have a key role to play in achieving this transformation.
Public policies at all levels of government, from the local school board or
the municipality to the national government and the international agencies
responsible for food aid programmes, are one important lever in this
regard. Particularly in high-income countries, the weight of the public
sector is important, and procurement for public institutions is therefore an
important lever for change: public procurement alone represents on
average 12% of the GDP in OECD countries, and between 6 and 10% of the
GDP in all regions combined.6 Food procurement represents a significant
portion of such public procurement: it includes public school meal
programmes, food provision and food-related services for cafeterias in civil
service buildings, hospitals, prisons, schools, universities, as well as social
programmes such as in-kind transfers (the distribution of food aid to
families in need) or social restaurants.
The figures involved are impressive.7 Governments are increasingly
understanding the role they may play in this process of transformation, by
using the power of the public purse. Sustainable public procurement was
identified as a key area of work for the 10-Year Framework of Programs
(10YFP) on sustainable consumption and production mandated by the
Johannesburg Plan of Action adopted at the 2002 World Summit on
Sustainable Development. 8 In 2011, the United Nations Secretary-General
recalled that procurement can ‘harness the power of the supply chain to
improve people’s lives’, and emphasized that the enormous purchasing
power of international organizations — the UN bought $14.5 billion worth
of goods and services in 2010 (approximately €10 billion) — can exert a
positive influence on economic systems to the benefit of people. 9
School meal programs play a major role in this development, in part
because such programs also allow to improve the right to education in
developing countries, with a particular benefit to the increase of girls'
attendance of schools. The expansion of local school meal programmes
increasing reliance on homegrown foods was identified by the 2005 World
Summit among the four “quick-impact initiatives” that should be
implemented to achieve the Millennium Development Goals. 10 School
feeding programmes exist in almost all high- and middle-income countries,
as well as in 70 out of the 108 low- and middle-income countries, with
support from the World Food Programme.11 Brazil increased its budget
or its National School Feeding Programme fourfold between 2003 and
2011. 12 In the United States, the Department of Agriculture (USDA)
funded 221 projects under the Farm to School grant program in 49 states,
the District of Columbia, and the Virgin Islands since this program was
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launched in 2013, including by supporting efforts to bring local or
regionally produced foods into school cafeterias. In December 2014,
eight states were selected to participate in the Pilot Project for
Procurement of Unprocessed Fruits and Vegetables, as directed under
the 2014 Farm Bill. 13 California, Connecticut, Michigan, New York, Oregon,
Virginia, Washington, and Wisconsin therefore will be able to increase
their purchases of locally-grown fruits and vegetables for their school
meal programs.
Other procurement schemes hold even greater economic significance.
This is the case especially for in-kind food aid programmes managed by
public authorities. In 2010–11, federal food subsidies in India (in-kind
transfers of grain for the most part) accounted for 0.9% of India’s GDP,
while federal and state food subsidies accounted for 2.7% of total annual
expenditure incurred by Indian Federal and state governments.14
The public sector is not alone, however, to be equipped to mobilize
institutional purchasing as a means to achieve a transformation towards
sustainable food systems. Private schools or catering companies, as well
as private hospitals or residences for the elderly, can also play a significant
tole. School procurement policies can encourage the relocalization of diets,
and they may also provide an opportunity to provide nutrition education to
children, and thereby to reach families, for instance in order to encourage
populations to shift to traditional, locally-grown foods; they allow to
reconnect children to the sources of their foods, for instance where school
meal programs are integrated with vegetable gardens maintained on the
school premises15 ; and they may create or re-establish community links
through the school's projects.
What is Included in this Report
This report assesses the potential of sustainable food procurement by
organizations, both private and public. It asks how private foundations can
support such policies, which forms such support could take, on the basis
of which criteria they might operate, and which legal constraints could
apply. The report does not address the full range of food purchasing
policies by private actors, including food processing companies or large
retailers who have increasingly integrated sustainable development within
their policies. Nor does the report address a range of tools implying the
purchasing of food that foundations also may wish to support — and
indeed have supported in the past or are supporting — but that do not
involve the large organisations mentioned above — public administrations,
hospitals, or schools.16
This report is based on a review of practices of institutional food
purchasing, highlighting good practices in particular, and illustrating the
multiplier effects that can result from such practices — for local economic

17

1 INSTITUTIONAL FOOD PURCHASING AS A TOOL FOR FOOD SYSTEMS REFORM

development, improved health and educational outcomes, reduced
ecological footprint of food production, and social justice. It is not a legal
brief. However, OECD countries typically impose legal restrictions on
public authorities in the area of procurement, in order to ensure that they
will not discriminate between potential suppliers. Such rules are codified,
in particular, in the Government Procurement Agreement (GPA) of the
World Trade Organisation, revised most recently in 2014, and (for the
European Union member States) in the newly adopted Directive on public
procurements (2014/24/EU). Appendixes 3 and 4 summarize the state of
play as regards these instruments. The general trend has been, clearly, to
relax the requirements imposed on public authorities, in order to allow
public procurement to take into account non-economic considerations,
and thus to contribute to the reform of food systems.

I. FOOD PROCUREMENT POLICIES: GENERATING COMMUNITY VALUE
Moving beyond cost considerations
A range of institutional purchasing programmes have been reviewed in
preparation of this study (for examples, see the chart in Appendix 1 and
see Boxes 1 and 2). In a growing number of these programmes, low prices
now appear less determinative than other factors, including: the
geographic origin of the food (as regards unprocessed, fresh foods) or of
the processing of the food (for processed food products); the nutritional
content of the food (in order to promote healthy diets and mitigate the
spread of obesity); the identity of the farmers supplying the programme
(preference being given to small-scale, marginalized farmers); and the
environmental standards complied with in the production of food
(including a requirement that source be produced organically). Each of
these criteria has its own rationale and presents its own challenges,
summarized in the following table.
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Table 1. Non-economic considerations on institutional food purchasing — the key rationales and associated challenges
Criterion

Rationale

Main challenges

Sourcing food locally

Four rationales explain the emphasis on sourcing food
locally.

i.

The first rationale is sometimes criticized as
fuelling nativist sentiments or even reactionary
politics.17

ii.

"Food miles" is a poor proxy for the environmental
sustainability of food production and sourcing:
instead, a full life-cycle approach should be
adopted, taking into account the additional
environmental implications (especially in
increased use of energy) of producing in locations
that are not well suited to that purpose. 18

i.

ii.

By buying from local producers, organisations
support local economic development,
stimulating demand-led growth of the local
economy, with strong multiplier effects ("spatial
keynesianism").
It is expected that the reduction of "food miles"
shall reduce the negative environmental impacts
of food transport.

iii. Shorter food chains have beneficial impacts on the
quality of nutrition, improving access to fresh
foods and reducing the risk of foods losing part of
their nutritious qualities due to having traveled
long distances, thus increasing the time between
harvest and consumption.
iv. Local sourcing to a certain extent levels the
playing field between smaller-size production
units and larger agriculture producers, the latter
being generally better positions on large markets
given their superior logistics and networks.
Sourcing food complying
with certain nutritional
requirements

In 2010, elevated bodily mass index (BMI) (i.e.,
overweight (BMI>25) and obesity (BMI>30)) was
responsible for 2.8 deaths globally; no country to date
has reversed its obesity epidemic. Diets (combined
with the lack of physical activity) play a major role in
this worrying trend, that is having a major impact on
health care costs in all countries. 19

Sourcing food from
small-scale farmers

The objective here is to kick-start a process of
agricultural transformation for the reduction of rural
poverty (in developing countries) or for supporting
family farms to support rural development, by
improving the ability for small-size producers to serve
markets. Institutional purchasing makes it less costly
and less risky for small-scale food producers to
engage with input and output markets. The demand
for food in social interventions is highly predictable,
allowing farmers to plan production accordingly. 20

As regards public procurement schemes, explicit
references to local producers (i.e., to the geographical
origin of the food that is procured) may be in violation
of legal rules seeking to preserve competition between
potential suppliers and to avoid protectionism;
however, this would not appear to be an insuperable
obstacle, as the legal regimes governing public
procurement are evolving in order to favor a greater
reliance on environmental and social consideraations
and as various legal techniques allow to overcome this
restriction (see Appendixes 3 and 4).

Unless affirmatively supported, many small-scale
farmers may not be able to seize the opportunities
provided by targeted institutional purchasing, because
of the various obstacles they face. These obstacles
include limited access to suitable storage and postharvest handling infrastructure, resulting in postharvest losses and spoilage; shortcomings in the
ability of farmers’ organizations to help farmers
improve productivity, pool marketable volumes,
improve quality, identify markets, and negotiate sales;
lack of access to markets, credit and information
about market dynamics. 21
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Table 1. Non-economic considerations on institutional food purchasing — the key rationales and associated challenges (continued)
Criterion

Rationale

Main challenges

Sourcing food produced
according to certain
environmental standards

Ensuring that food producers rely on agroecological
principles, reducing the use of external inputs and
maintaining soil health. This concern sometimes
translates into a requirement that food suppliers
practice organic farming, although the two
requirements (organic farming and agroecological
farming) should not be confused with one another.

Concerns are regularly expressed that the imposition
of standards related to organic farming, set
unilaterally by buyers, may increase the dualization of
the farming sector and have exclusionary impacts on
small-scale farmers in particular (see Appendix 2).
These concerns are less relevant as regards
agroecological farming, however the question does
arise as to how a requirement that the supplier rely on
agroecological methods can be effectively enforced.
Whatever the standard used, capacity-building, in
order to ensure that the food producer shall be able to
comply with the standards imposed, is essential.

Escaping the traps of "value for money" approaches: the role of full
accounting
Institutional food purchasing which relies on sustainability criteria listed in
table 1 implies that the cheapest option will not always be the preferred
option. This tradeoff is may be especially difficult to address for the private
entity, since such an entity shall not directly benefit from the positive
externalities resulting from improved purchasing practices: rather, for a
private entity that does not benefit directly from the savings to the public
budget that responsible purchasing practices may allow, the prioritization
of sustainability-based considerations above purely price-based
considerations should be seen as a service to the community. Where the
private entity concerned is established for profit, moreover, the decision to
shift to responsible purchasing may be in tension with the fiduciary duty
towards the shareholders or the expectations of the investors. As to food
purchasing by public entities such as schools or administrations, they face
budget contraints and a range of countries have therefore developed costbased contracting cultures that systematically favour ‘low cost’ options by
stressing value for money in a limited sense. 22
The tendency to favor low-cost options has favoured traders,
intermediaries, and large-scale corporate agri-food companies that have
developed a buyer power enabling them to exert downward pressure on
the prices they pay to farmers. It is based, however, on an accounting
illusion: the real costs of food that is produced according to conventional
norms of production and processing (i.e., through the "mainstream" food
system, in the current institutional and market framework), once we take
into account the social and environmental associated with the dominant
model, are significantly higher than the market price, due to the failure to
internalize negative externalities. 23
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Therefore, the introduction and generalization of full accounting methods
may convince public entities to understand the economic rationale of
relying on sustainable procurement practices, rather than to focus on
price alone. Indeed, full accounting allows to see the introduction of
considerations related to compliance with environmental standards,
adequate diets, or social equity, as well as local sourcing, as investments
which, in the long run, are beneficial to healthy public budgets.
To illustrate, consider some figures that have been calculated in the
course of the debate on public procurement:
•

•

•

In the United Kingdom,
additional spending for
sustainable and local
procurement of school food
generated a return of £3 for
every £1 spent — and
sometimes up to £6.

The total incremental benefits of supplying 50 million primary schoolage children in Africa with locally produced food could potentially
amount to about US$ 1.6 billion per year in 2003 prices (€1.3 billion);
of this total, 57 % would accrue to consumers and 43 % to
producers.24
In the United Kingdom, using the Social Return on Investment (SROI)
analysis, a holistic cost and benefit analysis that evaluates activities
across the ‘triple bottom line’ of social, environmental and economic
impacts, it has been estimated that additional spending for
sustainable and local procurement of school food generated a return
of £3 for every £1 spent, in programmes implemented in
Nottinghamshire and Plymouth. The benefits largely accrue to local
businesses, who gain additional contracts and incomes (nearly 70%
of the total value generated in Nottinghamshire); to local employees
who can access additional jobs, enhanced job security, and well-being
benefits (15%); to state/central government given the reduced
demand for unemployment benefits (10%); to the city council (3%),
which benefited from the higher take-up of school meals after the
reforms and to the environment (2%), through reduced
transportation impacts, although the methodology is incomplete
on this last aspect. In Nottinghamshire, the total value generated is
over £5 million each year for additional investment of £1.65 million.25
In East Ayrshire (Scotland), school food reform has produced a SROI
index of above 6, meaning that ‘for every £1 invested in the initiative,
over £6 of value is created in economic, social, environmental
and other outcomes’.26 These figures do not take into account any
of the health, educational or cultural benefits of a ‘whole school
approach’ to food.
In countries with rising obesity rates, healthier food options through
more responsible public purchasing of food can save on health care
costs. In the United Kingdom, low cost public procurement for school
feeding programmes were found to be one of the causes of the high
rate of child obesity:27 the government spends more money on
treating diabetes in three days than it spends on the School Lunch
Grant in an entire year,28 leading to calls for ‘value for money to be
assessed on a whole life basis’.29
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•

School feeding programmes have been known to have important
positive impacts on education and nutrition outcomes in developing
countries. 30 But the lessons prove to be just as valid for wealthy
countries: In the United Kingdom, the shift from low-budget
processed meals towards healthier options in 80 schools from the
Greenwich district of South-East London as part of the “Jamie Oliver
Feed Me Better” campaign has led to significant improvements in
educational outcomes, including a 4% improvement in the number of
pupils aged 11 reaching a high level in English tests, a 6%
improvement in the number reaching high level in Science tests as
well as a 15% fall in absenteeism — most likely linked to illness and
health. 31

In the United Kingdom,
the shift to healthier
options in schools led
to a 6% improvement
in the number reaching
high level in Science
tests and to a 15% fall
in absenteeism.

Box 1. Africa's Home-grown School Feeding Programmes
In 2003, African governments included a Home-Grown School Feeding
Programme (HGSFP) in the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development
Programme (CAADP), the agricultural programme of the African Union’s New
Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD). The programme takes note of
the need to provide 50 million African school children with adequate
nourishment, while stimulating local food production altogether. HGSF
programmes are school feeding programmes that provide food produced and
purchased within a country to the extent possible. The United Nations World
Food Programme (WFP) has collaborated with the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation, the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) and other
partners to encourage the development of HGSF programmes. Such
programmes link school feeding programmes with local small-scale farmer
production by creating an ongoing market for small food producers. Homegrown
school feeding programmes now exist in various countries such as Ghana,
Nigeria, Kenya as well as Thailand and Japan, and have been conducted on a
national scale in Ghana and Nigeria. 32 Such programmes have received
increased attention from a range of development actors, including States,
donors, international agencies, and philanthropic foundations. 33 A global
network has been created. 34
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Box 2. The ‘Purchase for Progress’ pilot initiative of the World Food
Programme
In September 2008, the World Food Programme (WFP) formally launched
its Purchase for Progress (P4P) initiative, which is probably now the best
known example of a programme that aims at enhancing the development
impact of food procurement activities. According to the WFP, P4P exemplifies
the shift from food aid to food assistance that characterises its 2008-2013
strategic plan.35 The P4P initiative is a five-year pilot programme that includes
21 countries in Africa, Asia and Central America, supported by the Food
and Agriculture Organization of the U.N. (FAO), the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation, the Howard G. Buffett Foundation and various donors.
As of 31 December 2011, WFP had concluded P4P purchase contracts for
over 207,000 tons of food valued at US$75 million (€ 57,7 million). This
represented about 9,9% percent of the total purchases in volume and 6,8%
in economic value.36

Table 2. Six principles to ensure food procurement policies will contribute to the transition
to sustainable food systems
Non-economic objectives of
institutional purchasing

Principles for public procurement schemes

Improving access to markets
and adequate remuneration
for small-scale food
producers

Principle #1: Source preferentially from small-scale food
producers and actively empower them to access
tenders

Ensuring an adequate
remuneration for all actors of
the food system

Principle #2: Guarantee living wages as well as fair and
remunerative prices along the food supply chain

Promoting healthy diets

Principle #3: Set specific requirements for adequate
food diets

Encouraging environmental
sustainability

Principle #4: Source locally whenever possible and
impose on suppliers that they produce food according to
sustainable methods

Guaranteeing fair contractual
relationships

Principle #5: Design contracts that will benefit suppliers
and ensure that they capture a fair portion of the value

Improving participation,
accountability,
empowerment and
coherence in policy-making

Principle #6: Increase participation and accountability in
the food system
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Principle #1: Source preferentially from small-scale food producers
Procurement schemes should include clear procurement modalities
favouring small-scale food producers. This may be done through a variety
of legal techniques, for instance by introducing selection or award criteria
favouring certain type of producers, by splitting the contract into small
portions so as to ensure that smaller-size producers will have an incentive
to apply, by reserving certain quotas of the full procurement to small-scale
food producers or by sourcing from them exclusively, or by choosing
products mostly grown by small-scale farmers such as specific local types
and varieties. Such affirmative policies in favor of smaller-size suppliers
may be justified since traders and large-scale economic actors otherwise
have significant advantages over small-scale producers: they have
established processes, experience with public tenders as well as with
establishing relationships with large private organizations, more working
capital and better access to finance.37 Most importantly, due to the
economies of scale they can achieve and to various network effects, they
are generally better positioned to make offers at the economically most
advantageous (i.e., lowest) price.

In Brazil, the law now
provides that a minimum
of 30% of the funds
dedicated to the
National School Feeding
Programme, now covering
more than 49 million
children, must be used
to buy food sourced from
family-based farms.

How to define the beneficiaries? Targeting suppliers.
In developing countries, the most commonly used criteria are the surface
of land owned by the farmer and the level of poverty; occasionally the
definition may also seek to encourage farmers to join a cooperative:
•

•

•

The Home-Grown School Feeding Programmes (HGSF) led by the
WFP, for instance, target farmers who: own less than 3 hectares of
land; face food insecurity and/or are living on less than $2/day;
have a reputation for hard work; have potential for increasing yields;
belong to a membership-based cooperative or are willing to join a
membership-based cooperative; and are located in areas where other
agricultural aid agencies are present.38
In the WFP's P4P initiative, the maximum farm size for accessing the
programme varies from country to country (2 hectares in Ethiopia and
Rwanda and 10 hectares in Mali and Burkina Faso).39 In certain
contexts, targeting women farmers is also vital to effectively benefit
vulnerable and food-insecure groups. 40 The P4P initiative aims to
count 50 per cent of women among beneficiaries, and is already
approaching this target in many countries, with the notable exception
of Ethiopia.41
Brazil’s Act No.11, 947 of 16 June 2009 provides that a minimum of
30 % of the financial resources transferred by the federal government
to states and municipalities in order to implement the National School
Feeding Programme (PNAE), now covering more than 49 million
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•

children, must be used to buy food sourced from family-based farms,
including indigenous communities, Quilombolas (descendants of AfroBrazilian slaves), and beneficiaries of land redistribution programmes.
Family farmers are legally defined in Brazil’s National Family Farming
Act (Law 11.326) according to four requirements: the rural
establishment (or undertaking area of activity) must not exceed four
agrarian units (a measure defined by each municipality on the basis of
prevailing agro-ecological conditions); the labour used in the related
activities must be predominantly family-based; the family’s income
must come primarily from farming and smallholding activities; and the
holding must be directly managed by the family.42 In 2010, public
authorities indicated that 1,576 municipalities were buying products
from local family-based farms.43
In OECD countries, local authorities that reformed their public
procurement policies have mostly tried to deliberately source from
‘local’ producers rather than from ‘small-scale’ food producers.
However, in Scotland, the local council of East Ayrshire introduced a
sophisticated tendering process that included the division of the
contract into smaller parcels, and increased flexibility in regard to EU
fruit and vegetable marketing standards in order to enable smaller
suppliers and organic producers to access the programme. 44 In Italy,
the municipality of Rome sources 2% of the food served in the city’s
schools from social cooperatives that employ former prisoners or
work land seized from the Mafia.45

In Scotland, smaller-size
farms were encouraged
to supply local public
authorities after the
contract was divided into
smaller parcels, and after
the implementation of
EU fruit and vegetable
marketing standards
were made more flexible.

How to ensure potential beneficiaries will be reached?
WFP's P4P pilot programme implements ‘smallholder-friendly’
procurement modalities, i.e. which have specifically been designed to deal
with the difficulties that small-scale farmers face in selling to the WFP.
These modalities include among others pro-smallholder competitive
tendering (competitive tendering practices that are better suited to the
needs of farmers organizations and small/medium traders, involving
reducing tender sizes and waiver of the requirement of bag marking);
direct contracting (purchasing directly from farmers’ associations,
sometimes through a warehouse receipt system that encourages the
participation of small-scale farmers); and forward contracting (allowing for
the use of contracts that specify a minimum price that WFP will pay upon
future delivery, thereby reducing farmers' risk). 46
These procurement modalities are not intended as long-term solutions,
however. In the WFP’s strategy, the P4P initiative aims to enable small
farmers to gradually engage in formal markets, which for WFP means
competitive tenders. The measures are designed to address specific
constraints for a fixed period while farmers’ organizations or small traders
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develop the capacity to engage with markets without external support. The
anticipated transition through the procurement modalities is from direct
contracting through forward contracting to competitive tendering. WFP
country offices are encouraged to consider an ‘up or out’ strategy: they
reassess their support to participants that fail to develop the capacity to
engage in formal markets.47
These strategies to affirmatively include small-scale food producers
matter because, for the reasons mentioned above (Table 1), preferential
sourcing from such farmers (alternatively referred to as "family farmers")
may not succeed unless accompanied with measures actively supporting
the targeted producers to access tenders. This may include, in particular:
•
•
•
•

encouraging the organisation of small-scale food producers in
farmers' organizations;
providing legal assistance to farmers or improving their legal literacy;
hiring trained personnel to help them comply with administrative
hurdles; or
improving their access to loans or other forms of support.

Box 3. India’s Public Distribution System (PDS) as a tool to improve access to markets for farmers from less favored
regions
India’s Public Distribution System (PDS) provides an example of how geographical targeting (in this case, decentralization) may
indirectly result in improved integration of certain (otherwise underprivileged) farmers. The PDS procures, stores, rations and
subsidises the retailing of major staple food grains through an important network of government warehouses and food retail
outlets. In 2012, more than 85 million tonnes of rice and wheat were held in stock.48 However, although it is an important
component of India’s national food security strategy and is the main vehicle of the procurement of subsidized food to millions of
food-insecure households, the PDS does not integrate modalities to source preferentially from small-scale food producers.49 The
PDS has nonetheless made efforts to decentralize its procurement policy in a way that prepares the ground for more ambitious
geographical and social targeting on the purchasing side. Public procurement schemes could have greater impacts on the
incomes of depressed farming areas, and by extension on alleviating food insecurity, by sourcing agricultural products not only
from bread-basket regions — such as Punjab in the case of India — but from all regions of a country. This also may improve
efficiency and cut transportation costs. 50
The National Food Security Act, No. 20 of 2013 51 provides that the Central Government, the State Governments and the local
authorities shall advance food and nutritional security, by striving to progressively realise certain objectives, including the
revitalization of agriculture and improvements in procurement, storage and movement related interventions in the management
of food stocks (s 31 and Schedule III). The revitalisation of agriculture includes "ensuring livelihood security to farmers by way of
remunerative prices, access to inputs, credit, irrigation, power, crop insurance, etc."; and reforms in procurement include
"incentivising decentralised procurement including procurement of coarse grains" and "geographical diversification of
procurement operations".

In some cases, reaching out to small-scale farmers required to introduce
an exception in regulatory frameworks that, for public contracts, may
require competitive bidding processes: Brazil’s Food Purchasing
Programme (Programa de Aquisição de Alimentos, PAA), established in
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2003 to supply social assistance networks and to build a strategic food
reserve, allowed for the public purchase of food items by the National Food
Supply Company (CONAB) from targeted family-based farms, without a
competitive bidding procedure. The food acquired by the PAA is
channelled to local institutions serving food-insecure populations
(including community kitchens and popular distribution centres).
Thus, preferential sourcing from small-scale food producers should go
hand in hand with building the capacity of small-scale producers’
organisations to grow, process and sell their produce. Capacity-building
activities include training farmers and farmers' organizations in
commodity handling and storage, warehouse operation, quality standards,
quality control, and relationship building with market actors, in order to
enable them to aggregate and market greater quantities of quality
products. Other specific interventions may be required to tackle the
barriers these food producers face to entering tenders, including practical
interventions such as supporting transportation for harvesting and access
to equipment.
Capacity-building activities are included in Brazil’s Food Purchasing
Programme (PAA) as well as in the P4P initiative:
•

•

In Brazil, in addition to improving infrastructures to help family
farmers deliver the agreed products, the PAA explicitly targeted
farmers’ organisations (certain sub-programmes require public
purchases to be made from formal groups and are thus only
accessible to farmers’ organizations)52 and enabled organized family
farmers to access rural credit.
In the WFP’s P4P initiative, training sessions have taken place to
enhance the ability of its recipients to achieve the quality standards
required by WFP, reduce losses, and preserve the quality of foodstuffs
during storage.53

In addition to capacity building, public authorities should also take into
account the risks that small-scale food producers may be encouraged to
take on in order to enjoy the expected benefits of selling to procurement
schemes. Public procurement guarantees, to a certain extent, access to
market at remunerative prices — although how strong a guarantee this
represents, and how remunerative the prices, shall depend on the
specificities of each programme. On the other hand however, joining such
programmes may require that farmers purchase certain inputs and invest
in new technologies, or that they specialize in one crop — in other terms,
take greater risks and shift to a more highly capitalized form of farming.
Empowering food producers means designing, where relevant, appropriate
mitigation and response strategies. 54
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Principle #2: Guarantee living wages as well as fair and remunerative
prices along the food supply chain
The stronger the requirements are imposing payment of a living wage to
waged workers employed by the beneficiaries of procurement schemes,
and the better the remuneration of producers entering the scheme, the
more procurement policies will contribute to improving livelihoods and to
multiplier effects on the local economy.
1) A 'living wage' for all workers. Buyers should ensure that contractors
pay a ‘living wage’ to all waged workers — a wage that “provides an income
allowing workers to support themselves and their families”, as required
under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights.55 They should also monitor compliance with labour legislation: only
companies paying living wages and complying with their obligations
towards their employees should be able to access open tenders for public
procurement.
2) A fair and remunerative farmgate price for producers. Independent
small-scale food producers should also be paid fair and remunerative
prices for their products. In Brazil for instance, beneficiary farmers of the
PAA food purchasing programme received three times the income of nonbeneficiaries, who have limited bargaining power with intermediaries.56
Inclusion in the PAA means predictable demand and hence basic income
security for family farmers, who can sell to the programme at market
prices until they reach a predefined (financial) threshold.

Institutional food
purchasing could seek
inspiration from fair trade
principles, under which the
producer is guaranteed a
fixed minimum price, but
benefits if market prices
increase. This eliminates
the temptation of sideselling by the producer and
guarantees a stable supply
for the buyer, while at the
same time allowing longterm planning and
sustainable production
practices.

The pricing mechanisms should, at a minimum, be clear and transparent.57
Ideally, it should replicate the formula used in fair trade schemes. Under
this model, the producer should be guaranteed a fixed minimum price
based on the need to meet sustainable production costs and to ensure a
living wage for all the workers concerned (including family members,
where applicable), but the prices paid by the buyer should be higher if
market prices increase. This is the price-setting mechanism used, for
instance, by MBSA, a joint venture producing biodiesel from jatropha in
collaboration with smallholders in Mali and Burkina Faso, with support
from Dutch private institutional investors and the Dutch government: the
farmers, represented through a union of cooperatives, are guaranteed a
minimum price, which may increase relative to the price of the diesel at the
pump. This eliminates the temptation of side-selling by the producer,
which avoids the need for the buyer to closely monitor the producer's
operations; it therefore guarantees a stable supply for the buyer, while at
the same time reducing the transaction costs linked with the contracting of
a large number of small-scale suppliers. Fair trade contracts thus allow
long-term planning and sustainable production practices; they are the
result of a negotiation with farmers’ organizations, and suppliers are paid a
substantial share of the payment up front.58
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Indeed, the introduction of fair trade criteria as such is another example of
how procurement can contribute to fairer pricing. Over 1,100 towns in 18
countries make commitments to increase their sourcing of fair trade
products under the International Fair Trade Towns Campaign. Spain has
passed a Law on Public Procurement allowing for the inclusion of fair trade
criteria in public procurement,59 and in Italy, seven regions (Toscana,
Abruzzo, Umbria, Liguria, Marche and Friuli Venezia Giulia) have adopted
the practice.60 Many other examples could be cited in which, with or
without explicit legislative authorization, local authorities rely on fair trade
criteria in their public procurement policies.

After Scotland invested
more than 110$ million to
improve the quality of
school meals, 77% of the
parents expressed
satisfaction, saying that
the scheme was a good use
of taxpayers' money.

Box 4. The Minimum Support Price (MSP) in India’s Public Distribution
Scheme (PDS) pro-curement policy
The Minimum Support Price (MSP) of India’s PDS procurement policy
demonstrates the centrality of pricing questions to any procurement scheme.
The Food Corporation of India procures wheat and rice through purchase
centres at pre-announced procurement prices (Minimum Support Price) that
are set by the central government. The food is then sold to state civil supplies
corporations or food corporations at the Central Issue Price (CIP) that is also set
by the government. The state then distributes the food to those below the
poverty line through fair price shops or ration shops at ‘ration’ or ‘issue’ prices.
The cost incurred by FCI in this operation is reimbursed by the central
government. The National Food Security Act, No. 20 of 2013,61 confirms the
reference to a minimum support price, though without setting precise reference
levels at which this price should be set by the Central Government (s 2, (10)).

Principle #3: Set specific requirements for adequate and healthy diets
In order to contribute to sustainable food systems, procurement schemes
should promote diversified diets and facilitate access to nutritious,
micronutrient-rich fresh foods, especially for vulnerable poor consumers;
preferably by integrating targets in order to decrease consumption of fats,
sugars, salt and animal proteins. This is especially urgent in countries with
rising child obesity levels. Consider these examples:
•

•

In Brazil, the National School Feeding Program, a major component
of the Zero Hunger strategy benefiting 49 million children, not only
targets malnourishment, in particular in the North and North East,
but also looks to address obesity through the composition of school
meals.62
Scotland invested £63.5 million (approx. US$114 million — €93
million) in school food reforms from 2003–2006 after an expert panel
commissioned by the Scottish government called for a radical reform
of the school meals service, which would include a new system of
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•

•

nutrient-based standards.63 The reforms significantly increased users’
satisfaction with the service: 67% of children think that school meals
taste better and 77% of parents think the scheme is a good use of
taxpayers’ money.64
In Italy, where a healthy school meal service is considered as part of
children’s right to education and health,65 the City of Rome has been
taking the lead, through a range of initiatives to promote healthy food,
as well as introducing several food education initiatives.
In England, the government agreed in 2006 to recommendations
made by the School Meals Review Panel in its report ‘Turning the
Tables’, including the importance of school lunches to be ‘free from
low-quality meat products, fizzy drinks, crisps, and chocolate or other
confectionary’, the need for pupils to be served ‘a minimum of two
portions of fruit and vegetables with every meal’, and the restriction of
deep-fried items to no more than two portions in a week.65 In addition,
the Food for Life Partnership (FFLP) led to implement the wholeschool approach to 2,700 schools in England between 2007 and 2012.

Principle #4: Source locally as a matter of priority, where there are
local options available, and favor suppliers that rely on environmentally
sound methods
Public procurement schemes should discriminate in favour of sustainably
sourced food, in line with the need to make the transition towards lowcarbon and low-external-input modes of production, including agroecological practices.67 Public procurement schemes should also aim at
supplying locally and seasonally, so as to reduce the ecological footprint of
the food produced, keeping in mind however that the reduction of food
miles is not necessarily the most environmentally sustainable solution.68
An increasing number of procurement schemes already bring territorial
and seasonal dimensions into public procurement:
•

•
•

•

•

In Italy, the towns of Fanano, Ascoli and Borgo San Lorenzo have
implemented home-grown school feeding programmes (HGSF), giving
priority to local products.69
In Scotland, the reforms of school food procurement resulted in a
70% reduction in food miles.70
In Japan, the practice known as chisan chishou (literally: local
production and local consumption) connects schools to local farming
or fishing communities.71
In the United States, more than 1000 schools in 38 states, engaged in
the Farm to School movement, aim to increase the role of fresh and
local products in diets.72
In France, similar initiatives have been promoted within the recent
French National Food Programme (Programme National pour
l’Alimentation).
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•

In Canada, following a workshop between the Group Purchasing
Organization and its suppliers which helped to dispel the myth that
local sourcing is inherently problematic, the Nutrition Group at St.
Joseph’s Health System, Group Purchasing Organization and My
Sustainable Canada have sourced food for 28 healthcare facilities in
the province of Ontario, increasing local food procurement by 15%.73

Many public purchasing programmes also target organic farming and seek
to promote agroecological practices:
•

•

•

Brazil’s Public Food Acquisition Programme (PAA) offers strong price
incentives (an additional 30 per cent) to organic farmers,74 and the
federal government aims to procure ‘agroecological food products’
from 25,000 small food producers by 2015.75
Italy passed a law in 1999 explicitly promoting the use of organic,
typical and traditional products in public procurement. The City of
Rome took a leading role in improving its school service, which serves
150,000 children. A permanent roundtable was established to ensure
dialogue between city authorities and contracted suppliers, who were
encouraged to improve the sustainability of their products, including
the use of fair trade products and the introduction of food education
initiatives, through various award criteria. In 2010, 14% of the food
served in the city’s schools was certified as fair trade, 26% was local,
and 67.5% was organic.76
In Scotland, the sophisticated tendering process initiated by the
county of East Ayrshire included increased flexibility in regard to EU
fruit and vegetable marketing standards in order to enable smaller
organic producers to access the programme. 77

These initiatives are part of a broader trend: more than 50% of OECD
countries reported in a survey conducted in 2007 that they had amended
their legislation in order to introduce environmental criteria into public
procurement.78
Principle #5: Designing contracts that are fair and inclusive
Procurement rely on contract farming, establishing a long-term
relationship between the supplier and the buying entity, typically on the
basis of predetermined prices, reducing the risk both for the supplier and
the buyer.79 Contract farming has gained importance in recent years both
in developed and developing countries.80 Under certain conditions, it can
help in the development of localized food chains, for instance by linking
farmers’ cooperatives to the local food-processing industry or to local
fresh produce retailers serving urban consumers. At the same time
however, farmers can easily become disempowered by the process.
Depending on the context, the following five questions may be relevant to
assess the adequacy of a particular contract:81
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1. Is the arrangement economically viable for all parties? If it appears
unviable, the contract may be terminated or the buyer may renege on
obligations when under financial stress, with detrimental consequences
for the livelihoods of farmers. Conversely however, if the arrangement is
not viable for the farmer, for instance because of an unsustainable debt,
the buyer will face supply problems in the short term, and will incur high
reputational costs with other farmers which may make it more difficult
for him to enter into arrangements with other producers in the longer
term. one frequent problem encountered in this regard is that the costs
of participation in such arrangements may be disproportionate for smallscale farmers, since fixed costs, including costs for the payment of
extension services or costs associated with reporting on compliance
with conditionalities, are highest for the smaller-size production units
(on the potentially exclusionary impacts of environmental standards,
see Appendix 2).
2. Are both parties negotiating on equal footing? Because small-scale
farmers are in a comparatively weaker bargaining position, they should
have the opportunity to contribute to the wording of contract provisions,
ensuring that the contracts reflect the farmers’ needs and that obligations
are written in terminology that the farmers will understand. Indeed,
farmers typically have less information and negotiating skills than their
business partners, and a lower degree of legal literacy.82 The way prices
are determined, the deductions for the provision of inputs, the conditions
under which the contract can be terminated, or the way the quality grading
of the produce is assessed are all areas in which contractual clauses may
be heavily biased in the favour of the buyer. Under such clauses, firms may
for instance reject delivered products by stating falsely that they do not
conform to quality regulations, thus transferring financial losses to farmers
when market prices are low; they can manipulate prices when the price
mechanism specified by the contract is not transparent, using complex
price formulas, quantity measurements or price measurements; or they
can manipulate delivery schedules to benefit from market price changes or
from changes in a product’s qualities upon which prices are based (for
example, delaying the purchase of sugarcane when prices are based on the
level of sucrose, because sucrose levels decline rapidly after harvest).83
This further reinforces the importance of Principle #2 suggested above.
3. Are women’s rights fully respected? This condition is relevant in
developing countries in which women face discrimination in access to land,
often as a result of social norms and customary forms of tenure rather
than as a result of legal regulations alone. In order to mitigate the risk that
gender-based discrimination will be replicate in the contractual schemes,
contracts should be put in the woman’s name where it is expected that the
woman would be the main person working on the farm, or, in the case of a
couple, in the names of both parties. It should not automatically be in the
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name of the male head of household or the male holder of the title to the
land cultivated. Indeed, it has been found by numerous studies that unless
proactive action is taken in this regard women shall benefit less than men
from contract farming. A study found that in the Kenyan horticulture
export industry for instance, women comprised fewer than 10 percent of
contracted farmers, and in a sample of 59 contract farmers for French
beans exported from Senegal, only one was a woman.84
The ability for women to benefit from contract farming is mediated by their
rights over land, and by the power relationships both within households or,
when the contract is negotiated through representatives of the community
or the farmers' organisation, within these groups. Indeed, even where most
of the work is in fact performed by the wife and other family members, it is
not unusual for the contract to be signed by the husband, as head of the
household, as seen in sugar contract farming in South Africa or in
vegetable contract farming in the Indian Punjab.85 In addition, studies
suggest that women lose control over decision-making when crops are
produced for cash rather than for feeding the local community: while
women decide about the use of food produced for self-consumption, they
do not decide how the monetary income of the household is spent.
Therefore, unless the framework for contract farming is gender sensitive, it
will weaken the situation of women vis-à-vis men.86 Research done on bean
contract farming in Kenya shows for instance that while women performed
most of the work, they received a limited portion of the revenues from the
contract; in addition, where they received cash, they were expected to
contribute to the expenditures of the household even where this would
normally have been the husband's responsibility.87 Strengthening the
position of women is not only a matter of guaranteeing the right to equality
of treatment. It also can lead to productivity improvements, since women
receiving a greater proportion of the crop income will have a greater
incentive to increase production. In addition, household food security and
children’s health, nutrition and education, all gain from improved incomes
for women, in comparison to the gains that would result from improved
incomes for men. The more women decide on how to spend the
household's income, the more it will be spend on children's needs88: a
child’s chances of survival increase by 20 per cent when the mother
controls the household budget.89
4. Are the quality standards clear enough? Standards must be clear
and specific so that firms cannot manipulate the application of vague standards. On the other hand, they should not be too complex, which could
also allow firms to manipulate standards. Firms should demonstrate the
standards visually to farmers, and explain in advance how crops are graded.
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5. Are there dispute settlement procedures in place? Contracts should
facilitate communication between parties through appropriate
management structures and should identify ways of resolving disputes. In
the vast majority of cases where one of the parties fails to comply with the
requirements of the contract, there is no resort to courts because the
sums involved are too small and because, in many developing countries,
courts are in practice inaccessible to the rural poor. Therefore, other
forums should be established in which farmers can raise concerns and
conflict mediation by non-governmental organizations or third parties.
Principle #6: Increase participation and accountability in the
food system
The establishment of procurement schemes provide an opportunity for
empowering a range of actors who are commonly marginalized in marketoriented food chains, including elected representatives (decentralized
local authorities such as municipal councils), school authorities, students,
parents, local producers, and nutrition experts. This can be achieved
by increasing participation in the design, implementation and assessment
of the procurement schemes, and by ensuring that relevant actors and
institutions are held accountable to citizens. Such participation was
at the heart of the success of recent innovative procurement initiatives.
Improved participation and accountability, ideally, should be complemented by a coherent, inter-ministerial approach to ensure that the
benefits secured by progressive procurement methods are not undermined by conflicting policies or developments.
Specific measures ensuring the equitable representation of women on
committees representing contracted suppliers could be established.
Procurement contracts should facilitate communication between parties
through appropriate management structures and should identify ways of
resolving disputes. While the legal system is one of the main accountability
mechanisms available, other mechanisms should be established. Among
them are negotiation spaces, independent arbitration mechanisms, fora in
which contractors, consumers and others actors engaged in food procurement schemes can raise concerns, and conflict mediation by third
parties. Regular meetings should be organized between the parties
to ensure a consistent flow of communication so as to identify problems
at an early stage.
Multi-level governance systems can effectively empower local actors and
reinforce democratic choices in food systems:
•

In Brazil, the participation of municipal and state governments,
schools, producers, enterprises, parents and students in the design of
school meals, facilitated by the decentralization and localization of the
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•

school feeding programme, was a key factor in its success. New
institutions, in particular the School Feeding Committees (Conselho
de Alimentação Escolar), ensure that school menus are nutritionally
and culturally adequate.90 They have contributed to increasing
efficiency and accountability by helping local actors to monitor the
flow of funds, to negotiate the budget, and also to create various
partnerships, including with wholesalers.91 In 2010, such committees
had been established in about half of the more than 5,500
municipalities in Brazil, giving social legitimacy to the programme and
improving political accountability.92
In Scotland, producers and consumers were actively engaged in the
school food reform in various ways, resulting in the empowerment of
decentralized public authorities.93

The promotion of homegrown food in HGSF programmes empowers not
only farmers, who have new opportunities to sell their products, but also
consumers — such as parents and teachers — who can initiate
negotiations with local authorities on school meals. Food policy councils
could play a similar role in the various localities, and at the different
governance levels, where such councils have been established. Similarly,
participatory budgetary initiatives could provide an opportunity to
establish sustainable food systems, especially at the local level, by citizens
voting to dedicate the budgets made available to encourage a responsible
procurement of food for schools, hospitals, or other organisations.94
In addition, public procurement policies should be integrated into national
food and nutrition security strategies, ideally underpinned by framework
laws, in order to improve consistency and efficiency in achieving food and
nutrition security. Inter-sectoral consistency should also be improved
through inter-ministerial and/or inter-departmental coordination
mechanisms. In the context of its work on Home-Grown School Feeding
programmes (HGSF), the World Food Programme observed that such
programmes “should have clear political and legal foundations that
establish the legitimacy of the programme and define its purpose within
the policies of the social sector”.95 The creates a stability of expectations,
encouraging producers to invest, encouraging schools and other institutional actors to meet the cost increases that the transition to more
sustainable schemes may lead to in the short term, and ensuring at
all stages — from design to evaluation through implementation —
accountability in the process. These are the key objectives that a legal
and institutional framework for public procurement schemes should
help to realize.
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III. THE ROLE OF FOUNDATIONS
The review made of the role of philanthropic foundations illustrate the
variety of means through which foundations may, and have, support the
use of institutional food purchasing to support the shift to sustainable food
systems. The means chosen fall in three broad categories. They can be
ordered from the least political to the more political, or from forms of
action aiming at (re)creating sustainable food systems by market
interventions to forms of action that seek to encourage food democracy.
Directly supporting food systems reform: Foundations may act as
intermediaries between consumers and local food producers, where the
communication channels were broken — in other terms, where the local
food system was "broken" and had to be rebuilt, and where citizensled initiatives were clearly insufficient to achieve this. In the typology
below, such interventions are called "local food systems creating".
Foundations here intervene in order to overcome a market failure. Because
of various lock-ins, including collective action problems making it difficult
for consumers to organize themselves (which leads to various vulnerabilities as they fall prey to the dominant food system and appear unable
to create alternatives without external support), the food system would
not be reformed without a foundation stepping in to support the creation
of an alternative.
Disseminating good practices: Foundations may act as "bridging
organisations", i.e., groups that are established to support citizens-led
initiatives and allow such initiatives to grow, to "scale out" from locality to
locality, and to become a source of inspiration for other initiatives in other
are-as.96 These interventions are labeled "second-order supportive" in the
typology below, because such interventions typically rely on existing
community initiatives that are simply encouraged, or built upon, by groups
favouring the emergence of networks to accelerate collective learning and
achieving synergies between local-level initiatives. It has been noted that
food systems reform is more effective when they are conceived as "bottom
up", rooted in citizens-led initiatives or in initiatives from local actors
prioritizing social and environmental values above economic values alone,
than when they operate "top down", by changes being made (under
regulatory pressure or through a change in economic incentives) to the
mainstream food system.97 Foundations are therefore likely to be more
effective in the provision of support by empowering and equipping actors
leading local initiatives, than by more direct interventions, that could crowd
out the possibility of citizens-led initiatives emerging and result in a
reduced ownership of reform processes.
Strengthening food democracy: Foundations may have interventions that
are more explicitly political in nature, where they seek to address the
political economy dimensions of food systems reform, ensuring that
communities are given a greater voice in decision-making and are provided
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space to invent their own solution. Interventions under the rubric
encourage a new, emerging form of participatory democracy, perhaps
most clearly illustrated by the emergence of food policy councils. They are
grouped here under the label "food democracy enhancing" interventions.
1. Interventions to bolster local food systems
Support to the design of criteria (relating to adequate and healthy diets,
to sustainable means of production, and to social equity including fair
remuneration) for the development of responsible food purchasing policies.
Where such support is provided, it would appear essential that the
participatory dimension of the setting of criteria be stressed, in order to
avoid the setting of criteria that may have exclusionary impacts on the
smaller-size agricultural producers (see Appendix 2). These producers
have a key role to play in the establishment of sustainable local food
systems, yet are often marginalized in the current organization of the
marketplace and whose views are not always taken into account in reform
attempts. Moreover, taking into account the obstacles these agricultural
producers face in complying with certain criteria, the capacity of these
producers to respond to such exigencies should be strengthened, in
particular through training and the encouragement of the setting up of
cooperatives of producers which could provide support to their members.
The support provided by the Daniel and Nina Carasso Foundation to the
Fondation Nicolas Hulot pour la Nature et l’Homme (FNH) may be
considered a good practice in this regard, since it includes both a
participatory dimension in the setting of certification schemes and an
attempt at capacity building.
Support to initiatives linking small-scale producers, particularly for
fresh fruits and vegetables, to food aid programmes and social grocery
stores. More could be done in this regard. Though attempts are being
made in all regions to reform food aid programmes in order to encourage
local sourcing, thus achieving multiplier effects throughout the local
economy, many of these programmes still do not take into account other
requirements of sustainability: they do not encourage healthy diets; and
they do not support sustainable agriculture. While food aid corresponds to
an urgent need as is seen as a humanitarian measure rather than as a right
for beneficiaries, it remains important to see such programmes as a lever
for the transition towards more sustainable practices: indeed, low-income
families that depend on food aid are already the most severely impacted
by overweight and obesity linked in poor food environments, and food aid
providing heavily processed foods, which are energy-rich but nutrient-poor.
The Uniterres project, launched on an experimental basis in two pilot
regions in 2012, aims at achieving this, with the Daniel and Nina Carasso
Foundation providing support to the grouping of social groceries
(Association Nationale des Epiceries Sociales et Solidaires (ANDES)) for
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2013-2016.98 Social groceries sell foods (of all food groups) at heavily
discounted prices (10 to 30% of the normal retail price) in order to
encourage accessibility of food to low-income populations.99 The Uniterres
project encourages such social groceries to source food locally, thus
improving a stable access to markets to small-scale horticultural and
improving their revenues, and at the same time improving the quality of
diets for the beneficiaries.
Social groceries follow the well-known example of the Park Slope Food
Coop in Brooklyn. Established already in 1973, the PSFC now counts
15,500 members, most of which put some voluntary work into the grocery
every four weeks in order to be able to buy high-quality food, most of which
is sourced locally, at a discount price. The DNCF supports a similar project
launched in Paris in 2014, in the popular neighbourhood of La Goutte d'Or,
with a membership of now more than 400 families.
Social or community-owned grocery stores, as described above, can
also support the emergence of local food systems, by reconnecting
local producers to local consumers. Though often seen as a way to link
urban consumers to the rural hinterland of cities, support going to
groceries may also be important for rural localities — small towns or
villages — where small groceries are disappearing at a steady pace, with
severe consequences on the life of the community and on the local
economy. In the United Kingdom, the Plunkett Foundation therefore aims
to support community shops, described as "sustainable, co-operative
businesses that respond directly to local needs and help residents take
control over the future of their communities and secure the provision of
essential services".100 309 such community shops existed in the United
Kingdom by the end of 2013, and the number is growing fast:101 such shops
are community-owned, generally run by a management committee made
up of members of the community, and as non-profit organisations (often
organized as Industrial and Provident Societies for the Benefit of the Community, with an average membership of 184), they have a highly
sustainable business model.102 The sourcing of food from local producers
is one largely shared characteristic of these community shops: "95% of
community shops stock and sell local food to some extent, and this was
rated by shops as one of the most profitable lines. Of community shops
that sell local produce, it represented an average of 23% of their total sales.
Stocking and selling local food helps engagement with the local community,
promotes the local economy, and benefits the environment through lower
food miles".103
Other initiatives include, for instance, online marketplaces connecting local
food producers to organisations or families that wish to source food that is
healthy, sustainably produced, and local. In Australia, the Open Food
Foundation, established in 2012, launched the Open Food Network, with a
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view to making it easier for people to source their food locally by setting
up an application allowing them to identify producers or food hubs that
are near to them.
2. Second-order supportive interventions
Interventions under this second category consist in foundations supporting networks of initiatives, and the groups or organisations organizing
these networks, bringing together various initiatives. The support given by
the J.W. McConnell Foundation to Food Secure Canada is typical in this
regard. Food Secure Canada is a "bridging organization": not a market
actor itself, it connects different local-level initiatives to one another,
maximizing the ability for such initiatives to operate and to support each
other mutually, and at the same time allowing these initiatives to gain
visibility at the political level. "Second-order" interventions may also lead
to the establishment of hybrid governance structures, as foundations
may be led to cooperate with local public authorities and operate as
"facilitators" of a dialogue between those authorities and the initiatives
(or networks of initiatives) that they seek to support. Examples of such
"second-order" interventions, in which foundations support the establishment of networks across initiatives, are the following:
Support to the establishment of internet websites documenting good
practices in the area of responsible food purchasing, in order to
accelerate collective learning. The Daniel and Nina Carasso Foundation,
for instance, supports the Fondation Nicolas Hulot pour la Nature et
l’Homme (FNH) to such effect, as well as the Agrocampus Ouest project
(2013–2016), which should give greater visibility to the variety of projects
(including in particular short circuits and social groceries) developing in
the French region of Brittany. Another example of such a process is the
recently launched Growing Food Connections initiative for a new database
to collect examples of local policies in support of community food systems.
The support provided by the John Merck Foundation to the Fair Food
Network may also belong to this class of interventions: Fair Food Network
launched a number of projects in Michigan, including Fair Food Detroit
(that seeks to support initiatives to reconnect the low-income communities of Detroit with healthy and sustainable foods, produced by
local farmers) and Strengthening Detroit Voices.
Support to initiatives aiming at rebuilding local food systems. The John
Merck Fund supports, with many other donors, Farm Fresh Rhode Island,
an initiative launched in 2004 that includes the creation of farmers'
markets, the networking of local farmers and buyers by the organisation of
a yearly "Local Food Forum", but also projects that directly encourage
institutional purchasing as a means to rebuild local food systems, such as
the Farm to Food Pantry (delivering fresh food overharvest to the needy)
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or the Farm-to-School project.104 Similarly, the Henry P. Kendall
Foundation supports Food Solutions New England. This is an initiative
housed at the University of New Hampshire Sustainability Institute
(UNHSI) created in 2010 with the mission of "advancing a more
sustainable and resilient food system in New England". The initiative is
based on the realization that "despite the developing momentum to
increase the production and consumption of New England grown food, ...
stakeholders in the region remained largely unconnected to one
another".105 The FSNE therefore aims at building a network, as it is aware
that only by connecting to one another various local-level initiatives, in
order to identify synergies and accelerate collective learning, can a
problem as complex at the building of a new local food system emerge.
Working with local public authorities to encourage a re-territorialisation
of food systems, strengthening the connections between the local
population and the local food producers. This is both for the benefit of
improving access to fresh and healthy foods for the former, and of
improving access to markets, in predictable conditions, for the latter.
Thus, the Daniel and Nina Carasso Foundation supports one of the
grouping of municipalities associated in the Biovallée project in Drôme
provençale in the French region of Rhône-Alpes, launched in 2009 (and
renewed in 2014) for an ecological transition at the scale of that territory
(with a population of 57,000). A central component of the Biovallée project
is the encouragement to switch to organic agriculture, and one tool to
achieve this is the sourcing of food from local farmers practicing organic
agriculture by school canteens. The DNCF supports a similar project in
southern Brittany, led by the Groupement d'intérêt public (GIP) Pays de
Vannes for 2014-2017 (covering a population of 215,000), and in which
institutional food purchasing plays a key role.
3. Enhancing food democracy
The establishment of local food systems may also be encouraged by
the creation of local food governance mechanisms, replicating the
experience of the food policy councils that developed in the United States
and in Canada: for instance, the John Merck Fund supported End Hunger
Connecticut, for an amount of 9,000 USD, as an encouragement to the
work of the Connecticut Food Policy Council; through the Fair Food
Network, the John Merck Foundation also supported the Strengthening
Detroit Voices project, which describes itself as aiming, "through a wide
variety communications strategies, ... to make sure that Detroit’s voices
are heard by policy-makers, and that policy shifts occur at the local, state,
and national levels to ensure progress in the area of food access and
equity".106 These initiatives are source of inspiration for similar
experiments supported in France by the DNCF in Lille, Grenoble, and
Lorient107 under the Terres en Ville programme for 2014–2017.
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IV. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUNDERS
The food systems we depend on are in urgent need of reform. They
should reduce their de-pendency on fossil energy, maintain soil health and
contribute to the maintenance of the ecosystems. The focus should shift
from increasing volumes of production to contribution to health and wellbeing. They should contribute to greater equity for the benefit of all actors
involved in them, and to the resilience of the communities that they serve.
Institutional purchasing by schools, hospitals and administrations,
are a powerful tool to achieve this reform. Foundations can support
the use of this tool at three levels, in a spirit of subsidiarity that best
respects the ownership of food systems reform by the local
communities concerned.
1. Foundations can directly intervene in order to help overcome the
market failures that result in obstacles to the ability of organisations to
rely more systematically on this tool. This can imply, for instance,
supporting the organisation of small-scale food suppliers in cooperatives in
order to allow them to strengthen their position as interlocutors of
organisations and improve their access to markets; helping to design
social, health and environmental criteria that can help define "responsible"
purchasing practices; or, working on the retail end of food chains, they can
support social grocery stores or community shops, to ensure that lowincome households have access to healthy and sustainable diets.
2. Where initiatives are already taking place to favour responsible
purchasing of food by organisations, foundations can provide "secondorder" forms of support. They can so by strengthening "bridging
organisations" that establish links between such various initiatives, thus
accelerating collective learning and allowing for a share of experiences. In
addition, although the role of foundations in this regards is far less visible,
they could do so by ensuring the required investments in infrastructure
and logistics are made, allowing for the emergence of local food hubs
which often depend on such conditions being created.
3. Foundations may support initiatives to increase "voice" in food
system reform. This would enhance the possibilities for communities and
their representatives to demand change, and specifically, to ensure that
responsible institutional purchasing of food be supported, including by
regulatory changes, by the sharing of good practices, and by strengthened
support provided by public authorities to "bridging organisations".
At all three levels, close collaboration with the local public authorities
may be recommended. This would allow moving beyond sectoral
approaches to food systems (in which reforms are attempted separately in
agricultural policies, in health care, in education, in rural development,
etc.) towards integrated (trans-sectoral) reforms at the scale of certain

41

1 INSTITUTIONAL FOOD PURCHASING AS A TOOL FOR FOOD SYSTEMS REFORM

territories ("food hubs"). This territorialized approach favours coordination
between various initiatives developing within a same territory. It allows for
improved control and accountability towards the communities. And it
favours "bottom up" food systems reform, relying on hybrid forms of
governance and the joining up of citizens-led initiatives.
In these various roles that they play, foundations may wish to support
forms of institutional purchasing that follow certain key principles, as
identified in part II of this report, corresponding to the best practices
identified that can maximize the transformative potential of institutional
food purchasing.
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APPENDICES
APPENDIX 1. Charting Institutional food purchasing, with illustrations
Local governments 108
In general

National governments

International agencies

Private Sectors

New York Local Law No. 50
(2011) provides that any
New York agency
(organisation partly or fully
supported by New York
treasury) shall be
encouraged to "make best
efforts to purchase New
York state food", described
as "food products whose
essential components are
grown, produced or
harvested in New York state,
and processed food that is
processed in facilities
located within New York
state"
The Baltimore Sustainability
Plan adopted in 2009
(ordinance 09-141) refers to
the need to "change
purchasing specifications to
give preference to local
firms that pay a living wage
and share profits and
ownership with workers, or
to those that will help the
City establish a foothold in
the emerging
environmentally sustainable
economy" and recommends
"a strategy similar to that in
Washington, DC, through
which a 5% preference for
local firms is given in
procurement bids"109
The Executive Directive on
Healthy and Sustainable
Food 09-03 adopted by the
Mayor of San Francisco on 9
July 2009 provides that "city
funding for food purchases
or food programs shall meet
nutritional guidelines
developed by the City of San
Francisco"110
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APPENDIX 1. Charting Institutional food purchasing, with illustrations (continued)
Local governments
School meals

Hospitals

National governments

International agencies

In 2009, Brazil has
integrated a re-quirement to
source 30% of food from
family farms and to prioritize
non-processed, fresh foods
from local farmers in the
National School Feeding
Programme (PNAE)

The Purchase from Africans
for African Programme
(Ethiopia, Malawi,
Mozambique, Niger,
Senegal) prioritizes buying
from local small-scale
farmers in school meals
programmes

In Bolivia, Law No 622 on
School Feeding in the
Framework of Food
Sovereignty and Plural
Economy, approved in
February 2015 by the
Plurinational Legislative
Assembly, provides for the
establishment of a school
meals program sourcing
from local producers. The
law aims to contribute to
educational performance
and promote the permanence of students in the
educational entities of the
Plurinational Education
System, through a safe,
opportune and culturally
appropriated diet.

World Food Programme's
Home-Grown School
Feeding Programmes
(HGSF)

Private Sectors

In the United Kingdom, the
Hospital Food Standards
Panel presented a report on
standards for food and drink
in public (NHS) hospitals,
providing policy guidance
(August 2014) 111
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APPENDIX 1. Charting Institutional food purchasing, with illustrations (continued)
Local governments
Public
administrations

National governments

International agencies

Private Sectors

World Food Programme's
Purchase for Progress
(P4P)

French national grouping of social groceries
(Association Nationale
des Epiceries Sociales
et Solidaires (ANDES))
sourcing fresh horticultural products from local
producers under the
Uniterres project 2013–
2016.

In the United Kingdom,
the Government Buying
Standard for food and
catering services was
introduced in 2011 and
updated in July 2014. Its
criteria cover three areas of
sustainable procurement:
•
•

•

•

•

environmental
sustainability (food
produced to higher
environmental standards, fish from
sustainable sources,
seasonal
fresh food), animal
welfare and ethical
trading
nutritional standards
(to reduce salt,
saturated fat and
sugar and increase
consumption of fibre,
fish and fruit and
vegetables)
procurement of
catering operations to
higher sustainability
standards (including
equipment, waste and
energy management).

Use of the GBS is
mandatory for central
Government, and strongly
encouraged for the wider
public sector.
Food aid in
kind serving
low-income
households
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APPENDIX 2. Does the imposition of environmental standards entail the risk of excluding
from contracts the smaller-size agriculture producers?
There are a number of reasons to believe that the growth of standards may lead to worsen the
current dualization of the farming sector, increasing the hurdles small-scale farmers face in
having access to contracts. This has been amply documented as private standards have
developed in global supply chains, at the initiative of buyers, in response to changing
expectations of retailers and end consumers. For instance, in their study of the vegetable
export chain in Senegal, Maertens and Swinnen conclude that tightening standards led to a
shift from smallholder contract farming to integrated estate production.112 It has also been
reported that the sharp decline of the proportion of Kenyan smallholders contributing to the
export earning of that country — from 70% in 1997 to 30% in 2000 — and especially the loss
by 1,600 smallholders of their contracts with European retailers in 2002, were directly
attributable to imposition by these retailers of new quality standards.113 Indeed, following the
introduction and generalization of the GLOBALGAP standard,114 research into the horticultural
sectors of Kenya and Zambia showed that “the average recurrent costs of GLOBALGAP
compliance typically exceed half of the margin for [smallholders]”, often forcing them out of
global supply chains.115 While smallholders may find it too costly to invest in complying with
standards, those who source from them — especially the exporting companies who act as
intermediaries between the producers and the retailers — may consider that the costs of
monitoring compliance over a large number of units are too high, so that they are encouraged
to switch from smallholders to larger commercial farms: this process has been well
documented in a multi-year research programme on agrifood standards led in 2005–8 by
IIED and NRI with the support of UK Department for International Development (DFID) and
the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC).116 Studies have also shown that
the practice of dominant UK groceries retailers of passing on to Kenyan producers the cost of
compliance with the retailers’ private standards on hygiene, food safety and traceability has
resulted in the moving away of food production from smallholders to large farms, and in an
increase in vertical concentration as retailers seek to control more tightly the supply chains.117

APPENDIX 3. The impacts of the WTO Government Procurement Agreement (GPA)
on public purchasing policies
The Government Procurement Agreement (GPA), a plurilateral agreement of the WTO
revised in 2011–2014,118 imposes certain restrictions on the WTO Members that are parties to
this undertaking.119 However, contrary to what is sometimes asserted, the GPA allows
including considerations that are not purely economic in public tenders, even for public
contracts that are above the minimum threshold negotiated by each Party and to which,
therefore, the GPA applies (the GPA does not apply to purchases by private entities).120 For
instance, the Parties to the GPA may introduce clauses referring to labour rights or
environmental standards in their public procurement schemes, provided this does not lead to
discrimination between potential contractors from different countries.
Art VI.1 GPA like Art. X of the revised text allows procuring entities to lay down technical
specifications including process and production methods (PPMs) as long as they do not
create unnecessary obstacles to international trade.121 This provision does not make any
distinction between product-related and non-product related specifications related to PPMs.
Moreover, the revised text contains an important new provision (Art. X.6) which explicitly
allows public authorities to adopt technical specifications to promote the conservation of
natural resources or the protection of the environment. Though Article X.6 does not
specifically mention any other “secondary” policy objective, the wording leaves no doubt as to
other such objectives, including the protection of labour rights, could also be taken into
account. Article VI.2(b) GPA and Article X.2(b) of the revised text provide that technical
specifications shall, where appropriate, be based on international standards. Such standards
must also be specified in terms of performance rather than design or descriptive
characteristics.122
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The GPA prohibits any discrimination between suppliers of the Parties to the Agreement. The
Parties commit to "accord immediately and unconditionally to the goods and services of any
other Party and to the suppliers of any other Party offering the goods or services of any Party,
treatment no less favourable than the treatment the Party, including its procuring entities,
accords to: (a) domestic goods, services and suppliers [national treatment principle]; and (b)
goods, services and suppliers of any other Party [most-favored nation principle]".123 In
addition, Article VIII.1 of the revised GPA states, with respect to the qualification of suppliers,
that: "A procuring entity shall limit any conditions for participation in a procurement to those
that are essential to ensure that a supplier has the legal and financial capacities and the
commercial and technical abilities to undertake the relevant procurement".
In the original GPA, this condition was included in broader terms.124 Article VIII(b) GPA 1994
stated that "any conditions for participation in tendering procedures shall be limited to those
which are essential to ensure the firm's capability to fulfil the contract in question". However,
even though the conditions for participation in tendering procedures imposed on suppliers
appear to be defined in more restrictive terms in the revised text, it remains the case today
that contracting authorities may find essential the ability to supply products that respect
certain social criteria.125 Nothing in the text of Art. VIII(b) GPA (1994) and Art. VIII.1 of the
revised GPA seems to prohibit governments from pursuing these social policies through their
procurement schemes, provided the notions of a firm's "capability" (the 1994 version) or
"legal and technical capacity" (the revised text) are read in the light of the current practice of
governments.126 With respect to the award criteria, Article XV.5 of the revised GPA specifies
that procurers may decide to award the contract either to the “most advantageous” tender,
or to the tender with the lowest price, “where price is the sole criterion”. This clearly shows
that non-economic considerations may legitimately play a role in the selection: the procuring
entity may consider the value of the tender to be influenced by social and ethical concerns,
and the term “most advantageous” must be construed to allow the inclusion of award criteria
of non-economic nature.
Finally, ethical procurement schemes may be justified by incorporating ethical considerations
as conditions of the contract.127 For instance, a condition may be stipulated requiring
compliance with labour rights or certain environmental conditions for the duration of the
contract, or for the production of goods or provision of services required for the fulfilment of
the contract. It has sometimes been suggested that this might constitute a circumvention of
the obligations stipulated under the GPA.128 However, the GPA should be read as restricting
the discretion of governments only with respect to the technical specifications, supplier
qualifications and award criteria, and not with respect to the conditions of the contract, for
the reason that such conditions really pertain to the purpose of the contract.129 Indeed, it
cannot lightly be assumed that the parties to the GPA intended to give up this power, because
many of them, such as the US and the EU, had in place extremely politically sensitive
procurement plans in operation at the time of contracting, including the highly symbolic
Executive Order 11246 (1965), by which the US has instituted affirmative action policies in
employment for government contracts.
There is, however, one potential restriction imposed by the GPA for the WTO Members who
have entered into this Agreement: it concerns the possibility of imposing a conditions related
to local sourcing. Indeed, reference to the domiciliation of the supplier (or, in the case of a
food purchasing programme, to where the food is grown or processed) may be seen as
clearly discriminatory against foreign suppliers. However, it should be recalled that many
local public authorities will rely on public tenders for sums that fall below the threshold
beyond which the GPA will apply.130 Moreover, whenever a programme is large, it can be
broken down into smaller volumes in order to favour offers of smaller producers, and allow
them to submit a proposal only for one product or for a small volume. This, for instance, is
what the French Ministry of Agriculture recommends, in a practical guide addressed to local
public authorities in order to encourage them to favour local and high-quality procurement for
organisations such as schools, hospitals, or administrations.131
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APPENDIX 4. The use of non-economic considerations in public purchasing in
the European Union
Recent legislative instruments in the European Union include references to the possibility for
public authorities to include environmental conditions in public tenders. Such references
were initially included two directives concerning public procurement that were adopted in
2004.132 Beyond environmental conditions however, uncertainties remained after those
directives were adopted as to how much freedom the national authorities could be allowed in
including non-economic conditions either as criteria for the qualification of tenderers, or as
criteria for the awardance of contracts. The debate was relaunched in 2008, after the Dutch
province of Groningen issued a public tender for the supply and management of automatic
coffee machines. The tender stipulated, inter alia, that the coffee had to be produced by
smallholders, who would be paid a minimum price, alongside a premium price for social
development. The tender referred to products bearing the EKO and Max Havelaar labels.
Douwe Egberts protested that these requirements effectively excluded them from the tender,
because their coffee, certified by the UTZ label, did not fulfil all the stipulated conditions. The
Dutch court found in favor of the province. It took the view that Groningen was free to pursue
ethical and sustainability goals under both Dutch and EU public procurement law,133 in
particular as specified in the 2004 Directive on public contracts.134 It also noted that the
conditions were laid down in a manner that was transparent and open. 135 Finally, there were
20 other producers in the Netherlands who could have complied with those conditions,
meaning that it did not restrict the field to just one producer. 136 In other words, social and
ethical linkages did not appear to violate the fundamental principles of public procurement.137
The European Commission appeared to disagree with this assessment. In 2010, it filed
infringment proceedings against the Netherlands. In a judgment of 10 May 2012 however, the
Court of Justice of the European Union expressly confirmed that the inclusion of fair trade
and organic agriculture criteria in public procurement was compatible with the requirements
of EU law. The Court limited its criticism to the use of labels to achieve that end, ruling that
the underlying criteria were not sufficiently precise and objective. 138
The new EU Directive on public procurements (2014/24/EU) adopted on 26 February 2014
(repealing Directive 2004/18/EC)139 does not merely confirm this case-law; it was in fact
specifically designed to allow greater use of public procurements in supporting other policy
objectives of the Europe 2020 agenda.140 Indeed Directive 2014/24/EU aims to be a positive
instrument tailored to allow greater use of public procurements in the support of a set of
“common societal goals such as protection of the environment, higher resource and energy
efficiency, combating climate change, promoting innovation, employment and social inclusion
and ensuring the best possible conditions for the provision of high quality social services”.141 It
does so in two ways: (i) beyond the setting of thresholds defining its scope of application
which de facto favors smaller-size suppliers, it contains measures aimed at facilitating the
access of small-and-medium size enterprises to public procurements — such as the
possibility for public authorities to divide up large contracts into lots of a size more
manageable by such suppliers —; and (ii) it widens the range of criteria that may be included
both in defining the object of the procurement and in awarding the contract. Public authorities
are specifically authorized to adopt a life-cycle approach to the product, service or work
object of the procurement, and include environmental externalities in the analysis of the most
“economically advantageous” tender.142
(i) Directive 2014/24/EU recognizes the “strong trend emerging across Union public
procurement markets towards the aggregation of demand by public purchasers, with a view
to obtaining economies of scale, including lower prices and transaction costs”,143 but warns
on the negative effects of such practices for small and medium-size suppliers. Public
procurers are therefore encouraged “to divide large contracts into lots”144 on a quantitative or
qualitative basis, so that contracts can better correspond to the capacities of small-scale
enterprises.145 A procedure is also prescribed to allow the awarding of lots to different
producers or service providers and therefore ensure the effectiveness of the system.146
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(ii) The criteria used to design the procurement and to award the contract have been
extended to allow for the inclusion of environmental, social and labour requirements. Quite
notably “characteristics may (…) refer to the specific process or method of production or
provision of the requested works, supplies or services or to a specific process for another
stage of its life cycle even where such factors do not form part of their material substance
provided that they are linked to the subject-matter of the contract and proportionate to its
value and its objectives”.147 The notion of “life-cycle” introduced refers to the steps “from raw
material acquisition or generation of resources to disposal, clearance and end of service or
utilisation”.148 The same variety of criteria may also be used to assess the tenders and award
the contracts.149 Remarkably “qualitative, environmental and/or social aspects” 150 including
environmental externalities may be taken into account when assessing which of the tenders is
most “economically advantageous”.151
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This paper assesses the links between the policies and processes of the
modern food system and the increasing prevalence of unhealthy eating
and diet-related non-communicable diseases. It focuses on the nutritional
aspects of diet. The residues of contaminants introduced during
agricultural and food production (e.g. agrichemicals, antibiotics) also have
health impacts, but are not dealt with here.
It is well established that diets high in vegetables, fruits, whole grains,
pulses (beans), nuts and seeds, with only modest amounts of meat and
dairy, promote health and well-being. In particular, they can help prevent
non-communicable (chronic) diseases, such as heart disease, diabetes
and some cancers, and their metabolic risk factors, such as obesity and
elevated blood pressure. Yet unhealthy diets have become increasingly
prevalent over recent decades. The shift towards unhealthy diets is a result
of a wide range of factors, including changes in income and working
patterns and learned preferences for energy-dense and/or sugary foods
and drinks. It is also a function of the development of the modern food
system, the subject of this paper.
Although there is still a diverse range of food systems across the globe,
modern food systems have become increasingly dominant. Characterized
by “long-chains” geared towards maximizing efficiency to reduce costs
and increase productivity, they use intensive, industrial production
practices and sophisticated storage, processing and marketing
technologies. These systems have a greater orientation towards
international trade and investment and the private sector, and involve
higher post-farm activities, marketing and costs.
The development of modern food systems has been strongly influenced
by specific processes, notably the technology and supply chain management practices. It has also been influenced by specific policies,
including agricultural production policies, such as decisions about
investments in agricultural research; policies on trade, markets and
industry, such as free trade agreements; policies which influence
consumer purchasing power, such as food price subsidies; and policies
on food transformation and consumer demand, such as regulations on
the labeling and marketing of food.
Although tracing the impact of food systems policies and processes on
specific dietary outcomes is challenging, collectively, the evidence
suggests that the development of modern food systems has increased the
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supply and reduced the cost of calories from a smaller number of staples
and oilseeds; reduced the costs of doing business by large scale private agribusiness and food companies; and in turn facilitated greater consumption
of refined carbohydrates, meat, vegetable oils and processed foods.
Proposed solutions for addressing the health problems created by modern
food systems include: incentivizing smallholder and community food
production for local markets; encouraging agrobiodiversity for dietary
diversity; maintaining traditional wetmarkets; improving the diversity and
quality of food procured by the public sector; investing in research and
supply chain management for the production and distribution of fruits,
vegetables, legumes and other nutrient-dense foods; making changes in
food processing; leveraging international trade; implementing policies to
regulate the food industry, improve food environments and align fiscal
incentives; and improving the governance of food systems at all levels.
Funders have an important role to play in supporting solutions to dietrelated NCDs through the food system. They can:
•

•

•

•

Create synergies between the food systems programs they already
fund (e.g. on undernutrition and sustainability) and unhealthy eating
and NCD goals, including aligning any investments they make in
agricultural research towards healthier foods;
Support specific food systems programs (e.g. school gardens),
structures (e.g. to retail markets for healthy foods that serve the poor)
and policies (e.g. on marketing to children);
Invest in building capacity, including in international agencies to
improve food system governance; in civil society to demand more
effective policies to regulate the food industry and improve people’s
food environments; and in governments to design and implement
smarter food policies and systems-approaches to unhealthy diets and
to manage the health risks introduced through trade agreements; and
Support research (e.g. to identify effective food system solutions that
meet multiple food systems goals).

1

DIETS, NON-COMMUNICABLE (CHRONIC) DISEASES AND THEIR
METABOLIC RISK FACTORS

1.1

Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) are medical conditions or
diseases which are non-infectious between people. NCDs are often
referred to as chronic diseases i.e. diseases that last for long periods
of time and progress slowly. However, sometimes NCDs result in rapid
deaths e.g. some types of cancer, while some chronic diseases of long
duration, such as HIV/AIDS, are caused by transmittable infections.
The term NCDs is therefore used throughout this paper. The leading
diet-related NCDs by mortality and morbidity are cardiovascular

62

2 DIET, CHRONIC DISEASE AND THE FOOD SYSTEM: MAKING THE LINKS, PUSHING FOR CHANGE

diseases, diabetes and some cancers; leading metabolic risk factors
for these diseases include overweight/obesity, hypertension, elevated
blood glucose and high cholesterol.
1.2 Scientific research has established that people’s diets influence their
risk of NCDs and associated metabolic risk factors. NCD risk is also
influenced by contaminants found in food, such as agrichemicals, food
additives, hormones and antibiotic residues. This paper focuses on
the nutrition-related aspects of diet.
1.3 Consuming predominantly plant-based diets (i.e. diets high in
vegetables, fruits, whole grains, pulses/beans, nuts and seeds, with
only modest amounts of meat and dairy) reduces the risk of
developing obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, and some
forms of cancer.
1.4 Specific food groups are linked with NCD-risk. Fruits and vegetables
contribute to preventing cardiovascular disease and are protective
against some cancers. Red and processed meat raise the risk of
colorectal cancer. Diets high in meat and dairy increase blood
pressure. Diets high in energy-dense foods, refined carbohydrates
and/or sugary drinks contribute to overweight/obesity.
1.5 Individual nutrients are also linked with NCD-risk. Saturated fat and
trans fats increase blood cholesterol and cardiovascular risk. Higher
sodium/salt intake is a major risk factor for elevated blood pressure
and cardiovascular diseases, and probably stomach cancer. There is
an ongoing scientific debate about whether sugar has specific
properties that promote weight gain and diabetes above and beyond
its contribution to excess energy intake.
1.6 People’s risk of NCDs is also influenced by their exposure to nutrients
in the womb. Although the science is still emerging, it has become
evident that development during the “first 1000 days” from
conception to age two is critical for the health of the child and later
risks in adults.
2

THE DIETARY TRANSITION

2.1 Despite existing knowledge on the link between diets and NCDs,
calories obtained from meat, oils, fats, sugars, and other refined
carbohydrates, have increased during past decades, and those from
fiber-rich foods (whole grains, legumes, roots) have declined. The
overall proportion of processed food in diets has grown and is rising
rapidly in low/middle income countries (LMICs).
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2.2 The way people eat has also changed. Snacking and snack foods have
grown in frequency and number; eating frequency has increased;
away-from-home-eating in restaurants, in fast food outlets, and from
take-out meals is increasing dramatically in LMICs; both at home and
away-from-home-eating increasingly involve fried and processed food.
2.3 According to the World Health Organization (WHO), the proportion of
deaths from NCDs has risen in past decades to become the leading
cause of death globally. Deaths are projected to increase from 38
million in 2012 to 52 million by 2030. In 2012, approximately 42% of
all NCD deaths globally occurred before age 70. In 2014, 11% of men
and 15% of women were obese: over 42 million children under the age
of 5 years were overweight in 2013.
2.4 The growing prevalence of unhealthy diets, obesity and diet-related
NCDs is occurring even as hunger and malnutrition persist in different
segments of the population. Most countries experience malnutrition
in more than one form.
3

A food system includes all the
elements (environment, people,
inputs, processes, infrastructure,
institutions) and activities that relate
to the production, processing,
distribution, preparation and
consumption of food, and the
outputs of these activities. It
includes the web of processes by
which institutions, organizations,
and individuals transform inputs into
the food we consume. A core
element of all food systems is the
“food supply chain” or “food value
chain” through which foods moves
from farm to fork.

CHANGES IN THE GLOBAL FOOD SYSTEM

3.1 Around the globe there is a diversity of types of food systems, often
co-existing in the same country and community. These food systems
can be broadly characterized into those dominated by “short chains”
— in which food is produced largely for local markets or household
production and is typically consumed after relatively little
transformation; and those dominated by “long chains,” characterized
by a global web of interactions between multiple actors from farm to
fork in which production is far from consumption.
3.2 Although there remains a diversity of food systems, there has been a
shift over time towards “longer chain” models. This shift has been
taking place through human history, but intensified after the end of
World War II in industrialized western countries, and much more
recently in the rest of the world as part of the process of
“globalization”.
3.3 The “modern” food system is dominated by these longer chain
models, which are geared towards maximizing efficiency to reduce
costs and increase productivity and are characterized by:
3.3.1 Intensive, industrial production practices, including high-yielding
plant, animal & fish breeds, mechanization, the use of chemical
inputs, and specialized farming with less on-farm diversity.
Farms are larger and the number of farmers, especially
smallholders, has declined dramatically all over the world.
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3.3.2 A wide range of sophisticated storage, processing and marketing
technologies, such as canning, cold storage warehouses, massscale scale milling, refining, and manufacturing using
preservatives and other additives. This has enabled food to be
transported longer distances, a process also enabled by the
dramatic reduction in transport costs.
3.3.3 Greater orientation towards international trade and investment.
Although most food is still produced within the country it is
consumed, levels of food exports and imports and have risen
very significantly, as has cross-border investment. Initially this
involved western companies investing in foreign markets as their
own markets became saturated, but later involved south-south
investment and most recently, companies in middle income
countries acquiring US companies (e.g. a Brazilian company,
JBS, has become one of the largest meat producers in the US
through a series of mergers and acquisitions).

Today, a smaller
percentage of the prices
consumers pay reflect
on-farm costs (e.g. of
ingredients), with the
rest being made up
post-farm (e.g. labor,
packaging, advertising,
corporate profits).

3.3.4 A more powerful private sector. The private sector has
become more powerful relative to the public sector, and large,
often transnational “food-consuming industries” – the primary
processors, manufacturers, and retailers who “consume”
the products produced by the earlier steps in the chain –
have become more powerful than their suppliers, notably
farmers. The most recent shift has been towards large
supermarket chains.
3.3.5 Horizontal and vertical integration in the private sector.
Companies have merged and acquired other companies in the
same part of the supply chain (e.g. supermarkets buying other
supermarkets), leading to a smaller number of companies and
higher levels of market concentration (horizontal). Vertically,
companies have increased their control over their upstream
suppliers and/or downstream buyers to coordinate the entire
chain involved in bringing food from farm to fork, including
through more “contract farming.”
3.3.6 Higher post-farm costs and more differentiated “value-added”
products. Today, a smaller percentage of the prices consumers
pay reflect on-farm costs (e.g. of ingredients), with the rest being
made up post-farm (e.g. labor, packaging, advertising, corporate
profits). More and more transformations of foods take place
beyond the farm gate.
3.3.7 Greater use of “promotional marketing”. Promoting brands
encourages consumers to buy them, and to pay more for them,
so adding further “value” for the food industry.
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4

IMPLICATIONS OF CHANGES IN FOOD SYSTEMS FOR NCD RISK

4.1 It is well established that the change to a more industrial, globalized
food system has had implications for environmental sustainability. In
the public health community, modern, industrialized food systems are
also commonly implicated in the rising NCD burden. The WHO
Director Margaret Chan, for example, has noted that “The world's
food system, with its reliance on industrialized production and
globalized markets — produces ample supplies, but creates some
problems for public health.”1
4.2 The implication is that the changes in food systems have dramatically
influenced “food environments” — which a wide body of research
indicates has played a role in shaping unhealthy eating patterns. Food
environments are the collective physical, economic, policy and
sociocultural surroundings, opportunities and conditions that
influence people’s food and drink choices, preferences, habits and
nutritional status.

Food environments
are the collective
physical, economic,
policy and sociocultural surroundings,
opportunities and
conditions that influence
people’s food and drink
choices, preferences,
habits and nutritional
status.

4.3 The body of literature examining the specific connections between
changes in food systems and diet quantity and quality and NCDs
remains relatively small. The literature that does exist focuses on
the link between the policies and processes of the modern food
system and changes in the food environment: the availability of food,
and its nutritional quality, diversity, affordability and acceptability
to consumers.
5

FOOD SYSTEMS POLICIES AND PROCESSES RELEVANT TO
NCD RISK

5.1 The modern food system has been influenced both by the food system
policies of the past — the interventionist approach of the depression
era and post-war period — and the policies of the present — the
withdrawal of state intervention characterizing the “globalization” era,
which started in the 1970s but intensified significantly in the 1990s. It
has also been profoundly influenced by related changes in technology
and supply chain management practices.
5.2 The Global Panel on Agriculture and Food Systems for Nutrition have
categorized food system policies which influence diet quality and
quantity as follows: agricultural production policies; policies on trade,

1

Cited from: Countries vow to combat malnutrition through firm policies and actions, FAO
News, November 21 2014. Available at: http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/
266559/icode/
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markets and industry; policies influencing consumer purchasing
power; and policies influencing food transformation and consumer
demand.
5.3 The available analysis on the role of agricultural production policies on
NCD risk focuses primarily on policies on investment into
agricultural research and production subsidies.
5.3.1 Public policies on investment into agricultural research have,
since the early 20th century, aimed to increase productivity
through the development of high-yielding varieties of select
staples (e.g. corn, rice), oilseeds (e.g. soybeans) and livestock
(e.g. poultry). Public (and private) investments in crop and
livestock breeding accelerated exponentially after the end of
World War II in the US, complemented by investments into
research infrastructure e.g. the creation of land grant colleges.
The 1960s saw the start of the “Green Revolution” in LMICs, i.e.
public investments in research to increase productivity of wheat
and rice in Latin America and Asia. Research also led to the
development of productivity-enhancing inputs (e.g. chemical
fertilizers, pesticides). In more recent years, research has
focused on “biofortification” and the application of new genetic
techniques for plant and animal breeding.
5.3.2 Government subsidies to production in North America, Western
Europe and Japan, ushered in as the result of the Great
Depression and World War II, biased resources towards
increased production of commodities such as wheat, corn and
soybeans (US); most grains, dairy and meat and sugar
(European Union or EU) and rice (Japan).
5.3.3 In the context of pressure to liberalize trade in the 1990s,
followed by food prices rises in the 2000s, some subsidies in the
US and EU have been replaced with payments “decoupled” from
production which reduce (in theory) the incentive to
overproduce. In spite of these policy changes, the total amount
spent by high-income countries — predominantly the EU, US,
Japan, and South Korea — to support farmers rose from $242
billion to $273 billion between 2009 and 2010.
5.3.4 In contrast, most LMICs do not have a history of subsidising
agricultural production, but of providing input subsidies (e.g. for
fertilizer), which tend to favor the production of some crops over
others (e.g. corn).
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5.4 Food environments are the collective physical, economic, policy and
sociocultural surroundings, opportunities and conditions that
influence people’s food and drink choices, preferences, habits and
nutritional status.
5.5 A trade agreement is a treaty between two or more countries to set
the terms of trade and/or private investment from companies in one
state into another. Since the 1990s, countries have signed an
increasing number of free trade and investment agreements, which
incorporate a wide range of policy measures (see Box). Trade and
investment agreements have been negotiated multilaterally (e.g.
World Trade Organization), regionally (e.g. North American Free
Trade Agreement), and bilaterally (e.g. US-Peru Trade Promotion
Agreement).
5.5.1 By reducing the costs of trade, trade agreements have had the
effect of opening up countries to: (i) greater imports and exports
of foods and ingredients; (ii) greater cross-border investment by
the food industry and the services that support them; (iii) a
greater role for the large-scale private sector in food markets.

By reducing the costs of
trade, trade agreements
have had the effect of
opening up countries to: (i)
greater imports and
exports of foods and
ingredients; (ii) greater
cross-border investment by
the food industry and the
services that support them;
(iii) a greater role for the
large-scale private sector in
food markets.

5.5.2 Trade agreements also have the potential to limit what is known
as “policy space” for national governments to implement
regulations (e.g. healthy eating policies) on the basis they may
conflict with the aims of trade liberalization. For example,
agreements on technical regulations may lead to policies being
contested on the basis of lack of strong scientific evidence, while
agreements on subsidies may prevent national policies to
support domestic production of traditional staple foods or fruits
and vegetables.
5.6 State interventions in agri-food markets have been dismantled as part
of trade agreements and unilaterally. Private entities have become
more dominant as procurers of agricultural products by replacing
state marketing boards, state purchasing for food ration programs,
and national agricultural banks.
5.7 Also exerting an important influence on the distribution of food have
been policies on transportation, i.e., investment in the development of
canals, roads and air networks.
5.8 Food markets are also influenced by competition and anti-trust policy,
which has had an increasing tendency to favor the processes of
horizontal and vertical integration by food industry.
5.9 Relevant policies which influence consumer purchasing power
include subsidizing the price of food — a policy used in many LMICS,
although less so today — and policies on school feeding and social
protection.
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5.10 Relevant policies on food transformation and consumer demand
include food quality and composition standards, and regulations on
the labeling and marketing of food.
6

THE LINK BETWEEN FOOD SYSTEM POLICIES AND PROCESSES
AND DIETARY CHANGES

6.1 Tracing the impact of food system policies and processes on specific
dietary outcomes presents a challenge since in practice: (i) policies
are typically implemented as part of a wider range of reforms; (ii)
there is not necessarily a direct relationship between food produced
on the “farm” and the final product given transformations before it
reaches the consumer (e.g. fresh chicken into chicken nuggets); (iii)
the process of “price transmission” means there is not necessarily a
direct price relationship; (iv) there are different impacts through the
food supply chain; (iv) policies have time lags — current dietary
patterns may reflect policies from the past, not present.
6.2 Collectively, though, evidence indicates that the changes in the
policies and processes of the food system have had the result of:
•

•
•

increasing the supply and reducing the cost of calories from a smaller
number of staples and oilseeds; increasing the availability and
lowering the cost of feed for larger livestock operations; and
increasing the availability of cheap ingredients for processed foods
reducing the costs of doing business by large scale private
agribusiness and food companies
in turn, facilitating increased consumption of refined carbohydrates,
meat, vegetable oils and processed foods; and an uneven influence on
fruit and vegetables.

6.3 The increasing proportion of refined carbohydrates in the diet has
been enabled by increased productivity and distribution of white
(polished) rice and white flour/bread. For example:
6.3.1 White bread, once rarely consumed in Latin America, became
widespread after the introduction of high-yield wheat varieties.
6.3.2 The breeding and adoption of high-yielding cereal varieties
during the Green Revolution led to the dominance of rice in
South Asia over coarse grains (e.g. sorghum) and pulses as a
staple. Although intake of calories increased, pulse production
and consumption declined, as did dietary diversity, and
micronutrient malnutrition persisted. These changes were
influenced by the adoption of high-yield breeds and other
technologies, which made rice and wheat more profitable to
produce relative to pulses.
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6.3.3 Since white rice and white flour began to be imported into the
Pacific islands, they have become the largest sources of energy,
replacing “traditional” staples.
6.4 Vegetable oils are responsible more than any other food group for the
increase of calorie availability worldwide. Oils are used in cooking in
the home and by food service outlets, in margarines and vegetable
shortenings, as the basis for “trans fats”, in many processed foods,
and for animal feed. While a whole host of plants produce edible oils,
world markets have become dominated by four, with two growing
particularly rapidly — soybean oil and palm oil. The increasing
quantities of vegetable oils overall, and of soybean and palm oil in
particular, have been enabled by policies favoring production and
trade of these oils. For example:

Vegetable oils are
responsible more than any
other food group for the
increase of calorie
availability worldwide.

6.4.1 Policies on palm oil in Malaysia and Indonesia, including research
funding, the opening of new and degraded lands for cultivation,
lower limits on plantation size, schemes for smallholders,
incentives for private sector investment and lower export taxes,
led to greater production and exports and lower prices for palm
oil.
6.4.2 Policies in Brazil to encourage more foreign investment
encouraged horizontal and vertical integration in the soybean
industry, leading to a more “efficient” industry with a greater
ability to process and trade a greater quantity of soybeans at
lower prices. To make use of plentiful supply, oil companies
began to process oils to create hydrogenated (‘‘trans’’) fats with
a longer shelf-life.
6.4.3 Trade policies in a handful of leading exporting and importing
countries enabled greater consumption of palm and soybean oil
in importing countries, notably China and India.
6.5 The increasing global consumption of meat and other animal
products has been characterized by increased consumption of poultry
as a result of greater production and lower prices. Intake of processed
meat has also increased significantly. These changes can be
associated with a range of processes and policies in the food system.
For example:
6.5.1 The reorganization of poultry supply chains through vertical
integration and technology has lowered the price of chicken.
According to US chicken trade association “the vertically
integrated broiler production system has promoted increased
efficiency and reduced costs and resources used to produce
broiler meat… [It has] saved consumers well over $1 trillion on
broiler meat purchases between 1980 and 2013.” With greater
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freedom to invest in processing facilities in other countries,
American companies transferred this production model
elsewhere e.g. to Mexico.
6.5.2 Subsidized corn and soybeans in the US has lowered the cost of
animal feed, thus further lowering the costs of producing and
consuming meat. More open trade policy has enabled the
transfer of this feed to other countries. For example, according
to a study by the USDA “[following NAFTA] U.S. feedstuffs
enable Mexican livestock producers to expand output, lower
production costs, and compete more effectively with meat
imports from the US, Canada, and other countries. They also
have made possible a marked increase in Mexican meat
consumption.”
6.5.3 Technology transfer between countries has also had an impact.
For example, in the Philippines, the 1987 Omnibus Investment
Act provided tax exemption and credits for imports of livestock
breeding stocks, thereby encouraging a switch to exotic over
native breeds and the shift away from backyard to industrial
production in the late 1980s/90s.
6.5.4 Reduction of state control on meat marketing has also had an
effect. For example, in China, the government removed state
procurement quotas and price controls on pork in 1985, which
favored a shift toward specialized and industrialized pork
production.
6.5.5 Although trade barriers still inhibit trade of meat itself, the
relaxation of selected trade barriers between specific countries
enabled a significant growth of poultry imports since 1990 e.g.
exports of “dark meat” (leg quarters) from the US into Asia and
Russia.
6.6 The increase in consumption of packaged, processed foods has been
facilitated and enabled by changes in food systems in a number of
ways. For example:
6.6.1 Policies influencing production increased the availability and
lowered the cost of inputs for processed foods. For example,
corn derivatives are used widely in processed foods in the US (as
a result of subsidies); and palm oil in LMICS (e.g.in the
“flavoring” packets in instant noodles).
6.6.2 Greater control over the supply chain and more modern
production technologies made it easier for food companies to
develop highly “differentiated products” in a cost-efficient
manner. These “value-added” foods are considerably more
profitable and enable companies to appeal to a wider and more
complex consumer base.
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6.6.3 The lower costs of international trade enabled food processors
to rely more on lower cost ingredients sourced from overseas, so
cutting their costs of production and facilitating the domestic
production of processed foods. For example, there has been a
rapid increase of exports of whey from cheese-producing
countries into middle-income countries for use as a food
ingredient.
6.6.4 Trade policy also enabled to introduction of new, processed
foods into developing countries. For example, during a period of
liberalization in the 1990s, imports of processed cheese slices
grew by 3215% percent into Central America, making a product
available that had previously not been sold in these countries.
Evidence from the Pacific Islands shows that a higher
percentages of unhealthy food imports is associated with higher
percentages of caloric consumption from ‘unhealthy’ foods.
6.6.5 More open investment policies led to soaring foreign direct
investment by agribusiness, food manufacturers and
supermarket chains. Cross-country studies indicate that FDI
liberalization through trade agreements with the US significantly
increases the availability of soft drinks within the signatory
country, and overall levels of market deregulation are associated
with higher levels of fast food consumption.
6.6.6 Exports of processed foods from the US have grown fastest in
countries where modern grocery retailing is growing the fastest,
suggesting the growth of supermarkets also facilities the growth
of the processed food markets. Supermarkets further influence
consumption by offering a huge variety of previously unavailable
products and a having more aggressive in-store promotions.
Supermarkets have been found to charge lower prices for
processed foods relative to informal retail, although prices for
fruits and vegetables in LMICs tend to remain higher.
6.6.7 Greater investment in advertising has been facilitated by the
availability of resources freed up by low cost of inputs, and the
transnationalization and consolidation of advertising agencies.
During the 1990s, domestic advertising expenditures by the
two leading soft drink and fast food companies declined in the
US but increased elsewhere, reflecting the recognition by those
companies of the increased growth potential in newer markets.
The US, however, remains the world largest market for
advertisers. The total amount spent on advertising by leading
food companies in 2009 was $1.79 billion.

72

2 DIET, CHRONIC DISEASE AND THE FOOD SYSTEM: MAKING THE LINKS, PUSHING FOR CHANGE

6.7 The picture for fruits and vegetables is more mixed. There is a
22% supply gap for fruits and vegetables globally i.e. only 78% of
consumption needed for optimal health is produced. The gap
increases significantly as national income level declines. This has been
attributed in part to food systems policies and lack of technology and
infrastructure. For example:
6.7.1 In the US, growers of “specialty crops” like fruits and vegetables
have historically been penalized if they receive federal subsidies
for other crops; in the EU, fruit and vegetable production has
received on average around 3% of the EU agriculture budget,
despite contributing to around 18% of agricultural value.
Globally, relatively little public agricultural research and
development has focused on fruits and vegetables.
6.7.2 Many LMICs face barriers to fruit and vegetable production
and distribution, including: technical impediments to improving
produce quality; infrastructural deficits affecting production (e.g.
poor irrigation); problems with postharvest storage and
processing (e.g. inadequate refrigeration); and transport (e.g.
bad roads).
6.7.3 Although there are still high tariffs and other non-tariff barriers
to trade in fruits and vegetables, international trade in fruits and
vegetables has expanded rapidly in recent decades, enabling
increased consumption of select “high value” fruits and
vegetables. In the US, consumption of imported fruit tripled from
6% of total consumption to 22% between 1980 and 2000. Chile
underwent market deregulation in the 1970s to become a lead
fruit exporter to the US (out-of-season consumption of Chilean
grapes was one factor behind the 2.6 fold increase in grape
consumption between 1970-2009). The Andean Trade
Preference Act enabled Peru to become one of the largest
producers and exporters of asparagus in the world; imports and
consumption of fresh asparagus subsequently increased in the
US, even though domestic production declined.
6.7.4 Trade in processed fruits/vegetables has also increased: trade in
fruit juices has increased proportionally faster than fresh; as has
trade in frozen potatoes used for French fries.
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7

SOLUTIONS: DE-LINKING THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN MODERN
FOOD SYSTEMS AND UNHEALTHY DIETS

7.1 The relatively small number of reports and papers on the link between
food system policies and processes and healthy eating (see “Key
Readings and References”) propose a range of solutions, summarised
below. The outcome documents of the FAO/WHO Second
International Conference on Nutrition held in Rome, November 2014,
the Rome Declaration on Nutrition and the accompanying Framework
for Action also included a range of recommendations on food systems
solutions. Proposed solutions include both “short chains” and “long
chains”. The distinction is important since, as already indicated, even
if agriculture produces healthier ingredients, they can be substituted
and transformed through long chains (e.g. soybean oil can become
trans fats; chicken can become nuggets). The solutions proposed
have not all been tried and tested — and do not necessarily represent
all the solutions possible.
7.2 Smallholder and community food production for local markets.
This approach is designed to bypass long-chains food systems and
leverage “alternative” short-chains to increase access to fruits,
vegetables and legumes for local people. For example:
7.2.1 School gardens and urban agriculture. According to a recent
review of policies to address NCDs, this approach is already used
in LMICs to promote fruit and vegetable consumption, although
typically in the context of food insecurity and micronutrient
deficiencies. Programs have also been developed to address
NCDs directly (e.g. in the Pacific Islands), which focus on the
production of “traditional” crops. Gardening and urban
agriculture initiatives also exist in high-income countries, often
popularized by public figures. All programs typically involve an
educational component. This approach was highlighted by the
2014 Council on Foreign Relations report on NCDs as a
promising area for NCD prevention in high-income countries to
learn from LMICs.
7.2.2 Building infrastructure to link local farmers and local
consumers. With short, more manageable chains, increases in
production of nutritious foods can be directly targeted towards
increased consumption by local people through direct farmconsumer supply chains. This provides a means to recapture
value from the supply chain from by local farmers, an approach
consistent with current agricultural development initiatives to
support smaller farmers. This approach is already being taken in
the United States through direct marketing initiatives, and in
“value chain” interventions in LMICS in the context of food
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insecurity and micronutrient deficiencies. For example, Hawkes
and Ruel (2010) provide several examples of “value chain”
initiatives in LMICs designed to enable more nutritious foods to
come to market.
7.3 Biodiversity for dietary diversity. A related solution is increasing
agrobiodiversity in the face of increasing reliance on a small number
of staple crops. This solution, championed by the CGIAR Center
Bioversity, accepts that “long chains” mean there is not necessarily
a direct link between agricultural biodiversity and nutrition. (It is
notable that while there is a positive relationship between production
diversity and lower rates of undernutrition in low income countries,
in middle and high income countries the relationship disappears and
is replaced by supply diversity (i.e. national production + imports)
and nutrition. However, the approach maintains that supporting
traditional crops, underutilized species and wild-harvested species
has an important role to play in: (1) creating an enabling environment
for diverse and sustainable diets for all; and (2) providing more
diverse diets among local communities through “short chains”.
As set out in the book Diversifying food and diets: using agricultural
biodiversity to improve nutrition and health, increasing diversity can
bring benefits through long chains — for example previously underutilised crops (e.g. quinoa and maca from the Andes) are now more
widely available in global markets — and through short chains (e.g.
African green leafy vegetables).
7.4 Maintaining “traditional” wetmarkets. Observations that traditional “wet markets” are a source of healthy foods have led to
recommendations that these traditional — and threatened — food
retail outlets are supported in order to maintain consumption levels.
In LMICs, traditional retail outlets continue to be the preferred avenue
for most consumers to access fresh, unprocessed products, and
market shares held by traditional outlets for fruits and vegetables
remain higher than supermarkets. Prices tend to be lower (fewer
costs than longer supply chains and value not being captured by
additional supply chain actors), there is greater flexibility in product
standards, and they are convenient for consumers. Although no
examples of this approach were identified, it is analogous to the
development of farmers markets in the United States.
7.5 Food procurement by the public sector. This approach aims to
leverage what remains of the purchasing power of the public sector to
effect positive change in the food system. It is relevant from an NCD
perspective because procurement policies can integrate nutritional
standards for food served in public
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institutions and be used to create new, or more stable, markets for
producers of healthier foods. The evidence suggests procurement
standards are inexpensive to implement, lead to increased purchasing
of healthier foods — and address political and economic barriers by
taking a market-based approach.
7.5.1 In North America, governments, public institutions and NGOs
have developed a range of nutrition standards for the purpose of
procurement. These standards aim to reduce specific
nutrients/food components, promote others, and/or limit
calories and portion sizes. A minority also include sustainability
criteria. New York City, for example, has a set of nutrient-based
Food Standards for all food procured or served by city agencies,
which applies to about 260 million meals/snacks daily. New York
State has a set of Food Purchasing Guidelines to encourage city
agencies to procure food products that are grown, produced or
harvested in New York State.
7.5.2 In the EU, the School Fruit Scheme (2009) was designed to
increase fruit and vegetable consumption among children while
also stabilizing EU fruit and vegetables markets. The Scheme
involves co-funding national school fruit programs. In 2010/11,
the Scheme had been taken up by 24 countries and reported to
have reached 8,146,290 children; evaluation of the Scheme
found that it has had small but positive outcomes for
horticultural production in the EU and led to an increase in
consumption.
7.5.3 In LMICs “Homegrown School Feeding” programs exist in
around 20 countries to support farmers, improve nutrition
standards (typically in the context of food insecurity) and
provide education. Global estimates suggest that approximately
370 million children received school feeding in 2012. Another
procurement program of note is the World Food Program’s
(WFP) Purchase for Progress (P4P) which operates in around
20 countries in sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America and the
Caribbean and aims to increase participation of local small
farmers in WFP procurement activities and improve availability of and access to nutritious food for participating
producer households
7.5.4 Brazil has taken a lead in developing procurement procedures
to support farmers while also boosting nutrition security. For
example, the Program of Food Acquisition (PAA) sources foods
from family farmers to provide food to programs serving the
poor. Of note, implementing the PAA required a change to the
public procurement law to remove the bias away from larger,
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capital-intensive entities. Building on the PAA, a law passed in
2009 in Brazil stipulates that 30% of the food budget should be
used to purchased foods directly from family farms. India has
also attempted to use its Decentralised Procurement Scheme to
improve the quality of its National Mid-Day Meal program,
although it is not clear if this has been implemented.
7.6 Investing in research and supply chain management for the
production and distribution of fruits, vegetables, legumes and
other nutrient-dense foods. This approach has been suggested
in the context of “long chains” where consumers are further
from production.
7.6.1 Reorienting investments in agricultural research towards the
production of fruits, vegetables, legumes and nutritious coarse
grains is a solution typically proposed by the agricultural
community. It appears, for example, in the latest CGIAR strategic
plan on the basis that improved productivity would reduce the
price of these foods and support dietary diversity, and post
harvest research could extend limited seasonal availability and
reduce nutrient losses.
7.6.2 Supply chain management has been proposed to overcome
bottlenecks to the supply of fruits and vegetables and other
nutrition foods (e.g. investments in transportation, distribution
networks, procurement logistics and price information systems)
and to ensure that changes in production are transmitted all the
way to final consumers.
7.7 Changes in food processing. The rise in importance of food
processing beyond the farm gate means it too has been a focus of
proposed solutions for consumers served by “long chains”.
7.7.1 Reformulation and product development. This is the solution
most commonly proposed by the food industry. To date, food
industry initiatives have focused on reducing salt (there are now
salt reformulation initiatives in around 61 countries) and trans
fats in processed foods and foods sold by restaurants/fast food
chains. Most initiatives rely on voluntary actions, but some
countries have banned trans fats and set mandatory limits on
salt in certain foods. A smaller number have focused on sugar
and saturated fats. A particularly interesting example comes
from Singapore, where the Health Promotion Board worked with
oil suppliers and “hawkers” to produce an affordable, blended oil
with lower saturated fat relative to 100% palm oil.
7.7.2 Major changes in the nature of processing. It has been
proposed that food processors of all scales could do much more
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to ensure processing does not strip fiber and positive nutrients
from foods. Governments could also engage more extensively
with companies to encourage more widespread substitutions
from less healthy to healthier ingredients, including by taxing
certain foods and ingredients.
7.8 Leveraging international trade. One of the most commonly proposed
solutions to the problems presented by food systems globalization is
to intervene in trade. Proposed approaches include:
7.8.1 Ban imports of unhealthy foods. These proposals have been
made in the context of island countries that rely heavily on
imported foods. Three Pacific Island countries have attempted
to moderate their food supply by banning imports of fatty meat
(e.g. “turkey tails”); these bans have either been removed or
converted to high sales taxes given they are not permitted under
trade rules.
7.8.2 Ensure trade agreements do not compromise the ability to
implement public health measures. Trade and investment
treaties usually also allow latitude for public health measures
provided the same goal cannot be achieved by other measures.
However, lack of capacity may lead to the threat of trade policybased penalties inhibiting countries from taking action. For
example, a proposal by the government of Thailand to introduce
traffic light labels on packaged foods was shelved after it was
queried in the WTO TBT Committee. Two suggestions to
overcome this problem include greater participation by the
nutrition and NCD community in trade negotiations (e.g. the
inclusion of a nutritionist in Samoa’s WTO accession committee
enabled the development of a strategy to mitigate the effect of
the removal of the “turkey tail” ban); and implementing a
comprehensive nutrition policy (on the basis it increases the
defensibility of nutrition policies since it is using a range of
legitimate avenues).
7.8.3 Leverage existing trade-related mechanism for positive
influence. For example, Thow and Priyadarshi (2013) propose
using Aid for Trade funds (which can be used for strategic
investments to improve agricultural development, internal and
cross-border transport and storage, technology and
infrastructure) to promote fruit and vegetable production and
consumption. Another proposal is to leverage the International
Food Code — the FAO/WHO Codex Alimentarius. Though
voluntary, the Codex is used as a reference in trade disputes and
provides guidelines on relevant policy areas, including nutrition
labeling, food composition, and nutrient reference values.
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7.9 Policies to regulate the food industry, improve food environments
and align fiscal incentives
7.9.1 A commonly proposed solution is for governments to set a
coherent framework of standards and regulations for the food
industry to disincentivize the production, sale and marketing of
foods associated with NCDs, including clear standards for
promotional marketing. Very clear standards on food labeling,
marketing and quality from a health perspective would send
signals back into the food system and alter the behavior of food
system actors. There is evidence, from nutrition labeling
standards for example, that the food industry alters their
products in response to regulation.

Very clear standards on
food labeling, marketing
and quality from a health
perspective would send
signals back into the food
system and alter the
behavior of food system
actors.

7.9.2 These standards also have the effect of improving consumer
food environments, thus creating a enabling environment
for healthier preference learning among children, while
encouraging adults to re-assess their food choices. Further
policies that can influence consumer demand include offering
healthier food in public settings (see “public procurement”),
improving the community retail environment (see “wetmarkets”), behavior change communication programmes
(e.g. nutrition education in schools, public awareness campaigns, and targeted subsidies and taxes.
7.9.3 Health-related food taxes are in place in Finland, France,
Hungary, Mexico and some Pacific Islands, and initial results
suggest that they can influence purchasing. Although less
discussed, fiscal measures can also be used further back in the
supply chain to create incentives for healthier production e.g.
subsidies for oilseeds with healthier fatty acid profiles.
7.10 The final category of solutions concerns improving the governance
of the food system through greater policy and governance coherence
and capacity building.
7.10.1 Coherence in policy and governance. One of the hallmarks of
the modern food system is the increased coordination of the
private sector. Yet there is a lack of coherence around food
systems, nutrition and health in the public sector. It has thus
been proposed that more coherence in governance and policy is
needed at the local, national and global level. At the local level,
local food policy councils have been developed in North America
as a mechanism for government officials, health professionals,
employers, food store owners, farmers, school staff and
community members to work together on food and nutrition
issues. At a national level, governments could review food
system policies for coherence with dietary objectives and realign
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them so they “do no harm” and support the prevention of dietrelated NCDs. They could also improve cross-sectoral dialogue
and governance structures across government. At the global
level, a robust discussion is needed to further a more
coordinated and coherent approach to the governance of food
systems.
7.10.2 Capacity building. Building capacity is needed to enable a
more concerted and effective response to the NCD threat.
Governments have little knowledge about how to address
NCDs through food systems approaches. Educational
institutions can play a role in by building food systems into
nutrition and health curriculums. There is a specific need to
build capacity in the public sector in LMICs for developing
trade-compliant nutrition policy options and defending these
options. Greater capacity is also needed among civil society
organi-zations to demand change.
8

CHALLENGES TO DEVELOPING AND IMPLEMENTING FOOD
SYSTEM SOLUTIONS TO NCDS

Policy changes need to
address both short and
long chains, since in
practice, consumers
experience both: even
the poorest smallholders
in the remotest rural areas
have access to “long chain”
markets for at least part of
their consumption needs,
while western urbanites
have access to farmers
markets and high-value
niche foods.

8.1 There are a huge number of challenges to leveraging food systems for
NCDs, many of which are evident from the evidence presented here.
Collectively, four of the overarching challenges can be summarized
as follows:
8.2 The vastness of global food system and the power and interests of
the huge range of actors within in it means no one single policy will
be sufficient; a whole host of policy changes working in tandem will be
needed. Many of these approaches will work “at the edges”; others
must be more fundamental. They need to address both short and long
chains, since in practice, consumers experience both: even the
poorest smallholders in the remotest rural areas have access to “long
chain” markets for at least part of their consumption needs, while
western urbanites have access to farmers markets and high-value
niche foods produced in specific geographical regions. Long chain
approaches are particularly challenging since changes in agricultural
production practices are unlikely to be effective beyond local markets
unless they take into account how foods are processed, distributed
and marketed through the system. Thus, as put by the FAO report
Food Systems For Better Nutrition, “the nature of the food system in a
given location can guide the choice of interventions to take advantage
of nutrition opportunities. For example, in a subsistence-based
agricultural system, interventions aimed directly at improving the
nutritional content of crops for own consumption would be promising.
In urban areas where the food system is almost entirely commercial,
interventions in processing and retailing could be more effective in
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shaping the system to support better nutrition.” A fundamental issue
is how such solutions can be identified given the huge diversity of
contexts. Moreover, nutrition and health are not the primary focus of
the policies that influence the food system. Like concerns about
sustainability, they are not considered, or overridden by economic
goals among producers, traders and processors.
8.3 There has been growing amount of activity to develop and implement
“short-chain” food approaches to address undernutrition, now
collectively termed “nutrition-sensitive agriculture.” Donor funding to
such initiatives has increased very significantly in the past five years.
Many of these “short chain” solutions also apply to NCDs. Yet to date
there has been a lack of synergy between food system approaches
to addressing undernutrition and NCDs. An analysis of the
“nutrition-sensitivity” of food systems policies in eight LMICs found no
evidence that efforts to leverage food systems to address
undernutrition were viewed by countries as a channel to addressing
NCDs. Funders rarely have NCDs in mind when they support
agriculture-food systems -nutrition programs. Moreover, there are
perceived tensions since addressing undernutrition concerns
increasing the supply and lowering prices of food — while addressing
NCDs also involves reducing supply and raising prices of certain foods.
8.4 Another major challenge is the perceived lack of evidence,
challenges in gathering evidence of effectiveness and inadequate
research. The effectiveness of food system-based policies and
interventions to address nutrition in general not been rigorously
evaluated in the same way as for health-based direct interventions.
Evaluation methods based on randomized controlled trials —
considered the most reliable way to demonstrate results in the health
sector — are generally impossible to apply to the food system except
for small-scale projects. This is because of the “long chain” nature of
the relationship in many instances, and because large-scale policy
interventions in food systems do not lend themselves to control
groups and randomization. Although a challenge for all nutrition
problems, there has been a significantly growing amount of research
evaluating the effects of food systems interventions for undernutrition
— but not NCDs. A recent study commissioned by the UK Department
for International Development found that in 2012 there were over 150
current and planned research projects and programs on agriculture
for improved nutrition, but only four were concerned with NCDs.
There was also a significant gap into research into the effect of food
systems policies on nutrition across the board, with just five projects
identified. Major research programs concerned with agri-food
systems and health also tend to pay little attention to NCDs e.g. the
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CGIAR Collaborative Research Program ‘Agriculture for improved
nutrition and health’ (A4NH).
8.5 While “globalization” and “industrial food systems” are often cited as
an underlying cause of unhealthy eating, there is no history of
formulating healthy eating policies with a comprehensive food
systems-centered approach. “Food systems” are not yet seen as a
core part of the NCD policy agenda. Moreover, for many, food
systems are unrelated to NCDs. Instead, they view NCDs as a problem
of “demand” — changing lifestyles, lack of knowledge, inherent
unhealthy preferences etc. This creates a tension, and an apparent
conflict, between supply-driven and demand-oriented approaches.
The underlying disagreement has been summarised by agricultural
economist Professor Per Pinstrup-Andersen as follows: “Does the
[food] system take its cues from the consumer and passively produce
what she/he wants, does the consumer passively acquire what the
system makes available or does the system coerce the consumer to
acquire what it wants to produce?” This reflects a false dichotomy
between supply- and demand side approaches: under a food systems
lens, both are needed for positive feedbacks and mutual
reinforcement. Considerable capacity is needed in government and
among other relevant stakeholders to design and implement the
“smart food policies” needed to alter both supply and demand in a
mutually reinforcing manner.
9

Considerable capacity
is needed in government
and among other relevant
stakeholders to design and
implement the “smart food
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both supply and demand in
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manner.

WHAT FUNDERS CAN DO TO ADDRESS DIET-RELATED NCDS
THROUGH FOOD SYSTEMS

9.1 Though the challenges are significant, funders have an important role
to play in supporting solutions to diet-related NCDs through the food
system. Potential roles are four-fold: creating synergies in their
funding programs; supporting specific programs, structures and
policies; capacity building; and supporting research.
9.2 Funding synergies
9.2.1 Funders should engage with, and convene, others funders with
food system programs focused on food insecurity,
undernutrition and sustainability with the aim of identifying
synergies between these programs and unhealthy diets and
NCDs. The objective would be to identify ways of incorporating
healthy eating goals into existing food systems programs
concerned with undernutrition and/or sustainability. New calls
for proposals on undernutrition and/or sustainability should
require that grantees include ways of addressing diet-related
NCDs while also addressing undernutrition/sustainability
challenges. Key areas of synergy could be fruit and vegetables
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and legumes, “short chain” solutions, sustainable diets and
agrobiodiversity. There is also space for more alignment around
what is needed for a "sustainable and healthy meat system" i.e.
sustainable production of meat in a way that discourages excess
consumption but enables modest consumption.
9.2.2 Funders should also assess whether and how addressing NCDs
could be built into other funded programs relevant to food
systems (e.g. in urban planning, water), and require the same
of grantees.
9.2.3 If engaged in agricultural research funding, funders should
realign investments with what is needed for healthier diets,
and include supply chain management as an integral part of
the research.
9.3 Support for specific programs, structures and policies. Funders can:
9.3.1 Support home and school gardens and other local community
food production programs. For example, funders could develop a
campaign aiming to equip all schools around the world with a
school garden.
9.3.2 Explore potential roles for building agrobiodiversity, supporting
public procurement policies, and/or in maintaining/building
retail markets selling healthier foods to people on low incomes.
9.3.3. Support explicitly “systems-based” approaches to addressing
unhealthy eating, obesity and diet-related NCDs.
9.3.4 Be vocal in their support for national and local policies to
improve consumer food environments. They should support civil
society in order to build demand for these policies; and build
capacity among all stakeholders to design and implement smart
food policies that alter both supply and demand in a systemsbased approach.
9.4 Capacity building. Funders can help build capacity in:
9.4.1 Governments to identify and implement smart food systems
policies to address NCDs, including in “long chains;” and
to assess and manage the health risks introduced through
trade agreements
9.4.2 Civil society to campaign for effective food industry regulations,
policies to improve food environments, and fiscal incentives. One
policy area requiring particular support is marketing to children
9.4.3 Educational institutions to enhance education and training on
the link between food systems and NCDs;
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9.4.4 International agencies to improve food system governance.
9.5 Support research. Funders can help build the evidence base for food
systems action, including support for:
9.5.1 Assessments of the effect of food systems and food systems
policies on dietary outcomes and on synergistic outcomes
(e.g. sustainability);
9.5.2 Evaluations of existing food systems programs and policies on
unhealthy diets and malnutrition in all its forms;
9.5.3 “Value chain” or other forms of food system analysis to identify
supply side solutions to specific healthy eating goals in specific
localities and countries.
9.5.4 Research on food systems solutions (both short- and longchain) to unhealthy diets/NCDs which can be transferred
across countries.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

‘Sustainable dietary guidelines’ incorporate dimensions of sustainability
into concise diet-related recommendations. This paper reviews the
current status of such guidance, and links it to a ‘sustainable diets’ model.
It reviews challenges, presents opportunities for future progress, and
introduces a ‘framework’ approach as a strategy to facilitate effective
development and implementation of such guidance. Recommendations
for how funders can support sustainable dietary guidance development
are included.
Note: This paper incorporates work being carried out by the Tufts
University ‘Guidance for Sustainable Diets’ Working Group (GSDWG) 1
DIETARY GUIDELINES AND SUSTAINABILITY — AN OVERVIEW
This section presents brief synopses of five categories of dietary guidelines
as they relate to sustainability: (a) Food Based Dietary Guidelines (FBDG);
(b) FBDG supporting documents that address sustainability; (c) sustainable dietary guidelines by other government-supported bodies; (d) sustainable dietary guidelines issued by non-governmental entities; and
(e) single-focus sustainable dietary guidelines issued by various nongovernmental bodies. These distinctions should help clarify how sustainability is (and is not) addressed in dietary guidelines, both in terms of
content and of sponsorship.
While multiple definitions of sustainability related to food have been
published, the one we use here originates with the U.S. Academy of
Nutrition and Dietetics and three other organizations, and states: “We
support socially, economically, and ecologically sustainable food systems
that promote health — the current and future health of individuals,
communities, and the natural environment”.2 It also considers such a
system to be health promoting, sustainable, resilient, diverse, fair,
economically balanced, and transparent. This explanation is one that is
germane to dietary guidance and to sustainable diets as discussed below.
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National food-based dietary guidelines (FBDG) — a global summary:
‘Dietary guidelines’ constitute a concise messaging format for conveying
food and nutrition guidance to the public and to other audiences.
Specifically, FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations) defines Food Based Dietary Guidelines (FBDG) as “short, sciencebased, positive messages on healthy eating and lifestyles aimed at
preventing all forms of malnutrition and keeping people well nourished and
healthy. They embody national nutrition recommendations and express
the principles of nutrition education in terms of food”.3
Germany has published its Dietary Guidelines since 1956. 4 The United
States has issued Dietary Guidelines for Americans every 5 years since
1980.5 Similar guidelines have been issued worldwide over this period,
particularly after FAO and the World Health Organization promoted the
concept of Food Based Dietary Guidelines (FBDG) following the 1992
International Conference on Nutrition.6 While FBDG increasingly focus on
diets, they still emphasize nutrients, foods and food groups. But they can
go beyond this, for example, by addressing traditional foods, dishes and
cuisines.7 More than 100 countries have issued such guidelines and FAO
recently published a compilation of 67 of them.8 In 2012, Tufts GSDWG
compiled 51 FBDG and categorized them by content diversity. Our results
illustrate the relative homogeneity of such guidance, emphasizing
nutrition-based personal health and wellbeing (although the variations
are fairly diverse across countries). 9
Beyond “nutritionally adequate, safe and healthy”, most FBDG core
messages do not address public health concerns linked to broader social,
economic and environmental influences on diets or on the overall food
supply. Some mention social aspects of eating (e.g.; Japan & Brazil), and
highly processed foods (Brazil).10 Japan also encourages local food
products and ingredients in season, dietary competencies, and reduced
food waste. But none of the concise FBDG recommendations from these
and other countries actually invokes the term ‘sustainability’.
FBDG supporting documents: FBDG typically include more detailed
support documentation that elaborates on the background development,
scope or content, and /or applications for the more succinct guidelines.
FBDG sustainability themes associated with broader social and physical
environmental concerns have been published by a few countries in their
fuller FBDG publications, in separate food guides, or in background reports.
Examples include the following:
•

Brazil’s 2014 Dietary Guidelines for the Brazilian Population
encourage and elaborate on “diets that are nutritionally balanced,
delicious, culturally appropriate, and supportive of socially and
environmentally sustainable food systems”. 11
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•

•

The 2013 Eat for Health — Australian Dietary Guidelines full report
describes sustainable dietary patterns, with recommendations
that focus on reducing food waste and conserving resources, with
a detailed appendix “Food, Nutrition and Environmental
Sustainability”.12
The recently released 2015 U.S. Dietary Guidelines Advisory
Committee (DGAC) Advisory Report that precedes the issuance of the
2015 guidelines addresses environmental sustainability and long-term
food security for the first time.13 It emphasizes the benefits of diets
higher in plant-based foods and with reduced meat consumption. It
also addresses concerns for the long-term supply and safety of
seafood. The section on sustainability is detailed and strongly
evidence-based.

Government-supported sustainable dietary guidelines other than
FBDG: While all of the following countries have issued their own FBDG, a
few government-supported bodies (particularly European-based) have
also produced what qualify as sustainable dietary guidelines. Among these
are the following:
•

•

•

•

•

In 2009, Sweden’s National Food Administration, in concert with the
Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, issued Environmentally
Effective Food Choices, focusing in particular on reduced climate
impact, non-toxic environments, and biodiversity, but they were
rejected as a proposal to the full EU. Sweden’s livsmedelsverket
currently publishes Food and Environment dietary guidelines. 14
The U.K. government-supported Sustainable Development
Commission, which closed in 2011, was its independent adviser on
sustainable development. It developed Setting the Table, with 8 key
recommendations covering sustainable diets and food systems.15
Health Council of the Netherlands, an independent scientific
advisory body for government and parliament, in 2011 issued
Guidelines For A Healthy Diet: The Ecological Perspective. It
emphasizes a shift towards a less animal-based, more plant-based
diet; sustainable fisheries; and reduced food waste.16
The 2012 Nordic Nutrition Recommendations from The Nordic
Council of Ministers (representing five countries) discuss the
environmental benefits of sustainable diets. The New Nordic Kitchen
Manifesto emphasizes food preparation including “raw materials
which characteristics are especially excellent in our climate,
landscape” and “welfare of the animals and a sound production in the
sea and in the cultivated as well as wild landscapes”.17
In 2014, the German Council for Sustainable Development issued The
Sustainable Shopping Basket that included food choices among a list
of sustainable consumption recommendations. 18
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Non-governmental sustainable dietary guidelines: Non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), industry groups, and academia have produced the
preponderance of sustainable dietary guidelines in the U.S. and Europe in
particular. While ‘guidelines’ are typically the term applied to concise
dietary or sustainability recommendations, other guidance-related
typologies are used. These include the Milan Protocol, Roots of Change
Declaration for a Healthy Food and Agriculture, and Harvard and the
Culinary Institute of America’s Menus of Change Principles.
Tufts GSDWG has compiled many such examples, including the
aforementioned government-supported sustainability guidelines
(excluding FBDG). In this table, hundreds of specific recommendations
from 28 entities are aggregated into 16 sustainability categories.19 In terms
of the aggregate numbers of issues covered, the majority addressed
between 2 and 9 of the 16 topic areas, indicating a preference to emphasize a few salient concerns while not addressing many others. The most
referenced categories are ‘healthy diets’ [25 of 28], ‘sustainability labels’
[23 of 28], ‘animal products’ [22 of 28], ‘food waste’ [21 of 28]
and ‘local foods / food systems’ [20 of 28].

Dietary guidelines
addressing sustainability
have been produced by
multiple governmental and
non-governmental bodies;
some have generated more
substantive and credible
guidance than others.
All entities could play an
important role in future
guidance efforts to
promote sustainable
diets and food systems.

The general quality of 33 sets of such recommendations was also
assessed. Most NGO guidelines in particular were rather deficient in
terms of focus, complexity, and quality of scientific evidence. In this
analysis, only three guideline sets were rated as ‘very strong’ and another
seven ‘fairly strong’ in terms of evidence.20 FBDG standards, by comparison, require a very strong evidence base. Furthermore, clearly
articulated sustainability principles were often limited or altogether
lacking. Such principles or equivalent value statements are important
because they provide underlying philosophical and scientific justifications
for the recommendations issued.
Single-topic sustainable dietary guidelines: Some sustainability
guidelines focus on just one aspect — typically a single food category —
rather than on a broader spectrum of foods or sustainability concerns.
They are issued mainly by NGOs and business organizations.
Environmental Working Group’s Meat Eater's Guide is one example.21 Fair
trade guidelines are another. Most notable are sustainable seafood
guidelines22 issued by a large number of independent advocacy groups
and industry-led associations in many countries (see below).
Synopsis: Dietary guidelines addressing sustainability have been produced by multiple governmental and non-governmental bodies; some have
generated more substantive and credible guidance than others. All entities
could play an important role in future guidance efforts to promote sustainable diets and food systems. In addition, while the above categories focus
on guidelines, sustainable dietary advice in other formats is proffered
in countless books, journal articles, and via social and audiovisual media.
Those from intergovernmental organizations such as FAO address
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sustainable dietary guidance in detail, as in Sustainable Diets and
Biodiversity.3 The recommendations provided throughout this and
similar reports do not constitute ‘guidelines’ per se, but they can certainly influence both the issuance and the content of dietary guidelines,
including FBDG.
SUSTAINABLE DIETS AND DIETARY GUIDANCE
What are sustainable diets? The case for connecting sustainability to
diets goes back a long way, but the connection to dietary guidelines per
se was made by Joan Gussow and Kate Clancy, who coined the phrase
‘sustainable diets’ in their 1986 journal article Dietary Guidelines for
Sustainability.23 Use of this term and conceptual approach has proliferated more recently, particularly since FAO’s 2009 session on Sustainable
Diets and Biodiversity and its eponymous publication in 2010.3 In it,
sustainable diets were defined as “those diets with low environmental
impacts which contribute to food and nutrition security and to healthy life
for present and future generations. Sustainable diets are protective and
respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, culturally appropriate,
accessible, economically fair and affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe
and healthy; while optimizing natural and human resources”. FAO has also
adopted it as the rubric under which it is focusing much of its food and
agriculture policy work.
In 2013, the U.S.-based Institute of Medicine hosted a meeting titled
Sustainable Diets: Food for Healthy People and a Healthy Planet — a Food
Forum that included Kate Clancy and two others from the Tufts GSDWG
(Christian Peters and Parke Wilde) as presenters.24 IPES-FOOD — an
independent international panel of experts on sustainable food systems
and diets was established in 2014.25 Other proponents of sustainable diets
include DEFRA (England), the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (U.S.),
and the American Public Health Association. The International Centre for
Advanced Mediterranean Agronomic Studies (CIHEAM) has promoted the
Mediterranean Diet as a model.26 The European Parliament has established
a Cross-Party Sustainable Food Steering Group that is promoting
sustainable diets. The UN’s post-2015 Sustainable Development Goals
may incorporate sustainable dietary guidance, which would bolster their
visibility on a global scale.
‘Sustainable diets’ are more multifaceted and complex relative to FBDG for
several reasons: First, the notion of ‘diets’ keeps expanding. Dietary
practices are shaped by food access and eating environments — food
security, social capital, marketing influences, demographics, and other
drivers of food access and utilization. Many of Brazil’s recent FBDG focus
on eating practices and food processing versus nutrients or foods per se.
Food competencies; e.g., food and nutrition education and cooking skills,
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can also be factored in. Sustainability can be part of all these elements
(as can dietary guidance more broadly).
Secondly, sustainability itself is inherently multidimensional — ideally
integrating various environmental, social, economic, cultural and other
facets where food intersects with people and the planet. These elements
are inter-related, and understanding all the issues and relationships is
challenging even to experts. Because ‘sustainable diets’ and ‘sustainable
food systems’ are emerging fields, associated guidance needs to stay
current and evolve with it.
Thirdly, beyond the evidence-based health promotion and disease
prevention framework that forms the basis for FBDG, sustainability
invokes a broader philosophy — a world-view with a vision for a different
future. As such, multiple and diverse values and principles drive priorities, and some can be contradictory. For example, paying more for
sustainably-produced foods may conflict with food security objectives.
Some aspects can foment controversy, such as animal welfare or animal
rights principles. The ‘right to food’ and food justice principles are similarly
debated in many countries. Furthermore, sustainability invokes development principles and governance dimensions (such as transparency and
democratic processes), and not simply end results.

Sustainability
itself is inherently
multidimensional —
ideally integrating
various environmental,
social, economic,
cultural and other
facets where food
intersects with people
and the planet.

ADDRESSING SOME CHALLENGES TO DEVELOPING SUSTAINABLE
DIETARY GUIDANCE
Dietary guidance, public health policy, and sustainable diets: FBDG
flow from a fairly narrow public health framework, focusing mainly on
personal wellbeing tied to the consumption of nutritious diets. It is not
clear why some national governments have deferred to other bodies to
generate sustainable dietary recommendations in deference to using
FBDG. Constraints in some countries emerge from political pressures.
But there is also conceptual resistance to broader paradigms that redefine
health through a more systemic and ecological public health lens.
Adequate responses to emerging issues related to food systems
sustainability call for broader public health and food security models to
provide an adequate and enduring food supply for all people within a
resilient environment. More specifically: “Human health cannot be
considered in isolation. It depends highly on the quality of the environment
in which people live: for people to be healthy, they need healthy
environments”.27 Rayners and Lang proffer an Ecological Public Health
framework: “We see the value of ecological thinking for public health as a
reminder that the health of the public is contingent upon other life forms
and connections with multiple other factors”.28 They delineate four moreconstrained public health models wherein the FBDG approach fits.
Their ecological public health construct encapsulates and builds on
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these.28 A ‘sustainable diets’ approach evokes this integrated notion and
can constitute a conceptual bridge that links dietary guidance to these
more complex and systemic public health frames.
Sustainable dietary guidance is multi-disciplinary and systems-based:
Sustainability’s many dimensions also makes it a multi-disciplinary subject,
requiring expertise across a broad knowledge base beyond the more
defined food and nutrition subjects germane to understanding FBDG.
Systems-based modeling approaches that integrate social, environmental,
cultural and economic parameters are just emerging in the literature. For
example, tools for systems thinking have only recently been applied to
complex, multi-factorial problems such as obesity,28 and similarly to food
systems (see: A Framework for Assessing Effects of the Food System from
the IOM).30 This suggests that a wide range of expertise beyond food and
nutrition is needed to frame the issues and produce sound guidance on
diverse issues. While this challenges professionals in specialized fields to
broaden their perspectives, it can also promote multi-disciplinary
teamwork that, in turn, can broaden spheres of influence for dietary
guidance work.

Sustainability concerns
in one country may not
only be inappropriate for
others, but also work at
cross-purposes.

More data are needed: Some of the better quantitative tools such as Life
Cycle Assessments provide very practical information to guide sustainable
food choices. Currently, such “foodprint” data are limited, but this
research is accelerating and is influencing guidance on consumption of
animal foods, on food processing, and on use of energy and other
resources, particularly in the food industry where operational efficiencies
also influence costs. Alternatively, social concerns that address food
justice (e.g. inequality and labor conditions) tend to be more divisive issues,
but fairer pay and fair trade themes are increasingly moving to the
forefront of food systems-related social action. A result should be greater
incorporation of these factors into sustainable dietary guidance. In all
instances, claims should be justified with reasonable evidence of efficacy.
Scale is critical: Sustainable dietary guidance recommendations often
challenge the national scale of FBDG as well as their relative homogeneity.
Sustainability concerns in one country may not only be inappropriate for
others, but also work at cross-purposes. At one end, local food systems
initiatives that have energized so many sustainability advocates may only
have relevance at that geographic scale.31 At the other extreme, meeting
nutritional goals for citizens in richer countries can have adverse
consequences on the food security of populations in poorer nations where
the foods may be derived. 32 Local, regional, national, and global systems
are embedded and as such are best addressed across these multiple
geographic dimensions. 33 Some of these issues are also addressed in the
aforementioned IOM report.30
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Influencing food choices made by consumers and food chain players:
Sustainability produces yet another set of considerations that consumers
are being asked to incorporate into dietary decision-making that may
already include taste preferences, food access, preparation skills, health
concerns, and family demands. Similarly, supply constraints and
established menus and business practices drive institutional food service
and restaurant decisions, wherein routinization is a barrier to changing
menus and food preparation practices.34 Guidance needs accommodate
expectations for the pace of change and expected impacts these may have
on citizenry because of these realities.

Producing credible
dietary guidance
is integral to
making progress on
sustainable diets.

In a more balanced playing field for the exchange of ideas, dietary guidance
would contribute much more to an informed populace, wherein such
messages could offset undue industry-based influences. This is currently
not the case in the U.S., where the inclusion of sustainability
recommendations in the 2015 Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee
report has elicited intense criticism by commercial interests because they
fear a loss of business.35 In turn, members of Congress are putting strong
pressure on the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) and U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA) to not address sustainability in the
subsequent Guidelines, contending that there is no connection of these
issues to nutrition and health.36 As a result, which, if any, of the DGAC
sustainability recommendations will make it into the forthcoming 2015
Dietary Guidelines for Americans is uncertain. As with the other examples
cited above, this matters considerably because the concise FBDG
guidelines — and not the more detailed support materials — are the
‘headline’ messages that most often reach the public and drive consumeroriented food guides, including Plates and Pyramids.
THE POTENTIAL AND THE OPTIONS TO PROMOTE SUSTAINABLE
DIETARY GUIDANCE
Providing sound advice: A rapidly growing share of consumers and food
businesses are adopting food-related sustainability practices. But beyond
the ‘eco-minded' consumers’,37 change is more gradual and needs
encouragement. A plethora of ‘green’ dietary advice is available; some
guidance is excellent, but other advice is somewhat superficial,
unsubstantiated, or simply industry-driven ‘greenwashing’.38
Producing credible dietary guidance is integral to making progress on
sustainable diets. Audiences for dietary guidance need to be sufficiently
informed to understand and apply recommendations. FBDG are
increasingly used by food sector professionals to shape meal programs,
for diet planning, and to some extent to influence the make-up of the food
supply. This list of Pyramids and MyPlates assembled by Tufts GSDWG
illustrates designed to convey the guidelines to the public in a consumerfriendly manner.39 In contrast, most of the sustainable dietary guidelines
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examined are directed primarily to the public, and accompanying
explanatory literature is often substandard in its formulation and quality.20
How best to incorporate sustainability into guidelines: As discussed
above, dietary guidance for sustainability can be much more complex than
for FBDG. It is thus more difficult to develop uniform standards and to
formulate fixed sets of guidance akin to FBDG. This food systems map
illustrates one of the best-developed and integrated food systems graphics,
yet clearly it is not designed for most audiences that guidelines try to
reach.40 A process is needed to better delineate what sustainability
elements among many — such as climate change, biodiversity, food
waste, water use, and food justice — ought to be incorporated and
prioritized, and in a manner that makes this information accessible to
diverse audiences. To achieve this, better-developed guidance support
materials are needed for professionals (e.g., dietitians, environmentalists,
health professionals) interested in these issues, and who, in turn, will
apply them to the development of better-formulated consumer and
practitioner recommendations.

Sustainability priorities
such as biodiversity,
climate change, food
security, food justice, and
sustainable agriculture
don’t always translate
easily into specific dietary
guidance. Priority-setting
is a critical aspect of
this work.

Existing sustainable dietary guidelines focus mostly on food choices and
practices that suggest multiple sustainability benefits (e.g., eat less meat;
buy organic foods; select sustainable seafood). But sustainability priorities
such as biodiversity, climate change, food security, food justice, and
sustainable agriculture don’t always translate easily into specific dietary
guidance, and are often absent in the narratives that accompany such
guidelines. How best to incorporate these components will be an
important priority with respect to the structure and content of such
guidelines going forward. In other words, how to construct sustainable
dietary guidelines needs careful consideration to address multiple issues
in an integrated manner.41
At a practical level, professionals, practitioners, and the public can likely
work with just a few sustainability issues at a time, and thus priority-setting
is a critical aspect of this work. It also suggests that a single (one size fits
all) guidance approach, akin to FBDG, is not the preferred guidance
product. Rather, a flexible or adaptive approach is more pragmatic —
one that accommodates the immense differences in diets and eating
environments, as well as varying sustainability priorities that would be
expected among consumers, food industry and policy makers within and
between different nations.
Tracking the effectiveness of dietary guidance: The ‘big picture’ impacts
of FBDG are uncertain, given the parallel rise in global obesity and dietrelated chronic diseases since their issuance. Overall, a very small share of
any country’s population actually meets its nation’s dietary guidelines.
This is not surprising given the overwhelming influences of food industry
promotional messaging, the proliferation of unhealthy foods in the
marketplace, and many ingrained habits amongst consumers. Similarly,

96

3 DIETARY GUIDELINES AND SUSTAINABLE DIETS: PATHWAYS TO PROGRESS

evidence is lacking as to the influence of multi-component sustainable
dietary guidelines in the global movement towards more sustainable diets
and food systems, given the plethora of other communications and
advocacy efforts in this realm. Thus going forward, it is important that the
outcomes and impacts of sustainable dietary guidance be tracked to the
extent possible, so as to engender support for it as an effective strategy for
positive change. Measurable results are often most easily assessed in the
settings and amongst the audiences where such guidance is targeted.
Sustainable seafood guidance: Sustainable seafood guidance is a
possible model for successful guidance dissemination. Dozens of
organizations have developed such guidance to help protect the long-term
sustainability of global seafood supplies and the fisheries that are critical
to the food security and livelihoods of literally billions of people worldwide.
Many incorporate certification programs and labeling schemes that target
wholesalers, retailers and consumers as to what fish to buy and consume.
A partial list of these is enclosed.22
Tufts GSDWG has begun to examine available evidence of their effectiveness. Preliminary findings suggest that such guidance, especially as part
of comprehensive advocacy and promotional efforts, can be tracked and
that these seafood guidelines can be shown to be influential to both supply
chain and consumer decision-making.42 Large supermarket chains, for
example, have used several of the most influential seafood sustainability
programs to shape their policies. Tens of millions of seafood consumers
have received buying guides and related materials and messages from
advocates. Given that conditions globally for seafood stocks remain in
crisis,43 these campaigns have to become more coordinated and be more
accurate about supply conditions.44 They also need to better track their
outcomes. But overall, as guidance programs they offer promising
strategies to address retailing practices in other major food system
sectors as well as consumer food choices. They can also be drivers of
governmental policies; for example, by generating support for national and
international agreements to protect oceans and fisheries. In terms of
FBDG, seafood was one of the two sustainability topics addressed by the
U.S. 2015 Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee.13
Seafood guidance is a model that focuses on a single food category and is
one that enjoys wide public and business support in most countries. Still,
while acknowledging likely industry sector opposition, it could be considered for other food groups such as meat, where the evidence for dietary
impacts on the environment is strong. Support for sustainably-produced
fruits and vegetables is also rapidly expanding. This model also suggests
that sustainable dietary guidance can (and ought to) emerge from multiple
public and private sources (governments, businesses, NGOs and consumers) as a potent strategy to advance sustainable diets. Once issued,
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tracking the roles that advocacy groups and practitioners play in applying
them is one way by which their influence can be seen and measured.
As noted, developing guidance from more integrated sustainability
perspectives is more complex insofar as it is intended to show how overall
diets can influence multiple factors such as climate change, biodiversity,
food production and food justice. However, fair trade initiatives represent
one approach to address these inter-connected issues that is also having
an impact on both the supply chain and consumer choices for selected
food products (see enclosed list).45
A SUSTAINABLE DIETARY GUIDANCE FRAMEWORK
The Tufts Guidelines for Sustainable Diets Working Group (GSDWG) was
formed in late 2012 with the intent of producing a comprehensive set of
sustainable dietary guidelines. That initial objective was deferred once it
became clear that tools and strategies to guide such a process were
limited. Instead, the focus became the development of a sustainable
dietary guidance framework to help sort out issues such as those
described in this paper. This reflects Tim Lang’s admission that
“Methodologies, models and indicators are emerging from academia,
agencies and industry but need to be brought into a coherent framework,
and move from informal to formal processes of policy definition”.46 Also
influencing this transition was determining that the group’s priority is
primarily to enable others to develop sound guidance, rather than
developing and promoting a single set of guidelines that invariably would
not suit all audiences or geographies.
GSD framework objectives: Currently, too much sustainable dietary
guidance is developed without the background and rigor that could make it
more authoritative and influential. The broad intent of a GSD framework is
to address the deficiency of decent guidance resources for professionals,
practitioners and policy-makers, and to enable them to generate sound
advice for the public and for others such as the media and food businesses.
What is a ‘Guidance for Sustainable Diets’ (GSD) applied framework?
Frameworks have become increasingly valuable tools for making progress
on concept development, assessments, and messaging in many fields.
They provide direction for the design, structure and content needed to
properly develop products or services, akin to using architects to design
buildings. They are especially valuable where multi-disciplinary, systemsbased approaches are called for.
A GSD framework can be an enabler for diverse types of sustainable
dietary guidance development. As an applied methodology, it is intended
to support processes that encourage action; i.e., changes in policies and
practices — a systems change model. Such an approach provides
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direction — procedures and pathways for guidance developers to envision,
design, produce and convey sustainable dietary messaging in a
professional, credible and scientific manner. It will delineate a sequence of
development steps that typically could include setting objectives,
determining audiences, sourcing expertise, assessing evidence (research
and other models), producing content, and carrying out dissemination /
promotion to targeted audiences. Specifically, a framework approach can
help these entities to:
•

•
•

•

•

Gather and process information to aid intelligent decision-making,
determine worthwhile strategies and activities, and weigh alternative
approaches. This is particularly important where measurable
outcomes are expected;
Incorporate the requisite steps to carry out guidance development in
a professional and well-considered manner;
Better understand the complex and integrated aspects of
sustainability as they apply this to food systems and to the changes
being proposed through their guidance tools;
Integrate their visions or philosophies, core values and beliefs, and
develop underlying principles as building blocks to shape and
prioritize their guidance products;
Determine who should be involved in their guidance development
— what expertise is needed and the roles participants or partners
can play.

GSD framework targets or audiences can be numerous and diverse,
and include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

NGOs and professionals involved in nutrition, public health,
environment, and sustainability advocacy
policymakers, including those formulating FBDG or sustainable
diets recommendations
program planners and regulators
businesses and/or trade groups
funders
think tanks
media
scientific communities
institutions (e.g., food service) and
the public at large.

How a GSD framework would be used: The intent is to work with varying
constituencies — either as end users or as intermediaries — to help them
design, develop / refine, and deliver guidance to their audiences. This can
be provided as toolkits or similar guidance materials, via conferences or
workshops, or through direct consulting services. A GSD framework
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“training of trainers” program could enable others to provide these
services, especially as intermediaries providing expertise to other users
with less expertise or capacity to carry out the development steps. A think
tank or similar mechanism could also be developed to promote more
research and broad-based communications of guidance resources or
resulting products.
To serve such a diverse user base, a GSD framework cannot simply adopt
a generic or ‘one size fit all’ approach. Audiences will have varying levels of
expertise, capacities (time, cost, effort) and resources. Some will want
simplified, straightforward content, others may want to invest in a more
structured process involving planning, research, implementation
strategies, policy development, and/or evaluation. As noted, the priorities
will also vary geographically, particularly across countries with
considerably different food systems. It is envisioned that the application
of such a framework will be limited initially and gradually expand.
The GSD framework is intended to build on existing resources, including
related frameworks.47 It can facilitate access to, and assessment of other
literature - reports, proposals, guidance, and policies - in terms of scope,
accuracy, purposes, and philosophies. As warranted, it can incorporate
proven education, behavior change, and social change models and adapt
guidance to specific audiences and/or geographic settings. Similarly, it
can help users develop tracking and evaluation tools to assess their
resulting guidance outcomes, reflecting strategies employed in parallel
fields or subjects.
RECOMMENDATION FOR FUNDERS
Rapidly growing global interest and involvement in food systems
sustainability makes this an opportune time to develop and promote
pertinent guidance, and the increasing urgency to address climate change,
biodiversity, and long-term food security accelerates its relevance. A
‘sustainable diets’ model is dynamic because not everyone is directly
engaged in the food sector, but all people eat and can thus ‘vote with
their forks’.48
A comprehensive strategy for developing and promoting sustainable
dietary guidance would include scoping existing efforts, identifying
opportunities, and establishing priorities to target such guidance to
multiple audiences. It would support development of high quality guidance
by interested parties and best practices to disseminate / promote them
for maximum effect. Facets of this agenda that funders could consider
supporting include the following:
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A. Facilitate development of sustainable dietary guidance:
•

•

•

•

•

Review existing initiatives for effective guidance: Besides seafood,
good quality guidance work is focusing on other food categories (e.g.
meat and dairy consumption) and integrated into food systems
models (e.g. supply chain efficiencies, fair trade, food justice, regional
diets (e.g. Mediterranean), water access, agro-ecology, food waste,
urban food systems). These all directly or indirectly have generated
dietary guidance and researchers, advocates and others would benefit
from efforts to compile them, to assess their scope, quality, and
applications, and to derive ‘best practices’ and ‘lessons learned’.
Scoping papers akin to this one are one approach to undertaking this
work, albeit involving more research.
Assess interest in sustainable dietary guidance development:
Broadly speaking, public support for healthier and more ecologicallydriven diets is growing.49 In tandem, overall interest in, and demand
for well-formulated guidance should be surveyed to help prioritize
audiences and types of guidance products. This process could also
assess what assistance (resources, expertise) interested users need
to develop and disseminate such guidance. It is important to address
opportunities not just in industrialized countries but also in LMICs
(low and middle income countries) where conditions, priorities, and
subsequent guidance could differ considerably from that produced,
say, for Europe and North America.
Support capacity building: Tim Lang contends, “The clarification
of sustainable diets is now a frontline policy issue”.46 Sustainable
dietary guidance work lacks the support structures long embedded
in FBDG development.50 As of now, aggregate content, procedures,
and outreach-related tools and methodologies are insufficient to
enable sustainable dietary guidance to proliferate expeditiously.
Capacity-building resources will facilitate well-produced guidance.
Whether through a GSD framework development approach as
outlined above, and/or by other means, this ‘weakest link’ needs
considerable strengthening.
Encourage promotion and adoption of such guidance: Guidance is
not meant to sit on shelves collecting dust. Wider dissemination via
outreach and promotion will generate more awareness of resources
and greater utilization among diverse audiences. Best practices in
related food, nutrition, and environmental fields can be compiled,
examined, and applied to this work.
Tracking and evaluation: Whenever possible, the results of
sustainable dietary guidance efforts should be measured. Again,
tools and strategies in parallel fields can be reviewed to identify
cost-effective approaches to incorporate into these efforts.

It is important to
address opportunities
not just in industrialized
countries but also in
LMICs (low and middle
income countries) where
conditions, priorities, and
subsequent guidance could
differ considerably from
that produced, say, for
Europe and North America.
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B. Build support for and interest in sustainable dietary guidance:

•

•

Funders: Foundations and other grant makers can communicate
the relevance and potential role of sustainable diets and associated
guidance to other funders, and educate them as to the fine points of
the work — who and what is involved in their development, where they
are used, and potential audiences. This could be achieved via meeting
presentations or more involved workshops at funder meetings, as well
as through funder-focused publications or other communications
pathways. Similarly, guidance advocates could keep interested
funders more apprised of relevant meetings they could attend.
Other audiences: Use similar strategies to communicate the
relevance of sustainable dietary guidance to a wider user base.
Environmental groups in particular could do much more to
incorporate sustainable food systems into their policy work,
and sustainable dietary guidance is a good mechanism to enable
these connections.
Guidance developers: Support for more networking among entities
engaged in guidance development could be invaluable to encourage
sharing of resources, experiences and strategies, and to better
coordinate efforts via a ‘Community of Practice’.

Funders who support
advocacy initiatives could
work with NGOs and
professional bodies in
countries with the greatest
potential to influence
inclusion of sustainability
into FBDG and other
guidance.

C. Consider the politics of FBDG and similar dietary guidance policy:
The perceived strengths of FBDG are their legitimacy and authority, and
hence they are good targets for sustainability guidance. But in the U.S., it
was almost three decades after the Gussow and Clancy article23 before the
US Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee (DGAC) seriously addressed
sustainability in their 2015 report, and there is little progress on this
elsewhere. One reason why governments may be slow to integrate
sustainability content is the absence of significant advocacy efforts,
particular in the face of opposition such as that described above.
•

To offset these oppositional influences, there needs to be broader
support and funding for campaigns to have sustainability included in
FBDG. For example, at the March 2015 US DGAC public meeting,
Friends of the Earth brought a petition “reflecting the voices of more
than 120,000 individuals … supporting the Expert Panel’s call for a
diet with more plant based foods and fewer animal products for the
sake of public health and the environment.”51 This clearly
demonstrates public support for the inclusion of sustainability in
these guidelines. That same day, a new campaign called ‘My Plate My
Planet’ published full-page advertisements in national US newspapers
featuring more than 100 prominent organizations and individuals
supporting sustainability recommendations in the 2015 Dietary
Guidelines for Americans.52 This really marks the first time that
professionals and their organizations in the U.S. have advocated
strongly in support of dietary guidelines recommendations.
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•

•

Funders who support advocacy initiatives could work with NGOs and
professional bodies in countries with the greatest potential to
influence inclusion of sustainability into FBDG and other guidance.
As opposed to ‘after-the-fact’ initiatives, interest groups or coalitions
could be encouraged to generate innovative strategies that would
build momentum over years and thus influence the FBDG
development process from the onset. They could advocate for
including experts in sustainability into the scientific bodies that help
formulate the guidelines. In tandem, they could promote changes in
FBDG conceptual frameworks to incorporate ecological public health
approaches and long-term food security as integral standards for
intended outcomes.
Funders could also support incorporation of sustainable diets into
broader food policy work. For example, LiveWell for LIFE recently
released On Our Plate Today: Healthy, Sustainable Food Choices that
lists eight “policies and private initiatives which could make
sustainable diets happen in the EU”. The first one is to “Revise
national dietary guidelines to reflect sustainability…”. Others address
‘bigger picture’ sustainability-related policies that need to develop
along side, such that sustainable diets (and associated guidance
policies) constitute pathways to promote sustainable food systems
and global sustainability (‘Healthy People. Healthy Planet’). 53
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Workers are employed in low-wage and precarious positions in all food
system activities, from input manufacture and distribution through waste
management. Agriculture alone accounts for more than a third of the
world's labor force, and is both the second largest source of employment
worldwide and the most important sector for female employment in many
countries. Although a framework of law, codes of conduct and principles
or guidelines is in place to protect workers from abuses and violations of
human rights, improving their working conditions and wages are especially
problematic because of historical and current socioeconomic trends. In
particular, the rise of informal or precarious employment in the food
system with expansion of the corporate regime and neoliberal policies has
exacerbated already poor conditions. The challenges of improving wages
and working conditions must be addressed through several avenues at
once, with particular attention to the most vulnerable workers: children,
women and politically marginalized groups. Strategic areas for action and
investment by funders include support for worker organizations and their
collaborations with non-governmental organizations, other movements
and researchers to document conditions and improve the capacity to
organize across national and interest-area boundaries in resistance to
corporate and industry violations. Support is also needed for workers'
representation in regional and international standard-setting forums, for
monitoring of compliance with agreements, for building capacity at the
State level for stronger regulations and compliance with global norms, and
for steps toward transformation of the neoliberal corporate model to
better serve the public interest.
INTRODUCTION
Workers are the least visible, least valued and most vulnerable people in
the food system. This paper describes the current status of food system
workers and efforts to improve their working conditions. It focuses on how
foundations can make a difference, by drawing lessons from exemplary
campaigns and programs to address workers' needs, and by identifying
key gaps in current funding in the light of global trends in food systems.
This paper is a broad overview of issues that workers face and ways to
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address them. More depth can be gained from the resources listed at the
end of the paper.
In addition to agricultural production and on-farm processing, food
system activities include the production and transport of agricultural
chemicals and other inputs; off-farm food and beverage processing,
manufacturing and packaging; distribution and transport; wholesale and
retail sales; cooking and serving in private homes, restaurants and other
businesses; and food waste disposal. Workers are the employees in all
of these activities.

Agriculture alone employs
more than a third of the
world's labor force (over 1.3
billion people) and is the
second greatest source of
employment worldwide
after services.

How many workers are in the food system, and where are they?
Agriculture alone employs more than a third of the world's labor force
(over 1.3 billion people) and is the second greatest source of employment
worldwide after services.1 It is also the most important sector for female
employment in many countries, especially in Africa and Asia. According to
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), women
make up approximately 43% of the agricultural labour force in developing
countries.2 Agriculture accounts for about 70% of child labor worldwide.3
When other food system activities before and beyond the farm-gate are
included, the total number of workers is considerably higher yet difficult to
estimate, as the international organizations that report on employment,
such as the International Labor Organization (ILO) and the Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), do not categorize
workers in this way.
The numbers of workers in fisheries is even more difficult to estimate than
the number in land-based food systems. FAO estimates that 58.3 million
people were engaged in the primary sectors of capture fisheries and
aquaculture in 2012. Of these, 37% were engaged full time, 23% part time,
and the remainder were either occasional fishers or had unspecified
status.4 When fish processing and other ancillary activities are included,
FAO estimates that "fisheries and aquaculture assure the livelihoods of
10–12% of the world’s population".5 Note that these figures do not
separate those who were employed (i.e., workers) from independent
capture fishers and fish farmers or fishing vessel owners; that is, the
numbers are not comparable to numbers of workers from the ILO.
The ILO estimates that the food and drink industry employed 22 million
people globally in 2008 (the latest figures available), and 40% of its
workers were women.6 The Food Chain Workers Alliance reports that
nearly 20 million workers in combination were employed in the United
States (US) alone in 2010 as farmworkers, in slaughterhouses and other
processing facilities, warehouses, grocery stores, restaurants and food
service.7 The International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant,
Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers' Associations (IUF) is an
international federation of trade unions representing workers employed in
agriculture and plantations; the preparation and manufacture of food and
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beverages; hotels, restaurants and catering services; and all stages of
tobacco processing. While it does not collect primary data on the numbers
of workers in various food system activities, the IUF claims that it
represents over 12 million workers in the 126 countries in which it has
member unions.8
To understand the current situation of food system workers' well-being
and prospects for improvement, it is important to understand the
framework that protects workers' human rights. This includes
governmental regulations (at the local, national, regional or multilateral
scales); corporate codes of conduct (which may apply across an industry
or even cross industry sectors); and principles or guidelines developed by
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) or multi-actor coalitions to guide
corporate and industry actions, such as the CERES Principles or Rainforest
Alliance standards, or with the imprimatur and facilitation of an
international institution, such as the OECD Declaration on International
Investment and Multinational Enterprises9 and the United Nations Guiding
Principles on Business and Human Rights.10 The most widely recognized
and supported labor guidelines, not surprisingly, are international agreements and conventions.

ILO conventions and the
labor movement have
historically been based on
the assumption of a
"standard employment
relationship", with full-time
work contracted for an
unlimited duration with a
single employer and
protected against
unjustified dismissal. This
is no longer the reality in
the international labor
market.

The ILO was established in 1919, and became the first specialized United
Nations (UN) agency in 1946. Its mission is to "promote rights at work,
encourage decent employment opportunities, enhance social protection
and strengthen dialogue on work-related issues".11 Its structure gives
equal voice to workers, employers and governments. The ILO has eight
internationally recognized core Conventions that together prohibit forced
labor, discrimination and the worst forms of child labor and that ensure a
minimum age of employment, equal remuneration, freedom of association
and the right to organize, and the right of collective bargaining.12 These
conventions expand and operationalize the labor rights initially codified in
the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
Importantly, the ILO conventions and the labor movement have historically
been based on the assumption of a "standard employment relationship",
with full-time work contracted for an unlimited duration with a single
employer and protected against unjustified dismissal. This is no longer the
reality in the international labor market, which is increasingly dominated by
"precarious work"—work without guaranteed, specified or fixed hours and
protection against dismissal, and with a fixed, limited-duration contract
and multiple or disguised employers. In recognition of this trend, ILO and
the IUF are seeking ways to apply labor standards to rural agricultural
workers who fall outside of employment norms.13 In the OECD countries
between 1985 and 2007, permanent waged employment rose by 21%
while temporary jobs grew by 55%. In the EU, precarious jobs increased
by 115% versus an overall employment growth of 26%. In Latin America,
the proportion of workers on temporary contracts increased from 19 to
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26.5%.14 Reasons why precarious work now dominates so much of the
food system are explained in the following section.
ISSUES FACED BY FOOD SYSTEM WORKERS AND THEIR CAUSES
Agriculture, while only a part of the food system, merits special
consideration because of unique health and safety issues. Sources of
occupational risk include working with machines, vehicles, tools and
animals; exposure to excessive noise and vibration; slips, trips and falls
from heights; lifting heavy weights and other work that leads to
musculoskeletal disorders; exposure to dust and other organic substances,
chemicals, and infectious agents; and other working conditions common to
rural environments, such as exposure to extreme temperatures, inclement
weather and attacks by wild animals. These hazards are exacerbated for
children and women of childbearing age, especially through exposure to
agricultural chemicals that affect growth and pregnancy outcomes.15
Additional reasons why agriculture is special, compared with other food
system activities, are the prevalence of precarious work — which means
that a large proportion of its workers are not covered by customary labor
laws — and the large proportion of migrant and child laborers.

The prevalence of
seasonal, migratory and
casual labour without
contracts along with
low levels of literacy,
lack of information about
of workers’ rights, and
isolation make organizing
rural workers especially
difficult.

Improving conditions in agriculture is difficult for many reasons. First, in
many low and middle income countries (LMICs), landless agricultural
workers are the poorest and most vulnerable members of society and by
necessity take the worst and lowest-paying jobs. Second, many
agricultural workers are poorly protected by or even exempt from national
labor laws. For example, both Canada and the US exempted farmworkers
from their original Labor Relations Acts. Farmworkers are still exempt in
the US, where migrant farmworkers often lack legal immigration status,
and therefore fall completely outside of laws and social protections. Third,
national legislation may exist but be poorly applied in practice and
inadequately enforced by labor inspectors due to corruption or lack of
capacity to reach dispersed workers in rural areas. While private audits are
performed to comply with some crop certification programs, they often
have loopholes that allow violations to be uncounted. Fourth, national
systems for providing information about or improving occupational safety
and health, wages and human rights in agriculture are inadequate in many
countries. As a result, many workers are unaware of their rights and
farmers unaware of their responsibilities, thus failing to comply with the
legislation that does exist. In addition, trade unions encounter serious
challenges organizing the agricultural workforce, including legal
restrictions, geographical isolation and cultural attitudes. The prevalence
of seasonal, migratory and casual labour without contracts (i.e., precarious
work) along with low levels of literacy, lack of information about of workers’
rights, and isolation make organizing rural workers especially difficult.
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In rural areas around the world, informal employment (without contracts)
constitutes 82.1% of total rural employment and 98.6% of agricultural
employment. In contrast, in urban areas only 24.5% of employees are in
informal employment.16 Nearly eight out of ten of the working poor who
earn less than US$1.25/day live in rural areas. Most jobs in rural areas do
not ensure sufficient levels of income for workers to afford adequate food
for themselves and their families.17 The world’s largest corridor for
international immigration is from Mexico to the US.18 More than 70% of all
hired farmworkers in the US are foreign-born, mostly from Mexico; and
about half lack legal immigration status. The poverty rate for farmworker
families has decreased over the past 15 years, but it is still more than twice
that of all wage and salary employees combined in the US; and it is higher
than that of any other occupation.19
Workers in other food system activities have similar challenges to those
in agriculture, particularly with respect to weak or unenforced regulations
and difficulties organizing into unions. The hazards of work in meatprocessing plants and restaurants, such as working at top speed with
knives or other heavy equipment, cold temperatures and slippery floors,
have been especially well documented.20 Throughout the food system,
workers are relatively invisible — in fields, in processing plants, behind the
kitchen door — so businesses can hide abuse of human rights. Workers
have few if any forums for voicing complaints, given the prohibitions
against unions or difficulties organizing. Workers without immigration
papers are especially at risk, since the threat of deportation hangs over
them and unscrupulous employers may use this to keep workers from
reporting harassment, accidents or illness.
Women, youth and ethnically marginalized people have particular
challenges in the food system. While 48% of international migrants are
now women,21 they end up more often than men in unskilled jobs.22
Predatory recruitment practices used by large-scale farms and processing
plants target the most vulnerable workers, promising good long-term jobs
that do not materialize. Women and ethnic minorities encounter racism,
sexual abuse and greater difficulty seeking recourse to such abuse than
males and people from dominant ethnic groups, especially as they enter
precarious work. In addition, the life consequences of precarious work fall
more heavily on women, who tend to be responsible for children and the
household: irregular and unpredictable work schedules, financial
insecurity and physical and psychological tolls.23
In thinking about how to improve conditions for food system workers, it is
important to understand the layers of cause behind poor conditions and
the shifting dynamics of the global food system. Some of the problems in
food system work are due to the nature of the work itself, such as contact
with livestock or soil which may harbor diseases that can be transmitted to
humans, and use of heavy machinery or sharp equipment. Some issues
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are due to pressures placed on workers by their immediate supervisors
to increase speed and productivity, or failure of employers to provide
personal protective equipment and adequate training in its use.
An additional layer of problems is due to low prices for most agricultural
raw products, which may encourage farmers or other employers to push
labor beyond its capacity in order to eke higher profits from the business.
Many countries and cultures do not value agricultural or food work highly:
this is reflected in low rates of pay, poor training, and inadequate attention
to existing protective legislation. At the national and international levels,
workers' issues can be seen as direct results of neoliberalism, the form of
capitalism that dominates many industrialized and industrializing
countries. This economic system rewards employers for casualizing and
flexibilizing labor, in addition to paying the lowest possible wages.24
Food system scholars, starting with Harriet Friedmann's and Philip
McMichael's work,25 have identified major regime shifts in food systems
during the era of globalization, thus elucidating a global political economy
of the movement of food around the world. The corporate food regime
emerged in the 1970s, forming around transnational commodity networks
(also called Global Production Networks or GPNs). This regime is
characterized by the international transfer of money and products by
transnational corporations, which now dominate most food system
activities.26 For example, the trading companies Archer Daniels Midland,
Bunge, Cargill and Louis Dreyfus are now involved in 90% of the world's
grain trade and have expanded their activities into food processing,
agrochemicals production and distribution. Supermarkets are the newest
controlling actors in global food flows: in 1992, the five largest
supermarkets controlled 19% of grocery sales in the US; but by 2005, this
proportion was up to at least 28.7%. In the UK, the top four retailers
comprise 75% of the grocery market, and concentration of the top five
supermarket chains exceeds 50% on average in every European country.27
This degree of concentration and control means that large corporations
can source food and raw materials from wherever in the world that labor is
cheapest, sell wherever prices are highest, and create a home base
wherever taxes are lowest. They have no allegiance to workers in the
country where they incorporate, nor to the public good.28 With their
dramatically increasing wealth and power, a small group of corporations
have bought political influence at the national and international levels. In
their efforts to respond to consumer demand, compete against the other
giants, comply with safety regulations and standardize production to
reduce costs, supermarkets in particular are increasingly imposing
rigorous quality specifications on their suppliers. The largest food
producers can meet these specifications more easily than small-scale
farmers, and the costs of upgrading products usually come to rest on
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workers in increased demands, faster line-speeds, and lower wages for the
same amount of work.29
Bilateral and multilateral "free trade agreements" are examples of ways
that corporations and GPNs are benefiting tremendously at the expense
of public health, small-scale farmers and labor. Currently (2014-2015) the
Transpacific Partnership (TPP) and the Transatlantic Trade & Investment
Partnership (TTIP) are under negotiation without oversight by the public or
elected government officials. The negative consequences of the North
American Free Trade Agreement on women, small farmers and labor
have been well documented.30 Many analysts and activists fear that new
multilateral trade agreements will further intensify the concentration of
huge food corporations and push costs further down the food system
onto workers.31

Many analysts and
activists fear that
new multilateral trade
agreements will
further intensify the
concentration of huge
food corporations and
push costs further
down the food system
onto workers.

While investment flows freely across borders in the corporate food regime,
the cross-border flow of labor is more restricted. This is ironic, as international investment patterns in land are precisely why many people in poor
countries have lost their prior livelihoods as small-scale farmers and been
forced to immigrate to other countries in search of jobs. Migrants are
often restricted by law from participating in political or civic life in their
countries of destination, and cut off from family and community ties in
their countries of origin by restrictions against going home then being
readmitted by the destination country. Because the economies of many
countries have come to rely on the remittances of migrant workers, while
destination countries depend upon their cheap labor, governments and
business interests seek to “manage” the movement of migrants.
Destination countries may deny migrant workers fundamental labor
rights such as freedom of association and the right to bargain collectively.
In many countries, migrant workers are explicitly excluded from labor law
protections. Economic migrants seldom have the legal right to live and
work in wealthier countries unless they are highly skilled, even when jobs
are going unfilled because legal residents of those countries do not want
them.32 Meanwhile, human trafficking is a massive black market bringing
workers to fill food system jobs from fields to restaurants. The latest data
from the ILO documents 21 million victims of forced labour, including 11.4
million women and girls and 9.5 million men and boys.33 Migrant workers
and indigenous people are especially vulnerable to slavery, which often
takes the form of debt bondage.34
The abrupt rise in food prices in 2007–2008 and the financial crash of
2008 led to big changes in the corporate food regime, most obviously a
frantic scramble by investors for cheap arable land (so-called "land grabs").
Although there is no clear agreement on the dynamics and drivers of the
next food regime, there is no question that global forces are impinging on
labor and will be prominent in this period. Among these forces is climate
change, which is already causing major disruptions in food production due
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to drought, floods, and heat; diseases moving into regions where they were
not endemic previously; and growing instability of financial markets
because of their overcomplexity, lack of regulation to address the causes
of the 2008 global collapse, and social upheaval accompanying climate
change. Inequity has been growing rapidly both within and between
nations over the last decade.35 As inequity grows, the potential for
democratic participation by people with low incomes shrinks: "corporate
authoritarianism" takes over and the influence of trade unions declines.36

The situation for workers
is very likely to deteriorate
over the next few decades
as migration due to conflict
over water and scarce
resources rises.

The situation for workers is very likely to deteriorate over the next few
decades: in addition to even greater economic migration with increasing
numbers of people in poverty will be political migration, as ethnic and
cross-border conflict escalates over access to water and other scarce
resources, and environmental migration, as home lands become
uninhabitable from increasing numbers of floods, droughts and sea-level
rise. Since food system workers have few privileges and suffer
disproportionately in a relatively stable global environment, they are likely
to be marginalized further with greater environmental and political
instability and chaos. These trends point to the growing urgency to
increase support for migrant workers and efforts to rebalance power in
the food system.
The challenges for improving working conditions in the food system must
be addressed on several fronts simultaneously, with particular attention to
the most vulnerable workers: children, women, and seasonal or casual
workers. While anti-corporate campaigns are an important way to raise
awareness of abusive practices and growing power imbalances between
workers and employers, efforts to strengthen national and international
regulations and guidelines are also critical. Poor working conditions can be
separated into those that violate human rights conventions (such as the
core ILO conventions against forced labor and children's labor) and those
due to precarious work. In addition, issues are different across food
system activities and in different regions, depending on which crops are
grown and where they are processed. Table 1 shows major workers' issues
across the food system, differentiated by stages of the supply chain and
different kinds of worksites. The next section describes some of the
efforts to address food workers' issues through campaigns.
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Table 1. Issues Faced by Food Systems Workers
Labour Activity

Fundamental
HR violations

Corporate
food regime
issues

Raw commodity
production

Low-value
processing

High-value
processing

Wholesale
/retail

Restaurant

Freedom of association

X

X

X

X

X

Child labour

X

X

Forced labour

X

X

X

Human trafficking

X

X

X

Occupational health
& safety

X

X

X

X

X

Excessive working hours

X

X

X

X

X

Gender-based harassment
& discrimination

X

X

X

X

X

Low and withheld wages

X

X

X

X

X

No legal status for econ.
immigrants

X

X

X

X

X

Low and irregular wages

X

X

X

X

X

Lack of social protection

X

X

X

X

X

No formal contracts

X

X

X

X

X

Exclusion from labour laws

X

X

X

Seasonal & PT work

X

X

X

X

X
X

X
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LESSONS FROM EXEMPLARY CAMPAIGNS AND STRATEGIES
Two early campaigns stand out as prototypes. The 1965–70 grape
pickers' strike and boycott in California was the first significant win by
farmworkers against growers, after more than 100 years of fighting
terrible working conditions and wages in the US. With unprecedented
support from consumers across the US, table grape growers signed their
first union contracts after only five years of campaigning, granting workers
better pay, benefits, and social protections. The international Nestlé baby
formula campaign (1977–present) did not address food system workers,
but its strategies for protecting vulnerable people against the tactics of a
powerful corporation became a model for subsequent campaigns in the
food system. Both of these campaigns raised widespread public
awareness and outrage and mustered consumer pressure through
boycotts. The Nestlé campaign involved international adjudication by
invoking a World Health Assembly code, as well as national Standards
agencies. Both campaigns brought together supporters from many
sectors, including religious communities, students, advocacy
organizations, and trade unions.
The following, more recent campaigns address specific issues that food
system workers face, and illustrate additional strategies that are being
used today to fight for legal rights and improvements in precarious work.
These short descriptions are followed by a compilation of lessons learned
from corporate accountability campaigns.
Freedom of Association. The US-based Killer Coke campaign and the 2001
lawsuit Sinaltrainal v. Coca-Cola, filed in Miami, focused on the use of
paramilitary squads to target and assassinate trade union activists in
Colombia. International Labor Rights Forum worked with the trade union
Sinaltrainal in Colombia, which had been fighting for better conditions for
many years.37 In a similar campaign, IUF and Unilever negotiated an
agreement in 2009 over the rights of precarious workers at the company's
Lipton/Brooke Bond tea factory in Khanewal, Pakistan.38
Child labor: A long-standing cocoa campaign in West Africa has focused
on trafficked child labor from neighboring countries into Cote d’Ivoire,
which produces about 40% of the world's cocoa. Original targets of AntiSlavery International, which began the campaign, included cocoa traders
Archer Daniels Midland, Cargill and Barry Callebaut. As more
organizations joined the campaign, targets shifted to major chocolate
brands Nestlé, Hershey, Mars and Cadbury.39 Other campaigns have
fought abuses in shrimp processing in Southeast Asia, including child labor
and trafficked labor that was discovered in shrimp processing sheds, and
migrant workers on fishing vessels. Targets include major supermarket
chains Tesco, Walmart and others.40
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Gender-based violence, occupational safety and health: International Labor
Rights Forum has documented various abuses on palm oil plantations,
including unprotected work with hazardous chemicals. The end users of
the products from these plantations include Pepsi and Kraft.42 In Kenya,
campaigns have focused on sexual harassment of female tea plantation
workers producing tea for Unilever. Somo and the India Committee of the
Netherlands found that workers on plantations certified by Rainforest
Alliance faced lack of benefits, wage withholding, gender and ethnic
discrimination, lack of protective gear when applying pesticides, sexual
harassment, bad housing and restrictions on freedom of association and
collective bargaining.42
Domestic migrant labor: The Coalition of Immokalee Workers' (CIW's)
Fair Foods Campaign has succeeded in its call for Florida-based migrant
tomato pickers to be paid a ‘penny a pound’ more for their work. Eleven
major corporations, including the four largest fast-food companies
(McDonald's Subway, Burger King and Yum Brands), the three largest
food-service providers (Compass Group, Aramark and Sodexo) and
retailers Walmart, Whole Foods, Trader Joe's and The Fresh Market
have agreed to date to the ‘penny a pound’ campaign. Through creative
targeting of retailers, on-line organizing and consumer education
(including through the documentary film Food Chains), companies signing
on to the Fair Foods Campaign agree that a human-rights-based Code of
Conduct will be implemented on the farms that grow their tomatoes. CIW
is now expanding the Fair Foods Campaign beyond tomatoes, using its
strategy of design, monitoring and enforcement by workers whose rights
are being exploited.
Higher minimum wages for fast-food workers: The Service Employees
International Union (SEIU) has been spearheading a campaign to increase
minimum wages and benefits at fast-food restaurants in the US via strikes,
civil disobedience, social media and consumer education. At a time that
many states in the US have launched powerful anti-union legislation, SEIU
has been successful in getting minimum wage increases back on the public
agenda. The "Fight for $15" began in New York City in 2012 with fast-food
workers demanding at least $15 an hour and the right to unionize without
retaliation. Since then, it has spread to more than 100 cities and many
industries, including retail, home care, hospitality and airport services. In
March of 2015, the general counsel’s office of the US National Labor
Relations Board issued 13 complaints, containing dozens of charges,
against the McDonald’s Corporation and many of its franchisees for
violating employees’ rights to press for better pay and working conditions.
This is a significant sign of progress for the campaign.44
Land-grabbing: GRAIN International started documenting land-grabs in
2012 by launching a database of 416 recent large-scale acquisitions by
foreign investors of land for food production. The cases covered nearly 35
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million hectares of land in 66 countries.45 In 2014, Oakland Institute and
The Rules, along with other NGOs, farmer and consumer organizations
from around the world, launched a campaign to hold the World Bank
accountable for its role in land-grabbing.
This description of some recent or ongoing campaigns illustrates how
strategies and tactics to improve conditions for food system workers have
responded to changing trends in international labor and the corporate food
regime. Some of the main characteristics of contemporary campaign
tactics include:
•
•

•

•
•

Using celebrities or well-known public figures to raise attention
to causes.
Applying pressure on corporations through a mix of shareholder
resolutions and actions, lawsuits, direct action, "ethical competitors",
dialog, and various legislative instruments.
Influencing consumers with diverse and sophisticated instruments,
such as ethical shopping guides, product labeling, Socially
Responsible Investment, and alternative trading organizations.
Organizing workers and mobilizing public support rapidly with
sophisticated communications technology such as social media.
Addressing demands by workers for dignity, voice and fair treatment,
in addition to improved working conditions and wages.

These strategies are described in more detail in the still-timely review by
Robin Broad and John Cavanaugh prepared for the International Flows and
the Environment Project of World Resources Institute.46 The lessons below
draw from their analysis.
Lessons from Campaigns:
1.

The aims need to be clear and achievable, and target the right
institution. Simple, graphic goals are easier to achieve because the
public grasps them quickly. However, campaign goals may need to
evolve over time.
2. Endorsement by government, corporate or religious professionals,
celebrities and other well-known public figures can help build
credibility and support. Sometimes getting a single corporation to
change sides and become an unusual ally and champion is effective
(e.g., Cadbury's announcement of switching to Fair Trade).
3. High profile media of different kinds is essential to "daylight" issues,
elicit a groundswell of public support and encourage corporate leaders
to negotiate with labor. The media materials need to be high quality
and targeted at different audiences (e.g., clear, attractive reports for
the web-browsing and professional audiences; social media for the
audiences that use it; radio for poor countries and rural areas where
Internet may be less available).
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4. Actions that lead to legislation or binding agreements, including
collective bargaining agreements, have a broader reach than actions
that only achieve symbolic wins.
5. North-South collaboration of activist organizations works well, but
needs to be coordinated closely with agreement on the primary
indicators of success.
6. Inclusion of different kinds of stakeholders can help build pressure
on corporations and industry. A successful example of this is the
transnational Uzbekistan Cotton Campaign.
7. Different tactics can reinforce each other. In particular,
confrontational and oppositional tactics can make space for
engagement tactics.
8. Actions in countries that have less strategic significance to the U.S.
and E.U. governments are likely to be more successful.
9. Effective monitoring of wins, and an infrastructure that enables this,
is essential to ensure that gains do not erode.

Governments and existing
international institutions
are not able to effectively
govern the corporate food
regime.

MAJOR OBSTACLES, CHALLENGES AND GAPS IN INVESTMENT
The international labor market is changing in ways that make organizing
and accountability more difficult. The most important changes are the
growing flexibilization and casualization of workers in Global Production
Networks (GPNs); the reality that precarious and standard employees are
now common in the same business, creating two tiers of employees with
very different treatment; tremendous increases in both documented and
undocumented immigration; and growing distance between employer and
employee (such as by use of labor contractors or multiple layers of
employers).
The labor market is responding to the restructuring of GPNs within the
corporate food regime. To some extent, it is beginning to respond to
emerging international crises as environmental and social impacts of
climate change take effect. Unfortunately, major political and economic
trends do not support workers' rights and social upgrading of GPNs to
improve conditions and wages for workers. In particular, neoliberalism has
sealed the bonds between governments and corporations, leading to a
breakdown of democratic process. The "recovery" from the economic
crisis has benefited only the wealthiest and led to massive corporate
restructuring and even greater concentration of power.
With the growing dominance of GPNs in the food system, a gap in
governance is emerging because governments and existing international
institutions are not able to effectively govern the corporate food regime.
New institutions are beginning to appear in that gap, but they can be either
challenges or opportunities, depending on circumstances. For example,
the EU has done the most to promote better labor conditions in regional
free trade agreements, such as by giving trade preference status to

120

4 IMPROVING THE WELL-BEING OF FOOD SYSTEM WORKERS

countries that apply ILO's core labour standards and other basic rights. By
contrast, ILO core standards were not referenced in NAFTA or CAFTA,
although these included side agreements on labor with limited provisions.47
Many trade and investment agreements create unfavorable conditions for
the enforcement of labor rights. On the other hand, the UN Guiding
Principles on Business and Human Rights provide new opportunities for
engagement with governments, industry actors and global civil society.
Many analysts point to serious gaps and needs in current support for
global workers. Additional gaps are apparent from the lack of good data,
knowledge platforms, and strong social movements and coordination
across organizations. Some of the major funding gaps are:
•

•
•

•

•

Sustained support for transnational corporate campaigns. Coalitions
must be transnational to counter the transnational reach of corporations, yet this form of organizing requires extra coordination effort.
Sustained support for movement building across organizations and
interest areas to provide support to workers.
Better data on working conditions generally, but particularly in rural
and other hard-to-reach regions in the developing world and on the
high seas. Fishing and the seafood sector have only very recently
become subjects of workers' rights analyses. However, the data
collection to date relies on a handful of poorly funded grassroots
organizations in the developing world that are painstakingly gathering
testimony from victims of labor abuse. The State Department and US
Agency for International Development are beginning to fund new
research on topics of particular interest to the US government,
such as seafood production.
Similar basic grassroots investigative work of labor abuses and
violations in all food-related sectors. The US Department of Labor
(DoL) played an early and influential role in gathering data globally on
products made with forced or child labor. It produces an annual “List
of Goods” that includes such products as cocoa, bananas, rice, dried
fish, and numerous other food products where labor abuse has been
documented in over 100 countries.48 This is the best comprehensive
source of information on extreme labor rights abuse in food-related
sectors worldwide at present. However, US DoL research staff are
limited in this effort by the severely limited data sources on this topic.
Moreover, the list does not cover the full spectrum of labor rights
abuse. There is no similarly comprehensive source on freedom of
association violations, heath and safety violations, etc.
Limited data on global migration flows and complete lack of data to
globally track which migrants end up in food sector-related activities.
The World Bank has started a new website on migration and
development, KNOMAD, to synthesize existing knowledge and
generate new knowledge for use by policy makers in both sending and
receiving countries.
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•

•

•

•

Integration of data on worker flows with the flows of goods and money,
using a food systems lens, to incorporate the best labor trend analysis
with emerging analyses of the political economy of food systems.
Support for labor unions, farmers’ associations, associations of selfemployed workers and collective action. This is still vital, but must
use new tools to address new challenges, such as migrant labor
working in the same industries across countries. The dramatic rise of
Workers' Centers has been in response to the needs of difficult-toorganize constituencies.49
Pressure on States to increase regulations to institutionalize reforms
and agree to regional and international binding agreements to protect
workers. While the 2011 passage of the UN Guiding Principles on
Business and Human Rights shifted attention away from States to the
human rights responsibilities of corporations, States still have an
essential role.50
Research on the impact of voluntary standard systems to understand
how and where they are effective or not with regards to workers'
rights, and strengthening such systems to improve their positive
impacts.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF STRATEGIC AREAS FOR ACTION
AND INVESTMENT
•

•
•

•

•

•

Support sustained (long-term) movement building across
organizations and movements, such as by connecting labor
movements with fair trade, farmers’ organizations, or other
social justice actors.
Support corporate or industry-directed strategic campaigns to
promote transparency and accountability for workers’ rights.
Strengthen the ability of human rights organizations and others to
document and report workers' conditions, especially in hard-toreach regions.
Enable research on the effectiveness of various tactics and strategies
to improve conditions for workers, in addition to data collection on
migration, precarious work and abuses of workers' rights.
Support innovative organizing strategies for labor movements,
such as:
o
the promotion of framework agreements with a single
multinational corporation in multiple countries, or with an
industry association;
o
using new tools to connect migrant workers across borders; or
o
promoting new legal frameworks to enable self-employed
workers to bargain collectively.
Facilitate face-to-face meetings between people who are working on
shared campaigns in the global North and South to enable them to
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•
•

•

•
•

•

develop shared strategies and tactics, and to engage as equal
partners with agreed-upon targets for change.
Support efforts by various stakeholders, including unusual alliances of
stakeholders, to change the rules that govern corporate behavior,
rather than focusing on individual abuses by individual corporations.
Support the participation of representatives from workers'
organizations and movements in regional or international standard
setting and relevant forums, such as ILO meetings and the work of the
UN Committee on World Food Security. South-North connections are
important to enable effective advocacy to address global rulemaking.
Support monitoring of agreements to ensure compliance. (But note
that monitoring by NGOs is controversial with unions.)
Bolster government mechanisms to regulate and comply with global
norms. In particular, ensure that governments extend basic labor
protections to all workers, including often-excluded rural agricultural
workers. Addressing this gap effectively will require strengthening
social movements and enabling them to engage in productive
dialogue with their governments.
Support organizations seeking to fundamentally transform the
corporate structure, such as by revoking corporate charters on
social grounds.

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER INVESTIGATION
Websites:
•

•
•

•
•
•

Advancing Human Rights: The State of Foundation Global
Grantmaking — Labor Issue Area
(http://humanrights.foundationcenter.org/issues/labor/)
Ariadne: European Funders for Social Change and Human Rights
(http://www.ariadne-network.eu/)
International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering,
Tobacco and Allied Workers' Association (IUF;
http://www.iuf.org/w/)
International Labor Organization (ILO;
http://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm)
Chronic Poverty Advisory Network
(http://www.chronicpovertynetwork.org/)
Campaigning organizations:
o
o
o
o
o
o

Action Aid International (http://actionaid.org/)
Anti-Slavery International (http://www.antislavery.org/english/)
Coalition of Immokalee Workers (http://ciw-online.org/)
Environmental Justice Foundation
(http://www.ejfoundation.org/)
Green America (http://www.greenamerica.org/)
International Labor Rights Forum (http://www.laborrights.org/)
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o
o

Oxfam International (http://www.oxfam.org/)
United Food and Commercial Workers Union International
(http://www.ufcw.org/)

Reports:
•

•

•

•

Man-Kwun Chan. 2012. Making Agricultural Value Chain Programmes
Work for Workers: A Practical Guide for Development Donors and
Practitioners. WIEGO Technical Brief #4. Available at
http://wiego.org/publications/making-agricultural-value-chainprogrammes-work-workers-practical-guide-development-don
Chronic Poverty Advisory Network. 2013. Working out of chronic
poverty. Available at
http://static1.squarespace.com/static/539712a6e4b06a6c9b892bc
1/t/539ec4a8e4b0c608f4530f50/1402913960815/Employment+Po
licy+Guide.pdf
Ergon Associates. Labor & Human Rights in Agricultural Supply
Chains. Briefings. Available at
http://www.ergononline.net/images/stories/articles/agri1.pdf
Walk Free Foundation. 2014. Tackling Modern Slavery in Supply
Chains. A Guide 1.0. Available at
https://www.walkfree.org/business/
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